

[image: ]










JASON GOODWIN



[image: alt] The Snake Stone [image: alt]






[image: alt]



















For Izaak

























The king commands us, and the doctor quacks us,


The priest instructs, and so our life exhales.


 


Lord Byron, Don Juan 
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The voice was low and rough and it came from behind as dusk fell.


‘Hey, George.’


It was the hour of the evening prayer, when you could no longer distinguish between a black thread and a white one in ordinary light. George pulled the paring knife from his belt and sliced it through the air as he turned. All over Istanbul, muezzins in their minarets threw back their heads and began to chant.


It was a good time to kick a man to death in the street.


The grainy ululations swept in sobbing waves across the Golden Horn, where the Greek oarsmen on the gliding caiques were lighting their lamps. The notes of prayer rolled over the European town at Pera, a few lights wavering against the black ridge of Galata Hill. They skimmed the Bosphorus to Uskudar, a smudge of purple fading back into the blackness of the mountains; and from there, on the Asian side, the mosques on the waterline echoed them back.


A foot caught George in the small of his back. George’s arms went wide and he stumbled towards a man who had a long face as if he were sorrowing for something.


The sound swelled as muezzin after muezzin picked up the cry, weaving between the city’s minarets the shimmer of a chant that expressed in a thousand ways the infirmity of man and the oneness of God.


After that the knife wasn’t any good.


The call to prayer lasts about two and a half minutes, but for George it stopped sooner. The sad-faced man stooped and picked up the knife. It was very sharp, but its end was broken. It wasn’t a knife for a fight. He threw it into the shadows.


When the men had gone, a yellow dog came cautiously out of a nearby doorway. A second dog slunk forward on its belly and crouched close by, whining hopefully. Its tail thumped the ground. The first dog gave a low growl, and showed its teeth.
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Maximilien Lefèvre leaned over the rail and plugged his cheroot into the surf which seethed from the ship’s hull. Seraglio Point was developing on the port bow, its trees still black and massy in the early light. As the ship rounded the Point, revealing the Galata Tower on the heights of Pera, Lefèvre pulled a handkerchief from his sleeve to wipe his hands; his skin was clammy from the salt air.


He looked up at the walls of the sultan’s palace, patting the back of his neck with the handkerchief. There was an ancient column in the Fourth Court of the seraglio, topped by a Corinthian capital, which was sometimes visible from the sea, between the trees. It was, perhaps, the lingering relic of an acropolis which had stood there many centuries ago, when Byzantium was nothing but a colony of the Greeks: before it became a second Rome, before it became the navel of the world. Most people didn’t know the column still existed: sometimes you saw it, sometimes not.


The ship heaved, and Lefèvre gave a grunt of satisfaction.


Slowly the Stamboul shore of the Golden Horn came into view, a procession of domes and minarets which surged forwards, one by one, and then modestly retired. Below the domes, cascading down to the busy waterfront, the roofs of Istanbul were glowing red and orange in the first sunlight. This was the panorama that visitors always admired: Constantinople, Istanbul, city of patriarchs and sultans, the busy kaleidoscope of the gorgeous east, the pride of fifteen centuries.


The disappointment came later.


Lefèvre shrugged, lit another cheroot, and turned his attention to the deck. Four sailors in bare feet and dirty singlets were stooped by the anchor chain, awaiting their captain’s signal. Others were clawing up the sails overhead. The helmsman eased the ship to port, closing in on the shore and the counter-current that would bring them to a stop. The captain raised his hand, the chain ran out with the sound of cannon fire, the anchor bit and the ship heaved slowly back against the chain.


A boat was lowered, and Lefèvre descended into it after his trunk.


At the Pera landing stage, a young Greek sailor jumped ashore with a stick to push back the crowd of touts. With his other hand he gestured for a tip.


Lefèvre put a small coin into his hand and the young man spat.


‘City moneys,’ he said contemptuously. ‘City moneys very bad, Excellency.’ He kept his hand out.


Lefèvre winked. ‘Piastres de Malta,’ he said quietly.


‘Oho!’ The Greek squinted at the coin and his face brightened. ‘Ve-ery good.’ He redoubled his efforts with the touts. ‘These is robbers. You wants I finds you porter? Hotel? Very clean, Excellency.’


‘No, thank you.’


‘Bad mans here. You is first times in the city, Excellency?’


‘No.’ Lefèvre shook his head.


The men on the landing stage fell silent. Some of them began to turn away. A man was approaching across the planked walk in green slippers. He was of medium build, with a head of snowy white hair. His eyes were piercingly blue. He wore baggy blue trousers, an open shirt of faded red cotton.


‘Doctor Lefèvre? Follow me, please.’ Over his shoulder he said: ‘Your trunk will be taken care of.’


Lefèvre gave a shrug. ‘A la prochaine.’


‘Adio, m’sieur,’ the sailor replied slowly.
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That same morning, in the Fener district of Istanbul, Yashim woke in a slab of warm spring sunshine and sat up, drowsily rubbing his hands through his curls. After a few moments he cast aside his Korassian blanket and slid from the divan, dropping his feet automatically into a pair of grey leather baluches. He dressed quickly and went downstairs, through the low Byzantine doorway of the widow’s house, and out into the alley. A few turns took him to his favourite café on the Kara Davut, where the man at the stove gave him a nod and put a small copper saucepan on the fire.


Yashim settled himself on the divan facing the street, beneath the projecting upper windows. He slipped his feet under his robe: and with that gesture he became, in a sense, invisible.


It was partly the way Yashim still dressed. It was several years since the sultan had begun to encourage his subjects to adopt western dress; the results were mixed. Many men had swapped their turbans for the scarlet fez, and their loose robes for trousers and the stambouline, a curiously high-necked, swallow-tailed jacket, but few of them wore European lace-up boots. Some of Yashim’s neighbours on the divan resembled black beetles, in bare feet; all elbows and pointy knees. In a long cloak, somewhere between deep red and brown, and a saffron-coloured robe, Yashim might have been a ruck in the carpet which covered the divan; only his turban was dazzlingly white.


