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PROLOGUE

December 1837

Word flashed through the town like pebbles flying from an explosion. Americans, French Creoles, slaves and the gens de couleur libré all seemed to know it at once.

‘He strangled them with bowstrings,’ the Widow Levesque announced, over morning coffee and beignets at the house of her son, ‘and pitched them out the attic window.’

‘Who did?’ Benjamin January paused in the pantry doorway, a pitcher of cream for his wife and his mother in his hands.

‘The Turk, of course.’ There could not have been richer satisfaction in Livia Levesque’s tone if she’d been divulging her own acquisition of railway shares.

In a city reeling from the impact of the business depression sweeping the country, the Turk provided – to white New Orleans society and to the blacks, slave and free, who coexisted with it – a welcome combination of diversion and largesse. The house he’d purchased on Rue Bourbon had been the site of a dozen stylish entertainments since his arrival in November. All the best of New Orleans society, both Americans and French Creoles, were invited, and all came: the Turk’s first action upon his arrival had been to acquire one of the best cooks in the city. The penny-pinching evident even in the houses of such notables as the Marignys and the Destrehans these days was nowhere to be seen under the Infidel’s roof. A representative – it was rumored – of the Sultan of Constantinople, the Turk was educated, convivial, spoke flawless French and displayed manners that most of the American planters (said the French Creoles) would do well to copy.

Moreover, in addition to being excellent company when present, in his absence he provided an unending source of whispered speculation, for his household included – as well as the French cook – a number of slaves brought from his homeland, a wife, and two concubines, young women never glimpsed but reputed to be of breathtaking beauty.

The fact that most of the bankers, planters, and brokers in New Orleans had concubines themselves – slave women whose duties included sleeping with the master – was not deemed the same thing, somehow: one bought them for their housekeeping skills, and anyway, they were black. Even the ladies of the free colored demi-monde – the mistresses to those same bankers, planters, and brokers – were fascinated.

Society matrons, though utterly charmed by the Infidel’s polished manner, opined among themselves that no good would come of it.

‘Both his concubines.’ Livia Levesque took the cream pitcher from January’s hand. ‘Murdered and thrown from the window.’

‘Who says this?’ Rose demanded, and offered her mother-in-law a plate of pralines.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ added January.

The Widow Levesque scratched with a critical nail at a chip in the edge of the creamy queensware plate and took one praline, which she laid on the edge of her saucer. ‘Did you make these yourself, dear? I don’t see what’s ridiculous about it.’ She regarded her son with velvet-brown eyes. A former demi-mondaine herself – though nowadays she would never admit such a thing – Livia Levesque kept into her early sixties the striking beauty that had saved her from slavery over three decades before. She was, January knew, inordinately proud of her white father’s blood and generally tried to pretend that her son by a fellow slave in her youth – as African-black as his father – was no relation of hers. Only Rose’s production of a grandchild in October had brought that portion of her family into her good graces again, although she had been heard to hope that Baby John would not inherit his mother’s nearsightedness: So tedious and silly-looking, having to wear those awful spectacles ...

‘I could have warned them,’ she declared. ‘Turks have no regard for women. They simply use them and cast them aside – and are madly jealous as well, though Heaven knows the man kept the poor things prisoners in that attic, so closely that they never had the opportunity to make him jealous ... Not that that makes any difference to a Turk.’ She shrugged her slender shoulders in their wide sleeves of straw-colored silk. ‘I dare say he tired of them ...’

‘If he was tired of them he’d have sold them, surely.’ Rose’s voice was dry. ‘He’d certainly have found a buyer.’

‘Not a Turk, dear,’ corrected Livia darkly. ‘They would sooner kill a woman than believe that she’s been taken by another man.’

‘No,’ said January.

His mother regarded him, eyes widened with surprise, as if she weren’t quite certain what the word meant in regard to herself.

‘I will not believe it,’ he went on quietly. ‘I know the man—’

‘Nonsense, Benjamin, of course you don’t.’

‘—and he would not do such a thing. He saved the life of my wife.’

‘Don’t be silly. Rose has never even met—’

‘Not Rose,’ said January. ‘Ayasha.’


ONE

October 1827, Paris

‘Mâlik?’

January opened one eye, squinted against the light in the room.

He’d woken briefly just before dawn, when Ayasha had risen to pray – a habit she’d retained from her childhood, though she had become a Christian and went to Mass as dutifully as any of the other inhabitants of the building. He’d heard the bells of St Séverin strike seven before he’d slipped back into dreams. It was broad daylight now.

Not satisfied with this tepid response, his wife yanked wider the bed curtains, pulled up her skirts and flounced on to the bed in a great whoof of petticoats, straddling his body on the faded coverlet. Offended, Hadji the cat sprang from the pillow, retreated to the window sill that overlooked – far, far down – the Rue de l’Aube, and commenced washing, with the air of Pontius Pilate: I haven’t the slightest idea who those creatures are.

‘Zahar?’ January drew his hand from under the blanket – the October morning was bitterly cold – and groped for her brown knee.

Her fingers closed on his wrist, strong and warm as a child’s. Her black hair, braided and tucked in a great curly pile on her head, had come down in wisps around her face: she looked like a desert witch, inexplicably masquerading as a housewife in a dress of green-and-white muslin. ‘There is one who needs your help,’ she said.

‘You want me to break into the harem of Hüseyin Pasha and see one of his concubines?’

‘The girl is ill.’

‘I’ll be even more ill if I’m caught. I’ve seen his guards.’

‘You won’t be caught, my husband. The Lady Jamilla – his wife – will let us in—’

‘Oh, he’ll understand that.’ Shuddering with cold, January washed with all possible speed in the basin before the hearth which served the big room for both heating and cooking and, on spring nights when all the gratin had left Paris for their country estates and there wasn’t quite enough money for candles, sometimes lighting as well. The nobles who had returned to Paris in the wake of the Bourbon kings a dozen years previously valued January’s talents as a musician, and Ayasha’s as a dressmaker, sufficiently to afford them a living decent enough, and at this season they were flocking back to the city demanding entertainment and new clothes. So there was coffee, soft cheese, butter and jam on the domestic end of the long work-table. In a huge willow basket beside the door, January saw shining lengths of silk, blonde lace, gauze like a breath of lilac mist, covered with a towel against the depredations of Hadji and Habibi. Ayasha had been visiting a customer.

Ayasha poured coffee, plucked chunks of sugar from the tin box on the table and added a dusting of cinnamon. ‘Hüseyin Pasha has forbidden any in his household to see farangi doctors,’ she said. ‘He says they will bring evil ideas with them and corrupt the household. I told the Lady Jamilla that you were not like the others; that you were taught by wise women as well as by idiots at the Hôtel Dieu, and that you don’t bleed and puke and stick clysters up peoples’—’

‘In other words, that I’m not a doctor at all,’ said January. ‘Just a surgeon – a bone-setter.’

‘Yallah! She’d never let you near the girl if I said that. The girl is with child,’ pleaded Ayasha, her great dark eyes filled with distress. ‘She is far from her home, Mâlik. Sitt Jamilla fears that one of the other wives has poisoned her because the Pasha is away in London. Please come.’

January pulled his shirt and trousers on, and a warm, if shabby, waistcoat that dated from his first days in Paris, when he’d still been under the impression that liberté, egalité,  and fraternité applied to men of African descent in the medical profession.

