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         Judith was determined to write up the fascinating ruined city of Bou Kairouan, in Morocco, for her magazine. It was a pity that Martin Dahl, who could have been such a help, was so curiously hostile!

      

   


   
      
         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the Author, and all the incidents are pure invention.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter one
   

         

         Judith
       helped herself to a ripe fig and said:

         ‘Do you think I can hire a car and go and look at the place, Uncle Henry? It can’t be far from here … According to an old map I managed to obtain before I left England it’s really quite close.’

         Her uncle sipped his wine appreciatively and regarded her with a faint twinkle in his eyes.

         ‘It is quite close,’ he admitted. ‘Not more than a dozen miles from the next oasis, which is El Arrib. And El Arrib is barely six miles from here. But why are you so anxious to see this old ruin of a place? … And it is an old ruin, you know.’

         ‘A partial ruin. A fairly recent guide-book describes it as falling into ruin, but otherwise very interesting.’ ‘Interesting to whom?’ He, too, helped himself from the high-piled dish of fruit that the waiter had deposited on their table. ‘Not many people, I should think. I’ll grant you that architectural remains are always interesting, but this is a mouldering palace that once belonged to an Englishman, and that Englishman is long since dead, and his descendants scattered to the four winds. Or most of them,’ he added, as if he felt the need of a slight correction.

         ‘Ah, there you are!’ she exclaimed. ‘They are not all scattered to the four winds! There is one who survives … The guide-book particularly mentions him!’

         ‘You and your guide-books,’ her uncle murmured humorously, pressing her to try a deliciously ripe nectarine. ‘But what is the cause of your interest? Something to do with your paper?’

         ‘Magazine,’ she corrected him. ‘As a matter of fact, we did think it might be a good idea to try and do an article on El Moro, as he was called … particularly as I was coming out here to stay with you. The editor pointed out that as you once ran a newspaper here you must have a lot of data on the subject.’

         ‘One doesn’t need a lot of data to reconstruct the story of El Moro,’ Henry Miles replied. ‘It’s a well-known local story, and occasionally news-hounds from overseas come and ferret out bits of it and it finds its way into books and travel articles. There’s nothing very romantic about it, because El Moro wasn’t particularly romantic. … He was an Englishman doing the Grand Tour in the latter half of the nineteenth century who somehow or other got himself involved with a local Caid’s daughter, and instead of being dispatched with knives and thrown to the desert foxes was installed at Bou Kairouan, where he lived for the remainder of his life. His daughter inherited the place after him, and she married a Dutchman, and their progeny dispersed to various corners of the globe, and one of them married a Spanish girl. It is the survivor of this pair who owns Bou Kairouan today, but I need hardly stress that he doesn’t live there, because it’s not in a live-in-able condition.’

         ‘But you do know who he is, and you do know he’s alive?’

         ‘Certainly he’s alive.’

         Judith clasped her hands together in satisfaction and rested her chin on them. Her shapely, lightly tanned elbows rested on the immaculate damask cloth that covered their table in the wide window embrasure.

         ‘Oh, Uncle Henry,’ she declared, ‘you’ve given me quite a bit to go on … And the only thing I can’t understand is that you don’t think it’s romantic. An Englishman and a Caid’s daughter, and a palace for a wedding present – because I expect that’s what it was. Why, it’s far more romantic than the story of Hester Stanhope, because there are heirs … and one of them is alive today! Do you think he’d object very much if I went and had a look over his property?’

         ‘My dear girl, no. Why should he?’ But her uncle frowned for a moment as if he was thinking the matter over. ‘However, you can’t go off on a jaunt like that by yourself —’

         ‘Why not? I’ll bet I’ve been on stranger assignments by myself! But of course, I’d love it if you’d go with me,’ leaning across the table towards him coaxingly.

