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I could be bounded in a nutshell, and count myself a king of infinite space – were it not that I have bad dreams.


Hamlet
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The man lives, or the man dies. It is a matter of the weather.


Tonight he will live: because the sea is smooth like watered silk beneath a crescent moon, the ship’s wake fanning out like a tear. The ship makes little sound: it is a still Mediterranean evening, and the timbers barely creak. A sailor in the fo’c’s’le coughs; overhead a sail flaps and spanks the mast.


The man leans at the rail, looking out to sea; and the assassin stands back a little, also watching the wake of the ship as it slowly widens and ripples and disappears towards the empty horizon. He watches the incessant production of the wake, and scarcely glances at the man he has come to kill. La Piuma, ‘The Feather’.


It would be easy tonight, the assassin thinks. A murmured conversation at the stern rail, a quick blow to the head. Man overboard. Then the assassin might raise the alarm.


But that won’t do. The Committee wants La Piuma to simply disappear.


Better to wait for a wind. Cloud cover, more noise, the pitch and roll of the ship.


La Piuma can sleep in peace, another night. He will eat another meal of fish, boiled chicken, and fruit with cheese, and drink his wine. Coffee will be served in the morning, if that’s what he wants.


Would he fight for this day’s grace? the assassin wonders, moving away along the deck. La Piuma was as good as dead as soon as the ship set sail from Bari to Istanbul. Would he be grateful to live even for one more dull, eventless day, at sea?


He would, the assassin considers; yet he cannot answer why.
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Long September shadows were drawn across the yard, as Yashim made his way to the Polish ambassador’s residence in Pera, the European quarter of Istanbul. He passed the rusted iron gates bearing the faded coat of arms of a vanished country, and mounted the steps to the front door.


At the end of a long, hot summer the wood was dry. The door opened easily under Yashim’s hand and he stepped into the gloom of the hallway. A figure was coming slowly down the great stairs.


‘Good morning, Marta. Is the ambassador at home?’


‘The lord is in the pantry.’


From her tone, Marta did not seem to think much of the lord’s presence in the pantry.


The residency had been built on a generous scale in the days when a Polish ambassador was a figure of substance in Istanbul, representing a vast commonwealth that stretched from the Baltic to the Black Sea, its borders marching with those of the Ottoman Empire for hundreds of miles over marsh, black earth, rivers and hills, a lively border distinguished by the exchange of fire, or amber for spice, as occasion required. Then Polish delegations to Istanbul, capital of the Ottoman Empire, had been magnificent affairs. One eighteenth-century pasha, viewing the arrival of the Polish ambassador’s retinue, had drily remarked that it was not big enough to seize Istanbul, but too big to be good for anything else. Those days had vanished, like Poland itself. By 1842, Stanislaw Palewski still maintained, on Ottoman sufferance, the diplomatic status of his forebears: but Marta was his only retinue. His retinue liked to keep the pantry for herself.


‘I’ll go through,’ Yashim said.


The pantry was lit by a sash window that reached from floor to ceiling and overlooked the unkempt gardens at the back of the house. Palewski, in shirt sleeves and braces, was bent over a bench, fiddling with an assembly of rods and tubes. He had a rag in his hand and a smear of oil on his forehead.


Yashim stood in the doorway, watching his friend.


‘Hello, Yashim.’ Palewski glanced up. ‘Has Marta sent you to clear me out?’


‘Not yet. Mechanics?’


‘Or art, Yashim. Just look at this.’


He tossed a dull metal tube across to Yashim, who caught it and turned it to the light.


‘It’s a gun.’


Yashim turned the barrel between his fingers, observing the damascene work beneath the tarnish. ‘Quite a piece.’


‘Better, Yash. Can you read the gunmaker’s name?’


He hummed tunelessly while Yashim inspected the barrel more closely.


‘Paris … Drouet?’


Palewski reached for the barrel and began rubbing it furiously with a rag. ‘Boutet, the finest gunmaker in France. Fowling piece. A three-foot barrel, and exceptionally light, no? Boutet’s genius. I don’t suppose he made more than a dozen of these and I’ve found two here. If you don’t mind getting your hands dirty, you can polish up the other one. Truth is, I’d forgotten all about them. Seen enough guns by 1812 to think they were worth avoiding, I suppose.’


‘And now?’


‘Now, thanks to Midhat Pasha’s invitation, Yashim, I’ve discovered these beauties. Look at that dolphin on the trigger guard!’


‘Midhat Pasha’s invitation?’


‘Duck. Snipe. Sure you won’t take a rag?’


‘Midhat Pasha has asked you to go shooting?’


‘We call it wildfowling. I was about to send him my regrets when I remembered the old gun cupboard in the cellar. Marta produced the key.’


‘And when you opened the cupboard –’


‘When I opened the cupboard I found this sublime pair. Someone has left them in a shocking state. There’s rust and fouling in the breech of this one, and of course the stocks need oiling.’


Yashim picked up one of the wooden stocks, slim and fine-curled, almost like a bird in flight.


‘There are a couple of good gunsmiths in the arms bazaar.’


‘I’ll see how I do first.’ Palewski squinted down the barrel. ‘This one’s barrel seems perfect, but there’s something wrong with the lock.’


Yashim nodded. ‘I know the feeling.’