He’d arrived in France from his native Louisiana in 1817, aged twenty-two. The long wars between England and France had just ended: the likelihood that a sea voyage undertaken by a man of his color would end in some planter’s cane field in Barbados had shrunk to an acceptable minimum. Armed with an introduction from the libré who’d taught him surgery in New Orleans, he had been admitted for training at the Hôtel Dieu, and later had been hired there as a surgeon.

But by that time he’d learned that he could make far more money playing the piano at the entertainments given by such families as the Polignacs and the Noailleses – recently returned to France after living abroad since 1789. This had mattered little to him then. He’d shared a garret in the Rue St-Christopher with two of the other junior surgeons and had been perfectly content. But one morning an eighteen-year-old Berber dressmaker had brought into the clinic one of the girls from her shop, bleeding from a botched abortion.

When he’d emerged from the hospital not long afterwards, he had found the young dress-shop keeper weeping in an alley for her dying friend and had walked her back to her rooms.

To take a wife, a man needed more money than could be got as a surgeon in a clinic.

As a musician, he didn’t make a great deal – not enough to purchase a new waistcoat for everyday wear. But the room in the Rue de l’Aube was only a few doors from Ayasha’s shop, and times – January hoped – would improve.

Provided he didn’t get himself beheaded by the Pasha’s guards for breaking into a harem in the Rue St-Honoré.

‘What’s the girl’s name?’ he asked as they descended four flights of narrow stairs – seventy-two steps in all – to the street. On the landing of the deuxième étage – back home the Americans would have called it the third floor – the door of the upholsterer Paillole’s chamber stood open and Madame Paillole could be heard berating her eldest son for Heaven only knew what transgression. With Jacques-Ange it could be anything. On the premier étage the wives of both Renan the baker and Barronde the lawyer, who despised one another, stood listening intently, and they leaped apart at the appearance of January and Ayasha. Madame Barronde vanished into her husband’s apartment – which occupied the whole of the premier étage and was the most elegant in the building – and Madame Renan (‘Such a woman would not have been called Madame in my day,’ Madame Barronde was rather too fond of saying) went downstairs to her husband’s shop.

‘Her name is Shamira,’ Ayasha replied. They crossed the tiny yard behind the bakery, where moss grew on grimy cobbles amid smells of bakeshop and privies, circumvented the pump, ducked under the laundry of the students who occupied the attic, and followed the damp little passway out to the street. ‘She is the youngest in the harîm, only seventeen. Hüseyin Pasha bought her only a few months before he left Constantinople for Paris, just after the New Year. He has brought the whole of his harîm, and both his wives ...’

‘And a platoon of scimitar-wielding guards?’

‘Only ten, Lady Jamilla says.’ Ayasha’s blithe tone indicated that she considered her husband more than a match for ten scimitar-wielding Turks any day of the week. ‘Alors, copain,’ she added, in slangy street-French, and waved to old Grouzier who ran the Café l’Empereur on the other side of the narrow street. ‘And anyway, he has taken four of them to London with him,’ she went on, as if this improved matters. ‘And two of those who remain are eunuchs. There are four other eunuchs in the household: two to serve in the harem, and one each for the Lady Jamilla and the Lady Utba, who is also with child.’

She ticked off these facts on her strong brown fingers: short, like a child’s, though her small square palms were as wrinkled as an old lady’s. ‘Hüseyin Pasha is a great friend of the Sultan – so great that His Highness merely sent him to Paris when he spoke out against the Sultan bringing in men of the West to train the Army and teach young men science and medicine. He is a great hater of all things of the West and says they foul the hearts of the true followers of God’s Law ... Is it true that the Sultan’s mother was French?’

‘Not French French.’ January smiled, with a trace of pride. ‘Creole French, from the sugar islands. She was kidnapped by pirates in the Mediterranean on her way to a convent and sold to the Sultan’s father back before the Revolution. I’ve heard she was a cousin of the Empress Josephine, but that’s always sounded to me like the kind of story someone would make up.’

‘I’ll bet her father sold her himself for two centimes.’ Ayasha adjusted the ribbons of her bonnet. In the raven cloud of curls her earrings glinted, gold cut in the primitive spiral patterns of the desert where she’d been born, like the flicker of a pagan smile. ‘He won’t let them leave the grounds – Hüseyin Pasha won’t let his wives leave, I mean – and has forbidden them to wear Western clothing: For whom does a woman wear these garments, he has asked, save for her husband, who hates the sight of these immodest shapes? It’s why I was called upon today, while he’s away—’

‘To make the Lady Jamilla a Turkish entari of Lyon’s silk?’

‘Sahîf.’ She poked him with her elbow. ‘That’s what the Lady Utba thinks – and what she’s having me do. But the Lady Jamilla looks ahead to the time when the Sultan will summon them back and make Hüseyin Pasha dress his wives in the style of the West. She plans to have the fashions of Paris all ready, to shine down every woman of the court. Which she cannot do,’ she added encouragingly, ‘if she lets harm befall you.’

‘That sound you hear,’ responded January politely, ‘is my sob of relief at the assurance that all will be well.’

The hôtel rented by Hüseyin Pasha stood amid handsome gardens on the Rue St Honoré, near the city’s northern customs barrier. It was an area that still boasted market gardens and drying grounds among the small cottages of artisans; garden beds lay fallow in the chill flash of cloud and sunlight, and there was a strong smell of backyard poultry and cows. A lane flanked by a yellow sandstone wall ended in a stable gate. ‘We’re here to see Bellarmé about the milk,’ Ayasha casually informed the single groom they met as they crossed the stable court toward the kitchen.

January raised his eyebrows. ‘You told Madame already that we’d be coming?’

‘I knew you would not turn your back on a girl who is in trouble and afraid, far from home.’

‘When I get sewn in a sack and thrown in the river I’ll take comfort in the thought of my virtue.’

‘Mâlik ...’ She looked up at him – compact and voluptuous, she stood almost a foot shorter than his towering six-foot-three – with the expression of an adult being patient with a child’s fears of the platt-eye devil beneath the bed at night. ‘The guards are as lazy as other men. With the Pasha gone, they scarce even trouble to patrol—’

And immediately gave the lie to her words by yanking him through the doorway of the stone-flagged dairy beside the kitchen to let a servant pass: a black man whose slim build and sharp features marked him, to January’s eye, as of the Fulani tribe. Hüseyin Pasha’s ordinance about proper dress seemed to extend to his servants: the man wore billowy Turkish pantaloons – salvars – and a long tunic of bright orange wool, his shaved head covered by a scarlet cap. January wondered if this man had consented to come to this chilly Infidel country, or if, like the girl Shamira, his master had simply ordered him to pack.

Ayasha slipped from the dairy, glanced through the door of the kitchen, then motioned January to follow her. The kitchen – considerably larger than their room on the Rue de l’Aube – was redolent of saffron and cinnamon, and of the straw-packing of broken-open boxes in which, presumably, the master’s favorite spices had been shipped. They passed swiftly through and went up two steps into a pantry scented with coffee. So far, only the aroma of spices hinted that the house was occupied by other than some French noble and his family. The dishes on the white-painted shelves were Limoges, the glassware Bavarian crystal. When Ayasha pushed open the door at the far end of the long, narrow room, January caught a perfectly French glimpse of pale-green boiseries and an oil portrait of a disconsolate-looking gentleman in a powdered wig.

But from the table beneath the portrait a woman sprang to her feet, dark eyes above the edge of her veil flooded with relief. ‘You have come!’ Her French was heavily accented.

