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Many roads do not lead to the heart.
– Moroccan proverb


The Visitors at Azna
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One
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THEY DIDN’T SEE Africa until half past eleven. The mists broke apart and motorboats with European millionaires came swooping out of the blue with Sotogrande flags and a flash of tumblers. The migrants on the top deck began to shoulder their bags, revived by the idea of home, and the look of anxiety that hovered in their faces began to dispel. Perhaps it was just the sun. Their second-hand cars stored in the hull revved as their children scattered about with oranges in their hands, and an energy seemed to reach out from the edge of Africa to the Algeciras ferry, polarising it. The Europeans stiffened.

Sunbathing in their deck chairs, the British couple were surprised by the height of the land. On the tops of the mountains stood white antenna masts like lighthouses made of wire, and the mountains had a feltlike greenness that made you want to reach out and touch them. The Pillars of Hercules had stood near here, where the Atlantic rushes into the Mediterranean. There are places that are destined to seem like gates. One can’t avoid the sensation of being sucked through a portal. The Englishman, a doctor of a certain age, shaded his eyes with a hand bristling with ginger hairs.

Even with the naked eye, they could make out the snaking outlines of roads that might have been there since Roman times. David Henniger thought: Perhaps it’ll be easier than we think, this drive. Perhaps it’ll be a pleasure after all. From a boom box near the flagpole came a few bars of raï, of Paris hip-hop. He watched his wife reading a Spanish paper, flicking the pages back and forth indifferently, then glanced down at his watch. People were waving from the approaching city, raising handkerchiefs and fingers, and Jo took off her shades for a moment to see where she was. He admired the frank confusion written all over her face. L’Afrique.

They went for a beer at the Hôtel d’Angleterre. It was not hot. The air was wet with recently broken mist. Con men and pretty ‘guides’ danced around them while the sun drenched the terrace with a smell of varnish and peppercorns and stale beer. A laughing mood dominated the seedy expats and their hangers-on nursing their plates of unshelled nuts and their cooled gins. We were once the most formidable bohemians, their faces said to the newcomers, and now we are delightful, playful shits because we have no choice.

The Hennigers had arranged for an agent to deal with the car rental, a man who would run back and forth with keys and contracts, and while they waited for him, they had a few beers with grenadine and some fried goat-cheese cigares. He waited to form an impression. The streets seemed massively solid with their French facades, and there was a gritty shade at their bottom. The girls were swift and insolent, with adultery in their eyes. It wasn’t bad.

‘I’m glad we aren’t staying,’ she said, biting her lip.

‘We’ll stay on the way back. It’ll be interesting.’

He took off his tie. His eyes felt intensely alive somehow and he wondered if she ever noticed these slight alterations of mood, of intention. I like it, he thought. I like it better than she does. Maybe we’ll stay a little after the weekend.

On the road to Chefchaouen, they didn’t speak. The car rented from Avis Tangier was an old Camry, its brakes soft and its red leather torn. He drove it nervously in his perforated driving gloves, warily avoiding the women in ribboned straw hats who infested the hard shoulder, pushing mules ahead of them with sticks. The sun grew fierce; it was a long road bordered by stones and orange trees, and above it rose the hillside slums, the gimcrack apartment blocks, the antennae that decorate every middle-income city. One couldn’t see the beginning or the end of it. There was just the taste of sea.

All was dust. He drove on doggedly, determined to get out of the city as fast as possible. The light all day had finally worn his eyes down; the road was reduced to a geometric glare alive with hostile movements: animals, children, trucks, broken-down thirty-year-old Mercedes.

The suburbs of Tangier were ruined, but the gardens were still there. And so were the crippled lemon trees and olives, the dogged disillusion and empty factories, the smell of seething young men.

The Hotel Salam in Chefchaouen looked over a river called the Oued el Kebir and a gorge; the road on which it stood, avenue Hassan II, was a steep lane of hotels, for the Marrakech and the Madrid were just next door, and along it the city walls loomed up, white and monkish. The tour buses were already there; the salon was full of Dutch couples feeding upon mountains of turmeric eggs. The Hennigers were not sure whether to enter the hotel lounge and participate in this buffet orgy or stay aloof. The Dutch looked frantic and disturbed, as if they hadn’t eaten in days. David wondered if they were given sandwiches on their immense buses. They were faintly disgusting, with their big red faces and their beefy adolescent ruminants grazing around the buffet tables. He was hungry himself.