Palewski laughed. Yashim had something wrong with his firing mechanism, too. He was a decade younger than his friend, well built, dark, with curious grey eyes and a face that lit up with a smile: but Yashim was a eunuch.


‘Let’s have tea.’ Palewski threw down his rag. ‘Marta!’


Upstairs, in the more familiar surroundings of Palewski’s drawing room, Yashim took a window seat and gazed out through the wisteria.


‘Tea!’ exclaimed Palewski, rubbing his hands. ‘You know, Yashim, I’m really looking forward to this shoot. It’s thirty years since I went fowling. Almost forty since I did it for love.’


He approached his bookcases and began to rummage across the spines. ‘My father gave me my first gun when I was ten years old. It was a German muzzle loader. He used to take me out very early in the morning, still dark, in the frost. We went for duck on the ponds, mostly, with an English retriever. Once I shot a red kite, which made him furious. I had to draw it until my arm ached. We used the feathers to make flies for fishing – and I caught a trout.’


He smiled at the memory. ‘He wanted me to understand nature, not just kill it. Those early starts, they were a sort of communion. William Paley says that’s the way to approach God, seeing the world as its creator had made it. Learning its secrets. Nature’s innocent,’ he added, gesturing at the books. ‘But these represent the world we’ve made out of our ambitions and our lies. All Man’s clever, devious things.’


He darted on a book, and then another.


‘Izaak Walton.’ He laid a book on the window seat. ‘The Compleat Angler. Cornerstone of Anglicanism. And this – private printing, Saint Petersburg. Sergei Aksakov. Writing now.’


‘A Russian?’


‘Of course. Anglican, Russian, Aborigine – they feel the same. I believe in that God, Yashim, who made ducks fly at their hour, and the birds fall silent just before light, and the water and what lies beneath it. The God I used to see when I was ten years old, lying in the dark in a punt with my father, waiting for the dawn.’


‘And you want to see Him again? With the pasha.’


Palewski ran his fingers through his hair. ‘Odd, isn’t it? But yes. Midhat Pasha’s invitation brought it back to me. And then the guns showing up like that. I’d forgotten we had ’em. Made me feel like a boy again – no, that’s not it. Just gives me the feeling I had once, when I was a boy. It’s in the smell of those old fowling pieces, too. Grease and metal.’ He flicked through the books. ‘As if everything fits again.’


Yashim looked out through the window. Could he, he wondered, feel like a boy felt ever again? Like the boy he had been? He rubbed his leg, as if the twinge of jealousy he’d felt had surfaced there.


‘You should get the guns looked over,’ he said. He stood up. ‘I should go. You’re expecting people.’


Palewski cast him a quizzical look. ‘Do stay, Yashim. How the devil did you know?’


Yashim laughed. ‘My dear friend, at this hour you would usually offer me a little something – a digestif? – and instead you ask Marta to bring this excellent tea, which leads me to suppose that you are saving yourself. You’re covered in soot and oil, but you have made no preparations for a bath. I see no tub by the fire, no hot water. Therefore it seems unlikely you mean to go out.’


Palewski arched his eyebrows. Yashim placed his fingertips together. ‘So, you are receiving. But not an Ottoman – like your new hunting companion, Midhat Pasha. He may deal with foreign affairs but he remains an Ottoman gentleman. He’d take your appearance as a gross insult. So not him, or one of his kind. And not dinner. Even Marta would not have allowed you to take over her pantry had you asked someone to dine here. I saw no more evidence of cooking than of preparation for a bath. If not an Ottoman, then what? A Frank, or Franks. But they are either not quite bon ton, as the French say or –’


He paused, in thought. ‘Or they are young,’ he said finally. ‘Yes, that would explain the lack of formality.’


‘A lady, perhaps?’


Yashim shook his head. ‘You would not have suggested I stay. No young lady.’


Palewski leaned back against the sideboard, and crossed his legs carelessly. ‘As it happens, you’re wrong. I think it very likely that there will be a young lady.’


‘Hmm. But not alone. Which demonstrates beyond doubt that your party will be composed of Franks, like yourself. Students? They will excuse your informality, even the oil on your face, because you can offer them an evening of wine, and song.’


‘Why would I want such a thing?’


Yashim smiled, and lowered his eyes. ‘Because, my dear old friend, you have been thinking of the past. Of your own youth, with the guns, shooting duck and all that. You are in that sort of mood.’


‘Ouf.’ Palewski left the window and went to the sideboard. ‘Let’s have that digestif, Yashim.’
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It seemed to Yashim that there were six of them, at least, after the front door banged and the young people raged upstairs and surged into Palewski’s drawing room, making a noise like porters with iron-shod trolleys on the cobbles of Galata Hill.


‘Ciao, Palewski! Fratello! Conte Palewski! Permesso?’


Then Palewski was surrounded, shaking hands, bowing at the young lady, and welcoming a tall fair youth who carried half a dozen bottles of champagne.


When the hubbub had abated, Yashim was surprised to count only four visitors in the room.


‘Miss Lund, may I present my esteemed friend Yashim? Yashim, Miss Lund.’


The men had not noticed that Palewski already had a visitor. Miss Lund sank a graceful curtsey and smiled at Yashim with enormous blue eyes. She was a very pretty girl, with almost white blonde hair held up in a bun, her shoulders covered with lace.