‘Did I not promise?’ The woman followed Ayasha back into the pantry, and January bowed. ‘Sitt Jamilla, this is my husband, Benjamin, al-hakîm.’

Her eyes touched his, then fleeted aside. ‘This way, please come.’ Her voice was a beautiful alto. ‘It go bad for her. Fear ...’ She gestured, as if trying to summon from air words that she was too shaken to recall; long slim fingers, polished nails stained with henna. Then she gathered her veils about her and led the way to the backstairs. As he followed her up the narrow treads the drift of her perfume whispered back to him, French and expensive.

In French he asked, ‘Is she poisoned?’

‘I think.’ She touched her finger to her lips as they passed the door on the premier étage – what they would call the second floor back in Louisiana, the main level of salons and reception rooms – and ascended to the private apartments above. Frankincense pervaded these upper reaches, penetrating even the confines of the enclosed stair. January had already guessed the Pasha kept his concubines on one of the upper floors of the house, but the ascent filled him with the sensation of being cut off from escape. One could leap from the windows of a salon on the premier étage and risk no more than a sprained ankle. A drop from one of the dormers on the roof would be a serious matter.

‘Vomit—’ In the thin light that came from the stair’s few small windows, the Lady Jamilla’s slim hands conjured the meaning, in case she had the word wrong. ‘Bleed in womb, little ...’ Her fingers measured half a thimble-full. ‘Fall down. Hear noise.’ Then she pressed her hand to her chest, drew two or three gasping breaths.

January nodded his understanding. ‘She has not lost the child yet?’

The Lady shook her head, reiterated the gesture: only half a thimble-full. ‘Yet so afraid. All afraid.’

All except the equally-pregnant Lady Utba, I’ll bet ...

At the top of the backstairs the Lady paused to listen at the door. The smell of incense was stronger here, even through the shut door, but could not cover the stink of sickness. She opened it, led him through into what had probably once been a servants’ hall, now converted to the usages of the harîm. A low divan and a scattering of floor pillows touched January’s consciousness even as he crossed toward the single door that stood open, his boots sinking into four or five layers of carpet, in the Eastern fashion. A huge brass brazier radiated gentle heat from the center of the room; a second, much smaller than the first, stood in the smaller chamber to which Jamilla led him.

A skinny maidservant in black knelt beside the divan that had been built around three sides of the little chamber. The pillows that heaped such low benches during daylight hours were still piled at both sides, and a young girl lay among the sheets and quilts of the longer central section. Jamilla said something to the maidservant, who sat back on her heels and shook her head. Between the hijab that concealed her hair and the niqaab that veiled her face – both businesslike black cotton – dark eyes stitched with wrinkles wore a look of grief and defiance; she responded in something that might have been peasant Turkish, but the disobedience was as clear as if she had spoken French.

Jamilla waved toward the door and repeated her order, and the maid shook her head violently. The girl on the divan, January saw, had been dressed in a long gown that covered her from throat to ankles, a servant’s camisa, he guessed: black, substantial, and all-encompassing. She was veiled, even her hair. The room stank of vomit and sickness, the sheets were stained and wet, but the garments and veils were dry and clean.

Do they really think I’ll be overwhelmed with lust at the sight of a poor girl spewing her guts out as she aborts her baby? Anger swept through him, at the insanities of traditions that branded every woman as nine times more passionate than the poor men whose lusts they commanded; that cautioned that all Africans were animalistically lascivious – as the educated and philosophical third President of the United States had so tastefully put it.

Or were Jamilla and the maid simply doing what they could to maintain their innocence, should word of all this reach Hüseyin Pasha? The girl was never unveiled before the Unbeliever, and never left alone with him ...

He wondered if that would save them, or the girl.

And God only knows, he reflected, what the girl herself thinks, or feels ... or what language she speaks, even. If the Pasha bought her only a year ago, how much Turkish would she have learned to speak to the servants? Or with her master ... if he considered conversation with his bed-mates a part of their duties.

January knew most American masters didn’t. ‘Does she speak French?’ he whispered, and again the Lady made the little half-a-thimble-full gesture with her fingers.

‘Only little. Egypt – Cairo. Family is Jew.’

He knelt beside the divan. ‘Mademoiselle, can you hear me? You’re going to be all right.’

The fatigue-blackened eyelids stirred. In broken French she whispered, ‘I’m sorry—’

‘It’s all right.’

‘My Lady ...’ Jamilla knelt beside January, took Shamira’s hand. Her reply was gentle, as if she spoke to a younger sister.

Shamira whispered something else – an apology? Perhaps, because Jamilla gripped her hand encouragingly, stroked the girl’s hair, dislodging the veil, and said something else, in which January heard the words farangi – a Frank, a European – and hakîm.

The girl whispered, in a voice hoarse from vomiting, ‘My baby?’

January guessed from the symptoms that the girl had been poisoned with quinine and guessed too that quantities enough to do this to her would trigger an abortion within hours. ‘Do not worry about this now, Mademoiselle. First it is your life which must be saved.’ He turned to Jamilla. ‘When was she sick? When did this start?’

‘Night. End of night. Before first prayers.’

He felt the girl’s hands – the servant looked horrified – and found them icy, and her pulse, thready and weak. ‘Is no one else sick?’

Jamilla repeated the question to the servant, then translated the reply. ‘Ra’eesa say, all well. Others—’ She turned to Ayasha to translate, but it was scarcely easier. The Osmanli tongue spoken by the upper classes in Constantinople was an elaborate combination of Arabic, Persian, and Turkish, only half-comprehensible to a young woman who’d grown up speaking the mix of Arabic and Tamazight common to the Mahgrib.

‘She says she sent the other women away to the cottage at the far end of the garden,’ explained Ayasha at last. ‘There are three other concubines and their maids. Ra’eesa – the maidservant – says that the Lady Utba is there too now.’

January turned to Ra’eesa and said – a little hesitantly – ‘’afak zheeblee lma ...’ When the maid went out into the other room and returned bearing the copper water-pitcher that January remembered seeing on the low table there, he said to Jamilla, ‘Not the water in the other room. Fresh water, clean, from the kitchen.’

It was clear to him that the elder wife knew at once what he meant, for her eyes widened with shocked enlightenment. She took the ewer from Ra’eesa and gave her a quick instruction, and realization flared in the older woman’s face as well. When the servant left, Jamilla handed January the pitcher and gave Ayasha a rapid and urgent explanation.

‘She says they have given Shamira water twice from this pitcher today,’ Ayasha translated. ‘It is many steps down to the kitchen, you understand ...’

‘Oh, I understand.’ January sniffed the water and tasted it. Beneath the sugar and the attar of roses, a familiar bitterness. ‘That’s exactly what someone was counting on. Chinchona,’ he explained to Jamilla. ‘Peruvian bark. An abortifacient, but it can easily kill. We must induce vomiting once again, with charcoal this time –’ he took a packet of it from his satchel – ‘and then I will give Mademoiselle Shamira something to strengthen her heart.’

Ayasha explained hesitantly, half in French, partly in Arabic, partly in signs, while the servant woman returned, panting, with a jar of water from the kitchen. She also carried – January was delighted to see she had that much sense – a clean, empty jar. He performed the gastric lavage on the semi-conscious girl – touching her as little as he could and ordering the servant to do most of the lifting – then mixed a tiny pinch of a foxglove compound, barely enough to strengthen the heart, and administered it as well.

‘Sitt Jamilla says you are wise in the ways that women are wise, Mâlik.’

