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About the Book

An offbeat journey to the heart and soul of an alluring but elusive land.

Shortly after the 2005 London bombings, travel writer and film-maker Tahir Shah was thrown into a Pakistani prison on suspicion of spying for Al-Qaeda. What sustained him during his terrifying, weeks-long ordeal were the stories his father told him as a child in Morocco …

Inspired by this, on his return to his adopted homeland, he embarked on an adventure worthy of the mythical Arabian Nights and went in search of the stories and storytellers that have nourished this ancient, vibrant country for centuries.

Wandering through the medinas of Fez and Marrakech, criss-crossing the Sahara sands and tasting the hospitality of ordinary Moroccans, he collects a treasury of traditional stories recounted by a vivid and eccentric cast of characters: from master masons who work only at night to Sufi wise men who write for soap operas and Tuareg guides addicted to reality TV.

Himself a link in the chain of scholars and teachers who have passed such tales down from father to son, mother to daughter, Tahir Shah reveals a world and a way of thinking that most visitors to Morocco barely know exist.
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This book is for my aunt Amina Shah, Queen of the Storytellers.


 

Here we are, all of us: in a dream-caravan.

A caravan, but a dream – a dream, but a caravan.

And we know which are the dreams.

Therein lies the hope.

Sheikh Bahaudin

Nasrudin was sent by the king to find the most foolish man in the land and bring him to the palace as court jester. The mulla travelled to each town and village in turn, but could not find a man stupid enough for the job. Finally, he returned alone.

‘Have you located the greatest idiot in our kingdom?’ asked the monarch.

‘Yes,’ replied Nasrudin, ‘but he is too busy looking for fools to take the job.’

The World of Nasrudin by Idries Shah


[image: image]


[image: image]


ONE
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Be in the world, but not of the world.

Arab proverb

THE TORTURE ROOM was ready for use. There were harnesses for hanging the prisoners upside-down, rows of sharp-edged batons, and smelling salts, used syringes filled with dark liquids and worn leather straps, tourniquets, clamps, pliers, and equipment for smashing the feet. On the floor there was a central drain, and on the walls and every surface, dried blood – plenty of it. I was manacled, hands pushed high up my back, stripped almost naked, with a military-issue blindfold tight over my face. I had been in the torture chamber every night for a week, interrogated hour after hour on why I had come to Pakistan.

All I could do was tell the truth: that I was travelling through en route from India to Afghanistan, where I was planning to make a documentary about the lost treasure of the Mughals. My film crew and I had been arrested on a residential street and taken to the secret torture installation known by the jailers as ‘The Farm’.

I tried to explain to the military interrogator that we were innocent of any crime. But for the military police of Pakistan’s North West Frontier Province, a British citizen with a Muslim name, coming overland from an enemy state – India – set off all the alarms.

Through nights of blindfolded interrogation, with the screams of other prisoners forming an ever-present backdrop to life in limbo, I answered the same questions again and again: What was the real purpose of your journey? What do you know of Al-Qaeda bases across the border in Afghanistan? And, even: Why are you married to an Indian? It was only after the first week that the blindfolds were removed and, as my eyes adjusted to the blaring interrogation lamps, I caught my first burnt-out glimpse of the torture room.

The interrogations took place only at night, although day and night were much the same at The Farm. The strip-light high on the ceiling of my cell was never turned off. I would crouch there, waiting for the sound of keys and for the thud of feet pacing over stone. That meant they were coming for me again. I would brace myself, say a prayer and try to clear my mind. A clear mind is a calm one.

The keys would jingle once more and the bars to my cell would swing open just enough for a hand to reach through and grab me.

First the blindfold and then the manacles.

Shut out the light, and your other senses compensate. I could hear the muffled screeches of a prisoner being tortured in the parallel block and taste on my tongue the dust out in the fields.

Most of the time, I squatted in my cell, learning to be alone. Get locked up in solitary in a foreign land, with the threat of immediate execution hanging over you, a blade dangling from a thread, and you try to pass the time by forgetting where you are.

First I read the graffiti on the walls. Then I read it again, and again, until I was half-mad. Pens and paper were forbidden, but previous inmates had used their ingenuity. They had scrawled slogans in their own blood and excrement. I found myself desperate to make sense of others’ madness. Then I knelt on the cement floor and slowed my breathing, even though I was so scared words could not describe the fear.

Real terror is a crippling experience. You sweat so much that your skin goes all wrinkly like when you’ve been in the bath all afternoon. And then the scent of your sweat changes. It smells like cat pee, no doubt from the adrenalin. However hard you wash, it won’t come off. It smothers you, as your muscles become frozen with acid and your mind paralysed by despair.

The only hope of staying sane was to think of my life, the life that had become separated from me, and to imagine that I was stepping into it again … into the dream that, until so recently, had been my reality.

The white walls of my cell were a kind of silver screen on which I projected the Paradise I longed to return to. The love for that home and all within washed out the white walls, the blood-graffiti and the stink of fear. And the more I feared, the more I forced myself to think of my adopted Moroccan home, Dar Khalifa, the Caliph’s House.

There were courtyards brimming with fountains and birdsong, and gardens in which Timur and Ariane, my little son and daughter, played with their tortoises and their kites. There was bright summer sunlight, and fruit trees, and the voice of my wife, Rachana, calling the children in to lunch. And there were lemon-coloured butterflies, scarlet red hibiscus flowers, blazing bougainvillea and the hum of bumblebees dancing through the honeysuckle.

Hour after hour I would watch my memories screened across the blank walls. I would be blinded by the colours, and glimpse in sharp detail the lives we had created for ourselves on the edge of Casablanca. With my future now in the balance, all I could do was pray. Pray that I might be reunited with that life, a melodious routine of innocence, interleaved with gentle calamity.

As the days and nights in solitary passed, I moved through the labyrinth of my memories. I set myself the task of finding every memory, every fragment of recollection.

They began with my childhood, and with the first moment I ever set foot on Moroccan soil.