‘It is a pleasure, Signor Yashim,’ she said, in an accent Yashim could not quite place. Only, the accent did not matter, for Yashim could place her immediately, instinctively, the way a sipahi cavalry man judged horseflesh, or Palewski knew his guns.


‘We brought you some baklava, Count Palewski.’ A flat box swung from her finger by a loop of raffia. ‘Giancarlo says it goes well with champagne! I think these are the best sort – but perhaps you will judge, Signor Yashim?’


Yashim smiled. He was an intimate of the harem, and he knew women. When he saw the inclination of the plump shoulder, the trace of laziness around the bright blue eyes, he had recognised something in Miss Lund’s ease that reminded him of the gözde.


A gözde: yes, he would swear she was that. No door was closed to him, as it was to half the population of the city, screened by tradition and law into discrete spaces. Selamlik was the man’s world, at the gate; harem, the sanctuary. In the imperial harem lived many women who as slaves of the sultan formed the sultan’s private household. Some of them the sultan barely knew by sight, and some more he would know by name; but they all served him, in their way. They washed his shirts, arranged his kaftans, played him music and blushed at his approach. A few – a very privileged few – would have the honour of amusing him in bed. These girls were in his eye, as the saying went: the gözde, whose particular task was to bear the sultan a child – a son – and so ensure the continuation of the House of Osman, which had ruled the empire now for six centuries, making it the oldest royal line in Europe, and perhaps the world.


If Miss Lund was the gözde, it did not take Yashim long to guess who, in this room, performed the duties of a sultan.


Palewski introduced his friends in turn. Giancarlo was the tall one, who would turn heads in an Istanbul street: fair-haired and broad-shouldered, he looked well-fed and well-bred, with a high forehead and prominent cheekbones. His nose was big and his teeth flashed very white when he laughed. He laughed often, and then his eyes went to Miss Lund as though they shared a secret joke of their own.


Rafael looked older, but probably wasn’t: maybe it was the spectacles, or the short, dark hair that was already thinning a little. He shook Yashim’s hand and looked to the ground with a smile.


Fabrizio was a head shorter than Giancarlo but beautifully formed on a small scale, with a head of glossy black curls and a neatly waxed moustache. He was impeccably dressed. He had flung off a cape when he entered the room, to reveal a shirt of dazzling whiteness and trousers creased like knives.


Yashim inclined to them all, and smiled: they were the very group he had predicted, young, foreign and eager for an evening of champagne.


Giancarlo flung himself into an armchair and let his long legs fly upwards. ‘Allora! I am not in love with the ladies of Pera, Palewski!’


‘Indeed.’ Palewski took some glasses from the sideboard and set them up.


‘Very ugly, and their moustaches bigger than the men’s. You haven’t noticed?’


‘As you may know, Pera was a Genoese colony before the Conquest,’ Palewski observed. ‘The ladies you object to are descended, in the main part, from the original colonists. Your compatriots.’


Fabrizio smiled, showing a fine row of little white teeth. ‘Giancarlo is all for Italian unity, in principle. But the Genoese? When you get down to it, Giancarlo’s Italy barely stretches from Lucca to Viareggio, by the sea. It excludes a village near Carrara, and even certain houses in Lucca, I believe.’


They burst out laughing, Giancarlo laughing hardest of them all. Yashim listened, mystified by their private jokes. Carrara? Some houses in Lucca?


Palewski popped a cork and filled the glasses. ‘I feel just the opposite. When Poland rises from the ashes, I want her to reunite with Lithuania, and have East Prussia thrown in for good measure. All or nothing!’


‘To the great Commonwealth of Poland Lithuania!’ cried Giancarlo, raising his glass.


‘To a united Italy!’ Palewski rejoined.


‘Death to tyrants!’


‘Down with the Inquisition!’


Miss Lund settled quietly beside Yashim on the window seat. She took a sip of champagne and glanced over the rim of her glass.


‘Politics,’ she murmured. ‘The boys find it exciting.’ She had very pretty little ears, Yashim noticed, decorated with bouncing corkscrew curls. She blinked. ‘And you, Signor Yashim, are you a passionate politician, too?’


Yashim thought of Palewski with his new toy and his memories of punts and ducks on the Polish lakes, and of these youths, with their noisy enthusiasms. It was all boys, and boyhoods, this evening. ‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘I was never quite young enough.’


Miss Lund chuckled. ‘The ambassador is not – so young.’


Palewski was leaning against the mantelpiece, glass raised, expounding something to the young men.


‘Enthusiasm for his cause may keep him young, all the same. Politics.’


It was Miss Lund’s turn to pull a face. Yashim gave her a sympathetic smile: ‘United Italy?’


‘Oh yes, in spite of what Fabrizio says. They’re all mad for it, Giancarlo most of all. That’s why we’ve come to Istanbul.’


‘To unite Italy? You seem to be a long way from home.’


She misunderstood him. ‘I’m Danish,’ she said. ‘You can call me Birgit. Don’t forget that my ancestors probably sailed up here a thousand years ago, to do business with the Byzantine emperor.’


‘Or to join the Varangian Guard.’


‘The Varang—? Remind me, please.’


Yashim told her about the Viking warriors who had formed the imperial bodyguard in Byzantine times. ‘But Palewski knows much more about it than me. Fair-haired giants, he says, with double-edged axes.’


‘Hmm. Do you think Giancarlo could be a Varangian, Signor Yashim?’


‘I’m sure – you at least could rely on him, Miss Lund.’