‘You may tell Sitt Jamilla that my sister is a wise woman, and that she and I both learned from an old Auntie in our village when we were tiny, about herbs and how to use them.’ The faint, dry scent of the foxglove brought before him the face of old Auntie Jeanne, fat and toothless and covered with wrinkles and ‘country marks’ – tribal scarring ... He and his sister Olympe had been furiously jealous of one another over the old woman’s herb lore, each wanting to know more than the other, and Olympe, even at six years old, spitefully triumphant because she was a girl and as such had a greater share of the woman’s teaching.

And that old slave mambo, probably dead for a dozen years, had handed him the key that would save the life of a young girl in a land Auntie Jeanne had never set foot in; a girl who for all her silk cushions and beaded veils was just as much a slave as the cane hands in the quarters on Bellefleur.

And Olympe ...

It had been years since January had even thought of his sister.

He returned his attention to the girl Shamira. Her veil was now soaked with water and dabbled with vomit, but the maid kept readjusting it, to keep it in place. She had replaced the veil over the girl’s hair, too: thick black hair, curling.

Weakly, Shamira disengaged her hand from his and pressed it to her belly. She had not wept since those few tears she’d shed when she’d whispered in French, ‘I’m sorry ...’

Now her face transformed with relief and joy, and her body shook with sobs. ‘Lord of Hosts,’ she whispered, ‘oh, God of Abraham and my fathers, thank you ... Thank you. I felt him move,’ she added, looking up into January’s face. ‘He lives. My son lives.’

January fought back his first impulse to lay his own hand against her side, knowing that it made no difference. With that much quinine in her system, abortion almost certainly would commence before nightfall.

‘The Lady Utba is with child as well.’ Ayasha translated another spate of Osmanli from Jamilla. ‘The fortune teller said that her child would be a girl, and that Shamira would bear a son.’

‘Oh, that must have set the cat amongst the pigeons.’

‘My lord only son.’ Jamilla spoke up, picking her words carefully. ‘Shamira have all she want: sweet, necklace, this room her own.’ She gestured around them at the comfortable little chamber, the cushioned divans and embroidered hangings of pink and green. ‘Lady Utba also still delight the heart of my lord.’ She pressed her hands to her heart, miming a man in a swoon of love, then put her hands over her eyes.

January said, ‘I see.’ He turned to have Ayasha explain – because he wanted there to be no mistake – but she had gone into the larger outer room, to investigate the platter of sweets on the low table there. He called out after her, ‘Don’t touch those!’

She called back, ‘Do I look like an idiot, Mâlik?’

To Jamilla, he said, ‘Can you keep Shamira from the others, until your lord comes home? Separate food, separate drink?’

‘Not easy.’ The chief wife frowned. ‘Girls eat from one dish. Yet, I say her disease still catching.’

‘Good.’ January had to restrain himself from taking this woman’s hand in thanks, or patting her on the shoulder as a gesture of comfort, such as he would do to the wife or girlfriend of one of his friends. ‘Tell them this is the command of the doctor.’ He glanced toward Shamira, who had drifted off to sleep, and lowered his voice. ‘I am afraid there is a good chance she will lose her child,’ he said softly. ‘I’ll leave you medicines, to strengthen her in case ...’

‘It is not first time,’ said Jamilla, and sadness filled her eyes, ‘that woman in this house lose child. This, I can help. I can do.’

‘Thank you. If there are any complications, or any more of this sickness, send for me—’

‘Ibn al-harîm!’ Ayasha swore – practically the only Arabic January knew – sprang down from the window seat in the outer room and dashed to the door of Shamira’s chamber. ‘People on their way across the stable yard. Two women – and six guards.’


TWO

January reached the window just in time to see the foreshortened figures of women and guards disappear past the corner of the house. They’d be climbing the servants’ stair in literally seconds. ‘Can you get us—?’

Jamilla caught his hand. ‘No time. Come!’

She drew him to the backstairs in a striding billow of pink and topaz silk and threw open its door, and though he knew there was no way he could avoid meeting the oncoming guards halfway down he followed. She was right, there was no time for a second’s hesitation: he must trust this woman, or fight his way out against long odds with the certainty that Jamilla, Shamira, the maidservant Ra’eesa and quite probably Ayasha as well would die in the aftermath of Hüseyin Pasha’s vengeance.

Which, he reflected sourly, was the Lady Utba’s goal.

At the floor below, Jamilla pushed open the servants’ door and thrust January out into the hall. Even as she closed the discreet portal behind her, he heard in the echoing stair a door open below and booted footfalls pounding. At the same moment voices rang in the grand staircase that lay at the other end of the hôtel’s long central hall. Without hesitation, Jamilla opened the nearest chamber door and pulled him inside.

‘Ayasha—’

‘Safe.’ The woman touched his lips with her hennaed fingers. The room, he saw with alarm, was obviously her own chamber, stripped of whatever Western furnishings it had once contained and refurbished with hangings and divans. ‘No harm woman.’

Which was more than could be said of what the Pasha’s guards would do to him if they caught him on this floor, much less in the bedchamber of Number One Wife ... or even her dressing room, through which she next hustled him. Given the diplomatic understandings between France’s King and the Sultan, it wasn’t likely that the death of an intruder into the Assistant Plenipotentiary’s maison would even be reported, much less investigated. He could easily imagine the bored shrugs of the police inspectors, should an enraged young Berber woman storm into the local prefecture with the demand that a prominent Turkish diplomat be arrested for having his guards kill a man who broke into his house ...

For that matter, he reflected, with a glance at the woman beside him, if the guards caught him up here, Jamilla’s only protection would be screams and an accusation of rape.

Sweat chilled his face. But Jamilla led him straight through into the next room – a library furnished in the Turkish style, with low tables and the ubiquitous divan covered in enormous cushions, and a great hanging of crimson and indigo: stylized mountains and stars. She pushed him down on to the divan and began covering him with cushions. January comprehended – Jamilla had clearly forgotten whatever French she knew – and stretched and squashed himself as flat as he could to assist matters. Before she put the last big pouffes over his face she gestured with both hands – stay – and he nodded.

‘Eeyeh,’ he said, hoping that was yes in Osmanli as well as in the Mahgribi that Ayasha spoke. ‘Fhemt.’

Jamilla looked absolutely baffled.

‘I understand.’

She put the last pillow in place, and he felt, rather than heard, her dart back across the library to the dressing room, curly-toed golden slippers soundless on the piled carpets.

Soft boots thudded in the hall. The door opened, long enough for the guards to glance around the room. Then it closed.

He heard the bedroom door beyond opened likewise, and for no longer a span of time.

Not enough guards – or, anyway, not enough eunuch guards – to thoroughly search the house at the first sweep. They’d be back.

Women’s voices in the hall, a shrill chatter, like birds. He could almost hear the words. Protesting, denying, demanding how they could think such a thing.

Allah pity the guard who tries to question Ayasha about the large black gentleman who accompanied her...

Slippers whispered on the rugs. Sitt Jamilla yanked the cushions off him, took his hand. ‘Man in yard.’ She led him back through the dressing room, through her chamber, and to the backstairs again, a faint perfume rustling from the folds of her veils. ‘Watches. Look in kitchen, look in room of – of keten. You stay.’

Above the edge of her veil, her eyes held his. Seeking what? Courage and resolution? The nerve to stay in hiding, possibly for hours, until the guard walks away? Maybe only seeking a sign of trust. If he did not trust – if he panicked, tried to flee or to fight – they would all be doomed.

‘I stay.’

