

  

     

  




AUTHOR’S NOTE


When I visited Turkey first in 1927, the country was very poor and a great number of people in the streets of Constantinople were Russians who had fled from the Revolution in 1917.


My husband and I were on a cruise in the Mediterranean and were warned by the Captain of the ship to be careful of what we ate and drank.


I was, however, thrilled by the beauty of the City and I saw the harem for the first time and enjoyed the bazaar.


The second time I went to Turkey was in 1976 with my two sons and everything in the country was better, although there was evidence of poverty.


But we were thrilled when we crossed the Dardanelles in a ferry, as happens in this novel, and went down the coast visiting Troy and other places of ancient interest.


Ephesus was sheer delight and I have never forgotten the beauty and history of it.


I have now been to Turkey for the third time and everything was different.


The huge hotels that have gone up are as comfortable and luxurious as any in Europe, the Bosporus just as beautiful and the people looked well and happy and are very welcoming.


I was delighted to learn that thirty per cent of Turkish women read my novels.


Although a number of them have been plagiarised, they are done very well, so it was delightful to see them.


I drove along the side of the Bosporus and it was in fact the Summer Palace of the Sultans that gave me the introduction for this novel.


The whole story came to me as I drove to where I could see the opening of the Bosporus into the Black Sea.


My younger son and I had a very happy five days in Turkey and the kindness and friendliness of everybody we met made us determined to return as soon as possible.




  CHAPTER ONE ~ 1875


The child in Nadina’s arms fell asleep.


She was only four and she had been playing and learning all the morning.


Nadina rocked her very gently.


The dazzling sunshine was reflected in a million points of light on the blue seas of the Bosporus.


It was one of the only places in the world where the sea came right up to the land.


There was no pebbled beach and in front of the terrace where Nadina was sitting the water was lapping against the sides of the garden.


Earlier she had shown the child in her arms the fish swimming below them.


Her thoughts went back to her own childhood and she started to sing a lullaby.


Her Nanny had sung it to her when she was the same age as little Rahmi.


Because she was a Moslem, the child had a great number of names.


Her dark hair curled round her small round face and her eyes, which were very large and were now closed, were full of intelligence.


Nadina loved teaching Rahmi.


She thought to herself as she sang that she was fortunate to have found somewhere safe!


Somewhere where she would not be found.


Then the soft notes of her voice resonated out to sea as if on the wind.


The English words seemed somehow appropriate to the Fairytale-like view ahead.


Suddenly Nadina stiffened.


A man’s head had appeared directly in front of her, just above the terrace.


“Help me,” he pleaded in English. “For God’s sake, help me quickly! They are right behind me!”


For a second Nadina could only stare at him.


Then, as if some power beyond herself told her what to do, she said,


“There are clothes in there.”


She pointed as she spoke to the small building behind her that was little larger than a Temple.


Her employer, Nannk Osman, used it when he swam in the Bosporus. He was a youngish man and he enjoyed the water, even when it was cold.


Instead of running back to the large house which he had built as a summer residence, he found it more convenient to have a place by the water and there he could dry himself and dress.


Without replying the man who had spoken to Nadina in English heaved himself up deftly onto the terrace.


Moving incredibly swiftly he disappeared into the small building that Nadina had indicated.


He left behind him a large splash of water on the white stones.


With the instinct of somebody who has had to hide and learnt to leave no suspicious marks behind her, Nadina rose.


Carrying the child with one hand she threw a white shawl over the wet stones.


She had pulled it over Rahmi’s legs when she fell asleep.


Then she went back and sat down, aware that her heart was beating rapidly.


She was apprehensive and afraid.


It was not long before she knew the reason for her fear.


A large caique came in sight with six men rowing it.


Nadina realised at once that it had come from the Black Sea, as the opening from the Bosporus was not far from the garden.


Undoubtedly the men in it were Russians.


They were taking a chance coming into the Bosporus.


Since the Crimean War Russia was the avowed enemy of Turkey and this was a state of affairs that was encouraged by most of the Powers of Europe.


None of them wished to see Russia expand or grow stronger and England was fiercely guarding her route to India.


The caique came alongside the terrace and Nadina stared at the men.


