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To M. F.



Prologue


Dearest Father,

I can hardly believe the words that I am about to set down. It sounds ridiculous, quite preposterous, but I am in fear of my life.

There have been many occasions where I have been forced to confront the prospect of dying. The terrifying ascent and descent of the Finsteraarhorn, when I was convinced I was going to slip into a glacial crevice or, in the midst of a ferocious snow storm, be swept off the edge of a precipice and fall thousands of feet to my death.

I remember too the time when I traveled across the desert sands to Hayyil, a perilous journey that many have not survived. When I finally reached the feared city I was taken prisoner. There I heard it said that in that place murder was considered so normal, it was likened to the spilling of milk. There are those, many of whom were born in Arabia, who seemed offended by my spirit of adventure, as if I was an affront to the female sex. Indeed, in Hayyil I was told that a woman should only leave her house on three occasions: to marry her bridegroom, on the death of her parents, and in the event of her own death.

And then there was that no-man’s-land of the soul that I inhabited after Dick’s death. I have never been so low as then, when it felt as though I had nothing left to live for, when I had been tempted to put an end to it all. The shock of the news of his shooting at Gallipoli almost stilled my heart. I was at a lunch party in London when one of our number casually mentioned how sad it was that Dick Doughty-Wylie had been killed in action. How were they to know of my attachment to him? Afraid that I was going to be ill, I excused myself from the lunch, my head reeling. I learnt later that Dick had left his pistol behind on his boat and witnesses told me that he strode into village houses—which conceivably could have been packed to the rafters with Turkish soldiers—holding nothing more than his cane. As he reached the top of the hill, a swell of Hampshires, Dublins, and Munsters behind him, he was shot in the head and buried where he fell. What a terribly sad end to a glorious life.

The only conclusion I can come to as to why Dick would advance unarmed is that he could not face the situation back at home: a wife who threatened to commit suicide if he were to leave her, a woman—me—whom he loved but knew he could never marry.

I must resist the urge to get swept back into the past. But there is a reason why I cite these occasions, moments when I have faced the possibility of nonexistence.

I believe, and have done so since I was a girl, that there is nothing that lies beyond the here and now. When I am gone I know that I will know nothing, be nothing. I don’t expect to meet dear Dick, or my darling brother Hugh, in some paradise of an afterlife.

So you see, it is not death that frightens me. It is the thought—quite natural and justifiable—that someone may want to wrest my life away from me before I am quite ready. I have lived a good life, a great deal fuller and richer than many women on this earth, but am I ready to die? Lately, I have become weak, I have suffered from illness. But not to see that rare bloom of a daffodil in my garden in Baghdad? Not to walk through the date palms on a spring day or take a swim in the waters of the Tigris on a hot summer’s evening? Not to sit under the shade of a tamarind tree and eat a ripe fig? Never again see the delights of my little museum that houses the treasures of the past? And this is nothing compared to the important work still to be done with King Faisal and the continuing improvements in an independent Iraq. No, I am not ready to go just yet.

It could be my fancy, but I have become convinced that someone wishes to do me harm. An uneasiness of spirit has come over me. I feel as though I am being watched, studied, but when I look up there is no one in the room. In the early hours, when I have been in bed reading, I have noticed how Tundra suddenly stirs, the dog’s ears pricked, her bright eyes turning on some invisible enemy, a low growl beginning to form in the back of her throat. I have gone to the window, looked out into the purple night, but I have been unable to see or hear anything beyond the stirring of the palms in the breeze. I have taken to sleeping with my gun under my pillow. I need to be ready, prepared. As someone once told me, “Every Arab in the desert fears the other.”

Ever your affectionate daughter,

Gertrude

*  *  *

Dearest Father,

I cannot write very much because my hand is trembling so; I apologize if you cannot read my words.

Enclosed is a drawing that I received this morning. As you can see, it shows a grave at Ur, which has recently come to light during the dig overseen by Mr. Woolley and his team. Next to a stick figure you will see a set of initials. They are my own: G.L.B.

If the missive’s purpose was to unnerve me, then it has worked. I feel shaken to the core. My hope is that this was the only function of the letter, that it was designed to unsteady me and nothing more.

In my previous letter, I spoke of my irrational fears that someone wants me dead; now I am afraid that this is indeed the case. You know that I do not have a melodramatic streak. I do not strive to create drama where there is none. I have always borne my miseries with fortitude. I am of a practical bent and not prone to fancies. I wish I did not have to set the words down; to see them written before me gives them a certain reality that makes me tremble. But set them down I must.

If I were to be found dead—and if there was an indication that my death was not due to the onset of some terminal illness—then it is safe to assume that I was murdered. And my murderer? I suggest you look no further than Ur.

Ever your affectionate daughter,

Gertrude
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“So, what do you make of it?” asked Davison as he took the two letters from me.

I did not answer immediately. Too many questions were crowding my head. I took a sip of iced soda water and gazed across the terrace of the hotel to the Tigris below. A lonely boatman was singing a queer, discordant song that brought back to me the ghosts of the past.

“And the handwriting is definitely that of Gertrude Bell?”

“It seems so,” said Davison, peering at the scrawl again. “Someone who knows about these kinds of things has compared the letters to others she wrote to her father and stepmother, and although it’s difficult to say for certain, there are particular elements of style—such as the distinctive way she formed her d’s, for example, with a curious backwards slope—that suggest they were indeed written by Miss Bell.”

“I’ve always understood that she died of an illness—pneumonia or something bronchial,” I said, remembering the obituaries I had read of the famous adventurer and Arabist when she died in July 1926. At that time I had been in the midst of my own troubles, drowning in a sea of grief after the death of my mother, valiantly trying to hold together a marriage that was falling apart at the seams, battling a creative block that was driving me to the edge of reason.