The dark eyes shut for a moment in relief, and her hands tightened on his, the way he would have slapped a friend on the arm and said: Good man.

She tugged him down the backstairs, through the pantry, into the kitchen. Beyond the wide kitchen window he glimpsed the man in the yard, squat and formidable in a rough combination of French jacket and Turkish trousers, his head shaved. In addition to a curved Turkish sword and a dagger the man bore a very businesslike rifle.

Not a man to argue with about what you were doing in the house.

A small door led from the kitchen into the linen room, long and brick-floored and lined with cupboards, and smelling of cedar and scorched sheets. From her belt Jamilla took a key, opened the big armoire at the far end of the room. It was a close fit, but January unhesitatingly curled his six-foot three-inch height on to the lowest shelf – four feet long and some two feet deep – and Jamilla closed the doors on him at once. He heard the lock click. So still were these rooms at the back of the house that he heard the pat of her slippers retreat across the brick floor to the kitchen.

It had all been as neatly accomplished as a military campaign: well, a military campaign by a general who knew what he was doing – Caesar or Alexander or Frederick the Great. The one military campaign which January actually witnessed – at the age of nineteen, crouched behind redoubts made of cotton bales at the top of an embankment, while a British army three times the size of the defenders attempted like idiots to charge uphill at them into a wall of rifle fire – would have had any proper general tearing his hair.

For a moment he smelled the fog again, heard the steady beat of the British drums, invisible in the cinder-colored darkness, and the sneeze of a man somewhere down the line to his left. After the battle, working in the infirmary tent among the captured wounded, he had felt such pity for them as they were carried in, soaked in blood and mud and begging for water – men he’d shot himself, or bayoneted: ‘You can’t think about it,’ one of the surgeons had advised him, a Scot from one of the British regiments who’d permitted himself to be captured, so that he could look after the prisoners. ‘When you start to think about the battle, just imagine yourself closing a door on it, so you’ll be able to work.’

The Lady Jamilla, January felt sure, would never have ordered a stupid charge like that.

He smiled.

You’d have thought she was sneaking very large men in and out of her lord’s harem all her life.

A childhood in slavery had given January plenty of experience in hiding, so he knew prolonged stillness would very quickly result in agonizing cramps. Michie Simon, the owner of Bellefleur Plantation, had been a drunkard who thought nothing of rawhiding a six-year-old. What to the white children of the parish were merely the finer arts of hide and seek had been to January and his sister almost literally life-or-death skills. He knew how to ignore the cramps, keep still and wait.

He knew how to listen, too.

Voices of the guards in the yard, little chips of sound. (And what language is it THEY speak?) Ayasha’s voice, raised in angry imprecation as she passed through the kitchen and went on outside without pausing. For her to linger would have been as good as an announcement that she still had an accomplice in the house – the groom in the yard would remember an immense broad-shouldered black man in a brown corduroy jacket. For Ayasha to flounce through the stable gates and down the lane without a backward glance was the best corroboration that could be offered to the statement: ‘Who, Benjamin? He left an hour ago, muti ...’

But it left him utterly at the mercy of that dark-eyed woman in the saffron veil, who had so cared for her husband’s concubine that she’d risked her own safety – perhaps her life – to bring in a Western doctor.

There was a clock in the kitchen. Through the open doorway its notes drifted faintly: noon, then one, then two. Cook and kitchen maids came in and chattered in French, wooden clogs clattering on the bricks. ‘Intruders ... heathens ... they say that he whipped a concubine to death for looking at one of his guards ... Hand me that cream, would you ever, dearie?’ The smells of garlic sautéed with onions. ‘Is it true Jojo’s marrying that Chinese?’ (Chinese???) He wondered what was happening above stairs and whether the search was still in progress.

It was well past three when someone shut the door between the two service-rooms and approached the armoire with pattering slippers. January hoped his cramped legs would still bear him.

The lock clicked. Jamilla gave him her hand to steady him as he rose – he needed it, and caught her shoulder as he staggered. She led the way to the outer door, opened it and pointed toward a tall hedge. ‘Garden,’ she whispered, and gestured: straight through, then over the wall.

‘Shukran jazeelan,’ he whispered, another of the few Arabic phrases he knew. ‘Thank you. Shamira?’

‘It goes better with her.’

He nodded, turned at once, and strode across the open space of the deserted yard to the gate in the hedge. When he glanced back, Sitt Jamilla was gone.

The hedge didn’t completely conceal the garden from the yard, but at least he was no longer in the house itself. He spent the minute or so that it took him to cross the formal rose-beds, the graveled walks, inventing an indignant explanation. What, I in the house? Never! I waited in the lane for my wife and have come back to seek her—

And of course the guards probably haven’t a word of French ...

Old vines covered the brick of the garden wall and easily took his weight. Only when he slipped over the top and dropped down to the lane on the other side did he breathe easily again.

His fellow musicians at the Opera, he reflected with a grin, would hang themselves with envy at the story: I invaded the Pasha’s harem, eluded his guards – we won’t speak of hiding for four hours in an armoire in the linen room – sprang over the garden wall ...

And we won’t speak of any of it at all, of course. The other thing he’d learned in the small, gossipy world of that African village in Louisiana’s cane country was not to ever say anything that could get someone hurt, no matter how good a story it made.

You never knew who was listening. Or how trustworthy they were when they’d had a drink or two.

The better the story was, the likelier it was to be passed along.

Like Hüseyin Pasha killing a concubine only for glancing at a handsome guard – but that was a story that might possibly be true.

This was an adventure he’d have to keep to himself.

‘Perfidious woman,’ he said, when he reached the Rue St-Honoré and Ayasha sprang from the table of a café on the other side of the street. ‘If you wanted me out of the way could you not simply have arranged to be taken in adultery with M’sieu Barronde? I’d have given you a divorce. I’m aware of your undying passion for M’sieu Renan—’

The baker, who lived behind his shop on the ground floor of their building, was sixty-two, enormously fat, and – owing to the loss of most of his teeth – drooled.

‘Sahîf.’ She slipped her arm through his. ‘If I just let you divorce me for adulterating M’sieu Barronde I wouldn’t get any of your money.’

‘Let me tell you, Madame,’ said January severely as they crossed the street, ‘I have registered it in my will that if I die at the hands of the Pasha’s guards, or in fact the guards of any Mohammedan potentate whatsoever, you shall not get a centime.’

‘Oh, curse!’ Ayasha pressed a dramatic wrist to her forehead. ‘Oh, spite! I am undone. I shall just have to think of something else, then.’ They turned their steps, not toward the river, but toward the Étoile and Napoleon’s pretentious half-constructed triumphal arch, beyond which lay the non-taxed wine shops and inexpensive cafés of the banlieue. The chilly afternoon was already growing dark, and the district beyond the limits of the old tax-wall had a country stillness to it at odds with the liveliness of that place in summertime. But it was still possible to get a good dinner of stewed rabbit and fresh-baked bread at the Café Marseillaise before returning to the Rue de l’Aube so that January could change for the Opera.

The performance was Mozart’s Abduction from the Seraglio, a piece that Ayasha regarded with scorn, knowing from experience what it was to actually grow up in a harîm. Through the evening as he played, January’s thoughts returned many times to the low-ceilinged chambers at the top of that walled house, and the sweat-soaked Jewish girl on the divan whose face he had not even been allowed to see.

The following day Ayasha came back late from work at the shop, with the news that she’d walked out to Rue St-Honoré to ask how Shamira did. ‘She is well, the child also,’ she reported, and covered the mix of fish and onion on the small brick potager built into the corner of the room. ‘Allah be praised ...’

