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  This book is dedicated to all of the astonishing, outstanding, and brilliant women of the past who have been dismissed, discounted and obliterated from the annals of history, simply because men were in charge of keeping the records.


  ONE

  Baghdad, April, 2003

  In the beginning, there was shock and awe. The American president promised the world the greatest fireworks display in human history, a minimum number of civilian casualties, and a brief but merciless engagement with the Iraqi Republican Guard. The mission was to eliminate weapons of mass destruction and to replace a genocidal dictator and his sadistic sons with a democratically elected Iraqi government of the people, for the people and by the people.

  In the beginning, it all went well. American troops met no resistance from Saddam’s vaunted army of a million men. Pilots of B52 bombers flew unopposed through the air over Iraqi towns and villages, dropping laser-guided bombs onto garish palaces and government buildings, destroying in seconds the hubris of a dictator whose monuments for decades had symbolised his people’s suffering. Tomahawk and Cruise missiles, F-14 Tomcats and F/A-18 Hornets screamed over a terrified populace and skimmed above rivers and deserts, steel birds of prey in Iraq’s ancient skies.

  And when the air was again silent, clean, and breathless, dozens of 70-ton Abrams tanks began rolling towards Baghdad, shaking the dust of eons from ancestral monuments. Iraq’s million-man army disappeared like a desert sandstorm in the time it took to change TV channels. A world watched in amazement as huge tanks, once engines of warfare, became elephants pulling down ostentatious statues of the great dictator. The Colossus of Baghdad was no more.

  In the beginning, the Iraqi people welcomed the Americans. They danced in the streets on top of portraits of Saddam which had once adorned the entire sides of buildings. They tore at them with their fingernails and defaced and mutilated them until satisfied that they had humiliated the man hated and feared by so many. They jumped on top of his images and spat at his statues. They hit them with mallets and hammers, and shot at them with rifles and machine guns. They searched everywhere for him and his insane sons so they could vent their wrath.

  And then, where earlier there had been the fury of war, silence descended as news began to circulate that Saddam and the entire command structure of repression and evil had disappeared from their command bunkers, and now there was nobody in control of Iraq. Like so much of the nation’s ancient history, Saddam had buried himself underground, and it would take foreigners to dig him up again.

  Singing and dancing and kissing soon gave way to irrepressible greed as the looting began. Shops, factories, warehouses were denuded by a people suddenly released from the chains of tyranny, no longer petrified of Saddam’s secret police, his army and his torture chambers.

  A huge building dedicated to the country’s past was emptied with an almost maniacal sense of mischief. It was the National Museum of Iraq. This museum, which housed some of the world’s finest collections of antiquities, some dating back five thousand and more years, operated in conjunction with the British Museum even during the most oppressive days of Saddam.

  First Lieutenant Michael Jennings Rourke led his twenty man scouting patrol along the western banks of the Tigris River, near to the course of the Old City Wall, following tanks which were clearing the way and ensuring no machine gun nests would pose a problem for his troops.

  Before him loomed the walls of the compound which housed the Iraqi National Museum. From a distance, they looked like animals scurrying around in a nest, but as he led his patrol closer, Lt. Rourke could see that men and boys were swarming throughout the compound, running away with priceless vases and statues and pottery and idols and other objects of inestimable value. He shot an M16 round into the air to scare them off. By the time he and his men entered the broken building, it was already empty both of the Baghdadi looters and of their country’s most prized possessions, precious objects from the dawning of mankind’s earliest civilization in Mesopotamia, the Land between the Rivers Tigris and Euphrates.

  Lt. Rourke gave terse orders for his men to search the building, warning them of the dangers of snipers who might be hiding in the upper balconies and levels of the building.

  There was dust and shards of glass everywhere, both from the initial collateral damage caused by the American bombardment in the earliest days of the battle for Baghdad, and from the looting which had followed when the Iraqis determined that they wanted to benefit from the war. But every display case, every article, every idol and statue and stele and frieze which had once made this one of the greatest monuments to mankind’s earliest genius, had been taken. Nothing was left other than dust and destruction. He shook his head in disgust. Having majored in History from Syracuse University, he had a fair idea of what should have been here, a collection gathered together over a hundred years by archaeologists from around the world who had come to the cradle of civilization to uncover the record of the people who had first taught humankind how to write, to record, and to narrate myths in explanation of the natural phenomena which governed their lives.

  He heard his name called. Turning, he saw one of his younger troopers, a nervy black kid from Harlem, not more than seventeen years old. Dwayne or Duanne or something.

  “What is it?” he called.

  “Over here, sir. Dey lef’ sumpin’.”

  Michael Rourke walked over, his army boots crunching over the glass and splintered wood. He joined the young trooper, and together they looked at a marble bust of a severe-looking woman, hair tied back in a tight bun. From the neckline of her dress it was obvious she was no ancient, but from a much more recent age. Probably Victorian or from early in the twentieth century.

  “Only one dey left. Muthafucka cain’t be no value? Y’all know what it is?” asked the trooper.

  Michael shook his head. He had no idea why it was the only object left behind. He cleaned the inscription with his fingers, blowing away the dust which obscured the carved dedication. It was both in Arabic, and in English. It said,

  Gertrude Bell. A Woman of Iraq.

  First Director of the National Museum.

  Presented by a grateful King and People.

  “Who dis lady?” asked the trooper.

  Michael looked carefully at the middle-aged woman. He’d never heard of her. And neither did he have time to wonder. The building had to be secured before he and his men could move on.

  He turned to the young trooper. “No idea,” he said, and moved deeper into the building.

  When all this was over, he thought, he might Google Gertrude Bell and try to find out something about her. She might be interesting . . .

  ~

  Windsor Castle, October 1888

  The young woman standing in line before Gertrude was nervously arranging and re-arranging the curls in her hair which cascaded beyond her neck and over the bodice of her flawless white ball gown. Her gleaming black hair partially hid the pearls embedded within the delicate Irish silk embroidery and organza lace which suffused the dress’s neckline. The girl’s father, the plump and pompous Duke of Rawlthone, whose orotund voice was strangely muted for the occasion, stood beside his daughter, whispering in her ear to stop fidgeting. Immediately obeying her father’s instruction, the young woman moved in procession with the long line of precisely-arranged debutants as they stepped a single pace forward to advance towards the Throne Room for each successive candidate to curtsey before Queen Victoria.

  Hugh, Gertrude’s father, glanced at his daughter. Unlike the other debutantes who could barely contain their fear at approaching Victoria, Gertrude was calmly looking around the room, taking in its vaulted architecture, the Gainsborough, van Dyke and Reynolds masterpieces hung on the walls, and the resplendence of the princes and princesses, the dukes and duchesses and the marqueses and marchionesses clustered in the vast auditorium watching the latest contingent of eligible young women from noble families about to be released onto the marriage market.

  Hugh never ceased to be amazed by his marvellous daughter’s ability to take command of whatever situation in which she found herself. Since her earliest days, she’d always seemed more adult than child. She was both sister and mother to her younger brother Maurice. After Hugh’s marriage since the death of his beloved Mary, Gertrude had willingly accepted Florence as her stepmother, and had done her very best to be a glorious daughter.

  When she went up to Oxford as one of the University’s first women students, she’d refused to be cowed by the young men’s chauvinism and bullying or the disdain she’d experienced from the dusty old professors. Indeed, she’d taken a first in history in only two years, some sort of University record, he was told. And now, just as she was about to come out in her presentation to Victoria, Queen of England, its Colonies and her Empire, Gertrude just stood there, tall and regal, auburn hair aflame, yet cool as a cucumber, as though she was about to be introduced to the new parish vicar. Amazing!

  “Aren’t you in the least daunted?” he whispered.

  “Daunted? Why?” Gertrude asked quietly.

  “You’re about to meet the Queen of England,” he said.

  She didn’t reply, but only looked at him oddly and frowned. “You seem more nervous than me.”

  Her father shook his head. “Too much Oxford, m’girl. That’s your trouble.”

  Gertrude looked round at her father, and frowned. “Frankly, these other girls need a bit of Oxford to stiffen up their spines.”

  Before her father could respond, the equerry’s stentorian voice called out, “Your Royal Highness, may I introduce in attendance His Grace the Duke of Rawlthone, who approaches your throne to present to you his daughter, the Honourable Eugenia.”

  Gertrude watched as the pompous man grasped his daughter’s arm and almost pulled her forward, her jellied legs struggling on the long walk from the corridor, passed the hundreds of assembled nobility in their brilliant gowns and jackets. Gertrude watched as they approached the foot of the throne and the young Eugenia perform a perfect curtsey, genuflecting to the Queen while her father the duke bowed low from the waist. Only when Victoria nodded, smiled and raised her left hand a fraction, did the father straighten up and was the daughter permitted to rise. Then, wordlessly, and by the merest dismissive flick of the equerry’s finger, their time before royalty was up, and they walked uncertainly backwards towards the assembled throng of nobility, never once committing the ultimate social gaffe of turning their backs to the queen.

