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            Chapter One
   

         

         Gay stood near the window and watched the people talking and laughing in the crowded room. They looked like any concentration of smart-set members one might encounter in any corner of the civilised globe; and if the women had a rather more exotic air than the women of London’s Mayfair, or even fashionable Paris, their clothes and their hair styles were copied slavishly from the West.

         As for their jewellery, Gay had long ago decided that most Western women, unrelated to a millionaire, would prefer to think of it in the security of bank vaults. But these sinuous creatures with their oblique glances, and their teeth like blanched almonds, positively scintillated with diamonds; and although the occasion was only a well-attended cocktail party in the house of Orhan Bey, the temptation to outdo one another had obviously been well played up to.

         The men were dark-eyed and exciting – if one found dark-eyed men exciting.

         One or two of them were young officers on leave from local units, and their uniforms were very smart. They filled the air with the fragrance of Turkish cigarettes, disposed of as many martinis as were offered them, and had an eye for a neatly turned ankle, and a brilliantly reddened mouth, in the way of their counterparts in most European capitals.

         And although Istanbul is no longer a capital, it is a modern city that prides itself on its modernity.

         Gay watched Orhan Bey, after making himself attentive to a group of elderly ladies, wending amongst the crush until he reached a similar group of elderly men, sitting round a coffee table and drinking heavily-sweetened Turkish coffee. As she saw him sink down in the lap of a huge chesterfield and become one of them, she decided that now was the moment when she might slip outside. At this hour of the evening her head always ached a little, and outside the nightingales would be singing in a thicket at the corner of one of the big lawns, and it would be cool and sweet-scented, and the murmur of the Sea of Marmara would reach her pleasantly.

         Under ordinary circumstances, the nearness of the Sea of Marmara would have been a constant delight to her, but as it was she only thought of it as a means of escape.

         She had no clear idea what lay on the other side of that sea – and she would have been appalled if she had known that only the vast continent of Asia spread itself between her and horizons undreamed of – but if it was escape, then it would mean a return to the world of normality. The world she had known, the world of women and girls who toiled for their living, and didn’t live in the sumptuous lap of luxury from dawn till dusk, and dusk till dawn … Women and girls who travelled in Tube trains, and caught buses at half-past five each evening, and went home to cook themselves meals in bedsitters.

         She herself had had a bed-sitter once, but she couldn’t recall exactly what it had looked like, or even where it was. She knew that she had possessed the key to it, and that it had overlooked some sort of a park—Battersea Park?—and that the red buses had trundled past constantly. But when she tried to see it more clearly – its furnishings – the number on the front door of the house, painted on a fanlight, behind which a light glowed dimly at night – everything at once became a fog, and her head started to ache, and she felt frightened.

         “It’s no use, my dear child,” Orhan Bey would say in his kindly, cultured, sympathetic way. “It’s no use trying to force things that are not ready to be forced. In time the mists will clear, but you will have to be patient.”

         Patient! When the days and the weeks were creeping by, and she felt as if she was in a trap! A silk-lined trap but a trap nevertheless!

         Tonight she had seen Charles Villiers, who had been introduced to her a week ago, for the second time, and ten minutes ago he had slipped as unostentatiously as possible out of this same French window beside which she was standing, and she felt that she had to find him. If necessary she would search for him, for he was her own countryman, and surely if she appealed to him he would help her? She wasn’t at all certain how he could help her, but he could listen to her! Without Orhan Bey standing by and interjecting gently that she was a little overwrought … that she wasn’t yet fully recovered.

         She bit her lip as the determination washed over her to make Charles Villiers listen to her, and then she was outside on the coolness of the lawn, feeling the crispness of the turf through her flimsy sandals. Her black chiffon dress, which had arrived that afternoon from a very exclusive dressmaker, eddied as the night wind caught at it, and a pale slice of silvery moon, like a slice of watermelon, hanging in the violet darkness of the Istanbul sky, turned the cloud of soft fair hair on her shoulders to a cloud of silver-gilt.