Freezing rain had started last night on the way home from the Opera, and all day it had hammered the gray cobbled streets. Kneeling by the hearth, January stirred coffee beans in the roasting pan over the fire and cringed at the thought of making his way to the theater again that night.

‘She didn’t lose the child?’

His wife shook her head. ‘Sitt Jamilla spoke well of you. It isn’t every man, she said, who would follow a woman he had never before met, without stopping like an imbecile to ask questions that would have got them killed.’

‘What would have happened to Shamira,’ asked January, ‘if I’d been found there? Surely no one would think that in her state she’d be receiving a lover.’

‘That isn’t the point, Mâlik.’

‘For that matter,’ he added – though he knew she was right – ‘in France, Hüseyin Pasha has no jurisdiction over those girls, not even the command a man has over his wife.’ He shook the pan, judging the color of the beans as the indescribable miracle of their scent filled the long room. ‘No matter what he paid for them back in Constantinople, they’re free women here.’

‘Free to do what, Mâlik?’ She brought out dishes from the cupboard, rested them on the tiled counter that edged the cook hole, barely wider than January’s palm. ‘Free to find work in a sewing loft, without a word of French to their names? Free to find a gawaad – a pimp – to protect them while they earn money the only way they can?’

The autumn day was already dark, and the warmth of the hearth and the little potager didn’t penetrate even to the other end of the room. Mine enemy’s dog, King Lear had said, though he had bit me, should have stood that night against my fire ...

 ‘They have a place to stay,’ Ayasha went on softly.

‘That isn’t the point, zahar.’

It rained the next day, and the day after. Homicide, the beggars called this season. The Opera went into rehearsal for La Cenerentola, and January was out most afternoons, playing piano for the ballet company. Since frequently he was hired to play at balls that started when the performance was done, he and Ayasha saw one another only in passing. It was a life they were used to. They both complained of it, loudly, but when he’d stop home, between rehearsal and return to the theater with his cornet, he’d find bread, cheese, and apples waiting for him, and the room filled with a fantasia of tulle, silk, muslin pattern-pieces. He’d leave a new comb, or hair ribbons, on the pillow for her and carry up the coal and water, seventy-two steps, to be ready for when she returned.

In Paris, as in New Orleans, this was the rhythm of winter as the town filled with the wealthy and their money ran out like water from a squeezed sponge. All the musicians’ wives and mistresses understood that one dipped up the water while it flowed. Summer would be dry.

Then on the Sunday morning – St Hilarion’s Day, and four days after what January thought of as the Adventure of the Seraglio – while he and Ayasha drowsed in bed, someone knocked at the door.

‘Tell him we’re dead.’ Ayasha pulled the blankets up over their heads.

And, when January – always conscientious – rolled from beneath the quilts and caught up the second-hand velvet robe against the cold outside the bed curtains, she thrust aside the curtains and shouted at the top of her lungs, ‘Go away! We’re dead! Coward,’ she added as January crossed to the door.

Standing in the dark of the landing, wrapped in what looked like twenty cloaks and veils, was the maidservant Ra’eesa. Relief, anxiety, pleading mingled in her dark, wrinkled eyes.

With the air of a schoolchild repeating by rote a memorized verse, she said, ‘Shamira gone.’


THREE

RAN AWAY, was how an advertisement would start out in New Orleans, reflected January.

He’d seen thousands of them – they had been among the first things he’d learned to read, after he’d been given his own freedom.

A little illustration of a fleeing slave, a description, and a reward.

Only, no American would ever admit that the fugitive in question was a concubine.

At the Café La Marseillaise on the Boulevard de Passy they waited while Ra’eesa scurried like a black beetle across the Étoile and vanished between the tall stumps of Napoleon’s Arch. Madame Dankerts, who knew them well, brought sweetened cream, griddle cakes, plum compote and coffee, and within half an hour, Ra’eesa reappeared through the Arch, accompanied by Sitt Jamilla, cloaked and veiled against the clammy fog.

‘Will your coming bring you trouble?’ Ayasha asked at once.

The Lady looked about her at the café with great curiosity: the plastered walls painted a vivid yellow, the tin-sheathed wooden counter that separated the little kitchen from the common room, the few working men and their wives and girlfriends drinking coffee and consuming Madame Dankerts’ excellent griddle-cakes at the plain little tables. The sight of Ayasha, and of those other women in their Sunday bodices and high-crowned, beribboned hats, seemed to reassure her. This was obviously a place where it was appropriate for a woman to be.

She shook her head. ‘Sitt Utba know not. My lord come Friday from London. I will say, Shamira gone, I fear some harm to her. This – me – he will forgive.’ She sat, and Ra’eesa took the chair at her side with the air of one who has never done such a thing in public before. ‘Shamira he will not forgive.’

‘When did she leave, Sitt Jamilla?’

‘Night. Ra’eesa –’ the Lady touched the maid’s wrist gently – ‘sleep beside her. Shamira walk about the house yesterday. Better. I watch, cook watch, Ra’eesa watch, that Lady Utba give no poison—’ She shook her head, her eyes filling with concern. ‘Taryak –’ she gestured, trying to summon the French word – ‘dawâ  – ma’jûn ...’

‘Opium,’ provided Ayasha.

‘Opium, yes. Opium in water. Girls all asleep. Shamira gone.’

‘Was the Lady Utba drugged as well?’

‘Lady Utba, her lady, her eunuch—’ She lost the word, pantomimed the shape of the house with her hands, which were astonishingly expressive.

‘The girls are at one end of the house, the Lady Utba at the other,’ provided Ayasha. ‘The Prophet has said, a man may take unto himself more than one wife only if he provide them with equal households.’

‘So the poison was only administered to the harîm upstairs?’

Ayasha nodded.

‘Could Shamira have done this herself?’

Jamilla was silent for so long after January asked this question that he feared she had not understood. But when he began to repeat it, she shook her head, raised her hand. I understand ...

At last she said, ‘I do not know.’ She brought her dark-blue veil a little away from her face and lifted up under it Madame Dankerts’ prosaic white pottery coffee-cup, to drink.

‘Is there opium in the house?’

‘Yes. Key of chest ...’ Beneath her cloak she jingled them slightly on her girdle. ‘Lady Utba also. I look in chest; I think not any gone. But, Shamira walk about the house. And girls ... Raihana –’ she named one of them – ‘always a little opium, here, here.’ Her slim hands conjured an invisible pillow, an invisible jewel-box, little packets of the drug tucked secretly inside.

‘Was any of her clothing gone?’ asked January. ‘Her shoes?’

‘None.’

‘Or the clothing of any of the other girls?’

Another emphatic head-shake. Then, with the first wry flicker of a half-smile in her eyes: ‘Girls watch clothing. Always taking.’ She mimed snatching something and snatching it back. ‘Watch like misers. No thing gone.’

Ayasha rolled her eyes at some memory of her own upbringing, and January smiled. Even in the slave cabins of Bellefleur Plantation, where one would think no one would possess anything, he recalled how his six-year-old sister Olympe nearly tore the hair off Judy, the daughter of the other family that shared the ten-by-ten cabin with them, for ‘borrowing’ her hair ribbon.

No wonder the Prophet mandated that the households of wives be kept strictly apart.

‘Sitt Jamilla,’ he said. ‘Do you think she has run away?’