The ferry had taken us from southern Spain, across the Strait of Gibraltar. It was the early seventies. Tucked up in the northwest corner of Africa, Tangier was a mélange of life like none other. There were beatniks and tie-dyed hippies, drug dealers and draft dodgers, writers, poets, fugitives and philosophers. They were all united in a swirling stew of humanity. I was only five years old, but I can remember it crystal clear, a world I could never hope to understand. It was scented with orange blossom, illuminated by sunshine so bright that I had to squint.

My father, who was from Afghanistan, had been unable to take my sisters and me to his homeland. It was too dangerous. So he brought us on frequent journeys to Morocco instead. I suppose it was a kind of Oriental logic. The two countries are remarkably similar, he would say: dramatic landscapes, mountain and desert, a tribal society steeped in history, rigid values and a code of honour, all arranged on a canvas of vibrant cultural colour.

The animated memories of those early travels were relived on the whitewashed walls of solitary, mile by mile. As I watched them, I found myself thinking about the stories my father told as the wheels beneath us turned through the dust, and how they bridged the abyss between fact and fantasy.

The interrogations in the torture room came and went, as did the jangle of keys, the plates of thin soupy daal slipped under the bars, and the nightmares. Through it all, I watched the walls, my concentration fixed on the matinees and the late-night shows that slipped across them. With time, I found I could navigate through weeks and years I had almost forgotten took place, and could remember details that my eyes had never quite revealed. I revisited my first day at prep school, my first tumble from a tree-climbing childhood, and the day I almost burned down my parents’ house.

But most of all, I remembered the tales my father told.

I pictured him rubbing a hand over his dark moustache and down over his chin, and the words that were the bridge into another world: ‘Once upon a time …’

Sometimes the fear would descend over me like a veil. I would feel myself slipping into a kind of trance, numbed by the frantic debauched screams of the prisoner being worked over in the torture room. In the same way that a bird in the jaws of a predator readies itself for the end, I would push the memories out, struggle to find silence. It only came when the uncertainty and the fear reached its height. And with it came a voice. It would ease me, calm me, weep with me, and speak from inside me, not from my head, but from my heart.

In a whisper the voice guided me to my bedroom at the Caliph’s House. The windows were open, the curtains swaying, and the room filled with the swish of the wind in the eucalyptus trees outside.

There is something magical about that sound, as if it spans an emptiness between restraint and the furthest reaches of the mind. I listened hard, concentrating to the hum of distant waves and to the rustle of crisp eucalyptus leaves, and walked down through the house and out on to the terrace. Standing there, the ocean breeze cool on my face, I sensed the tingle of something I could not understand, and saw a fine geometric carpet laid over the lawn. I strolled down over the terrace and on to the grass, and stepped aboard it, the silk knots pressing against my bare feet. Before I knew it, we were away, floating up into the air.

We moved over the Atlantic without a sound, icy waters surging, cresting, breaking. Gradually, we gathered speed and height until I could see the curve of the earth below. We crossed deserts and mountains, oceans and endless seas. The carpet folded back its edge, protecting me from the wind.

After hours of flight, I glimpsed the outline of a city ahead. It was ink-black and sleeping, its minarets soaring up to the heavens, its domed roofs hinting at treasures within. The carpet banked to the left and descended until we were hovering over a grand central square. It was teeming with people and life, illuminated by ten thousand blazing torches, their flames licking the night.

A legion of soldiers in gilded armour was standing guard. Across from them were stallions garlanded in fine brocades, caparisoned elephants fitted with howdahs, a pen of prowling tigers and, beside it, a jewel-encrusted carousel. There were oxen roasting on enormous spits, tureens of mutton stewed in milk, platters of braised camel meat, and great silver salvers heaped with rice and with fish.

A sea of people were feasting, entertained by jugglers and acrobats, serenaded by the sound of a thousand flutes. Near by, on a dais crafted from solid gold, overlaid with rare carpets from Samarkand, sat the king. His bulky form was adorned in cream-coloured silk, his head crowned by a voluminous turban, complete with a peacock feather pinned to the front.

At the feet of the monarch sat a delicate girl, her skin the colour of ripe peaches, her eyes emerald green. Her face was partly hidden by a veil. Somehow I sensed her sadness. A platter of pilau had been put before her, but she had not touched it. Her head was low, her eyes reflecting a sorrow beyond all depth.

The magic carpet paused long enough for me to take in the scene. Then it banked up and to the right, flew back across the world over mountains and deserts, oceans and seas, and came to a gentle rest on our own lawn.

In my heart I could hear the hum of Atlantic surf, and the wind rippling through the eucalyptus trees. And in my head I could hear the sound of keys jangling, and steel-toed boots moving down the corridor, pacing over stone.


TWO
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Examine what is said, not him who speaks.

Moroccan proverb

ON OUR CHILDHOOD travels to Morocco, my father used to say that to understand a place you had to look beyond what the senses show you. He would tell us to stuff cotton in our nostrils, to cover our ears and to close our eyes. Only then, he would say, could we absorb the essence of the place. For children the exercise of blocking the senses was confusing. We had a thousand questions, each one answered with another question.

At dusk one evening we arrived at Fès. As usual the family was squeezed into our old Ford estate car, vinyl suitcases loaded on the roof, the gardener at the wheel. That evening I caught my first sight of the massive medieval city walls, impenetrable and bleak like the end of the world. There were figures moving beside them in hooded robes, carts laden with newly slaughtered sheep, and the piercing sound of a wedding party far away.

The car stopped and we all trooped out.

In the twilight my father pointed to a clutch of men huddled on the ground outside the city’s grand Imperial Gate.

‘They’re gamblers,’ said my mother.

‘No, they are not,’ my father replied. ‘They are the guardians of an ancient wisdom.’

I asked what he meant.

‘They are the storytellers,’ he said.

For my father there was no sharper way to understand a country than by listening to its stories. He would often line up my sisters and me, and enthral us with episodes from Alf Layla wa Layla, A Thousand and One Nights. The tales worked in a special way, he said, diverting the mind while passing on a kind of inner knowledge. Listen to the stories, he would repeat again and again, and they would act like an instruction manual to the world.

As far as he was concerned, the stories and the ability to tell them were a kind of baton to be passed from one generation to the next. He used to say that many of the tales he related had been in our family for centuries, that they were fastened to us in some way, a part of us.