         She peered in the direction of the old coach-house building, nowadays serving the purpose of a commodious modern garage, that reared itself up before her, and saw a line of cars glittering in the pale moon rays. She also thought she saw someone moving in the shadows of the coach-house. Charles Villiers was not particularly tall, but he had a curious feline grace that made his movements distinctive, and somehow she knew she was not mistaken. A cigarette end glowed brightly for an instant, and then the someone behind it stabbed it out, or crushed it underfoot, and she had the impression that the movements were continuing across the lawn.

         Behind the coach-house rose the miraculously slender minarets of the Blue Mosque, and its many cupolas, and they could hardly have looked lovelier etched against that warm Eastern sky. Such a depth of colour in a night sky Gay knew she had never seen in England, and even in moments such as this, when she was waiting – waiting for an opportunity that had to be seized – her artistic senses were soothed by it.

         A firm footstep crunched on the grass beside her, and a masculine voice asked quietly: “Looking for someone, Miss Maitland?”

         Gay realised that for once Fate was on her side, and she answered without hesitation, or any attempt to dissemble: “Oh, yes, Mr. Villiers! I was looking for you.”

         Charles Villiers didn’t appear to be in the least surprised. He took her arm and guided her away from the lighted windows. “In that case, perhaps it would be better if we didn’t stand about where the whole world can view us. Your guardian, and your guardian’s guests, will have an excellent opportunity for arriving at wrong conclusions, unless we do something to prevent those conclusions from being arrived at.”

         “I want to talk to you, please!”

         “But of course,” he said soothingly, as if it was an entirely natural thing that she should wish to talk to him. “The only problem is where shall we go and talk? We could sit in the back of my car, but there again, we might create a wrong impression if anyone sees us. Can you think of anywhere more private?”

         “No, no, your car will do.” She actually caught at his arm in her anxiety and started to drag him away across the lawn. “I don’t want to waste any more time, and some of the others might be leaving soon. Where is your car? Is it—is it one of these?” indicating the long line of glistening vehicles drawn up in the drive leading to the coachhouse.

         “No, it’s just around the corner here.”

         He led her to it, and she realised that he had probably been making certain it was safe, or doing something of the sort, when he vanished. Even in the pale starlight trickling through the branches of a tree beneath which it was standing she could see that it was huge and expensive and glittering with chromium – the sort of car she had become used to driving in during the last six months.

         “Get in,” he said and she subsided onto the seat beside the drivingseat.

         “Cold?” he asked when he joined her, and realised that she was shivering a bit. But he frowned as put the question, for summer nights on the Bosporus are seldom cold, and tonight had struck him as peculiarly warm, even airless.

         She shook her head.

         “No, no I—I suppose I’m nervous!” she admitted through teeth that were inclined to chatter.

         “Not frightened?” he asked, rather sharply.

         “No, no I don’t think it’s fright.”

         Although she couldn’t see him, his frown grew.

         “Have a cigarette?” he suggested, and produced a fine platinum case and offered it to her. she could tell it was platinum by the way it flashed in the faint light of the dashboard that he had switched on; and the same light showed her his thin, dark, rather hawk-like face turned towards her, the eyes – which she knew were as grey as wood smoke – watching her.

         “I don’t normally smoke,” she demurred. “Nevertheless, I think you’d better smoke now.” He extracted a cigarette and lighted it for her and handed it to her. “Your nerves are to pieces tonight, Miss Maitland—”

         “I’m not Miss Maitland,” she interrupted him hurriedly. “That’s one thing I’ve got to tell you, Mr. Villiers. I’m not Cecile Maitland – I’m Gay Nicholson!”

         He repeated the name deliberately. “Miss Nicholson?”

         “Oh, yes, yes! Of course I’m Miss!” Her shaking fingers lowered the cigarette to the ashtray, and once again she turned to him and laid hold of his arm, and eyes that could have been very dark blue or even black, in that light, looked up at him imploringly. “No one believes me here, and that’s why I had to talk to you. You’re English, almost the only English person I’ve met since I came here, and it seemed to me that you must believe me. There would be no sense in my pretending I was Gay Nicholson if I was really Cecile Maitland, and it would strike you that way …”

         “Why?” he demanded, very quietly.