         ‘I’m afraid I can’t, not at the moment. You know I’ve got this bad leg, and it’s a bit of a job to get about. …’

         ‘Yes, I know.’ She spoke swiftly, sympathetically. ‘But that brings me to something I was going to say to you anyway, Uncle. If I’m to be here for several weeks I’ll have to do some trips on my own, and if I can hire a car, why, then it will simplify matters, won’t it? And you mustn’t come over all old-fashioned and worry about me, because I’m used to getting about on my own, and I’m used to looking after myself.’ She smiled at him radiantly across the centrepiece of heavily scented scarlet flowers. ‘I really am, Uncle Henry, darling!’

         Her Uncle Henry surveyed her a little wistfully. She was an adorable young woman … He wouldn’t hesitate to describe her as a proper little beauty. She had enchanting golden hair, and her skin made him think of very pale Devonshire cream. Her eyes were blue, wide and extraordinarily limpid, and whether or not it was the stuff she put on them he couldn’t say – and although at first he hadn’t approved he was rapidly learning to approve wholeheartedly – her eyelashes made him think of dusky reeds bending backwards from the placid surface of a lake.

         She didn’t use very much make-up apart from eye make-up, but her mouth was as inviting as a flower … a cool English rose in this hot and sticky atmosphere. He noticed that she never appeared to perspire or look upset by the heat, and her clothes were simple, cool and elegant.

         She was, in truth, an elegant young woman.

         Eyes apart from his own were watching her in the hotel dining-room, and he knew that every one of his most casual acquaintances (male) would be pressing him to introduce them when they got the chance. But tonight was the night of her arrival, and they were dining at the Maghreb because it was the newest and most up-to-date hotel in the place, and its system of air-conditioning and air-cooling had so far proved fairly reliable. Also it had a chef who could also be relied upon, and the standard of comfort offered to guests who were fortunate enough to be able to afford to stay there was really outstandingly high.

         Henry Miles had stayed there on several occasions, and he always regretted it when the knowledge that he couldn’t afford to stay there any longer drove him back to his flat in the Medina. It wasn’t that he wasn’t perfectly comfortable in the Medina, but his servant was incapable of serving up ice-cold drinks, and as for the poached salmon he had enjoyed tonight … Well, only at the Maghreb would it be served up quite like that. Nowhere else in Sidi Salem would it find any place on the menu.

         The heat of Sidi Salem was a potent force at midday; but at this hour of the evening, when the dusk had clamped down with a rush and the stars were shining forth like jewels, there was no real need of the constant whirring of fans. Not that, at the Maghreb, there was any whirring at all, for the temperature was the same at all hours of the day and night; but the cool tinkling of water in a marble basin in the very middle of the main restaurant was a pleasant sound to have to listen to while the champagne corks popped.

         Judith had been quite fascinated by the indoor fountain, and now while she talked to her uncle and tried to infect him with her own enthusiasm for decaying palaces she found herself listening deliberately to the sound like falling rain that was going on behind her. On the other side of a row of arches couples were dancing on a glistening floor, and the throbbing beat of the hotel band reached her ears above the plashing of the water, but did not quite drown it.

         She was glad of that, because she could listen to a hotel band almost anywhere, but not the magic of a fountain while she waited for the next course to be served.

         She watched the stars wheeling and dipping in the violet sky outside the vast window facing her, and at the same time she was excitedly aware of the scent of the scarlet blossoms that formed the table’s centrepiece. Unlike her uncle she was not greatly interested in poached salmon, but she did feel as if every nerve in her body was thrilling to the knowledge that she had at last arrived in Morocco.

         ‘I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your generosity in inviting me out here, Uncle Henry,’ she told him suddenly, as she touched his fingers gratefully where they rested on the table. ‘And not only inviting me to stay with you, but paying my fare … That was something I couldn’t have managed myself, because after that wretched illness of mine last year when I couldn’t work I was out of a job for nearly two months, and it was sheer luck that got me my present one. My editor was a bit shaken when I told her I wanted to fly off to Morocco, but on condition that I find out something – just something – about Bou Kairouan she was quite happy to grant me six weeks, but not a minute longer. So you do see why I’ve simply got to —’

         ‘Yes, yes, my dear, I do see.’ He smiled at her as he patted her fingers in return. ‘I’ve been a newspaper man myself for more years than I care to think about now that I’ve retired, and I can appreciate the importance of good copy. However, you’ve only just arrived, and there’s plenty of time to make arrangements for you to see El Moro’s place. Tonight I want to hear about my brother and your mother. Are they both keeping fit? Your mother was a damned pretty woman at the time she married your father, and I could have cut his throat for being the lucky one who carried her off —’

         ‘Oh, Uncle Henry,’ she exclaimed, in sympathy, ‘I didn’t know that!’

