

[image: image]



THE CALIPH’S
HOUSE

A Year in Casablanca

TAHIR SHAH

[image: Image]

BANTAM BOOKS

LONDON • TORONTO • SYDNEY • AUCKLAND • JOHANNESBURG


Contents

Cover Page

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

About the Author

Also by Tahir Shah

Acknowledgements

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Glossary


This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Version 1.0

Epub ISBN 9781409044796

www.randomhouse.co.uk



TRANSWORLD PUBLISHERS
61–63 Uxbridge Road, London W5 5SA
a division of The Random House Group Ltd
www.booksattransworld.co.uk

THE CALIPH’S HOUSE
A BANTAM BOOK: 9780553816808

First published in Great Britain
in 2006 by Doubleday
a division of Transworld Publishers
Bantam edition published 2007

Copyright © Tahir Shah 2006
Illustrations © Laura Hartman Maestro

Tahir Shah has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

This book is a work of non-fiction based on the experiences of the author. In some limited cases names of people, places, dates, sequences or the detail of events have been changed solely to protect the privacy of others. The author has stated to the publishers that, except in such minor respects not affecting the substantial accuracy of the work, the contents of this book are true.

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

Addresses for Random House Group Ltd companies outside the UK can be found at: www.randomhouse.co.uk
The Random House Group Ltd Reg. No. 954009

The Random House Group Limited supports The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), the leading international forest certification organisation. All our titles that are printed on Greenpeace approved FSC certified paper carry the FSC logo. Our paper procurement policy can be found at: www.rbooks.co.uk/environment.

[image: Image]

Typeset in Granjon by
Falcon Oast Graphic Art Ltd

Printed and bound in Great Britain by
Cox & Wyman Ltd, Reading, Berkshire.

6 8 10 9 7

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.


This book is for Ariane and Timur, and for their lives at the Caliph’s House.


Tahir Shah was born into an Anglo-Afghan family, with roots in the mountain stronghold of the Hindu Kush. Shah’s ten books have chronicled a series of fabulous journeys. He lives with his wife and two children in Casablanca.

Visit his website: www.tahirshah.com

 

 

 

 

 

www.booksattransworld.co.uk


Also by Tahir Shah

HOUSE OF THE TIGER KING
IN SEARCH OF KING SOLOMON’S MINES
TRAIL OF FEATHERS
SORCERER’S APPRENTICE
BEYOND THE DEVIL’S TEETH


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I could not submit this book without thanking three women:

Elisabeth, your generosity was greater than you can know.

Emma, the sound of my voice hinted at my gratitude. Rachana, with much love and thanks for staring severe uncertainty in the face.

Tahir Shah
Dar Khalifa, Casablanca



Look into the eyes of a jinn, and stare into the depths of your own soul.

Moroccan proverb
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ONE


Two reeds drink from the same stream. One is hollow, the other is sugar cane.

Moroccan proverb



THERE WAS A SADNESS IN THE STILLNESS OF DUSK. THE CAFÉ was packed with long-faced men in robes sipping black coffee, smoking dark tobacco. A waiter weaved between the tables, tray balanced on upturned fingertips, glass balanced on tray. In that moment, day became night. The sitters drew deeply on their cigarettes, coughed and stared out at the street. Some were worrying, others dreaming, or just sitting in silence. The same ritual is played out each evening across Morocco, the desert kingdom in Africa’s north-west, nudged up against the Atlantic shore. As the last strains of sunlight dissipated, the chatter began again, the hum of calm voices breaking gently over the traffic.

The backstreet café in Casablanca was for me a place of mystery, a place with a soul, a place with danger. There was a sense that the safety nets had been cut away, that each citizen walked upon the high-wire of this, the real world. I longed not merely to travel through it, but to live in such a city.

My wife, Rachana, who was pregnant, had reservations from the start. These were fuelled all the more when I ranted on about the need for uncertainty and for danger. She said that our little daughter required a secure home, that her childhood could do without an exotic backdrop. I raised the stakes, promising a cook, a maid, an army of nannies, and sunshine – unending, glorious sunshine. Since moving from India eight years before, Rachana had hardly ever glimpsed the sun in the drab London sky. She had almost forgotten how it looked. I reminded her of what we were missing – the dazzle of yellow morning light breaking through bedroom curtains, the drone of bumblebees in honeysuckle, of rich aromas wafting through narrow streets, where market stalls are a blaze of colour, heaped with spices – paprika and turmeric, cinnamon, cumin and fenugreek. All this in a land where the family is still the core of life, where traditions die hard, and where children can grow up knowing the meaning of honour, pride and respect.

I was tired of our meagre existence and the paltry size of our flat, where the warring couple next door plagued us through paper-thin walls. I wanted to escape to a house of serious dimensions, a fantasy inspired by the pages of the Arabian Nights, with arches and colonnades, towering doors fashioned from aromatic cedar, courtyards with gardens hidden inside, stables and fountains, orchards of fruit trees, and dozens and dozens of rooms.