  ~

  The Queen’s equerry glanced at the father and daughter now at the head of the queue and waiting at the end of the corridor for admission. He looked at his list and appeared to sneer when he realized the next candidate to present his daughter for coming out wasn’t a prince or a duke or even a lord, but a mere honourable, some industrialist from up north of the country.

  Emphasising Hugh’s lack of title to ensure the man’s debasement in front of the nobles gathered before their monarch, the equerry said, “Your Royal Highness, may I introduce in attendance the Honourable Hugh Lowthian Bell who approaches your throne to present to you his daughter Gertrude.”

  Gertrude walked towards the throne, one pace ahead of her father. Having been well tutored all day by a succession of Ladies in Waiting, Gertrude curtseyed low to the ground as her father bowed in deference to Victoria. While close to the polished oak floor, she sneaked a look up at Victoria’s dress. It was the customary pitch black silk worn because she was still in mourning for her beloved Albert who’d died twenty-seven years earlier, but there were pearls sewn into the hem, which indicated Victoria was now accepting some adornment, some relief from the burden of her grief.

  Sneaking a further look upwards, against the strict instructions of the Ladies in Waiting, Gertrude saw that Victoria was whispering to her equerry, who was furiously searching his notes in order to answer the queen’s question. But he shook his head and whispered something back, then he bowed low and retreated.

  Her voice was deep and gravelly, but instantly silenced the muffled chatter in the audience hall because the queen rarely spoke during these coming out occasions, and only then to the daughter of a duke or above personally known to her. Sensing that something sensational was about to happen, the assembled nobility listened with mounting expectation.

  “You’re the gal who’s just been at the University in Oxford, aren’t you?” asked Victoria.

  Gertrude stood immediately to respond to the queen. There was a gasp at the unprecedented impertinence of her action, throwing centuries of protocol out of the window. Nobody, but nobody, and especially not a young girl coming out, ever stood before the queen had said “rise,” and never engaged in conversation as though she were a familiar.

  “Yes, Your Royal Highness. I took a degree in history. One of the few degrees open to women.”

  “And what was it like? You were one of the first girls there, I’m told.”

  “It was very enjoyable, thank you, Your Majesty. And very challenging.”

  “And what bit of history did you study?”

  Gertrude smiled. “Actually, Majesty, I studied your family’s history from the time your ancestors were in Hanover to your late uncle William.”

  Victoria nodded and masked her smile. The hordes of nobility in the room could barely believe their ears, especially when Victoria continued the conversation. “Ah, yes, the four kings George. And what aspect of their lives did you find particularly interesting?”

  “Well, they were participants in a most fascinating time of Britain’s history, but what I found really absorbing were the relationships between the monarch and the next in line to the throne. I could never properly understand why there was such intractable hatred between father and son. Such unhappy relationships. It’s not particularly unusual for there to be jealousy between monarch and the successor, after all, British history is full of it, but your recent ancestors . . .”

  She felt a sharp pinch in the shoulder as Hugh tried to stop his daughter from talking. But contrary to what the entire shocked audience was thinking, the queen smiled and said, “We’ll have to forego this discussion, my dear, for I have a lot of young women to welcome. And you’re not quite right about all my predecessors. I was very close to my dear late uncle, King William. Perhaps, Miss Bell, we might meet after the formalities, and share a cup of tea, and you can tell me more of what you learned about my ancestors.”

  Hugh bowed, Gertrude curtsied again, and they walked backwards into the assembly of nobility. When they were absorbed and cordoned off from the throne by the crowd, Gertrude turned to her father, and said quietly, “Well, that seemed to go quite well, didn’t it.”

  Ashen-faced, her father hissed, “I . . . how could . . . you mustn’t . . . you can’t be that familiar with the queen. After all, she’s the queen . . .”

  Gertrude frowned and asked, “Father, I wasn’t being familiar; Her majesty was engaging me in conversation.”

  “She was being nothing more than polite.”

  “And I was being polite. And she’s not quite correct. You see, whilst the queen was certainly close to her uncle, William hated Victoria’s mother, the Princess of Saxe-Coburg, and if the stories are true, banished her from his palace and it’s said that he used to constantly berate her whenever they were in public for the way she kept Victoria from him. Victoria’s mother wanted to rule after his death as co-regent with her lover. What’s fascinating is that the Hanoverian disease of parent-hating offspring seems to be continuing to this day. It’s said that Victoria detests her son, the Prince of Wales, and blames him for the death of Albert.”

  Horrified that she might be overheard, Hugh said, “Silence, child! This isn’t the right place, nor is it one of your university tutorials. I’m your father, not—”

  “But it’s true and all the gossip in London, which is why the prince to this day has so little to do with the palace. Apparently when Edward was a young man, he behaved appallingly and Prince Albert was forced to ride on horseback, all through the night and in the middle of winter in order to rescue him from some scandal which could have damaged the crown. As a result, he caught a cold and died of typhoid. Victoria has never forgiven Edward. But I don’t think I should raise that topic when I have tea with the queen. It might upset her.”

  “Gertrude,” whispered Hugh, increasingly irritated by his daughter’s unrestrained enthusiasm. “You may be factually correct, but you’re being socially inept. There’s a time and a place and this is neither. You’ve just come out. This is a ball. The queen traditionally disappears before the music begins. She’s not going to sit down with you and have a chat. It was just a passing remark. And God only knows what you’ve managed to do to the family’s reputation by addressing the queen directly in such a moralising way, especially when you were specifically ordered by the Ladies in Waiting just to say ‘yes Ma’am’ and ‘no Ma’am’ on the flimsiest chance that Her Majesty might deign to speak to you.”

  Before she could answer, the crowd around them parted as a tall and rotund man sporting a huge beard and moustache, bemedalled and dressed in a frock coat, walked towards them. Hugh tried to remain calm, recognising him immediately.

  “Lord Salisbury, Mr. Prime Minister, this is a great honour,” he said.

  “Mr. Bell, Miss Bell. How d’you do? Miss Bell, I couldn’t help but overhear that you’d read history up at Oxford. As you may know, history is one of my few relaxations from the burdens of office. I wonder whether you’d care to take tea with me tomorrow at Downing Street. You seem to be an interesting young woman, Miss Bell, and I’d very much appreciate the views of somebody of your tender years concerning this movement determined to give women the vote. Shall we say four o’clock?”

  He turned and left. Now it was Gertrude who was astounded. It had all been such a whirlwind of experiences since she’d graduated with first class honours earlier in the year. She’d assumed that her just rewards for all the hard work in studying and taking her finals a year earlier than all her friends, would be the coming out balls in the season, but to take tea with the Prime Minister of England was, well, she could think of no better word than extraordinary.

  After they’d retreated from her presentation to the queen, she and Hugh had stood in a bubble. The surrounding nobility didn’t want to come too close in case Gertrude’s inexcusable lapse of protocol had caused the Bells suddenly to become social pariahs, unacceptable in British households. But now that the Marquess of Salisbury, the Prime Minister of England, had not just acknowledged them, but had invited them to tea at Downing Street, it was obvious that they were celebrities, and like waves breaking on a shore, Hugh and Gertrude were inundated by handshakes and introductions and invitations.

  The crowd of well-wishers quickly parted again as Victoria’s imperious equerry approached, nodded curtly to Hugh, smiled at Gertrude, and said, “Miss Bell, Mr. Bell, Her Majesty has asked whether you would care to accompany her to her private apartments before the ball begins and take tea with her.”

  ~

  The Honourable Eugenia Mary Louise, daughter of the Duke of Rawlthone, looked over at where the assembly had gathered around Gertrude and saw her follow Her Majesty’s Equerry towards the back of the Audience Chamber. She couldn’t understand how this could happen when this Gertrude girl didn’t even have a noble title. Eugenia scowled in anger at all the fuss and bother on the other side of the room. Why couldn’t her father do something like that for her, she wanted to know.

  ~

  Bucharest, Romania, Two Years Later

  Gertrude Bell was a girl when she came down from Oxford but she knew for certain that Bucharest would make her into a woman. In Oxford, she’d been bookish, haughty, and intellectually voracious, but since coming down and especially after her coming out party, and her two seasons of balls, two years of numbingly boring social gatherings and dinner after tedious dinner with wearisome guests where she did her best to attract some young man to be her husband, she was now disillusioned and frustrated.

  She knew she was startling to look at. Her height, her slim and athletic body and mass of red hair made her stand out from all the other young debutants desperate to ensnare the second son of some Duke or Baron. Some girls even had pretensions for a liaison with the son of a prince and did everything in their power to flaunt themselves whenever a princeling happened near.

  Gertrude was quickly bored by such nonsense and sought other means of distraction, mostly involving books or arranging discussions when she was in the city house, with men in London who were leaders in the fields of politics, arts, science, or diplomacy.

  The young men she met at the coming out balls seemed to lose interest in her after a first encounter, possibly—no, certainly—because she showed her disdain when they didn’t want to discuss the subjects which interested her. She was even given to think that she was attractive, not only because the mirror reassured her, but also because young men initially flocked around her. It was only after she began trying to find a topic of conversation which would be mutually interesting that they tended to drift away, attracted by any one of the dozens of other pretty young women who were, like her, trying not to end up as old maids at the age of twenty two.