         ‘Well, it’s true.’ He shrugged his shoulders philosophically. ‘That’s why I’ve never married, and why I’m such a case-hardened old bachelor. It’s also one reason why I felt I had to see you again … who are so very much like her!’

         He studied her for a few seconds as if he could go on looking at her all night, and gloating over her, because at least she was his niece – his very, very pretty niece – and other men would envy him when he introduced her to them.

         ‘You’re a lamb, Uncle Henry,’ she told him, smiling at him in rather a misty manner while she took a sip of her champagne. ‘My mother has always said you were, so perhaps she had a soft spot for you after all, and it might very easily not have been my father if only you’d conducted your courtship in a slightly more ruthless manner.’

         But Henry Miles shook his head.

         ‘Nothing of the sort,’ he assured her. ‘Your father was always the one and only … And I’m not sorry, because the poor chap’s been a hard-working doctor for so long that he’s almost certainly needed the comfort and solace of someone like your mother. No, no, I don’t begrudge him a minute of his happiness, and I hope it’ll go on for a long time yet.’

         ‘They’re both very happy at the moment,’ Judith admitted softly. ‘They happen to adore one another.’

         ‘Good!’ Her Uncle Henry sounded as if he really meant it. ‘Every time I hear of two married people adoring one another nowadays I want to send up a cheer. This is such a prosaic age … an age of realism. One needs the comfort of something quite outside it to keep one going at all.’

         ‘Which you haven’t got,’ she murmured gently.

         ‘I’ve got a lot of things … many more things than I deserve, perhaps. My flat is comfortable —’

         ‘I think it’s luxurious,’ she told him.

         ‘A servant who looks after me well, although he’s never very inspired, and a great many personal treasures I’ve collected over the years. I also have the comfortable knowledge that my income will never grow less, and a nice round amount of capital that will one day find its way into my favourite niece’s coffers, and I hope help to fill them —’

         ‘Uncle Henry!’ she protested. ‘I refuse to listen to talk like that when I’ve only just arrived! I hope you’ll live until I’m a very old woman, and even after that. …’

         ‘In that case I’ll be well on my way to emulating Methuselah,’ he said. ‘And if you don’t mind, my dear,’ reaching across the table for her hand again, ‘I’d rather not!’ It was obvious to her that he became interested in something or someone behind her, and a moment later it became clear that it was a ‘someone’. ‘Well, well,’ he murmured, as if he was surprised that he could have forgotten something relevant. ‘Why didn’t I think of it before…? Of course! The very person!’

         Judith glanced quickly sideways over her shoulder, and she saw that a man had appeared in one of the arches separating the restaurant from the ballroom, and although at first he appeared uncertain about making a move in their direction he changed his mind when Henry Miles lifted his hand and beckoned to him.

         But even so, Judith received the distinct impression that he was not accustomed to being summoned in that way, and he did not entirely appreciate it. He was a tall man with shapely shoulders and an arrogantly well-held head, who was dark enough to belong to that part of the world although something else about him proclaimed with curious insistence that he did not.

         His features were English, and his expression withdrawn … his eyes quite un-English, and as black as night – velvety black when his expression was amiable, opaque and sultry black when it was not. He had the bronzed skin of a tourist, and the aloofness of a man who did not normally mix very well, and when he bowed in front of Judith – a touch of the Continental about the way he bowed – the aloofness was in the ascendant, while at the same time his mildly upraised eyebrows indicated a slight surprise.

         ‘Ah, Martin,’ Henry Miles exclaimed, ‘I wanted you particularly to meet my niece. She has only just arrived from England … my brother’s only child. Judith, this is Martin Dahl. I think you two ought to get to know one another.’