Anyone who has ever tried to make a break from the damp English shores has needed a long list of reasons. I have often wondered how the pilgrims on the Mayflower ever managed to get away at all. Friends and family regard would-be escapees as crazed. Mine were no exception. At first they scoffed at my plan to move abroad and, when they realized I wasn’t interested in the usual bolt-holes – southern France or Spain – they weighed in with fighting talk. They branded me as irresponsible, unfit to be a parent, a dreamer destined for failure.

The pressure to abandon my dream mounted. It became so great that I did almost back down. Then, one dreary winter morning, I passed a crowd of people on a central London street. An elderly man at the middle of the group was being wrestled to the ground by two police officers. He was dressed in business attire – pressed white shirt, silk tie, three-piece suit and a plump red carnation pinned to his lapel. In a bizarre display of eccentricity, he had taken off his trousers and was wearing his underpants on his head. The police, who were not amused, were busy cuffing the man’s hands behind his back. A young woman nearby was screaming, begging the authorities to lock ‘the madman’ up.

As the man was bundled into an armoured police van, he turned and shouted: ‘Don’t waste your life following others! Be individual! Live your dreams!’

The steel doors slammed, the vehicle sped away and the crowd dispersed – all except for me. I stood there thinking over what I had seen and what the supposed madman had said. He was right. Ours is a society of followers, trapped by an island mentality. I made a promise to myself right then. I would not be subdued by others’ expectations. I would risk everything and leave the island, dragging my family with me. Together we would search for freedom and for a land where we could be ourselves.

Casablanca’s evening rush of traffic rivals any in its ferocity. But it has never been so wild as it was on the late spring day that I took possession of the Caliph’s House. I had sat in the café all afternoon, waiting for the rendezvous with the lawyer. He had told me to come to his office at eight p.m. At seven fifty-five I pressed a coin to the tabletop, left the café and crossed the street. I passed a glass-fronted hotel flanked by proud date palms. An empty tour bus stood outside it, a pair of donkey-carts beside, each piled high with overripe fruit. A moment later I was climbing up the curved stairwell of a dilapidated art deco building. I rapped at an oak door on the third floor. The lawyer opened it, greeted me stiffly and led the way into his office.

There was an official-looking Arabic document on the desk. The lawyer ordered me to read it through.

‘I don’t know Arabic,’ I said.

‘Then you’d better just sign it,’ he replied, glancing at a gold Rolex on his wrist.

He handed me a Mont Blanc. I signed the paper as instructed. The lawyer stood up and slid a hefty iron key across the desk.

‘You are a very brave man,’ he said.

I paused for a moment to look him in the eye. He didn’t flinch. I lifted the key. As I did so, I was knocked to the floor by the force of a violent explosion. The windows blew inwards, shattering with spectacular energy, sending a hailstorm of glass through the office. Deafened, covered in broken glass and confused, I struggled to my feet. My legs were shaking so badly that I had trouble standing. The impeccably dressed legal man was crouched beneath his desk, as if he had previous experience of some kind. He rose silently, dusted the glass from his shoulders, straightened his silk tie and opened the door for me to leave.

Out on the street people were screaming, running in all directions; fire alarms were shrieking, police sirens wailing. There was blood, too. Lots of it, strewn across faces and over slashed clothing. I was too shaken to be of any use to the injured, who were now streaming from the glass-fronted hotel. As I observed them in slow motion, a small red taxi pulled up fast.

The driver was calling desperately from the passenger window: ‘Etranger! Monsieur étranger!’ he yelled. ‘Come quickly, it’s dangerous for the foreigners!’

I clambered in and he swung the wheel, hurling us into the slipstream of traffic.

‘It’s bombers, suicide bombers,’ he said. ‘They’re going off across Casablanca!’

The red Peugeot slalomed westwards, out of the centre of town. But my mind was not on the traffic, the bombs, or the blood. Rather, it was on my wife, at home in London. I could see the newsflash tearing over the TV screen and picture her clutching our toddler to her very pregnant belly. I felt sure she would now be in no mood to embrace a new culture and a dream. She had been fearful of Morocco’s Islamic society, especially in the light of Al-Qaeda’s September 11 attacks, and the second Gulf conflict, which had toppled Saddam Hussein only days before. But it was too late to turn back. The money had been paid, the documents signed, stamped once, and stamped again.

In my hands was the key: a symbol of the future or, perhaps, of a deranged purchase. I stared down at it, taking in the ancient iron notches, cursing myself for having courted danger so openly.

At that moment, the driver slammed on the brakes. ‘We have arrived!’ he exclaimed.

My reasons for Morocco were many. They were endless, and began a long time ago. Throughout my own childhood my father, who was an Afghan, had wanted to take us to his homeland. But the nation’s enduring wars prevented us from ever venturing to the lofty mountain strongholds of Afghanistan. So, from the time we could walk, my sisters and I were frequently bustled into the family station-wagon, vinyl cases piled high on the roof. Our gardener would drive us from the dull, serene lanes of the English countryside, through France and Spain, and up into Morocco’s High Atlas Mountains.