  Unlike her friends, she’d found snaring a husband far more difficult than society made out, despite having been a debutante before the queen and attending a dozen balls and twice as many parties. In the two long and desultory years between Oxford and Bucharest, years in which she’d come to realize that her intellect was an encumbrance in the marriage market, she had grown in maturity and stature, but her intellectual and social growth had been with her father and his friends, and not with a young man by her side. She prayed that the diplomatic season with her uncle Frank Lascelles would prove positive for her morale and perhaps lead to her finding a husband.

  ~

  Watching her become increasingly dispirited at the conclusion of each ball and party, her father hoped that Romania would be a suitable place for her to learn the art of diplomacy, sadly lacking in a girl who turned discussion into energetic conversation, vigorous conversation into heated debate, and debate into a furious argument which must be won on the basis of superior knowledge, regardless of the effect it might have on the young man trying to make an impression.

  Hugh had lost count of the number of eligible sons of the nobility, some of them both handsome and from ancient families, whom she’d inadvertently managed to demolish between the dance floor and the buffet when she failed to hide her obvious disdain for their stories about hunting or holidays and instead set about trying to discuss some arcane political issue which the youths often didn’t begin to understand. She didn’t mean to be arrogant or rude, which was how she seemed to come across, but she had gained an unenviable reputation for being conceited, over-confident and haughty. She was none of these things with older men, who found her delightful and refreshing company. Most welcomed her challenging their traditional views with the voice of youth.

  He’d begged her to veil her intellect and temper her knowledge, at least until she was married, and then she could do whatever she wanted. Until she was walking down the aisle, her father advised her to defer to the young men’s interests in country life or fishing or sport, feign interest in their tales of jolly escapades like stealing policemen’s helmets when they were in a drunken rampage after a party. But she could only be true to herself and told Hugh that she was incapable of pretending to be impressed by what she called ‘their mindless infantile frolics, their total lack of interest in anything beyond themselves.’ And so she remained husbandless while plodding down the aisle as bridesmaid at an increasing number of her friends’ weddings. Bucharest, Hugh agreed, was an ideal place to send her to be chaperoned by his wife’s brother, Frank Lascelles, Britain’s Minister in Romania.

  Father and daughter kissed goodbye in the choking smoke of the Gare de l’Est in Paris and as Hugh walked back along the platform, Gertrude shed a tear as the train began the twelve hundred mile journey from Paris to Strasbourg, then onto Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, and finally Bucharest. After her aimless and frustrating time in London, she was eagerly anticipating spending time in the ambassadorial circle. There she would meet men of stature and worldly experience, provided her aunt didn’t insist that she sit with the women, and discuss fashion, food, and the domestic help.

  Why couldn’t she find someone willing to marry her? She had enjoyed the occasional romantic escapade, escaping from the ballroom to the back stairs where she’d kissed a boy and laughed and been sporty. But more usually, after the initial introduction, the marking of her dance card, and then opening up topics of conversation to find a common interest, the boy had typically just smiled and indulged her with a single dance, and then made an excuse to return to his party. What was it about her that turned young men’s initial interest into artless apathy causing them to seek the relief of distance? She knew she was gaining a reputation as a joyless blue stocking, but it seemed only to be with young men. Their older brothers and fathers found her delightful, even though their mothers often found her odd and different. But she couldn’t, and wouldn’t, camouflage her brain and feign interest where there was none. She’d studied damned hard at Oxford, learned a lot, and all she wanted was somebody whose mind was at least equal, if not a lot better, than hers.

  Even the dinners to which she’d been invited had invariably turned out to be painfully dull, mainly because she’d been placed at the end of the table reserved for the sons and daughters of the guests. She knew that she attracted the attention of the assembly with her cascades of burnished red hair and her piercing blue-green eyes, and she knew she was fashionable in her beautiful clothes from Paris’ finest couturiers; and she always took pride in dressing in her late mother’s exquisite jewels. But when she sat at the table, the older men and women discussed topics which she found interesting and in which she was keen to participate, whilst the young men and women around her laughed and giggled at the silliest things, like knocking over the salt cellars or surreptitiously flicking food at each other.

  She hated her reputation as a stick-in-the-mud, somebody who talked about subjects such as science and history and politics. But what could she do? How could she change? And why should she change? Hopefully, she’d find some young unmarried British diplomats in Uncle Frank’s embassy with whom she could gain companionship.

  She looked out of the windows as the train gathered speed through the eastern suburbs of Paris. The books about Bucharest said that it was a meeting place between East and West, the closest point of contact between Europe and the Ottoman Empire. This, surely, was the sort of adventure for which she was born. Suddenly, those young men and their juvenile japes didn’t seem relevant any more. She sat back, picked up a newspaper, and realized that she was smiling.

  ~

  “You told the Prime Minister that!” shouted Frank Lascelles, spluttering on his early morning cup of coffee. “And how did old Salisbury react? He must have been utterly mystified.”

  “Well,” said Gertrude, “I simply said that I didn’t believe that women should be given the vote, no matter what colonies like New Zealand were planning.” Her hair suddenly burned red as the horizontal rays of the rising sun burst through the windows to illuminate her face. She, her uncle Frank, her step-mother’s sister Mary and their son Billy were sitting in the loggia as the sun rose above the distant Black Sea. It was her second morning in Bucharest, and they’d risen early so the family could ride north out of the city to the foothills of the glorious Carpathian Mountains where they would spend a week walking, talking and relaxing.

  But when she saw that Mary was looking at her quizzically, surprised that a young woman like Gertrude could possibly be against a measure which might ensure the elevation of her sex, she explained, “Look, it’s simply this. I told His Lordship that whilst all people should be allowed to vote for their governments, it should only be on the condition that they understand the grave issues which are involved in a general election, and that, unfortunately, is where most of Britain’s women are de facto disqualified. I’m against all this suffragette nonsense. You wouldn’t give the vote to a man who didn’t know what he was voting for, now would you? Just because somebody has reached a certain age and owns property, shouldn’t be a qualification for voting for a government and participating in a democracy. Frankly, and loathe as I am to criticise dear old Pericles of Athens, I have real doubts about the very underpinnings of egalitarianism earned without merit.

  “So I told the Prime Minister that whilst ever women are slaves to their husband’s requirements in the bedroom and tied to the scullery sink, they cannot be considered as having a mature understanding of the policies for which the parties are asking for their vote to be the government. I don’t really understand why he was so shocked.”

  Frank chortled, while Mary said softly, “My dear, the Prime minister is in the grand old conservative mould. He would hate the idea of electoral change. He rejected Mr. Disraeli’s bill which gave the vote to working class men. The idea of women voting would be anathema to him. The reason he invited you and your dear father to Downing Street was to find out what was in the minds of young people so he could find a countervailing argument. Now you’ve almost certainly turned his world topsy-turvy. Knowing him, I doubt whether he knows what to think.”

  The ambassador’s butler coughed softly, entered the loggia and gave Sir Frank his morning’s post on a silver salver. Frank looked though the letters quickly, saw that there was nothing to engage the mind of the British Minister and nodded to his butler, an instruction for him to give the post to the Embassy’s Second Minister, Frank’s deputy.

  After breakfast, they readied their horses for mounting and prepared to set off on the long ride to the foothills of the vast horseshoe-shaped distant mountains which cut a massive swathe through Central Europe. Their servants had already left hours before in the darkness before dawn in order to lay out a picnic for their mid-morning refreshments. Lunch would be taken in one of the many inns which were on the road between Bucharest and the mountains and they would spend the night in the private holiday residence of King Carol I, a good friend both of the ambassador and of Great Britain.

  When Frank told Gertrude they were to be guests at one of the king’s country estates, she was excited. “What a shame he won’t be there. I’ve been reading all about him. Interesting man from an interesting family,” she said. “I do hope I’ll get the chance to go to a dinner at the palace. I’d love to hear his major domo introduce him as Prince Karl Eitel Friedrich Zephyrinus Ludwig of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen . . . what a mouthful; by the time his name’s been called, the party will be half over.”

  Frank burst out laughing, but turned in surprise when the bell at the gates to the embassy’s courtyard was sounded. He steadied his horse which took fright at the sudden noise. A gardener ran to open the entryway, and as he did so a huge man was revealed, dressed in the clothes of a desert Arab, sitting astride a blindingly white horse. The sun was behind him, and it was hard for Gertrude to make out his face as he appeared to be shrouded in a halo of light. But as he patted his horse’s neck to steady the beast, Gertrude saw a tall swarthy man with a glistening black beard, a keffiyeh of red and white check, a gleaming white thoub which covered his whole body, and a massive scimitar which hung on a jewelled strap from his chest to his knees.

  “Good God, I didn’t know he was in Bucharest.” hissed Frank. “What the deuce does he want?”

  Gertrude looked at the lone Arab, waiting at the gateway for the entry to be wide enough for him and his horse to pass through.