But Yashim’s invisibility was also a quality in the man – if man was the proper word. There was a stillness about him: a steadiness in the gaze of his grey eyes, a soft fluidity to his movements, or an easiness of gesture, that seemed to deflect attention, rather than attract it. People saw him – but they did not quite notice him; and it was this absence of hard edges, this peculiar withdrawal of challenge or threat, that comprised his essential talent, and made him, even in nineteenth-century Istanbul, unique.


Yashim did not challenge the men who met him; nor the women. With his kind face, grey eyes, dark curls barely touched, at forty, by the passage of the years, Yashim was a listener; a quiet questioner; and not entirely a man. Yashim was a eunuch.


He took his coffee propped up on one elbow, and ate the corek, brushing the crumbs from his moustache.


Deciding against having a pipe with his coffee, he left a silver piastre on the tray and walked down the street towards the Grand Bazaar.


At the corner he turned and glanced back, just in time to see the café owner pick up the coin and bite it. Yashim sighed. Bad money was like poison in the bowels, an irritant that Istanbul could never rid itself of. He hefted his purse and heard the dry rustle of his fortune susurrate between his fingertips: this was one of those times when currency seemed to melt like sugar in the hand. But sugar was sweet. The sultan was dying, and there was bitterness in the air.


In the Street of the Booksellers, Yashim stopped outside a little shop belonging to Goulandris, who dealt in old books and curiosities: sometimes he stocked the French novels which Yashim found hard to resist.


Goulandris fixed his visitor with his one good eye and ground his teeth. Goulandris was not one of your forward, pushy Greeks; his job as a bookseller was to watch, not speak. One of his eyes was filmed with cataracts; but the other did the work of two, recording the way a customer moved, the speed with which he selected a certain book, the expression on his face as he opened it and began to read. Old books, new books, Greek books, Turkish books – and precious few of those – books in Armenian and Hebrew and even, now and then, in French: Dmitri Goulandris stocked them as and when they came to him, pell-mell. Books did not interest him. But how to price a book – that was another matter. And so, with his one good eye, he watched the signs.


But the eunuch – he was good. Very good. Goulandris saw a well-set gentleman in early middle age, his black hair faintly touched with grey beneath a small turban, wearing a soft cloak of an indeterminate colour. Goulandris believed that he could penetrate any of the ruses that people used to throw him off the scent – the feigned indifference, the casual addition, the artfully contrived and wholly careless impulse. He listened to what they said. He watched the way their hands moved, and the flicker of their eyes. Only the damned eunuch remained a constant puzzle.


‘Are you looking for a book?’


Yashim straightened and looked round. He had been far away, revisiting the agonies of love unfulfilled with his old friend Benjamin Constant; now he found himself in the familiar cubbyhole in the grand bazaar, the walls lined with books from floor to ceiling, the dim lamp and Goulandris himself, the bookseller, in a dirty grey fez, cross-legged on his stool behind a Frankish desk. Yashim smiled. He was not going to buy this book: Adolphe. He closed it softly and slid it back into its place on the shelf.


Yashim smiled and bowed, one hand to his chest. He liked this place, this little cave of books: you never knew what you might find. Goulandris, he suspected, had no idea himself: he doubted if he could do more than read and write in Greek. And today, hugger-mugger with the Frankish textbooks on ballistics, the old imperial scrolls bearing a sultan’s beautiful calligraphic tugra, the impenetrable Greek religious tracts, the smattering of French novels which Yashim so enjoyed – there, bizarre as it was, a treasure that caught his eye. It had not been there last month. It might not be there the next.


Yashim drew down three books which interested him. He hesitated a little over the third – he wanted it badly, of course – and then slipped it to the bottom of the pile as he placed the books on the desk. Goulandris sucked his lips. He did not haggle, or offer arguments. He suggested prices. Yashim barely suppressed a flicker of disappointment as Goulandris solemnly priced the third book just a shade beyond his reach. That left him two books: he put one back, reluctantly. He delved into his purse. Goulandris pulled a notebook from his desk drawer and made a little entry.


And finally, with a nod to the old man in his dirty fez, Yashim stepped out into the alley of the booksellers, clutching volume 1 of Carême’s L’Art de la Cuisine Française au 19me Siècle under his arm.


At the bottom of the hill he turned towards the market.


Yashim saw the fishmonger staring stonily at his scales as he weighed out a bass for an elderly matriarch. Two men were haggling over a bunch of carrots. Bad money bred suspicion everywhere – though George would be reliably immune, Yashim thought. He kept the stall which Yashim liked best, and always had good ideas for supper. George would growl and say the money was shit.


He looked ahead. George wasn’t there.


‘He’s not coming in no more, efendi,’ an Armenian grocer explained. ‘Some kind of accident’s what I heard.’


‘Accident?’ Yashim thought of the vegetable seller, with his big hands.


The grocer turned his head and spat. ‘They come up yesterday, said George wouldn’t be here no more. One of the Constantinedes brothers to get his pitch, they says.’


Yashim frowned. The Constantinedes brothers wore identical pencil moustaches and were forever on the move behind their piles of vegetables, like dancers. Yashim had always stuck with George.


‘Efendi! What can we do for you today?’ One of the brothers bent forward and began to arrange a pile of aubergines with quick flicks of his wrist. ‘Fasulye today at last year’s price! One day only!’


Yashim began to assemble his ingredients. Constantinedes weighed out two oka of potatoes and tumbled them into Yashim’s basket, replacing the scoop on the scales with a flourish.