For my father it was a chance to reveal to his children fragments of his own homeland. We found a tapestry of mountain passes and steep-sided valleys, of deserts and oases, and Imperial fortress cities, a culture bound by the tribal codes of honour and respect. For my mother, it was an opportunity to snap up all manner of bargains, from kaftans to candlesticks, and to order the delirious heaps of hippies home to their own mothers far away.

We would spend weeks at a time trundling through the mountains, and driving down to the soaring dunes of the Sahara, where the ‘blue men’ traipsed in from the desert, their dark skin dyed by indigo robes. There would be regular breaks to throw up in the bushes, to gorge ourselves on cactus fruit and to trade our pocket money for chips of amethyst at the quarries in the hills.

My earliest memories are of the great walled city of Fès. Cobbled lanes no wider than a barrel’s length, dimly lit and bewitching, where street-side stalls sold anything you could ever wish to buy. There were mountains of spices and fresh cut herbs – saffron, aniseed, paprika, pickled lemons and mounds of gleaming olives; and small cedar boxes inset with camel bone, fragrant leather sandals and terracotta pots, rough Berber rugs, golden kaftans, amulets and talismans.

By far my favourite corner of the souq was where the black magicians would go to buy ingredients for their spells. The walls of those shops were hung with cages. In them were live chameleons, cobras, salamanders and forlorn-looking eagles. There were cabinets, too, made from battered Burma teak, their drawers brimming with dried whale skin, the hair of dead men, and other such things, so my father said.

Morocco had brought colour to my sanitized English childhood, which was more usually cloaked in itchy grey flannel shirts and corduroy shorts, acted out beneath an overcast sky. The kingdom had always been a place of escape, a place of astonishing intensity but, beyond all else, a place with a soul. With a young family of my own, I regarded it as my duty, my responsibility, to pass on the same gift to my children – a gift of cultural colour. It would have been far easier to have given in and not to have made the great escape from the island’s shores. But something deep inside me goaded me on: a sense that by not seizing the moment I would regret it for the rest of my life.

There was another strong reason for Morocco – my father’s father. He spent the last years of his life in a small villa near the sea front in Tangier. When his beloved wife died at just fifty-nine, he was broken. Unable to bear the memories, he moved to Morocco because they had never travelled there together. One morning while walking the usual route down the hill, from Café France back to his home, he was struck by a reversing Coca-Cola truck. Unconscious and bleeding, he was rushed to hospital, where he died hours later. I was too small then even to remember him, but I felt a sadness all the same.

We searched Morocco for months, desperate to find a house where my delusions of grandeur could run wild. Our starting point was Fès, undoubtedly Morocco’s greatest jewel. It is the only medieval Arab city that remains entirely intact. Walking through the labyrinth of streets that make up the vast medina is like stepping into A Thousand and One Nights. The smells, sights and sounds bombard the senses. A stroll of a few feet can be an overwhelming experience. For centuries, Fès was a place of impressive wealth, a centre of scholarship and trade. Its houses reflect a confidence in Arab architecture almost never seen elsewhere, their decor profiting from a line of apprentices unbroken for a thousand years. We found the alleyways of the old city teaming with workshops, where the traditional skills of metal-work and leather tanning, of mosaic design, weaving, ceramics and marquetry were still transferred from father to son.

By chance we were taken to a large merchant’s house on the northern edge of the old city. It had been constructed in the grand Fasi style and dated back at least four hundred years. Six cavernous salons were clustered round a central courtyard, each one adorned with mosaic friezes, the floors laid with slabs of marble hewn from the Middle Atlas Mountains. Around the courtyard, columns towered up to the sky and at its centre stood a lotus-shaped fountain crafted from the finest alabaster. High on an adjacent wall was a modest glassless window, veiled by a wooden filigree screen, a lookout point from what once would have been the harem.

The man showing off the building was a kebab-seller with contacts. He said it had been empty for just a handful of years. I balked at the remark – the place was in desperate need of repair. It looked to me as if it had been abandoned for at least half a century.

‘In Morocco,’ said the kebab-seller with a smile, ‘an empty house invites the wicked.’

‘You mean thieves?’

The man shook his head violently. ‘Not wicked people,’ he said: ‘wicked forces.’

At the time I had no idea what the agent meant. Brushing his comment aside, I began at once negotiating for the house. The problem was that it was owned by seven brothers, each one more avaricious than the last. Unlike in the West, where a property is either for sale or it is not, in Morocco it can be in the twilight zone – possibly for sale, possibly not. Before even getting to the price you must first coax the owners to sell. This coaxing phase is an oriental feature, no doubt brought to the region by the Arabs as they swept across north Africa fourteen centuries ago. As you sit over glasses of sweet mint tea, cajoling madly, the vendors look you up and down, inspecting the craftsmanship of your clothing and the stitching of your shoes. The better the quality of your attire, the higher the price is likely to be.

I must have been too well dressed on the morning of my meeting with the seven ghoulish brothers who owned the merchant’s house. After four hours of coaxing and cajoling, and quaffing gallons of mint tea, they agreed in principle to a sale. Then they spat out a fantasy price and narrowed their eyes greedily. My bargaining skills were undeveloped. I should have stayed, sucked down more tea and bargained through the afternoon and into the night. But instead I leapt up and ran out into the labyrinth, cursing. In doing so, I had broken the first rule of the Arab world – never lose your cool.