  “Who is he?” asked Gertrude. But Frank didn’t have time to answer as the Arab urged his horse forwards into the embassy grounds towards where the Lascelles and Gertrude were about to mount and start their journey. The man bowed, kissed his hand, and then touched his forehead in a gesture of respect.

  “Greetings, English Lascelles,” said the Arab.

  “And greetings to you, Abd al-Rahman ibn Faisal ibn Turki ibn Abdullah ibn Muhammad of the great tribe of Sa’ud from the limitless deserts,” said the ambassador. “To what do I owe this immense honour of your visit to my humble home?”

  “I am here to seek your counsel and your wisdom,” he said, dismounting in a single fluid movement. Gertrude was impressed by the large man’s aquiline grace as he slipped from his saddle-less horse and onto the ground just in front of her uncle. A head taller than Sir Frank, the Arab moved as though he were one with his horse.

  Abd al-Rahman turned and bowed towards Mary, nodded curtly to Billy, and stared fixedly when he came face to face with Gertrude. She was about to extend her hand towards him, but suddenly remembered her manners and gave the briefest of curtseys.

  “English, you will walk with me in your garden,” said Abd al-Rahman.

  “Sir, on any other day, it would have been my heart’s desire and greatest privilege to have walked with you, but on this day, I and my family are about to ride to the mountains. My niece, Gertrude, has just arrived in Bucharest and it is my desire to show her the beauty of Romania. Can these great matters of state which occupy your mind be spoken of on another occasion?”

  The tall Arab breathed deeply, and said, “I would be forever shamed if I was the cause of any delay in your journey. I will ride with you, English, and talk on the way. There are matters concerning my country, stolen from me by the sons of apes and pigs called Rashid. I must reclaim what is mine, but this can only be accomplished with the help of the English and their rifles and cannon.”

  Gertrude was suddenly absorbed. She’d assumed that she’d simply be riding and seeing the sights, but now she was embroiled in a political situation and was fascinated. She’d studied the history of the Ottoman Empire as part of the first year of her degree at Oxford, and would be riveted by an insider’s understanding. But when she looked at Frank Lascelles, she saw him breathe deeply, and his face furrow in concern.

  “Of course, Excellency. It would be an honour and a privilege for you to accompany us, but as to the help which Her Majesty’s government can provide, well . . .”

  In silence, Frank, Mary, Billy, and Gertrude mounted their horses, as did Abd al-Rahman, and together then rode out of the British Embassy onto the busy streets of Bucharest.

  For the first half an hour after leaving their embassy, they rode in silence as their horses clopped over cobblestones, then gravelled roads and finally, as they left Bucharest’s walls, the houses disappeared to the north of the city and they found themselves trotting beside fields of corn and orchards of apples. More types of apples than Gertrude had ever seen, not planted in neat rows like an English country garden, but seeming to grow haphazardly, wildly, unstructured and natural. She rode away from the party and into the nearby field and soon was tugging different apples from different trees and testing their taste.

  English apples came to dining tables in only a small number of varieties. She regularly ate the Cox’s orange pippin, the Granny Smith, and the russet. But here the varieties were vastly different in colour and shape, and the sizes and flavours of the different apples staggered her. Some were bright red and tiny, little bigger than a walnut; others were deep green and so sour they were inedible, yet others were mauve and golden and tasted as sweet as honey. It was a Garden of Eden as she trotted from tree to tree, sampling as she went, feeling a frisson of guilt as though she was a latter day Eve. Suddenly she heard a horses’ whinny just behind her. Abd al-Rahman had also left the party and was close to her side.

  “In Arabia, such a garden would truly be paradise,” he said.

  She smiled, and replied, “As it would in England, Eminence. And I was just thinking about the Garden of Eden. Tell me, Excellency, does your Koran speak of the Garden of Eden and Adam and Eve?”

  He said, “Yes, there is mention of Adam in the Koran, our holy book, which is the word of Allah given to Mohammed, peace and blessings be upon him.”

  “Adam was such a clever invention of the people who wrote the Old Testament, wasn’t he.”

  Abd al-Rahman looked at her in bemusement. “As Muslims, we believe that all of the Holy Books came directly to man from Allah. Man did not invent them. But the Old Book of the Jews was corrupted by man, as was the New Book of the Christians, and so in his love and wisdom, Allah gave us the Koran which is the unchanged and perfect word of God. From the day that Mohammed, peace and blessings be upon Him, received the words of the Koran, to this day, not a single letter has been changed. It is perfect as is His messenger.”

  Gertrude plucked a large blue-green low-hanging apple from a tree they rode by, and handed it to Abd al-Rahman. He took it and smiled in gratitude.

  Softly, she said, “But neither the Christians, nor the Jews, would agree with you. The Jews believe that their religion was given to them on Mount Sinai by God through Moses, and that they were the Chosen People because it was their burden to receive the Ten Commandments, which are the basis of all great and civil societies. And Jesus Christ is a prophet and the son of God.

  “Doesn’t it therefore follow that if God gave the Jews the law by which mankind must live, but to the Christians, he gave His only son, surely that’s a much greater religion than any. I don’t want to sound disrespectful, Abd al-Rahman, but Mohammed was only a prophet and a messenger. Unlike Jesus, he wasn’t a deity. And he was very much a human being, with wives and offspring. I believe that one of his wives, Aisha, was only a child of nine, which is pretty unsatisfactory and medieval. Hardly the sort of thing that one would expect from God’s messenger, is it? So by any logic, Judaism and Christianity are more perfect religions than Islam. Wouldn’t you agree?”

  Never having been spoken to in this manner by anyone, and especially not a strange girl whose face and body he could clearly see, Abd al-Rahman tried to decide whether to answer or draw his sword and execute her on the spot.

  Knowing she’d gained his attention, Gertrude added, “And another thing I don’t understand about Islam, Excellency, is that the Jewish bible, as well as that of the Christians, is considered the revealed word of God, but Jews and Christians accept that it was written for a time and place. That’s why over the millennia there have been wise men who have interpreted it for their societies. So long as the basic message about Allah and all that stuff doesn’t change, what’s wrong with modernising the Koran and making it relevant for Muslims today. I mean, stoning and amputation of the right hand and all that sort of barbaric stuff.”

  Before Abd al-Rahman could silence her, Gertrude continued, “For instance, in the Jewish Old Testament, the punishment for not observing the Sabbath was death. Well, if that were carried out today, half the Christians and Jews in the world would be stoned to death, wouldn’t they? It doesn’t work for modern times, don’t you agree?”

  Angered, he said, “It is given to our leaders, to our great religious men, to carry out the work and obey the words of our Prophet Mohammed, peace and blessings be upon him, who was given these words by Allah himself. Are you saying that men should not follow the word of God?”

  Gertrude responded, “But Thomas à Kempis said that man sees your actions, but only God sees your motives. Not being divine, I can only judge your society by its actions, such as stoning women who commit adultery. Pretty beastly, if you ask me. But maybe God sees things differently.”

  Before he could answer, Frank Lascelles rode up quickly, both as a chaperone for Gertrude, and because he was well aware of her forthrightness and was afraid that she’d say something undiplomatic. The moment he saw Abd al-Rahman’s face, he knew his niece had behaved true to form and he would need to do some rapid diplomatic fence-mending.

  “We have a long journey ahead of us. Perhaps we should continue,” he said. “Gertrude, will you re-join your Aunt Mary and Billy.”

  “Your child, English, believes that Islam is only the third most important religion, after Christianity and Judaism, and she has said other things which insult the Faith. In my country, she would be buried up to her neck and then stoned to death. Her words, ambassador, are an offence to my ears,” said Abd al-Rahman curtly. “She has disrespected our Prophet. She must be corrected.”

  “Oh, dear,” the ambassador replied, knowing what the Arab meant by correction. “I’m afraid that Gertrude is somewhat more outspoken than most other girls. She’s been to Oxford, and speaks and thinks like a man. In England, Excellency, it is not customary to punish people for their opinions, I’m afraid. But I certainly will speak with her about her attitude and require that she has more respect for the glories of Islam.”

  Abd al-Rahman shook his head in amazement. “Is her attitude the same as other English?” he asked.

  Gertrude was about to respond, but Frank said curtly, “Gertrude. Go! Ride back to Mary and Billy. Now!”

  “But . . .”

  “Go! Now!”

  As Gertrude rode away, she felt stung that Frank hadn’t supported her. She thought that he, of all people, would engage in the discussion.

  “I beg your forgiveness for my niece, Your Excellency. And please don’t think that she is typical of other English girls her age. She is highly educated and knowledgeable.”

  “She has education? This is not the way of women in my country. No woman must be learned.”

  “In England . . .”

  “Your Chatrude is knowledgeable of books, but she knows nothing of life,” Abd al-Rahman said curtly. “You will punish her. Yes?”

  “No. I will not punish her. I will advise her. Were she in Arabia, she would know not to say what she has said. But she is in my protection, and England will not allow somebody to be punished for his, or her, thoughts.”

  Abd al-Rahman rode slowly, silently beside Frank. Then he said, “This is not a world I recognize, English. Perhaps I am too quick. Our worlds are different. If we Arabs have to live in your world, we must learn how you do things. But will you learn how to respect us if you come to my world?”