         She made a helpless gesture with the hand that wasn’t clutching at his sleeve.

         “Because—oh, because, I suppose, we’re both English.”

         His firm mouth took on rather an odd expression.

         “You’re placing rather a lot of confidence in the fact that we share the same nationality. But I suppose what you mean is that we look at things in the same way? We’re logical. People like Orhan Bey can be logical, too, but their minds do work a little differently. They can be complex. It isn’t so many years since their women wore veils and naturally their attitude to women is not quite the same as ours.”

         “That’s it,” she admitted, and licked her lips nervously. “It’s like hurling yourself against a brick wall, trying to make an impression, to destroy a belief. Orhan Bey has smothered me with kindness for weeks now, but it’s all a mistake – it’s all a dreadful mistake! But I can’t prove it. That’s why I want you to help me.”

         “A friend of Orhan Bey?”

         “Are you such a close friend of Orhan Bey?” she asked, and looked at him searchingly, in the strange diffused light from the dashboard.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
   

         

         “Before I answer you that question,” Charles Villiers replied, looking at the tip of the cigarette that was smouldering between his fingers, “will you answer me one?”

         “Yes, of course,” she answered, interlacing her own fingers so tightly that the nails dug into the soft flesh.

         “What do you know about me apart from the fact that my name is Charles Villiers, and that I’m English?”

         She looked faintly surprised.

         “Nothing – absolutely nothing!”

         “Not even how long I’ve known Orhan Bey, or what I do for a living?”

         “Do you—do anything for a living?”

         “Most men do. Even Orhan Bey, who is reputed to be a millionaire, has an office where he puts in an appearance for a few hours each day, and his secretary would probably tell you that during those few hours he works quite hard.” He seemed to be looking at her peculiarly, she thought – watching her so closely that she would have been embarrassed but for her agitation, which was quite genuine. “Then I can take it that you don’t even know I’m an archaeologist, and that I’ve been working out here for years now, although there are other corners of the world I visit occasionally? I’ve a summer villa on the Bosporus, and at the moment I’m in Istanbul because – well, it suits me to be in Istanbul! Do you still feel you can put more confidence in me than you can in Orhan Bey, who has treated you very well up till now?”

         “Of course.” Her eyes widened. “Of course!”

         “Very well. If you weren’t so plainly distressed I might feel flattered! Now go on and tell me all that you think I don’t know!”

         “How much do you know?” she asked, in a husky whisper.

         He shrugged his well-held shoulders slightly.

         “I know what all the Bey’s friends have been told. That you are the daughter of his English wife, who died recently – about nine months ago, I should think – and that you flew out here to join him from England. I don’t know what you were doing in England before you left, but I rather gathered you were still at school …” His eyes bored into her face, while the Sea of Marmara lapped not far away, someone switched on the radio in the house they had left, and a singer’s voice floated out to them, and although they appeared to be in some green and isolated spot a continuous, muted roar of traffic reached them all the time. “You don’t look very old to me, so that could easily be true.”

         “I’m twenty-four,” she told him, “and I left school seven years ago.”

         “Well, Cecile Maitland, no doubt, was in some sort of finishing school. Probably Orhan Bey paid her fees. But I don’t believe he’d ever seen her?”

         “No. I wish he had!” and she pressed her hands to her eyes as if she was at the end of her tether.

         “Shall I go on,” he asked, with sudden gentleness, “or will you?”

         “You, please!” she whispered.

         He lifted a light camel-hair rug from the back of the seat, and placed it about her shoulders.

