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Chapter
One

 


The Spanish
galleon wallowed like a drunken sailor in the flattened sea. After
the previous forty-eight hours of a raging storm, what was left of
the sails hung forlornly in the still air like torn rags,

The topmast
was gone and most of the canvas with it. The crew were taking turns
at the pumps to rid the ‘Santa Carmelita,’ of shipped water
and to try and make running repairs to all the damage that had been
done.

Suddenly from
the lookout came the call of ‘Sail ahead,’ and all eyes focussed on
the horizon. It took some time before Luisa could glimpse a distant
sail, and it was shortly after that, she became aware of a change
in the ship’s crew, as busy as they were, desperately trying to get
the ship moving in the sluggish sea. Their faces were now
distinctly worried and there was no more singing as they worked.
Her brother was taken aside by one of the officers, and Jaime’s
face resumed its ghastly pallor when he rejoined her.

‘What is it,
Jaime?’ The words were blurted out before she could stop
herself.

‘Do not be
alarmed, Luisa.’ His words were meant to reassure but her brother’s
face told a different story.

‘They say that
the ship coming toward us is a Turkish galley. However, we need not
fear as we have the King of Spain’s protection.’

Luisa’s heart
began to beat fast with fear. A Turkish galley! With sickening
clarity, all the horror stories came back to her as to what
happened to prisoners of the Turkish infidel.

Gripping her
brother’s arm, Luisa turned and looked with stark terror at the
fast approaching ship, the oars kicking up spumes of spray as the
galley’s slaves, urged on by the lash, rowed with all their abused
strength. Flying from the mast was the feared crescent of the
Ottoman Empire.

There was an
eerie silence on the ‘Santa Carmelita’ as the Turkish galley drew
closer and closer. Its crew was now clearly visible. Armed with
scimitars, they swarmed up the rigging and crowded the decks. The
galley’s row of cannons with their gun crews in place gave added
menace. Jaime turned to Luisa, his face grave. ‘Take your maid and
go below.’

There was no
argument this time, but then one of the officers came up and said
to Jaime that all passengers were to go immediately to the
captain’s cabin. Stark fear was imprinted on the passengers’ faces
as they huddled together, nervously whispering. Luisa was suddenly
aware of her vulnerability for she and Manuela, her maid, were the
only women on board.

The scream of a
cannon ball across the bow of the ship brought instant silence and
the ‘Santa Carmelita’ hove to. Suddenly, through the ship’s window,
loomed the Turkish galley, huge and menacing.

It seemed
alive, with dark skinned men dressed in unfamiliar baggy pantaloons
with turbans covering their heads. Then came a frightening tumult
of noise as grappling irons from the galley clamped the ‘Santa
Carmelita’ to her side, and men leapt aboard, shouting orders in an
unintelligible tongue. The melee above continued for some time,
then subsided, before, with a crash, the door was flung open to
reveal the terrifying sight of an armed Turk.

He was tall and
his clothes failed to disguise an impressive physique. As he turned
to look at the passengers, she saw he was handsome, and for a
moment their eyes met; Luisa felt sure she saw admiration in his,
before she lowered her own. He came across to them, accompanied by
one of his officers who addressed them in halting Spanish.

‘You are now
all the prisoners of His Excellency Medjid Pasha and will be
transferred from this vessel to the ‘Kadin,’ until your ransoms can
be arranged with your families.’

There was an
immediate uproar from the male passengers, but this was quickly
stilled by a curt command from the officer.

‘Silence. Do as
you are commanded and you will be treated well. If not, you will
suffer accordingly. Do you understand me?’

There was
silence, and Luisa was aware of the movement of the crew from both
ships moving about her, and peeped up at the Pasha standing beside
the officer.

Certainly
handsome, with impenetrable dark eyes that were suddenly fixed upon
her. He could be no more than thirty, at the most. Without removing
his gaze from her, he spoke to the officer in his own tongue, and
that man’s eyes turned to stare at her and, instinctively, Luisa
knew that it was she they were discussing.

As they went to
the side of the ship, Luisa saw a crude bridge had been made,
linking the vessels. One by one, with the assistance of the fearful
looking Turks, the passengers made their way across it. Jaime
helped her, ignoring a black Nubian beside them, with Manuela close
behind. Luisa felt a sense of relief that at least the sea was
calm, thus making it easier.

Once on board
the ‘Kadin’, another officer in broken Spanish ordered Luisa and
Manuela to halt. Jaime made as if to protest, but was told that the
women were to go to quarters in another part of the ship, and he
was pushed into line and made to follow the rest of the men
below.

With ever
growing apprehension, Luisa and Manuela waited in the brilliant
sunshine, watching the men disappear into the bowels of the galley.
Suddenly, she became aware that she too was being observed by the
Pasha on the ‘Santa Carmelita.’

A grinning
African appeared before her, and, with a deferential bow, intimated
that they were to follow him. With all the courage she could
muster, Luisa lifted her head proudly, holding the mantilla across
her face, and, as if she were once more walking in her uncle’s
garden in Spain, regally followed him.

The African
left them, after gesturing that they were to make this their
quarters. Luisa saw immediately how opulent the furnishings in this
galley were by comparison to the ‘Santa Carmelita.’

There was a low
divan, and large cushions were scattered around the room, along
with small delicately carved tables and more ornately carved
chests. Lattice work, colourful silken draperies, as well as
oriental bowls and brass ornaments, gave it all an exotic look,
which Luisa found so very alien.

‘Manuela, do
you think they will let us have our clothes and personal
effects?’

The maid
shrugged her shoulders and looked at her mistress darkly.

‘Those heathens
will go through and keep anything they fancy, although what a lot
of men would want with women’s clothes, I shudder to think.’

Luisa said
nothing and sat down gingerly on the edge of the divan. Her mind
was a whirl as she tried to speculate what was to happen to them,
while Manuela walked around the cabin examining everything.

With curiosity
overcoming her fear, Luisa got up, went over to the door and opened
it. This was a surprise as she was sure they would be locked in.
After a quick peek along the passageway, which was empty, she
closed the door and resumed her seat.

It crossed her
mind to get the maid to help her pull one of the chests across the
door to act as a barricade, but as soon as she thought of it, Luisa
realised that nothing so flimsy would stop any of the Turks forcing
their way in, if they were so determined.

Time passed
slowly as they waited. Despite the sound of orders being given out
on the deck, in what she supposed was Turkish, the gentle sway of
the ship, and the warmth of the cabin made Luisa feel drowsy.
Stretching herself full length on the divan, she felt her eyelids
beginning to droop, and under Manuela’s startled gaze, dropped
asleep.

The door being
suddenly opened awoke Luisa with a start and for a moment she
forgot to cover her face with the mantilla. Instead, she found
herself looking straight into the eyes of the handsome Pasha. She
was vaguely aware there were two other men behind him, but his
whole being filled her sight to the exclusion of all else.

His looks were
striking, and, better still, his face appeared kindly, unlike most
of the other ruffians she had seen on board. She sensed a twinkle
of amusement in his dark eyes as he brought his hands together in
an obeisance and bowed to her.

His Spanish was
hesitant but the voice refined when he spoke.

‘I trust,
Senorita, that the accommodation you have is not too uncomfortable
for you. These are my quarters, but they are at your disposal...for
now anyway.’ He smiled, almost conspiratorially, at her.

‘What is to
happen to us, sir?’ Luisa was surprised to find her voice reduced
to a whisper.

His smile
broadened as he looked at her with frank admiration, and Luisa
didn’t bother to attempt to hold the veil in place.

‘Having spoken
to your esteemed brother, I feel sure that payment will be made for
your safe return to your family, so until that time,’ he bowed
again, ‘please accept my humble hospitality until that happy
occasion.’ His eyes lingered appreciatively on her.

Luisa felt the
colour rush to her cheeks, but was grateful at the same time for
his apparent kindness. Aware of Manuela cowering beside her, she
swept him a graceful curtsy, and through lowered lashes, sweetly
murmured her thanks.

‘If you are in
need of anything..?’ His question hung for an instant in the
air.

‘Our clothes,
and things.’ Luisa shrugged her shoulders with her hands
outstretched. ‘If we could have those...’ She gazed imploringly at
him.

‘Of course.’
With a click of his fingers he turned to one of the men, spoke to
him in his own language, and the seaman turned and left to do his
captain’s bidding.

‘I will send
some food for you as you must be hungry.’

Luisa suddenly
realised that indeed she was, and thanked him with a bow of her
head. He turned to leave, and then said, ‘Perhaps you would not
object if I were to join you?’

Luisa heard a
stifled gasp from Manuela, but her throat had unaccountably dried
up, so it was with an inclination of her head that she let him know
that it would be acceptable to her. With a smile and graceful
salaam he withdrew from the cabin.

Night was
falling swiftly outside, and Luisa realised that the Pasha would
soon be back and she should be dressed to receive him. At that very
moment, two sailors arrived, shouldering her chests.

‘Manuela, come
and help me dress.’

‘That heathen!’
Manuela spat. ‘You shouldn’t let him near you.’

Luisa shrugged
her shoulders and went over to the chests. Grumbling still, Manuela
followed her and started unfastening the clasps. It was fortunate,
all of their things were there. She decided one of her new gowns, a
cream brocade, would be suitable.

Manuela
scowled. ‘This is part of your trousseau for Conde Ferdinand; it
has never been worn.’

‘Never mind,’
said Luisa distractedly. ‘There is no reason why the Conde should
ever know. ‘Besides,’ she added, shaking out the folds in the
brocade, ‘I don’t have time to find anything else.’

There was a
large bowl of scented water and clean linen on one of the stands,
and Luisa unpinned her hair and began a hasty toilette. Still
grumbling, Manuela came over to assist, and when she had completed
her task, Luisa asked her for a looking glass to see her
reflection.

She looked
lovely, the soft cream silk making her complexion glow, while a
jewelled comb held up her lustrous hair, and emerald earrings
blazed green fire on the curve of her neck. There was a knock on
the door and the Pasha entered, drawing in his breath and murmuring
something in his own tongue at the sight his prisoner
presented.

Luisa extended
her hand and he bowed over it, still murmuring, while the
admiration in his eyes was unmistakable. They sat on one of the low
divans and he immediately surrounded her with extra cushions to
make her more comfortable; he then plied her with sweetmeats, and
sherbets, which Luisa had never tasted before but found delicious.
In halting Spanish, accompanied with gestures, he attempted to
explain their origins and flavours.

These had
appeared almost magically, brought by a turbaned servant, who
silently lit the lamps and produced even more food, napkins and
bowls before withdrawing.

Luisa looked up
shyly at the Pasha and asked, ‘You can speak Spanish, senor?’

He smiled
lazily at her. ‘As a child I had a nurse-maid from Saragosa, which
is in Aragon, I believe?’

‘Oh, yes. That
is the same province from which I come,’ she declared
excitedly.

‘She was our
slave, but we children grew fond of her and she taught us her
language, though I do not use it often,’ he added casually.

Luisa looked at
him in surprise for it seemed to create a bond between them, though
why she could not say.

It was only
then she realised Manuela was no longer in the cabin.

For a moment,
Luisa wondered what to do. In Spain, no woman was left alone with a
man. Without a duenna, an unmarried girl’s reputation was ruined
and she was compromised from that moment.

Medjid,
however, seemed totally unconcerned as he held out a grape for her
before popping one in his own mouth and sucking noisily on its
sweetness.