He would sometimes make me uneasy, stressing the grave duty, the burden of responsibility, sitting on my shoulders. My school friends used to love stories as much as I did, but we differed. From before I could walk I was reminded that these tales were magical, that they contained wisdom, and that one day I would be expected to pass them on to my own children. Deep down I never really expected the time would come to pass the baton on.

But it did.

One night as I tucked her into bed, Ariane put her arms round my neck and whispered into my ear: ‘Tell me a story, Baba.’ I froze, for the words had been mine thirty years before.

I felt under-equipped to handle the duty of teaching with stories. Ariane and Timur enjoyed listening to my small repertoire, but when I tried to explain the many layers they said they didn’t understand, or that I was boring them. I thought back to how my father recounted the tales to us, how he had passed the baton on. I pictured myself in his study with my sisters, sitting in a line on his turquoise divan. He would be perched opposite, leaning forward cupped in a grand leather chair, fingertips pressed together, sunlight streaming in through French doors behind.

‘Clear your minds,’ he would say. ‘Close your eyes. Listen to the sound of my voice.’

We would be squirming at first, unable to keep still. Then the voice began, soft as silk, precise, calm … ‘Once upon a time in a kingdom far away …’ Within a moment it had pulled us in, taken over, and we were lost in its realm. That was it. My father never told us how the stories worked. He didn’t reveal the l ayers, the nuggets of information, the fragments of truth and fantasy. He didn’t need to – because, given the right conditions, the stories activated, sowing themselves.

The Caliph’s House has the ability to suck you in and tantalize your senses. There are courtyards shaded by fragrant honeysuckle and blazing bougainvillea vines; fountains crafted from hand-cut mosaics, gardens hidden behind secret walls, terracotta tiled floors, carved cedarwood doors, and acres of Venetian plaster, etched with intricate geometric designs.

When we bought Dar Khalifa, we were newcomers to the local culture and its layers of superstitious belief. The learning curve was a steep one. Spend more than a few weeks living in Morocco and you understand that daily life is inextricably linked to an ancient Oriental system. A good way to make sense of the society, which at first seemed so daunting, so incomprehensible, was to read it as if it were a kingdom from the time of Harun ar-Rachid. From the first day, I found the reality of our new lives mirroring the make-believe world of A Thousand and One Nights.
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Almost as if through some medieval right of sale we inherited three guardians with the Caliph’s House. Their leader was Hamza. He was tall, solemn and stooped, as if the world’s burdens were laid on his shoulders. Then there was Osman. He was the youngest and had worked at the house since his childhood. He had a smile that was permanently fastened to his lips. The third guardian was called Mohammed, but known by all as the Bear. He was strong as an ox, had enormous hands, a hooked nose and a nervous twitch.

Hamza, Osman and the Bear spent most of their time skulking in the stables at the bottom of the garden, hoping that I would forget about them. On the rare occasions that they ever spoke to me, it was to remind me of the grave dilemma, the predicament of the jinns.

In the West, a house that has been boarded up for years on end might attract squatters. They can damage the place and be near impossible to evict. But in Morocco there is the threat of a far more turbulent force awaiting the unsuspecting. Leave your home empty for more than a moment, and it could fill from the floor to the rafters with an army of invisible spirits, called jinns.

The Qur’ān says that when God created Man from clay, he fashioned a second form of life from ‘smokeless fire’. They are known by many names – genies, jnun, jinns – and they live all round us in inanimate objects. Some jinns are good-natured, but most are wicked, enraged by the discomfort they believe that humanity has caused them.

We spent many months renovating the house and cleansing it of the jinns. The guardians insisted they were lurking in the water tanks, in the toilets and under the floor. Living with jinns or, worse still, around people who believed in them caused unimaginable stress.

Most of the time I was trapped in Casablanca. The days and nights were filled with builders, artisans and an ever-expanding staff, all of them fearful of the paranormal forces they said encased our lives. From time to time I did manage to break free. I crisscrossed Morocco on the trail of building supplies, craftsmen and exorcists capable of dispatching the wayward jinns. It was easy to forget that out there, beyond the wilds of the shantytown, there was a land ablaze with vitality, history and culture: a kingdom waiting to be discovered.

One morning I found Osman sitting on an upturned bucket staring out at the hibiscus hedge. It was early summer and already far too hot to work, too hot even to think. I had taken the guardian a cup of chilled orange juice, droplets of condensation running down the side.

He smiled broadly, teeth glistening, thanked me, then God and, after a long pause, he said,

‘Monsieur Tahir, you have been here at Dar Khalifa for more than three years.’

‘It’s gone fast,’ I said.

The guardian gulped down the juice and turned slowly until his watery brown eyes locked into mine.

‘And what have you learned?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘About our kingdom … what do you know?’

I thought for a moment, considering the journeys I had made in search of mosaics and exorcists, tortoises and cedarwood.

‘I’ve seen a lot,’ I said. ‘I’ve travelled north to the Mediterranean, right down south to the Sahara and all the way into the High Atlas.’

Osman slid a sleeve under his nose. He kept my gaze.

‘You don’t know us,’ he said sharply. ‘You don’t know Morocco.’

A jab of disbelief pricked my stomach. What’s he talking about? I thought.

‘I know Morocco as well as anyone who’s lived here for as long as I have.’

The guardian put his thumbs in his eyes and rubbed very hard. Then he looked at me again.

‘You have been blind,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘Blind.’

I shrugged.

‘Morocco may have passed under your feet, but you haven’t seen it.’

‘I’m sure I have.’

‘No, Monsieur Tahir, believe me. I can see it in your face.’

Many of my earliest memories are of listening to stories. Our childhood home was filled with A Thousand and One Nights, or, as they are more popularly known, The Arabian Nights. I would sit there enthralled hour after hour at the exploits of Aladdin and Ali Baba, of Sindbad, and the world of the Caliph Harun ar-Rachid. There was always talk of chests overflowing with treasure, of princesses, and handsome princes charging on stallions liveried in gold, of ghouls and efrits, dervishes, divs and jinns.