         “I don’t like to see you shivering, although I realise it’s only nerves … ! Well, your plane crashed somewhere out over the Aegean, near the coast, and you were the only survivor.” His hand pressed hers for an instant, and she felt the lean, wiry strength of it. “Sorry to have to mention that bit, but it’s important. You were down on the passenger list as Cecile Maitland. There was no other young Englishwoman amongst the passengers whom you could possibly have been, and there was certainly no Gay Nicholson. Moreover, you answer to the description of Cecile Maitland – almost laughably so, if you’ll forgive my saying so, if it’s not true! Your mother—or shall we say Orhan Bey’s second wife?—had described you so often, because she was proud of you (although strangely enough she never displayed a photograph of you). And how you’re going to explain the similarity of very fair hair—I suppose some people would call it platinum?—and Anglo-Saxon blue eyes, a model’s proportions, and all the rest, I must admit I don’t quite know!” He repeated, with gentle emphasis, “I don’t quite know.”

         Gay looked at him with almost tragic eyes.

         “You think, like the rest – the doctors who attended me, the nurses, Orhan Bey himself – that it was the shock of my experience that affected me, and that I’m suffering from a kind of amnesia that will pass one day? I’m physically completely fit again, and there’s really nothing wrong with me, except that I don’t know much about myself. But I tell you,” with sudden fierceness, “that I do know who I am …! There are just one or two things that elude me, but any day now they’ll fall into place, like the pieces of a jigsaw, and then I’ll be able to prove that they’ve all been wrong.”

         “Will you?” But the scepticism in his voice was almost like the last straw.

         “Yes!” Her small oval face gleamed pale as a pearl in the gloom, and her eyes were tormented. “Already I know that I’m Gay Nicholson, and I know that I once lived in London. Remind me that Cecile Maitland lived in London, and it won’t make any difference, because she didn’t live in the part of London I lived in! I worked for my living. I—I think I used a typewriter.”

         “Lots of girls use typewriters,” he told her smoothly. “They do that sort of thing at school.”

         Her hurt eyes rebuked him.

         “I used a typewriter because I had to – because I had to pay rent, and live, buy my clothes, and so forth.”

         “Then you didn’t have any parents?”

         “I don’t think so …”

         But he could tell that there was doubt in the big eyes now.

         “No, I’m almost certain I didn’t because I know that I lived alone. It was a little room … I used to hear tugs hooting at night.”

         “Chelsea?”

         “It could have been, couldn’t it?” But as she turned to him eagerly she realised that he was only humouring her. She fell back as if he had hit her. “But I did live there,” she insisted, almost sullenly, “and I used to cook my own meals … collected coins for a slot machine that controlled the electricity! And I went to places like cinemas and had my hair done every fortnight at a little place where …” She shook her head, as if seeking desperately to clear it of the fog. “And the night before I left London I had dinner with someone who said they would meet me in Istanbul. Yes; I know now! That’s another bit that comes back to me! It was a man … I know it was a man!”

         “It usually is,” with a coolness that was like an avalanche.

         “No, no! You don’t understand!” Once again her eyes implored him. “It was not any particular friend. It was not even someone I liked! In fact …”

         “In fact?” as she put the tips of her fingers to her temples, and looked at him as he had once seen a dog look, when it was suffering, and calling on him desperately for help.

         “I can’t—remember anything more!” and she gave a little whimper.

         “Look here, my dear child,” and he slid an arm about her slender shoulders, and gave her a quick hug, “if this man – this man with whom you had dinner the night before you left London – was to meet you in Istanbul, why have there been no enquiries about you? Why does the British Embassy know nothing about you? Why has no one come forward to make one single enquiry about a lovely young woman with blue eyes and fair hair, who is quite obviously English, and who calls herself Gay Nicholson? If you look at the thing dispassionately doesn’t it strike you that it must be because she doesn’t exist?”

         “Yes—yes, I suppose it does! It does seem fantastic, doesn’t it?” and she seemed to wilt in the crook of his arm.

         “Look here, my dear!” Voices were reaching them across the lawns, and it was quite obvious that the cocktail party was breaking up, so he spoke hurriedly. “I’m not disbelieving all you’ve told me just because you can’t prove it, but now is not the time to go into the matter. Will you meet me somewhere tomorrow? Are you allowed to go out and around by yourself?”