‘Manuela?’ She
began, but he waved dismissively. ‘She will eat in the galley,’ and
began asking her questions about her family’s position in
Spain.

This was
difficult, because although she was a noblewoman, she knew her
uncle, and possibly her fiancé Conde Ferdinand, would have to fund
the money to obtain the release of both Jaime and herself.

If she claimed
too great an importance the ransom could be huge, and yet the Pasha
could see with his own eyes that she was no pauper.

Looking into
his enquiring eyes, Luisa decided to tell him the truth, and for
the next thirty minutes or so, while the servant reappeared with
more food, she told him her whole family history, including the
reason for her voyage, to wed the Conde.

He listened
gravely, only occasionally breaking in to ask her a question. His
eyes widened when she spoke of Ferdinand, explaining that the
marriage had been arranged by her relatives, that she was to be his
third wife, and that they had never met.

The food,
warmth, and the events of the day began to take their toll, and
Luisa found herself fighting to keep her eyes open as sleep
threatened to engulf her.

As if realising
this, Medjid rose, and bending over her, wished her a good night’s
rest, before excusing himself. Immediately, Manuela bustled in to
tidy up, and Luisa cast her mind back to Spain, and how like an
improbable dream, she came to be the unwilling guest of a Turkish
pirate.

 


 


Barcelona,
Spain 1660

 


The piercing
scream of a peacock awoke her abruptly from her afternoon siesta.
For a moment she wondered where she was, as the room was shuttered
from the summer sun, and its darkness suddenly alarmed her.
Quickly, she moved to the window and flung the shutter open,
allowing the bright light to flood the room. The town house of her
uncle and aunt on the outskirts of Barcelona was still unfamiliar
to her, although she had been there for almost a week. For a moment
she hesitated, before she summoned a maid to attend her.

When dressed,
she looked in the mirror with some surprise and gratification at
her reflection. At seventeen, the Condesa Luisa Maria Isabella de
fuente Palacios was already a beauty. Slim, graceful, large sherry
brown eyes, smooth almond skin, even white teeth, perfect features,
and glossy thick black hair, coaxed into ringlets. The drab
severity of her dark blue day gown only seemed to highlight her
natural beauty, and it was with a spring in her step that she went
into the adjoining room where her duenna, elderly Maria Beatriz,
had now risen.

‘Let us go down
to the garden, and walk by the fountains.’ Luisa was impatient to
go out into the golden afternoon.

‘Don’t bustle
me, child. Where is my shawl? Ah, there Conchita,’ to the maid, who
was gathering up all the old lady’s things, ‘give me my fan. Now we
may proceed, but slowly Luisa, no unseemly haste.’

Together they
walked down the marble staircase and through the antechamber until
they reached the open doors leading to a pergola-covered terrace.
This provided shade, and ran the length of the house. In the
centre, bordered by gravel paths, was the formal garden, where the
only sound apart from the running water of the fountains was the
occasional cry from the strutting peacock to his insignificant
female companion.

Luisa sniffed
deeply as they walked. The spicy scent of carnations filled her
nostrils; she leant down and breathed in deeply from a large pot of
the fragrant blooms. Tomorrow she would say farewell to all of
this, perhaps forever. Her brother Jaime was to accompany her
aboard the ‘Santa Carmelita’ and escort her to Naples where she was
to be married to the Conde Ferdinand de Guadelupe, Spain’s first
envoy at the Court of the Two Sicilies.

A deep sigh
escaped her and she glanced anxiously at the older woman to see if
she had heard, but Maria Beatriz was too busy fanning herself
vigorously. Luisa almost sighed again, for Maria Beatriz would not
be going with her, the sea voyage and a new country too much to
face at her age. In her stead, a new maid had been hired, a gaunt
middle-aged woman named Manuela. Even her brother, ten years her
senior, was a stranger to her, having only met him a few times in
the most formal circumstances. With their parents deceased, brother
and sister had been brought up with other relatives as wards, and
her marriage had been duly arranged to enhance her situation, and
to keep her estate safely within the family.

The prospective
bridegroom was one of her aunt’s brothers, a widower of forty-eight
with four living children from two marriages, including only one
delicate young son from his last marriage. The portrait of her
future husband did not inspire any feelings of romance and so it
was with a sinking heart that Luisa contemplated what the days
ahead would bring.

‘Maria
Beatriz,’ she heard herself saying, ‘did you by chance ever meet
the Conde Ferdinand or either of his wives?’

The older woman
looked up surprised, ‘Why yes...no...why do you want to know?’

‘Oh, Maria
Beatriz, of course I want to know. All I have seen is a portrait.
Nobody will tell me anything, except my aunt, who said he will
treat me with respect as his wife and expect me to do my duty and
be a mother to his children,’

Maria Beatriz
nodded her head. ‘Quite right. I understand the Conde is a deeply
religious man who observes all the saints’ days, and has great
pride in his noble family’s achievements. I am sure he will be kind
to you, and you must be a dutiful and obedient wife who sets
herself out to be completely subservient to your husband’s
will.’

Luisa stopped
walking, and bending down, breathed in again, the delicious scent
of the carnations hiding her face from her duenna so she wouldn’t
see the tears that had sprung into her eyes.

 


* * *

 


Luisa held the
lace veil of her mantilla across her nose, as the dust and smells
of the port of Barcelona assailed her senses. Taking her brother’s
arm, she let him lead her to the ‘Santa Carmelita’s’ gangway to
prepare to board. In the brilliant sunshine, all was movement,
noise and confusion. Holding her dress tightly against her, she
tried to avoid barrels of tar stacked on the quay, as well as large
coils of rope, casks of wine, and other provisions. There seemed to
be an inordinate number of men and boys of all ages, shouting
orders and instructions to each other, with no one appearing to
take any notice.

As they finally
reached the deck of the ship, Luisa felt the first movement of the
sea beneath her, and was suddenly aware of one of the ship’s
officers bowing to her brother and herself, to welcome them aboard.
He was about Jaime’s age, but unlike her stiff, formal brother,
this man was cheerful, almost familiar, with obvious admiration for
her openly expressed in his eyes. Luisa dutifully lowered hers,
and, almost immediately, a youth appeared to escort them below to
their cabins with Manuela and Jaime’s manservant following
them.

The cabin was
smaller than she had expected, dark with a strong smell of salt,
tar and bilge water. The shutting out of the bright day brought on
a sudden feeling of oppression and, impulsively, Luisa turned to
the gaunt maid.

‘Leave the
unpacking, Manuela; it can be done later. I want to go back on deck
to have a last look before we sail.’

Nothing loath,
Manuela followed her back up the stairs to the deck. Luisa wondered
briefly if she would be scolded by her brother for reappearing from
her cabin, but decided to take the risk. There was no sign of him,
so she hoped he was in his quarters. The same friendly officer
appeared by her side.

‘My lady, may I
suggest you and your maid stand over here as you will be less
likely to be inconvenienced while we are still loading.’ His smile
revealed a few chipped teeth, yet despite this he was still
attractive.

‘Officer Pedro
da Costa at your service.’ He gave another bow and led them to a
sheltered spot behind some rigging, where they could view the whole
scene without being in the way.

For the next
hour Luisa watched in fascination all the activity on board, when
she was suddenly aware of her brother beside her, a frown
accentuating his already severe countenance.

‘You should not
be here alone, sister; it is most unseemly. Go below, please.’

Luisa felt her
blood surge through her veins, and realised that if she did not
make a stand for some degree of independence, the voyage to Naples
would be a nightmare.

‘Brother, my
maid is with me, and there is nothing unseemly about me being here
in broad daylight to catch my last glimpse of Spain before we sail.
Besides,’ and here she laid a conciliatory hand on his arm, ‘now I
have you here, it is even more proper.’

The frown left
his face, and his resolve wavered. ‘But...’

‘Oh Jaime,’
pleaded Luisa, ‘the stench in the stateroom is enough to make me
ill, even before we have sailed.’ She gave him a winsome smile, and
he weakened enough to smile back at her.

Remembering the
awful smell of his own quarters, he added, ‘Very well. Let us not
argue, and may God grant us a safe and trouble-free journey.’ He
crossed himself, and Luisa followed suit.

Finally, all
was shipshape and the huge hawsers were cast off from the quay, the
canvas sails were unsheeted, and the ‘Santa Carmelita’ swung away
to head towards open water. Above them, seagulls whirled and cried
against the dazzling blue of the sky. The stained sails suddenly
bellied out with an offshore wind and the ship surged forward.

The breeze
caressing her, the unfamiliar motion of the vessel, and the slap of
the sea against the ship caused such sudden exhilaration in Luisa,
that, even as she clutched at Jaime with one hand and the ship’s
rail with the other, she wished the moment would last forever.

Gone were all
her forebodings of a new country, a strange journey, and an unknown
husband as well as a tiresome brother at her heels. All she wanted
to do was sail on to the distant horizon and never look back.

 


 


 



Chapter
Two

 


The next few
days were uneventful, with the ‘Santa Carmelita’ driven along by a
steady breeze in fair weather. Luisa relished life on board the
ship, dining happily with the captain and his officers, and some of
the other passengers. Jaime, like Manuela, fell prey to
seasickness, unable to cope with the ship’s rolling motion.

On the third
day, when Luisa ventured on deck, it was Officer da Castro who
joined her. Pointing at the pink-streaked sky, he said, ‘My lady, a
summer storm is coming and we will be in for some rough weather. I
would advise you to get your maid to secure everything moveable in
your cabin so that nothing gets broken.’ He grinned at her, and
Luisa smiled back coquettishly, before going down the companionway
to give Manuela and Jaimes’s man the necessary instructions.

‘Oh no...’
groaned Jaime, lying in his bunk, his face a greenish hue. ‘Surely
the officer is wrong.’

However, as the
day progressed, the wind increased, the sky darkened, and the waves
became white-capped. Despite urging from Manuela, Luisa refused to
go below, but pulled her cloak about her and watched as lightning
flickered across the sky and claps of thunder drowned out all other
sounds.

Without
warning, the wind increased dramatically, sending the seamen racing
up the rigging to furl in the sails, as pelting rain stung their
faces. Reluctantly, Luisa made her way below, tightly clasping the
handrails as the ‘Santa Carmelita’ pitched and rolled
violently.

For the next
forty-eight hours they were entirely at the mercy of the now raging
storm. While a terror-stricken Manuela, between bouts of sickness,
groaned at her prayers, Luisa lay in her bed, clinging to anything
she could, as seawater sloshed around the floor. She found it all
wildly exhilarating, despite pangs of hunger only partly assuaged
by the ship’s cabin boy being able to bring her some cold broth.
Luisa longed to be outside on the deck to see and feel the storm in
all its fury.

Finally, the
wind dropped, the sea began to flatten. When Luisa climbed back on
deck, it was a sorry sight that met her eyes; the ‘Santa Carmelita’
had lost her topmast and a lot of canvas. The crew were taking
turns at the pumps to rid her of shipped water. They had obviously
been blown well off course, which was confirmed by a bedraggled,
unshaven Officer da Castro, who gesticulated over his shoulder,
‘Africa.’ Sure enough, through the sea mist, Luisa could make out
the contours of land ahead of them.

The day
improved rapidly as the ‘Santa Carmelita’ limped along, until the
wind dropped completely and they were becalmed. Meanwhile, the crew
continued carrying out running repairs. A much shaken Jaime joined
Luisa, standing in the sunshine. Manuela followed him, carrying a
large hat, which Luisa put on as protection from the sun. She
breathed deeply as Jaime addressed her.