We left Fès and made for Marrakech, the pink desert oasis in the shadow of the Atlas Mountains. In recent years the city has seen a property boom, as well-heeled Europeans have bought up crumbling mansions in the medina, known as riads, and restored them to forgotten glory. Walk down any street, with its fray of hawkers, scooters, bicycles and donkey-carts, and you pass rows of plain, silent doorways. You may think nothing of them, but behind each one is a palace.

The rapid flood of foreign money has sparked a revival of traditional crafts: among them zellij mosaics, terracotta tiles known as bejmat, and dazzling plasterwork, prepared from egg whites and marble dust, called tadelakt. The Europeans’ eagerness to buy such wonderful buildings is matched only by the local Marrachis’ willingness to dispose of them. In the medina of Marrakech everyone has the same dream. They all long to sell their ruined ancestral home for vast profit and move to a prefab apartment block in the new town. We may yearn for rustic detail and old-world charm, but those who have it set their minds on vinyl wallpaper, fitted carpets and all mod cons.

I must have dragged Rachana to more than seventy riads in Marrakech. None had the grandness of the merchant’s house in Fès. But one of them did steal my heart. Its courtyard was laid out on an impressive scale, filled with orange blossom and lavender. The only problem was that it stood across the street from a busy abattoir, and the circulation of air made sure the only scent was of death.

So we packed our bags and sloped home to London, where I fell into the deepest depression I have ever known. My friends lampooned me. As they saw it, I had tried to escape the magnetic pull of the British Isles, but had been swept back to shore. Each evening I would read our little daughter Ariane a bedtime tale of princesses and dragons, and of a forlorn merchant’s house so far away.

Weeks passed. A wet winter became an even wetter spring. One gloomy day I was huddled up on the sofa, a woollen blanket wound round me, mumbling to myself like a madman with a cause. The telephone rang. I picked it up. On the line was the mother of an old school friend. We swapped pleasantries, while I wondered why she might be calling. Then she came to the point: she had heard on the grapevine that I was searching for a Moroccan house. She owned a place in Casablanca, she said, and was keen to sell it. The lady was too discreet to tell the price and I too nervous to ask it. All she said was that it was an important property called Dar Khalifa, which means the ‘Caliph’s House’, and that it was in need of someone who would love it very much. Lowering her voice to no more than a whisper, she added: ‘It will need a strong man to take it on.’ I jumped up from the couch, unfurled the blanket like a matador tempting a bull and scribbled down the details.

The day after the telephone conversation, I landed at the Mohammed V airport on the southern edge of Casablanca. The guidebooks warned people to stay away from the city at all costs. They all agreed that it was the black hole of Morocco’s tourist trade. I had never been there before except to change trains. In any case, I thought I knew all about it, because I had seen the film Casablanca with Bogart and Bergman.

An hour after landing, I found myself in a taxi cruising down a pleasant corniche lined with cafés and well-groomed palms. The sun was bright overhead and the air tinged with the light scent of a salt breeze blowing in from the sea. The cab pulled away from the coast road and rolled down a palm avenue. On both sides dazzling white villas rose up like icebergs. In front of each, a large car was neatly parked, all shiny and new, a trophy of wealth.

The taxi drove a little further, crossed an invisible boundary of some kind and entered a sprawling shantytown. There were donkey-carts, chickens, cattle wandering aimlessly about, and a herd of goats blocking the way. The afternoon muezzin, the call to prayer, was raining down from a modest whitewashed mosque at the side of the rutted track. A group of boys were kicking a homemade football about in the dusty alleys that ran between the low breeze-block shacks roofed in rusting tin. Three haggard men were huddled nearby in the shade, wrapped in jellabas, traditional hooded robes. Beside them stood a set of haphazard market stalls and, across from them, a young woman was selling a box of chicks dyed pink.

At the far end of the shanty, the taxi halted near a plain doorway set in a filthy stone wall. Before paying the driver, I checked with him he had the right address. I felt sure there was a mistake. But he nodded, pointed to the ground and nodded again.

I got out and rapped at the door. A moment passed. Then the door opened a crack.

‘Is this Dar Khalifa, is this the Caliph’s House?’ I asked.

A coarse voice answered in French, the language of colonial Morocco: ‘Oui, c’est ici.’ Yes, this is it.

The door swung inwards very slowly, as if a secret was about to be revealed. Entering, I found a fantasy worthy of a far wealthier man than I.

There were courtyards overflowing with date palms and fragrant hibiscus flowers, fountains perched in symmetrical pools, mature gardens planted with bougainvillea, cacti and all manner of exotic trees, an orange grove and tennis court, a swimming pool and, beyond it, stables.