‘Let’s eat straight away,’ he said excitedly, ‘but not here. Perhaps outside, away from the continental wildebeest? I wonder if one can get a drink that isn’t Pellegrino Citrus?’

Fortunately the Salam had its own terrace and it was not too crowded. They took a table with views and ate their tagine citron with a bottle of cold Boullebemme. It was wine, at least, and he said a silent thank-you to it.

‘Should you be drinking?’ she asked quietly.

‘Oh, it’s just a glass. A glass of fly pee. This stuff is fly pee. Look at it.’

‘It’s not fly pee. It’s fourteen per cent. You have to drive another five hours.’

She began to devour the salted olives at their table. David always took these sorts of remarks in his stride, and he settled down.

‘It’ll make it easier. I know it’s the lame excuse of every alcoholic. But it will.’

‘I shouldn’t let you, Stumblebum.’

‘I would anyway. The roads are empty.’

‘What about the trees?’

There had been eleven years of this sort of contest; the exact, fastidious Jo crossing lances with the bad-tempered David, who always felt that women were out to suppress the peccadilloes that made life half worth living. Why did they do this? Were they envious of life shimmering away with improvised masculine curiosities and pleasures without their consent? One had to ask the question. You could smile or not – it was up to you. Jo was ten years younger than him, a mere forty-one, but she acted like an ancient nanny. She enjoyed reproving him, pulling him back from tiny adventures that would have no consequences even if they were allowed to degenerate to their natural conclusions. I’d never hit a tree anyway, he thought. Never in a thousand years. Not even in my sleep.

She swallowed half a glass of the raw Moroccan wine and he raised an arch eyebrow. She wiped her mouth defiantly. The blood rushed into her brow, into the corners of her mouth.

‘You always get what you want, David. It’s our schema, isn’t it? You always do what you bloody want.’

‘I’m not putting your life in danger.’ His voice was a little pleading. ‘That’s absurd.’

We’ll see if it’s absurd, she thought.

‘Also,’ he went on coolly, ‘it’s patently not true. I very rarely, as you put it, get to do what I want. Most of the time, I am following orders.’

At the bottom of the gorge stood white houses with jars of salted lemons on their roofs. Around them, dogs barked in the palm groves, and the waiters at the Salam seemed subtly ashamed of them. One of the Dutch beauties floated in the little terrace pool, rotating slowly under the first stars while gazing at her own toes. He watched her with meticulous curiosity. Her breasts nicely rounded, parting the waters. The dinner was short and efficient, because their minds were racing ahead to the journey instead of enjoying the present moment. Afterwards, he finished the remains of the Boullebemme and cleaned his teeth with a pick from the centre of the table. Something in his voice was not quite right.

‘I feel like going for a walk. Let’s get coffee up at the kasbah, no? The waiters here are making me feel gloomy.’

Avenue Hassan II led straight into the Bab El Hammar and the kasbah by way of the lovely place El Makhzen. In the first hour of dimming, the menfolk were out in force on the long square filled with trees, eager for debate in crisply laundered djellabas; they stood around in circular groups holding hands, fingering rosaries behind their backs.

There was something shrill but paradoxically quiet about the masculine cleanliness, the speed of the children whistling about with shopping bags and peaches. The whitewash, the angular shadows. She gripped his hand, the marriage ring biting into his palm, and she held on to it as if it would provide long, consecutive moments of stability inside this flux. Did she need him more for a little while, just enough to get through this town? The petty disputes of the last few weeks melted away and in the end it was all just words and words, she thought, words that melt away easily as soon as you are in a strong enough sun and you are moving. They found a lopsided square with a fig tree where there was a Café du Miel with tables that all leaned to one side on the slope on cedarwood legs. It offered no drinks, but strong coffee with grains and a good smoke, and he felt at home at once. There was a saucer of cardamom seeds for the coffee and a plate of almond pastries. Small acts of delicacy. The streets were patriarchal, if you liked, but they possessed intimacy. The trees made delicate shadows on the underfoot stones. He stretched and dropped a cardamom pod into his coffee.

‘I feel less tired now. I think this afternoon was the worst stretch. If we leave at seven, we can be there by midnight or so.’

‘Do you think they’ll wait up?’

‘They’ll wait up. We’re a large percentage of their weekend, emotionally speaking. They’ll be boozing long past midnight.’

Or all night, she thought hopefully.