The six rowing the caique were the large hearty serfs that one expected to find in the South of Russia.


There were, however, two men seated in the stern whom she knew at a glance were very different.


She thought that their peaked faces and suspicious eyes were typical of the Third Section.


They were responsible for some of the atrocities that had been committed in the Balkans in the name of freedom.


Always ready to stir up trouble, the Russians seemed to be everywhere and it was with a feeling of relief that the Turks, who had not suffered much from the Crimean War, could now throw them out of Constantinople.


They wanted instead to be friendly with Europe.


Three of the men who had been rowing the caique held onto the side of the terrace and the two who had been seated in the stern stepped into the garden.


They looked at Nadina and one man said in Turkish,


“A man came here! Where is he?”


Nadina hesitated for a moment wondering if she should answer him in the same language.


French was the language used by all the intelligentsia in Russia and at the Court of St. Petersburg no one of quality spoke any other language.


After a moment she said slowly in French,


“Non, there is no man and you have no right to come here. This is the private house of Consular Nannk Osman.”


The two men looked at each other.


Then one replied to Nadina in the language she spoke to him in.


“That is not the truth, mademoiselle. We are sure that this is where the man stopped.”


“I don’t know who you are talking about,” Nadina said, “but if you trespass on this land I will send for the guards. They are not far away in the house and will come at once if I call for them.”


She saw the men’s eyes flicker.


She knew that they had no wish to be involved with the Turkish guards.


They would undoubtedly consider it an outrage that they should enter the garden without permission.


“Go away!” Nadina said, “and go quietly or you will wake this child who is the pride and joy of the Consular’s eyes.”


The men did not move.


One, however, looked round, peering through the bushes in the garden.


Then the other looked at the small building which the Englishman had vanished into.


Nadina then felt that she must play for time.


“Tell me,” she asked, “was the man you are seeking swimming?”


“Oui, oui!” one of the Russians answered. “He was swimming. Did you see him?”


“I thought I saw a man pass by here only a short while ago,” Nadina replied. “He was swimming very strongly.”


“Where did he go?”


Nadina rose slowly from her chair.


Carrying the still sleeping child to the edge of the landing place she pointed.


It was in the direction of Constantinople.


The two Russians then started whispering to each other.


Moving slowly, Nadina went back to her chair and sat down again.


It was then that one of the men made a sudden movement towards the small building to the left of them.


Nadina gave a cry.


“No, you must not go in there!” she called out. “It is forbidden!”


The Russian looked back at her.


Then, as if he thought that she was only a tiresome woman defying him, he passed through the opening.


Nadina held her breath.


She could only pray that the Englishman had hidden himself effectively.


The Russian, however, was confronted by something he had not expected.


Lying on a divan, which was heaped with many colourful cushions, was a very large Turk.


He was wearing a dressing gown over ballooning pantaloons. On his head was a red fez and his pipe was beside him on a small table.


But for the moment he was asleep. His face was turned against the cushions, one arm thrown over his chin as if to hide his head.


It was hard to see him clearly as the sunblinds were drawn over the windows.


He was snoring and the sound seemed to echo round the small room.


The Russian stood staring at him and then he realised that he had made a mistake and he retreated silently back the way he had come.


The other Russian had not moved, but was standing beside Nadina.


The man coming from the small building shook his head.


Without a word they both hurried towards the caique and stepped into it. They gave an order and the oarsmen pulled out into the sea.


They did not go the way that Nadina had pointed. They merely swung round and started back towards the Black Sea.


Nadina felt a feeling of relief sweep over her and she was weak with the intensity of it.


She knew exactly what would have happened it the Russians had found the man they were seeking.


He would have been dragged aboard the caique.


They would have taken him with them, doubtless for interrogation and the inevitable torture that went with it.


She had managed to save him by a hair’s breadth.


As the Russian had not spoken, she had no idea what he had found in the small building, whether the Englishman had hidden or had somehow managed to deceive him.


The Englishman did not appear.


After waiting and listening until it became intolerable, Nadina rose to her feet.


Walking towards the entrance of the small building still holding the child in her arms she asked,


“Are you there? They have gone!”