         ‘How do you do, Miss Miles,’ Dahl murmured, as he bent over her hand. But a suggestion of freezing in his expression indicated that he very nearly said, ‘Oh, really?’ as if he was not in the least delighted by the suggestion.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         Henry Miles
       insisted that his friend sat down and joined them at their table, but here again there was obvious hesitation on the other man’s part before he accepted the invitation. He did not make excuses, but he was slow in allowing the waiter to provide a chair for him. And when at last he was seated his expression of frozen aloofness did not change, and Judith felt inclined to marvel that her uncle had dared to address him by his Christian name. He did not look the kind of man who welcomed that sort of familiarity, and she could only assume that her uncle had known him for some time … and that there was some bond of friendship between them which had stood the test of time, and enabled Henry Miles to appear quite unconcerned despite the other’s unresponsiveness.

         ‘Have a drink, Martin,’ he urged. ‘Or at any rate, have some coffee.’

         ‘I’ll have some coffee,’ Martin replied.

         Judith poured him a cup as soon as the waiter who was looking after them had provided it with an expeditiousness that proved he looked upon Mr. Dahl as a worthy subject for his attentiveness.

         ‘It’s strange you should appear when you did,’ Miles observed, ‘because my niece and. I were talking about Bou Kairouan, and you are far more competent to enlighten her on that subject than I am. She’s very anxious to have a look at it, and proposes writing something about it for her magazine. She’s following in Uncle’s footsteps,’ beaming across the table at his niece, ‘and is having a go at journalism. But I’ve told her there isn’t anything very fresh about Bou Kairouan with which she can tempt her readers.’

         ‘I suppose it all depends upon the voraciousness of the appetites of Miss Miles’s readers,’ Martin Dahl commented, turning his unfathomable glance on Judith.

         She felt herself colouring for no particular reason as his eyes rested on her. She had not yet entirely recovered from his lack of graciousness on being introduced to her – and although she was entirely without vanity she did normally look for a more normal response when a man of almost any age was presented to her. But Martin Dahl showed no signs of thawing, and if anything she thought a frown had appeared in his eyes. He was wearing a white dinner-jacket that was almost exquisitely tailored, and there were large square-cut diamonds in the silk cuffs at the ends of his sleeves.

         She found herself blinking when she first saw those diamonds sending off a kind of white fire every time he moved one of his shapely, deeply tanned hands.

         ‘I – er – I suppose it does,’ she agreed blinking back at him in a kind of bewilderment. And then her dignity asserted itself. ‘But it’s only an idea of mine,’ contradicting the admission she had just made to her uncle. ‘Whether or not Bou Kairouan has a story value after all these years I can’t possibly tell until I’ve seen it, and despite their voracious appetites my public do have to be considered. I’m sure there are lots of things I can write about now that I’m here, and El Moro’s palace can wait—’

         ‘But, Judy love, you said your editor was keen to get the story,’ Henry Miles reminded her.

         Judith shrugged indifferent shoulders.

         ‘So she is … but that doesn’t mean I’ve got to rush off and have a look at Bou Kairouan the instant I arrive. I’m here for six weeks, and that means I’ve lots of time. Besides,’ smiling with singular sweetness and slightly mask-like affection across the table at her uncle, ‘I’ve got lots to talk to you about, Uncle Henry, and so many messages to pass on to you from home that I mustn’t get sidetracked into doing other things before I’ve faithfully delivered myself of them.’

         He looked slightly bewildered and inclined to suspect there was something wrong with his ears.

         ‘But, my dear girl, you did seem very anxious —’

         ‘I was pulling your leg, Uncle Henry. I’m not as anxious as all that.’

         Martin Dahl interposed in a very smooth tone, and with a new, faint note of amusement in his voice.

         ‘What was it you so particularly wanted to know about Bou Kairouan, Miss Miles?’ he inquired. ‘Your uncle seems to consider me an authority on the subject, and of course, if I can be of any help —?’

         He paused and flicked ash from his cigarette into the ash-tray at his elbow, and there was such coolness and deliberation about the gesture … such poise and confidence that it fascinated Judith. But she was not to be drawn by his belated and slightly old-world air of being courteously charmed by the thought of assisting her.