“Yes, that was the story put out by the family,” said Davison. “But according to the doctor who examined her, Miss Bell died from barbiturate poisoning. A bottle of Dial tablets was found by her bedside at her house here in Baghdad. Of course, no one wanted to draw attention to the fact that her death, or so it was thought, was a suicide.”

“And tell me again how these letters came to light.”

“It had been thought that her family had taken possession of the bulk of Miss Bell’s archive, diaries, numerous photographs, documents relating to the archaeological museum she founded, letters, and so on. Indeed, as I’m sure you know, her stepmother published two volumes of Gertrude’s letters only last year. But then, just last month, these unsent two letters were discovered in a tin box that served as a place to store seeds. It was only when one of Gertrude’s former servants, Ali, a gardener whom the family continued to employ, started to look for a particular type of seed that he came across them. Of course, he couldn’t read the contents—he’s a local, and Miss Bell was always proud of the fact that she communicated with her servants in Arabic—but Ali knew that they had been written in his mistress’s hand. And he knew enough English to realize that the initials G.L.B. were those of Miss Bell. He did the right thing and took the letters to our man in Baghdad. Apparently, the drawing distressed him a great deal. He thought it represented some kind of curse.”

“I can imagine it would have that effect,” I said. Although I had missed the British Museum’s Treasures of Ur exhibition earlier in the year, I had seen a similar drawing of dozens of stick figures reproduced in the Illustrated London News. Reading about the discovery of the skeletons—which were thought to be victims of human sacrifice that dated to 2,500 years before the birth of Christ—had sent a chill through me. “Do you know if Miss Bell had any enemies?”

As Davison smiled, his intelligent gray eyes sparkled mischievously. “Plenty, I would have thought. She was hardly the easiest of women to get along with. Headstrong—independent if one wants to be polite, bloody infuriating if one is speaking plainly. Sorry, I—”

“Davison, you know I always prefer plain speaking. Did you know her well?”

“We only met a few times, once out here in Baghdad, another time in Egypt, and then, of course, in London.”

“And is there anything I should know about her background? Her work for you at the Secret Intelligence Service or for any of the other covert government departments, for instance?”

Davison looked away from me, his gaze settling on a cluster of black rocks on the other side of the riverbank. “Now, is that a sacred ibis down there?” He started to raise himself out of the wicker chair to take a closer look. “I do believe it is. You know what, I’ve never seen one of those. Fascinating, of course, especially if you’re interested in Egyptian mythology. Venerated and mummified by the ancient Egyptians, you know; a representation of Thoth.”

I could feel my cheeks begin to color with frustration.

“But, on closer inspection,” he said as he squinted down at the river, “it could be a northern bald ibis, said to be one of the first birds that Noah released from his ark, that bird being a representation of fertility. Anyway, whatever it was, it’s gone now.”

As he turned his head to me, Davison assumed a pose of the utmost seriousness. He managed to freeze his features into a mask of implacability before the skin on his cheeks started to turn pink, his eyes sparkled once more, and he burst into a loud fit of laughter.

“I’m sorry, Agatha,” he said, taking up a starched linen napkin to wipe the beads of sweat from above his upper lip. “It was too good an opportunity to miss to tease you. I know it’s not really a laughing matter, but you should have seen your face! You looked like you wanted to slap me—or at the very least walk out of the hotel and take the first Orient Express back to London.”

“You can laugh as much you like,” I said, fighting the urge to smile, “but there was a time, not too far in the past, when you didn’t trust me enough to provide me with all the information I needed to help you. Remember?”

“But Tenerife was different,” he said, lowering his voice to a near whisper. “You know the reason why I was so reluctant to share certain details of my life with you.”

“That may be so,” I said. Although it would have been easy to do so, I decided not to embarrass Davison, and instead turned the conversation back to the current case. “Now that you’ve had a jolly laugh at my expense, why don’t you tell me what you know?”

“Very well,” he said as he crossed his legs. “Yes, you’re right. Miss Bell did work in secret intelligence during the war.”

“In what capacity?”

“She was stationed in Cairo, where it was her mission to provide us with evidence about the links between the Germans and the Turkish Empire, particularly in eastern and northern Arabia. Because she had done all this traveling, trekking across the desert, gossiping with sheikhs over strong coffee, she had an unparalleled insight into certain alliances which would otherwise have remained obscure. She wrote reports for the Arab Bulletin, which I’m sure you know provided the British government with a stream of very helpful secret information.”

I thought back to my own time in Cairo, where I had lived with my mother for three months during the winter of 1907. What a stupid girl I had been. At seventeen years old I had only been interested in romance—endless flirtations with dashing men in the three or four regiments stationed out there—and my appearance.

“Miss Bell sounds like she was an exceptional woman,” I said, feeling distinctly unworthy in comparison. “Am I right in remembering that she took a degree from Oxford?” My education could be described as patchy at best—for great swathes of my childhood I did not even go to school—and, the more I heard from Davison, the more I was beginning to feel envious of Miss Bell’s extraordinary achievements.

“Yes, the first woman to take a first—and a brilliant one at that—in Modern History. And in two years instead of the usual three. She always seemed the most intelligent person in the room. That had its benefits, particularly for the department, but of course she was not the most subtle of individuals. I remember once, at some grand dinner, sitting opposite her and hearing her describe one of the diplomat’s wives, in a dismissive voice, as a “nice little woman.” That was always her insult of choice for women she deemed her inferior, which was the majority.”

In that instant I felt a certain relief that Miss Bell was no longer with us—I doubted she would have liked me—and then, almost immediately, I felt ashamed for thinking ill of the dead.

“But why do you think she believed someone at Ur wanted to kill her? Did she know anyone there?”