The guardian welcomed me, kissed my hand and led me down a long galleried corridor into the main building. Stepping inside for the first time was like slipping into a dream. A maze of rooms stretched out. There were arched doorways, with cedarwood doors, octagonal windows glazed with fragments of coloured glass, mosaic friezes and stucco mouldings, secluded courtyards, and so many rooms – salons, studies, laundry rooms and kitchens, staff quarters, pantries, and at least a dozen bedrooms.
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But the Caliph’s House had been empty for almost a decade. Its walls were discoloured with algae, its tiled floors were grimy and in need of repair. Alarming damp patches had taken hold on every surface and a number of ceilings had caved in. Cobwebs hung across doorways like lace curtains, birds nested in the lamps, and termites had burrowed into the massive wooden doors. A burst waterpipe had transformed one bedroom into a lake and most of the shutters were hanging rotten on their hinges. As for the gardens, they had become a jungle through which savage dogs roamed.

The house had a presence, a sense of faded grandeur. Like an old society belle, it was run down and wrinkled, but it had lived. You could imagine the history, the parties, the secrets. It must sound absurd, but I felt an energy from the first moment, almost as if it knew I was there.

Three months after first setting eyes on Dar Khalifa, it was ours. My wife had secretly hoped I would give up on Morocco, but the house had won her over. She, too, had felt its spirit. Like me, she regarded it as a positive force, and could imagine the children running free within its walls.

Fortunately, the English owner had needed no coaxing to sell. She had known instinctively that the bank balance of a struggling author was pathetically dry. And she had been well aware that a Moroccan paying the market price would have ripped the building down and put up monstrous apartment blocks in its place.

*

So it was that on the evening of the multiple suicide attacks I first crossed the threshold as the owner of the Caliph’s House. Inside, the three guardians were standing to attention, saluting, awaiting orders. As if by some medieval right of sale, they came with the property. There was Mohammed, a round-shouldered brute of a man, with a week’s growth of stubble and a nervous twitch. The others called him the Bear. Beside him was Osman. He was younger, with a smile that never left his lips, and a cool, collected disposition. He had worked at the house since he was a child. Finally, there was Hamza, leader of the troupe. Tall and respectful, he pressed his hand into mine, before placing it on his heart.

I asked urgently whether they had heard about the suicide bombers. Hamza shook his head. There were other more pressing problems, he said.

‘What could be more serious than the multiple suicide attacks?’

‘Jinns,’ came the reply.

‘Jinns?’

The three guardians nodded in unison. ‘Yes, the house, it’s full of them.’

When you buy a home abroad, you have to prepare yourself for the unexpected. I knew there would be language problems and cultural barriers to overcome. But nothing had readied me for an army of invisible spirits.

Muslims believe that when God created mankind from clay, He fashioned another species of creature too, from fire. They go by various names – jinns, genies, jnun – and are believed by all to share the Earth with us, living in animate objects. They are born, get married, bear children and die, just like we do. Most of the time they are invisible to humans, but they can take almost any form they wish, most commonly appearing in the hours after dusk, disguised as cats, dogs or scorpions. Although there are some good jinns, most are wicked. Nothing gives them greater pleasure than injuring man for the discomfort they imagine he causes to them.

I asked the guardians for advice on dealing with the problem.

Osman spoke for the others: ‘Kill sheep,’ he said softly; ‘you will have to kill some sheep.’

‘Some? How many?’

‘One in every room,’ explained the Bear.

I did a quick calculation. ‘There must be twenty rooms, at least . . . That’s an entire flock. It would be a bloodbath!’

The guardians blinked. Then they nodded again. They knew the traditions and, in Morocco, tradition is the bedrock of life. A boarded-up mansion in the West might attract squatters. But in the Arab world, as everyone was quite well aware, an empty house is a magnet for the wicked. Leave a place empty for a few weeks or more and, before you know it, it’s full from floor to rafters with an invisible legion of jinns.


TWO


Do not stand in a place of danger trusting in miracles.



THE FIRST NIGHT WE SPENT AT THE CALIPH’S HOUSE WAS A rite of passage. The guardians had pleaded with us not to stay there until the wayward jinns had been dispatched. I protested vehemently. It seemed insane to move into a hotel when we had our own home. After much wrangling, Hamza, Osman and the Bear saw that I would not be swayed. They ceded defeat, so long as we followed a few guidelines. These included all of us sleeping in the same room on a single grimy mattress, around which a circle had been etched with a lump of coal. We were instructed not to open the windows, despite the suffocating press of summer heat. Nor were we permitted to sing, laugh, or to speak in anything but a whisper. I asked why.

‘Because it will anger the jinns.’

The guardians recapped the list of warnings: ‘No laughing, talking, walking around, or thinking impure thoughts.’

‘Is that it?’ I asked.

Osman’s smile vanished. ‘No, no,’ he said fearfully. ‘There is something far, far more important to remember.’

‘What?’

‘Disobey, and unspeakable terror will befall you.’

My wife rolled her eyes. ‘What is it now?’

The Bear swallowed hard. ‘Whatever happens,’ he said, stooping in dread, ‘do not go anywhere near the toilet in the night.’

As I was quickly to learn, there is no place more satisfying for a mischievous jinn to lurk than just beneath the surface of water.

Rachana, who had given birth to our son, Timur, only three weeks before, choked. ‘That’s impossible,’ she barked.