         She looked up at him vaguely.

         “Yes; I can have a car.”

         “Then meet me at that new hotel called the Commodore – it’s one that was opened recently, and has every modern inconvenience, as well as an outsize swimming-pool. I believe it’s an American-owned place, and is becoming very popular, so it won’t look in the least odd if we meet there. After all, you’re an extremely attractive girl, and it’s natural that I should wish to give you lunch. Say one o’clock?”

         She still looked up at him vaguely, and then nodded her head, like a child receiving instructions about a lesson.

         “Yes, I could manage that.”

         “But there’s one thing I’d like to know. Why are you so desperately anxious to prove your identity? After all,” he went on drily, “you’re living in the lap of luxury, and if it’s true that you once collected coins for an electric light meter it must be a bit of a change! The Bey seems very devoted to his stepdaughter, and, on the whole, you don’t have a bad time, do you? So why the sudden urgency to establish your identity?”

         “It isn’t sudden.” They could hear the Bey’s voice, mellow and almost musical, floating across the lawn, and her nervousness returned – also a sudden desperation crept into her manner. “But I can’t bear living like a bird in a gilded cage, and I want to be free – I want to be free to live my own life! I know I’m living a lie!”

         “Any other reason?” he asked, reaching across her to open the door so that she could slip out.

         “Cecile’s mother—Cecile’s mother agreed with the Bey about marriage plans for Cecile. There’s a young man of whom they both approved, and he’s coming here – very soon! This weekend, in fact!”

         “Good enough!” Charles Villiers said, and held open her door. “Now try and make yourself as inconspicuous as possible, and re-enter the house by a side door.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three
   

         

         When he saw her in broad daylight the next day he was surprised because she looked like any other young woman keeping an appointment to have lunch with a man who desired her company.

         He didn’t know what sort of dress allowance the Bey made her – or, indeed, why she should really wish to forfeit it – but her silk dress was plainly expensive, and it was a lupin blue shade that made her eyes look lupin blue also. They were extraordinarily clear eyes, but they were also shadowed. Her eyelashes were thick, and they glinted golden at the tips, and he thought her hair was the loveliest he had ever seen. There was very little wave in it, but it turned under slightly on her shoulders, and it was the colour of a very pale primrose with the sun shining on it.

         He stood on the terrace steps of the Commodore and watched her carefully as she stepped from the Bey’s car, and then crossed the forecourt to the foot of the steps. She moved with grace, as if she might at one time have been a model, he thought, and all her accessories set off her fairness – white handbag, white gloves, white shoes.

         No wonder the dark-eyed Turkish men turned to look at her as she quickened her footsteps near the foot of the steps.

         “I thought we’d have a drink on the terrace here,” he said, after obeying a sudden impulse and running down the steps to meet her. The grateful look she flashed up at him because she wasn’t to be left alone for even a short while touched him in some curious way. “What is your favourite tipple, as they say in Bohemian circles?

         “I’d like a sherry, if you don’t mind.”

         “Of course.” He sent her a slightly amused look as the waiter approached. “Have a grapefruit if you’d prefer it.

         “Oh, may I?” She seized upon the suggestion eagerly. “I really would prefer it!”

         His amused look became more noticeable.

         “You are rather wasted in your present setting, aren’t you? You ought to be acquiring all sorts of expensive habits, and I quite thought you’d decided upon your favourite aperitif by this time! However,” as he saw her face instantly cloud over, “it just goes to prove that you can take a horse to the water, but you can’t make it drink … In other words, you can transplant a rare flower to a harsh atmosphere and it will die, or vice versa!”

         She looked down into her grapefruit when it arrived.

         “I think I should die if I had to live my present life indefinitely. And that proves I’m not a rare plant, doesn’t it?”

         “Yet you look like one.”

         She shook her head.