She glanced away, with a pleased smile.


‘And you, signor?’


‘I suppose you could say,’ Yashim replied thoughtfully, ‘that I am a sort of nineteenth-century Varangian.’


She laughed. ‘And who do you guard, Signor Yashim?’


He would have said that his role was to protect the sultan’s household and his empire; but then a cork popped, and a boy was shouting across the room.


‘Birgit! Drink up and have another!’ Giancarlo sprang from the armchair and took up the bottle.


Rafael laid a hand on his arm. ‘She doesn’t need –’


Giancarlo shook him off with an impatient shrug. ‘Birgit’s all right. These northerners can drink – eh, Palewski? Fabrizio’s the one we ought to watch.’ He stood behind Fabrizio’s chair and circled his shiny curls with the bottle. ‘Sicilian blood.’


Fabrizio glanced up, his exquisite little face a perfect mask. Gian carlo swung the bottle towards the window and advanced on Birgit.


Yashim stood up, smiling. ‘Your friend was saying that you are in Istanbul to unite Italy? You’ll forgive me, we Ottomans are sometimes out of touch …’


‘Of course.’ Giancarlo hesitated, then lowered the bottle. ‘Birgit – Signor Yashim – some champagne?’


Birgit shook her lovely head, and laid a hand on her glass. ‘But I see you have opened the baklava, Giancarlo?’


‘Baklava? Of course. Forgive me.’ He returned with the box. ‘I like the green ones best!’


‘They are pistachio, no?’ Birgit’s hand hovered over the honey ed treats. ‘Will you explain, Signor Yashim?’


He glanced into the box. ‘These are pistachio, and these are made with walnut. This one is made with the same thin dough, as fine as a rose petal, shredded first and then baked. They smell very good. Where did you get them?’


‘Not very far from here.’ She gave some directions and Yashim nodded, smiling. ‘He’s very good.’


‘I love the way he picks them out, in sheets, with his knife,’ Birgit said, chuckling. ‘And this one,’ she added, taking a bite, ‘is my favourite.’


Giancarlo nodded. ‘Yes, Signor Yashim. It’s time that Italy belonged to her people, the Italians. It’s a long shot, but it will come. First we have to deal with the Pope.’


‘The Pope?’


Giancarlo nodded. ‘I am – or was – a Catholic, Signor Yashim. The Pope should be a man of God but not a despot. He cannot serve two masters.’


Palewski said: ‘These boys, Yashim, think the Pope is in a fix. On one hand, he’s the vicar of Christ, the conscience of the church, our Holy Father – a sort of Catholic Grand Mufti, except that his fatwas are called Encyclicals, and he gets to appoint bishops all over the world. On the other hand –’


‘The other hand is dyed in the blood of the people!’ Fabrizio burst out.


‘Well, certainly. On the other hand he is the temporal ruler of that large swathe of Italy known collectively as the Papal States – Rome, naturally, and the counties to the north of Rome, and Giancarlo’s beloved Tuscany, or parts of it. Whatever his virtues as a priest, Yashim, as a ruler he is a reactionary idiot.’ Palewski drained his glass. ‘After the 1830 uprising, when the Poles fought against the Russian occupation, we looked to Gregory for support. A word would have carried weight. Yet Gregory was the first to condemn us. Our Holy Father took the side of the Orthodox oppressors against the Catholic Poles, and blamed the insurrectionists for “disturbing the peace”.’


‘Gregory is a tyrant!’ Fabrizio said. ‘He is ruthless – but weak. And being weak, he relies on the Austrians to enforce his rule.’


Rafael, the shy one, nodded. ‘We stand against arbitrary oppression and the corruption of power.’


Yashim spread his hands: ‘Why Istanbul?’


It was Giancarlo who answered. ‘Don’t you see? We’re free men here. Italy crawls with papal spies – it’s the same in France. Superstitious clerics, credulous informers. Russia? Habsburg territories? They scent revolution, and they all work together, signor. When a continent is poisoned by lies, truth must be an exile,’ he added, waving his hand dramatically. ‘So we come east, for freedom. Where else could we go?’


‘You could have tried England,’ Yashim pointed out. ‘As Voltaire did.’


Giancarlo looked blank. ‘England? Why, yes …’


Rafael butted in: ‘It’s just another system –’


To Yashim’s surprise, Birgit spoke up from the window seat. ‘It’s too cold for them, Signor Yashim. If a cloud enters the sky their mothers make them wear a scarf!’ She laughed, daring them to contradict her. ‘And none of the Italians in England have class. They are organ grinders or dancing masters. They sell gelati,’ she added, drawing out the word as if it appealed to her.


Giancarlo flushed. ‘That’s not true, Birgit. We don’t care if a man is a crossing sweeper or a duke, as long as he’s with the people.’


‘Aha.’ Birgit yawned lazily. ‘But I’m right about the weather.’


‘There are no spies here,’ Giancarlo said, appealing to Yashim. ‘Nobody in Istanbul cares about the Pope. We breathe free air, beyond the reach of the Inquisition.’


‘And what will you do from here, to deal with the Inquisition?’


Giancarlo caught a glance from Rafael, and returned him a dismissive shrug. ‘We have to change people’s ideas, and break through this – this crust of feudalism that has formed across the country. My country.’


Birgit ambled across to the sofa and lay down.