         ‘No, thank you, I can find out all I want to find out without troubling anyone locally,’ she answered, hastily pouring herself another cup of coffee in order to give her hands something to do while his amused eyes studied her. ‘What I mean is,’ correcting herself, ‘I can gather quite a lot of information without troubling Uncle Henry’s friends….’

         ‘And how will you set about doing that?’

         She flashed a cold glance at him.

         ‘Oh, there are all sorts of ways. There must be a local tourist office, for one thing.’

         ‘And you expect them to give you information on El Moro and his palace?’

         ‘They’ll probably be able to supply me with some literature … something of the sort.’

         ‘But, Judith —’ her uncle began.

         Martin Dahl held up a hand as if to stop him urging the obvious for a moment.

         ‘Your niece has her own methods of finding out things, Henry,’ he remarked smilingly. ‘If she hadn’t already been introduced to me as your niece I would have suspected there was some sort of blood tie, for she undoubtedly has inherited your news-hound instincts. As you said, she’s following in Uncle’s footsteps.…’ He flicked the cigarette again, delicately. ‘But I doubt very much whether our local tourist’ office will be able to tell you very much about Bou Kairouan, Miss Miles,’ he added. ‘For one thing, there isn’t a great deal to interest either them or their clients … just a ruined palace and the rumours and stories that have grown up around it over the years.’

         ‘Well, those are the sort of things I hope to hear about,’ she said with an air of triumph. ‘The rumours and stories! They can be fascinating if you’re a magazine reader.’

         ‘Which I regret very much to have to confess I am not.’

         She bit her lip.

         ‘Well, naturally, one would hardly expect you to read women’s magazines, Mr. Dahl.’ What an insufferable man, she thought, and how insolently cool and controlled — and deliberately objectionable, when the slight flush on her cheekbones must be becoming more and more noticeable. ‘But the readership of my magazine is growing every year, and there are literally thousands and thousands of women all over the world who would be quite fascinated by the story of El Moro. Whether there was anything about him that would commend itself to them if they actually met him doesn’t matter. Whether he was a romantic or an unromantic figure, whether the girl he married was beautiful and a fabulously rich daughter of a Caid – which, as a matter of fact, I believe she actually was! – doesn’t really matter, either. The point of interest is the differing nationalities of the two, and the fact that they must have met under somewhat unusual circumstances. I mean, a girl brought up like that would not, in the ordinary course of events, meet an Englishman —’

         ‘El Moro was very English, certainly.’ He nodded his head to give emphasis to this one point on which they were not likely to disagree.

         ‘And she was probably Arab – or half Arab.’

         ‘Her father liked to think he was pure-bred Moor, and her mother was French. Possibly a little drop of Arab blood there somewhere, if you like to think so,’ narrowing his strangely black eyes as he smiled at her in a way that only temporarily disarmed her.

         ‘Well, it’s not important. The important thing is that she probably lived her life in a harem, and yet managed to meet an Englishman.’

         ‘And married him!’

         ‘The thing my readers would like to be certain about is whether or not she was happy … whether the marriage was a success!’

         ‘Ah, well, there, I’m afraid, I cannot possibly help 18

         you.’ He spread his beautifully shaped hands regretfully, while the faintly mocking smile clung about his mouth and glimmered in the dark depths of his eyes. ‘So many years afterwards it would be difficult to be quite sure about that, but rumour does have it that they ended their lives about the same time – and that could indicate that one of them, at least, died of a broken heart because the separation was too great to be borne.’

         ‘Oh, really?’ Instantly she was intrigued, and unable to disguise it. ‘And did they live at Bou Kairouan throughout the entire period of the marriage? Or did they go to England —’

         ‘They never went to England so far as I know.’

         ‘But El Moro had estates in England. Do you mean that he abandoned them and just settled down in Morocco?’

         ‘Let’s hope he had a faithful steward who looked after his estates in England, and that some of the wealth found its way to him here in Morocco,’ he answered as if he was beginning to enjoy himself.

