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            Com’era, dov’era 

            
 

            [As it was, where it was]


             
 

            Venetian motto
  

            Never judge a painting or a woman by candlelight.


             
 

            Venetian proverb
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         He sank slowly through the dark water, arms out, feet pointed: like a Christ, or a dervish, casting a benediction on the sea.
 

         The stone at his feet hit the mud with a soft explosion, his knees buckled, and in a moment he was bowing gracefully with the tide. He had always been graceful; pliant, too, when fixing a price; a man who traded and left something in the deal for the other fellow.
 

         Overhead, the killer turned his head from side to side, alert to the slightest motion in the darkness, feeling the rain on his face. He stood for a few minutes, waiting and watching, before he blinked, turned, and padded softly from the bridge, to be swallowed up by the night and the alleyways of the sleeping city.
 

         The tide ebbed. The water sucked at the green weed that lined the walls, gurgled around old pilings, and slipped and receded from worn stone steps. It sank, nudging the trader closer to the sea on which, in her days of glory, the city had made her fortune. Beneath Byzantine domes, dilapidated palaces and tethered boats the corpse was hustled noiselessly towards the sea, arms still flung wide in a gesture of vacant welcome.
 

         Yet some obstruction, a block of stone or loop of rotten rope, must have checked his passage for a time; for when dawn broke, and the tide slackened, the trader was still yards away from the deep waters of the Riva dei Schiavoni into which he would have otherwise sunk without further trace.
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         The sultan gave a high-pitched sneeze and patted his face with a silk handkerchief.
 

         ‘The Queen of England has one,’ he said petulantly.
 

         Resid Pasha bowed his head. King William was dead, like Sultan Mahmut: now, he thought, England and the Ottoman Empire were being ruled by little girls.
 

         ‘As the sultan says, may his days be lengthened.’
 

         ‘The Habsburgs have several galleries, I understand. In their dominions in Italy, whole palaces are stuffed with pictures.’ The sultan dabbed at his nose. ‘The Emperor of Austria knows what his grandfather’s grandfather was like by looking at his picture, Resid Pasha.’
 

         The young pasha folded his slender hands in front of him. What the sultan said was true, but perfectly ridiculous: the Habsburgs were notoriously ugly, notoriously alike. They married their close relations, and the chins got bigger every generation. Whereas an Ottoman prince had none but lovely and accomplished women to share his bed.
 

         Resid Pasha tensed his shoulders. ‘The Austrian dogs always piss on the same spot,’ he said, with a jocular grunt. ‘Who would want to see that?’
 

         Even as he spoke, he knew he had made a mistake. Sultan Mahmut would have grinned at the remark; but Mahmut was dead.
 

         The sultan frowned. ‘We are not speaking of dogs now.’
 

         ‘You are right, my padishah.’ Resid Pasha hung his head.
 

         ‘I speak of the Conqueror,’ Abdülmecid said loftily. ‘Of the blood in these veins.’ He held out his wrists, and the young counsellor bowed, abashed.
 

         ‘If the picture exists, I wish for it,’ the sultan continued. ‘I want to see it. Do you desire, Rasid Pasha, that the likeness of the Conqueror should be exposed to the infidel gaze – or that an unbeliever should possess it?’

         
 

         Resid Pasha sighed. ‘And yet, my sultan, we do not know where the painting might be. If, indeed, it exists at all.’
 

         The young padishah sneezed again. While he examined his handkerchief, the pasha pressed on: ‘For more than three centuries, nobody ever saw or heard about this–picture. Today we have a rumour, nothing more. Let us be cautious, my padishah. What does it matter if we wait another month? Another year? Truth is like musk, whose grateful odour can never be concealed.’
 

         The sultan nodded, but not in agreement. ‘There is a faster way,’ he said, in a voice treacled with mucus.
 

         ‘Send for Yashim.’
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         Close to the shoreline of the Golden Horn, on the Pera side, stood a fountain set up by an Ottoman princess as an act of generosity, on a spot where the boatmen used to linger, and drop their fares. Hundreds of fountains existed in the streets and squares of Istanbul; but this one was particularly old and lovely, and Yashim had admired it many times as he passed. Sometimes, in hot weather, he would rinse his face in the trickle of clear water that splashed down onto the tiled basin.
 

         It was those tiles which now stopped him on the street, where he stood unnoticed and aghast in the stream of traffic passing along the shore: muleteers with their trains, porters under enormous sacks, two fully veiled women attended by a black eunuch, a bashi-bazouk on horseback, his sash stuffed with pistols and swords. Neither Yashim, nor the ruined fountain, attracted anyone’s attention: the crowd flowed round him, a man standing alone in a brown cloak, a white turban on his head, watching stricken as a trio of workmen in overalls and dirty turbans attacked the fountain with their hammers.

         
 

         It was not that Yashim lacked presence. His only lack was of something more definite; but he was used to passing unnoticed. It was as though his presence were a quality he could choose to display, or to conceal; a quality which people would be unaware of until they found themselves mesmerised by his grey eyes, his low, musical voice, or by the truths he spoke. Until then, though, he might be almost invisible.
 

         The workmen did not look up as he approached; only when he spoke did one of them glance round, surprised.
 

         ‘It’s the bridge, efendi. Once this has gone, then the tree, there’ll be a way through here, see? Got to have a way through, efendi.’
 

         Yashim pursed his lips. A bridge linking Pera to the main city of Istanbul had been talked about for years. Centuries, even: in the sultan’s archives in Topkapi Palace Yashim had once seen a sepia design for such a bridge, executed by an Italian engineer who wrote his letters back-to-front, as if they were written in a mirror. Now, it seemed, a bridge was about to be built: the new sultan’s gift to a grateful populace.
 

         ‘Can’t this fountain just be moved aside?’
 

         The workman straightened his back and leaned on his sledgehammer. ‘What, this?’ He shrugged. ‘Too old. New one’d be better.’ His eyes slid along the shore. ‘Not but what it’s a shame about the tree.’
 