‘It’s not a military timetable,’ he said with more conciliation. ‘If you want to stay here a night, I don’t mind. I was thinking … two nights of party might well be more than enough.’

She shook her head.

‘I don’t want to, I want to get to Richard’s place.’

In a moment her eyes brimmed over, and she felt an irrational hatred of the whole situation. It was the usual things. The heat and the thick coffee and the stickiness in the air and the tone in his voice. That clipped and impatient twang seemed to go so perfectly with the way the men in the cafés stared at them with their eyes held back in some way, yet sharpened by their provincial curiosity and used like pointed sticks to pry. She had thought a trip through the desert would give her ideas for a new book, but such calculations rarely pan out. What kind of new book after all? Instead, she was beginning to feel boxed in by the schedule to which they had to stick, and the men in the street stared and stared and their hands played with rosaries on the surfaces of the tables. They stared so hard she felt her centre of gravity giving way. They stared with a blank hatred, but it was equally possible that it was not hatred but a sense of unconscious superiority that did not even need to be conscious in order to put the other in her place.

‘It’ll be all right,’ he said tersely. ‘We know they’re repressed and enraged. They treat their woman like donkeys. For them, you are an escaped donkey.’

She looked away, and she was gripping her napkin.

‘I hate it when you say that.’

‘Why? It’s true, isn’t it?’

‘It doesn’t matter if it is.’

‘I would say it mattered,’ he countered. ‘I would say it mattered if they disliked your presence because of your sex.’

‘I’m sure it isn’t that. And you have no idea how they treat their women – none.’

He laughed and picked up a cardamom with two fingers. She was being sophistic.

‘Well, have it your way, Miss Feminist.’

Wanting to show off his French, he asked the owner of the Café du Miel seated at the next table how hot it was in the desert. The Moroccans went into the usual exaggerations.

‘Vous allez souffrir, vous allez voir. Mais c’i beau, c’i très beau.’

On the walk back to the Salam, he took her hand. The dogs were so loud in the gorge that he couldn’t relax; his mind began to turn with a pitiless inertia all its own. Had it been a good idea, he wondered, this extravagance, this sudden departing, this rush to amusement? All for the sake of fun and friendship and three days under a fiercer sun. He knew she hadn’t wanted to come. But something in him enjoyed the coercion he was imposing upon her. He liked pissing people off when he thought their irritations sprang from their rigidity and hypocrisy, and hers certainly did. He thought of himself as a cleansing agent, a purifier of other people’s prejudice. She would be better off for it in the long run, he was certain, and as he thought this, a delicious pity crept into his calculations, a grim tenderness that had no actual purpose relative to his wife. It was like tending a pasture, clipping the edges with a sharp pair of shears. Keeping order with love and keeping the monsters at bay.

The Spanish Mosque was lit up, the water on the terrace pool flashing as the wind hit it. Two men walked arm in arm down Hassan II, whispering intently. No women on the streets now; it was the hour of men. Their eyes were upon the tall blonde in her worn cotton dress and red sandals, her jewellery and freckles. There was evidently a pleasure simply in tracking such a gazelle (that was the word they liked). Her gait that hoped to conceal itself from sexual curiosity, not quite a woman’s sassy walk. They could easily guess that she was a writer, an intellectual, just as they could guess that he was a doctor and a bore.

David and Jo got into the car. He opened the Michelin map and struggled to find the fine red line that was the route they had to follow without fail. She kissed his cheek, and there was sand between her lips, just as there was sand on his face. It was already everywhere, and it irritated him. The granules itched inside his ears.

‘I’d rather sleep than drive to nowhere,’ he said.

He spat out a grain of sand to make her laugh. But still there was a needling reluctance in her voice, a physical disinclination of some kind. She didn’t want to go. She always doubted him in moments of pressure, and when she doubted him, there was a tone in her voice that made him resist at once. So, naturally, they had to go.

‘It’s a bit mad to keep driving,’ she tried.

‘We’re not staying in this dump. It’s still light. There’s still three hours of daylight left. It’s a breeze. It’s straight through.’

‘But it’s getting dark.’

‘Not at all. It’s getting less light, that’s all.’

‘We could stay.’

He turned the key in the ignition. ‘Not a chance. The fleas would eat us.’

‘Fleas?’

‘Fleas. I noticed them at once.’

Oh, she thought disdainfully, it’s a Moroccan hotel, so it must have fleas in it.

‘I didn’t see any fleas,’ she said, pouting.