         “I’m just ordinary – I feel it in my bones that I’m very ordinary.” Charles Villiers smiled at her, and he had a very attractive, whitetoothed smile. He was, she thought, peeping at him through her long eyelashes, a very attractive man – some people might say a dangerously attractive man. Then why, when she had seen him on two occasions apart from this, hadn’t she been aware of it before? And why, when she clung so freely to his arm the night before, had she been thinking of him only as a means of escape?

         All at once she felt faintly horrified when she thought of the way she had made free with his arm, and the uninhibited manner in which she had accepted his invitation to enter his car.

         “All right, Miss Thoroughly Ordinary Gay Nicholson,” and he paused as he uttered the name, “we’ll accept it that there’s nothing orchidaceous about you, and we’ll also make it quite clear that there’s to be no serious conversation until we’ve had lunch! Do you understand? The coffee stage will be soon enough.”

         She nodded, flushing a little.

         “It was good of you to ask me to lunch.”

         “Not at all. I like lunching with attractive young women.”

         And for some reason her flush deepened.

         The hotel was situated on a hill, and there was a wonderful view over the palm-studded garden to the Bosporus spread out before them as they sipped their drinks. The Bosporus, dividing two continents, and linking two of the most brilliant seas in the world, cools Istanbul in the height of summer with its zephyr-like breezes. Today the sun was hot, and the striped awning above their heads afforded but little real protection from it, but even the distant shimmer of the Bosporus was cooling. Below them the harbour was so blue that it hurt the eyes, and the downward straggle of Istanbul, with its red roofs and colour-washed houses, might have been a Mediterranean port, but for the Byzantine splendours that soared upwards into the slightly unreal atmosphere. So many minarets and cupolas that, from the sea, a first glimpse of Istanbul was like being afforded a glimpse into the peak period of the Ottoman Empire.

         “It’s a strange place, Istanbul,” Villiers mused. “The old and the new not merely marching side by side, but determined that one shall not outpace the other. The old is determined not to die, and the new is so very new! Department stores where you can buy anything from a washing machine to the latest record, and even a bikini, I’ve no doubt, if you looked for it! So much do the women of Turkey owe to Kemal Ataturk!”

         Gay nodded. “No doubt it will strike you as strange,” she said, “but although I’ve lived here for some time now, I haven’t really seen very much of Istanbul. I’ve visited the Grand Bazaar, of course, and it’s amazing how many things you can buy there – furs, silks, jewellery, the most wonderful perfumes – and all under the same enormous roof! And I’ve visited other people’s houses. But the things I’ve sometimes thought I’d like to do – explore the narrow side streets, examine the wonderful architecture at close quarters, get to know some of the ordinary people, and even go shopping by myself – well, those are the things I’m not allowed to do.

         “Then today is quite an occasion?”

         “Not really. I said I was meeting a friend for lunch.”

         “And the sex of this friend was not questioned?”

         This time she flushed brilliantly. “I’m afraid I lied. I said it was a woman friend.”

         “Tut, tut!” he exclaimed, but his smile suggested he was reproving a schoolgirl who had confessed to a misdemeanour that amused him. “But I’m sure that he didn’t come easily, for you’re not the type to enjoy intrigue, are you? And as for your meeting ordinary people, well you can hardly expect the ward of anyone like Orhan Bey to be permitted to do that. The Bey’s old-fashioned where his womenfolk are concerned, and although he can’t insist on your wearing a yashmak, he can keep you segregated … particularly as he has plans for your future. Now, let’s go in to lunch, shall we?”

         At first he thought she wasn’t going to enjoy the lunch, or even display the faintest appetite for it – that remark about her future, as he recognised a moment too late, was unwise just then – but gradually the relaxed atmosphere of the dining-room, with its airconditioning, and its up-to-the-minute style of decor that was quite unreminiscent of the heavy sumptuousness of Orhan Bey’s house, had their effect, and he could almost feel her take a deep breath and allow some of the taut anxiety to slip away from her.