‘Four piastres, twenty – twenty – twenty – eighty-five the potatoes – five-oh-five – and anything else, efendi?’


‘What’s happened to George?’


‘Beans today – yesterday’s prices!’


‘They say you’re going to take over his pitch.’


‘Five-oh-five, efendi.’


‘An oka of courgettes, please.’


The man picked the courgettes into his scoop.


‘I heard he had an accident. How did it happen?’


‘The courgettes.’ As Constantinedes tilted the scoop over Yashim’s basket Yashim gripped it by the edge and gently raised it level again.


‘I’m a friend of his. If he’s had an accident, I may be able to help.’


Constantinedes pursed his lips thoughtfully.


‘I can ask the kadi,’ Yashim said quietly, and let go of the scoop. The kadi was the official who regulated the market. The courgettes rained down into the basket. ‘Keep the change.’


The man hesitated, then scooped up the two coins without looking at them and dropped them into the canvas pouch at his waist.


‘Five minutes,’ he said quietly.
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Yashim stirred his coffee and waited for the grounds to settle. Constantinedes tilted the cup against his lips. ‘We all got a choice. We don’t want aggravation, see?’


‘Yes. Is George all right?’


‘Maybe. I don’t ask.’


‘But you’ll take over his pitch.’


‘Listen. This was between them and George. Keep us out of it. I’m talking to you because you was his friend.’


‘Who are they, then?’


The man pushed his coffee away, and stood up.


‘A little piece of everything, that’s all.’ He bent down to pick something off the ground and Yashim heard him whisper: ‘The Hetira. I’d leave it, efendi.’


He walked back to his stall, leaving Yashim staring at the shiny thick dregs in his coffee cup, wondering where he had heard that name before.
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Some cities in Europe were now bigger than Istanbul, and more industrious, and lonely; for Istanbul was a city in which everyone, from sultan to beggar, belonged somewhere – to a guild, a district, a family, a church or a mosque. Where they lived, the work they did, how they were paid, married, born or buried, the friends they made, the place they worshipped – all these things were arranged for them, so to speak, long before they ever balled their tiny fists and sucked in their first blast of Istanbul air; an air freighted with muezzins, the smell of the sea, the scent of cypresses, spices and drains.


Newcomers – foreigners, especially – often complained that Istanbul life was a sequence of divisions: they noticed the harem arrangement of the houses, the blank street walls, the way tradesmen clung together in one street or a section of the bazaar. They frequently gave way to feelings of claustrophobia. Stambouliots, on the other hand, were used to the hugger-mugger atmosphere of warmth and gossip which surrounded them from the cradle and followed them to the grave. In the city of belonging, Yashim well knew, even the dead belonged somewhere.


He ran his thumb along the table’s edge: it occurred to him, not for the first time, that of all Istanbul he might be the exception which proved the rule. Sometimes he felt more like a ghost than a man; his invisibility hurt him. Even beggars had a guild that promised to provide their burial at the end. The ordinary eunuchs of the Empire, who served as chaperones, escorts, guardians – they were all, in that sense, members of a family: many belonged to the greatest family of all, and lived and died in the sultan’s service. Yashim, for a spell, had served in the sultan’s palace, too; but his gifts were too broad to be comfortably contained there, between the women of the harem and the secrets of the sultan’s inner sanctum. So Yashim had chosen between freedom and belonging: and a grateful sultan had bestowed that freedom on him.


With freedom had come responsibilities which Yashim worked hard to uphold: but also loneliness. Neither his condition, nor his profession, such as it was, gave him the right to expect to see his own reflection in another pair of eyes. All he had were his friends.


George was a friend. But what did he know about George? He didn’t know where he lived. He didn’t know where he’d met his accident. But wherever he was, alive or dead, someone in the city knew. Even the dead belong somewhere.


‘George? I never asked,’ the Armenian stallholder said, scratching his head. ‘Yildiz? Dolmabahçe? Somewhere up the Bosphorus, I’m pretty sure – he walks up from the Eminönü wharf.’


One of the Eminönü boatmen, resting his athletic body on the upright oar of his fragile caique, recognised George from Yashim’s description. He took him up the Bosphorus most evenings, he said. Two nights ago a party of Greeks had spilled out onto the wharf and asked to be rowed up the Horn towards Eyüp; he had dithered for a while because he had not wanted to miss his regular fare. He remembered, too, that it must have been after dark because the lamps were lit and he had noticed the braziers firing on the Pera shore, where the mussel-sellers were preparing their evening snacks.


Yashim offered him a tip, a pinch of silver which the boatmen palmed without a glance, politely suppressing a reflex that was second nature to most tradesmen in the city. Then Yashim retraced his steps towards the market, wondering if it were in one of these narrow streets that George had had his accident.


The sound of falling water drew his attention. Through a doorway, higher than the level of the street, he caught a glimpse of a courtyard with squares of dazzling linen laid out to dry on a rosemary bush. He noticed the scalloped edge of a fountain. The door swung shut. But then Yashim knew where George might most likely be found.


Almost ten years after the sultan had told his people to dress alike, George stuck to the traditional blue, brimless cap and black slippers which defined him as a Greek. Once, when Yashim had asked him if he was going to adopt the fez, George had drawn himself up quite stiffly:


‘What? You thinks I dresses for sultans and pashas all of my life? Pah! Like these courgette flowers, I wears what I wears because I ams what I ams!’


Yashim had not asked him about it again; nor did George ever remark on Yashim’s turban. It had become like a secret sign between them, a source of silent satisfaction and mutual recognition; as between them and the others who ignored the fez, and went on dressing as before.


The door on the street gave Yashim an idea. A church stood on the street parallel with the one he was strenuously climbing towards the market. A group of discreet buildings formed a complex around the church, where nuns lived in dormitories, ate in a refectory and also ran a charitable dispensary and hospital for the incurably sick of their community. If his friend was found on the street after his accident, it was to this door, without a shadow of doubt, that he would have been brought, thanks to his blue cap and his black Greek shoes.