‘We will do our best,’ I said, meekly.

We entered the house in single file as dusk became night once again. There was no electricity and so candlelight was our guide. It threw long, spectral shadows across the walls and glistened on the backs of a thousand cockroaches, which darted in all directions at the sound of human intruders. Hamza led the way down the long corridor, across the great salon and then upstairs.

As we moved through the mansion, picking cobwebs from our faces, the thought of a hotel nearby with electric lights, television and usable toilets became all the more appealing. Once we were installed in the bedroom itself, the hotel-room fantasy beckoned again. We crouched down on the mattress, my wife holding the newborn baby to her chest and I clutching Ariane to mine. It was a miserable moment. I looked at Rachana through the flickering candlelight and whispered, ‘Welcome to our new life!’ We were both about to laugh, but then we remembered that laughing was forbidden, as it angered the jinns.

The square-shaped bedroom had a high ceiling, small windows and what looked like cryptic charcoal symbols strewn across the mottled walls. Some were mathematical designs, others like cave paintings of animals, sketched by primitive man.

I tucked Ariane into bed and told her a story about a brave little girl who wasn’t scared, even when people tried to frighten her. There was a knock at the door, as if the tale was a cue of some kind. The three guardians were waiting. They had come, they said, to wish us luck. Osman threw a handful of salt into each of the four corners and the Bear recited a verse from the Qur’an. Before they scurried away, Hamza warned us again not to use the toilet on any account.

At first the night passed easily enough, although the chorus of donkeys from the shantytown, the mosquitoes and the stifling heat kept us awake. I was tempted to throw the windows open, but leaving them shut seemed a small price if it would keep the guardians at ease and the spirits at bay. Eventually we fell asleep, cuddled together like kittens on the vile old mattress. Then, at four a.m., came a voice from the darkness. It was hoarse and bellowing, and it was near. It became so loud that it managed to drown out the clamour of the donkeys and the savage dogs fighting in the shantytown. Rachana clutched me and Ariane began to howl with terror.

‘What is it?’

‘I think it’s the muezzin, the call to prayer.’

I tried to get back to sleep, but was overcome by the desperate urge to pee. I held it in for an hour, until I could stand no more. The jinns would have to forgive me, I thought. Very quietly I slipped into the bathroom and began to relieve myself. The pleasure was broken when a shadowy figure with a thick moustache leapt from behind the door. It was Hamza. He flipped down the lavatory lid in mid-flow.

‘Get out of here!’ he whispered caustically.

‘You get out of here!’ I shouted.

We wrestled together for a moment or two in the blackness, I struggling to lift the lid with my free hand and he desperate to slam it shut.

‘I haven’t finished!’

‘This is very dangerous,’ he replied.

‘I can’t help it. It’s nature’s call.’

‘You don’t know what you’re doing!’ he yelled.

The baby was woken by our brawl. Then Rachana screamed for silence. I summoned all my strength and pushed the guardian out of the toilet. He disappeared into the garden, cursing.

Before I knew it, Ariane was peeling back my eyelids and looking in. Sunlight was streaming through the small windows. I could hear the melody of birds singing on the window-ledge outside, as my nostrils picked up the odour of fresh baked bread, no doubt from a stall in the shantytown. The bedroom was bathed in a blissful innocence. This is it, I thought to myself, this is our new life.

As far as the guardians were concerned, Dar Khalifa’s proximity to a mosque was more than fortuitous. They regarded it as the single factor that had kept us safe during the first night. The imam’s summoning of the devout to prayer was seen as a powerful purging force in itself – as if he was blessing us five times a day. To me, the raspy voice amplified through an old loudspeaker was more of an irritation than a blessing.

We had arrived in Morocco frazzled by the island culture we had left. We were paranoid, unhealthy and overworked. In the West we are driven on by an extreme form of guilt – if you are not seen to be working like a dog, you’re perceived as being slothful. It was very clear that things in Morocco were quite different. A mantle of level-headed comfort enveloped life, even in Casablanca, one of the busiest of all north African cities. I found people rushed about only when they needed to, and not because they knew that others were watching them.

The first days were tranquil. We bought essentials, ate picnic meals on the overgrown lawn and set about exploring the house. Ariane liked to lead the way, tramping through the endless rooms in search of unhatched eggs in the bird nests, or chasing mice. We worked out where each corridor led, which room lay behind each door, and we trawled through the bric-a-brac left by the previous owner. The idea of renovation didn’t even occur to us; it was hard enough to believe the house was ours.

Dar Khalifa is set at the far end of a long rectangular sheet of land. It looks out on the swimming pool, the gardens, stables, and an assortment of smaller buildings. The house itself has been built in stages over time. On the right side is the oldest courtyard garden, dominated by an outcrop of banana trees and towering palms. The sitting-rooms, kitchens, dining-room and entranceway form the main body of the house, along with two further courtyards – one outside the kitchen, and another on the left side, which adjoins the garages. The tennis court stretches out behind, with a cluster of changing rooms, a well and servants’ quarters. On the first floor there are bedrooms and an expansive roof terrace; and along the left side of the house is a later annexe of two more bedrooms with a guest suite above.