‘I am glad you
have been able to survive the storm with no ill effects sister.
Your courage when we have been in such peril has surprised me.’ He
looked genuinely sincere. ‘But sadly, we will be delayed in
reaching our destination, and I, for one, confess we cannot get
there fast enough.’

Luisa felt
embarrassed, but pleased by her brother’s compliment, though in her
heart she just wished they could continue sailing on, or, better
still, make a port of call in the exotic continent of Africa.

The thought of
attack by a Turkish galley had at that point been far from her
mind.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter
Three

 


The next
morning dawned bright and clear, with little wind, and so, although
initially confined to the cabin by their captors, at mid-day they
were permitted to exercise on deck, accompanied by Medjid’s
personal servant. Luisa looked around anxiously for any sign of
Jaime, or indeed any of the crew of the ‘Santa Carmelita’, but she
was doomed to disappointment.

Medjid Pasha
was with several members of his crew, above her on the poop deck,
but to her chagrin he gave no sign of acknowledgement. The
afternoon passed slowly, with Manuela unpacking most of her things
while Luisa strummed listlessly on her mandolin. She couldn’t help
but wonder how Medjid was going to contact her family or how long
it was likely to take. And what of her future bridegroom? Luisa
shuddered as she thought of that grim forbidding face and how he
would he take the news.

That evening
Luisa chose another of her trousseau gowns, pale gold satin,
trimmed with matching lace, and waited for Medjid to appear. Time
passed and food appeared, so Luisa helped herself. She was just
finishing the last of her meal, when the door was flung suddenly
open, framing Medjid whose face was contorted in fury.

‘Out!’ He spat
the word, and Manuela fled.

Luisa felt the
cold hand of fear around her heart, and barely recognised her voice
as she spoke.

‘What is it…
what has happened?’

‘Your brother…’
The rage on his face had not abated, and Luisa felt a sinking
feeling in the pit of her stomach. She knew how arrogant, how full
of pride, as a Grandee of Spain Jaime was, but to antagonise their
captor, surely not even he could be so stupid.

By the look on
Medjid’s face, she knew that was exactly what had happened.

Drawing herself
up, she faced him, and for some perverse reason she felt herself
honour-bound to support her brother. Before she could open her
mouth he continued on.

‘How dare that
Spanish dog insult me…a Pasha of the Ottoman Empire! I could have
him put in chains, and let him get a taste of rowing this galley,
with the lash to keep him company.’

She shivered. A
galley slave? Surely not. Yet the Pasha’s fury had not
diminished.

‘Our family
will pay whatever demands you make.’ She did not mean to make her
voice sound so contemptuous, and to cover her confusion, turned
around.

‘Please leave
me, I wish to retire.’

To her
amazement, she was grabbed by the arm and spun around, facing
him.

With a gasp,
and before she could stop herself, her hand swung up and slapped
him across the face. The next moment a stinging blow knocked her to
the ground, before being dragged to her feet, incredulity and rage
etched on her face.

With her nails
she flew at him, only to find her wrists held in his vice-like grip
while trying to kick him, but this was impeded by her voluminous
skirts. Desperately, Luisa tried to bite his hands so she could
free herself, but instead heard only his mocking laughter. He
suddenly let her go, and with one quick movement, tore the bodice
of her dress to the waist, causing her breasts to spring free. Too
stunned to scream, Luisa stood panting, while his eyes feasted on
her naked flesh; his mouth twisted in a cruel line.

He grabbed her
shoulders and pulled her towards him. She pounded him with her
fists, but to no avail. Medjid’s lips descended on hers, and when
his tongue entered her startled mouth, she bit as hard as she
could. With a curse he withdrew the offending object, and the next
thing Luisa felt was agonising pain, as his teeth clamped firmly on
her nose…and bit…hard.

A scream of
pain rose from her throat, but before more than a whimper could be
heard, he had yanked her by the hair, and dragged her into the
middle of the floor, where he proceeded to rip the remaining
articles of clothing from her.

Although she
wriggled and squirmed, with the pain from her nose, hair and face,
the horror of the indignity she was about to undergo was paramount
in her mind.

‘No, no, no.
Please, please…have mercy.’

With a knee
pushed hard into her stomach, one of his hands pinned her wrists
above her head, while the free hand explored her breasts, pinching
and twisting her nipples while she howled in pain and fear.

Opening her
eyes, all she could see was the lust and desire written on his
face, as with a quick movement, he rose and removed the baggy
trousers he wore, exposing his engorged manhood to her horrified
gaze.

Whimpering in
terror, she closed her eyes, and rolled over, legs tightly closed.
She was roughly hauled on her back and his fingers dug into her
inner thighs. The nails pierced her skin, forcing her legs open,
causing her to scream aloud. The full weight of his body was now on
her, and his breath, saliva, smell, engulfed her, even while her
nails raked at his back. Like a battering ram, his member hammered
at the entrance, until with one great heave, he entered her. Luisa
felt as if she had been cleft in two.

Before she
could scream again from the intense pain, his mouth was on hers,
his tongue working its way mysteriously into her, while she now lay
passive, from fear, as he slowly moved inside her.

Tears streamed
from her closed eyes as his mouth kept working on hers, and the
rhythm of his body gradually increased, while one hand played with
her now erect nipple. His kisses became more intense, breathing
more laboured. With a faster tempo, she felt his passion increase,
when with a shout, he suddenly withdrew his manhood from her body,
and she felt his hot seed splash across her belly.

With another
groan, he collapsed beside her. Luisa lay there, too battered,
bruised and exhausted to even comprehend moving. Only knowing that
she had been raped.

Suffering the
worst possible fate that could befall any Christian woman; she had
been raped by an infidel!

 


* * *

 


It was the
sound of sobbing that awoke her. In a haze of sleepiness, Luisa was
aware that Manuela was kneeling beside her and that Medjid had
gone. How long she had slept for, Luisa was unsure, only that
suddenly she was very hungry.

Manuela’s sobs
had changed to curses as she inspected her mistress, and indeed, so
vehement did she become as she observed the bloodstains, that Luisa
was forced to shush her so the rest of the ship contingent did not
hear of what had occurred.

Grumbling all
the while, Manuela bathed and tidied her, while Luisa drank and ate
the food prepared for her repast.

‘Manuela, get
me the looking glass.’

Looking into
it, Luisa was surprised to see that after her ordeal, she really
looked no different. Even her nose, though red around the nostrils,
was not damaged, her lips slightly swollen; the rest was bruising
and scratches, while her scalp was tender from having her hair
pulled.

Pulling the
wrap Manuela had given her tighter around herself, she turned to
the maid and said, ‘You must say nothing of what occurred here
tonight. Do you understand me?’

The woman
looked grimmer than ever but finally nodded her head. Suddenly, she
lifted her chin, and in a hoarse voice said, ‘Do you not realise in
a ship like this, the men,’ she spat the word, ‘will all talk.’

Luisa knew she
was hearing the truth.

‘And it won’t
end there,’ Manuela continued. ‘It will soon spread to the Spanish
crew and the passengers…including Conde Jaime.’

Luisa felt
sick. Of course she was right, and once Jaime knew of her
disgrace…it didn’t bear thinking of.

‘You may be
right.’ She spoke brusquely. ‘However, in the meantime, say
nothing. Tonight you will sleep here. I don’t think we will be
disturbed again.’

She spoke with
more conviction than she felt, and tried to erase from her mind the
memories of what had happened only a brief few hours ago and the
thoughts of what the morrow might bring.

 


* * *

 


A brisk breeze
had blown up in the early hours of the morning and by mid day the
‘Kadin’ was making swift progress in a running sea. Taking her
daily promenade on deck, Luisa was surprised to see how close they
were to the African coast, and signs of habitation were clearly
visible to the naked eye.

Medjid was
above her on the top deck, but appeared to deliberately ignore her
presence, while Luisa coldly refused to acknowledge him.

Manuela shook
her arm; turning she saw the black African, signalling to them to
return to their cabin.

A light meal
was brought to them, and they were aware of a lot of activity;
there were the sounds of the ship’s crew moving about, orders being
given, sails reset, and the galley slaves oars suddenly being put
to use.

It wasn’t long
before the women realised they were in calm water and much of the
noise had abated. Through the window, Luisa saw they were in a
harbour, along with other ships that had sailed in from other
Ottoman ports. On the land, she could see what looked like a walled
fortress with a city behind it. Minarets and the tufted heads of
date palms stood out along the skyline. The smell of heat, spices,
dust and dirt, wafted offshore while the wailing of a muezzin
floated out to them as he called the faithful to prayer.

‘Algiers,’ said
a voice behind them, and both women whirled around, to find an
impassive Medjid standing there.

‘You will both
stay in the cabin and not appear on deck while we are here.’
Addressing a startled Luisa, he continued, ‘I will be sending a
messenger from here to Spain to arrange your ransom so you can be
returned to your families.’

Luisa could
feel the heat in her face, and her voice shook as she answered him.
‘How long do you think that will take?’

He shrugged
carelessly. ‘Several weeks perhaps, maybe longer.’ His eyes roamed
boldly over her, forcing Luisa to lower her eyes, while she twisted
her hands in agitation.

‘So long!’ Once
again she met his eyes, and for a moment she thought she saw
something like compassion in them.

‘Perhaps, who
can tell? Do not worry, you will be…well looked after.’ Once again
his eyes lingered on her suggestively, while Manuela stiffened
beside her and started to hiss.

With a languid
smile, he lifted one hand, and added, ‘I will leave you now as I
have much to attend to, including an audience with the Bey of
Algiers, but, I will look forward to seeing you later.’ And with a
lazy salutation he inclined his head and left.

 


 


* * *

 


With his
departure Luisa and Manuela were left to their own devices. The
older woman tidied the cabin as best as she could, and feeling
drowsy with the heat, settled down on some cushions at the end of
the divan, urging Luisa to have her afternoon siesta. For some
reason the younger woman could not settle. The thought of Medjid
returning later, set her heart racing, and her mind in turmoil.
Colour flooded her face at the memory of the previous night, and
taking her crucifix from its case, she prayed earnestly for
forgiveness, and redemption, without any real hope of either being
granted to her.

Arising from
her knees, she took her embroidery from its drawer and began
sorting the silks, but even that failed to soothe her. Hearing
Manuela’s gentle snoring, Luisa walked over to the porthole and
studied the scene before her. Nothing looked much different from
before, though the ‘Kadin’ had swung around on her mooring, and she
could see more of the walled fortress, and other vessels, though
none bearing the Spanish ensign.

Voices followed
by splashing made her realise something was afoot. A moment later a
rowing boat filled with men came into view, with Medjid sitting in
the place of honour, heading for the fortress. In his turban and
flowing robes, she had to acknowledge that Medjid was a handsome
sight. As the boat finally reached the wall, she saw the men alight
on to steps carved into the rock. While two of the crew attached
the craft by rope to a chain on the fortress wall, and stayed
there, the rest, headed by Medjid, climbed the steps and vanished
into the city.

For a long time
Luisa kept watch, but as nothing happened, and the two crew members
settled down to make themselves comfortable in the boat, drowsiness
overtook her, and Luisa lay down on the divan and fell asleep.

When she awoke,
Manuela was still asleep; for a moment Luisa wasn’t sure of where
she was, then it all flooded back to her. Pulling a shawl around
her shoulders she went back to the porthole, and though the ship
had turned again, she could still see the small boat tied up over
at the wall, and the two men now sitting on the steps engaged in
what appeared to be some sort of dice game. By now the heat of the
day had passed, and it was considerably cooler with a breeze coming
through the open window, refreshing her mind and body.