         The tree was a colossus, and a welcome patch of shade and shelter on the Pera shore. It had stood for centuries: in days it would be gone.
 

         Yashim winced as a sledgehammer cracked down hard into the basin of the fountain. A chunk of stone broke away, and Yashim put out a hand.

         
 

         ‘Please. A tile or two …’
 

         He carried them away carefully, feeling the old mortar dry and brittle in his palm. The boatman who took him gliding across the Horn by caique spat on the water. ‘The bridge, it’ll kill us,’ he said, in Greek.
 

         Yashim felt a shadow across the sun. He did not risk a reply.
 

         Reaching home, he laid the tiles by the window and sat on the divan, contemplating the strong lines of the twining stems, the beautiful deep reds of the tulips, which had so often refreshed his eyes as the water of the fountain had refreshed his skin. Such flaming reds were unobtainable nowadays, he knew: centuries ago the potters of Iznik had fanned their talents to such heights that the river of knowledge had simply dried up. Blues there always were: lovely blues of Kayzeri and Iznik, but not the reds beloved of the heretics, who came from Iran and vanished in their turn.
 

         Yashim remembered how he had loved such tiles, where they decorated the inner sanctum of the sultan’s palace at Topkapi, a place forbidden to all ordinary men. In the harem itself, home to the sultan and his family alone, many women had admired those tiles; and many sultans, too.
 

         Yashim had seen them only because he was not an ordinary man.
 

         Yashim was a eunuch.
 

         He was still gazing at the tiles, remembering others like them in the cool corridors of the sultan’s harem, when a knock on the door announced the messenger.
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         Resid Pasha tapped his polished boot with a swizzle stick.
 

         ‘The Sultan Mahmut, may he rest in peace, was pleased to order the construction of the bridge.’ He pointed his stick at the divan. ‘The old city and Pera have been too much apart. That is also the view of the padishah.’
 

         ‘Now Pera will come to Istanbul,’ Yashim said, ‘and we will know no peace.’
 

         Resid pursed his lips. ‘Or perhaps the other way round, Yashim efendi.’
 

         ‘Yes, my pasha,’ Yashim said doubtfully. He took a seat, crosslegged, on the divan. ‘Perhaps.’
 

         He tried to picture Pera subsiding into dignified silence, as the sober pashas and the minarets and the cypresses of old Istanbul spread their leisurely influence across the bridge, stilling the perpetual scrimmage of touts, tea-boys, porters, bankers, shopkeepers and sailors that milled through the Pera streets. Where would the cypresses find space to grow, between the Belgian hatters and the Greek peddlers, the steam presses and the foreign crowds? Old Ottoman gentlemen brought their families to Pera now and then, and led them in stately astonishment through crowds of every nationality and none, staring into the big glass windows of the shops on the Grande Rue, before embarking again for home.
 

         ‘I understand that you know many languages,’ Yashim added pleasantly.
 

         Yashim did not know Resid well. The young vizier belonged to another generation at the palace school, the generation which studied French and engineering; his training had taken him beyond the boundaries of the empire. Resid’s mother was from the Crimea, an exile; his family were poor. He was in his mid-twenties, maybe, four or five years older than the sultan he served, but reputed to be a hard worker, pious without ostentation, quick-thinking, and very sure of himself: certainly he had advanced very rapidly under the eye of the old sultan, who insisted that he learn languages and had sent him on missions to Paris and Vienna, for Mahmut had lost confidence in the official dragomen, or interpreters, most of whom were local Greeks. No doubt he had considered him, too, a useful influence on his son.

         
 

         The pasha shrugged. ‘Languages, of course. It saves time.’
 

         Yashim lowered his eyes. He spoke eight languages perfectly, including Georgian, and loved three: Greek, Ottoman and French.
 

         ‘The sultan has called for you, Yashim efendi. He is aware of the services you have rendered to his house. It was I who reminded him.’
 

         Yashim inclined his head politely. There had been times when old Mahmut would roar for Yashim, and present him with some dilemma which suited Yashim’s peculiar talents. Many things in the harem, and beyond, had required his attention: not all of them mere peccadilloes. Theft, unexplained deaths, threats of mutiny or betrayal which struck at the very stability or survival of the oldest ruling house in Europe: Yashim’s job was to resolve the crisis. As unobtrusively as possible, of course. Yashim knew that the air of invisibility which surrounded him should also envelop the mysteries he was called upon to penetrate.
 

         ‘And I would remind you, Yashim efendi, that the sultan is very young.’
 

         Yashim almost smiled. Resid Pasha’s only visible affectation was a small moustache which he waxed with care, but his chin was smooth and soft. He wore the stambouline, that hideous approximation of Western dress that the old sultan had officially prescribed for all his subjects, Greek, Turk, Armenian or Jew, and which people were still learning to adopt. Yashim, long ago, had decided not to bother.

         
 

         ‘Sultan Mehmet was young four centuries ago, Resid Pasha, when he took this city from the Greeks.’
 

         ‘But one would say that Mehmet had more experience.’
 

         Is that what you have? Yashim wondered. At twenty-five–experience?
 

         ‘Mehmet judged his interests very well,’ Resid continued. ‘He also overruled advice. But times have changed, I think.’
 

         Yashim nodded. It was well put.
 

         ‘Each of us must strive to serve the sultan’s best interests in our own way, Yashim. There will be occasions, I am sure, when you will be able to serve him with your special talent for peering into men’s hearts and minds. Many others – it is natural, and no shame to them at all – serve him by their mere alacrity.’
 

         His dark eyes searched out Yashim’s.
 

         ‘I understand,’ Yashim murmured.
 

         The young vizier seemed unconvinced. ‘We Ottomans have many generations of understanding the ways of princes, Yashim. They give us – the sultan is pleased to give us his orders. And we say: the sultan has said this, or this. It shall be done. Among these orders, though, we have recognised a class of – what? Watery commands. Written on water, Yashim.’
 