But the door remained closed, in spite of his knocking; and in the church, when he finally reached it, he had to overcome the suspicions of a young Papa who was doubtless bred up in undying hatred for everything Yashim might represent: the conqueror’s turban, the ascendancy of the crescent in the Holy City of orthodox Christianity, and the right of interference. But when at last he passed beyond the reredos and through the vestry door, he met an old nun who nodded and said that a Greek had been delivered to their door just two nights past.


‘He is alive, by the will of God,’ the nun said. ‘But he is very sick.’


The wardroom was bathed in a cool green light and smelled of olive-oil soap. There were four wooden cots for invalids and a wide divan; all the cots were occupied. Yashim instinctively put his sleeve to his mouth, but the nun touched his arm and told him not to worry, there was no contagion in the ward.


George’s black shoes lay on the floor at the foot of his cot. His jaw and half his face were swathed in bandages, which continued down across his shoulders and around his barrel-shaped chest. One arm – his left – stuck out stiffly from the bedside, splinted and bound. His breathing sounded sticky. What Yashim could see of his face was nothing more than a swollen bruise, black and purple, and several dark clots where blood had dried around his wounds.


‘He has taken a little soup,’ the nun whispered. ‘That is good. He will not speak for many days.’


Yashim could hardly argue with her. Whoever had attacked his friend had done a thorough job. Their identity would remain a mystery, he thought, until George recovered enough to speak. The Hetira. What did it mean?


While the nun led him out through the tiny courtyard, Yashim told her what he knew about his friend. He left her with a purse of silver and the address of the café on Kara Davut where he could be found when George regained consciousness.


Only after the door had closed behind him did he think to warn her of the need for discretion, if not secrecy. But it was too late, and probably didn’t matter. For George, after all, the damage was already done.
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Maximilien Lefèvre stepped lightly from the caique and made his way up the narrow cobbled street, carefully avoiding the open gutter which ran crookedly downhill in the middle of the road. Here and there his path was barred by a tangle of nets and creels, set out to mend; then he would vault over the gutter and carry on up the other side, sometimes stooping to pass beneath the jettied upper floors of the wooden houses which tilted at crazy angles, as if they were being slowly dragged down by the weight of the washing lines strung between them. Old women dressed from head to toe in black sat out on their steps, their laps full of broken nets; they regarded him curiously as he passed by.


Ortaköy was a Greek village, one of a dozen or so Greek villages strung out along the Bosphorus between Pera and the summer houses of the European diplomats. They had been there when Alexander the Great took his helots on their legendary campaigns in the east; Greeks from the Bosphorus had manned the ships which sailed against Xerxes, and four hundred years after the Turkish conquest they still drew a living from the sea and the straits. Long ago, Lefèvre recalled, an Ottoman pasha had blandly explained that God gave the land to the Ottomans, but to the Greeks he left the sea. How else? Agamemnon had assembled his war fleets against Troy when the Turks were still shepherding flocks across the deserts of Asia. The thought made Lefèvre frown.


Foreigners seldom visited the Greek villages, in spite of their reputation for good fish; before long, Lefèvre found himself with a tail of curious small boys, who shouted after him and pushed and shoved one another while their grandmothers looked on. Some of the smaller boys imagined that Lefèvre was a Turk, and all of them guessed that he was rich, so when Lefèvre stopped and turned around they drew together, half curious and half afraid. They saw him pull a coin from his pocket and offer it with a smile to the smallest boy among them. The boy hung back, somebody bolder snatched the coin, and pandemonium erupted as the whole pack of children turned as one to chase after him down the street.


Lefèvre took a turn onto an unmade lane. Swarms of tiny flies rose from stagnant puddles as he approached; he swept them from his face and kept his mouth shut.


The café door stood open. Lefèvre made his way rapidly to the back and took a seat on a small veranda which overlooked the pantiled roofs and the Bosphorus below. After a while another man joined him from the interior of the café.


Lefèvre stared down at his hands. ‘I don’t like meeting here,’ he said quietly, in Greek.


The other man passed his hand across his moustache. ‘This is a good place, signor. We are not likely to be disturbed.’


Lefèvre was silent for a few moments. ‘Greeks,’ he growled, ‘are nosy bastards.’


The man chuckled. ‘But you, signor – you are a Frenchman, no?’


Lefèvre raised his head and gave his companion a look of intense dislike. ‘Let’s talk,’ he said.
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In the palace at Beşiktaş, with its seventy-three bedrooms and forty-seven flights of stairs, the Shadow of God on earth, Sultan Mahmut II, lay dying of tuberculosis – and cirrhosis of the liver, brought about by a lifetime’s devotion to reforming his empire along more Western, modern lines; and bad champagne chased down with spirits.


The sultan lay back on the pillows of an enormous tester bed hung with tasselled curtains, and gazed through red-rimmed eyes at the Bosphorus below his window and the hills of Asia across the strait. He had, he dimly knew, a world at his command. The fleets of the Ottoman sultan cruised in the Mediterranean and the Black Seas; the prayers were read in his name at the mosques in Jerusalem, in Mecca and Medina; his soldiers stood watch on the Danube by the Iron Gates, and in the mountains of Lebanon; he was lord of Egypt. He had wives, he had concubines, he had slaves at his beck and call, not to mention the pashas, the admirals, the seraskiers, voivodes and hospodars who governed his far-flung empire in trembling – or, at least, respectful obedience to his will.


In his thirty years as sultan, Mahmut had presided over many changes to the Ottoman state. He had destroyed the power of the Janissaries, the overmighty regiment which opposed all change. He had adopted riding boots and French saddles. He had told his subjects to stop wearing the turban, if they were Muslims, and blue slippers, if they were Jews, and sky-blue hats, if they were Greeks: he had meant all men to receive equal treatment, and to wear red fezzes, and the stambouline, a cutaway coat.