A noise behind
her informed her that Manuela was now awake, and after getting them
both a drink from the pitcher on the table, she too came and peered
at the languid scene.

‘Medjid and
some of his men have gone ashore. I’m sure it will be to see about
arranging our ransom.’

‘Perhaps, and
perhaps not.’ The older woman’s voice was full of doom.

‘What do you
mean? Medjid said that was what he intended to do.’

‘Oh yes, he
will arrange it for you and your brother, my lady, and also for
those other passengers whose families can afford it. But for the
rest of us…’ she shook her shoulders expressively. ‘It would be
cheaper and far more practical to sell the rest of us here in the
slave markets than carry us on to Constantinople where the same
fate awaits us.’

‘No Manuela,
you’re wrong, I’m sure of it.’ But in her heart Luisa knew the maid
was probably right. ‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘I will tell Medjid
that you must be included in the ransom demand that he sends to my
uncle.’

The maid fell
to her feet, covering Luisa’s hands with kisses, blessing her and
thanking her over and over again.

‘Manuela, hush.
Everything will be all right, I promise you.’ But it was with a
feeling of foreboding that she sent the maid to try and get them
something to eat. As the woman padded out, Luisa realised what she
had promised was going to be no easy task.

Her uncle would
undoubtedly pay the sum for Jaime and herself… but for Manuela, a
servant? Of course he would know that his niece had to have a
female companion, so surely he would not quibble about payment for
the maid. Despite trying to convince herself, Luisa had nagging
doubts for there had never been any noticeable generosity in her
uncle’s character; how could she convince Medjid to free the maid?
She trembled, and not because of the breeze through the
porthole.

After eating
the meal that Manuela had obtained, Luisa plied her needle at her
embroidery, then picked up her mandolin and strummed it
absent-mindedly. Tonight, though, she was in no mood for music.
With a show of reluctance, she allowed herself to have her hair
dressed, changed her gown, and made herself as presentable as
possible. By midnight exhaustion had set in and with the maid
already asleep at the foot of the bed, Luisa too drifted off into a
deep sleep.

But not for
long. The cabin door crashed open, and a slightly staggering Medjid
filled the cabin with his presence, a lighted taper in his hand.
Weaving unsteadily over to the bed, he put the taper down in a
brass bowl, threw off his robes before her startled eyes, blew out
the taper, and fell down almost on top of her, so she had to slide
to the edge of the bed. In a moment he was snoring at a volume such
as Luisa had never heard before.

 


 



Chapter
Four

 


The closing of
the cabin door as Manuela went out, awoke her. The sun was already
streaming through the window, flooding the room, and Luisa could
feel the heat starting to build. Beside her, Medjid slept on,
snoring gently now, despite the sudden noise from outside. Taking
care not to disturb him, she got out of the bed and went over to
the porthole and looked out. Leaning out slightly, Luisa could see
a small craft moored alongside the ‘Kadin’, the rowers still at
their oars, while two men climbed aboard, probably officials of the
Bey of Algiers.

Almost
simultaneously, there was a rap on the door, and from behind her,
Medjid called out to enter. Luisa dived behind a screen as one of
the galley’s officers entered and started conversing with his
captain.

Medjid had
arisen and splashed his face with water before answering the man,
who saluted and withdrew immediately. With a yawn, Medjid
absent-mindedly scratched his stomach before lifting the chamber
pot and urinating a steady stream into the receptacle. Having
finished his ablutions, he looked around and caught sight of Luisa
hidden behind the screen.

‘You can come
out from behind there.’ His voice was hoarse, and looking him full
in the face she could see his eyes were bloodshot.

Even as she did
so, there was another knock on the door, and it opened immediately
to reveal Medjid’s personal manservant, and an assistant carrying a
bowl of steaming water with towels draped over his arm. Fascinated
she watched as they proceeded to shave him, and then averted her
eyes as his clothing was removed and fresh robes covered him, soft
shoes slipped on to his feet, and finally, his black hair covered
by a turban.

Without a
backward glance, he majestically set forth to the upper deck,
almost colliding with Manuela who was cowering in the passageway.
Luisa immediately began her toilette and then ate some food, all
the time wishing she was allowed out of the cabin so she could know
what was going on, and who the visitors were that had boarded the
ship.

The day dragged
interminably on with no sign of Medjid, but later in the afternoon,
after the siesta hour, the black servant appeared. With much
gesticulation he encouraged them to accompany him on to the deck. A
breeze had arisen, and both women breathed in the cooler air
gratefully. The portion of the deck where they could walk was
screened by canvas awnings so they could see nothing of the shore,
nor conversely, be seen by prying eyes from the walls of the town.
Still, it was a blessed relief to look up to the blue sky and to
watch the occasional seabird soar overhead.

As she
continued to promenade slowly around, Luisa looked for any holes or
gaps in the canvas. The servant had squatted down on the deck, and
with his eyes closed, appeared to be dozing, so she began to look
even closer, and fortune favoured her. For there it was, just a
small tear, but almost the perfect height for her to look
through.

Turning around
casually, she checked that the servant was still in the same
position; now, with a finger to her lips, she motioned Manuela to
silence, then paused by the tear and peeked through it. She gave an
involuntary gasp, as she recognised some of the men on the deck
below. They were some of the crew of the ‘Santa Carmelita’; she
recognised Pedro the young officer, despite his ragged clothes and
unkempt appearance. Anxiously, she studied all the men to see if
her brother was among them but without success. Moving along and
around, she chatted inconsequentially to Manuela, all the while
keeping her eye on their warder, before returning to look
periodically through the hole, until she was absolutely certain
that Jaime was not there.

Rising to his
feet, the servant indicated that their time was up and they must
return to the cabin. Reluctantly, the women followed him, Luisa’s
mind seething with ideas. If they were allowed back on deck
tomorrow, how could she possibly get a message to Jaime? Given that
they only let a certain number of prisoners on deck to exercise at
a time, how could she find out when her brother would appear? Or
was he perhaps to ill to appear at all?

That was
something Medjid would surely tell her, wouldn’t he? With a heavy
sigh, Luisa entered the cabin and began to plan how she could best
find out from him the information she required.

 


* * *

It was dusk
when she spied the caiques from the ship being rowed back; the
thought of Medjid on board made her tremble with both fear and
anticipation at the night ahead. Through the open window she could
hear the call of the faithful to prayer, before silence pervaded
the atmosphere.

Luisa dressed
with Manuela’s assistance and seeing herself in the looking glass
wondered why, with all that had happened over the past few days,
her reflection bore no trace of the events, apart from a few
scratches.

In fact, she
had never looked lovelier. Eyes large and lustrous, skin soft as a
peach, and hair shining in the candlelight. Tonight she wore soft
creamy pink silk, which enhanced her radiance, and when he entered
the stateroom, Medjid’s appreciation of her beauty was reflected in
his eyes.

He appeared to
be in good humour, as, once settled on the divan, he clapped his
hands and his personal servant appeared with a tray of
refreshments.

‘Your woman can
go,’ he ordered, chewing on a sweetmeat.

Manuela
followed the African out.

‘Come over
here, habibi.’ (dearest)

Gesticulating
at the floor beside him, Luisa walked across and sank in a cloud of
silk beside him. Nonchalantly, he popped a sweetmeat in her mouth.
It was delicious.

‘Rabat
Lakhoum,’ he announced, seeing her enquiring look. ‘Have
another.’

She shook her
head as her mouth was still full, and he carelessly draped his arm
around her shoulders, while his fingers stroked the skin below her
throat.

‘Did all go
well for you in the town?’ she enquired timidly.

‘Inshallah,’
(if Allah wills) he waved languidly. ‘We will have to see. Have you
missed me my dove?’ and she felt his warm breath on her cheek as he
leant down, his hand slipping inside her dress and caressing her
breast.

Luisa shrank
from his touch, her body trembling in fear and anticipation of what
was to come.

‘No, no,’ she
whispered, afraid and excited at the same time. ‘This is a sin, we
must not…’

As his fingers
toyed with her nipple she felt it harden under his touch, while his
lips brushed over her cheek to her lips, and she felt his mouth
close on hers, and desire overcame them.

This time their
lovemaking was slow and gentle, with none of his savage passion of
the previous encounter. Luisa clung to him, racked by a wave of
complete desire that she would never have thought possible.

They lay on the
floor, in each other’s arms, their heads joined on the pillow, in
silence, for some time after. Neither wanted to break the spell of
their rapture; Luisa felt shy, as if she couldn’t bear to look at
him, even when he lightly kissed the top of her head and murmured
endearments in his own tongue.

Her mind was in
a turmoil. The first time she had been defiled, but this time…
Well, she had sinned, and enjoyed it. There was no turning back
now. Her brother Jaime, her fiancé in Naples, and her family in
Spain - suddenly none of them seemed to matter. From this moment
she knew her world was here, with him, there could be no going
back… but this man! What did she know of him? Did he have wives, or
concubines? Did he really intend to ransom her and send her
back?

A shiver seized
her and he tightened his arms around her, still drowsily murmuring
love words. Sudden fear gripped her. If she was returned home, her
disgrace was certain. The fact that what had occurred was beyond
her control mattered not at all. There would be no marriage now;
instead, and again she shivered, incarceration in a convent. A
silent order, encased in a hair shirt, where for penitence she
would spend the rest of her life, no matter how long or short, in
prayer.

In desperation
she clung to Medjid, and, as if to comfort her, he began kissing
her again and again, until once more their passion reached a climax
until finally they again collapsed into each other’s arms, their
passion spent.

By now the
night air, like their ardour, had cooled, and Medjid pulled his
robes and Luisa’s dress over them. Still in an embrace, they dozed
and fondled each other, all the while murmuring endearments.

After an hour
or so, Luisa began to feel the hardness of the wood beneath the
carpet they were laying on; at the same time Medjid sat up, yawned
and announced, ‘You have given me an appetite, little pigeon.’

Luisa realised
that she too was hungry, and together they helped each other dress,
wash, and tidy themselves before Medjid rang the brass bell on the
coffee table; instantly his servant appeared and food was ordered
to be brought immediately.

‘I need Manuela
to do my hair.’ She was conscious of her long hair hanging
loose.

‘No, no,
habibi. Leave it like that, I like it,’ and he cupped her face in
his hands before kissing her gently.

Luisa’s mind
was in turmoil. Could this be the same man who had so ruthlessly
violated her, and was now as gentle as a kitten? As he moved away
and went over to his desk, she pondered if this would be a good
time to ask him if she could speak to Jaime. The forbidding face of
her brother appeared before her, and the thought of meeting with
him gave her no pleasure.

She dreaded him
knowing what had befallen her and what his reaction would be.
Better that she had died than be defiled by an infidel. The thought
depressed her and she decided not to risk any confrontation.

There was a
knock and in came the African bearing a tray loaded with food and
fruit. Together they sank down on the cushions and began eating. It
was fresh and delicious; with the ‘Kadin’ in port, the ship’s
supplies had been replenished. The figs, dates and pomegranates,
soaked in honey, were like an aphrodisiac from the gods.

Afterwards,
they lounged back on the cushions, and Luisa peeped at Medjid
through her lashes. Would now be a good time to question him about
his intention towards her? Or should she wait, and try to please
him and see what the next few days would bring?