         Yashim did not stir a hair.
 

         What is written on the water cannot be read.
 

         ‘I believe the sultan will receive you this afternoon.’ Resid raised his hand in a vague gesture of dismissal. ‘You will have many opportunities to show – alacrity,’ he added. ‘I can see that it shall be so.’
 

         Yashim stood and bowed, one hand to his chest.
 

         The elevation of the new sultan, like the rising of a planet, was creating new alignments, shifts in the weight and composition of the cabals and cliques that had always flourished in the palace around the person of the all-powerful sultan. Resid had been singled out for advancement by Mahmut; now Abdülmecid had confirmed his father’s choice.

         
 

         Was Resid’s friendship – his protection – an offer Yashim could afford to refuse?
 

         Outside the vizier’s office Yashim turned and walked a long way down a carpeted corridor, towards a pair of double doors flanked by motionless guards, and a row of pink upholstered straight-backed chairs.
 

         The guards did not blink. What did the sultan want, Yashim wondered, that Resid so palpably did not?
 

         He took a chair and prepared to wait – but almost immediately the doors flew open and a white-gloved attendant ushered him into the presence.
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         Yashim had not seen the sultan for some years before his elevation to the throne: he remembered the skinny boy with feverish eyes who had stood pale and alert beside his father’s throne. He expected him to have grown and filled out, the way children do to their elders’ constant and naïve astonishment, yet the young man seated on a French chair with his legs under a table did not, at a glance, appear to have changed at all. He was almost preternaturally thin and bony, with awkward shoulders and long wrists concealed  –  but not made elegant  –  by the arts of European tailors.
 

         Yashim bowed deeply, and approached the sultan. Only his brows, he noticed, had developed: heavy brows above bleary, anxious eyes.
 

         The sultan screwed up his face and opened his mouth as if to scream, then whisked a handkerchief from the desk and sneezed into it loudly and unhappily.

         
 

         Yashim blinked. In the Balkans, people said you sneezed whenever you told a lie.
 

         ‘Our gracious parent always spoke highly of you, Yashim.’ Yashim wondered if the compliment was hollow. Mahmut had been a tough old beast. ‘As our esteemed grandmother continues to do.’
 

         Yashim cast his eyes down. The validé, Mahmut’s French-born mother, was his oldest friend in the harem.
 

         ‘My padishah is gracious,’ he said.
 

         ‘Hmm.’ The sultan gave a little grunt: it was the same grunt as the old sultan’s, though higher pitched.
 

         ‘Our ears have received a report which concerns the honour and memory of our house,’ the sultan began, a little stiffly. Mahmut would have spoken the same words as if they came from his belly, not his head.
 

         ‘Does Bellini mean anything to you?’
 

         With a sultan one does not gape like a fish. The room, Yashim now noticed, was papered in the European fashion.
 

         ‘No, my padishah. I regret  –’
 

         ‘Bellini was a painter.’ The sultan waved a bony hand. ‘It was a long time ago, in the age of the Conqueror.’
 

         Yashim cocked his head. He remembered now the man who had once designed a bridge across the Golden Horn: Leonardo. Leonardo da Vinci. A Florentine.
 

         ‘From Italy, my padishah?’
 

         ‘Bellini was the greatest painter of his age in Europe. The Conqueror summoned him to Istanbul. He made some drawings and paintings. Of  –  well, people. With colours from life.’ The colour seemed to have risen in the young sultan’s face, as well. ‘He was a master of portraiture.’ He pronounced the word well, with a French accent, Yashim noticed.

         
 

          

         Yashim thought of the tulips he had rescued from the sledgehammer: they were very pure. But to paint people? No wonder the young man was embarrassed.
 

         ‘The Conqueror desired that it should be so,’ Abdülmecid added, his blush subsiding as he spoke. ‘Bellini rested at the Conqueror’s court for two years. I am told that he decorated parts of the Topkapi Palace  –  fresco, it is called  –  with scenes that the sultan Bayezid later removed.’
 

         Yashim nodded: Mehmet the Conqueror’s successor, Bayezid, was a very pious man. If this Bellini painted people, Sultan Bayezid would have been shocked. He would not have wanted such blasphemy in his palace.
 

         The young sultan laid his bony hand on the papers on his desk.
 

         ‘Bellini painted a portrait of the Conqueror,’ he said.
 

         Yashim blinked. A portrait? Mehmet the Conqueror had been only twenty-one years old when he plucked the Red Apple of Constantinople from the Christians in 1453. An Islamic hero, who became heir to the Byzantine, Roman empire of the east. Master of the orthodox Christian world, he made his empire stretch from the shores of the Black Sea to the crusted ridges of the Balkans, appointing Christian Patriarchs with their staff of office, bringing the Chief Rabbi to the city destined, as all men said, to be the navel of the world.
 

         And he had summoned an Italian painter to his court.
 

         ‘The portrait, my padishah – it still exists?’
 

         The sultan cocked his chin and stared steadily at Yashim.
 

         ‘I don’t know,’ he said quietly.
 

         There was a silence in the great room. As it lengthened, Yashim felt a shiver pass up his spine and ruffle the hairs on the back of his neck. Millions of people lived out their lives in the shadow of the padishah. From the deserts of Arabia to the desolate borders of the Russian steppe, touched or untouched by his commands, paying the taxes he levied, soldiering in the armies which he raised, dreaming – some of them – of a gilded monarch by the sea. Yashim had seen their paintings of the Bosphorus in Balkan manor houses and Crimean palaces; he had seen old men weep by river and mountain, when the old sultan passed away.

         
 

         He had spent ten minutes in the company of a youth who blushed like a girl, and dabbed his nose, and confessed to something he didn’t know. The padishah.
 

         It was the padishah who spoke. ‘The painting, like the frescoes, disappeared after Mehmet’s death. It is said that my pious ancestor had them sold in the bazaar. With that in mind, what Muslim would seek to buy what the sultan himself had pronounced forbidden?’
 