  Frank said cautiously, “Excellency, Islam is respected in my country, and even though no Englishman worships Allah, I assure you that we only have the warmest and most considerate attitude towards the Faith of the Prophet, just as our empire respects the religion of the Buddhist and Hindu in India and those who revere Confucius in China. We must learn to live with each other in these modern times, to respect the faiths of others, just as their faiths must respect ours.”

  He looked at Gertrude as she rode towards the others and frowned. What was he going to do with her, he wondered. He just prayed she hadn’t ruined relationships between England and the Arabs.

  Abd al-Rahman smiled and nodded. “I think, English, that much damage was done to the Faith of Islam when the Ottomans from Constantinople came north and tried to conquer Europe. Your niece shows the work Islam must do to reassure all that we are a religion as great and holy as that of the Jews and the Christians. We are a peaceful and loving religion, no longer warlike. Many years ago, our warlikeness was like that of the Crusaders; but as your Chatrude says, that was of a time and a place. Now our wars must be fought against those who believe in Islam, but who are unfaithful to the true word of the Prophet.

  “But between us, this is a time of peace and understanding, not a time of war. My people were great and will be great again, but for now we are servants of the Turks and must live in the desert around our oases and smoke our hookahs and dream the dreams of our poets. Perhaps that is what I should be telling people such as English Chatrude. I now think that my meeting of you was foretold by the Prophet, for you and I will speak of matters of state, while in the days ahead, I will tell English Chatrude the truth about Islam.”

  They urged their horses out of the orchard and back onto the path, where the roads were rutted with the tracks of carts. Despite the dangers of snakes, it was easier for their horses to ride on the grasses and fields through which the pathways ran and they made good time. As they rode, Frank and Abd al-Rahman held their horses back from the others so they could talk about the need for England to assist the Sa’ud family in ridding the Arabian peninsula of the Rashid family who had taken residence in Riyadh and now commanded much of the surrounding countryside.

  Gertrude reined in her horse and cautiously dropped behind her aunt and cousin so she was in earshot of what the two men were discussing. Apparently, this Rashid person was a former vassal and servant of the Sa’uds, but he’d used the quarrels between the Sa’ud family members to advance himself, and had managed to conquer a city called Riyadh. Abd al-Rahman had come secretly to Bucharest to ask Uncle Frank to write to the Prime Minister of England and get him to send an army to Arabia to drive out the Rashid family and restore the Sa’ud family to their lands.

  It was all so exhilarating to listen to. It was real and exciting politics. It meant actual people, battles where people were hurt and even killed. And, as though a brilliant light had suddenly illuminated the world around her, Gertrude knew that this was the life to which she’d been born. The world of the society hostess, married and raising a family, going to balls and the theatre might be distracting, but she knew at her age it was probably out of reach. And anyway, such a lifestyle paled in comparison to immersing herself in the realism of politics, where decisions could alter history and cost the lives of countless people.

  ~

  It took them a further five hours to ride slowly to King Carol’s lodge deep in the heart of the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains. There was room available for everybody, but Abd al-Rahman asked whether he might stay the night, sleeping outdoors under the brilliant canopy of the stars.

  After dinner, Gertrude walked outside and stood beyond the umbra of light cast through the windows. Shrouded in darkness, she lit a cigarette, lay on the ground, and stared up at the enormity of the night sky.

  Sensing that somebody was approaching her, she lay still, until Abd al-Rahman said softly, “Truly, the skies of the desert show infinitely more stars than are here. It is possible to see the distant horizon, even on the darkest of nights, by the light of the stars.”

  “It must be very beautiful,” she said softly.

  “The desert is different things to different people. This is why Islam is so important to us. Without submission, without obeying those who have wisdom far beyond our understanding and lay down decrees, we would all die in the wilderness. You see, to you, the desert might be beautiful and to me it is home, but to others, to infidels and adventurers, it is a place of death. When the sun is highest and the wind whips the sand into your eyes and nose and tears your flesh, when the nearest water is three day’s distance, when the heat sets aflame the very skin on your hands and face, then not even you, Chatrude Pell, could find beauty in the deserts of my country.”

  She smiled at his pronunciation of her name. “Then why does Your Excellency continue to live there?”

  “Your home is where you are born. You may move many times, but you will always return to the place of your birth. And I have much work to do in order to reclaim my lands.”

  “Why is there so much disputation between your tribes, Excellency? Your people seem to do nothing but fight. Can’t you somehow learn to live together?” she asked.

  Abd al-Rahman said, “Each of our tribes, and there are many, wishes to be the leader of our nation. To take the place of Saladin. But except for me and my sons, there are no great men of Arab tribes any longer. That is why I wish to destroy the Rashids. Because when they are gone, I shall rule and I shall bring all others to bow to my leadership. That is why I am here and why I speak with English Lascelles.”

  Gertrude remained silent. She was desperate to continue the conversation, but her Uncle Frank had warned her in no uncertain terms that she mustn’t discuss anything to do with politics with Abd al-Rahman, on pain of expulsion from the country and certain imprisonment and beheading in the Tower of London. What Uncle Frank failed to understand was that as a student of politics and history, and one who was now passionately interested in the Ottoman Empire, she put these threats to her life secondary to her desire to know.

  “In England, Excellency, our kings used to fight for their kingdoms. But those were the ancient days. Today, our kings are anointed because they are first-born. Our monarchs become ruling families because of their blood, not because they win battles and destroy those who hold power. That’s why ours is a nation at peace with itself.”

  “Then how do you change kings if a king is cruel or stupid?” he asked, walking closer and laying down beside her. She felt his presence and the warmth of his body. It was somewhat unnerving, as he was old enough to be her father, yet he was providing her with what she’d always sought in much younger men—somebody who spoke to her and listened to her views as an intelligent adult.

  His question had unbalanced her. Having studied the Hanoverians, and especially George III who was insane for a part of his reign, having learned of the unbridled hatred of father and son, it wasn’t a question she could easily answer.

  “We trust the blood of our monarchs. And since the time of Charles I, whom we beheaded because he was a tyrant, we’ve vested power in our Parliament instead of the monarch. So even though we bow and scrape and call our monarch Your Majesty, it’s only a title. The person who holds real power in our country is the prime minister.”

  “And if your King is angered, he can behead your prime minister?”

  Gertrude tried not to laugh aloud. “No, Excellency. It doesn’t work that way.”

  “But if a prime minister is angered, he can behead a king?”

  “Er . . . no.”

  “But this Charles. He was beheaded by your prime minister. Yes?”

  “Sort of. It’s very complicated.”

  Abd al-Rahman remained silent for some moments. And then he said, “I know that your king is a queen.”

  “Yes, Queen Victoria.”

  “And her dead husband, he was king?”

  “Her husband, Albert, wasn’t a king, but a prince.”

  “A prince is the son of a king and queen. Did she marry her son?”

  Gertrude reacted in shock, “No, she didn’t marry her . . .”

  In the moonlight, she saw that Abd al-Rahman was grinning. “Your Excellency is making fun of me.”

  “You are a clever woman, Chatrude Pell. I have never met a clever woman. But like a man, it is easy to make fun of you. You will learn not to be so serious.”

  She burst out laughing. Abd al-Rahman liked her laugh. “Yes, I know I’m too serious.”

  “Why are you not a wife?”

  “Because I’m too serious,” she said. And as an afterthought, said softly, “And I’m too educated.”

  “In my country, we do not allow our girls to be educated. They marry. They are happy.”

  “I don’t know how a girl can be happy unless she’s educated,” said Gertrude.

  “If she is educated, then her mind will be troubled by what is going on around her. Without education, she will obey her husband because he knows all. That is why our women are happy.”

  Gertrude remembered Sir Frank’s injunction, and remained quiet, until Abd al-Rahman asked, “Is Victoria happy ruling England without her husband?”

  “Nobody could say that Victoria has been happy since Albert died. But you wanted to know why Albert remained a prince when they were first married. It was because the Parliament didn’t like the fact that some minor German noble had married the greatest queen in the world, and so they refused to grant him a title. It was really very poor.”

  “So he was not of her tribe?”

  “No! Albert was German. They had many children together.”

  “How is it, to be ruled by a woman?” asked Abd al-Rahman.

  “I don’t know, because I’ve never been ruled by anybody but a woman.”

  Again, there was a long silence. Eventually, Abd al-Rahman said, “In my country, no woman could become a king. Our women remain in their homes, and take no part in our business. It is men who rule, both the country, and the household. It is another reason why our women are happy. They know their place. They are cared for by us and in return they provide us with children, with food and with silence.”

  “How can you be so certain they’re happy?”

  “Because I know.”

  “If I were to show them what we women in England do, how we work in factories and in the professions, how we travel to distant lands and participate in the life of our nation, do you think they would still be happy with their lives in your nation?”

  Abd al-Rahman burst out laughing. “Why would our women want to work in factories? I have seen photographs of your factories and of your young children who work in darkness under the ground digging filth in mines to make men rich. Is this what you want for our women and our children?”