‘And our voices have to be heard,’ Rafael added. His eyes shone. ‘That’s why we have to stay free.’


‘It reminds me of that old joke,’ Palewski put in. ‘The drunken man who searches for his wallet, under a lamp post.’


They all looked at him, expectantly.


‘They ask him if he remembers dropping it here, and he says no, he dropped it somewhere further down the road. So they ask him, “Why are you searching here?” And he says, “Because the light is better under the lamp post.”’


Everyone laughed. Only Birgit was silent. Her eyelashes fluttered and her chest gave a slight heave.


She had fallen asleep.
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They made quite a row, of course, going back to their flat through the silent streets, waking up dogs, puzzling the night watchmen. Their landlord, Leandros Ghika, heard them banging up the stairs, and scowled.


Fabrizio raised a fist. ‘That Palewski – he is one of us!’


‘A splendid fellow, Fabrizio, I heartily concur. He likes freedom.’


‘He likes champagne.’


‘Champagne is freedom! We should liberate it all!’


They burst into the flat. Giancarlo flung himself on to the divan, Fabrizio plucked out a bottle, Rafael lit a lamp. Birgit settled down and let Giancarlo slide an arm around her shoulders.


‘And that Yashim – he is what?’ Rafael fiddled with his glasses and sat down on the only chair.


Giancarlo laughed, showing his strong white teeth. ‘A man like Farinelli, Rafael. Without the voice.’


‘A castrato?’ Rafael’s eyes were round.


Fabrizio flicked up his hand as if it held a knife. ‘Toc! They come in all kinds. Only our Pope likes the ones who sing too high.’


‘The Pope takes them young,’ Giancarlo said. ‘He cuts off their balls to sing “Ave Maria” – in a sweet voice,’ he added, falsetto. ‘Pah! He cuts off their balls to stop them becoming men. It’s symbolic, no?’


‘Of –?’ Rafael looked stubborn.


Giancarlo waved a hand. ‘Political emasculation. He turns men into women and so he rules. What chance do we men have in Italy?’


‘But Yashim doesn’t sound like a castrato.’


Fabrizio grinned. ‘No. And I know a man from Catania who was like this. He was crushed when his house collapsed in an earthquake. Everyone survived, but he was crushed down there, like that. He had five children already but after the accident that was it. No more. Poor man.’


‘Poor man,’ Giancarlo echoed.


Fabrizio wagged a finger and laughed. ‘Not so poor, because you know what? His wife was happy ever after – and so were all the beautiful virgins of Catania!’


‘You mean he stopped pestering them?’


‘Pestering? Are you out of your mind? He had them all! One by one, these lovely virgins came to him to be deflowered! They wished to discover the art of love, without any unfortunate consequences. They called him Dell’alba, the man of the dawn. The same as the fisherman who always takes his boat out first after the storm, to test the wind.’


Giancarlo laughed. ‘But the other men – why didn’t they kill Dell’alba?’


Fabrizio gave him a look of exaggerated surprise. ‘Kill him? The men loved him! They asked for his advice ever after – does she squeal? Is she clean? He knew every girl in Catania.’


Giancarlo leaned forward. ‘So when he was crushed – this accident. He lost his balls but he kept, you know, the other part?’


‘Certainly. Just not in his trousers!’


Everyone laughed. Birgit chuckled and stood up. ‘I’m going to bed,’ she said. ‘Don’t overdo it.’ She stretched and yawned. ‘That Yashim – he’s a man, anyway.’


‘Should I be jealous?’ Giancarlo let her hand go.


‘That depends,’ she said lazily. ‘On how long you mean to stay up. Good night all.’


She waved, and they chorused their good nights, and sat about smiling, like good friends.
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Yashim and Palewski dined together on Thursdays.


Yashim heard a tread on the stairs as he was dusting the pilaff with pepper and a sprinkling of finely chopped coriander.


‘You’ve come alone?’


He had spent the afternoon getting ready, preparing the ritual supper he undertook almost without thinking, like a participant at mass.


At the beginning, when Palewski had suggested that they take turns on Thursdays, Yashim had arrived at the residency to discover Marta exhausted and almost in tears, while the mahogany table in Palewski’s sepulchral dining room was spread with a feast fit for a conclave of Byzantine despots.


After that, by tacit agreement, Palewski came to Yashim.


Yashim enjoyed the preparations. On Thursdays he went early to market, and bought the finest ingredients his friend George could bring to his stall: tiny aubergines, peppers as long and curled as Turkish slippers, fresh white onions, okra, beans. Later, Palewski would come into the room, sniffing the air, surprising Yashim by his knack for guessing what he’d made for dinner. A chicken, perhaps, Persian style with walnuts and pomegranate juice; mackerel stuffed with nuts and fruits, and grilled; a succession of little mezze, soups, dolma or aromatic rice. Once he had brought a Frenchman to dine with them, too, and as a consequence a man had died – and Stanislaw Palewski had saved Yashim’s life.


‘Alone?’ Palewski echoed. He put a bottle of champagne on the table in Yashim’s tiny kitchen. ‘Certainly. Youth’s all right, but it never knows when to stop. Salvaged this one from the wreckage.’


‘I assumed they would stay late.’


‘In the end I went to bed. Marta tells me they were still at it in the small hours. I rather think she encouraged them to go.’


‘Marta?’