         The word was harem. Yashim nodded.

         
 

         ‘The portrait has never been seen since,’ the sultan added. ‘But Bellini was a Venetian. The best painter in Venice, in his day.’ His eyelids flickered: he brought the handkerchief to his face, but no sneeze came. ‘Now we have word that the painting has been seen.’
 

         ‘In Venice, my padishah.’
 

         The sultan tapped his fingers on the table and then, abruptly, clambered to his feet. ‘You speak Italian, of course?’
 

         ‘Yes, my padishah. I speak Italian.’
 

         ‘I want you to find the painting, Yashim. I want you to buy it for me.’
 

         Yashim bowed. ‘The painting is for sale, my padishah?’
 

         The sultan looked surprised. ‘The Venetians are traders, Yashim. Everything in Venice is for sale.’
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         Yashim took a caique across the Horn, directing it to drop him further round the shore, at Tophane: he did not want to see the broken fountain again, or witness the felling of that magnificent old plane. He made his way uphill, through the narrow alleys of the port; at night, this place was dangerous, but in the afternoon sun it felt almost deserted. A cat slunk down on its belly and disappeared under a broken-down green gate; two dogs lay motionless in a patch of shade.
 

         He found the steps and climbed briskly up the steep slopes of Pera towards the Polish residency.
 

         Most of the European ambassadors had already decamped for the summer. One by one they retreated from the heat of Pera, where the dust sifted invisibly and relentlessly off the unmade streets. They went to villa gardens up the Bosphorus, to conduct their intrigues and negotiations among the bougainvillea and the hyssop. Some of these summer palaces were said to be magnificent  –  the Russian and the British could be glimpsed, cool and white among the trees, from a caique gliding down the Bosphorus. The French, the Prussians, the Swedes all had their summer palaces. Even the Sardinian consul took rooms, in the Greek fishing village of Ortaköy.
 

         Stanislaw Palewski, Polish Ambassador to the Sublime Porte, remained in town.
 

         It wasn’t that Palewski felt the need to remain close to the court to which he was accredited. Far from it: the ordinary burdens of diplomatic life rested lightly on his shoulders. No frowning monarch or jingoistic assembly issued him with daunting instructions; no labyrinthine negotiations were ever set afoot by the Polish Chancellery. Poland had no monarch, and no assembly. There wasn’t, indeed, a Poland at all: except one of the heart, and to that Palewski was bound with every fibre of his body.

         
 

         Palewski had arrived in Istanbul a quarter of a century before, to represent a country which did not, except in the Ottoman imagination, exist any longer. In 1795, Poland had been invaded and divided by Austria, Prussia and Russia, putting an end to the ancient Commonwealth which had once battled the Ottomans on the Dnieper, and at the walls of Vienna.
 

         ‘You must always try forget what you have lost,’ Palewski had once remarked to his friend Yashim. ‘And I must always remember.’
 

         On a whim, because the day was so hot, Yashim went past the gates of the Polish residency and over the Grande Rue to the cluster of Greek coffee-houses that had sprung up by the entrance to an old burial ground. Far away across the Bosphorus, beyond Uskudar, he could just make out the snowy slopes of Mount Olympos, shimmering in the heat.
 

         Yashim bought a pound of Olympian ice, wrapped in paper.
 

         He knocked several times on the peeling boards of the Residency door. Eventually he pushed it open and spent a few minutes wandering alone through the ground floor of the dilapidated building. Out of curiosity he tried the dining room, and found it as he had expected, almost impenetrably dark behind the tangle of clematis at the windows; the dining table sagged in the middle and the stuffed, hard chairs ranged against the walls were green with mildew.
 

         He went through to the back of the house, wondering if Marta, Palewski’s Greek maid, was in the kitchen. She was not; but through the open window he spotted a familiar figure half-hidden in the tall grass, and waded out to meet his friend.
 

         Palewski lay full-length on a magnificent old carpet. He was propped over a book, wearing a broad-brimmed straw hat and a pair of blue cotton trousers. His feet were bare. A glass and jug of what looked like lemonade stood at his elbow.
 

          

         ‘I brought you some ice,’ Yashim said. Palewski jumped: he sat up and pushed his hat to the back of his head.
 

         ‘Ice? Good of you, Yashim.’
 

         Yashim slipped off his shoes and sat down cross-legged on the carpet. Palewski glanced at it. ‘Marta laid it out here  –  she says the sun kills the moth.’
 

         ‘But you’re in the shade.’
 

         ‘Yes. It was too hot.’
 

         A magnificent palace weave of vermilion semicircles on a black background, the design of the carpet echoed the patterns of the kaftans worn by the sultans in the glory days of the Empire, when the Iznik tile-makers were at their best. It must have been more than two hundred years old. The Poles had been at their best then, too, battling the Ottomans on the Dnieper and the Pruth.
 

         ‘I haven’t seen this one before,’ Yashim murmured. He ran his hand across the fine nap, and winced.
 

         ‘Rolled up in the attic. In canvas, too.’ Palewski stood up. ‘Fluttering little bastards. Where’s that ice?’
 

         He took it to the kitchen, where Yashim heard him banging around. He returned with a glass and the ice, shattered, in a bowl. Yashim gestured to the book on the carpet.
 

         ‘Are you thinking of travelling?’
 

         ‘I drag out the atlas now and then,’ Palewski said. ‘My Grand Tour, suspended.’
 

         Yashim nodded. Many rich young Europeans travelled through Italy and Greece when they came of age. Sometimes they came on to Istanbul, confusing the locals with their attempts to order coffee in ancient Greek.
 

         Something moved at the back of Yashim’s mind. ‘When you say  –  suspended?’
 

         Palewski busied himself with the ice and the jug, murmuring something Yashim could not quite catch. ‘Half-thinking of going away for a while, Yashim.’
 