There was a moment before the answer came,


“Are you quite certain of that?”


“They have returned to the Black Sea.”


“Then I must thank God and you for saving me,” the Englishman answered.


Nadina paused.


Then she asked,


“Do you have you everything you want?”


As she spoke, she wondered if the answer was ‘no’ what she could do about it?


It would be a great mistake for the servants in the house to know that there was a stranger in the garden.


Fortunately at this time of day they were, like all their countrymen, taking a siesta after the midday meal.


Even the guards would be sleeping instead of patrolling the garden as they were supposed to do.


There was really no danger that they needed to anticipate.


However, every Turk of great importance had guards stationed around his Palace or his house.


Nannk Osman was very important indeed.


He was the largest supplier of provisions, which were now for the first time pouring into Turkey from the rest of Europe.


In return Europe purchased grapes, pears, pomegranates, vegetables and fish, which brought in much needed money to Constantinople.


Osman had started life frying oysters caught that morning with iron rakes on a portable stove in the crowded street. 


He also sold pilaffs stuffed with cucumbers, haggis and the very popular local tripe.


Soon he had one shop in the bazaar, then several outside in the City and more and more each year.


Change had come swiftly to Constantinople.


So swiftly that even now a great number of the elders could hardly believe it possible.


Yet the last Sultan had altered everything at an unbelievable speed.


The Sultan Abdulmecid I had minted coins and he built the first bridge across the Golden Horn.


Then, to the dismay of many old-fashioned Turks, he had reformed the national dress. Overnight, it had seemed, their romantic ballooning pantaloons, the sable-trimmed kaftans and the two-foot high turbans vanished.


They were replaced by all the Officials wearing tight black trousers, the stambouline with a dull black frock coat and, of course, the fez. It was the method of dress that had originated in Morocco.


What one man wore another man followed.


Regardless of protest, Western dress had come to stay.


What worried Nadina now was whether her employer had left these clothes in what was actually his bathing cabin.


Because it was easier, he often, when he was at home, wore the old Turkish loose garments.


She had seen him wearing them in the morning when he hurried down to swim.


She was, however, afraid that the Englishman would have found nothing to clothe his nakedness in.


Then, as she waited for him to speak, he came from behind her.


She gave a little gasp at his appearance.


He was a tall man, but fortunately Nannk Osman was also big and broad-shouldered.


He was wearing black trousers and the stambouline.


His shirt was somewhat peculiar. It was one of the loose white garments Nannk Osman wore for comfort.


But Nadina could see now that he was a very handsome man.


His dark hair was brushed back from a square forehead and he had clear-cut features that were very English.


“How can I thank you,” he asked in a low voice, “for saving my life?”


“It was fortunate that I was here,” she answered, “but they have gone now and will, I think, be too nervous to return.”


“I can only thank you from the bottom of my heart,” the Englishman declared. “It was very clever of you to delay them as you did. I realised as I listened that that was what you were doing.”


“I was so afraid,” Nadina said, “that you would not find any clothes like you have on now to leave here in.”


“I will return them the moment I can find my own things,” the Englishman replied.


Nadina thought for a moment.


“The owner of this house,” she said, “is away for another three days. If you can bring them back without anybody being aware of it, it would save a great deal of explanation.”


The Englishman looked at her penetratingly.


It was as if he thought that she had some particular reason for asking this.


Then he smiled.


“Of course I will do anything you ask me to do,” he said. “I can only say that I am astonished that any young woman could be so quick-witted and help me without needing explanations, which, of course, might have proved fatal.”


“I have had some experience of having to hide,” Nadina answered with a smile.


“Why should you hide?” the Englishman asked. “I thought that after the war the English were most welcome in Turkey.”


Nadina looked away from him.


Then she said,


“I am not English, I am French. My name is Nadina Revon.”


“Then, Mademoiselle Revon, I salute you!” the Englishman exclaimed.


They were outside in the garden before he pointed out,


“I think in case anyone in the house awakes from their siesta that I should be on my way.”


“If you are going to Constantinople, how will you manage?” Nadina quizzed him.


“You must not worry about me,” he replied. “I am used to looking after myself, but I promise you that the clothes will be returned and no one else will have the slightest idea that I have borrowed them.”