The results were mixed. Many of his Muslim subjects now reviled him as the Infidel Sultan – and many of his Christian subjects had developed unrealistic expectations. Those Greeks in Athens – they had actually rebelled against him. After seven years of fighting, with European help, they had created their own, independent kingdom on the Aegean. The kingdom of Greece!


As for the champagne and brandy, they had eased some of the anxiety that the sultan experienced in his efforts to update, and preserve, the empire of his forefathers.


And now, at the age of fifty-four, he was dying of them.


His hand moved slowly towards a silken cord whose tassels brushed against his pillows, then it fell again. He was dying, and he did not know who he could ring for.


The sun pulled slowly round, now slanting from the west. There were others he remembered, not just names, but the faces of men and women he had known. He saw the old general Bayraktar, with his furious moustaches, and the astonishment on his face when he burst into the old palace all those years ago, and hoisted Mahmut out of a laundry basket, to make him sultan. He saw his uncle Selim dead, in a kaftan stained with the blood of the House of Osman, and Fatima alive: fat, cheerful, the one who rubbed his feet the way he liked and expected nothing. He remembered another general who had fallen to his death, and the faces of men he had seen in crowds: a sufi with a gentle smile, a student in the grip of loyalty, clutching the Banner of the Prophet; a black eunuch, down on his knees; a Janissary who had cocked his fingers at him, like a pistol, and winked; the pale whiskers of Calasso, the Piedmontese riding master, and the downcast eyes of Abdül Mecid, his son, who had a chest like a girl’s waist; and the beard of the Patriarch – what was his name? – who took the cross of office from his hands, and died twirling at the end of a rope in the hot sun.


There was another face, too … His hand moved out, his fingers groped for the tassel.


But when the slave arrived, bowing, not looking up, Sultan Mahmut could not remember who it was he had wanted to see.


‘A glass … the medicine … there, that’s it,’ he said.


‘Doctor Millingen –’ the slave began.


‘– is my doctor. But I am sultan. Pour!’
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‘Take care on these stairs, monsieur. They are very worn – I’ve slipped on them myself.’


‘But only on the way down, Excellence! I’m sure of that.’


Stanislaw Palewski, Polish ambassador to the Sublime Porte, frowned and carried on up the stairs to Yashim’s apartment. Was the Frenchman implying that he got drunk?


He put a hand to his cravat, as if the touch would reassure him: impeccably starched and properly tied, the cravat was not, he was vaguely aware, in the latest fashion; like his coat, like his boots, like his own diplomatic position, it belonged to another age, before Poland had been wiped from the map by the hostile manoeuvrings of Russia, Austria and Prussia. Palewski had arrived in Istanbul twenty-five years before, as the representative of a vanished country. Elsewhere, in other capitals of Europe, the Polish ambassador was only a diplomatic memory; but the Turks, the old enemy, had received him with good grace.


Which was, he thought with a frown, in the days before Istanbul became positively overrun with mountebanks, schemers and dealers of every nationality and none. Before visiting Frenchmen buttonholed you and invited themselves along to dinner.


But also before he had come to know Yashim.


How they had become friends was still a matter of debate, for Yashim’s memory of the event differed in emphasis from Palewski’s; it involved more broken glass, and less enunciated French. But they had been firm friends ever since. ‘Together,’ Palewski had once declared, weeping over a blade of pickled bison grass, ‘we make a man, you and I. For you are a man without balls, and I am a man without a country.’


It was an appeal of friendship which Palewski now threw Yashim, as Lefèvre advanced past him into the room, flinging out his hand.


‘Enchanté, m’sieur,’ he said. ‘It’s most kind of you to have us! Something smells good.’


It was not Yashim’s habit to shake hands, but he took Lefèvre’s and squeezed it politely. Palewski opened his mouth to speak when the Frenchman added:


‘I was quite unprepared for such a generous invitation.’


He was a small, stoop-shouldered man, delicately built, with a few days’ growth of white stubble and a voice that was soft and sibilant, close to lisping.


‘But I am delighted, monsieur –’


‘Lefèvre,’ Palewski cut in, finally. ‘Docteur Lefèvre is an archaeologist, Yashim. He’s French. I – I felt sure you wouldn’t mind.’


‘But no, of course not. It’s an honour.’ Yashim’s eyes lit up. A Frenchman for dinner! Now that was a decent challenge.


Palewski set his portmanteau on the table and clicked it open. ‘Champagne,’ he announced, drawing out two green bottles. ‘It comes from the Belgian at Pera. He assures me that it belongs to a consignment originally destined for Sultan Mahmut’s table, so it’s probably filth.’


‘I am sure it will be excellent.’ Lefèvre smirked at Yashim.


The ambassador looked at him coolly. ‘I rather think the sultan’s illness speaks for itself, Lefèvre. It defeats all the best doctors.’


‘Ah, yes. The Englishman, Dr Millingen.’ Lefèvre’s hands fluttered towards his head. ‘Who I consulted recently. Headache.’


‘Cured?’


Lefèvre raised his eyebrows. ‘One lives in hope,’ he said sadly.


Palewski nodded. ‘Millingen’s not too bad for a doctor. Though he killed Byron, of course.’


Yashim said: ‘Byron?’


‘Lord Byron, Yash. A celebrated English poet.’ He reached into his bag. ‘If the champagne’s no good, I have this,’ he added, drawing out a slimmer and paler bottle which Yashim immediately recognised. ‘Byron was an enthusiast for Greek independence,’ he went on. ‘Never lived to fire a gun in anger, as far as I know. He died trying to organise the Greek rebels in ’24, at the siege of Missolonghi. Caught a fever. Millingen was his doctor.’