Davison took out two photographs from the inside pocket of his jacket and passed them over to me. “This is Leonard Woolley, of whom you’ve no doubt heard, the man in charge of the dig down at Ur.” I studied the image of a man dressed in shorts and a jacket, a man with a puckish face, who was sitting cross-legged on the ground, peering intently at a clay slab in his hands. “Woolley and Miss Bell knew each other during the war when he was head of intelligence at Port Said and she was stationed in Cairo. From all accounts, they seemed to get on well. The only thing we’ve managed to dig up is a possible suggestion that the two did not see eye to eye in regards to the dividing up of the treasures at Ur.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, in Miss Bell’s role as head of antiquities in Iraq, it was her duty to decide which objects she should set aside for her museum here in Baghdad, and which ones she allowed the team at Ur to transport back to Britain and America. Apparently, Woolley was upset that Miss Bell insisted on keeping for the museum an ancient plaque showing a milking scene. I’ve been told that Woolley valued it at around ten thousand pounds. She also managed to secure a gold scarab which experts believe is worth one hundred thousand pounds.”

I could not disguise my astonishment. “Really? As much as that?”

“Yes, and she won it on the toss of a rupee.”

“I can imagine Woolley would be annoyed. But surely nobody is suggesting that’s the reason why he might want her dead?”

“We both know that murder has been done for an awful lot less.”

“Indeed we do,” I said, taking a moment to pause to look at the river, with its traffic of gufas and other vessels. “So, what do you have in mind? You told me something of your plan before we left London, but I’m assuming there is something more specific you want me to do.”

“Yes, there is,” said Davison, all traces of his former joviality now erased from his face. “We need to know for certain whether there is any truth in Miss Bell’s suspicion that she was going to be murdered. For that, I’m asking you to travel down to Ur. I’ve already discerned that you would be welcome there. There is a Mrs. Woolley, you see, and she normally dislikes other women on site. She is the queen of the camp and likes to be treated as such. She cannot endure the prospect of competition from other members of the female sex, but I am told that for you she would make an exception. The reason why you are most suitable for this assignment—the reason why your name was mentioned to me by the head of the division, Hartford—was because of Mrs. Woolley’s enthusiasm for The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. Something of a literary snob by all accounts, but her passion for that book is—”

“I see,” I said, feeling uncomfortable with the prospect of further praise of my work. “Can you tell me any more about Mrs. Woolley?”

Davison did not say anything for a few seconds. As he began to form his thoughts I noticed a pair of horizontal lines crease his forehead, making him look a good deal older.

“Perhaps it’s better if you forge your own opinion of her,” he said, draining the last of his brandy. He raised his hand to call over the waiter. “But know this: Miss Bell told various acquaintances that she believed Mrs. Woolley to be a dangerous woman.”

“And is this Mrs. Woolley, in this photograph here?” I asked, gesturing towards an image of a woman who, although middle-aged, still possessed a certain striking beauty. The photograph showed her sitting on the desert floor, examining a shard of an old pot.

“Yes, that’s her all right,” said Davison. “From what I’ve heard of her, Katharine Woolley is a Jekyll-and-Hyde character, charming one moment, cold and cruel the next. There is also some mystery surrounding the death of her first husband, Lieutenant Colonel Bertram Keeling, whom she married at St. Martin-in-the-Fields in March 1919. Six months later, Keeling, who was only thirty-nine, shot himself at the foot of the Great Pyramid of Cheops.”

“And did Keeling work in intelligence, too?”

“As a matter of fact he did—during the war, in Cairo. But at the time of his death he was director-general of the survey of Egypt and president of the Cotton Research Board.”

“A good cover for espionage if ever I heard one. Do you know if he had any dealings with Miss Bell? Had they a history I should know about?”

“Not as far as we know. But the very nature of these things means that a great deal of what occurred during the war remains a secret.”

“But doesn’t it seem odd to you that Keeling and Miss Bell, both of whom worked in Cairo in intelligence during the war, went on to die as supposed suicides?” I asked. “What if someone wanted them dead and made the murders look like suicides?”

“It’s a possibility, of course. But we’ve never thought about connecting the two cases because—”

“Because the suggestion is that your own government, or an agency acting on its behalf, may have something to do with their deaths?”

“I wouldn’t put it quite in those terms,” Davison said dismissively.

“I’d rather know the whole truth, if you have access to it,” I said.

“Yes, of course, but I promise on this occasion there is nothing else I can tell you. I’ll put out some feelers, see what I can come up with, but at the moment there really is nothing to link their deaths.”

“That’s not quite true,” I said, taking up the photographs of the archaeologist and his wife. “There is something that links them together: the Woolleys.” I tried to picture a sequence of possible events, the scenes flashing through my mind like a series of imagined tableaux. “Why would a man kill himself six months after getting married? That doesn’t seem right to me, as he would surely still be in the first flush of romance. Of course, he may have realized that he had made a terrible mistake, or he could have faced the prospect of ruin. Perhaps he had saddled himself with debt or embroiled himself in an impending scandal in his personal life. Those need to be ruled out. With suicide, there are so many factors one needs to take into account, but there’s something about that case that strikes me as odd. And then, seven years later, Miss Gertrude Bell, at the peak of her achievements, takes her own life by an overdose of barbiturates. That too doesn’t ring true. These letters written by her to her father just before her death—there is something very queer about them. Why weren’t they sent? How did they end up in that seed tin? Why have they just turned up now?”

Davison was looking at me with a mix of admiration and bafflement. “I’m at a loss to know what to say,” he said. “I’m afraid I don’t have any answers.”

“The ‘suicide’ of Colonel Keeling, Katharine Woolley’s first husband, in 1919,” I continued. “The ‘suicide’ of Miss Bell in 1926, whom we know had dealings with Leonard Woolley and who described Katharine as dangerous. Then the recent discovery of these letters—letters written by Gertrude Bell in which she directs us to Ur to look for her killer. Could the murderer be either Leonard or Katharine Woolley?”