          

         Yashim blinked. ‘Up the Bosphorus?’ He found it hard to imagine Istanbul without Stanislaw Palewski.
 

         ‘Further. I don’t know.’ Palewski pulled a face. ‘Not that I have a crowd of options. A felon in my dismembered country. Wanted by half the despots in Europe for upholding Poland’s dignity in a foreign court.’ He shook his head. ‘Paris? Rome? London’s safest, I suppose.’ He groaned. ‘Boiled beef and gin.’
 

         Yashim smiled. ‘Pera’s pretty horrible in summer.’
 

         Palewski scratched his ear. ‘I mean it, Yash,’ he said gloomily. ‘The inaugural ball.’
 

         Yashim laughed. ‘You have six weeks to get ready.’ It was common knowledge that the young sultan would mark his accession by throwing a ball for dignitaries foreign and domestic, on their return to the city. ‘I expect you’ve still got that glorious coat you wore last time – unless the moths have got it, too?’
 

         ‘It’s not about moth, Yashim.’ Palewski looked grave. ‘It’s the new sultan.’
 

         ‘I’ve just met him,’ Yashim said. ‘He has a cold.’
 

         ‘Fascinating stuff, Yashim. Maybe I could take a caique up to the British Embassy and cadge an evening in the gardens on the strength of it.’ The ambassador picked moodily at the grass. ‘Sultan Mahmut may have been a reformer but he had a proper sense of his own power. He waited almost twenty years to achieve it, but by the time he was big enough to do what he liked, I was a sort of fixture. He liked the way it broke the Russians’ hearts to have me turn up at his functions.’
 

         ‘He liked you,’ Yashim said.
 

         ‘That doesn’t count in politics. Anyway, he’s gone.’
 

         ‘And Abdülmecid?’ Yashim watched his friend in silence for a moment. He saw the way his friend was thinking. ‘He won’t drop you.’
 

         ‘I can’t agree,’ Palewski said stiffly. ‘Mahmut was old and fierce. He was pleased to think that the Ottomans were the only people in Europe who still recognised the Polish Republic. Abdülmecid is young and probably nervous of stepping out of line. The assembled corps diplomatique are watching to see if he drinks champagne from the wrong sort of glass.’

         
 

         Yashim frowned. ‘Are you guessing, or has someone spoken to you about it?’
 

         Palewski dismissed the question with a wave. ‘Of course not. No one ever will. In case you’re wondering, they haven’t stopped my stipend yet, either. It doesn’t mean a thing. They’ll probably go on paying that until I drop down dead. It’s the Ottoman way, Yashim. Polite and indirect. You know that.’
 

         Yashim had been tracing a pattern in the carpet with his finger. ‘I could try to speak to someone, if you like.’
 

         Palewski blew out his cheeks. ‘Decent of you, Yashim. Just don’t think it would sway the balance.’
 

         Yashim drew a long breath. ‘I could find out if you’re invited?’
 

         ‘It’s a bit late, actually. I saw the Sardinian consul yesterday in the street. Grinning like an organ grinder and all ready to move up to his hovel in Karakoy. Had the wretched invitation in his pocket. The Sardinian consul, Yash! Wouldn’t surprise me if the sultan asked that French tailor in Pera to come along. It’s not an exclusive affair.’
 

         Yashim sighed.
 

         ‘I’m in a difficult position at the palace, too.’
 

         He told Palewski about Resid’s warning and the sultan’s interest in an old painting.
 

         When he had finished he took a sip of lemonade.
 

         ‘Very weak,’ Palewski explained grimly, as Yashim choked. ‘Low-grade stuff, too. I wouldn’t use bison grass.’ He lay on his side, his chin cupped in his hand. ‘Ask yourself: what if the Bellini does exist?’
 

         Yashim shrugged. ‘I buy it for the sultan.’
 

          

         Palewski was quiet for a moment. ‘Do you remember Lefèvre, the Frenchman? He stole old books.’
 

         Yashim nodded: how could he forget?*

         
 

         ‘I told you then about provenance. About how a book could become valuable if it had a story attached to it. Remember?’
 

         Yashim remembered. Old books, guarded in some monkish scriptorium for generations, could accrue a value far beyond their worth as literature. Sometimes, it seemed, beyond the value of a human life.
 

         ‘Bellini’s portrait of Mehmet could be worth a lot of money, Yash,’ Palewski said. ‘A Bellini’s just the sort of thing some young milord would want to carry off in triumph to his big house. And a Bellini portrait of Mehmet the Conqueror – so much the better. Exotic. Story attached. Impresses his friends.’
 

         Yashim’s chin sank onto his breast. He thought of the Iznik tiles he had rescued. To him they were priceless, irreplaceable. They were beautiful works of an artist’s skill and imagination  –  but in Istanbul they were treated like old bricks.
 

         He took a sip of Polish lemonade.
 

         ‘Imagine if some turbaned Ottoman dignitary arrives in Venice, with instructions to buy the painting and a sultan’s purse at his disposal.’
 

         Yashim’s nose prickled against the vodka. ‘I pay too much,’ he said simply.
 

         ‘You’re a sitting duck, Yashim. You’ll pay double for an artwork which many of Abdülmecid’s subjects will think is blasphemous. Mahmut left the Ottoman state almost bankrupt: it’s an open secret. Resid is right. This, Yashim, is a watery command.’
 

         ‘But if I don’t go …’ Yashim trailed off.
 

         ‘Well, you’re in a fix, Yashim. If you don’t go, the sultan may resent it. If you do, Resid will never forgive you.’
 

          

          

         Yashim snatched up Palewski’s atlas and bent his head over the map. Mountains on the atlas were shown as a scattering of tiny peaks, cities as small black dots. The edge of the land was represented by a pretty shading, in blue.
 

         His first commission from the new regime – and already it was compromised! Resid wanted him to stay and forget. The sultan wanted him to go. Resid was right – Palewski said so; but the sultan ruled.
 