They drank the champagne from Yashim’s sherbet flutes.


‘It sparkles,’ said Lefèvre.


‘Not for very long,’ Yashim added, peering into the glass. ‘Dr Lefèvre, I welcome you to Istanbul.’


‘The city ordained by Nature to be the capital of the world.’ Lefèvre fixed his dark eyes on Yashim. ‘She calls me like a siren, monsieur. I cannot resist her lure.’ He drained his glass and set it down silently in the palm of his other hand. ‘Je suis archéologue.’


Yashim brought out a tray on which he had set a selection of meze – the crisped skin of a mackerel rolled loose from its flesh, then stuffed with nuts and spices – uskumru dolmasi; some tiny böreks stuffed with white cheese and dill; mussel shells folded over a mixture of pine nuts; karnıyarık, tiny aubergines filled with spiced lamb; and a little dish of kabak cicegi dolmasi, or stuffed courgette flowers. They were all dolma – that is, their outsides gave no hint as to the treasures that lay within; and all made to recipes perfected in the sultan’s kitchens.


Palewski was brooding over his champagne. Lefèvre picked up a courgette flower and popped it into his mouth.


‘How shall I explain?’ Lefèvre began. ‘To me, this city is like a woman. In the morning she is Byzantium. You know, I am sure, what is Byzantium? It is nothing, a Greek village. Byzance is young, artless, very simple. Does she know who she is? That she stands between Asia and Europe? Scarcely. Alexander came and went. But Byzance: she remembers nothing.’


His hand hovered above the tray.


‘One man appreciates her beauty, nonetheless. Master of Jerusalem and Rome.’


Palewski buried his face in his glass.


‘Constantine, the Caesar, falls in love. What is it – 375 AD? Byzance is his – she suits him well. And he raises her to the imperial purple, gives her his name – Constantinople, the city of Constantine. The new heart of the Roman Empire. Nothing is too good for her. Constantine plunders the ancient world like a man who showers his mistress with jewels. He brings her the four bronze horses of Lysippos, which now stand above the Piazza San Marco in Venice. He brings her the Serpent Column from Delphi. He brings her the tribute of the known world, from the Pillars of Hercules to the deserts of Arabia.’


‘And his mother, too. Don’t forget her,’ Palewski added.


Lefèvre turned to the ambassador. ‘St Helena, of course. She came to the city, and unearthed a portion of the True Cross.’


‘They should make her patron saint of archaeologists, Lefèvre.’


The Frenchman blinked. ‘All the holy relics of the Christian faith were brought to the city,’ he added. ‘Relics of the earliest saints. The nails that fixed Jesus to the cross. The goblet and plate that Jesus used at the Last Supper. The holy of holies, gentlemen.’


He held up his hand, fingers outspread.


‘Two centuries later, Emperor Justinian builds the church of churches. Aya Sofia, the eighth wonder of the world. She has come a long way from the fisher-girl, Byzance.’ He paused. ‘What to say? The centuries of wealth, monsieur. The perfection of Byzantine art. Ceremony, bloodshed, the emperor as the regent of God Almighty.’


Palewski nodded. ‘Until the Crusaders arrive.’


Lefèvre closed his eyes, and nodded. ‘Ah. Ah. 1204, yes, the shame of Europe. I would call it a rape, monsieur: the rape of the city by the brutal soldiers of western Europe. Her diadem flung into the dust. It is pain for us to speak of this time.’


He selected a delicacy from the tray.


‘And yet she is a woman: she recovers. She is a shadow of herself, but she still has charm. So she seeks a new protector. In 1453: the Turkish conquest. Let me say: she becomes Istanbul. Mehmed’s whore.’


It was Yashim’s turn to blink.


‘The Turks – they love her. And so, like a woman, she becomes again beautiful. Is it not so?’


Lefèvre peered into a silence. ‘But perhaps my little analogy displeases you? Alors, it can be changed.’ He spread out his hands, like a conjuror. ‘Istanbul is also a serpent, which sheds its skin.’


‘And you collect those discarded skins.’


‘I try to learn from them, Excellence.’


Palewski was studying the tray, a scowl now plainly on his face. ‘Good meze, Yashim,’ he said.


‘All dolma –’ Yashim began; he meant to explain the theory behind his selections, but Lefèvre leaned forwards and tapped Palewski on his knee.


‘I have travelled, Excellence, and I can say that all street food is good in the Levant, from Albania to the Caucasus,’ he remarked.


Palewski glanced up. Later, he told Yashim that the sight of his face at that moment had brought him the first pleasure of the evening.


Lefèvre licked his fingers and wiped them on a napkin. ‘The singular contribution of the Turks – I believe this is correct – to the dégustation of civilised Europe – you’ll forgive me, monsieur, I am merely quoting – is the aromatic juice of the Arabian bean: in short, coffee.’ He gave a laugh.


‘I shouldn’t believe everything you read in books,’ Palewski said, with another glance at his friend.


‘But I do. I believe everything I read.’ Lefèvre wetted his lips with the tip of his tongue. ‘A professional habit, perhaps. Letters. Diaries. Travellers’ memoirs. I choose my literature carefully. Trivial information can sometimes turn out to be very useful, wouldn’t you agree, monsieur?’


Yashim nodded slowly. ‘Certainly. But for every useful scrap of information, you must reject a hundred more.’


‘Ah, yes, perhaps you are right.’ He leaned back, touching his thumbs together. ‘Have you ever heard of Troy?’


Yashim nodded. ‘Sultan Mehmet once laid claim to Trojan ancestry,’ he said. ‘He presented the fall of Constantinople as a revenge on the Greeks.’


‘How interesting.’ The Frenchman pinched his lower lip. ‘I was about to suggest that one day we will uncover the ruins of the city that Agamemnon sacked.’