  “Excellency,” she said, “there is much wrong in my country. But there is much right. Soon women will be able to vote. I hope that one day all women will be educated so that they will understand what it is they’re voting for. But you cannot suppress half your nation by forcing them to remain at home to do service to their men. Can’t you see the terrible waste of capacity when half of your country cannot contribute?”

  “Are you always so free with giving advice, girl? You have not lived many years, yet you feel free to tell me about my religion and how my lands should be governed.”

  “It’s easy to advise others, Excellency, even though I would be very hesitant before taking my own advice. I see the situations of others quite clearly, but my life is somewhat tumultuous, I’m afraid.”

  He sighed long and hard. “Ah, Chatrude Pell, you are much like the whirlwind in the desert. You cause confusion and there is much sand and dust flung into the air whenever you speak, but in the end you disappear as though nothing had happened. And the desert returns to the way it had always been, and always will be.”

  She was hurt by his dismissal, but countered, “Sometimes, Excellency, a strong wind is necessary to blow away the dust of ages and reveal what treasures lay buried.”

  Abd al-Rahman laughed. “And are you that wind?”

  “Perhaps.”

  “Then you must change your sex, because no woman will ever be able to rule the men of the desert. Not even you, Chatrude Pell.”


  TWO

  Teheran, Persia, May 1892

  It was two years from the moment she’d set eyes on Abd al-Rahman until Gertrude was able to fulfil her heart’s desire and visit the land of the Arab. During that time, she’d traveled around the world with her chaperone and devoured everything she could about Arabic culture, language and traditions. She’d now come close to mastering the language and had gained a greater appreciation of the role of women in Arabic society.

  She and Billy Lascelles had already come close to Arabia when they’d enjoyed a brief holiday in Constantinople, explored its Blue Mosque, its Hippodrome and Hagia Sophia, boated on the Bosphorus and sailed the Hellespont. She’d determined to learn more Arabic, especially the classical underpinnings of the modern language as soon as she arrived in Jerusalem, but now she was in Persia and was determined to come to grips with ancient Persian.

  Gertrude revelled in her freedom, of movement and thought, and was delighted to be away from fusty fussy old England. She now knew that at the age of twenty-four, her chances of snaring a husband were growing more and more limited by the hour. She’d had years of coming out balls and parties, and it was generally acknowledged by English societal rules that a few seasons was all a girl was entitled to strive for marriage before retreating to the sides of the room where wallflowers became faded blossoms who inevitably were disparaged by society as withered and lonely old maids and decrepit aunts.

  There were times when her body overwhelmed her mind, and she ached for a man to hold her, hug her, enter her, make love to her. But all she had available were books which were a poor but necessary substitute for the real thing. She knew the opening lines of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice by heart: “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.

  ”

  What sublime irony, both for Jane’s Regency readers and Gertrude’s modern reality. She was in possession of a good fortune and was in want of a husband. Her family was immensely wealthy but no matter how much she tried to attract a suitable young man, none had stepped forward and proposed. Were she Miss Elizabeth Bennett, she would have grabbed the hand of Mr. Darcy the moment he asked her to marry him, and not spent the entire book rejecting him, until slowly coming round to see his better points before finally saying yes.

  At her age, even though she had never felt more vital, alive, and vibrant, society determined that she no longer be viewed as eligible. She knew she was a curio, bright, intelligent, attractive, yet rejected by England’s eligible young men, whose eyes glazed whenever she began to talk about what interested her, and not feign interest in what they’d done the previous Saturday night.

  Gertrude had become all-but invisible in England, and even in her own heart, she was coming to terms with a life of sexual frustration and loneliness. So instead of partnering a husband and supporting him in his career, instead of being a splendid hostess at the centre of sparkling soirees with her own clique of artists and scientists and philosophers and politicians meeting regularly at her house to engage in the most spirited of conversation, she would now have to make her own way in the world. Like Mr. Keats, she would make a virtue of being alone and palely loitering. She would have to become a somebody and not a somebody’s wife.

  And she’d determined that Persia, mysterious and exotic Persia, was the place for her to become someone, to make society appreciate her difference, and not exclude her because of it. Since meeting Abd al-Rahman with Frank and Mary in Bucharest, she’d studied Persia and Farsi, Arabia and the Arab society, becoming more and more involved in learning the politics and customs of the area. It was virtually unknown to Englishmen, yet it was utterly absorbing.

  She and Mary had left England, joined the Orient Express train in Paris and journeyed to Constantinople where they took a boat to join Frank Lascelles, who’d recently been appointed the British envoy to Shah Nasser al-Din Shah Qajar, the King of Persia. Nasser was an interesting man who’d ruled the land with an iron hand for fourteen years since he succeeded his father at the age of seventeen. Very close to Britain and keen to import modern technology and business methods, Nasser had returned to Persia from his state visits to Queen Victoria, enthused by the progress England had made, and determined to enlist the very best inventions for the improvement of his country. It was the reason that an ambassador of Frank’s seniority had been appointed to advise the Peacock Throne.

  As they journeyed by carriage along dusty and pitted roads from the Caspian Sea towards Teheran, Mary kept fanning herself, still finding it difficult to acclimatize to the heat of the desert. Gertrude reached into her bag and pulled out a bottle of eau de toilette, which Mary gratefully accepted. She splashed some on a handkerchief, and wiped it over her neck and forehead. The dusty air of the carriage was immediately transformed into a Parisian perfumerie.

  “Frank tells me the Shah has eleven sons. Perhaps you’ll find a suitable husband amongst them,” Mary said.

  Gertrude burst out laughing. “He also has ten daughters, and so I’m sure many of the suitable young men have already been accounted for.”

  “Good heavens, you don’t mean that Persians are like the ancient Egyptians do you, and marry their sisters?”

  “No,” said Gertrude. “I was being facetious. But they marry their royal children off early for political reasons, just as the English monarchs did in the Middle Ages. Anyway, can you seriously see father accepting a Persian for a son-in-law?”

  “Doesn’t he like Arabs?” Mary asked.

  “Persians aren’t Arabs. They’re Shi’ite Muslims of the tribe of Qajars. They were originally of Turkman origin.”

  “Well, they’re all Arabs to me, I’m afraid.”

  ~

  When they arrived at the embassy, a large party of officials had gathered outdoors to greet them. Every counsellor, attaché, secretary, official, and supernumerary lined up outside the vast portico to pay his respect. Frank greeted his wife with a hug and kissed Gertrude on both cheeks. He took them along the line, introducing them to each of his staff. Towards the end where the lesser officials stood waiting was a tall and ruddy young man, who kept staring at Gertrude as she neared his station.

  “Gertrude,” said Sir Frank, “this is Mr. Henry Cadogan, my Third Secretary.”

  Cadogan shook her hand. Unlike many of the other hands she’d shaken along the line, Cadogan’s were warm but dry. His handshake lingered a fraction longer than was necessary. She looked up at him, surprised. Was there a glint in his eye as he looked at her? He was an attractive man, slightly too lean for her taste, but he had a pleasant and accommodating face and a delightfully playful grin when he let her go. It was almost as though he were daring her to continue looking at him, throwing protocol and convention to the garden’s perfumed wind.

  As they continued to move down the line nearing the front door and food, drink, and rest, Cadogan peremptorily called out, “Ambassador, I wonder if I might seek your permission to be privileged to show Miss Bell the more beautiful parts of Teheran.”

  Surprised at his presumption, Frank was about to make a curt remark, when Gertrude said quickly, “How kind . . . if that’s acceptable to you, Your Excellency.”

  Frank shrugged and continued to introduce his wife and niece to the servants who would see to their every wish. As Gertrude continued to walk behind her uncle, she sneaked a quick look back at Cadogan, who was staring regimentally ahead, but wearing a large grin.

  ~

  It was a journey of nearly 500 miles through empty broiling deserts and past encampments of black tents and wildly excited children who’d never seen a large party of nobility and their servants before, let alone two white women with unveiled faces, riding side-saddle on their horses. As they rode, husbands ordered their wives back into the tents, but despite commanding their children not to approach the party, the little ones screamed in delight as the English people threw sweets and coins onto the roadways.

  Gertrude, Mary, Henry Cadogan and a dozen servants traveled directly south from Teheran towards ancient Persepolis. She had been in Persia for two weeks, luxuriating in the fragrances of the vast gardens of the embassy, walking with Henry around the centre of Teheran and thrilling at the extraordinarily delicate yet imposing Islamic architecture of the palaces of Saad Abad, Golestan, and Niavaran. But ever since Henry had described the wonders of Persepolis, city of Darius the Great and his son Xerxes, built five centuries before Christ, she’d been itching to see it. He’d warned that it was still buried underneath two and a half thousand years of sand and debris, but she’d brought along spades and brooms, and was determined to expose some of the city.

  She and Henry had shared memorable experiences since she arrived at the embassy. He was attentive, polite and, most attractively for Gertrude, knowledgeable. Whatever she asked him about art, architecture, history, or the culture of the Persians, he seemed to know immediately, or he admitted his ignorance, and promised to have the answer for her by the time she appeared for dinner that night.