My father always had a tale at hand to divert our attention, or to use as a way of transmitting an idea or a thought. He used to say that the great collections of stories from the East were like encyclopedias, storehouses of wisdom and knowledge ready to be studied, to be appreciated and cherished. To him, stories represented much more than mere entertainment. He saw them as complex psychological documents, forming a body of knowledge that had been collected and refined since the dawn of humanity and, more often than not, passed down by word of mouth.

When he died a decade ago, I inherited my father’s library. There were five reinforced boxes of books labelled STORIES: VALUABLE, HANDLE WITH CARE. Among them were Aesop’s Fables, Hans Christian Andersen, and the Brothers Grimm. There were many others, too, on the Arab collections, and volumes of tales from every corner of the world – from Albania and China, Cambodia, India, Argentina and Vietnam, from sub-Saharan Africa, Australia, Malaysia, from Papua New Guinea and Japan.

Once the Caliph’s House was renovated I had more time to spare. So I sat down to read the five boxes of stories from my father’s library. I would often come to pencilled annotations in his small, neat hand. Many of the notes hinted at wisdom locked within a tale, or likened one story to another from an entirely different region of the world.

The only set of volumes missing was my father’s copy of A Thousand and One Nights, the rare edition translated by the Victorian scholar and explorer Richard Francis Burton. As a child I remember seeing the set in his study. It stood on a shelf at ankle height. My father prized the edition very highly, and would point out the quality of the workmanship, or tell of how he came upon the seventeen volumes as a young man. He said that he had saved for months to afford the books and would go each afternoon to spend time admiring them in the shop. I realized later it was the prized first ‘Benares’ edition of Burton’s Alf Layla wa Layla, A Thousand and One Nights.

The volumes were bound in waxy black cloth, with bright gold lettering on the spines. I was young and inexperienced, but they were just about the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. They were so exquisite that I would stroke my fingers over them and stoop down to smell their scent.

They smelled like cloves.

One rainy winter afternoon a visitor arrived at my parents’ home. He was overweight, flat-footed, and chain-smoked from the moment he stepped inside until the moment he stepped out. I was too small to be told anything, but I remember my parents muttering before he came. I don’t know who he was, but he was important enough to drink tea from our best china and to have slices of lemon served on the side.

From behind the banisters, I watched him greet my father and move through the hall into the study. The door closed behind them and, when it was eventually opened, the visitor was struggling under the weight of the Arabian Nights. At dinner, I asked what had happened to the black and gold books.

My father’s face seemed to darken. He looked at me hard, and said: ‘In our culture a guest is respected and honoured very greatly, Tahir Jan. If he is under your roof, then he is under your protection. Your possessions are his for the asking. If he was to admire something, it is your duty to present him with it. Remember this, Tahir Jan, remember it for your entire life.’

* * *

At Dar Khalifa, the guardians said they were too busy raking the leaves to waste time telling tales. I grilled them one at a time, but all they could tell me was that stories were not what they had once been.

‘There used to be time to while away the hours, talking and listening,’ said Hamza, ‘but these days there’s too much work. None of us has a moment to spare.’

‘There’s no time even to scratch our heads,’ Osman chipped in. ‘Our traditions are disappearing, all because employers are working their employees like slaves.’

The Bear appeared through the hibiscus hedge and the three guardians fell into line, leering at me as menacingly as they could. Relations had been strained between us since I had implemented my brave new master plan. Unable any longer to afford painters and gardeners, builders and handymen, I had initiated a fresh regime, which involved the radical idea of everyone on the payroll doing actual work. The scheme had been unpopular from the start. As long as any of them had been employed at the Caliph’s House, the guardians were used to lazing about down at the stables, swapping stories and fanning the flames of their own supernatural belief. But with the exorcism and the banishment of the jinns, a new era had been ushered in. They never said it, but I could sense that the guardians secretly longed for the old days, a time steeped in fear of the spirits, when they had had the upper hand.

Every Friday afternoon I would take a notebook and a newspaper and walk down through the shantytown to my local café. Sitting in a coffee shop is considered a waste of time in the West, like watching daytime TV – a pursuit for the man who has no life at all. But after a few months in Morocco I came to realize that café life is the gateway into the clandestine world of Moroccan men. No woman with any self-respect would ever venture to a male-only café, a point that provides the clientele with unprecedented pleasure, and with security from their dominating wives.

To be valued as a member of masculine Moroccan society, a man is expected to put in his time, sitting, thinking, talking, or doing nothing at all.

My friends came to know that on Friday afternoons I could be found at the same table, and at the same seat, in Café Mabrook, a ramshackle haunt perched at the end of the Corniche. As soon as word spread that I frequented a male-only café, my standing in society was raised immeasurably. Everyone, from my bank manager to the guardians and the plumber, seemed to regard me with genuine respect.

Café Mabrook was like a down-at-heel gentlemen’s club. The walls were grey-black, and the air so smoky that if it were anywhere else there would have been a health warning nailed to the door. The chairs were all wobbly and broken, and the floor permanently concealed by a thick layer of cigarette ends. The only waiter, called Abdul Latif, was middle-aged, hunched over and missing both his thumbs. The deformity made counting out the change all the more difficult. He didn’t take orders, but instead slapped down a glass of syrupy black coffee and an ashtray to anyone and everyone who walked through the door.

From the first time I poked my head inside Café Mabrook, I was hooked. There was an irresistible charm, a faded grandeur. But to glimpse it, you had to look beyond what the eyes or the other senses showed. You had to rely on your imagination. Take a seat, inhale the nicotine smog, swill a mouthful of the pungent café noir, and pause … Allow the atmosphere to seep inside, and you found yourself connected to generations of Moroccan men who had sought salvation within the grey-black walls.

Most of the clients were henpecked local men, all hiding from their wives. Their faces bore the same pained expression, the look of men hunted every waking hour. Their wives were all clones of the same alpha female, beefy and fearless, the kind of woman who preyed on the weak. But, thankfully, the henpecked husbands had come to learn that they were safe from persecution in the no man’s land of Café Mabrook.

Each Friday afternoon an assortment of downtrodden characters would individually make their way to my table and balance on a broken chair – retired professors and medical men, librarians, police officers and postal clerks. Anyone who enters a Moroccan café knows that there’s no such thing as respecting privacy. Your presence is a signal that you are ready and willing and available to chat.