‘You believe it exists?’


Lefèvre laughed softly. ‘More than that. I think it will be found exactly where legend has always placed it. Scarcely a hundred kilometres from where we sit – in the Troad.’


‘Are you to dig for it yourself?’


‘I would, if I could get permission here. But for that – and everything else – one needs money.’ He smiled pleasantly and spread his hands.


A breath of air stirred the curtains, and a ring chinked softly on the rail.


‘Of course,’ Lefèvre continued, ‘sometimes these things may just drop into your lap, if you read carefully and learn where to look.’


He took a sip of champagne. Palewski got up and opened the second bottle with a pop.


‘I’m afraid you must find us very careless with the past,’ Yashim said. ‘We don’t always look after things as we should.’


‘Yes and no, monsieur. I do not complain. Carelessness of that sort may be a godsend to the archaeologist. One has only to go to your Atmeydan – the ancient Hippodrome of the Byzantines – to see that all its monuments remain, intact. With the exception of the serpent column, of course. The column has lost its heads, which is no fault of the Turks.’


Palewski suddenly picked up his glass and drained it.


‘Nobody remembers any more, I shouldn’t think,’ Lefèvre went on. ‘But the bronze heads were wrenched off the column little more than a century ago. To think what their eyes had witnessed, in the centuries since they stood beside the Delphic oracle!’ He half-turned towards Palewski. ‘It was foreign vandalism, excellence.’


‘Disgraceful,’ Palewski murmured.


‘Yes.’ He frowned and leaned forwards, pointing at Palewski. ‘Do you know, I recall a story that it was perpetrated by compatriots of yours! Young bloods in the Polish diplomatic, a century ago. I am sure I am right. Still, as I say, you never know what may drop into your lap unexpectedly. And profitably, too, for all concerned.’ He paused. ‘I think it so often pays to believe what you read.’


In the silence that followed this remark, Yashim produced his main dish, a succulent agro dolce stew of lamb and prunes, followed by a buttery pilaff. Lefèvre rubbed his hands together and pronounced it excellent. He had seen – and smelled – it cooking on the brazier. They drank off the second bottle while he outlined his plans to leave Istanbul and make a tour through the Greek monasteries in the east. ‘Trabzon, Erzerum. Wonderful men, ignorant men,’ he told them, shaking his head.


‘I must say, Excellence, this has been a delightful evening. They say a visitor is starved for good company in Istanbul these days, but I see no sign of it. No sign at all.’


He left shortly afterwards, when all the champagne was gone, insisting that he could see himself home. Yashim took him down to the alleyway, led him to the Kara Davut and found him a chair.


‘One of these days –’ Lefèvre called out, with a wave; and then the chair-men hoisted him onto their backs and trotted away, and Yashim didn’t catch the end of his farewell.


He turned and made his way back up the alley, thinking over the evening’s conversation. For a moment he had the impression that something had moved at the top of the alley, where a small votive candle burned in a niche; but when he turned the corner the alley was dark, and he heard only the sound of his own footsteps. Once, before he reached his door, he turned his head involuntarily and glanced back.


Palewski whipped the door open as Yashim reached the top of the stairs. He had the vodka bottle by the neck.


‘It wasn’t the first time he mentioned those serpent’s heads, Yashim. He was like that when we met.’ Palewski seemed struck by a thought. ‘Do you know, if he ever asks to see me again, I’ll say no. I certainly won’t let him out of my sight,’ he added paradoxically, uncapping the bottle.


Long ago, in a moment of exuberance, Palewski had led Yashim to a vast armoire that stood at the head of the stairs in the Polish residency. Turning the key in the lock, he had swung back the doors to reveal two of the three bronze heads which had once adorned the Serpent Column on the Atmeidan. They had goggled at them in horror for a few minutes, before Palewski abruptly closed the door and said: ‘There. It’s been eating me up for years. But now you know, and I’m glad.’


‘Even Lefèvre isn’t going to look into that big cupboard for the serpent’s heads, my friend.’


Palewski jerked at the bottle so fast that a splash of vodka landed on his wrist. ‘For God’s sake, Yash!’ He glanced wildly at the door. ‘That Frenchman would be through it like a dose of salts.’ He licked his wrist. ‘Profitable for all concerned, my eye. He smells them, and I’ve got no idea how.’ He poured two shots and knocked his back. ‘Ah. Better. Cleans out the system, you know. It’s my guess that the man’s some sort of thief, Yashim. He knows too much. I’m sorry I brought him. I just couldn’t shake him off.’


‘My dear old friend, we need never see him again.’


‘I’ll drink to that,’ Palewski said.


And he did.
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‘You are not what I had expected,’ Madame Mavrogordato said. It was not a reproach. It was a statement of fact.


She sat bolt upright in a carved wooden chair, her jet-black hair piled up and stuck with pins. She had the face of a Cappadocian god, with straight black brows and chiselled lips. Yashim blinked, and swayed a little on his feet. Madame Mavrogordato was not what he had expected, either.


On balance that was a good thing; but today the balance was fine. Yashim’s temples throbbed. His mouth was dry. Palewski was probably right, and the sultan was really dying from that champagne. He wished he had ignored the note, and gone to the hammam first – he should at least have eaten some soup. Tripe soup, best. Palewski, having gone off cautiously down the stairs in the middle of the night, would still be comfortably asleep in bed.


The note had been delivered by hand, very early. While men consulted Yashim about money in one way or another, and sometimes about death, women summoned him more rarely. Women were usually worried about their husbands, their servants – or a mixture of the two; and sometimes they wanted nothing more than to satisfy a curiosity about Yashim. He was attached to the palace; he lived in the city; so they invented little troubles and called him in to brighten up their day. In normal circumstances, even the Christian women would have thought twice about summoning a man to their apartments; but Yashim was above suspicion. They called him, politely, lala, or guardian. In a city of a million people only a handful of men deserved the title, and most of those worked in the women’s apartments in the sultan’s palaces.