         Yashim laid a finger on the map. ‘You’re right. I can’t go.’ He picked out the Latin inscriptions. Adriatico. Ragusa. Venezia. ‘But you can. You can go and buy the sultan’s Bellini, my old friend.’
 

         Palewski opened his mouth and shut it again in astonishment. ‘Me?’ He sat up. ‘Yashim, you must have taken leave  –’
 

         ‘The Grand Tour – resumed,’ Yashim interrupted. ‘And more importantly, the sultan’s gratitude.’
 

         Palewski looked at him uncertainly.
 

         ‘The Conqueror, restored by the Polish ambassador to the city he won? I think it’s worth an invitation to the inaugural ball.’
 

         His friend looked up into the branches of the mulberry tree. ‘Yes, but – the Austrians, Yash. My position. All – this.’ He waved a hand around the ill-kempt lawn. ‘What would Marta say?’
 

         Yashim smiled. ‘Leave her to me. It’s summer, and all the ambassadors are away. As for the Austrians, well.’ He paused. Palewski was scarcely regarded favourably by the Habsburgs. He’d been a thorn in their side ever since he arrived in Istanbul, a refugee from his own estates in southern Poland. The Habsburgs had sequestered his country – and they ruled over Venice, too.
 

         ‘The answer, my friend, is that you will travel in disguise.’ And seeing that Palewski was opening his mouth to protest, he added: ‘And I’ll have a drop more lemonade.’


      

            * See The Snake Stone. 
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         The sun rose from the sea in a veil of mist so fine that in twenty minutes it would burn up and be gone.
 

         Commissario Brunelli took the papers between his thumb and forefinger and dropped them into his satchel without a second glance. The aged pilot grunted and gave him a narrow, toothless smile.
 

         ‘For the friends?’
 

         ‘For the friends,’ Brunelli agreed. What the Austrians made of them he had no idea. Nor did he much care. If they combed the passenger lists for foreign spies or political exiles, that was their affair: they could do the work, if it mattered to them so much. His own mind, he felt, was on higher things.
 

         In particular on the sea bass which Luigi, at the docks, had promised him as the customary favour.
 

         The ship creaked slightly in the current. Brunelli shook hands with the captain, a trim and stocky Greek with tight white curls he remembered having seen before, and went to the rail.
 

         Scorlotti was waiting for him in the boat.
 

         ‘Anything new, commissario?’
 

         ‘No, Scorlotti. Nothing new.’ When would the boy learn? he wondered. This wasn’t Chioggia, this was Venice. Venice had seen it all before. ‘Drop me at the docks, will you?’
 

         Scorlotti yawned, and grinned. Then he took up the oars and began to row them across the smooth waters of the lagoon.
 

         By the time Palewski reached the deck, Commissario Brunelli was nothing more than a speck of colour laid, so it might have seemed, by the tip of a brush on the loveliest canvas ever painted by the hand of man.
 

         ‘So this is Venice,’ Palewski muttered, shading his eyes against the shards of sunlight bouncing off the sea. ‘How ghastly.’
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         Stanislaw Palewski’s words were not spoken with any animus against the Queen of Cities. The previous evening he had celebrated his impending arrival with Greek brandy, toasting the islands of the Dalmatian coast as they slid by and revealed their coves and whitewashed villages to him one by one. In the morning the rattling of the ship’s anchor chain through the davits, and the ship’s bell five minutes later, had woken him from a befuddled dream rather earlier than he was used to. Worse still, the ship’s cook no longer offered coffee to the paying passengers: they had arrived.
 

         He ran his hands through his hair and groaned softly, squinting at the view.
 

         Gorgeous it was, with its domes aflame in the morning light and a soft mist dispersing around its pilings and water-stairs; yet Venice in 1840 was not quite the Adriatic queen of former times. Once, with her islands and her ports scattered across the eastern Mediterranean, she had considered herself sovereign of a quarter and a half quarter of the Mediterranean. Each year her doge, with his ring, renewed his marriage to the sea; each year it cast back treasures on her shore  –  silks and spices, furs and precious stones, which the Venetian merchants sold on shrewdly in the north. But with each passing year, too, her grip had loosened; the Ottomans had gained; the current of trade and wealth had ebbed towards the Atlantic. In a whirlwind of party-going, the Venetians had pavanned insensibly towards nemesis. Napoleon had come, and had been what he predicted: an Attila to the Venetian Republic.
 

         The Austrians took over what Napoleon could not hold for long; and for thirty years the old port had decayed under the indifference of the Habsburgs, who preferred Trieste.
 

          

         Palewski found the view consoling, all the same. Venice in the flesh was remarkably like the Canalettos that hung in the British Ambassador’s Residency, only much larger – a full panorama of drabs and browns, blotched here and there by puffs of iridescent pastel; close in, a drunken regiment of masts and spars; far off, the campaniles of the city’s thirty-two churches; shimmering blue water beneath his feet and overhead the clear summer sky. He thrust his hands into his pockets and felt the jingle of silver coins there for the first time in years.
 

         Palewski had grumbled at the tailor who fitted him in Istanbul, and at Yashim, too; but in his heart, where every man carries at least an ounce of vanity, he was rather pleased. He had always been elegantly, if a little shabbily, dressed; but now he wore a waisted coat over a deep-fronted waistcoat, stovepipe trousers of the latest cut, and a pair of shiny black shoes pointed at the toe. His moustache was neatly, even tightly, trimmed, while his hat – blacker and more lustrous than the one he habitually wore around Istanbul – was also three inches taller. He sensed that he carried the air of a man of the world – one whom the world was unlikely to fool but who looked on it with kindly interest.
 

         Did he look like a citizen of the United States? As Yashim had pointed out, the beauty of being an American was that no one really knew what an American ought to look like.
 

         ‘Have my bags sent on to the Pensione Inghilterra,’ he told the purser, as a boat drew up alongside.
 