‘You’re not a doctor. They were everywhere. I even noticed them on the turmeric eggs. The Dutch will have a very bad night.’

At least they’ll be in bed, she thought.

‘It’s one of those places,’ he went on, ‘that makes you want to move on. It’s not just the hotels.’

Children stood by the road with their honey spools and fossilised shark teeth, holding up their treasures. They stopped at the long, spellbound lake of Aguelmane Sidi Ali. Ominous cedar forests clung to the mountainsides, and a few guides lounged at the edges of the oncoming night, watching them with a curious lack of interest. The sky was filled with dusk clouds, great shadows on the lake. Farther on, on the Col du Zad, it began to rain in spots, the fields of barren rocks hissing like frying pans being hit with cold oil. There was no one on the road, only a few army trucks. Gradually her mood grew more sombre. She glanced down at the Michelin map and it crossed her mind that one can follow maps too blindly; it was a tremendous gesture of trust. One had to believe that these childish squiggles corresponded to an entire country. So her eye followed the line of the headlights now carving flashing visions out of the dusk – whitewashed barriers, spots of drinn grass, animals standing under the trees – and she did not quite believe it.

His hand reached down to the CD player and he pushed in a Lou Reed.

He said, ‘It’s the right road, isn’t it?’

‘There’s only one road.’

He felt grimly satisfied.

‘God, I hate Lou Reed. What a moron.’

‘It’s perfect road music.’

‘That’s what I mean. I also have Vivaldi. Almost as bad.’

Shaggy trees shot past in the side-mirror. Rocks painted with Arabic words and numerals, leafless thorned trees bent to one side. Men in sackcloth slept in ditches by the road, with pickaxes and chipped trilobite slabs laid next to them. They rolled into Midelt.

It was a pell-mell town of concrete and antennae. Its streets were filled with wild-eyed men in heavy woollen gowns exuding a ravenous, merry energy. There was a distant taste of quarries. Fossil country, with a long hill for a main street. The world capital of ammonites and crinoids. Desperate signs advertised Fossiles en vente and Dents de requin.

But in any case they drove straight through the town, after a quick espresso at the Hôtel Roi de la Bière. The car groaned as it pushed up a long incline and into the dark of new forests, and between the Atlas peaks the night sky suddenly came into definition, sharply illumined at its centre, a heartbreaking blue, but vague and treacherous as it reached down to the earth.

Close to midnight, they pulled over again. They were not sure how far they were from Errachidia, or from Midelt, and the turn-off to Azna – tiny, by all accounts – lay closer to Errachidia. They would have to be extremely careful. ‘We’re going to miss it,’ she wanted to say, but it was surely better not to. Instead, she walked down the middle of the road, letting something in her body go free, her hands flapping, and for the first time she drank in the sky and the hostility of the earth, which liberated rather than oppressed, at least for a few moments. Seeing this, he got out quickly and opened the torch on her. His voice was penetrating and hysterical, as if he understood perfectly that she had had a moment’s freedom outside him.

‘You’ll get yourself killed like that. Are you nuts?’

She turned in a measured way and hovered just out of range. Her fists were clenched and she was not quite steady, not really erect.

‘Get in,’ he shouted. ‘You’re in the middle of the road.’

And suddenly, behind her, headlights approached. He grabbed her arm; she twisted away, but then scuttled round the car to her door.

‘I’m not blind,’ she hissed.

A large car swept towards them, a regal silver Mercedes convertible with the top down. They were both so surprised that they simply watched it roar past, its bumper polished like tableware, an anachronistic show of brutal luxury.

‘Must be one of the guests,’ David said, fumbling with the keys. ‘We can follow them. A Mercedes!’

At this, she laughed outright.

‘What if they’re not guests?’

‘We’ll soon find out.’

‘David, no. You’re not to follow that car.’

He shot off, slamming the pedals, and his mouth was grim and silly. She rolled down her window and decided to let this folly expend itself logically, because there was no way a worn-down Camry could keep up with a Mercedes. Its tail lights were already rapidly disappearing into the gloom ahead. She sat back and waited to see what her excitable husband would do, and how he would apologise in due course for his abominable language. His violent moods always exploded and dissolved almost in the same moment, and after them came the quiet of septic ponds and bombed cities. The rages of the modern husband, inexplicable, dense, obscure in origin. And there was something about the Mercedes that had infuriated him even further – its arrogant assurance. Were they Arabs?

He said, ‘Did you see them?’

‘Not a thing.’