         They talked of archaeology, and she discovered that it was the main reason why life for him had a savour that was quite unlike the normal zest for life. A little uncannily, when he talked of long- forgotten cities, ruins, excavations, his cool grey eyes glowed as if a light was lighted suddenly behind them. It was a light that banished the cynicism from his face – and there was a good deal of cynicism in it in repose – and made it come alive, somehow. She gathered that he was only really happy when he was living as he phrased it, on the “dig”. The eloquence of his speech caused her to see him against a background of burning desert and hot little tents, a string of baggage camels waiting to move on when the order was received. She saw him in the doorway of his tent, with the harsh white moonlight pouring over him and making any other form of illumination unnecessary, sorting the finds that had been unearthed that day – figurines, semiprecious stones, pieces of pottery, even human bones. The absorption on his face was so complete that it was curiously disturbing, with all that loneliness surrounding him, and not one of his own kind near him.

         His wanderings had taken him to places as far afield as Petra in Jordan and the remains of the Aztec civilisation in Mexico, and apparently he planned to go on wandering. He had just finished working in Syria, and his future plans were more or less fixed – but not quite fixed. He wouldn’t discuss them. His face grew shut in and withdrawn when she tried to draw him out, and she saw in him an ascetic who could repel all attempts to discover what the human side of him thought about and desired above all else. Perhaps there was nothing he did desire apart from the endless delving into history, the preoccupation with dead things.

         But for him they were still alive, she could tell that. Women …? He was the type of man who would have a deadly fascination for women, yet he was not married – she knew that quite definitely. Was there someone to whom he was, perhaps, engaged?

         “You don’t find it a lonely life, sometimes?” she asked, when the meal was drawing to its close, and the coffee stage was very near.

         “Lonely?” He looked at her almost quizzically. “You mean, wouldn’t I like to settle down and start a family, and so on? Wouldn’t I be happy with a wife? No, my dear, I wouldn’t! Women and archaeology don’t mix – at least, wives and archaeology don’t mix!” His look grew even more quizzical as he met and held her eyes, and she felt a strange confusion rushing up over her. “But don’t get the wrong ideas about me. I don’t propose to marry – ever! But I’m not inhuman. I find your sex quite appealing at times.”

         She felt as if the pink flush in her cheeks was like a pink stain, giving away the fact that she was very orthodox at heart—that she was very orthodox altogether!—and that he had shocked and disturbed her, and, perhaps, disappointed her a little.

         So he wasn’t going to marry – ever! And the rigidness of his mouth, and the hard line of his jaw, meant that that was a decision he had really come to. But it seemed a pity. It was a pity also that he thought women, if they were agreeable, were for the light relief that was necessary sometimes, when one lived one’s life with shadowy things – things that no longer had a vital spark in them, even if they were there to see, and feel, and enthuse over.

         They had their coffee served to them in the lounge, because it was cool there, and outside on the terraces the light was harsh.

         Villiers waited until Gay had taken her first sip at her coffee; like him she preferred the ordinary Continental variety to the thick, sweet Turkish coffee, to which, she was certain, she would never grow accustomed, just as she would never grow accustomed to living the life of a wealthy Turk’s ward. Then he said abruptly: “Well? We start talking about you now, isn’t that it?”

         Gay set down her coffee-cup very carefully, because her fingers had started to shake, and she asked him a question.

         “Do you believe, Mr. Villiers, that I was telling you the truth last night?”

         “I believe that you believed you were telling me the truth!”

         She made a little helpless gesture.

         “But that isn’t enough! I was speaking the truth – I am Gay Nicholson! Please,” she implored, “you’ve got to believe it!”

         He avoided meeting her eyes.

         “Miss Nicholson … or perhaps I’d better say Miss Maitland, for the time being. This morning I seized the opportunity to have a word with the doctor who attended you after you were dismissed from hospital – he’s by way of being a friend of mine, and I know he wouldn’t say anything but what he believed to be the truth about you – and he’s convinced that you are the Bey’s ward. He said you received an injury to your head when the crash took place which would account for your present delusion about yourself. That it is just a delusion, and one day you yourself will be fully convinced that you are Cecile Maitland.”