Over the months, I came to meet a cross-section of Casablanca’s male society, most of them wrapped in fraying jelabas, feet pressed into tapered yellow slippers called baboush. There was a sense of fraternity, a common bond reached through their communal fear – fear of the women in their lives.

Friday afternoons are a time when most of Casablanca’s men are cleansed, at ease and ready to relax. They have washed thoroughly, prayed at the mosque and gorged themselves on platters of couscous in their homes. When the feasting is over they are tossed out of the house by their wives and ordered not to return until the sun has dipped well below the Atlantic surf. With no more than a few dirhams to spend, and no courage to ask for more, they go in search of coffee and conversation.

The henpecked husbands and I discussed all manner of subjects on Friday afternoons – from Al-Qaeda and the state of the Middle East, to the subtle flavour of argan oil and the ancient code of honour that bonds all Arab men. Each week, I learned a little more about Moroccan culture and each week it seemed as if I was welcomed a little deeper into their fold.

Of all those who patronized Café Mabrook, the best informed was a calm retired surgeon named Dr Mehdi. Slim and dark-skinned, he had a sharp jaw line that ended with a patch of trimmed beard on the tip of his chin. He was a man adrift on an ocean of self-confidence and was regarded as a kind of champion by the other henpecked husbands. From time to time he would clap his hands and order them all to stand up against their ferocious wives at home.

Dr Mehdi once told me he was eighty-two. His hands, though flecked with liver spots, were as steady as they had been fifty years before. ‘A good pair of hands’, he would say, ‘can kill a man or can save his life.’

One afternoon I told him about the storytellers I had seen as a child, crouching outside the city walls at Fès.

He stared into his glass of café noir, narrowed his eyes and said: ‘They are the heart of Morocco.’

‘But hasn’t the tradition been lost?’ I asked. ‘After all, Morocco’s becoming so modern.’

Dr Mehdi cracked his knuckles once, then again.

‘You have to dig,’ he said. ‘If you want to find buried treasure, you must buy a spade.’

‘Is the treasure still there, though, under the ground?’

The doctor put the glass to his lips and took a sip.

‘You may not see them,’ he said, ‘but the stories are all around us. They are in our bones.’

I was surprised, as I assumed the tradition of storytelling had been replaced by the tidal wave of Egyptian soap operas, which has deluged most Arab lives. I must have looked disbelieving, because the old surgeon jabbed his index finger towards me.

‘The stories make us what we are,’ he said. ‘They make us Moroccan.’ Dr Mehdi drained his café noir. ‘The storytellers keep the flame of our culture alive,’ he said. ‘They teach us about our ancestors and give our children the values they will need – a sense of honour and chivalry – and they teach what is right and what is wrong.’

It was as if my father was sitting before me again, preaching to his children. Dr Mehdi touched his fingertips together in thought. He closed his eyes for a moment, sucked in a chest full of second-hand smoke, and said: ‘The stories of Morocco are like a mirror. They reflect society. You can live here a hundred years and not understand what this country is about. But if you really want to know us, then you have to root out the raconteurs and listen to them. You see, it’s they who guard the treasure. They can teach you but only if you are ready. To hear them, you must close your eyes and open up your heart.’


THREE

[image: image]

An Arab horse speeds fast. The camel plods slowly, but it goes by day and night.

Saadi of Shiraz

FIVE DAYS LATER I found myself standing in Jemaa El Fna, the vast central square in Marrakech whose name means ‘Place of Execution’. The medina’s labyrinth of narrow covered alleys stretched out behind in an endless honeycomb of riches, every inch of it bustling with brass lamps, silks, and rugs woven in kaleidoscopic colours, spices and perfumes, sweetmeats and dried chameleons for use in spells. The shade of the medina was contrasted by the searing light in the square. Only the brave or the mad endured it, crouching low on their haunches, whispering, waiting. I noticed a group of gnaoua, the famous Saharan musicians, dressed in indigo jelabas, their caps trimmed with cowrie shells. Next to them sat a travelling dentist with his tin of second-hand teeth. Beside him was a knot of medicine men, touting snake oil, ostrich eggs and rows of slim brown mice tethered on twine.

I crossed the square, dodging the pools of melted tarmac, wondering how a city could take root and thrive in such a furnace. I thought of Osman’s comment – that I was blind to the real Morocco. At that moment I caught sight of an elderly donkey being led into the middle of the square. Its muzzle was grey and there was an unusual white blotch on its rump.

A hooded figure had tucked the reins under the arm of his dusty brown jelaba. The animal was goaded forward until it stood in a puddle of melted tar. Its hooves were sticky and black, its head low and cautious. The figure pressed a palm to the donkey’s brow, urged it to stop. He threaded his fingers together, seemed to flex them, then, bending down, he strained to lift the animal on to his back.

A chorus of wild frenzied braying followed, echoing to all corners of the square.

As someone who lives in the centre of a shantytown, I am not unused to the sound of donkeys. But the clamour of that creature held astride a man’s shoulders was shrill enough to wake the dead. Within an instant a crowd had gathered – tourists and mendicants, orange-sellers, pickpockets, and day-trippers from the Atlas mountains. I staggered over and pushed my way to the front. The donkey’s eyes were bulging, the back of the man’s jelaba stained with sweat.

‘What’s going on?’

‘He’s about to start,’ said a man.

‘Start what?’

‘The tale.’

Each night before they sleep, I read a bedtime story to Ariane and Timur. As I read, I glance up from the page and look into their eyes. I see the twinkle of wonder, the sense that magic is at work. Some of the stories I read were left to my two sisters and me by our father when he died, in a manuscript he entitled, at my demand, ‘Tell Me a Story’. He had read the same tales to us as children, and had composed them from ancient sources in Arabia and Afghanistan. Since his death many of the stories have been published as illustrated books.

‘We are a family of storytellers,’ he would whisper before we slept. ‘Don’t forget it. We have this gift. Protect it and it will protect you.’