‘Strange they didn’t stop. What if we had been broken down? They didn’t even slow down.’

‘Thank God they didn’t stop.’

‘I’m talking about the underlying attitude.’

What is the underlying attitude? she thought bitterly.

Soon they were alone again. Small white buildings floated by, long-abandoned ditches, destroyed gates, tracks running off into a vast palmery. She knew he was lost, and he knew that she knew. Insects began to crust the windscreen, a massacre of crane flies and moths.

As the road flattened out, the heat rose and touched the backs of her hands, the unprepared skin. Even above the hum of the engine, she fancied she could make out the slithering echoes of water wheels turning inside the oasis. Tracks spiralled off into the palmery, side-roads with villages listed in Arabic. But of course they could not read the names. Occasionally, places were also written in French, and these were the beacons of hope. But none of them was Azna.

He slowed the car under her insistence, and they stopped again to consult the ever more ambiguous map, on which Azna was not marked. He thought it must be on the way to the high village of Tafnet. There the road bifurcated, and both branches petered out. Perhaps the glamorous renovated ksour of Messieurs Richard and Dally was there, but they had said nothing about Tafnet in their directions. Nor were there any lights shining in the hills or inside the oasis. They had left too late, he knew, and his heart sank because in all likelihood it was his fault, and it couldn’t be disguised. They would turn towards Tafnet and there would be an argument. He would drive for miles waiting to see if he had been right or wrong, and when he was wrong, she would tear him to pieces. Or he would be right.

‘We should turn towards Tafnet,’ he said calmly, folding the map. ‘I don’t see any other roads that might fit.’

‘They didn’t say anything about Tafnet.’

‘I know, darling. But they may have assumed Azna would be marked along with Tafnet on the sign.’

‘And what if it isn’t?’

‘Then we’ll take a chance.’

‘A chance, David?’

‘Let’s not have another scene. I’m as lost as you are.’

His hand was shaking.

‘It’s the booze,’ she said acidly.

‘Get in. We’ll get an inspiration. We’ll find them.’

As he put on his seat belt, he said, ‘It’s not the booze, I can assure you. It’s the worry. The booze never gets to me.’

A mile farther on, the headlights picked out a camel standing by the road picking leaves from an acacia. Sand drifted over the road, and there were pieces of broken glass. The road turned round an outcrop of boulders covered with prickly pears and dropped a little, smoothing out.

Far ahead was a sign with several place names stacked on top of each other in Arabic and French. They made out the word Tafnet, and she said quietly, emphatically, ‘No.’

‘We have to turn,’ he insisted.

She caught his arm and there was almost a tussle. They screamed at each other, and he missed the brake pedal, then found it. He didn’t stop; he just wanted to clear the issue before they reached the sign. A gust of wind blew sand across the road and everything dimmed, and he said, ‘Don’t be so bloody stupid.’ But her voice suddenly went calm.

‘Turn on the main beam.’

The sand darkened the moon, and the outline of the road disappeared for a few moments. And then, as her eyes relaxed, she saw two men standing to the left side of the road. They were running towards the car, holding up their hands, and one of them also held up a cardboard sign that read Fossiles, with an exclamation mark. It seemed like such a ridiculous scam. ‘Stop,’ she said very calmly to her husband, but something in him seemed to have decided otherwise, and their dreamlike momentum continued. The sign flew into the air, and there was a crash of opposing wills. At least, that was how she thought of it. But in reality it was too quick for any thought to occur. The car’s metal struck human bone, and the sound it made was like a single blow on a large, tautened drum – a boom that seemed to deafen and stun for a second, a sound she was sure she had heard before, but which was at the same time wholly new and fresh and derived from nothing previously known. It was a detonation of some kind that lasted for only a split second, but seemed to last for minutes, in the course of which her confidence in the future broke apart and died.


Two
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IT WAS TEN o’clock. Set within the ruined walls of the Azna ksour, the main mansion of dark-brown pisé cast its square silhouette against the skies. The old mud walls still stood, and the ghorfas, or granaries, were four hundred years old, melted down with time and connected by erratic adobe staircases. The ksour lay high up on the hillside past Tafnet, and it had been abandoned since independence in 1956. It was built close to a natural spring that the Foreign Legion had dubbed La Source des Poissons; its water was said to make sterile women pregnant. The river flowed around the cliffs where the houses perched, half of them abandoned, and from them a flight of steps plunged down to the pool where the women of the Aït Atta floated in secret to recuperate their powers.