  It took a mere three days for her to feel fondness and affection for him, and to eagerly anticipate their rides, picnics and times together. Another three days, and she was seeking him out wherever he was within the Embassy, finding excuses for interrupting his work and asking him questions. And by the end of the second week, before setting out for Persepolis, her heart was aflutter whenever she saw him. And she knew, with absolute certainty, that he felt the same towards her. They’d held hands, he’d put his arm around her and had kissed her several times on the hand saying goodnight. She eagerly anticipated this long ride south to the ancient city, to see where their conversation and affection would take them.

  They continued to ride inexorably onwards, Mary finding the horses much less comfortable than Gertrude, who’d spent her childhood on the back of a horse riding around the grounds of her estate. Mary looked in envy at Gertrude’s skills as a horse-woman. She seemed to be born to a saddle. As the sun began to sink low into the western desert, without warning, five of their servants suddenly spurred on their horses to disappear ahead of them down the road. It was to enable the party of English people to ride at their leisure until dusk fell. When it did fall, it came on very quickly in the desert, and when the air rapidly changed from stiflingly hot to cool, with a freezing clarity on its way as the sky blackened and a galaxy of stars suddenly appeared, a warm fire, hot food, and comfortable tents would already be prepared and waiting for them.

  ~

  Wrapped up snuggly against the freezing night, Gertrude lay on her back, far from the tents and the fire, enshrouded in the blackness of the desert, and gazed directly upwards. She’d done it every night since leaving Teheran and entering the vast wasteland which was Persia. No matter how long she stared at the profusion of stars, their brilliance always brought her to the brink of tears. The enormity of the stellar canopy made her feel tiny, made her problems seem insignificant and trivial.

  The Persian sky was so different from the English sky, confined to a ridiculously tiny number of stars struggling to be visible through the smoke and grime, even in the North England countryside where she lived. Rarely did she have a clear, cloudless night to observe the firmament. Yet in the desert, there were rarely clouds to cover the heavens and looking upwards at nature’s miracle seemed to put everything into a more profound perspective. And she thought back to a night in a king’s hunting lodge in the Carpathian Mountains, when an Arab named Abd al-Rahman had challenged her sense of understanding of the nature of womanhood.

  As she gazed heaven-wards, she heard a noise of somebody approaching. “Am I disturbing you?” asked Henry.

  “No. Actually, laying here and looking up with somebody else will make me feel less small.”

  He lay down beside her, close to her, and together they gazed upwards, silent for some time, lost in the wonders above them. Softly, he said, “When I was at the embassy in Peru, I climbed the foothills of the Andes, and the stars were very dramatic there. But here . . .”

  “Every time I gaze upwards,” she said, “my mind flies back to Moses and Jesus and Mohammed and I can clearly see who they were and what they did from the perspective of their times. Today, with our Anglican churches and Catholic cathedrals and Mosques, it’s all too easy to see the buildings as representing the prophets, but when you step into their shoes and walk in their paths and see the same sky they saw, it’s so much easier to connect to the reason they needed to invent a deity, isn’t it?”

  “But think back before Moses, to the days before monotheism,” said Henry. “Think of the Hittites and the contribution they made to our ways of understanding the natural phenomena. How terrifying lightning and thunder and drought and hailstorms must have been to minds which were pre-scientific. How else to explain swarms of locust or earthquakes or volcanos erupting suddenly? No wonder they invented all those fearsome and angry gods to explain whatever catastrophe was happening around them.”

  She remained silent for what seemed an eternity, echoing the stillness of the night, adrift in the warmth of her thoughts. In the freezing night air, wrapped underneath a blanket, Gertrude could feel Henry shivering. “Would you like to share my blanket?” she whispered.

  Wordlessly, he moved closer to where she was laying. He thanked her, and she felt the cold skin of his arm touching her warmth, their legs now together. It was the closest she’d been to a man in . . . she tried to remember the last time. She discounted her momentary closeness to Abd al-Rahman in the Carpathians. No, the last time she’d been this close to an eligible man was at a dinner party at Lord and Lady Russett’s house on Sloan Square in London where a young and silly lad had held her knee under the table. When she’d turned to tell him not to touch her, he’d given her the most ridiculous wink. Instead of being cross, she burst out laughing at his dismal attempt at seduction, but he’d taken it as encouragement, and she’d spent the whole night trying not to be groped.

  But her closeness to Henry was altogether of a different complexion. He was a young man of erudition, of warmth, and of respect. Like her, and from the way he was speaking, he was an atheist, completely unbothered by the pretence of worshipping a deity, but accepting that natural phenomena had created all things on Earth and in the heavens. And he was well-read, knowledgeable, sophisticated, and delightful company.

  “Miss Bell, Gertrude, I wonder if I should be under a blanket with you? It’s not exactly the done thing, is it?”

  “You’re right, Henry. It’s one thing to kiss my hand, but entirely another to lay on a bed of sand where anything could happen. I shall call over to Mrs. Lascelles and ask her to come between us as chaperone.”

  He burst out laughing and moved his hand fractionally to hold hers. “Sir,” she said, “I do believe you’re touching me!”

  “Ma’am,” he replied, “I crave your forgiveness. I thought I was grasping the hand of the Goddess of the Sand.”

  “But that would mean I’d slip through your fingers.”

  “Not while you’re in Persia.”

  “And when I return to England? What then?” she asked softly.

  He sighed. “May I speak frankly?”

  She remained silent, and felt her heart beating rapidly. She’d only known Henry two weeks, yet in that intense and contracted time she felt increasingly drawn to him. He was the most delightful companion and she felt a delightful and growing closeness. Not since she was at Oxford had she enjoyed another person’s company as much. She revelled in their riding together, reading books of Persian poetry, sharing picnics and sampling the delights of the shuks and street traders and market salesmen following them around the streets of Teheran importuning them to buy whatever knickknacks they were desperate to sell. They’d been into Mosques and Synagogues and Churches together. And even though many of their trips had been alone, unchaperoned, he’d behaved like the perfect gentleman, attentive, respectful, but quite obviously admiring her in every way. She was keen . . . more than keen . . . for his affection.

  “Gertrude, I know I’m only the third secretary and I earn a pittance. But I have great hopes of advantage in serving the crown in a future capacity as an ambassador. We’ve only known each other a short while, Gertrude, but I want to assure you that my prospects are good, and my—”

  “Henry? What are you saying? Is this a proposal of marriage? My dear, we’ve only been intimate this once, and you’re telling me about your future. You’re a sweet and dear man, but we’re nearing the twentieth century, so don’t you think you ought to kiss me before you go down on your knees and ask me to be your wife?”

  “Oh!”

  She turned towards him, and put her arms around his waist, drawing him closer to her. She kissed his lips, his forehead, his nose and his lips again. His face was still cold from the night air, but he drew closer and kissed her again, this time more passionately.

  “Mr. Cadogan, I do believe you’re trying to seduce me,” she whispered into his ear.

  “Would you permit it?”

  “Shouldn’t we wait until we’re married?”

  “Then you’ll marry me?” He dared not raise his voice in his excitement, fearful of waking the others nearby.

  “We’ve only known each other for a moment, but it’s been a glorious moment. But yes, dear Henry, with my father’s permission, I’ll marry you. But not yet. Not until you’ve improved your position and become a first secretary or an ambassador. You must understand that I have a position in society, and being the wife of an ambassador will be completely acceptable to my circle, whilst being the wife of a third secretary, no matter how fond of you I am, will be a problem. Oh, I know you’ll think I’m a frightful snob, but when one’s been presented to the queen and taken tea with the prime minister, one has a certain . . . how can I say this without sounding insufferable . . . a certain standing. Does that sound awfully snobbish, my dear?”

  “Yes, but I understand what you’re saying. You come from a very wealthy family, and your position in society means that like must marry like.”

  “Of course we can marry, but not until you’re elevated in the service of the crown. And that means we must have a long engagement, both to give you time to secure your position, and also to ensure that we’re not making a mistake.”

  “But that could be years.”

  “Perhaps, but with my connections in London, you might not have to wait nearly that long for advancement. A word in the foreign secretary’s ear, and you might find yourself helped up the ladder. Anyway, we’ve hardly got to know each other, so it’ll be wonderful plumbing each other’s depths. I think it’s probably best to give each other a period of time. The last thing I want to do is to make an error when I’ve finally met a man I want to marry. What about a situation where either of us can retreat from our understanding if we find the other objectionable after . . . oh, what shall we say . . . twelve months?”

  “Dear heavens, Gertrude, you sound like you’re a lawyer drawing up some agreement. I’ve just asked you to marry me. You should be overwhelmed.”

  “I’m whelmed, Henry darling, but I never allow myself to be overwhelmed. It’s just not in my nature.”

  He laughed, and snuggled closer to her, touching her breast. It sent a surge of desire through her body, but she smiled as she slowly removed his hand, delaying several moments more than was necessary.

  “Wasn’t it you who said that we’re nearing the twentieth century. Haven’t times and conventions moved forward?”