         It was a gondola; to Palewski, used to the graceful open caiques of Istanbul, it suggested something more sinister, with its beaky prow and tight little black cabin in the middle. As the stocky gondolier helped him from the ladder, Palewski doubled up and stepped down into the cabin, removing his hat. It was organised like a barouche; he found a seat and sat down; the bench opposite was of tattered leather and the air smelt musty and damp. When he drew back the curtains and dropped a window, he was surprised to find himself already moving at some speed along the Riva dei Schiavoni.

         
 

         With a jolt he recognised that the colouring, the little stone windows with pointed arches, even the disjointed roofline, reminded him of Cracow. ‘Why,’ he exclaimed aloud, ‘this isn’t a Mediterranean town at all!’
 

         He identified the Doge’s Palace, and the two pillars that stood beside it at the water’s edge: he had seen them in the Canalettos. The palace seemed to be upside down: all the lightness expressed in an arcade of slender columns was at the bottom, with the bulk of the building pressing down from above. He craned his neck for a glimpse of its reflection in the water, but he couldn’t see beyond the legs of his gondolier, and at that moment the great white church of Santa Maria della Salute reared up on his left-hand side, ushering them into the Grand Canal.
 

         The traffic thickened. Black gondolas swept past them in the opposite direction, their curtains drawn, though now and then from their dark interiors Palewski caught sight of a white gloved hand, or a set of moustaches. Slow, deep barges carrying vegetables or dressed stone or sacks were being worked forwards by men leaning on long oars; the oarsmen exchanged shouts with one another, especially when their barges were moving empty. A traghetto carrying a parcel of nuns shot out from a landing stage; Palewski’s gondolier braked with a whoosh and unloosed a rich slice of impenetrable dialect, which seemed to be returned: fists were shaken; the nuns looked away. Palewski smiled. The nuns in their habits reminded him of ladies at home: ladies in Istanbul.
 

         He was aware now of something he had already sensed, but not understood: the almost total absence of any sound beyond the shouts of boatmen and the liquid notes of water dropping from oars or hissing at the foaming prow of the boats. But as the gondolier pressed down on his sweep, they swung abruptly into a side canal, and sound and sunlight were blotted out.

         
 

         Palewski started back, as if the bricks were about to strike his face. Twisting in his seat, he stared upwards: they were passing down a slimy passage between tall buildings. The windows overhead were framed in stone, with rusty iron bars; patches of fallen plaster revealed an expanse of narrow brick. Here and there, laundry hung limply on lines stretched across the canal. Palewski wondered how it could ever dry; he pulled his coat across his chest and turned to the little window at his back.
 

         ‘Brrr. Pensione Inghilterra?’
 

         ‘Si, si. Pensione.’ The gondolier jerked his chin.

         
 

         ‘Inghilterra?’ A doubt had lodged in Palewski’s mind. ‘Pensione Inghilterra?’
 

         But Palewski’s question was destined to go unanswered, for at that moment the gondolier stumbled, staring into the water.
 

         ‘Sacramento!’ He growled. ‘A man!’
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         It had been a man, certainly: the image was still lingering in Palewski’s mind as he sat in his apartment at the Pensione Inghilterra watching the reflected light from the water ripple across the façade of the building opposite. He turned his head: involuntarily he saw, again, the mat of dark hair and the whole revolving, bulbous mass of the dead man’s face sliding beneath the surface. The boatman, prodding with his sweep, had brought up the corpse in a roil of bubbles and guided it towards the nearest quay. Palewski had not stayed to see more.
 

         He took a sip of tea. It was barely warm, and with a shudder of disgust he stood up, crossed the room, and emptied his cup out of the window. He heard it patter into the water down below.

         
 

         He set the cup back on its saucer, and rang his bell.
 

         ‘Tomaseo,’ he told the valet. ‘I am going out.’
 

         At Florian’s he ordered wine and a dish of polenta, which arrived smothered in onions and anchovies and put him in a better mood. He asked for grappa. He’d been hungry, thirsty and thrown by that horrible unexpected corpse, floating in the water. Who knew how the poor fellow had got there? Missed his step in the dark, maybe. One thing you could say about Venice: it would never do to trip in the street.
 

         He leaned back and began to survey the square for the first time. At one end, beyond the enormous tower that reminded him, once again, of Cracow, stood a squat church, like a pig in rut. The arcades which lined the piazza on three sides were pretty fine. The pigeons were returning to their roosts with the dusk; little fires were springing up across the piazza, and the air had begun to fill with the scent of roasted chestnuts. It was after nine.
 

         ‘Permesso?’

         
 

         The man had his hand on the back of a chair. Palewski raised an eyebrow and shrugged.
 

         The stranger pulled out the chair and sat down. He put his forearms on the table.
 

         ‘Parlate Italiano? Good. My English is poor, Signor Brett.’

         
 

         His frank blue eyes looked Palewski in the face. He was a big man in his early fifties, Palewski judged, with a fine head of black hair. How the devil did he know his name?
 

         ‘And you are, Signor  – ?’
 

         ‘Brunelli.’ He put out his hand. ‘Commissario. You are welcome to Venice.’
 

         Palewski blinked, and shook hands.
 

         ‘The boy at the Inghilterra said you had come out,’ Brunelli explained. ‘And I needed a little air. Perhaps a grappa, too.’
 

          

         He clicked his fingers and the waiter came forward.
 

         ‘Grappa – due. The polenta is good here, Signor Brett.’

         
 

         ‘Thank you, I’ve eaten,’ Palewski replied. He eyed the commissario uncertainly. He had told the valet he was going out; nothing more. ‘How did you know I’d be here?’
 

         Brunelli shrugged lightly. ‘On their first night in Venice, everyone comes to Florian’s. Or Quadri’s,’ he added. The waiter laid the glasses on the table. Brunelli took a sip. ‘Or have you perhaps been to Venice before?’
 