“But what could be their motive?”

“Something that is hidden out of sight, at least for the moment,” I said. “It could be connected with their intelligence work. We know that Colonel Keeling, Miss Bell, and Leonard Woolley all served in secret operations during the war. Perhaps that’s something you can look into.”

Davison nodded and scribbled in his notebook. Although we were sitting in the shade of the terrace, the breeze had dropped and the heat was becoming unbearable. I shifted in my seat and took another sip of my soda water, which was now lukewarm. “Of course, there is another possibility.”

“There is?”

“Oh, yes,” I said, pausing for a moment. “The Woolleys, the husband and the wife, could have been responsible for both murders.”

“What do you mean? As if they had some kind of pact?”

“Perhaps,” I said. “People have done stranger things for love—or some warped version of it.” I thought back to the case in Tenerife and the mess Davison had got himself into over his feelings for a young man, whose partly mummified body had been found in a cave. And I thought of my former husband, Archie, and the scandal surrounding my disappearance for ten days at the end of 1926.

“Yes, indeed, but best not to dwell on that,” said Davison as he noticed the cloud of melancholy that had started to steal over me. “So, what do you think? If I stay here in Baghdad, are you happy to travel down to Ur? See what you can dig up? As I said, I’m certain you’re the perfect person for this.”

As Davison continued to talk—about what an extraordinary job I had done in Tenerife, how I had brilliantly applied my skills as a novelist to the business of solving crimes—I thought of my old life as a conventional wife and mother. Archie’s affair with Miss Neele, followed by the nasty rash of newspaper headlines that followed my disappearance, the ridiculous rumors that Archie was somehow responsible, the allegations that I had staged the whole thing as some cheap publicity stunt, had taken their inevitable toll. And then there was the interview I had been persuaded to give to the Daily Mail earlier in the year which was designed, in that dreadful phrase, to “put the record straight.” Little did anyone know how much I had drawn on my skills as a novelist during that meeting.

I often wondered, when I woke in the middle of the night and was unable to get back to sleep, whether I could have saved my marriage. If I had been more attentive to Archie . . . if I had been a better wife . . . if I had never taken up writing and had simply devoted myself to him and his concerns, and laughed at the inane jokes of his golfing friends and never had a complicated thought in my head. Would that have made any difference? Of course, it was all too late now. The divorce had gone through. We were no longer man and wife. But if I was no longer a wife, who was I? A mother, of course: yes, always. An author? After that awful period of writer’s block following my mother’s death, I had produced a couple of books of which I was not proud. But I hoped I was back on track now. After all, I had no option: writing was the way I earned my living. But what else?

“Agatha . . . are you all right?” It was Davison. “Did you hear what I was saying?”

“Sorry, it’s this heat,” I said, feeling a little dizzy. “I’m not sure Baghdad entirely agrees with me.”

“Yes, you do look a little pale. I say, why don’t I walk you back to your room?”

“That would be very kind, thank you,” I said as Davison took my arm. “I really do think it’s best if I lie down.”

But I had no intention of taking a rest.
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After Davison had safely seen me into my room—and arranged to meet me for breakfast at the hotel the following day in order to say goodbye—I took a quick bath and changed into a silk blouse. I walked out onto the balcony and watched the sunset turn the Tigris red. In the distance I could hear the call to prayer echo around the ancient city.

I had been in Baghdad for only a day, and everything about it seemed so exotic, so wonderfully oriental. Even though I had traveled the world, or a good deal of it, during my 1922 tour with Archie, I had never visited anywhere like this. I was desperate to explore on my own and so, armed with my guidebook, I ventured downstairs, through the cool of the lobby with its marble floor, and out into the street.

The contrast between the hotel and the world outside could not have been greater, and for a moment I had to steady myself by a palm tree as I took it all in. The main thoroughfare, Rashid Street, which ran along parallel to the Tigris, was full of a pulsating mass of people, all touting goods for sale: a cacophony of voices proclaimed fish squirming in barrels; partridges squashed together in undersized cages; pots and pans of every description; goods made from reeds (brushes, baskets, mats, even shoes); cheese and yogurt from the milk of buffaloes; spices of every description, most of which I had never seen or even heard of; tables piled high with strange vegetables and odd-looking fruits; tailored clothes for the discerning Arab gentleman; cheap-looking garments clearly more suited to the servant classes; items of jewelry that shimmered with delicate mother-of-pearl and startling lapis lazuli; a stall that sold a range of oddly shaped musical instruments that I wasn’t sure could be blown, plucked, or rattled; and tools for the land and garden, some of which looked like they could inflict a nasty head injury.

As I walked, my sense of smell was assaulted by aromas sweet and foul, and at times I had to take my handkerchief from my handbag to cover my mouth and nose. I had been warned about this before leaving England. It had been one in a litany of objections raised by my family and some friends when they heard that I intended to travel to Baghdad. Sewers in the streets, pestilence and the threat of disease, the danger from the natives, the unstable political situation, the awful climate, the insects, the length of the journey—all had been used in an effort to dissuade me from traveling to the Near East.

Of course, I could tell no one about the real reason for my visit: my work for Davison and the Secret Intelligence Service. My sister, Madge, and Carlo, my secretary and friend, had all been in favor of me taking a holiday—after all, my daughter Rosalind was away at boarding school in Bexhill—and had approved when I had popped into Cook’s, the travel agents, and booked a passage to the West Indies. Then, just a few days before I was due to leave, I received a message from Davison. The letters surrounding the mysterious death of Gertrude Bell had come to light and he needed someone to investigate further. Although I was initially reluctant, as soon as he mentioned passage on the Orient Express, and then the chance of visiting Ur, famous for the exquisite treasures that I had seen featured in the press, I told him that I would cancel my holiday. The West Indies could wait.