 


 



Chapter
Five

 


Time while the
‘Kadin’ was in port became monotonous. Luisa and Manuela were
allowed on deck in the late afternoon to get some exercise, but all
the other prisoners were exercised in the morning, so Luisa had no
chance to see Jaime again.

Medjid spent
most of the day ashore, presumably on arranging the ransoms for the
hostages; at night his lovemaking to Luisa was tender and
considerate.

She tried
artfully to find out more regarding his intentions for herself and
her brother, as well as Manuela, but he laughingly dismissed her
entreaties. Rather than risk him losing his patience or temper,
Luisa desisted and made herself as pleasing to him as possible.

Manuela had
developed a grudging working relationship with Jomo, Medjid’s
African servant, and one morning after the Pasha had gone, she
entered the cabin looking grimmer than usual.

‘Well, it’s
started,’ she announced, placing the food Jomo had given her on the
table.

‘Don’t talk in
riddles, Manuela. What has started?’ Luisa impatiently pushed back
the clothes she was sorting through.

‘Most of the
crew, when they were taken out this morning, are being sent to the
city to be enslaved, or to crew on Infidel ships… or worse.’

‘Are you sure?’
Even as she said the words, Luisa made for the porthole and looked
out. Nothing out of the ordinary to be seen but overhead, where the
prisoners were exercising, there seemed to be more activity than
usual.

There was a lot
more shouting, and the sound of banging against the side of the
vessel. After sometime had passed, Luisa saw the first of several
rowboats heading towards the fortress walls, and she immediately
recognised some of the Spanish crew from the ‘Santa Carmelita’
seated in them.

Together, she
and Manuela watched as the boats reached the steps and the sailors
from the ‘Kadin’ pushed the Spaniards up them. Luisa saw for the
first time that they were chained together.

One she felt
sure was Pedro, the ‘Santa Carmelita’s’ admiring officer. Her heart
thumped at the thought of the fate that now would befall him, and
she turned away feeling sick.

‘Did I not tell
you what would happen?’ whispered Manuela in her ear. ‘Praise be to
God that our ransoms are to be paid. I will be your faithful
servant forever if your family pays for me.’ The distressed woman
fell to her knees and smothered Luisa’s hands with kisses.

Luisa again
tried to comfort the maid, and eventually she calmed down. They
took turns at the porthole to watch, but no more boats went out.
They stayed tied together at the quay, obviously waiting for those
guarding the crew to return.

There was no
sign of Medjid for the rest of the day, so it appeared that he had
gone ashore with the prisoners. It was long after their afternoon
siesta when Manuela called from her post at the open porthole.

‘They are
getting in the boats. It looks as if it is just the captain and his
officers.’

Luisa joined
her. Peering out into the swiftly falling darkness it was difficult
to tell but none of the crew or passengers from the Spanish ship
were to be seen. As they watched the approaching rowboats, they saw
Medjid sitting in the prow of the leading boat.

In unison, the
women turned away, and Manuela began brushing Luisa’s hair and
preparing her for the Pasha’s arrival.

It wasn’t until
much later in the evening, when Medjid was replete with food and
was relaxing on the cushions, that Luisa, as she lightly strummed
on her mandolin, asked the question,

‘What will
happen to the men you took ashore today?’

Medjid idly
picked a fig from the bowl and bit into it. ‘Why, they will be put
up for sale of course.’

Luisa
persisted. ‘But who will buy them?’

Medjid
shrugged. ‘Who knows? I do not need more seamen so perhaps some
will go as crew on other ships. Others will become slaves for
merchants or other owners. It depends on their skills or what a
prospective buyer wants them for. Possibly house servants even. Why
does it concern you?’

Luisa felt his
eyes upon her as she bent over the mandolin. Impossible to tell him
of her repugnance at the thought of slavery. He knew it already,
but she didn’t have the words to explain and convince him of the
horror of it; it was simply beyond his comprehension.

‘Tomorrow we
head out to sea. The crew are getting lazy and need to keep busy so
we’ll set sail early.’

He was true to
his word, for in the early light of morning, the ‘Kadin’ slipped
her moorings and glided out of the port.

For the next
week they cruised along the coast of Africa, enjoying good weather,
with fair winds that set them along at a spanking pace and gave
some respite to the wretched galley slaves. During the day, there
was gunnery practice with empty casks being dropped into the sea as
targets.

The concussion
of the gunfire made the ship shudder, and even with her hands over
her ears, Luisa found the cannonade deafening. At the same time it
was exciting to watch, which, after much begging and pleading, she
was allowed to do, but only once from on deck. The rest of the time
it was from the porthole in the cabin.

Her exercise
programme didn’t alter either, and when she was allowed on deck
there was no sign of the male passengers who were to be ransomed,
thus she did not see Jaime.

The nights with
Medjid were spent in such lovemaking as Luisa could never have
imagined. He treated her with tenderness, passion, and even humour
so that at times their laughter could be heard through the door by
the faithful Jomo, who smiled as if in remembrance of youthful
folly.

It was towards
evening on the eighth day of their voyage that they re- entered the
port; the following morning, Medjid, robed in his best finery, went
ashore.

The waiting was
difficult, and Manuela spent most of the time in prayer, for
hopefully the envoy would by now have heard from Spain regarding
their ransoms.

But Luisa was
torn by fear and doubt. If her ransom was paid, what did life now
hold for her in Spain? The thought of spending the rest of her life
in a convent made her tremble with dread; however this very day,
Luisa’s monthly bleeding had begun. Much to Manuela’s relief.

‘Now, at least
you can go home to your family without the disgrace of bearing an
infidel’s bastard.’ Manuela spat out the word.

Luisa too was
relieved, as a child was the last thing she wanted. But never to
see Medjid again? Her heart turned over at the thought, and she
knew that, despite everything, the fact that he was the only member
of his sex that she had ever known was not the only reason why she
had fallen in love with him. Never to see him again was suddenly
unthinkable, but… what did she mean to him? All he wanted was her
ransom gold, and then she would go back in disgrace to her family
to be immured in a convent for the rest of her life.

Tears rolled
down her cheeks, and Manuela, seeing them, totally misinterpreted
their meaning.

‘Do not worry,
my lady. Your ransom will be paid and soon you will return to your
uncle in Spain. The sisters in the convent will give you refuge and
you will be safe and happy there. Oh, Sacred Mother, if only I can
get away from these filthy dogs, I will serve you, and go into the
convent with you,’ and she continued her praying in earnest.

Luisa felt even
more miserable, but she made Manuela dress her with even more care
than usual, and tried to appear bright and charming when Medjid
finally arrived late in the evening.

He seemed
surprisingly quiet and morose. Jomo dutifully appeared with food
and refreshments. With an anguished last glance in her direction,
Manuela followed the African out and they were at last alone.

Luisa offered
him some of the fresh juice and fruit but he waved it away and just
kept looking at her. With a trembling smile she asked him,

‘How did your
business fare with the Envoy?’

‘It went
well.’

There was a
minute’s silence. Nestled at his feet, she kept her eyes fixed on
one of his hands lying in his lap. How brown and smooth the skin
was; the nails perfectly shaped, and yet how hard the palms were.
Memories of the nights, and where that hand had been, brought a
becoming flush to her cheeks, and suddenly tears began to fill her
eyes.

‘I suppose you
want to know if your ransom has been paid from your family in
Spain.’

She couldn’t
bear to look at him, as he would see the tears that were now
staring to roll down her cheeks, so she merely nodded her head.

‘Well, you will
be pleased to know that both you and your brother have had your
ransom paid, as have the other passengers. Tomorrow you will be set
free.’

Luisa’s mind
was a sudden blank, and then in a small voice she asked. ‘And
Manuela?’

He laughed.
‘Oh, no. They gave nothing for the maid.’ Then seeing her
distressed face, his own softened. ‘It is alright habibi, she can
go free with you as my gift.’

Luisa burst
into tears and threw herself into his arms; he stroked her hair and
whispered endearments to comfort her.

‘But I don’t
want to go back. I don’t want to leave you.’ she sobbed.

His eyes
widened in surprise and, yes, joy. ‘Are you sure janoum? (my heart)
Do you really mean what you are saying?’

‘Yes, yes, of
course I am sure,’ and she smothered his face with kisses while he
gently caressed her.

In a little
while he held her at arm’s length and looked seriously at her. ‘Do
you realise what this would mean? You would have to come with me to
Constantinople, to my home.’

‘Oh, anywhere
to be with you. Could I not stay with you on your ship?’

Here he burst
out laughing. ‘No, no, my love. That would never do. I will take
you home with me, and you will be my odalisque.’ (concubine).

A sudden
thought struck her. ‘Medjid, do you have a wife?’

His laugh this
time was even louder. ‘A wife? No my dove, I most certainly do not,
and I have no intention of having one.’

Luisa snuggled
back into his arms. Thank goodness, no wife. Now, she would do her
utmost to change his mind about that!

 


* * *

 


It was close to
noon the next day that Luisa and Manuela watched Medjid return to
the ship.

He had
instructed Luisa to say nothing to Manuela about the ransom
payments, and despite the maid’s persistent questioning in his
absence, Luisa had held her tongue.

When he finally
came into the cabin, Manuela sidled out with a last imploring look
at Luisa, who helped him take off his outer robe, and arranged the
cushions as he preferred on the floor.

Eventually he
spoke. ‘Well, it is all arranged. The gold is here and the
prisoners will be exchanged in the morning.’ He gave her a long
thoughtful look.

‘It is not too
late, habibi. Are you sure you want to stay with me?’

He reached over
and took her face in his surprisingly gentle hands while his eyes
continued to search hers.

For once, Luisa
did not feel embarrassed by his intense scrutiny and kept her own
eyes locked with his.

‘Yes, I have
never felt so sure of anything before, in my whole life.’

To her ears,
the voice she heard speaking sounded as if it was being said by
another, as if her true self was outside her body.

Medjid kissed
her gently at first, then with a deeper intensity, breaking away
suddenly, as if unsure as to whether he should continue. Arising
quickly he agitatedly paced the floor, then turned and said.

‘Your brother.
Do you wish to see him before he goes?’

Luisa gripped
her hands. Jaime! She dreaded the interview, and was in fact
terrified at the thought of it. His rage would be unbelievable, and
he would, could, never understand that she had fallen in love with
her captor and would not return to Spain and imprisonment of a
different kind there.

It took her
some time to collect her thoughts before she answered.

‘I know I must
see him. Even if it only to let him convince them in Spain that I
have stayed with you willingly, and not been coerced but,’ here she
faltered. ‘I cannot see him alone. Would you be with me…
please?’

He strode over
to her, and took her trembling hands. ‘My dove, of course I will be
here with you.’

She stood up
and clung to him, thankful for the safety of his arms, which gave
her the shelter she so desperately craved.

Lifting her
face up to his she whispered, ‘And Manuela?’

‘If she does
not wish to stay with her mistress, then she can return with your
brother.’

Luisa nodded.
There was no doubt in her mind that Manuela would return to Spain
with Jaime, and a moment of sadness came over her as she thought of
the last contact she would have with her previous life leaving
her.

‘Then I can
tell her?’

‘If you
wish.’

‘When will I
see my brother?’

‘Tomorrow
morning, before they go ashore, I will have him brought here and
you can tell him your decision.’

She buried her
face back in his chest. Oh, how she dreaded what the morrow would
bring, but in the meantime there was Manuela to tell and that was
going to be bad enough.

It certainly
was. After siesta and Medjid had left the cabin, Manuela sidled in,
her face expectant with news.