From the start the guardians were amiable, but they kept a distance. It seemed as if they were uneasy that people had moved back into the Caliph’s House. They would watch us from behind a wall or a garden hedge and duck out of sight when we turned to face them. I found it amazing that in the decade the mansion had been empty the guardians had kept the stables as their hide-away. They had never opened up the house and enjoyed its space and had only ventured inside on rare occasions. I supposed it had something to do with their fear of the jinns.

We managed to get some of the lights working and cleaned the bedroom until it shone. Rachana strung up homemade curtains and I scoured ten years of algae from the toilet. Hamza found me on my hands and knees scrubbing the bowl with a toothbrush. He screwed up his face.

‘There are no jinns in here, not now,’ I said.

The guardian waved a finger back and forth. ‘They don’t like that,’ he quipped. ‘They like to be left alone.’

I didn’t reply, but went off to buy a set of plastic garden chairs, as there was no furniture at all. Later, when I arrived home, I went for a pee. To my surprise, the toilet was filled with what looked like the leftovers from lunch. I asked Ariane if she had thrown up.

‘No, Baba,’ she said earnestly.

I walked out into the blazing sunshine. The guardians weren’t to be seen. I called their names. No reply. So I ambled down to the stables, which are set in one corner at the end of the garden, shrouded by a mass of pink bougainvillea. I could make out the sound of feet running down a path and a door closing, but I couldn’t see anyone. The stable doors were all tightly shut. I prised them open. Three were filled with broken garden tools, ladders and knots of old wire. The door of the fourth stable was ajar. I pushed it wide open.

Hamza was sitting inside on a paint can topped with a wad of grey asbestos. He was panting, as if he had been running. I asked him if he had any idea how the toilet came to be clogged with chicken stew. He stared up at me, and adjusted the asbestos.

‘The jinns are not happy,’ he said, ‘and when they are not happy they get angry.’

I was about to ask another question, but Ariane was screaming out on the lawn. I ran over to see what was going on. She was sitting under a fruit tree, hands over her eyes, bawling. Above her, on one of the low boughs of the tree, was a string. From the string there was hanging a dead tabby cat. I pulled it down and called Hamza.

‘What’s this doing here?’

The guardian furrowed his brow. ‘It’s bad,’ he said.

‘I know it’s bad, but who did this?’

Hamza shook his head, picked up the cat and took it away.

On our third day in Casablanca, I met a French diplomat called François through a friend of a friend. He was living in a spacious apartment with his family and had a job at the French Consulate. I asked him about Morocco, expecting him to praise it – after all, he had been based in Casablanca for ten years. He looked at me across the lunch table, his sapphire eyes cool as glacial ice.

‘This country’s a time bomb,’ he said, mimicking an explosion with his hands. ‘It’s a career cemetery, too. Work here and you’ll never work again!’

I asked him about Moroccan people.

‘Don’t trust anyone,’ he snapped. ‘Fire the first ten people who walk into your office, and rule with an iron fist!’

‘But Casablanca seems very European.’

‘Hah!’ cracked François. ‘We’re close to Europe, but don’t make the mistake that I did.’

‘What mistake’s that?’

‘Don’t think for a minute people are going to be like Europeans,’ he said. ‘They may be wearing the latest Paris fashions, but in their minds they’re Orientals.’ François paused to tap a fingertip to his temple. ‘In there,’ he said, ‘it’s the Arabian Nights.’

I told him about my experience with the toilet and the jinns.

‘Of course,’ said the Frenchman, ‘everyone believes in that stuff . . . just like the tales of Aladdin, Sindbad and Ali Baba. There’s no question about it. Why? Because jinns are in the Qur’an. That’s why. Try to get anything done and the wall of superstition hits you face-on. Try to avoid it, pretend it’s not there, and you’ll trip up.’

‘So what’s the answer?’

François lit a Gauloise and exhaled. ‘You have to learn to coexist,’ he said, ‘learn to appreciate the culture and to navigate through treacherous water.’

‘How do I do that?’

‘Shun the most obvious solution,’ he said.

Back at the house, the guardians were clustered round the toilet bowl, calling prayers down to the jinns. Rachana said they had barred her way and threatened to lock the door if we continued to bother them. She was very worked up when I found her, insisting she would move into a hotel unless I sorted my workers out.

I led the guardians outside. They lined up in the long corridor, saluted, then stared at their feet.

‘This can’t go on,’ I said. ‘We need to use the bathroom. It’s a matter of hygiene as much as anything else.’

The Bear squinted in the afternoon sunlight. ‘The jinns want blood,’ he said.

‘Well, they’re not going to get any. You can go and tell them.’

‘A few drops would do,’ said Osman.

‘Absolutely not!’

‘But you can prick your finger,’ the Bear said. ‘It wouldn’t hurt. You could let the blood drip into the toilet. It would make the jinns very pleased.’

‘Oh yes,’ Hamza echoed, ‘it would make them very pleased.’

The Bear held up a pin. He just happened to be carrying it.