“You’re going where?” screeched my sister when I told her of my change of plan.

“To Baghdad, via Damascus, traveling on the Orient Express as far as Stamboul and then the Express.”

“You must be out of your mind,” Madge continued, before launching into a tirade of a dozen reasons why such a journey was not only unwise but dangerous. “You must be unhinged, Agatha. Please tell me you’re not having another one of your queer episodes.”

“I’m perfectly well, thank you,” I said. “You know what the doctors told me.”

“I know, but I’m just worried for you, that’s all,” she said. “What if anything were to happen to you out there? What about Rosalind? Don’t you think you owe it to her not to do anything foolhardy? Of course, James and I would look after her,” she said, referring to her husband, “but even so, it would be beastly for her to lose you after all that’s happened. And what’s wrong with the West Indies? They would be so much more restful.” She paused. “And why have you gone and altered your plans? I just don’t understand what’s behind all of this.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be extremely safe,” I said. I had already prepared a story to explain why I had changed my mind. I told her—and Carlo—of how I had met a naval officer and his wife at a dinner party and how they had enthused about the delights of Baghdad. It was perfectly civilized, they had said; in fact, Mesopotamia was the birthplace of civilization, the area where the cuneiform script had been invented, the oldest form of writing in the world. That had seemed to silence Madge, and she retreated in a sulk.

“All by yourself?” said my faithful secretary Carlo, when I told her of the trip. “But you don’t know anyone there, or anything about it.”

“You’re right, but it’s about time I did something a little more exciting,” I replied. “After all, Rosalind is happy at school. You can go and take that trip to stay with your sister. I’ll only be away for a matter of weeks. I’ll be back for Christmas.”

As I gazed up at the turquoise and gold dome of the Haydar Khana Mosque and heard snatches of Arabic all around me—a language I could not understand—the thought of an English Christmas seemed like an impossibility.

I continued wandering along Rashid Street until I came to the Souk al-Safafeer, full of men hammering copper into pitches and pots, but did not stay long as the deafening noise was bringing on a headache. The dizziness I had first felt on the terrace of the hotel had also returned. I felt breathless and in desperate need of a glass of water. I made my way out of the first exit I saw, into a side street, but instead of walking in the direction of Rashid, I must have taken a wrong turning, because I found myself in a darkened alleyway that ran between the backs of run-down houses. I looked around. There was no one to ask for directions to the main street. I tried to take a deep breath to calm myself, but I could feel my heart beating, a fast rhythm that only made me more afraid. The stench from a nearby trough was overwhelming, and I tasted bile in my mouth. In that instant, even though I could see no one, I was sure that I felt someone’s eyes on me.

As I walked down the alley, back towards what I thought was the direction of the copper souk, a door in one of the houses opened and a figure appeared. He was a boy on the verge of manhood. He exclaimed something in a guttural language I could not understand, but within a matter of seconds it was clear what he wanted as his long, bony figures started jabbing at my handbag. I told myself that it would be unlikely he would grab my bag; I knew there were extremely severe penalties for even minor crimes. I felt a sweaty hand encircle my wrist, soon followed by a sharp pull on the bag.

“No, I’m sorry, I’m not going to give it you,” I said loudly, in the grandest voice I could muster.

The boy replied with an obscene-sounding flow of invective.

“I’m not carrying any money and there is nothing of value inside,” I said, relieved that I had left my poisons safely locked up inside one of my cases in my hotel room. It was clear that he couldn’t understand a word of English, but I persisted. “The handbag only contains items of sentimental value,” I added, pleading with my eyes. “Photographs of my daughter, back in England. My dog, Peter.”

The boy was standing close enough now for me to feel his breath on my skin and see the light line of down across his upper lip. It was obvious he was not yet old enough to shave. But there was something in his eyes—fear, hesitancy, kindness, even—that told me he didn’t like what he was doing.

“Your parents wouldn’t be very proud of you, would they?” I said. “What would your mother think?” Perhaps he did understand something of this, as his eyes widened at the mention of the word mother. But instead of loosening his grip as I had hoped, his hands tightened around my bag.

“Help!” I shouted. “I’m being attacked. Help!”

Even before the words were out, I heard the sound of footsteps behind me. The boy let go of my bag and ran down the alley, turned a corner, and disappeared. I fell back against the wall and clutched my handbag to my chest.

“Are you hurt?” The voice was that of an American.

I turned to see a tall, slim man dressed in a light linen suit. He was about my age and impossibly handsome, with dark, slicked-back hair, and a mustache.

“That swine didn’t hit you, did he?” he said, looking for any signs of injury.

“No, I’m all right, just a little shaken,” I said.

“You’ve got to be careful around here in the evenings. There are some unpleasant types walking the streets.” He paused. “What are you doing back here?”

“I was wandering around the copper souk and took an exit into an alleyway, and the next thing I knew, I was lost,” I said, knowing that I sounded rather foolish.

“Well, there’s no need to worry now,” he said kindly. “You’re safe, and that’s all that matters.” He looked down the alley. “I’ve half a mind to go after that kid. Show him what it means to feel scared.” He took another look at me and decided against it. “Let’s get you back to your hotel—you are staying in a hotel?”

“Oh, yes, the Carlton,” I said.

“I’m sorry, I should have introduced myself,” he said, and we started to walk down the alley. “My name is Harry Miller.”

“Miller?” I said. “Why, that’s my maiden name. My father was Frederick Alvah Miller from New York. You’re not part of the same family?”

“No, we’re from Philadelphia,” he replied as we stepped into the copper souk. “And your married name?”

“Mrs. Agatha Christie,” I said, my words getting lost amid a thousand hammer blows.