Luisa tried to
be calm. ‘It is all settled, Manuela. Tomorrow, you and Don Jaime
and the rest of the passengers are to be taken ashore and returned
to Spain.’

The excited
woman crossed herself and fell to the floor, relief and delight
etched on her face. ‘Sacred Mother!’ she exclaimed as she crossed
herself again. ‘We are all going home to Spain. May the lord be
praised.’

‘No, no
Manuela,’ Luisa was aware her voice shook. ‘I am not going with
you.’

‘Not going
with…’ the look of bewilderment on her face was unnerving, and
Luisa steeled herself.

‘No, Manuela.’
Under the woman’s scrutiny Luisa could feel her colour rising and
her mind fought desperately for a means of explanation and
understanding.

‘No Manuela.
You know what has happened to me. I can’t go back…’ She could see
the utter disbelief on Manuela’s face. Desperately she gabbled, ‘I
couldn’t bear to be locked up in a convent. I have been ruined, no
man would ever take me now, and besides, the Pasha is going to
marry me and make me his wife as soon as we get to Constantinople.
He is not married and has no wives.’ Luisa continued to babble on
hardly hearing what she was saying but hoping to take the look of
incredulity off the maid’s face. At last it seemed to work.

Still muttering
her prayers and shaking her head, Manuela finally quietened down.
‘But, an infidel?’

Luisa clutched
at this straw. ‘What other choice do I have than to have him make
an honest woman of me?’

This seemed to
silence the maid, though she sighed deeply and, shaking her head,
left the stateroom to get some refreshment.

 


* * *

 


The following
morning there was much activity on board the ‘Kadin’ as
preparations began for the moving of the hostages.

After their
discussion the previous afternoon, Manuela kept apart from Luisa
and hardly addressed her.

Now, with her
small pack of possessions beside her, she stood and waited
silently. Luisa had gone through her own things and found a small
ivory crucifix which she attempted to give to the maid.

‘No, no,
Condesa, I want nothing. Your need is greater than mine.’ She
shrank back as if Luisa was already theologically tainted.

‘Please,
Manuela. Look, you can see I have several crucifixes. I want you to
have this one and perhaps when you see it,’ here Luisa felt the
tears stinging her eyes, ‘you will remember me and say a
prayer.’

Reluctantly the
older woman took it as Luisa pressed it in her hand. ‘I will do
that, my lady,’ and gave her a pitying look.

They stood in
an awkward silence until the door opened and Medjid walked in,
followed by Jaime, and behind him the African, Jomo.

Jaime looked
pale and dishevelled. His beard was untrimmed and clothes stained,
but other than that he did not appear to have suffered unduly.

His eyes blazed
at the sight of her. ‘Luisa!’

Luisa swallowed
conscious of the four other people in the room with her.

‘You are well,
brother?’ Her voice was a whisper.

‘Fortunately,
yes. Though the sooner I am off of this hell-hole and back in Spain
the better.’ His words thundered out like gunfire. He looked hard
at her, and around the room, then said, ‘Are you not ready?’

He had
recognised that the day dress she was wearing was not suitable
attire for travelling.

‘No, Jaime, I
am not returning to Spain.’

‘What!’
Disbelief and then sheer rage contorted his face; Medjid and Jomo
moved protectively between brother and sister. For the first time
Luisa noticed that his hands were tied behind his back and she felt
intensely grateful.

‘No, Jaime, I
am not going back. Manuela will explain the reasons why,’ and she
gave the maid an imploring look

His eyes were
like hot coals as they burned into her. ‘You will return with me
and enter a convent to spend the rest of your days praying for
forgiveness. That is what you must do. Otherwise,’ and he leaned
forward, ‘you will burn in the fires of eternal hell.’ He spat the
last words at her, spittle flecking the corners of his mouth.

Luisa recoiled
for his face was menacing and breath truly foul. Medjid was forced
to push Jaime back with his cane, while Jomo gripped his arms from
behind.

‘That will do.’
Medjid glared at him, and turned to Luisa. ‘Do you wish to speak to
this person, further?’

‘Only to say,
please, Jaime, listen to what Manuela will tell you. And explain to
my uncle and aunt that what has happened wasn’t my fault… and,’
here her voice faltered. Tears rolled down her cheeks at the
hopelessness of the situation.

Jaime stood in
front of her, still glowering, with Manuela stiff and sullen on one
side ignoring her. Jomo looked as if he’d like nothing better than
to slit Jaime’s throat with the dagger he now held in his hand.
Only Medjid, rigid with indignation, seemed to have some
understanding of her position.

She almost
smiled at the thought. Her prosecutor was now her protector,
against her own kind, infidel that he was! Dear God, what would
happen to her? There was no likelihood that Medjid would marry her,
it was only a ruse to try and satisfy Manuela. When he tired of
her, what then? It was too awful to contemplate. Yet even more
frightening was the thought of what awaited her in Spain, though
she would be with her own kind. And yet…

No, she would
take her chance with Medjid. She had burned her bridges now, there
was no going back; instead, someway, somehow she had to make things
work.

Drawing herself
up she looked levelly at Jaime. ‘In the name of God, and our Sacred
Mother, I beg you brother to do as I ask and try and understand
what has happened from my point of view, and explain to our uncle
and aunt. Will you give me your word?’

He looked as if
he would willingly kill her with Jomo’s dagger, but finally merely
nodded, and turned away, as if even looking at her was an affront
to his person.

Medjid met her
eyes, and with a curt command to the African, Jaime was led away.
Without a word, Manuela picked up her bag and followed them.
Neither looked back.

Luisa fell into
Medjid’s arms and burst into tears.

 


 



Chapter
Six

 


Alone in the
cabin at last, Luisa went to the porthole and watched as the
flotilla of boats taking the prisoners ashore passed by. There
seemed to be plenty of crew with them, perhaps as extra guards or
an impressive display of force. Medjid was in his usual place, and
she could pick out Manuela’s gaunt figure in his boat, as well as
that of her stiff-backed brother.

There were no
tears now, though. She felt drained, but strangely relieved; all
she longed for was to fall into the oblivion of sleep. However, it
wasn’t to be. Despite having had a restless night and the strain of
the interview with Jaime, sleep just would not come and she dozed
fitfully.

It was the
sound, later in the day, of the boats returning and men’s voices,
that roused her. When Medjid arrived he was in a high good humour,
his face wreathed in smiles as he fondled her, and gestured to the
chest that Jomo had placed on the table.

‘There it is,
your ransom gold!’

‘It is your
gold, not mine,’ and she drew back.

He shrugged,
still smiling, and lifted his palms upwards.

‘You got no
gold for me.’

His smile
broadened further.

‘Ah, but I did
my love.’

She was
astonished. ‘But how could you. I am here… I stayed with you.’ She
felt confused, and was at a loss to understand him.

He laughed and
caught her back in his arms.

‘Oh those
miserable Spanish dogs. They would not pay for your maid. Oh no!
They did pay for the Condesa Luisa though. Well, they have got a
woman in return, and that satisfies the official paymaster. And if
it’s not the real Condesa Luisa, well…’ he raised his eyebrows and
gave her a conspiratorial grin.

She couldn’t
help but laugh with him; his good humour was infectious. ‘You mean,
they’ll think that because Manuela is a woman, that she is me?’

‘That is right
my pet. She is kept well separated from your brother, and all they
know is that they were to receive nineteen male passengers, and one
woman. The fact that it’s not the right woman is because of your
miserable relations who would not pay for the maid. Oh, can’t you
imagine their faces when they realise how they have been duped,’
and he roared with laughter again.

Luisa couldn’t
help but join him. The thought of her uncle’s astonishment was too
much for her, but then she thought of his fury and her laughter
ceased. Her uncle was a mean man, who would have let Manuela go to
the slave market, despite the fact that she was his niece’s maid.
She put her hand over his, feeling a comradeship with him and
lightly kissed his cheek.

‘That was
clever my love, but my uncle’s wrath will be great when he
discovers the trick you have played.’

‘By that time
habibi we will be far away in Constantinople, and we will forget
all about him,’ and he gathered her back in his arms. For a moment
he stood still, looking intensely into her eyes. ‘The truth is,
Luisa, I have returned your own ransom to your relations.’

She looked
blankly back at him.

‘Because you
have chosen to stay with me of your own free will, I returned it,
only keeping your brother’s and a small sum for your maid, and the
ransom paid for the other passengers. You are worth far more to me
than any ransom.’

Luisa sighed
with pleasure at the thought of his love for her. That he had
returned the gold to her relatives instead of keeping it
overwhelmed her, and as his kisses became more ardent, they blocked
out all thoughts of her uncle’s irascible face.

 


* * *

 


It was late in
the afternoon when Medjid came back to the cabin; in his arms was a
dark blue robe. Bending over her, he lightly kissed her cheek and
announced, ‘Habibi, would you like to go ashore?’

Luisa thought
for a moment that she must be dreaming. ‘Medjid! What do you
mean?’

‘What I mean,
my love, is do you want to come ashore with me and choose your new
maid?’

Still not quite
comprehending what he was saying, Luisa wondered for an instant if
this was some sort of trick, but seeing how serious his face was
realised he was genuine.

‘Of course I
want to come with you. Do you really mean to get me a maid?’

‘But of course,
my dove. You cannot be on this ship without a female attendant of
some kind to assist you. Though I would like to be your ladies
maid,’ and here he nuzzled her gently, ‘but I don’t think I would
be able to get my duties done, as I would find you too
distracting.’

He stood up and
held up the robe, which Luisa realised, was of a style that Muslim
women wore.

Together they
dressed her in it, and only her eyes appeared from behind the
shadoor, the rest of her body was completely hidden from view.

Medjid clapped
his hands together. ‘Well my janoum, now you look like a native of
Algiers. No one would know that a Spanish noble-woman is beneath
that robe.’

For Luisa the
transformation was secondary. To be sure, she felt completely
incognito in the eastern dress, but the real excitement was the
thought of being on dry land again and off the ship. She could
hardly take in all of Medjid’s instructions to her on how to behave
when they got ashore; to keep silent, and to stay close beside him,
which she agreed to enthusiastically.

Afterwards, the
whole expedition seemed like a fantastical dream. Following Medjid
up to the deck, she was immediately dazzled by the late afternoon
sun, and felt grateful that Jomo was there to assist her as she was
lowered into the small boat. Although there were only two crew to
do the rowing, with Medjid in the prow, Luisa amidships and Jomo in
the stern, the craft sped over the water to the steps.

Glancing
around, Luisa could see a felucca gliding silently out of the port,
while a myriad of other vessels lay moored in the reflection-filled
waters of the harbour.

‘Remember, keep
close to me and don’t talk,’ were Medjid’s last instructions as
with Jomo following behind, they climbed up the worn steps.

Going through
the entrance at the top, Luisa was forced to hurry to keep up with
Medjid’s long strides, and kept her eyes focussed on the ground.
She found herself swaying after the motion of the ship, and had to
be careful not to trip on the dusty paving. She was soon aware of
the local populace as she stuck determinedly to Medjid’s back; out
of the corner of her eye she was aware of veiled women and Algerian
men as they went about their business.

As they left
the bright sun and entered yet another labyrinth of cool, shadowed
alleys, Luisa knew she would be hopelessly lost if left on her own,
and was thankful for the comforting presence of Jomo behind
her.