‘She doesn’t mind my reading at all hours, thinks it goes with being a kyrie. Noisy boys are another matter. Marta doesn’t like Birgit much, either.’


‘She’s not Italian, like the others.’


‘She’s a Dane. A beautiful, sleepy Dane, Yashim. Something of a rarity in these parts.’


He twisted the wire off the bottle; Yashim slid two tea glasses towards him.


‘Of course, I was much the same in Cracow at their age. At Jagiellonian University we were up all night talking about revolution, emancipating the serfs, giving power to the people, all that old stuff. In my day it was Saint-Simon and Locke. Now it’s some Jew in London, Marx, good journalist – and Owen.’ The cork popped and Palewski poured the wine. ‘The boys must have raised a row of some sort, and with papal agents lurking in every café and hiding in boudoirs it must have been loud enough to get them kicked out of the Papal States. Or maybe they just took a warning and ran. It’s a rotten little country, and the Pope’s just as bad as they say. Fiercely reactionary, like all of Metternich’s creatures.’


‘The Habsburg minister? He’s behind the Pope?’


Yashim thought: We Ottomans allow ourselves to get out of touch.


‘They call it the Metternich system. Metternich was the architect of the Congress of Vienna in 1814: a lot of frightened old men getting together to put a stop to the next Napoleon – and to keep the lid on revolution. The tsar, the Austrian emperor, the German princes and Frederick of Prussia: all together in Vienna – and all as reactionary and afraid as each other. Pope Gregory is their father confessor. Can’t stand change. Instead of chemin de fer he calls railways chemin d’enfer – the road of the devil. Won’t have any railway lines in his little kingdom.’


‘Your Italian friends, Giancarlo and the others – they want to abolish it, do they?’


‘They want to dissolve the Papal States, unite the various Italian kingdoms, and create a constitutional monarchy. It should keep them pretty busy.’ Palewski laid his head on one side. ‘I can’t say I blame them. I’m an ally, naturally, as a thorn in the side of the Metternich system, still holding out for Poland. With the help of you Ottomans.’ He raised his glass. ‘Thank you very much.


‘But whether they have the steel, I don’t know. It takes more guts to be an exile than you might guess. More than they know yet. And to keep to an idea – well. It isn’t easy. The champagne runs out, after a while.’


‘So for them it’s just a game?’


Palewski blew out his cheeks. ‘For them it’s like a club, for honey and pistachios. The baklava club – they’ll probably end up making their peace and going home. In twenty years they’ll have joined the civil service and be judges on the bench, with paunches and ambitious wives, and this will be an interlude they’ll scarcely be able to remember. Giancarlo, the tall one, will come into his estates and settle down as quiet as any Tuscan gentleman. He pretends to be a man of the people but he’s an aristocrat, obviously.’


‘And Birgit?’


‘Oh, Birgit will be all right. She goes along but she doesn’t have much time for all their nonsense, as you must have noticed. Maybe she’ll stick with that Giancarlo – but I wouldn’t bet on it. She’ll smile at someone and before you know it she’ll be married to a fat little councillor and have four children, all in her sleep.’


‘So you don’t think they’re dangerous, at all?’


‘Here, in Istanbul? No more than a crate of puppies.’


Yashim smiled and nodded. The street dogs of Istanbul pupped quietly in corners, in doorways and stairwells; someone usually found them, and fed them, and put the puppies in a box, where they lay scratching their fleas and nipping at one another’s tails.
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Palewski did not stay late. He was up again in the dark, grabbing the satchel Marta had made up for him. It contained, among other things, the Polish sausage he liked, and a package of baklava. He attended to the contents of his flask himself, with a mixture of brandy, sugar and water.


He made his way by starlight to the Ortaköy quayside, and was on the water before the muezzins called the morning prayer. The low chants keened across the Bosphorus as he sat huddled in the caïque, cradling the good Boutet wrapped in an oilcloth.


He had been up for hours and had already bagged three mallard by the time Yashim emerged from the café on Kara Davut. Dressed formally in a fresh turban, a brown cloak, white chemise, loose breeches and a pair of soft leather boots, he carried an invitation that had been brought to his door by an imperial chaush the previous afternoon. The formality of the invitation had surprised him. He was on easy visiting terms with the valide; he had wondered for a moment if, perhaps, her mind was wandering. He made his way to the waterfront and took a caïque down the Golden Horn.


At the Eminönü stage he tipped the caïquejee and started uphill, past the Mosque of the Valide: another valide, another sultan’s mother, who had built the mosque on the water’s edge with money she received from harbour dues at Piraeus. The current valide had not endowed a mosque. Perhaps it was time to speak to her about this: she was not young, after all.


At the top of the hill he washed his eyes at the Fountain of Ahmet III before entering Topkapi Palace. The First Court, open to the public, was empty at this hour; he walked past the great planes to the High Gate, Topkapi, which had given its name to the whole sprawling complex of courts and kiosks, wrapped one within the other like so many Russian dolls, until they subsided down the far side of Seraglio Point and into the sea.


At the gate, two Halberdiers of the Tresses stepped forward. He knew them both by sight.


‘Yashim, for the valide,’ he murmured, drawing out the paper with a vermilion ribbon attached.


The men stood back; he passed through to the Second Court.