         ‘But he wouldn’t really have needed it, would he?’ surveying him doubtfully. ‘If his wife was rich —’

         ‘Oh, she was very, very rich!’

         Her exceptionally lovely blue eyes grew bright with appreciation.

         ‘Oh, I think that is a romantic story,’ she assured him with emphasis. ‘They were madly in love and no doubt married in the teeth of a good deal of opposition from her father, and it didn’t really matter anyway because he could have taken her to his estates if he’d wanted to. But he probably thought she wouldn’t settle down in England, and so they lived at Bou Kairouan – and their children were born there….’

         ‘There were, as a matter of fact, two children of the marriage, but only one of them survived.’ His voice was rather drier, and there was less of a smile on his lips. ‘I must say, you do certainly have the ability to fill in gaps for yourself,’ he commented, ‘and you don’t really need anyone to fill them in for you. But if you’re seriously considering writing the story of El Moro I would endeavour to curb your imagination … and be rather more sure of your facts.’

         Henry Miles cut in:

         ‘That’s why I suggested that you and she —’

         Martin Dahl turned and looked at him somewhat curiously, and then very slightly shook his head.

         ‘I don’t personally consider the writing of a story about El Moro is a sound one,’ he remarked. ‘For a book … perhaps. For a magazine feature designed especially to appeal to women – yashmaks, houris, burnouses, that sort of thing – no. The readers would probably get a feminine kick out of it, but the descendants of El Moro might not.’

         ‘But that’s something I want to find out,’ she declared, turning to him impulsively. ‘I want to find out what happened to El Moro’s descendants … and I believe there is one of them alive today!’

         Her uncle coughed, and then had quite a fit of coughing.

         ‘Must be that strong-smelling tobacco you’re using,’ he said to his friend. ‘Mixture of Egyptian and Turkish, isn’t it? Tried it myself once, and nearly brought on an attack of asthma!’ He coughed once or twice more, and Martin Dahl apologized gravely.

         ‘Some people do find it rather strong,’ he observed pleasantly.

         Henry Miles glanced across at his niece.

         ‘Better be going, I think, love,’ he said. ‘It’s been quite an evening for me … I’m not accustomed to taking pretty nieces out to dine! But I hope to do a lot more of it in the next few weeks,’ beaming on her contentedly.

         Martin Dahl glanced first at the uncle, and then at the niece, reflectively.

         ‘I’m sure you’ll both enjoy the next few weeks enormously,’ he observed.

         ‘We shall do our best,’ Miles replied almost fatuously.

         Dahl stubbed his cigarette out in the ash-tray.

         ‘How’s the leg?’ he asked the older man.

         ‘Oh, it plays up sometimes, but I manage to get about on it.’

         ‘That was an unpleasant accident you had,’ Dahl remarked. He waved one of his hands in the air to disperse the delicate aroma of blended Egyptian and Turkish tobacco smoke. ‘By the way,’ he asked, ‘how did you get here? By taxi, I suppose? I know you can’t drive nowadays.’

         Miles admitted ruefully that he could no longer drive.

         ‘Then you must permit me to see you and Miss Miles back to your apartment.’ As if it never even occurred to him that the offer would be refused he summoned a waiter and ordered him to see that his car was brought round to the front of the hotel. ‘And if at any time you plan to take Miss Miles sightseeing borrow my chauffeur and he’ll drive you wherever you wish to go,’ he offered.

         Henry Miles seemed quite taken aback by this offer.

         ‘That’s very generous of you, Martin,’ he said. He smiled once again across the table at his niece. ‘We may take you up on that, if you’re really serious. What do you say, Judith? Not much point in coming all this way to Morocco unless you also see something of the country once you’ve got here!’

         ‘Not much point at all,’ Dahl murmured, as he rose and stood politely beside his chair until Judith had risen from hers and had indicated her readiness to leave the restaurant behind her.

         The beauty of the night almost took her breath away when they emerged from the hotel. A late rising moon cast a white light all about them, and the contrasting shadows were black as ebony. Dahl’s car, long and sleek and glistening, awaited them at the foot of the steps which led down to the hotel forecourt, and a hotel porter stood holding one of the doors open for Judith and her uncle to take possession of the rear seat. Dahl himself slid into the driving seat, and he nodded to the porter who closed the doors upon them.