         ‘It’s my first time, commissario.’ Some functionary of the police, evidently: for a few moments Palewski had allowed himself to forget that he was in Habsburg territory.
 

         He downed his grappa, and called for the bill. ‘Do excuse me, I’d like to walk a little.’
 

         Brunelli rose to his feet with surprising lightness for a large man.
 

         ‘Let me walk a little way with you, signore,’ he said. ‘I will show you the pillars of St Mark.’
 

         Palewski bowed stiffly. The evening was warm but his hands were cold, and he could feel the beating of his heart.
 

         ‘You were in Istanbul?’ the commissario remarked casually, as they strolled along the arcade towards St Mark’s.
 

         The ship’s manifest, of course, would have given this man his name and his port of embarkation.
 

         ‘I went to buy a statue,’ Palewski said. He and Yashim had devised this story together. ‘For a collector in New York.’
 

         ‘Did you have any luck?’
 

         ‘Not yet. Ottoman bureaucracy is very slow.’
 

         The policeman nodded. ‘Here it is the same. Vienna is a long way away.’
 

         Palewski did not reply. He had recognised, with a shock, the grey-coated Habsburg sentries strutting outside the government buildings at the far end of the piazza. It was many years since he had seen the uniform: columns of soldiers in great-coats, marching through snow. Vienna seemed uncomfortably close.

         
 

         ‘You deal in artwork, Signor Brett.’ The commissario sighed. ‘And in Venice?’
 

         ‘And in Venice, yes. There is a lot to see.’
 

         They turned in front of the basilica and began to walk towards the water.
 

         ‘A strange thought, Signor Brett, that our Tiepolos and Titians may end up in the land of beavers and savage Indians.’
 

         ‘Would you rather see them in Vienna, commissario?’ Palewski tried, and failed, to keep the bitterness out of his voice.
 

         Brunelli’s voice came from behind. ‘Stop where you are!’
 

         Palewski turned around slowly.
 

         Brunelli was shaking his head. ‘The pillars,’ he said. ‘It is very bad luck to pass between them.’
 

         ‘Between them?’ Palewski echoed. ‘Why?’
 

         Brunelli smiled. ‘Venice is an old city, Signor Brett. Not like New York.’
 

         Palewski looked up at the pillars. They were not matched, one green-grey, the other of red granite. On top of the green pillar stood a small winged lion, the symbol of St Mark, the patron saint of Venice.
 

         ‘In former days,’ Brunelli explained, ‘this is where we executed our criminals and traitors. Their heads went on a pillar over there, by the entrance to the church, until they began to stink.’
 

         They skirted the pillars and came down to the waterfront. ‘The Republic was finished off when I was three years old,’ Brunelli added. ‘Many people – my family among them – had great hopes of Napoleon. In the end, he destroyed some churches, and stole some of our treasures.’
 

         ‘Treasures, perhaps, the Venetians had stolen from others.’
 

         ‘Yes,’ Brunelli said mildly. ‘Perhaps that is exactly what I mean. We rob, and we are robbed. This is the great game of history, Signor Brett. It is played out over our heads – like a meeting of the gods, painted on a ceiling by Tiepolo.’ He drew a breath, like a whistle. ‘It may be different in America, of course.’

         
 

         He blew on his hands, to cool them.
 

         ‘In the meantime the people still need justice – and protection.’ Brunelli turned his head and stared out towards the island of Giudecca, across the darkening water.
 

         ‘This morning,’ Palewski said slowly, ‘I saw a body in the canal.’
 

         ‘Yes. That is what I came to talk to you about.’
 

         Palewski had believed himself to be in a northern city: but this Brunelli fenced like a Turk. ‘I thought you had come to check my bona fides.’
 

         Brunelli nodded. ‘That is why I was sent. It is not the same thing.’
 

         ‘I see. You think I knew the man?’
 

         ‘Did you?’
 

         ‘I don’t know a soul in Venice. Except now you, commissario. But the body – was pretty far gone.’
 

         ‘Unfortunately, yes. But you weren’t there when I arrived.’
 

         Palewski frowned. ‘It wasn’t my affair. Another gondolier offered to take me to the pensione.’
 

         ‘That’s quite alright,’ Brunelli assured him. ‘I wished only to ask. You see, the dead man was an art dealer, like yourself. He had been strangled.’
 

         His lugubrious features softened. ‘Well, well, Signor Brett.’ He clapped him on the arm. ‘I hope you enjoy your stay in Venice.’
 

         Palewski lingered by the water, watching the lights on the Giudecca and the last of the fishermen returning from the lagoon. Then he turned away and retraced his steps to the pensione.
 

         The journey took him longer than he had expected; several times he had to double back when the alleyway he was following ended in a set of worn steps going down into some little canal. He began to wish that he had engaged a gondola at the piazza. He wound through one alley after another, almost blind; such light as there was came from votive candles flickering in their little niches above dark doorways, and the occasional oil lamp bracketed to a wall where two alleys joined. Nothing – and everything – looked familiar; he had no idea how far he had wandered from his path when a dim light ahead revealed the entrance to the pensione. He fell into it with a flood of relief.

         
 

         He was already on the stairs when a flunkey scuttled forwards and presented him with a small envelope, addressed to Signor Brett. Surprised, Palewski opened it and pulled out a card with the name Antonio Ruggerio printed on the front. On the back was a short note:
 

         

            A. Ruggerio presents his compliments and will have the pleasure of calling on Signor Brett tomorrow at ten o’clock. 

            


         
 

         Palewski grunted. ‘Ruggerio? Who is this man?’
 

         The flunkey spread his hands. ‘Signor Ruggerio is a friend of visitors to Venice, signore. I am sure you will like him very much.’
 

         ‘Indeed?’ Palewski turned, and wished the man goodnight.
 

         ‘Goodnight, signore. I hope you enjoy your stay in Venice.’
 

         Palewski had heard that phrase before.
 

         ‘Me too,’ he muttered, as he climbed the stairs. ‘Me too.’
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