It was – or rather, had been – the court of imperial business, screened from the hubbub of the populace in the outer court, for as one approached the inner sanctum, the home of the sultan, the courts became exclusive. The Second Court was reserved for ministers of state – the pashas and viziers; only the sultan and his grand vizier were permitted to enter on horseback. To Yashim’s right stood the great kitchens, built by Sinan, great tents of brick around their twenty central chimneys; only one smoked now. To his left lay the Hall of the Viziers, shuttered and still since the business of state had removed itself to the Sublime Porte.


The palace was almost empty. The young sultan had taken his household off to Beşiktaş, where the viziers attended him in a room hung with heavy drapery and stuffed with French furniture, fragile gilded chairs and a European rosewood table. In Yashim’s early days, Topkapi had hummed with the sound of running feet, messengers, scullions, page boys: through the murmur – which should never rise beyond the sound of wind in the grass, by imperial tradition – came those imperturbable pashas, for whom calm was an indication of rank; and formidably armed janissaries stood around the walls of the courts like statues, moving nothing but their eyes.


All gone now. Only weeds growing in the paths, and birds nesting in Sinan’s chimneys. The Ottomans were unsentimental. In the nomadic spirit, Yashim reflected, Topkapi had been struck like a tent and the caravan moved on.


Except, of course, for the valide, mother of the last sultan. She had no intention of leaving – alive.


He found her in her apartments in the Court of the Valide. A chequerboard of sunshine drifted through the fretted wooden blinds and spilled across the flagstone floor. Yashim took off his shoes and crossed to the carpet.


The valide was reclining on the divan that filled the window embrasure. She put down her coffee cup, and nodded.


‘Très bien, Yashim. Ask the girl to bring my writing box. And some coffee, if you like.’


The valide’s handmaiden appeared in the doorway. Yashim asked for coffee, politely, and suggested the girl fetch the valide’s writing box.


‘Autumn,’ the valide murmured, ‘I never liked it much. People say the colour is good, but to me it speaks of death.’ She gave an elegant shrug. ‘On Martinique it never troubled us.’


Martinique, that tropical speck on the atlas, was where the valide had grown up.


‘But people died there, all the same,’ Yashim reminded her.


‘Mais oui, Yashim. All the time. So, bring it to me.’


She gestured to the girl for the box. It was a shallow rectangle, painted russet and decorated with garlands; the valide laid it on her lap, and tilted the lid.


She took a pair of silver spectacles from the box and put them on.


Yashim mastered an urge to look inside the box. From here, he supposed, the valide managed her affairs, and wrote to her Parisian bookseller; for the valide, like any successful woman in the harem, possessed far more than jewellery and fine clothes. Sultan Abdülhamid, her sultan, had long since died; but in his lifetime he had vested his favourite with innumerable sources of revenue – bridge tolls and shop rents, the income from provincial farms, obscure taxes. As far as Yashim could remember, on the independence of Greece the valide had lost several useful taxes levied in Athens; she had protested in the strongest possible terms to her son, then Sultan Mahmut, who had made up the loss with a sizeable interest in attar of roses from the Rhodopes.


The valide took out a packet of letters done up in vermilion silk ribbon, and closed the lid sharply.


‘Et voilà.’ She untied the ribbon, and spread the letters out on her box before selecting one. Not for the first time, Yashim found himself thinking that the valide would have made an excellent administrator. ‘This will interest you, I think,’ she said. ‘Natasha Borisova. Her French is impeccable.’


The name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it.


The valide sighed. ‘And yet, Yashim, it is a kind of miracle that she writes good French. Natasha has never been to France. She was brought up in Siberia. Where it is always cold, and not at all à la mode.’


She tapped the letter with her fingertip.


‘You were young when these events occurred, Yashim. Sergei Borisov was one of the conspirators who wanted to prevent Tsar Nicholas’s coronation in 1826. They knew that Nicholas was an autocrat, and they believed that Constantine, his older brother, would be a liberal tsar. So at the coronation they brought the people out on to the square in Saint Petersburg and demanded Constantine instead. They shouted “Constantine and Constitution!”’


‘I remember.’


‘I am told the common people thought Constitution was the name of Constantine’s wife,’ the valide added with a smile. ‘However, the coup failed and Nicholas, as we know, became tsar. The ringleaders were hanged. Borisov and the others were condemned to death but their sentence was commuted to exile.’


‘The Decembrists.’ He remembered now: the coup had been launched in December. ‘And Borisov?’


‘To Siberia, like the others.’ She looked at Yashim over her spectacles. ‘Some have died, and some have received a pardon. But Borisov is still living in Siberia. Natasha is his daughter.’


Yashim glanced at the letters on the writing box. ‘She – she has opened a correspondence with you, hanum?’


The valide hesitated. ‘I was able to be of some assistance to an acquaintance of her mother’s,’ she admitted. ‘The girl has written to me several times these last few years.’


‘What does she write about?’


‘Oh, Yashim – always the investigation!’ The valide gave a tinkling laugh. ‘She writes what an intelligent young woman thinks will interest a sultan’s widow. I have not travelled, Yashim – at least, not since I was younger than Natasha.’


At sixteen, Aimée Dubucq de Rivery had left her home on the tiny Caribbean island of Martinique to go to Paris, like many girls of her age and class. The Dubucq de Rivery were minor nobility, living as planters on their Caribbean estates. It was no place for a girl to find a well-connected husband. The expectation was that she would learn polite accomplishments in Paris and find a man; which, in a sense, she did. But she never went to Paris: her ship was captured by Algerian pirates and the young Aimée Dubucq du Rivery, with her fair hair and dazzling white skin, was sent to the sultan in Istanbul. Topkapi had been her home ever since.