“Sorry, this damnable noise! I can’t hear a thing. Follow me.”

He led me out through a maze of stalls, tiny compartments filled with a variety of pots and pans and metal-beating equipment, staffed by men who looked exactly alike to me.

“How do you know your way around?” I asked.

“I’ve been coming here on and off for a while,” he said when we reached the relative quiet of Rashid Street. “Now, first things first. I wouldn’t advise it—knowing it wouldn’t get you very far—but I must ask: Do you want to report the incident to the police?”

“Oh, no, the boy didn’t take anything, and it was silly of me to wander off like that.”

“Well, what do you say we go and have a drink? It will help steady your nerves.”

I thought his approach rather forward. “I’d much sooner just return to my hotel, the Carlton, if you don’t mind, Mr. Miller.”

“Very well, but let me at least walk you back, Mrs. . . . ? I didn’t catch your name.”

“I’m Mrs. Agatha Christie.”

“Well, how do you do, Mrs. Christie,” he said with an amused glint in his dark eyes.

“I’m feeling much better now. I must thank you for rescuing me back there. I really don’t know what would have happened if you had not come along.”

“Yes, it could have turned nasty,” said Mr. Miller. “And what brings you to the ‘God-given’ city?”

“I’m here on holiday,” I said as we continued to walk in the direction of the hotel. “I wanted to see something of the world, something out of the ordinary.”

“You’ll certainly get that here. Have you done much traveling before?”

“A little. South Africa, New Zealand, Australia, Hawaii, and Canada. But that was back in 1922.”

“Sounds wonderful. And you’re traveling alone?”

Mr. Miller obviously wasn’t wasting much time. “Yes . . . yes, I am,” I said. “I did make one acquaintance on the train journey here, a Mrs. Clemence, who lives in Alwiyah. She keeps asking me to go and stay with her, but I am rather keen to get down to Ur.”

“You’re going to Ur? That’s where I’m heading, too. I’ve been picking up some supplies in Baghdad but I work down there, on the archaeological site, as the photographer.”

“How extraordinary,” I said. “Actually, would you like to come into the hotel for a drink after all?” There were a few questions I wanted to put to Mr. Miller.

“I’d be delighted,” he said.

A few minutes later we settled ourselves in the comfort of the library, Mr. Miller with his Scotch and me with a lime and soda water.

“I really must thank you once again for what you did earlier, Mr. Miller,” I said.

“It was nothing—only what any passing gentleman would do. And call me Harry, please. But I hope you won’t let this incident put you off Baghdad. It’s a wonderful city in many respects. Still has something of the mystique of the Arabian Nights about it, even after all the recent troubles.”

“Yes, you’re right. I won’t let it warp my view.”

“By the way, I’m intrigued,” he said. “What brings you to Ur?”

“After reading about the site in the newspapers, I was so keen to see it for myself. All those beautiful objects dug up from the desert sands.”

He leant a little closer to me. “How did you manage to secure an invitation to Ur? Mrs. Woolley usually turns down most requests for visits from other women.”

“With the help of a mutual friend—and also the fact that I believe she is a fan of one of my books.”

“You’re a writer?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of books?”

“Detective fiction. Light thrillers. Short stories. Nothing serious, I’m afraid.”

“Would I have heard of any?”

I reeled off the titles, but Mr. Miller looked none the wiser.

“Sorry, but I’m not a great fan of having my nose in a book,” he said, coloring slightly. “Never have, even as a boy. I’d always much rather look at the world through a camera lens. You probably think me very stupid.”

“Not at all. If we were all the same, then the world would be a very dull place indeed,” I said, regretting the words as soon as they were out of my mouth. I was sounding like one of the old maids who used to congregate at my grandmother’s house. “Tell me, Mr. Miller”—I couldn’t bring myself to call him Harry; not yet, at least—“it must be fascinating to work as a photographer with the team at Ur. How long have you worked there?”

“This will be my third season,” he said. “I keep telling myself that this year will be my last, but something keeps drawing me back.”

“I can imagine: it must be quite magical to see those objects appear out of the sands, after thousands of years buried underground.” I recalled some of the photographs I had seen in the Illustrated London News.

“Oh, yes, it is. And it’s just as extraordinary—I’m talking about the darkroom now—to see the images emerge out of nowhere and form themselves on photographic paper. Sometimes, in that darkroom, in the house in the middle of the desert, I feel I’ve had the equivalent of a religious experience. I know that may sound silly, but . . .”

“It doesn’t sound silly in the least,” I said.

“I said the same thing once to Father Burrows—he’s a Jesuit priest and the man in charge at Ur of reading and translating the cuneiform tablets—and he looked at me with the strangest expression on his face. Like he was hearing a phrase in a foreign language he couldn’t understand.”

“Who else is there at Ur?”

“There’s quite a crowd at the moment, which is unusual,” said Miller. “Of course, there are the people who work on the dig, Mr. and Mrs. Woolley. There is the epigraphist, Father Burrows; the secretary, Cynthia Jones; then there’s the architect, Lawrence McRae, and his nephew, a young boy, Cecil. One has to pity him, really: he’s not quite right in the head, if you get my meaning. Lost his parents in an accident, and so McRae took him under his wing. He’d be in some institution if it weren’t for his uncle’s kindness. And then there are the current visitors, the Archers: Hubert, a railway millionaire from the Midwest, and his wife, Ruth, and daughter, Sarah. The only reason Mrs. Woolley tolerates their presence, especially that of the wife and daughter, is the fact that they promise to invest in the dig to the tune of what could be thousands of dollars. Archer is thick with the directors of the Penn Museum in Philly and, in addition to the sponsorship of the dig, promised them even greater riches in the future. The guy’s one of those hangovers from the last century who believe in the word—the literal word—of the Bible.”