Again silence, while the Pasha’s chief wife considered. The omens had predicted a male child, and had given young Shamira precedence over the other women who lived beneath the Turk’s roof. But the woman to whom a girl had been predicted was still a legal wife, not a concubine, and still ‘delighted’ the master’s heart.

Reason enough to flee.

‘If she run,’ Jamilla said at last, ‘it will go hard, when the master return. Our master a good man, but of the old ways. Child –’ the expressive hands groped for a concept – ‘Hüseyin child in Sultan palace, raise up to serve, together like brothers. Sultan read French book, look to West. Hüseyin Pasha read French book, but say: It is pollution. Only in Blessed Qur’an is there truth. But if Shamira not run, if she taken away—’

‘Who would take her away, Sitt Jamilla?’ January spoke quietly, for in the woman’s voice – and in her dark eyes – he detected no hint that this was melodrama or far-fetched speculation, but a real possibility.

‘Sabid al-Muzaffar.’ The slim hands cradled the coffee cup, seeking warmth from its smooth sides. ‘Man of new ways. Father siphari – own land, own peasants, very rich. Not slave like Hüseyin. School in France, school also in Egypt, school in London. Bridges, steam machine, printing book about stars, about sun. Napoleon law, English gun. Our master say to Sultan: Send Sabid away. These Infidel things make men turn from Allah, become like Infidel, who believe not in Prophet, not in Allah, also not in own God any more. Without belief, Empire will die. Sultan ...’ She made a sweeping gesture, as if of a man scornfully knocking a tableful of objects to the floor. ‘Sabid flee. Now Sabid in Paris.’

‘You know this?’

She nodded.

‘And your master knows?’

‘My master know.’

‘Do you know where?’

‘Charenton.’ Her pronunciation of the little village was surprisingly accurate. The suburb was a small one. A Turk in residence would be remarked, and his house pointed out, without trouble.

‘Do you think this Sabid could actually have entered your master’s house and taken Shamira?’

Her brows drew together again, troubled. ‘I know not. I think not. I know ...’ She shook her head helplessly and held out one expressive hand. ‘Shamira flee, Hüseyin Pasha very angry. This she take, his only son.’ Her eyes dark with concern, she looked at her other palm as she held it out also, as if balancing the weights of two invisible situations. ‘Shamira flee, Sabid hear of it—’

‘And he will,’ broke in Ayasha. ‘A man like that would have a servant, perhaps more than one, in his pay, in the household of his enemy.’

Melodramatic as it sounded, January knew this was almost a certainty. It was not uncommon for even the wealthy ladies of the French aristocracy whose daughters he taught piano to have the maidservants of social rivals on their payroll.

‘Sabid find her,’ went on Jamilla softly, ‘before our master return from London, then he have only son of Hüseyin.’

Only after Ra’eesa had escorted her mistress back to the house – veiled, and dressed in coarse black outer garments, the Lady could have been any anonymous servant – would it be safe for January to go up to the house himself. ‘Allah forfend,’ muttered Ayasha cynically, ‘that the Lady should emerge from its gates, or look upon any man but her master.’

‘Shamira could have gone out the same way.’ Through the cold-misted window of La Marseillaise, January watched the two black nameless bundles disappear into the confusion of carts from the country, herds of geese, donkey-loads of firewood, and vendors of everything from old shoes to country apples that milled around the city customs-tollbooth on the other side of the Étoile.

‘Were such the case, the garments would be missed.’ Ayasha mopped up cream and compote with the remains of her third griddle-cake. ‘Frenchmen all think there is a great pile of burqa and hijab lying about somewhere in every Muslim house, all of them alike. But in truth, though the Lady borrowed the garments of a servant, I think that any servant who had her garments borrowed would know it. A lady like Sitt Jamilla might possess a half-dozen burqa and a dozen veils to choose from, but even a favored concubine would have but a few. My father’s maids each had only one, and he was not a poor man. It is the same even in the wealthiest of houses. If Ra’eesa says that no garments are unaccounted for, I think Shamira did indeed have them brought in from somewhere else, or went forth without them.’

‘And if someone brought her clothing,’ murmured January, and finished his coffee, ‘that same someone could have brought in opium as well. Are the kitchen staff French or Turkish?’

‘There are two cooks, one French and one Turkish. The under-cook is a Turk. The French cook’s wife acts as housekeeper.’ Ayasha slung her shawl around her shoulders and shook out her skirts as January counted out coin to leave on the table. ‘They would have dealings with the Lady Jamilla, but not, of course, with the concubines.’ Pale sunlight brightened the leafless trees. As they left La Marseillaise, the bells in the little Convent of St Theresa, on the other side of the thin woods in the village of Batignolles, began to ring sweetly.

‘Do you know anything about the girl Shamira?’ January quickened his step to dodge past the diligence coming in from Rouen, laden with passengers and mail. ‘Is it usual for Jews in the East to sell their daughters?’

‘There is selling and selling.’ The young woman shrugged and tucked up the coarse dark tendrils of her hair beneath her bonnet. ‘My father would not have said that he was selling me to be concubine in the house of a man with whom he did much business, but without Labib ibn-Yusuf’s camels, Father would have had no means to pay his debts. Then again—’ She sprang lightly out of the way of a high-wheeled chaise, driven around the Étoile at a great pace by a very sleek young dandy in a pearl-gray English driving-coat. ‘Naghil!’ she shouted after the chaise, and made figs with both fists.

‘Then again,’ she went on, turning back, ‘I had met no boys beyond my own family. Why should I not wish to marry this greedy man who never washed? I think my father must still be wondering about it.’

January remembered the morning he’d been called on to the back gallery at Bellefleur Plantation, at the age of seven, and informed that his beautiful mother had been sold to the sugar broker St-Denis Janvier. When he and his sister Olympe had been told that they were going to be free and go live with their mother in New Orleans, he recalled, Olympe had spat on M’sieu Janvier’s shiny shoes and run out of the room. Growing up in New Orleans, ebony African black among the variegated little quadroons and octoroons at the ‘back of town’, January had been well aware that many of his playmates’ older sisters took ‘protectors’ – or were taken by them – who were business partners of their white fathers, without much regard for the preferences of the girls. Their mothers, technically free like his own, could do little about this. Why raise a flurry over a daughter’s tears when your own house and income might be taken from you as a result?

Tears were a girl’s lot.

Ra’eesa met them at Hüseyin’s stable gate and led them across to the kitchen quarters. The scullery maids were assembled in the laundry room, as tough and snaggly-haired a gang as January had ever encountered in ten years of living in Paris. Even girls of the lowest classes would fight shy of taking up service in the house of a man who had three concubines and six veiled maidservants who were his to use as he pleased. Annette, Babette, Colette, and Quatorze-Julliet were the sweepings of the Faubourg St-Antoine, and they glared at the cook with wary hostility when they were introduced to January and told to answer his questions.

No, not a single one of them had taken any kind of note in or out, to or from any of those girls upstairs. The very idea!

‘We ain’t never seen ’em, an’ that’s a fact,’ explained Annette. ‘You’d think the world ended at the pantry door.’

‘It’s true.’ Quatorze-Julliet hitched up her skirt to scratch her posterior matter-of-factly. ‘Half the time His Excellency’s got one of his guards stationed just outside that door, an’ if one of us so much as puts a foot through it’s: Go back! Go back!’ She imitated the clumsy French of the guards. ‘’Fraid we’ll give ’em Christian lice or somethin’.’ She laughed loudly at her own wit.