‘She writes about Siberia,’ the valide said. ‘The snow. The cold. Her mother’s death. She tells me about the natives who believe in spirits and never eat vegetables. Incroyable! She draws, too. Quite lovely little pictures.’


And what, Yashim wanted to ask, does the valide write back?


‘In return, Yashim,’ the valide said, unnervingly, ‘I tell her something about life.’


She patted the letter, and closed her eyes.


‘To tell the truth, Yashim, I am actually a little nervous. At my age! But of course, I have been much alone.’


‘Nervous, hanum efendi?’


‘Like a debutante. It is not just the irregularity. She is young, Yashim. There is a difference in our experience.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Tiens, Yashim. Didn’t I say? Natasha will arrive this week.’


Yashim almost choked on his coffee. ‘Arrive – here?’


‘Why not? She is twenty-one, old enough to do as she likes. I invited her to stay.’


‘But hanum – the daughter of an exile? The consequences –’


The valide was not quite frowning, but her expression had tightened.


‘You think I am unaware that my invitation might have consequences? Do you forget who I am? A valide’s acts always have consequences!’


She placed her hands on the writing box, and drew back her shoulders.


‘I was a politician before you were born, Yashim, I would have you remember that. Natasha Borisova is looking for a pardon for her father. Others have had it. I intend that the tsar should grant him one.’


Yashim opened his mouth to speak, but the valide silenced him with an upraised hand.


‘If you think the girl asked me for this, you’re wrong. Not in so many words. But I wish to meet her, and form my own opinion.’


A visitor in the harem? It was normal for foreign ladies, the wives of ambassadors, an Egyptian begum, perhaps, to visit and pay their respects to the sultan’s ladies. They would come for a few hours, talk stiffly over coffee, examine one another’s dresses and jewels, and then graciously depart.


But to have a visitor! A foreign woman – as a sort of houseguest? It was unprecedented.


‘How long will she stay, hanum efendi? Where will she live?’


The valide waved a careless hand. The bangles tinkled. ‘Oh, a few weeks, I don’t know. Perhaps I will be better able to judge once we have met her.’ She took off her spectacles. ‘I rely on you, Yashim. For once, I hope you have no gruesome murders to occupy your time …? But of course the dead can wait. For a young woman, the harem has some fascination, no doubt; but after a few days she will be strangled by ennui. The old ladies,’ she added pointedly. ‘They will devour her.’


Ever since the unmarried ladies of her late son’s household had been permitted to retire to Topkapi, the valide had complained of being beset by old women. ‘Like children, Yashim,’ she had remarked. ‘Like very, very old children.’


Some were barely half the valide’s age, as they both well knew.


‘You wish me to –?’ Yashim left the sentence half-finished, unable to conjecture what, exactly, the valide would wish.


‘Don’t be stuffy. Entertain the girl, Yashim. She’s not a Muslim, nor a slave. If Mademoiselle Borisova wishes to go out, then you must be her chaperone. Show her interesting things – the bazaar. Ayasofya. Caïques. Justinian’s Pedestal, or whatever it is.’


Yashim inclined his head. ‘Justinian’s Pedestal’ was a confection of the valide’s. She had, of course, no experience of the city in which she had lived for so many years. Topkapi was her home, and the walls of the palace framed her horizon; at most she would have been taken for an outing on the Bosphorus, to the sweet waters of Asia or Europe, to picnic on the grass.


‘As I have seen so few of these things, Yashim, Natasha can act as my eyes. She writes well about Siberia, as I mentioned. Now, when she arrives I want you to collect her from the ship. Bring her here, avec ses bagages.’


She spoke with a certain relish: in some respects the valide was not so unlike her companions. She, too, would want to examine the bagages.


‘A young person will do me good. The girls here are all so dull – or they wish to murder me,’ she added, referring to a recent episode from which she had made a perfect recovery.* ‘Never, I find, both together.’


‘Inshallah,’ Yashim responded. He hoped that Natasha Borisova would not be one of those intelligent women who wound up wanting to murder the valide.


She gathered up the letters, knocked them together against the lid of the box and tied them up with the ribbon.


‘Enough planning, Yashim. You can see to the rest of it.’ She put the packet of letters back into the box and pushed it aside. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘I will have a little sleep. It is all quite an excitement, n’est-ce pas?’




* See An Evil Eye.
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Leandros Ghika listened to the tramp of feet on the stairs outside and smiled, a little sourly, in the near dark. The feet meant lodgers, and lodgers meant money. But it also meant damage and repairs, which cost; and worry.


He passed his hand across the ulcer in his stomach; then he put another sunflower seed into his mouth and cracked it between his teeth.


The woman had been a mistake. Three men was enough, and the woman was a complication even if she was married to one of them. He spat the shell on to the floor. And that was by no means certain, was it? Ghika had not thought, when they took the place, to look for a ring; but he was fairly sure he had not noticed one; and Ghika was a man to notice things.


He put out his hand and mechanically retrieved another seed from the bowl.


For the woman, they paid extra. Three men with a woman – it wasn’t right. And they’d paid up, too – so they knew that, as well as he did.
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