In the dozens of books he wrote, my father presented to the West many hundreds of traditional teaching stories, just like the ones I read to my children now. Such tales were developed by the Sufis, a fraternity of mystics found across the Muslim world and beyond. If asked about it, they say that their knowledge existed long before the rise of Islam, and that it can be received by anyone who is ready to absorb it. Sufis use teaching stories as a way to package ideas and information, making them palatable to the mind. As with a peach, they believe that the delicious flesh of the fruit is necessary to allow the seed to be passed on, to take root and be nurtured.

When I returned from Marrakech, I found the guardians and the maid huddled outside the front door of the Caliph’s House. They were chattering away anxiously, but fell silent as soon as they saw my old Jeep rumbling down the lane. The Bear was standing with his back to the door, his arms out wide. It was as if he was trying to hide something from me. I got out and asked what was going on.

Osman looked at the ground and shook his head from side to side.

‘Nothing, Monsieur Tahir,’ he said. ‘It’s nothing at all.’

The maid, Zohra, slapped her hands together and tightened her headscarf. She was an intimidating woman, the kind who filled ordinary henpecked Moroccan men with terrible fear. We would have let her go long before, but neither Rachana nor I had the courage to ask her to leave.

‘He’s lying,’ said Zohra coldly. ‘He’s lying because he’s a coward.’

‘He’s frightened,’ said Hamza. ‘We are all frightened.’

‘Frightened of what?’

The Bear moved slowly to one side, revealing a curious series of geometric shapes and numbers etched on the door in chalk.

‘The children have been playing again,’ I said. ‘The bad boys out there do that stuff all the time.’

Hamza wiped the sweat from his scalp with his hand.

‘This isn’t the work of mischievous boys,’ he said.

‘This is the work of …’

‘Of who?’

The guardians and the maid shut their mouths and swallowed hard.

‘Who has scrawled all this?’

‘A sehura,’ said Osman, ‘a sorceress.’

Each week I would visit the grave of Hicham Harass, which lay on a south-facing hillside at the edge of Casablanca. I would sit on the grass beside his tombstone and listen to the sound of the gulls swooping in the distance, and I would tell Hicham everything that had happened in the seven days before.

I have had many friends in Morocco, but none have matched Hicham Harass in their outright wisdom. He lived in a shack behind the small, whitewashed mosque in the shantytown, and collected postage stamps for a hobby. Every few days I would take a handful of used stamps to his shack and we would talk. We had the kind of conversations that only great friends can ever share.

They were touched with magic.

Hicham had a heart attack and was suddenly gone. His wife and their three-legged dog moved away from Casablanca and I was left feeling empty inside. I would think about the stories Hicham must have heard in his youth and I pictured him on his grandmother’s knee, listening. Nothing was quite so important to him as the telling of a tale. He was a natural raconteur, a man who delighted in polished delivery. Once he told me that he felt like a puppeteer, that the power to manipulate an audience was in subtle movements, the pulling of the strings. His life was rooted in firm values, all transferred, he said, through the tales his grandmother told. Hicham Harass was the kind of man who liked to be one-on-one, the kind of man who scoffed at Egyptian TV.

One Sunday afternoon in the summer, I took Timur with me to sit by the grave. It was so hot that we were both sticky with sweat as we climbed the steep cemetery slope. Timur was moaning about the heat, begging to be carried. I glanced up to see how much further we had to go. A man was kneeling at Hicham’s grave. He was dressed in a fine black jelaba, the hood pulled down over his head, his hands cupped upwards in prayer. I was surprised because I had never seen anyone there before. Hicham used to tell me that he had no friends, and he didn’t know his real family, for they had given him away to a travelling scrap dealer as a child.

When the man had finished praying, he washed his hands over his face, turned and greeted us. ‘As-salam wa alaikum,’ he said in a careful voice. ‘Peace be upon you.’

We sat down together at the foot of the grave and listened to the gulls. Timur pleaded for me to take him swimming, but I ignored him. After a few minutes, the other visitor asked how I had come to know Hicham. I told him that we would meet each week and have conversations paid for in postage stamps.

‘He was a very wise man,’ he said.

I agreed, and I asked him how he had known Hicham Harass, as I did not recognize him from the shantytown.

The man wove his fingers together and pressed them to his lips in thought. ‘I owe everything I am to him,’ he said. He fell silent, and I was just about to coax an explanation from him, when he said: ‘Twenty years ago I used to be a drug addict. My life was all about kif. I would smoke all day, and every night I used to roam the streets searching for an open window. When I found one, I would crawl inside and run off with whatever I could carry away. I robbed rich homes and poor homes, and sold the loot to buy more and more kif.’

‘But you don’t look like a drug addict,’ I said.

‘I am not, and it’s all because of the man whose body lies in this grave.’

‘So what happened?’

‘Well, one night,’ said the man, ‘I stole a car and drove to El Jadida. I had overheard one thief telling another that there were rich pickings there. Once night had fallen, I found a dark residential street and started looking for an open window. It wasn’t long before I found one. I chose it because a chair had been left underneath. Looking back, it was almost as if the owner was inviting me inside.’

The man paused for a moment, pushed up the sleeves of his jelaba and said: ‘I climbed up as quietly as I could. There wasn’t a sound inside. I switched on my torch and looked for something to steal. I couldn’t see much, except for a large leather-bound album open on the table. It was filled with postage stamps. Usually I went for silver and gold, but the album looked valuable, so I put it in my bag. At that moment, a figure moved across the room. He was little more than a shadow. I ran to the window, but the figure got there first. He slammed it shut. I shouted out, threatening to break his neck. Then the man did something very unexpected. He welcomed me to his home, introduced himself as Hicham the son of Hussein, and said he had been waiting for me.

‘I sat down, half-expecting him to raise the alarm, and we began to talk. He asked my name and I told it. I am known as Ottoman. I told him about my addiction to kif, my need for easy money, and apologized for causing him any trouble. Instead of scolding me, Hicham listened quietly, served me mint tea and offered me a bed for the night.’

Again, Ottoman broke off. He leaned over, touched Timur’s cheek and kissed his hand.

‘The next morning Hicham made me a breakfast worthy of a king,’ he said. ‘In my mind I was ready for the police to burst in. But I was so touched by his generosity that I was unable to take flight. I stayed in his home all day and he sketched out a plan.’