Madame Mavrogordato did not call him lala. She would never have servant trouble.


The Mavrogordato mansion stood alone behind high and fire-blackened walls in the Fener district of Istanbul, halfway up the Golden Horn. Yashim lived in the Fener, too, but that hardly made them neighbours: his home was a small tenement apartment above an alley. During the Greek riots eighteen years ago, the district had been ravaged by a fire; beyond the blackened walls, the mansion itself was entirely new. So, too, were the Mavrogordatos.


Quite how new, it was hard to say. Certain old Greek families of the Fener had for centuries provided the Ottoman state with dragomen, governors, priests and bankers; but many had been linked to the Greek independence movement, and after the riots this so-called Phanariot aristocracy all but disappeared. The Mavrogordatos belonged to a circle of wealthy families who did the same sort of business the Fener aristocracy had done, and even their name seemed quite familiar. But it was not quite the same name, and they were not the same people.


Yashim bowed. Madame Mavrogordato’s black eyes flickered towards an enormous German grandfather clock which stood against the wall of the dark apartment.


‘You are late,’ she said.


Yashim glanced at the clock. Beyond it, another clock stood on an inlay side-table. Behind Madame Mavrogordato an American clock hung on the wall, with a little glass panel through which you could see the pendulum rhythmically reflecting back the subdued light in the big, closely shuttered room. Between the windows stood another grandfather clock. Its hands showed a little after ten.


‘Why don’t you wear the fez?’


‘I am not a government employee, hanum. I am almost forty years old and I believe I am old enough to choose what I find comfortable. Just as I like to choose who I work for,’ he added coolly.


‘Meaning what?’


‘I live modestly, hanum. I would rather be busy than idle, but I can be idle, too.’


Madame Mavrogordato picked up a silver bell at her elbow and shook it. An attendant appeared noiselessly at the door. ‘Coffee.’ She glared at Yashim for a moment. ‘I do not permit smoking in these rooms.’


She indicated a stiff French chair. The attendant returned with coffee, in a silence measured out by the ticking of Madame Mavrogordato’s four clocks. Yashim took a sip. It was good coffee.


‘It may or not surprise you to learn that I, too, have lived modestly in my life,’ Madame Mavrogordato began. She picked up a string of beads from her lap and began to thread them through her slender white fingers. ‘That time, I hope, is past. Mr Mavrogordato and I have worked hard and – we have sometimes had the good fortune that others lacked. I am quite sure you understand what I mean – as when I say that I will not allow anything to jeopardise that good fortune.’ The beads slipped through her fingers one by one. ‘You may have heard that Mr Mavrogordato is a Bulgar. It is not true. He comes from an ecclesiastical family, formerly in Varna. I am related to the Mavrogordato family by blood, and Mr Mavrogordato by his marriage to me. Early on, I recognised his talent for finance. He is good at figures. He enjoys them. But he is not a bold man.’


She looked Yashim squarely in the eye. Yashim nodded. Mr Mavrogordato obviously was a Bulgar. Yashim didn’t mind. Left to his own devices, he supposed, Mr Mavrogordato might yet be totting up the church accounts in some provincial viyalet. Instead, he had become a merchant prince in the capital of the Ottoman Empire, steered by the woman whose slender claim on the Mavrogordato legacy had provided the necessary leverage. A woman whose boldness was scarcely in doubt.


‘My husband is a moderate man, of thoroughly regular habits. It falls to me to maintain a household that is quiet, orderly and appropriate. Anything that disturbs Mr Mavrogordato in his work, also disturbs us here.’


Madame Mavrogordato, Yashim noticed, had not touched her coffee.


‘I know very little about business,’ Yashim said.


‘It is not necessary that you should. What I require is a certain


– intelligence. And discretion.’ She paused. Yashim said nothing. ‘Well?’


‘I hope, hanum, that I am discreet.’


Her lips tightened. ‘Yashim efendi, my husband was visited last night by a Frenchman. He asked for a small loan. In the course of the discussion, the man made certain offers which were in some sense disquieting to my husband. Later, I was able to detect his agitation.’


Yashim blinked. ‘Offers, hanum?’


‘Offers. Promises. It is hard for me to say.’


‘You think that your husband was being blackmailed?’


Madame Mavrogordato’s face remained impassive, but she twisted the string of beads in her hands so tightly that Yashim half-expected them to break. ‘I do not think so. My husband has nothing to be afraid of. I believe that the Frenchman was proposing to sell him something.’


‘You believe – but you’re not sure?’


‘My husband keeps nothing from me, but he found it hard to recall exactly what the man said. If, indeed, he said anything at all. It was more a question of – of the tone. As if he were hinting at something.’


‘Maximilien Lefèvre,’ Yashim said.


Madame Mavrogordato looked at him sharply. ‘That’s right. What else do you know?’


Yashim spread his hands wide. ‘Very little. Lefèvre is an archaeologist.’


‘Very well. I – that is, my husband and I – would like you to find out a little more. If possible, I would like you to encourage Monsieur Lefèvre to conduct his – research – elsewhere. I resent disturbance.’


Yashim put out his lower lip. ‘I can try to find out something about Lefèvre. But I should speak to your husband.’


Madame Mavrogordato’s eyes were iron black. ‘It is enough that you have spoken to me.’


She picked up the bell, and tinkled it. A servant appeared, and Yashim rose to leave.


‘One thing,’ he added, as he reached the door. ‘Did your husband give him that loan?’


Madame Mavrogordato worked her jaw, and glared. ‘That –’ she began; and with that hesitation Yashim realised that she was far younger than he had originally thought; not yet forty. ‘I – I never asked.’
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