After some
considerable time, they entered suddenly into a large covered
market-place, full of vendors shouting their wares for sale. Her
eyes couldn’t take in all the brass trays and bowls, and the carved
sandalwood chests that filled the air with their beguiling scent,
which mingled with the incense from engraved braziers. The walls of
the market seemed to be covered with carpets in colours as vibrant
as a flower garden. And everywhere there were men of all colours
and sizes, talking and haggling, laughing and wailing, even
sleeping, while veiled women, often with a child or servant in tow,
picked over the produce on offer.

Luisa would
have loved to have lingered over this fascinating scene, but
dutifully followed her lover until they reached the end of the
market, and turning a corner, stopped before a weathered door which
opened at their first knock.

A pockmarked
Arab ushered them in with much salaaming to a large room, and
gestured for them to sit. Medjid did so at once, and he signalled
to her to do likewise, while Jomo stood behind them.

A little boy
appeared instantly with a coffee-pot and cups, which he placed on a
low table, in order to serve Medjid. A young girl with a jug and
glasses entered and, kneeling in front of Luisa, offered her a
citrus drink, which she gratefully accepted. Then the curtains
parted at the end of the room and a fat smiling Algerian appeared
before them.

Bowing low to
Medjid, he addressed him in honeyed tones. After some discussion
between the two men, he acknowledged Luisa for the first time. It
was such a penetrating look that she lowered her eyes immediately,
feeling as if she had been stripped naked.

Clapping his
hands together, he summoned the servant who had opened the door to
them. After some obvious instructions, he withdrew, to reappear a
few moments later, this time accompanied by a black African woman
of indeterminable age, dressed in Algerian costume.

Following her,
there came a procession of ten females of different ages, all
dressed like the first. Rising up, Medjid gesticulated for Luisa to
do the same; they walked over with their host to inspect this human
merchandise.

None of the
women would look them in the eye, for which Luisa felt incredibly
grateful. The thought of Manuela flashed through her mind; although
this was no slave market it was demeaning enough.

Medjid
whispered to her, ‘Which one do you choose habibi?’

Luisa had never
felt more indecisive in her life. Looking at these women, she felt
non-plussed; but then one, an Arabian girl, suddenly looked
directly at her and gave a half smile.

‘That one!’
answered Luisa firmly, whereupon the girl fell to her knees and
picked up the hem of Luisa’s robe and kissed it, murmuring her
thanks.

The other women
were led back behind the curtains, and Medjid pulled out a bag of
coins from his robes and paid the Algerian.

Pointing at the
girl, he looked at Luisa and said, ‘Aliyah.’

The girl nodded
and smiled and repeated her name in a soft voice, ‘Aliyah.’

The boy
appeared with a small bag of belongings that were the maid’s, and
after much bowing, they left the slave trader’s house and returned
the way they had come, back to the ship.

Luisa looked
longingly at the market place and wished she could stop and explore
the merchandise, but Medjid was not wasting any time in returning
to the ‘Kadin’ and, besides, she had no money.

Night was
falling by the time they boarded the ship. Medjid gave some
instructions to the crew, and Luisa noticed instant activity even
before they had descended to the main cabin.

As if reading
her mind Medjid took her by the arm and said, ‘We are sailing
within the hour. Make yourself comfortable, Jomo will get you some
food.’

‘Why do you not
wait for the morning?’ she inquired.

He grinned.
‘Because my little pigeon, I do not want to take any chances that
your Spanish friends might have discovered how they have been
tricked. Despite the fact that your ransom has been returned they
may try other methods to get you back.’ His smile grew even
broader. ‘We will leave tonight and sail for Constantinople so they
do not try and trap us here.’

With that he
turned and left them. Luisa looked helplessly at Aliyah and
wondered how she was going to communicate with her new maid.

 


* * *

 


His timing was
precise, and the ‘Kadin’ left port exactly as planned. Luisa
watched through the porthole as the ship slipped out, the rowers
expertly manoeuvring quietly passed the other vessels. Apart from a
few flickering lights on the fortress walls and softly glowing
lanterns on some of the moored ships, all was total blackness.

Once outside
the harbour, Luisa felt the motion of the sea, and as the sails
were raised, the ship increased in speed; the night breeze took
over and the rowers pulled in their oars.

Jomo appeared,
and bowing to Luisa, took Aliyah with him to show her where Manuela
had slept, and to familiarise her with the ship’s quarters. Left
alone, Luisa pondered over the events of the last few days, and
then impulsively took her cloak from the rack, put it on, and with
the hood covering her head, left the cabin and climbed the
companionway to the deck.

Looking up the
at the night sky, she was transfixed by the glorious display of the
stars, and then on the upper deck, she saw Medjid with one of his
men and boldly climbed up to him.

‘Luisa! Why are
you here?’ His voice was abrupt, and in the dim light she couldn’t
read his expression.

‘Oh, please let
me stay up here with you… for just a little while?’ She was aware
as to how imploring she must sound, but it was so beautiful with
the caress of the soft night wind, and the light of the moon
playing on the waves.

He didn’t
answer, so, taking this as acquiescence, Luisa stood slightly
behind him against the rail, her eyes taking in the magical beauty
of the scene.

As if unaware
of her presence he carried on speaking to the sailor at the wheel,
occasionally calling out an order to a sailor in the rigging.
Otherwise, it was just the sound of the water hissing against hull
and the creaking of timber as the ‘Kadin’ sliced through the
sea.

To Luisa it was
heavenly and she wished it would never end, particularly when
Medjid turned and came behind her. As the moon hid behind a cloud
and darkness enveloped them he wrapped his arms around her. She
relaxed, safe in his embrace, with his cheek against the top of her
head. No words were spoken as they drank in the beauty of the night
and the motion of the ship, as if they were invisible to the world
and they alone sailed on the starlit sea.

Finally, he
whispered in her ear, ‘You must return to the cabin janoum and I
will join you presently. I do not think tonight we will be pursued
by your countrymen.’

Reluctantly she
withdrew from his arms, and gently kissing his cheek in the
darkness, carefully made her way down.

 


 



Chapter
Seven

 


Luisa awoke
from a deep sleep with a start. For a moment she wondered where she
was; her dream of walking in her uncle’s garden in Spain had been
so vivid that she almost expected to hear her duenna reprimand her
for picking the spicy carnations.

Instead, it was
the scent of spicy food that delighted her nostrils. Throwing back
the covers she climbed out of bed, stretched, and went over to the
porthole. It was afternoon already, a glorious day with a stiff
breeze and the ‘Kadin’ making good progress under sail
through an indigo sea.

After making a
hasty toilette and donning a robe, she rang the brass bell briskly
and soon Aliyah appeared, eyes downcast, bearing a tray laden with
food.

Ravenously
hungry, Luisa attacked the food with gusto. Medjid’s lovemaking
last night had been energetic and intense. So much so that it was
almost dawn before sleep had enveloped her. She stifled a giggle as
the thought crossed her mind of her duenna, brother Jaime, or even
Manuela, and how they would deplore her greed and unladylike
manners.

Immediately,
she straightened her back, took smaller mouthfuls and ate slowly,
savouring the taste. It was an egg dish, flavoured with pepper and
herbs, served on couscous and truly delicious.

Scraping the
platter clean, she began to drink her chocolate, and eyed Aliyah
speculatively. The girl was sitting at her feet, waiting for Luisa
to instruct her as to her duties. Tentatively at first, Luisa began
speaking to her in Spanish, then threw in, where appropriate, the
odd word of Arabic she had gleaned from Jomo.

Somehow, with
gestures added to the game, Aliyah got her dressed, the tray
removed and the cabin tidied. But then as the ship began to pitch
and roll, as the waves increased, Luisa saw the girl’s face getting
whiter and her eyes filled with alarm.

Hastily, Luisa
gathered her up, and outside found Jomo, who saw immediately the
problem, and led Aliyah to her bed where she collapsed
groaning.

A pang of guilt
swept through Luisa as she saw how the girl was suffering. Never
having been seasick herself, she could only sympathise but felt
powerless to help. Jomo ushered her away, indicating that he would
take care of the maid.

Back in the
cabin, Luisa collected her cloak from the night before, put it on
and headed up the companionway. Surely Medjid would not mind her
going on deck now. All the passengers and crew of the ‘Santa
Carmelita’ had gone, and it was such a beautiful day with the
exhilaration of the ‘Kadin’ knifing through the rising
sea.

Clinging to the
rail, she hauled herself up the stairs, only to see his surprise
turn to a frown as she reached him.

‘Why are you
here? Go back to the cabin. This is no fit place for a woman!’

‘Oh please,
Medjid. It is so perfect up here, and the cabin is so stuffy.
Aliyah is sea sick, and look, I am completely covered.’ With one
hand she held on to the hood of her cloak covering her head, the
other the rail, and gave him her most imploring smile. ‘Oh Medjid
please… for just a little while?’

He looked at
her severely, but turned away to scan the horizon, then said. ‘For
a short time only, stay exactly where you are and don’t move.’

Luisa had no
intention of doing so. The breeze was behind her, and the ship was
going at a good rate of knots. Sea birds swooped and swirled across
the sky not far from the ‘Kadin,’ and every so often would
dive into the sea for fish. She longed to ask Medjid their name,
but didn’t dare. On the starboard side she could see they were
travelling along the African coast, and far to the north could be
seen the sails of another ship. Turning around so that the wind
caught her full in the face, she searched behind her to the west
for any trace of sails to see if they were being pursued, but there
was nothing to be seen.

An hour slipped
by and Medjid finally spoke. ‘You had better return to the cabin
now, habibi.’

‘Oh must I? So
soon.’

‘So soon?’ He
looked at her curiously. ‘Do you enjoy it so much?’

‘Oh, yes.’ She
looked exhilarated.

‘But think of
your complexion,’ he teased, a smile breaking across his features.
No young lady should be exposed to the elements such as this.’

‘Fiddlesticks!’
and she grinned back, feeling so close to him, and a surge of
tenderness swept through her as his face softened with
understanding.

‘Very well.
Only a little longer though, or my men will be thinking I am being
taken advantage of.’

‘Does it matter
so much that I love to be here with you?’

He paused, and
his brown eyes looked into hers with such intensity that she felt
unable to even blink.

‘Pardon,
Pasha.’ A sailor appeared beside them and addressed Medjid about
the sail coverage, and he turned from her, all business and
attention to his ship.

By now the sea
had increased, with the white caps becoming more prevalent.
Reluctantly, Luisa cautiously made her way down to the cabin,
stopping to see Aliyah, who was moaning piteously.

Jomo addressed
her in halting Spanish. ‘Do not worry, mistress. She will soon get
her sea legs.’ He was nothing if not optimistic. ‘Leave her be and
by tomorrow she will be better.’

Somehow Luisa
doubted that, but there was nothing to be done, and instead,
entered her cabin and wondered if this rolling sea would continue
all the way to Constantinople.

 


* * *

 


It didn’t.
During the night the ‘Kadin’ sailed into the Sea of Mamara.
The wind had dropped and the morning dawned to a sea of glass,
leaving the sails hanging limply in the shrouds; the heat of the
sun, intense already at such an early hour, saw the horizon appear
as a shimmering mirage.

The rowers were
called upon, and Luisa felt a pang of pity for those shackled
slaves toiling in the depths of the galley, although there were
frequent rest periods during the heat of the afternoon.

Aliyah
recovered, and Luisa took the time to learn to communicate with the
girl, so that in a few days they were able to understand each
other.

By this time
the wind had returned, though with less intensity, and the
‘Kadin’ made steady progress under sail along the Bosporus
towards the Golden Horn.