         The car slid out of the forecourt and was quickly caught up in a spider’s web of narrow lanes. They were so narrow, in fact, that the high walls enclosing gardens seemed actually to be squeezing them like pincers as they nosed their way between them, and cascades of hibiscus and bougainvillea that overhung the walls trailed their tassels against the roof of the car with a gentle noise like the falling of a light shower of rain. Through the open windows the night-cooled air was soft as silk, and laden with the breath of many flowers. There was also a kind of back flavour of hot dust and arid open spaces mingled with the malodorous scent of the alleys themselves.

         When Judith arrived at her uncle’s apartment during the afternoon she had been surprised to find that he lived in the very heart of the Medina, which she knew to be the native quarter of the town. She had even been a little alarmed when her taxi nosed into the dubious network and the faces that peered at her were all Arab or Moorish or ebony-dark Nubian. But when she discovered ‘that on the other side of those sinister high walls with their occasional low doors piercing them like eyelet holes were enchanting gardens glowing with golden oranges and lemon trees, alive with the whispering of fountains and the soft cooing of doves, she was not so surprised.

         She even thought it was rather clever of her uncle to find himself a niche like this, and it certainly indicated better taste – in her opinion – than if he had elected to settle himself down in one of the modern blocks of flats on one of the rather ordinary modern boulevards, lined with palms like a regiment of soldiers and strongly suggestive of the South of France.

         Uncle Henry’s apartment was over a silversmith’s shop, but he had the garden to himself, and had erected for himself a wonderful balcony that overlooked it. He had also furnished the place with taste, and it was supremely comfortable.

         ‘Won’t you come in and join us for a late-night drink?’ he suggested to Martin Dahl, when the latter had helped them alight from the car in the still somewhat confined space, and stood looking slightly impatient as if anxious to be gone.

         Dahl shook his head.

         ‘No, thank you. But I’m charmed to have met your niece.’ He bowed to her with slightly exaggerated courtesy, and she received the distinct impression that his eyes were gleaming mockingly right up until the moment of his departure. ‘I do hope you’ll enjoy your stay in Morocco, Miss Miles,’ he added, ‘and will take home with you to England some really imperishable memories.’

         Inside the flat Miles groped for the light switch and dissipated the slightly sinister darkness that filled the living-room. Mahmud, his servant, had left a tray of sandwiches and coffee (the sandwiches carefully covered with a white cloth) on a round, inlaid table in the centre of the room, and everything was meticulously tidy, the cushions plumped up on the settee and books put away on the shelves.

         Judith surveyed her surroundings with pleasure.

         ‘Oh, this is nice,’ she declared, ‘this is cosy!’

         Her uncle stood rubbing his hands and beaming at her, and it was plain that he couldn’t agree with her more – particularly as she was now part of the decor. She knelt in the middle of the settee and poured him some coffee.

         ‘It was nice of Mr. Dahl to drive us home,’ she said.

         Her uncle helped himself to a sandwich and munched at it as if he hadn’t had anything to eat all evening. After several bites and swallows he answered a trifle abstractedly.

         ‘Yes, it was, wasn’t it? But he’s a good chap.’

         Somewhat to her surprise he did not seem anxious to pursue the subject of Dahl. Which struck her as a little strange, when only a very short while before he had been eager for her and his friend to ‘get together’, as he had phrased it.

         ‘He told me quite a lot about Bou Kairouan,’ she remarked. ‘But I don’t think he wanted to talk about the place. And I didn’t – like him very much.’

         He grinned at her.

         ‘No; I rather gathered that. At one stage I thought you were going to bite him.’

         She frowned.

         ‘You called him a “good chap” just now, but he’s awfully stiff and pompous, isn’t he? I think he has a tremendously high opinion of himself, and he’s one of the most arrogant men I’ve ever met. In fact, he is quite the most arrogant.’

         ‘Really?’ But she could tell he wasn’t really interested. Or he didn’t appear to be interested.
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