I wasn’t about to start feeding my blood to imaginary forces of the underworld. ‘Can’t one of you give them your blood?’

‘No, no, no,’ the Bear riposted. ‘You are the new master of the house and so only your blood will do.’

We filed up to the toilet again and stared into the bowl. The thought that only my blood would suffice made me feel somehow important, indispensable – as if I was in charge. The Bear handed me the pin. I pricked my forefinger and let a large, single droplet of crimson blood splatter into the water. The guardians smiled broadly like Cheshire cats and took it in turns to shake my hand.

From then on, they seemed to regard me with a little more respect. Osman brought a pot of chicken soup for us the next night. He said his wife had made it from a recipe that had been in her family for six hundred years. One mouthful and, he claimed, we would dance like angels inside. I was touched by the thoughtfulness and rather liked the idea of dancing like an angel. The soup was flavoured with fresh coriander and saffron, and a hint of ginger. It was quite delicious and made a change from our stark diet of bread and triangles of processed cheese. The morning after that, Hamza crept into the bedroom and sprinkled us with pink rose petals while we slept. And, so as not to be outdone, the Bear presented us with talismans, fashioned from black calfskin. There was one each, of differing sizes – ranging from large to very small. We tied them round our necks dutifully and praised their craftsmanship.

The first days slipped by. Talk of jinns died down, but I knew the subject was still very much on the agenda. Hamza would roam round the house reciting verses from the Qur’an, or sketch magic squares on the whitewashed walls. He said the squares were amulets. They were formed of nine smaller squares. Add up the three numbers of any line and you got the number fifteen. When I asked what they were for, Hamza said they would help bring baraka, divine blessing, back to the Caliph’s House.

The focus of his prayers was the largest courtyard, in which there lay a wonderful secret garden. It looked like the oldest part of the house. At each end there stood a long salon with a colonnaded veranda. The room at the east end had fabulous cedar doors, twenty feet high, and a pair of giant matching windows, carved with geometric designs. I planned to turn it into a library, lined with bookshelves from the floor to the ceiling.

After a week at the house, I realized that I still hadn’t seen inside the room at the western end of the courtyard. I tried the handle but it was firmly locked shut. Hamza was crouching behind a squat palm tree, going over a magic square with a nugget of coal. I asked him to open the door. He saluted, then pretended not to understand. When I repeated the request, he seemed displeased and ambled off to fetch the key.

As the chief guardian, nothing was more important to him than maintaining control. He controlled Osman and the Bear, anyone who came to the house and, through skilful corralling, he managed to control us, too. The most effective method of staying in control was to lock all the doors at all times, unless one of us was in the room. Even then he quite frequently locked us inside. He kept all the keys in an old shoebox. There were hundreds of them. I would leave the kitchen for a few seconds to take a plate of food to Ariane and, when I came back, the room would be locked. The same with the bathroom – leave it for a moment and you couldn’t get back in. Sometimes you would hear Hamza’s worn leather-soled slippers shuffling away and the box of keys jangling.

I waited twenty-five minutes at the locked courtyard door for Hamza to return. He may have been hoping I had lost interest and had gone on to do something else.

When he did finally turn up, the shoebox under one arm, his head was stooped low. He rummaged in the box and winced in declaration: ‘The key isn’t here.’

‘You haven’t looked very hard. Let me have a look.’

The guardian covered the mouth of the box with his hands. ‘I’ll look, I’ll look!’ he said, delving a second time.

Ten minutes later he was still rummaging. ‘It’s not here,’ he said with certainty.

‘Doesn’t anyone ever go in there?’

‘No, they don’t,’ Hamza said; ‘no one’s been in there for years.’

The secrecy made the locked room all the more intriguing. I began to speculate what lay behind the door.

‘There are other, more interesting rooms,’ said the guardian. ‘Don’t bother with this one.’

‘Have you ever been in there?’

The guardian swished the air with his hand. ‘Oh, yes,’ he said. ‘It’s very boring.’

‘When did you go inside?’

Hamza thought for a moment. ‘Many years ago,’ he said.

‘But it’s an important part of the house,’ I said assertively. ‘Let’s open it up.’

I suggested we get a hammer and break the lock. At that moment, the muezzin rang out across the shantytown.

Hamza hurried away with his shoebox of keys. ‘I must go and pray,’ he said, calling back.

The question of the locked room continued to grate on my mind. When I asked Osman about it, he said Hamza was the only person who had ever been inside.

‘He always goes there at night,’ he said.

‘You mean he goes in now?’

‘Of course,’ said Osman. ‘He goes in there every day.’

‘What’s inside?’ I asked.

Osman grimaced, slapped his hands to his cheeks in horror and sank his teeth into his upper lip. He was wheezing.

‘What’s inside the locked room?’ I repeated.

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Really, believe me, I don’t know.’

Despite the matter of the mysterious locked door, relations with the guardians continued to improve. Then, one morning as I was going into the courtyard, I spied Hamza leaving the room. The moment he saw me making a beeline for him, he slammed the door shut. I tried the handle. It was locked fast.

‘Can you please open this door, right
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