  “Times might have advanced, Henry, but on issues of morality, the clock is still running slowly.”

  “So I can’t seduce you?”

  “Not with my Aunt Lascelles so close at hand. What would she say if she were to see this blanket suddenly bobbing up and down like a trampoline?”

  Henry laughed, and snuggled closer. She was becoming excited by his obvious enthusiasm, despite the freezing night air. She felt his strong arms and pulled his body closer to hers.

  “Good heavens,” she suddenly said. “Is that your . . .”

  “Yes. Should I apologise?”

  “No. Please don’t do that. Apologise I mean. Good heavens.”

  “Have you never . . .”

  “No. Have you?”

  “Once, but it was with a Peruvian llama.”

  She looked at him in horror, and his straight face in the starlight made the moment even more excruciating for her.

  “I’m kidding.”

  She banged him on the shoulders. “You rotten thing,” she said, and they collapsed in each other’s arms muffling their hysterical laughter.

  An hour later, when they were sure the rest of the party was asleep, they made love. The first time was cautious, quick and passionate. The second time, an hour or so later, was slow and loving and tender. It was everything Gertrude had ever hoped for.

  The following day, Mary Lascelles couldn’t understand why the normally boisterous and quick witted Gertrude seemed like a dullard and why she was yawning throughout the day.

  ~

  During the next four weeks, Gertrude and Henry spent an increasing amount of time together. While they were intimate in their private moments, kissing when they were alone, hugging in corridors and holding hands underneath the ambassador’s table, they maintained an outward propriety when they were in public. Increasingly they found excuses to leave the embassy and travel unchaperoned to locations where Henry knew they could lay together and make love. Sir Frank asked his wife Mary whether it was appropriate for the young couple to be alone together, and she put him firmly in his place.

  “Unless Henry marries Gertrude, at her age, she’s likely to spend much of her life alone and without the company of a man. Frankly, my dear, she needs all the experiences she can accumulate now in order to keep her warm on long cold nights alone.”

  “Do you think Hugh will allow Henry to marry Gertrude?” her husband asked.

  “He’s a lovely young man but without a penny to his name, he’s not in her class. No, I can’t see Hugh allowing the wedding.”

  “She wouldn’t do anything stupid, would she, like running off and eloping?” he asked. “After all, I’m in loco parentis, and Hugh would blame me.”

  “Times are changing, Frank, and I just don’t understand what’s in the minds of young people these days. But I doubt that Gertrude would elope. She’s fearless and intrepid, but she’s got a wonderful mind and I’m certain she’s destined for great things. She’d think twice before doing a rash act which might destroy her prospects and expunge her from our society. No, let her and Henry have their fling, let’s keep our mouths shut, pretend we don’t know and hope for the best.”

  Sir Frank smiled. “So you want me to act like a diplomat?”

  Mary said, “Just be true to form, my darling.”

  ~

  What excited both Gertrude and Henry as much as their physical relationship was their exploration of each other’s minds. Gertrude revelled in Henry’s excitement when she told him things about history which he didn’t know, and she was his willing and grateful pupil when he explained to her the intricacies of Middle East politics, culture, and traditions. He introduced her to the original text of the poems of Omar Khayyam, not FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat, a thin interpretation at best. Instead, he read her the original words in ancient Persian, whose beauty and elegance, whose profound insights and depth of feelings made her weep.

  At Mary’s instigation, Frank Lascelles called Gertrude aside one morning and suggested that while he neither approved, nor disapproved of their closeness, it could become the subject of gossip and urged them to be less public in their private affection. But when Henry told his ambassador that he would be writing to Gertrude’s father Hugh to request his daughter’s hand in marriage, Frank knew that this particular horse had bolted, and cancelled his cunning plot to send Henry on some spurious exploratory mission to the far east of the country.

  Gertrude also wrote imploring Hugh to give his consent to their wedding. And while they waited for a response, they continued to read together the great works of medieval Persian literature, especially the poet Hafez. With her amazing ability to learn the intricacies of the ancient Persian language, she was able to begin translating with the intention of launching his elegiac verse on the British public.

  Gertrude used the long delay in her father’s response to learn more about the condition of women in Arabia. Little was known or written about how women were treated. It was as though an entire half of Arab society didn’t exist. Aside from the wives of Mohammed and his followers, women were a vacuum in Arab culture, history, and society. On a bicycle ride to a mosque on the outskirts of Teheran, Henry told Gertrude about the status of women before the advent of Islam.

  “Before Mohammed, women in Arabia had no rights at all. They were sold into marriage by their fathers or guardians for a fee and after the husband had his way with her, he could simply end the marriage. The woman left the marriage with no property or rights and was often abandoned or shamed into the outskirts of her society. It was terrible.”

  “But isn’t that still the situation today?” asked Gertrude. “I had long conversations some time ago with the leader of the Sa’ud tribe, and he said to me that women in his tribe, and in the rest of Arabia, had no rights, other than to stay at home, cook, and perform their bedroom duties.”

  “It’s a terribly tribal society, but not nearly as bad as it used to be,” said Henry. “Mohammed, when he created Islam, laid down rules. Before him, if a woman gave birth to a girl, the father was shamed, buried his face, and often had the girl-child killed. Mohammed put a stop to all that, and insisted that women were accorded respect and some rights. He was quite advanced for his age, especially when you think of the condition for women in Europe at the time.”

  “Perhaps,” said Gertrude, “but it’s a shocking indictment on Arab society that it does nothing for its women, except enslave them in something like a domestic prison. Something needs to be done to bring these pathetic women into the 19th Century. It’s disgraceful that women should be treated like chattel to be bought and sold without their will, and that half of Arabia should be invisible.”

  Henry looked at her and winced. “My God, Gertrude, you sound like some of the women The Times reported demanding the vote. Suffrage, they call it. Are you one of those?”

  “No, not until they’ve earned the right to vote by understanding the issues. But this situation with women in the Arab world isn’t just about equal rights and voting. It’s about the dignity of the human being. And frankly, I can’t see much dignity being a woman in Arabia, where you’re expected to follow some role laid down for you by men a thousand years ago, and you have no voice, no say, no rights.”

  Henry interrupted her, “But darling, when John Stuart Mill published The Subjection of Women twenty something years ago he was talking about English women. He said that our Christian civilization has been claiming that they’ve restored rights to women, and he said that was all bunkum. He said that the wife is the bondservant of her husband with fewer rights than the slave. So what you’re saying, surely, applies to English women as much as their dusky sisters in the desert.”

  “Which means that British society is just as regressive as the Arabs? Of course it doesn’t Henry. We have a long way to go before we’re able to claim equal rights, but the Arab woman hasn’t even begun to tread the path we’ve started down.”

  “Alright. What’s needed?”

  She thought long and hard before she answered. Henry knew from experience that you didn’t interrupt Gertie when she was in one of her deeply reflective moods.

  “Saladin.”

  He turned to her in surprise. “Saladin? But he was a vicious bloodthirsty tyrant. He’d be the last to give women—”

  “On the contrary. He’s the perfect model. He was a fair-minded, decent, honourable, and just leader. He only had one wife, not the four to which he was entitled, and it’s said that he listened to her advice and respected her very highly. She, apparently, played a role in his court. And as a warrior, he was almost never unjust and fought fairly.”

  “But he was a Kurd.”

  “Precisely. If change is to be brought to the Arab world, then the impetus for that change has to come from outside, and not within. People like the Sa’uds and the Rashids and all the other tribal leaders are fixed into an almost unbreakable mold. It’s going to take hundreds of years to transform Arab society from within for the benefit of women. But an outsider can bring in sweeping changes, and that’s what we need,” she said. She shook her head in determination.

  “We?”

  “Yes, we. They can’t do it themselves, you know.”

  Taken aback, Henry remained silent, looking at Gertrude.

  She was pondering the difference between her society, and that which lay to the south. And she realized how much work there was for her to do.

  ~

  They continued to wait achingly for Hugh’s reply. But the longer they waited, the more concerned and certain Gertrude became that her father would reject Henry as a suitable life partner. Sir Frank and Lady Mary knew what the answer would be, but refrained from telling her what they saw as a reality. Better that she should live in hope for a week or more.

  The delay in her father’s response was at first painful, and as the days wore on, heartbreaking. For she knew her father intimately, and understood that he would respond immediately if his answer was going to be positive. When eventually his letter arrived, Gertrude already knew its contents, but still she howled as she read the letter alone in her room.

  As she read, and re-read his letter, she was in turns furious and resentful. How could he be so blind to her needs? He knew her age, and must realize that this was her last chance at marriage. Her father explained that despite Gertrude’s obvious affection, and her understanding that the couple must wait until Henry was more advanced in his career, her young man was not a suitable match for a girl of Gertrude’s fortunes or position in Victorian society. He was impecunious and even if he did rise to be an ambassador, it was insufficient without a private income to keep Gertrude in a lifestyle to which she’d been born. Further, he wrote, he’d checked the young man out with others who knew him and the family and was reliably informed that young Henry was not only very poor, but his father was virtually bankrupt, and that the young man was said to be argumentative and a gambler.
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