Then the foreigners came. Les visiteurs, as they were called. Tall, golden men with bright eyes and fussy, incomprehensible tastes. They could have stepped off a ladder dropped from the sky, for all the people of Azna knew. The term visitor also implied that at some point in the merciful future they would depart just as suddenly as they had arrived. It was admitted that they were wealthy and they spent their money in an exceedingly unwise and profligate way, and that this was much to the advantage of the people. They hired many servants and staff and did not work them very hard. Once again, this was to the advantage of the people. But by the same token it could not be denied that there was something unquestionably demonic about them. It was not just their alcoholic habits, which were extreme even by the abject standards of Europeans. Nor was it just their distasteful sexual habits, though there was much to say about those. It was the way they sat at night on their roof with binoculars looking at stars, the way they sometimes slept all day until dusk, and the way they walked along the old trails at twilight with garlands of flowers and ice buckets. Moreover, they could not drink local water; they swam naked in their own swimming pool and sometimes, God forbid it, in the pools of the Source des Poissons, contaminating the source. ‘Li jayin men lkharij gharab’ – foreigners are strange.

The few old people left in the habitable houses by the cliffs talked about the homosexuality of Dally Margolis and Richard Galloway with a dry, non-committal disgust. But secretly, despite their horror, they also admired the visitors’ wealth and their cosmopolitan style. Oranges flown in from Spain! Butter from a single store in the 8th arrondissement in Paris! Drinking water shipped all the way from Meknes! They appreciated the influx of cash, the extravagant wages and the beautification of the ksour itself. It was said that Dally was the submissive one and Richard, with his slightly more austere tone, the dominant. They laughed. The jinns in the ksar and in the granaries, they whispered, were outraged by the presence of infidels in a place built expressly for Muslims, and at night everyone could hear the clash of pots and pans in the kitchens, victims of supernatural rages.

The jinns were right. There were scandalous goings-on in the main house, but no one ever saw inside it until the morning after. People said there were naked boys asleep on the floors – boys everywhere, and some of them Moroccans.

Earlier that day, as the sun dropped, the shadow cast eastwards by the crenellated walls, the lopsided rectangular towers and the half-melted ghorfas had formed a single menacing shape upon the shelves of rocks, an impression of decayed massivity. The yellow-throated tanagers went quiet and stood still on the roofs of the buildings, which were still hot from the sun, and from the river came a sound of aroused swallows. Rabbits could be seen waiting behind cacti, their ears completely erect. A shepherd walked languidly towards Tafnet a mile behind his near-invisible gaggle of goats, swinging a stick as if he wanted to decapitate someone. A swirl of dust rose from the far-off road that led eventually to the Tafilalet. The sound of chattering voices and a Natacha Atlas song coming from the ksar were not enough to make the old people sitting on the river wall turn their heads. They had heard it dozens of times before. There were always parties going on up at the house. ‘Once,’ they would say, ‘we saw an infidel whore lying on her back in the Source des Poissons. Their men cannot get them pregnant!’

But when a Christian in a dinner suit stumbled down one starry night to say hello and admire the view, they smiled with mechanical courtesy. They raised their hands and cried ‘Salaam aleikum’ and then ‘La bess!’, ‘No evil!’

The middle-aged American was walking along the ruined section of the ksour wall that had not yet been repaired. He was in a Huntsman suit with a poppy and held a paper plate with some pieces of chocolate cherry cake, his shoes dusted from his walk. For the men of Azna, he was a sight. He was about forty-five, with Italian features, and no one knew who he was. Tom Day was a private investor in Dally’s business, though he never asked questions about it and rarely showed his face at the latter’s incessant ‘happenings’. He was too old, he felt, and moreover he had already burned his candle at both ends, as ancient libertines are fond of admitting. The remaining piece of wax in the middle, he felt, was too precious to melt at parties, and his foremost interest was in merely making it last until the end without evaporating in the furnace of fun. No one knew how he made his money, and he never offered the information. It was beyond civilised discussion. He had retired at thirty-eight – that was all one needed to know. He lived alone in New York and kept a house in Ubud, in Bali. A few years earlier, his wife had run off with a hedge-fund manager. Nothing was known of her. Women run off and they fade mercifully from the mind.