A childhood spent in the quarters had told January that the guards were less concerned with lice (Christian or otherwise) than with the coffee beans, sugar, tea, and vanilla stored in the pantry – not to speak of the linen napkins and silver spoons. Any of these could be sold or traded to the rag-and-bone dealers who trolled the streets in any wealthy neighborhood, wailing: Old grease! Old tea ...

Honest cooks jealously guarded the right to sell cooking grease, used tea-leaves and coffee grounds as a perquisite of their office. Less honest ones would peddle tea leaves and coffee beans in a more pristine state – or cooking grease while it was still in the meat – if they thought the mistress of the house wouldn’t notice. Even a cook engaged in such commerce would not welcome the amateur depredations of scullery maids, lest such behavior provoke an investigation of the kitchen account-books.

Bribing one of these damsels to purchase opium and bring it in would be child’s play.

‘The ones you ought to watch is the laundresses,’ provided Annette, and she jerked her blonde head toward the door of the room in which January had taken refuge earlier in the week. Two of the armoires there stood open, displaying shelves stacked deep with pressed, folded, and numbered sheets. The great square wicker hampers lined along the wall, in which soiled linen was taken away and fresh brought back clean, gaped empty, like the mouths of cotton-lined hippopotami.

‘His Nibs has a heathen woman to do veils an’ turbans an’ pantaloons,’ the girl went on. ‘Thinks we’ll stink ’em up with our Christian breath, I reckon. Sheets an’ towels, they sends out. Yesterday a whole parade of ’em was in and out. It’s always like that Saturdays. Baskets all over the room, while the girls went around lookin’ for Ma Boudin – that’s Cook’s missus – to get paid.’

‘Do the Turkish girls – the servants, not the concubines – come down to the laundry room to fetch sheets and towels?’

The girls glanced at each other, then nodded. ‘Always all veiled up,’ added Quatorze-Julliet, ‘lest one of ’em get looked at by one of the stablemen an’ find herself pregnant.’

‘Do you know the laundresses by sight?’

‘Some of ’em.’ Annette shrugged. ‘They comes an’ goes. My cousin Fantine an’ her Ma, they use pretty regular. Others I’ve only seen once or twice. My Ma’s always pullin’ in cousins or the daughters of her friends or whoever she can get, to do deliveries. Ma Boudin don’t tip worth a Protestant’s fart, so there’s always different girls.’

‘So anything could have been smuggled in.’ Followed by Ra’eesa, January and Ayasha exited the back door and retraced the route of January’s precipitate flight of four days ago through the gate into the garden, past the low beds of fallow vegetables, across the small patch of lawn and then in among the rose beds, where a very old black gardener was carefully wrapping the pruned bushes in straw. ‘On any Saturday, for that matter,’ added Ayasha after a moment’s thought. ‘If that’s the day the laundresses are in and out and all over the grounds—’

‘So a note could have been gotten in – or out – to make arrangements. Could the girl write French? Or read it?’

‘You’re very sure she fled of her own accord.’

January looked back across the stable yard, satisfying himself that his estimate of four days ago was correct: it would be almost impossible to cross the yard from the kitchen doors to the garden gate unobserved from the stables. As in any big house – in France or America or, he guessed, Constantinople as well – all the activity went on in the rear quarters. The guards probably occupied the upper floor of the stables. Their windows overlooked the yard between the kitchen door and the gate.

A lantern hung over the gate. Did it remain lit all night?

‘Entia non sunt multiplicanda praeter necessitatem,’ he said after a moment’s thought. ‘The simplest explanation is best.’

‘The simplest explanation being that you cannot resist showing off your Latin?’

January grinned. ‘That, too.’

The gravel walk among the roses was fresh, impervious to tracks. ‘It’s probably possible to break into the grounds, and then into the house after it’s locked up for the night,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘But that would take concerted planning and an inside confederate – a gang, in fact. And I can’t imagine how you’d get a woman, even one drugged with opium, down from those chambers under the roof. You’d have to drug the guards in the stable, and Jamilla didn’t seem to think that had been done. But whether Shamira actually left on her own, or whether she was lured away ... There.’ He stopped, pointed down to the moist clay of the path.

Back here near the vine-covered wall the gravel was older and deeply trodden into the underlying soil. The rose bushes here, though they’d been pruned, had not yet been wrapped up for the winter. The clay was undisturbed since the previous day’s rain, and in it, a narrow foot had left a mark.

‘A laundress?’

‘If you think one would come out all this way on her rounds wearing fashionable shoes.’ January knelt on the grass verge. ‘No one with her, so she’s not out here with romantic intent. A narrow heel and a thin sole – look how dim the edges are. Would you walk all day in such a shoe? It’s an expensive one, but old. See where it’s been repaired on the heel?’

Ayasha drew up her skirts to consider her own stout shoes. Deliberately, she set her foot down in another patch of clay nearby and considered the track.

Clay from the path smeared the tough vines on the wall, close to where January had clambered over. ‘Here—’

Ayasha plucked a thread from a broken piece of vine. ‘White,’ she said. ‘Cotton, not silk. A petticoat, not a veil or pantaloons—’

‘So one of those laundry hampers brought in yesterday contained clothes for her.’ January moved a foot or so to the right, where the vines were stout enough to bear his weight. ‘Shoes, too ... I can tell you, here and now, that things can be concealed in those cupboards in the laundry room for hours while guards search the house for intruders. If Shamira were veiled as a servant, and knew which cupboard to look in, she could be in and out of that laundry room in moments. Allez-oop.’ He set his foot into the toughest part of the vines, scrambled to the top of the wall and leaped down on the other side. Ayasha followed him, in a great whoofing umbrella of petticoats, and left Ra’eesa standing in the garden behind them.

The narrow shoe with the mended heel had trodden deeply in the soft soil at the top of the ditch that separated the wall from the road. January leaped across and knelt again. ‘Here.’

Ayasha followed, skirts caught up like a schoolgirl.

‘Two-wheeled chaise.’ January studied the ruts and hoof prints where the edge of the roadway was soft. ‘Here, she’s jumped across the ditch and slipped.’

‘And here is your answer,’ added Ayasha. The mark of a man’s boot was dim, owing to the hardness of the roadbed. It was about four feet back from the rear hoof-print: where a man would stand to help a woman into the chaise. ‘Look,’ she added, pointing into the weedy ditch, ‘she’s left her lantern behind ...’

And indeed, half-submerged in the stagnant brown water, January found a small brass candle-lantern – untarnished – whose intricate latticework could only have come from the East. He turned it over, dripping, in his hands and pictured the scene in his mind’s eye: last night’s foggy darkness, the creak of harness buckles as the chaise came down the narrow road. The walls of the next house – grounds and garden, and the tops of trees – shut off the view toward the Étoile. An English phaeton passed across the end of the road where it debouched into the Rue St-Honoré, amid a great clattering of hooves and the cracking of the driver’s whip, and a moment later a slower coach, with a sprinkle of Sunday excursionists even in this raw autumn weather, trundled along in the same direction.

RAN AWAY. Reward.

‘And so ends the tale.’ Satisfaction rang in Ayasha’s voice. ‘She left with a man.’

‘If she was merely a discontented wife –’ January straightened up – ‘deceiving a jealous shopkeeper, that would be one thing. But if Hüseyin Pasha pursues her – as he will, if she is carrying his only son – it will go badly for her if she’s caught. And worse,’ he added, ‘if this enemy of his – this Sabid – is the one who finds her. I doubt the Lady Jamilla will want to leave the matter at that.’
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