“I see. So it’s the lure of the Old Testament that brought him to Ur.”

“Yes, and Mr. Woolley is convinced that he will soon find evidence that Ur was indeed the birthplace of Abraham.”

“It sounds like a fascinating group of people,” I said. I did not, of course, mention the fact that one of the party could be the murderer of Gertrude Bell. “And I hear Miss Bell did a great deal to help the preservation of the treasures here in Baghdad. I believe she drafted the antiquities law in Iraq and held an important position to that effect in this country.”

Miller had fallen silent.

“King Faisal must have thought very highly of her,” I continued. “And then there’s the archaeological museum here in Baghdad, which she set up and which I believe houses some objects discovered at Ur. It was so sad to hear the news of her death. I hear that she had been ill, but still, such a tragic loss.”

Tears had formed in Miller’s dark eyes, and as he bit his top lip, he reached out for his glass and drained it of the whisky.

“I’m sorry; I didn’t realize,” I said. “You must miss her a great deal.”

He nodded and then coughed, choking back the emotion. “Yes, she was very dear to me,” he said, blinking. “Excuse me. You must think me a fool. I’m fine most of the time—I lose myself in my work, have a few drinks in the evening—but then it steals up on you when you least expect it and floors you. Grief, I mean.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” I said, remembering my chaotic state of mind after the death of my mother and then the way I went to pieces after I had discovered the truth of Archie’s love affair. Losing him had been a kind of bereavement. At times I wished that he had died instead of finding happiness with that other woman, a thought which then made me feel wicked and full of shame.

“I think it’s admirable you can talk about it,” I said. “So many of my fellow countrymen wouldn’t dream of talking about their feelings in this way, and it does them no good whatsoever.” I wasn’t totally in favor of men—or women, when it came to it—unburdening themselves of their emotions, but it was clear that Mr. Miller needed to hear something reassuring. “Was she a very close friend?”

“I just don’t understand it,” he continued. “Her death, I mean. She had so much to live for. Not only her work here in Iraq, seeing the fruits of her labors, enjoying the friendship she had built up with the king, her delight at witnessing the museum come to life. But also she had her personal happiness, something she richly deserved.” He looked completely lost and broken. “Why would she throw that away? No, it doesn’t make sense.”

“What are you saying, Mr. Miller?”

Anger fired up his eyes now. “What I’m saying is that there is no way she would have committed . . .” He didn’t want to say the words. “There’s no way she could have died . . . in that way, like the doctor said.”

“I thought she died of natural causes.”

“That was just a story put out by her father and stepmother to stop unseemly speculation in the press,” he said. “The doctor who attended her, Dunlop, discovered a bottle of pills by her bed. Sedatives. I know she had problems sleeping—all of us do, sometimes—but there’s no way she would have taken an overdose. It just wasn’t in her nature.” He stared into his empty glass and fell silent for a few moments. “Anyway, there’s nothing that can be done now; it’s all in the past.” He caught the eye of the waiter and signaled for him to pour him an extra-large measure of Scotch.

“Could there be another explanation?” I asked.

“Yes, I suppose that must be it—an accidental overdose. She had lost a good deal of weight, I believe, in the last few years. Her system was weakened; she’d suffered an attack of bronchitis, and then pleurisy. Perhaps she took a couple of pills to sleep and forgot she’d taken them and so took a couple more. And that was too much for her . . .”

It was obvious he had not thought of the possibility of murder—or, if he had, he was keeping that to himself. Had he heard about the existence of the two unsent letters, and the sinister drawing, that had been discovered in Miss Bell’s house in Baghdad? Davison had told me that the servant who had come across them had been sworn to secrecy on the issue—the man would be severely punished and his family would suffer if he so much as breathed a word of what he had unearthed—but often these things leaked out. I decided it would be wise to keep the contents of the letters to myself, at least for the time being.

“And when are you traveling down to Ur, Mr. Miller?” I said, changing the subject.

“In a couple of days’ time,” he said, grateful that we had left the death of Miss Bell behind for now. “I’m just waiting for some chemicals to arrive and some supplies for the team, and then it’s back to work. From what Woolley tells me, we should be in for an interesting season.”

He looked at me as if seeing me for the first time, his eyes assessing my hair, my skin, my clothes, and as his gaze finally came to rest on my figure, I felt myself blushing. “And it sure will be fascinating to see what Mrs. Woolley makes of you.” He nodded his head as if to confirm a thought he chose not to articulate before he added, “Yep, there could be fireworks there. Mark my words. Fireworks.”



3


This was certainly no Orient Express, I said to myself as I sat in the stifling heat of a shabby compartment in the rackety train that would take me from Baghdad to Ur Junction. I fanned myself with a newspaper, but I still felt as though I couldn’t breathe. The train hauled its way out of the station, passed through the ugly outskirts of Baghdad, and began its slow journey across the desert. I had a compartment to myself—perhaps I was the only person stupid enough to travel like this?—so fortunately no one had to see my reddened neck and face and the sheen of perspiration that was quickly spreading across my skin.

In order to try and cool myself, I closed my eyes and pictured the grandeur and elegance of the train that I had boarded at Calais. Saying the name Simplon–Orient Express silently to myself was enough to transport me back. The glass and silverware, sparkling so brightly it hurt one’s eyes. The soft touch of the mahogany in the dining car. The soothing voices of the uniformed men, so attentive that they seemed blessed with second sight. I recalled the deep sense of pleasure I enjoyed, sitting in the wagon-lit, opening up my brochure from Cook’s (a document I had gazed on more than a dozen times already) and seeing the planned route ahead: Calais, Paris, Lausanne, the Simplon Pass, Milan, Venice, Zagreb, Belgrade, Sofia, Stamboul. I was sure nothing in life would give me more pleasure than the anticipation I felt when I first stepped onto the train. I didn’t even mind the fact that I was due to travel second class; Davison’s office, which had arranged the tickets, had informed me that all seats in first had been taken. Yet my heart did sink when I entered my compartment to find that I had to share with a talkative and somewhat overfamiliar woman.