The wall looked over the head of the valley, the road and, beyond that, the white edge of the Sahara. Day smoked a cigar, enjoying the puffery and swagger all around him and the way it was taking shape minute by minute, like some monstrous cartoon being drawn in front of his eyes. Something inflating. The staff were hanging fairy lights in tamarisk trees nearby. They made a fuss, cursing in Tamazight and making it clear that the boss had asked them to spell out specific designs with the lights. As they struggled, noisy cattle egrets chattered around them, as if humans and birds were at war for a moment, and the staff beat them off with sticks with many a tsk-tsk. The electricity was tried and failed. Allah was mentioned, but he did not intervene.

The generator was turned off and then on again, and the men in the topmost branches wove yet more bulbs around twigs. Who was it for? They were also hanging small tangerines with the stems wrapped in silver foil, which reminded him of the oranges hung on good-luck trees at Chinese New Year. A yapping of fennec foxes came over the little ravine where the old men sat smoking in the gloom. La bess!

He walked on top of the wall until he could see the main gate. It was hard not to feel disdain for the way they had done it up in lights and flowers. It was vulgar, but not vulgar enough. Cars roared up the dirt road, greeted at the entrance by extra hired hands in silly turbans and sashes, which the irrepressible Dally had designed himself. Out of them poured dozens of fab people, all of them laughing about the hardships of the Moroccan road. The women were already in their dresses and they had been drinking in the cars. It was like a ball in nineteenth-century Russia: the rushing up to the venue in carriages was part of the fun, part of the sex. He himself had driven a rental car from Meknes.

The floodlights were finally turned on and the lacework facade of the ksar became a brilliant image. A staff member came up to him with a tray held at the shoulder, and seemed to wonder what he was doing there all by himself when there were so many beautiful women to enjoy.

‘Vous désirez un cocktail, Monsieur? Un petit sandwich?’

He walked through the ksour with his stub, sucking the last smoke out of it, and as he passed by the wall again, the tamarisk trees came alight and the staff applauded themselves. Allah was again mentioned, but this time even more emphatically. There was a pulsing celebration suddenly upon the air. He enjoyed the rushing and clapping and the way the servants sank their teeth into the oranges on the sly and caught his eye. Dally and Richard expected around forty people for the weekend, and the tiny houses were filling up. He almost admired it, this talent for weekends, which are usually forgettable – this talent, that is, for making them unforgettable. Dally, he thought, must be a man of meticulous inner workings, a man who is half clock, half ballerina, with a genius for orchestrations and appearances. He ran a number of e-commerce sites in the United States specializing in European fashion, one of the few areas of the economy to avoid the latest difficulties. What kind of name was Dally, anyway? A nickname someone had given him, an insult turned endearment?

He watched the guests spilling out of the main house’s open doors into the courtyard, where trestle tables had been set up with bowls of fruit punch and iced rose water. There were plates of figs split down the middle and opened out. There was going to be a musical performance. A Gnawa group had arrived, hoisting their instruments. There was something a little urban about them, as if they had come from the city and not from the mountains, which was perhaps a sign of the times, and the tall European and American girls in their locally acquired pieces of ethnic clothing mingled among them with knowing looks of studied cool. One had to stop and watch that. The long, emaciated figures with their eyes ticking over like meters, taking in everything that ‘world culture’ threw their way. They were quite beautiful, but in a way that was far ahead of its time and which left him high and dry. Well, these are your people, he thought, and he didn’t mean their shared race. They were the people of the megalopolises, and they were new. They moved like giraffes among the musicians, uttering friendly comments that were no doubt insolent to other ears. They made him remember that he was almost old, in that phase of pre-oldness that was curiously more alive that the preceding stages, but alive because it was ending. He clucked and rolled back on his expensive heels, which were already gathering white dust. What a figure you are, Old Day. Invited by accident to other people’s fun and unwilling even to put a good face on it. You should stay at home.

The Gnawa put on a wild performance. It could easily have been music from the African hinterland, with its furious, hypnotic drums, but after all, it was already known from the CD floor of every Virgin Megastore, and half the people there had dutifully read their Paul Bowles. The hosts led the applause, standing before their guests for a few moments to express their gratitude that everyone had travelled so far. They spoke before their guests like a couple of Roman senators addressing the floor. They were dressed in matching dark-cream djellabas, and their hair was wet from a dip in the pool. There were a few ovations and obscene wisecracks. Dally, looking very bronzed and boyish, invited everyone to spoon into the bowls of Midelt honey – locally sourced, he pointed out – and the figs, explaining that they would start dinner at eleven. They were still waiting for a few guests who had not yet shown up. At this, the group dispersed and a few women got into swimsuits and headed for the pool. It was still over a hundred and four degrees an hour past sunset.