‘What kind of a plan?’

‘A plan to change the course of my life.’

Ottoman went on to explain how Hicham had sent him to live with a trusted friend, who had weaned him off kif, and how he lent him the money to open a tailor’s shop. Every week the two men would meet and talk.

‘Hicham would urge me to set my goals high,’ he said. ‘He gave me confidence, and would say that I was as capable as anyone else. “To succeed,” he said, “you must reach for the stars and let your imagination find its own path.”’

I wondered aloud why I had not seen Ottoman before, either in the shantytown where Hicham lived or at the grave.

‘My tailor’s shop was successful,’ he said, ‘because Hicham charged me with energy every week. I worked fifteen hours a day and soon I had five shops in Casablanca, Marrakech and Fès. Three years later, I set up my first factory, making garments. And two years after that, I opened up plants in Thailand, then in countries across the Far East. Before I knew it, I was living outside Morocco most of the time.’

Ottoman stood to his feet. He seemed disconsolate.

‘One day I lost touch with Hicham,’ he said. ‘He vanished from his El Jadida home. I searched everywhere for him, but no luck.’

‘He was living in the shantytown near where we live,’ I said.

‘I know that now,’ said Ottoman. ‘It pains me to think of him living in poverty like that when he lost his home. After all, he helped me become rich.’

‘How did he lose his home in El Jadida?’

Ottoman glanced down at the grave and replied, ‘I heard he’d given all his money so that a man he hardly knew could have heart surgery.’

‘Hicham was selfless,’ I said.

‘You are right,’ said Ottoman. ‘He didn’t care for worldly goods. Nothing at all.’

‘Nothing except his postage stamps.’

Settling into a new country is like getting used to a pair of shoes. At first they pinch a little, but you like the way they look, so you carry on. The longer you have them, the more comfortable they become. Until one day without realizing it you reach a glorious plateau. Wearing those shoes is like wearing no shoes at all. The more scuffed they get, the more you love them and the more you can’t imagine life without them.

Our lives at Casablanca went through the same cycle. At first, the discomforts of the house, the trouble with the jinns, the headless cats we found in the garden, and the slaughter of exorcism, all took a toll. I used to think Rachana might walk out. She didn’t appreciate the hardship in the same way that it appealed to me. But the months of anxiety brought us closer together. We were united in a desire for a new life. There was something so intoxicating about the Caliph’s House that I never imagined giving up.

Now, after so many months, the idea of living anywhere else seems outrageous. I am at ease. I am content. But I am still confused. Most of all I am confused by Moroccan society.

On the surface, life seems quite understandable, a blend of culture and tradition. My family is from the East and I have grown up in the West. The equation helps me to decipher the riddles of the Arab world. Yet there is still so much to understand, like the business with the sieve.

During the summer Zohra, our maid, overheard me complaining how I am eaten alive by salesmen as I walk through Casablanca’s vegetable market. Like most Moroccan women she is an expert on life and in the art of controlling men. And she is always ready to advise.

‘Tsk! Tsk! Tsk!’ she snapped. ‘Of course the salesmen trouble you. It’s because they think you are a tourist.’

‘But there aren’t any tourists in Casablanca.’

‘Well, they don’t know that!’

‘So what am I supposed to do?’

Zohra motioned something with her hands. It was round, about the size of a dinner plate.

‘You have to carry a sieve.’

‘What?’

‘No tourist would ever be carrying a sieve,’ she said.

The Friday after I had met Ottoman at Hicham’s grave, I strolled down to Café Mabrook for a little coffee and conversation. Dr Mehdi wasn’t yet in his place, but his great friend Hakim was sitting at my usual table. He greeted me and grinned as I took my seat. Hakim the ancient plumber was one of the most sensitive men one would ever be likely to meet. He had a way of making you feel needed when he spoke, as if the future of the world depended on you. He was Dr Mehdi’s best friend, but was happiest of all when the surgeon wasn’t there. It meant he could talk about his favourite subject. Hakim had a fascination for black magic, a subject of which Dr Mehdi vehemently disapproved.

On the first occasion we met, he explained under his breath how he had been born a girl, how his gender had been altered by a sorceress from the Middle Atlas.

‘When was that?’ I asked.

The plumber pulled a tap from his pocket and used it to scratch the top of his head.

‘Long ago,’ he said.

‘When?’

‘When you were a glint in your mother’s eye.’

Since we were alone, I asked him about the chalk writing the guardians had found scrawled over our front door.

Hakim asked for a second cup of coffee. Then he screwed up his face until his eyes were no more than slits. A thumbless hand slammed down the coffee and he said, ‘It sounds as if there’s a jinn.’

‘That’s quite impossible,’ I replied. ‘You see, we did have jinns but we held an exorcism and slaughtered a goat. The exorcists drenched every room in blood and in milk. They certified it squeaky clean.’

‘When did the exorcism take place?’

‘Six months ago.’

Hakim screwed up his face again.

‘You will have to do it all again,’ he said.

I thought of the upheaval the exorcists had caused. They had wrecked the house and terrified us all in a kind of Moroccan rendition of Ghostbusters. Cleaning up after them had taken weeks and Rachana was still far from forgiving me.

‘Another exorcism is out of the question,’ I said nervously.

The plumber raised a finger.

‘There is another way,’ he declared. ‘It’s unusual, but it works, I promise you, it works.’

‘What do I have to do?’

‘You must get a pot of honey from the forest of Bouskoura and paint it on all your doors, inside and out.’

Ariane came home from school and said she had learned the story of Robin Hood. She had drawn a picture of the folk hero in Sherwood Forest, with butterflies all round. She asked me if he was real.

‘What do you mean, “real”?’

‘Did Robin Hood have a mummy and a daddy?’

‘I suppose that he did,’ I said.

‘What were their names?’

‘Ariane, that’s not important,’ I said. ‘You see, stories are not like the real world; they aren’t held back by what we know is false or true. What’s important is how a story makes you feel inside.’

‘Baba, do you mean you can lie?’

‘It’s not lying; it’s more like being fluid – fluid with the facts.’