“Thank you.”


She thought that the Englishman was about to move away and then he hesitated before he said,


“It seems wrong that I have nothing to give you to express my gratitude. My name is Lyle Westley and, if you are ever in trouble or need my services, they will know at the British Embassy how to find me. If I am not there, they will assist you in any way that they can.”


“Thank you very much,” Nadina smiled.


She put out her hand still holding the child with her arm.


He took it in his.


Then to her surprise he bent his head.


He actually touched the softness of her skin before he said,


“Thank you again, mademoiselle, and God bless you.”


He released her hand, then turned and walked away among the bushes.


He seemed, she thought, to know by instinct the part of the garden where he would not be seen.


If he walked to the very end of it, he could quite easily swing himself over the fence into the road.


He would, however, have no money and Nadina wondered if she ought to have lent him some.


Then she was quite certain that the one thing he wanted more than anything else was to feel free.


Not only from the Russians but from everybody.


Any unnecessary contact could be dangerous and anything more to be returned than were absolutely necessary might lead to questions and investigations.


She was still standing gazing after him when little Rahmi moved from her arms.


Rubbing her eyes she asked in Turkish,


“Tell me a story.”


“Ask me in French,” Nadina replied.


A little hesitatingly the child said the right words.


Nadina kissed her.


“You are a very clever girl! When your father comes back, he will be very proud of how much you have learnt.”


The little girl was quick-witted and intelligent and indeed, Nadina thought, took very much after her father.


She had only to look at the large magnificent house he had built to guess how much money he had made, while other Turks were suffering a penury they did not deserve.


Things were in fact very bad in Constantinople.


The war had prevented the Russians from invading Turkey and yet the whole country had been invaded by something even more unscrupulous – the European moneylender.


Abdul Aziz was the first Sultan of the Ottoman Empire to fall into the clutches of the financiers of Western Europe. He had borrowed money, vast sums, to modernise his Armies.


He occupied the most enormous and extravagant Palace in the whole world, the Dolmabahce, and had built another at Beylerbey across the Bosporus.


The Dolmabahce Palace was a building decorated with gold. It dazzled those who observed it.


Yet there was bound to be a day of reckoning.


In the meantime Abdul Aziz spent money in a way that had never been dreamt of before.


The number of his concubines increased to nine hundred and they were guarded by three thousand black eunuchs.


Everything else about him was, like his physique, large and distinctly overpowering.


He himself was probably the finest of his race for over four hundred years.


He slept in an eight foot long bed. It was wide enough to accommodate not only his enormous frame but also one or more of his concubines.


Everyone in Constantinople watched the Sultan’s wild extravagance and they found it hard to believe that it was actually happening.


The European Powers were anxious to support any country that was within reach of the Russians’ greedy claws.


Abdul Aziz was invited on a State visit to Paris in 1875.


In France the Second Empire with its glories and extravagance was drawing to a close, but the Great Exhibition was attracting Monarchs and Consorts from every corner of Europe.


Never had such a galaxy of crowned heads been seen in one Capital at the same time.


Abdul Aziz was fêted by Louis Napoleon with a wild extravagance that he completely understood.


The Emperor transformed the Elysée Palace into the Fairyland of the Arabian Nights in his honour.


After Paris the Sultan went on to stay in England.


After a great deal of argument with her Ministers, Queen Victoria finally agreed to come out of retirement and receive him.


The streets of London were lined with cheering crowds and, although the Crimean War was long over, they could still remember that they had a gallant ally in Turkey.


The Sultan was invited to dine at Guildhall.


Determined not to be outdone, he arrived on a white charger, his uniform glittering with medals.


He wore an egret of diamonds on his fez and the effect of all this European hospitality was to make Abdul Aziz more extravagant than ever.


The amount he spent on the Dolmabahce Palace on his return was over two million pounds.


He had a retinue of five thousand servants and he entertained on the most lavish scale in Ottoman history.


His dinner parties usually meant that he invited three hundred or more guests and he greeted them with four hundred musicians.


The men looking after his menagerie numbered two hundred.


There were three hundred cooks in the kitchen and four hundred grooms in the stables.
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