Day went over, too, hoping for a flirtation. It wasn’t a bad vantage from which to survey the weekend’s offerings. Around the palms that enclosed the pool there were others, all suffering slightly in the heat. An English accent here, an American there. They had all been drawn to a remote house in Morocco by the promise of adventure, of wealthy men. They didn’t like to admit it, but that was how it worked. Some of them, however, had been driven there by their lovers, who wanted to show them off, and these ‘jewels’ had the busiest eyes of all. Their men were not unlike himself, but they were not really his sort of people, for all the communality with them he had admitted to himself a few minutes earlier. He had a sense that they would look down on him. Bored at last, he went into the house.

The kasbah was entered through spectacular hand-carved doors with iron studs. The vestibule was a bit like a Scottish castle, with Berber armour, swords and firearms slung along its stone walls and paintings of ponderous battle scenes posted between them. He spied The Battle of the Three Kings, a sixteenth-century battle loved by Moroccans because they were the winners and the king of Portugal was killed during it. The floors were brightly polished and embellished with menacing handmade nail heads. To one side lay the enormous dining room, where the tables were set and the AC units were already cooling the air. To the other lay a library and a games room. The dry British Richard had been at Christie’s, fine-wines division; he had an eye for Islamic art.

As Day was murmuring ‘total shit’ to himself, he saw a large dog asleep on one of the horsehair sofas. It was a Great Dane, and it was flopped all over the cushions, its tongue hanging out as its chest heaved up and down. He went up to it and was about to pat it when he heard footsteps and Richard walked into the library distractedly, holding a painted paper lamp and a pair of electrical pliers. Startlingly, he had changed into a tuxedo, and he had been drinking pretty steadily. He didn’t execute a straight line as he swept into the library as if looking for something. He saw the dog first, sighed and then realised it was Day standing there next to it. The English voice started up like a puff-puff train.

‘So it’s you. I didn’t see you earlier.’ The English face tensed as the mind behind it located his name and importance. ‘Did Fatima get you a drink? You can’t be in a library without a drink.’

‘I didn’t see Fatima.’

‘I’ll call her if you want.’

Day shook his head. He sat next to the shaggy dog. Was it snoring?

‘Did you bring a girlfriend?’ Richard asked, looking through one of his desks. He found a mobile phone and flipped it open.

‘Not this time. The girls won’t touch me.’

‘Oh? Have you been a rascal? Dally tells me you have a thousand girlfriends and they all get on with each other.’

‘I have three, and they all hate me.’

‘Then you should get down to the pool. Did you see those Russians? Oh là là.’

Richard dialled his phone and waited. It rang, but no one answered. He left a message.

‘Wondering where you are. Call me. We’re eating at eleven. Drive safely.’

He shrugged and looked the American in the eye. There was something insolent about him.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Two English friends. The man’s an alcoholic, so I shouldn’t have let them drive.’

They walked into the games room and then into a gallery of small mirhabs painted black and white. Long windows showed the ghorfas lit up orange, and fruit trees in cherry-red boxes. Richard talked into his phone again.

‘Fatima? Are the quails ready? The Santenay should be on ice. Oui, sur glace.’

‘You have an impressive house,’ Day said. ‘I can’t believe you don’t live here.’

‘We will live here. One has to get a little older before moving to the desert. One has to give up cities. Dally’s not ready yet. I am, I must say. I’m staying on for a few weeks. The fourth tower has to be dealt with.’

‘Do people ever get lost driving here?’

‘All the time. We say it’s part of the charm. The Moroccans leave them alone.’

‘That’s nice to know.’

‘Shall we get some honey? The honey here is the best in the world. Dally and I eat it raw for breakfast with cannabis. It makes your day.’

‘In that case, can I have it in bed tomorrow?’

‘I’ll see to it personally. With strong black coffee.’

‘Insha’Allah.’

‘I’m glad you’re game, Tom. Some people aren’t. We don’t invite them back.’

The host looked glowing and lean as they walked out into the heat and the amber light of braziers. It was studiously retro, the whole thing, so that one couldn’t quite relax. The swimsuited ones were now reborn in their long dresses and the punch was half finished. Moths danced around the stunned white faces and the lightly tanned limbs that moved near each other like particles swirling in water. The Gnawa were playing
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