Ariane squinted hard, pushed back her hair.

‘Can I call them Henry and Isabelle, then?’

‘Who?’

‘Robin Hood’s mummy and daddy.’

‘Yes, of course you can.’

‘Can I pretend they lived here in Casablanca?’

‘Yes, I suppose you could do that, too.’

‘Baba?’

‘Yes Ariane?’

‘Can I marry Robin Hood when I grow up?’

The next week I drove out towards Bouskoura in my battered old Korean-made Jeep. I had always heard stories of the forest there, perched on the southern edge of town. It spread out east from the highway in a great mantle of green. Zohra said the place was bewitched, that the trees had once been soldiers loyal to a malicious emperor from down in the Sahara. Fearing that Morocco was about to be conquered by his legions, a good-natured jinn had transformed the army into trees, she said. When I asked her about the honey, Zohra agreed it was good for spells, that it was especially useful in keeping bad spirits in their place. The guardians were equally pleased by the prescription. The prospect of having a fresh influx of jinns at Dar Khalifa had given them new energy. I suspected it was because it allowed them to spend all their time plotting against the forces of darkness.

Once at the forest, I drove down a long track framed in fir trees and came to a school where attack dogs were being trained. The trees were tight together, like soldiers on the march. The further I went, the more I found myself slipping into Zohra’s fantasy, into what she claimed continually was the real world.

I hurried on until the track came to an abrupt end. Sitting there on a home-made bench was a wizened man wearing a thin cotton jelaba. It was fluorescent green. The colour was reflected in his face. I climbed out, greeted him and asked if he knew where I might buy some honey. He pointed to a hut encircled by a screen of conifers.

‘Watch out for the bees,’ he said.

The path to the hut was sprinkled with pine cones and looked like the one in ‘Little Red Riding Hood’. On both sides of it were oversized white beehives arranged in clusters of six. The air was alive with their residents. I walked very slowly, as I had once been taught by a Shuar tribesman in the Amazon. Bees attack only when they sense death. They move at lightning speed, and so if you move in slow motion they assume you are just another tree swaying in the wind.

Once at the hut, I knocked.

The door opened inwards, and the same man in fluorescent green was standing in its frame. He grinned a big toothy grin and welcomed me inside, as I tried to work out how he had got there without my seeing.

On the table was an assortment of used mineral-water bottles and second-hand jars. They were filled with tawny-brown honey. The man looked at me without blinking, his eyes burning into mine.

‘It’s a little bitter,’ he said.

I kept his gaze.

‘It’s not for eating,’ I replied.

The man nodded, almost as if I had delivered the right password. He murmured a price and I selected five bottles. Fifteen minutes later I was on the highway again, the engine grinding its way back to Casablanca.

It was getting dark. The streetlights had died decades before. I was concentrating on the darkness and road when, quite suddenly, the engine stopped. As any owner of a Korean Jeep knows, it can be temperamental at the best of times. I pulled over to the shoulder and pledged my love for the spirit of the car. Nothing. So I tried every trick that had ever worked. Still nothing. There can be few situations more fearful than breaking down in darkness on the highway leading to Casablanca. I have rarely felt quite so vulnerable or alone. I abandoned the vehicle and, after considerable difficulty, managed to hitchhike home, the honey clutched in my arms.

That night when I closed my eyes, the black faded to a warm yellowy red. We were at a camel market near Guelmine, on the edge of the Sahara. My father wanted us to see camels. He said that to understand the desert you had to understand camels, and to understand camels you had to understand the people who kept them. Camels, Sahrawis and sand were all interlinked, he said.

I didn’t like camels much because they stank, and I hated the sand because it got between my toes and into the food. My father told me a story about a little boy who ran away into the desert and dreamed of becoming a fish. It was a strange tale with an even stranger ending.

We all laughed at it.

‘Did you like the story, Tahir Jan?’

‘Yes, Baba.’

‘Do you understand it?’

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘Keep it with you. As the years pass, you will feel it change inside you.’

‘How will it change, Baba?’

‘It will be in there, growing quietly. One day you will realize that it has done something very wonderful.’

‘What will it do, Baba?’

‘It will bear fruit.’

The next morning I decided to drain our bank account dry and buy a brand-new Land Cruiser. I had never bought a new car before. It had always seemed an extravagance way beyond my bank balance. But an evening marooned on the highway changed my outlook on priorities.

At breakfast, Zohra had noticed me all dressed up and asked where I was going.

‘To buy a new car,’ I said bashfully.

‘Tsk! Tsk! Tsk!’ she barked. ‘If you go in a suit, they will double the price. Believe me. I speak the truth.’

I went back upstairs and changed into a moth-eaten sweater and a torn pair of jeans. Then I made my way through the shantytown on foot, towards the road. As I waited to hail a little red taxi, I heard someone yelling my name. I looked round. It was Zohra. She was waving a sieve and running as fast as her bedroom slippers could carry her.

‘You must take this!’ she crowed. ‘Don’t forget it, I told you before!’

I put the sieve in my bag and took a taxi to the largest Toyota dealership I could find. The guardians had caught wind of my plan to buy a new car and insisted that it be a Toyota. Korean Jeeps were for the dim-witted, they said in agreement, but Toyotas were for bold, fearless men.

At the dealership, I pulled out the sieve and toyed with it threateningly. When the salesman was ready for me, I held it up, told him I was not a tourist and demanded a large discount.

‘Monsieur,’ he said straightening his tie, ‘tourists do not usually buy our vehicles. They tend to rent.’

Straining to look aloof, I enquired what models of Land Cruiser they had available.

‘You will of course be requiring all the usual extras, Monsieur?’

He scribbled a figure on the corner of the brochure.

‘No, no,’ I said, ‘I just want the basic model. No need for all that expensive stuff.’

The Toyota man seemed concerned.

‘No leather seats, no cruise control, turbo engine, air bags or alloy wheels?’ he choked in disbelief.

‘No. None of that stuff. I just want to get from A to B without breaking down.’

‘But, Monsieur …’

‘But what?’

‘But, Monsieur, if you take only the basic model …’

‘Yes?’

‘How will anyone be impressed?’
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