“Hello,” she had said, standing up and stretching out a plump hand. “I’m Elizabeth Clemence, but you can call me Betty. Everyone does.”

As soon as I introduced myself, she seized on the fact that I was an author. Was I that writer who had caused a stink a couple of years back by disappearing? I had to admit that, yes, that had been me. Had it been true that my husband had been suspected of my murder? Nothing more than the speculation of a sensational press, I told her. So why had I disappeared? Could I really not remember anything of those ten or eleven days? My doctors had warned me not to dwell on the issue, I said—to do so could only bring about another episode—so I brought that line of inquiry to a close.

After a few minutes’ silence, Betty Clemence started up again by asking me where I was traveling to. Was I going to Italy? No, I replied, a little farther than that. But where exactly? Well, I told her, I was going to Baghdad. At this she simply exploded. What a coincidence! She couldn’t believe it! Oh, she couldn’t wait to tell her husband! Why, she lived there, and I had to stay with her. It would be simply criminal if I were to pay for a hotel. But what was I doing in Baghdad? I could not, of course, tell her the real reason—that I was traveling to Iraq at the request of the British Secret Intelligence Service to investigate the suspicious death of Miss Gertrude Bell—and so I related the story about meeting a naval officer who had recommended Baghdad to me. And, she asked, what was his name? I could not remember, I said. Was it Rogers? Fletcher? Aylesbury-Eyreton? The name had escaped me, I said. Surely, if he has passed through Baghdad—and he sounded like a person of some importance—then he would have made himself known to her or her husband, Geoffrey. And what were my plans once in Iraq? I reeled off a list of things I had read about in my guidebook before Betty Clemence started to inform me of the delights of the city: the tennis and lunch parties, the gardens, the wonderful people (all of whom were English, of course, many of them having retired from the higher ranks of the military or diplomatic service). I got the distinct impression that, to her, Baghdad was nothing more than a slightly more exotic Bournemouth.

“And did you ever meet Miss Gertrude Bell?” I asked when she finally paused for breath.

“Oh, yes, an awful woman,” she said, puffing out her cheeks. “So rude. Some of the things that came out of her mouth. Do you know she once had the audacity to suggest that my life out in Baghdad was superficial? That I was wasting my time flitting from lunch party to tennis party without a thought in my head. I had half a mind to tell her what I thought of her—some of the circles she would mix in you would not believe, my dear—but propriety and good manners prevented me. She was obviously unbalanced—unhinged, yes, that’s the word. Sad, of course, what happened at the end, but I can’t say I was surprised.”

“You weren’t?”

“No. She had no husband, no children. What had she made of her life? What had she to show? Nothing but a few dusty artifacts clustered together in a museum.”

“But what of Iraq? Surely she did something there to—”

“Better if she’d never bothered—that’s what my Geoffrey says. She should have left well alone. And I have to say I agree. Who knows what all this meddling will do? It’s like opening a can of worms. Better to let the British take charge, just as we do in India. After all, these people have no idea how to govern themselves. Don’t you agree?”

Before I could answer, she had launched into yet another line of inquiry. She wanted me to tell her my exact route to Baghdad. Was I not getting off the train at Trieste and then taking a boat to Beirut? That was her preferred itinerary; it was, of course, the best method, tried and tested. When I told her I was taking the Orient Express as far as Stamboul, from where I would get another train via Damascus, she informed me that that would be a disaster. Surely I could change my ticket and accompany her on her journey? When I told her that I could not, she went on to outline the exact and innumerable ways in which my journey could and would go wrong.

“I expect it will be awful, but never mind; it’s too late now,” I said. “But I am looking forward to my travels, particularly Ur. Have you been there?”

Her eyes, fat currants set within her generously proportioned face, lit up at the mention of the name, and she proceeded to tell me all about it. How she believed Mr. Woolley’s discoveries would change the world of archaeology forever. How there was every possibility that Leonard would find evidence that Ur had indeed been the birthplace of Abraham. And how thrilling—and also quite disturbing—it must have been to uncover those bodies. “Just think how lovely it must have been for the king and queen to believe that their servants were going to accompany them after death. Their every need catered for, even in the afterlife. Woolley told me that there were no signs of struggle, suggestive of the idea that the servants went to their deaths willingly. So wonderfully romantic.”

There was nothing romantic about death, I wanted to tell her, but held my tongue.

“And what of Mr. Woolley himself?” I asked.

She outlined some facts I already knew: how Leonard Woolley had been born in London, the son of a vicar; how he had worked with T. E. Lawrence at Carchemish, the archaeological site that lay about sixty or so miles north of Aleppo; and about how he had been imprisoned by the Turks during the war. She had heard him give a couple of lectures in Baghdad and, yes, she had been greatly impressed by the vitality with which he talked, his ability to conjure up the past as if it were something real and concrete.

“What is his wife like?” I asked.

Betty raised her eyes in unspoken disapproval. “The less said about Katharine Woolley, the better,” she sniffed.

“What do you mean?”

“She’s an odd woman. Strange.”

“In what way—or ways?”

“You’ll see for yourself when you arrive at Ur,” said Betty. “Like Geoffrey always says, no good ever comes from being a so-called independent woman.” I could have taken offense at this; after all, now that Archie had abandoned me and I was forced to support myself, this was the category I fell into. “Look at what happened with poor Miss Bell.”

“Did they know each other—Miss Bell and Mrs. Woolley?”

“They were not the best of friends.”

“I wonder why not. You would think they would have so much in common.”
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