         “Never,” she said quietly.

         He lifted his eyes from his cigarette, and this time as he spoke he studied her almost broodingly.

         “I also had a word with someone I know very well in the airline company’s offices, and dropped in to the British Consulate. So far as they are concerned, there is no such person as Gay Nicholson!”

         Her lower lip quivered slightly, and he saw her reach out for her handbag and search mechanically for a small lace-edged handkerchief, with which she dabbed at her lips.

         “And you believe that, too, now?”

         “No. No, I don’t know what to believe.” He was frowning so much that his black brows seemed to meet in the middle. “But I want you to try and cast your mind back as far as it will go. You say that you had dinner with someone – a man – on your last night in England, and that his final words to you were: ‘I’ll meet you in Istanbul’ – or – ‘Meet me in Istanbul’, or something of that sort. Can’t you, if you try very hard, get a picture of this man?”

         “No.” This time it was she who shook her head sadly. “I can’t.”

         “You don’t know whether he was a friend or an acquaintance? Perhaps some sort of business acquaintance?”

         “I know he was not a friend,” she answered. His eyes, hard, suddenly, and grey as roof slates, seemed to bore into her face

         “Why should you be so certain of that?”

         “I’m—just certain!”

         “Miss Maitland,” he said sharply, “you’re not trying to put something across me, are you? You weren’t having some sort of an affair in England, something you felt you had to run away from, and now that you’re here, in order to be certain it doesn’t catch up with you, trying to lose your identity?”

         She was so plainly appalled by the suggestion that she just stared at him; and then, to his horror, her lips didn’t merely quiver, the bottom one trembled so much that she had to catch it up between her even little white teeth to steady it.

         “I don’t know what you mean by an ‘affair’,” she said, “but it sounds hateful – particularly if you think I would try to lose my identity in order to escape the consequences of it. I may not know who I am—at least, I do know, but I can’t convince other people!— but I don’t have affairs! Probably they’re the sort of thing you go in for!”

         His hand reached out and covered one of hers. All at once he was comforting and consoling, as he had been the night before.

         “I’m sorry,” he said, “but I just had to make sure. However, it shouldn’t have been necessary, because you don’t look the type, and you’re very young. But you’re also very lovely, if you’ll forgive my saying so, and lovely girls get pestered sometimes!”

         “I don’t think I’ve ever been pestered – in that way – in my life,” she said.

         He smiled.

         “Then you must have been living amongst a lot of blind men!”

         The waiter approached, and he ordered fresh coffee. “This marriage plan that has been formed for you,” he said, when the waiter had withdrawn. “Do you know the young man? Have you met him as yet?” She shook her head.

         “No, but he’s the Bey’s nephew – a young man called Karim. He’s a medical student in London, and he’s flying out this weekend.”

         “Not in the least curious about him?” Villiers asked, watching her covertly.

         “Not when I know the reason why he’s coming. To see what he thinks of me!”

         “Oh, nonsense! He’s probably been working very hard for exams, and earned a break. In any case, I’ve met one or two of the Bey’s nephews, and they’ve been rather charming young men. The Bey himself is handsome, as you’ll agree? You don’t want a rich, handsome Turkish husband?”

         She merely looked at him with her big blue eyes, and he shook his head.

         “I’ll confess I find you unusual. Everything is dropped into your lap, and you want to return to obscurity, and, from what you have told me, poverty. Make quite certain you’re not flying in the face of Providence, little one, before you listen to a plan I’ve formed for you! It may not work, but at least it would be a stop-gap. Do you want to listen?”

         “Oh, yes – please, please!” she said eagerly. His grey glance flickered over her whimsically.

         “And afterwards, if you’re a good girl, I’ll drive you home through some of those narrow streets you talked about, and show you a little of the Istanbul you’ve not yet seen. Or would that involve you in complications—repercussions, shall we say?—when you get back?”
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