It was late in
the afternoon that Jomo came to the cabin and said she was wanted
up on deck. Although she had been allowed up with Medjid earlier,
Luisa followed the African with alacrity, and joined Medjid.

Before her, she
could see the coastline of what she knew instinctively was Turkey,
and over the next couple of hours she watched in wonderment as the
ship entered the Golden Horn, and saw the breathtaking sight of
Constantinople, the city the Turks now called Istanbul, under the
setting sun, with a million lanterns progressively illuminating the
darkening sky.

A tremor passed
through her, and Medjid put his arm around her and looked at her
with concern.

‘You are
getting cold, habibi.’

‘No, no.’ She
smiled back at him. How to tell him it wasn’t the warm evening air,
but the sudden apprehension of the life that loomed before her in
this beautiful but alien Eastern city.

His reassurance
at that moment melted her fears, and she leaned back in his arms
for a moment, before he released her to concentrate on getting his
ship to its moorings.

Night had
fallen by the time the ship was safely secured; as if reading her
mind Medjid informed her, ‘We will spend tonight on board. It is
too late now to go ashore, but tomorrow I will take you to my
home.’

‘Thank you. I
look forward to seeing it.’ Smiling into his eyes she felt
relieved, and strangely reluctant to be leaving the ‘Kadin’
and the security she felt on the ship. Going down to the cabin, she
pondered over the morrow and the thought of adjusting to a new
house and way of life, with all its complexities of customs,
language, food, the very basics of life; but above all the matter
of religion. A new beginning she knew meant embracing a new
faith.

Tonight,
though, would be special. With a pang she realised this could be
the last night she would ever spend on the ship, unless she could
persuade Medjid to take her away with him again.

Aliyah took
great pains over her toilette, so that when Luisa gazed in the
looking glass, the figure reflected back to her in apricot silk
would not, she felt, be spurned by the Sultan himself.

Little did she
realise how prophetic that thought would prove to be.

Medjid’s
appreciation was obvious as he kissed her, and Jomo had made sure
the cook excelled himself with the banquet that was provided for
them. Afterwards, Luisa sang and played her mandolin while Medjid
lay with his head in her lap, fondling her foot.

Their
lovemaking later was slow and relaxed, but deeply sensual and
fulfilling. Sleep came quickly, and it was a shaft of the first
dawn light that caused her to awaken.

The enormity of
her situation suddenly overcame her again, and then she looked at
Medjid, on his back, gently snoring. In sleep his face looked so
young and handsome; she snuggled down beside him, and as he wrapped
her in his arms, she immediately forgot her trepidation.

 


* * *

 


A light misty
rain was falling when Luisa climbed into the araba (closed
carriage) that was to take her to Medjid’s home. As in Algiers, the
ground beneath her feet seemed to tilt and sway, and it would be a
day or two before Luisa regained her land legs. Aliyah clung to her
side; Jomo gave the orders to the curious driver, shut the araba’s
door on his charges, and then climbed up beside the grinning
Turk.

Luisa and
Medjid had slept later than intended, and by the time they had had
their morning repast and the packing was done, it was close to
noon. Medjid had business to attend to, and he had decided that
Jomo would be their escort to his house.

Inside the
araba, Luisa peeped around the heavy embroidered curtains there to
conceal any female occupants from the outside world. Like this
one-horse conveyance that rattled along over the cobbles,
everything was so otherworldly to anything she had ever seen
before.

No women were
to be seen, only men in their national dress of baggy pants or
caftans, complete with the head covering of a turban, in various
colours reflecting the wearer’s origins.

The houses and
buildings appeared to be all wooden, adorned with elaborate
latticework and crowding on to the narrow streets as if joined
together.

Finally, after
much jolting, they stopped at a building and Jomo opened the door.
Luisa stepped out into a covered courtyard. Before she could pause
long enough to look around, she was ushered into a darkened
hallway, face to face with a salaaming servant, who beckoned her to
follow him into what appeared to be a reception room.

There was food
and drink laid out on one of the small tables, and the servant
indicated to her that she should be seated and partake of the
refreshments offered.

Not quite
knowing what to do, Luisa did as she was requested and began
nibbling on a sesame sweetmeat, while the servant watched her
anxiously, as if awaiting her approval. She smiled graciously and
his relief was apparent.

Jomo entered
the room and addressed the man in his own tongue, where he bowed
again to Luisa and left the room.

‘Mistress, if
you will follow me I will take you up to Medjid Pasha’s apartments.
The servants here had no notice of your coming, so your rooms are
not prepared.’

‘Thank you,
Jomo. Come, Aliyah.’ Together they followed the African up a
staircase and along a dim hallway, to enter a large room, which
Luisa knew instinctively was Medjid’s. This she felt sure was where
he spent most of his time working, for sea charts hung on the
walls. An ornate desk, covered with papers, took up most of one
wall. A large cabinet full of manuscripts occupied most of the
other wall. Through the partly opened shutters Luisa glimpsed blue
water.

Still taking in
the contents of the room, Luisa asked, ‘Jomo, please open the
shutters.’

After a
moment’s hesitation, Jomo did as he was bid, and Luisa almost
gasped at the view before her. There lay the Golden Horn sparkling
in the sun that had come out after the rain. Ships of all shapes
and sizes, either moored or under sail, along with bustling caiques
and fishing boats made the waterway a hive of activity.

Leaning
forward, Luisa could look down and see a mosaic of house roofs and
streets laid out below her. In travelling here, she had had no idea
that they had climbed so high, but knowing Medjid’s love of the sea
and his profession she could understand why this was the perfect
position for him.

Jomo cleared
his throat discreetly. ‘There is more, Mistress.’

Reluctantly
Luisa left the window and followed him through another doorway that
led to what appeared to be a sitting room, judging by the divans
and cushions scattered around, then into what was Medjid’s large
bedroom.

All of these
rooms faced the harbour, and though the shutters were only partly
open, Luisa went to each and peeped through, catching tantalising
glimpses of a view that was ever changing.

As she explored
the room, she felt that the African seemed somewhat ill at ease,
and after a while turned to him and said, ‘Jomo, I will wait here
until Pasha Medjid arrives. If you have duties to attend to,
go.’

The man nodded
his thanks and turned to leave, when Luisa remembered the food
below.

‘Please ask the
servants to bring us the food that was prepared. I think that we
may have some time to wait.’

She felt
suddenly hungry, and after Jomo had left, Luisa opened another
shutter and sat there, basking in the warmth of the sun while
admiring the view. It was one of which she knew she would never
tire; and so engrossed was she that at first she was unaware of
Aliyah gently pulling her back.

‘Why,
what…’

‘No, no. Too
close. You will be seen.’

Of course!
Anyone from the street below looking up could see her unveiled.
Forbidden in this city. Well, she would wear a veil if that was the
only way she could enjoy the spectacle on offer.

Withdrawing
into the coolness of the room, she idly pottered around, fingering
the silken fabric of the bed counterpane, stroking some of Medjid’s
clothes lying folded in a chest, until the servant who had met them
at the door arrived, carrying a tray laden with food.

Luisa smiled at
him as he placed the tray on a low table. ‘What are you called’

He seemed
confused at first, but when she repeated the question he answered
pointing at himself, ‘Hamid.’

‘Hamid,
Effendim.’ He grinned at her wrinkling up his plump face as he
bowed his way backwards out of the room.

She attacked
the food with gusto, telling Aliyah to take some too, which the
girl promptly did, before wandering back to the open window that
had a seat under it. Here she sat and enjoyed the view, until a
noise from below caused her to peer over, to see a conveyance
parked below and her chests being unloaded.

It wasn’t long
before she heard footsteps she now knew so well, and Medjid
appeared, his face wreathed in smiles.

‘Well, habibi,
what do you think of your new home.’

‘Oh Medjid, it
is beautiful, the view…’

He laughed and
drew her to him, and together they went to the window.

‘It is
wonderful, is it not? You can sit here day after day, and never
tire of it. Always changing, and enchanting in all seasons.’

For a moment
they were silent, taking in the sight before them, when he suddenly
exclaimed, ‘Habibi! Your belongings have arrived. Your maid can
start unpacking. Have you seen your apartments?’

Luisa,
nonplussed, said no, she had not.

‘Come. You must
understand they have not been properly prepared, but come and
see.’

He led her out
of the selamlik, (his rooms as Luisa later learned they were
called) and up another set of stairs into an open room where Hamid
and two young men were busy cleaning.

‘You have a
view from here,’ enthused Medjid as he strode to a partly open
window and pushed it wider so she could see.

It was the same
view, only higher, and taking her hand he led her through to
another room, sparsely furnished except for a divan-type bed, some
Turkey carpet, and her chests in one corner. There was a doorway
set into the corner, which opened into a small circular turret-like
room, enclosed by latticed shutters. Here, a woman could sit in
privacy, but still see all that was going on, while also enjoying
the cooling breezes and shade through the heat of summer.

For a moment,
Luisa wondered who might have inhabited these rooms before her, yet
there was no obvious sign of a feminine touch.

‘Medjid, it is
wonderful.’ With glowing eyes she turned to him, her hand gripping
his. She could see the pride reflected in his face at her words, as
he embraced her.

‘I will leave
you, my dove, with your woman to unpack, as I have much to do and
must report to the Sultan and present the ransom money to the
treasury, including yours my janoum, which I have paid for myself,
so honour is satisfied. Make yourself comfortable, my dove, and I
will rejoin you tonight.’

With that, he
lightly kissed her brow and left the room, as Aliyah appeared from
the shadows to begin unpacking.

 


 



Chapter
Eight

 


The next few
weeks were busy ones. As spring started to give way to summer,
Luisa familiarised herself, not only with her new home and its
inhabitants, but the city itself.

Meanwhile,
Medjid was busy with his ship and arranging the disposal of the
‘Santa Carmelita,’ which had limped into port several days after
the ‘Kadin.’

Luisa,
accompanied by Jomo and Aliyah, ventured out into the great city,
with Medjid’s permission, and so heavily veiled and disguised that
she was indistinguishable to the male sex.

She soon saw
that the same was true of all the Turkish women who were equally
disguised. Despite its inconvenience, it was a small price to pay
to be able to visit the Grand Bazaar with its produce from East and
West, with every nationality on earth tempting her with their wares
of indescribable beauty. Then there were the mosques with their
minarets pointing towards paradise, glowing in the sun, and the
palaces along the Bosporus flaunting their grandeur.

And always
there was the mass of humanity and the polychromatic display it
provided; Turks in white turbans, Jews in blue, Greeks in black,
Armenians in purple, all jostling for space, with Arab steeds,
camels and donkeys drawing decorated conveyances. It was this
ceaseless noise and bustle that made the capital of the Ottoman
Empire such a breathtaking and fascinating experience, one that
Luisa could not see or experience enough.

Even Medjid,
when she told him at night of her days experiences, became
enthused, and began to accompany her himself to show her some new
wonder to further whet her appetite.

So the days
passed, each one bringing her a new experience of joy, wonder and
frustration, with tears and laughter intermingled.

Aliyah proved a
quick learner, capable in her duties, and in no time seemed to have
picked up the language and customs of their new home.

During this
time, Medjid was busy preparing for another sea voyage, and seemed
worried and preoccupied. Finally, one night after lovemaking, Luisa
put her hands on each side of his face, and, looking tenderly into
his eyes, asked,

‘My love,
something is worrying you, can you not tell me what it is?’

He closed his
eyes, and silence reigned, so Luisa cuddled into him and put her
head on his chest.

‘Are you sad at
leaving me, when you sail. You know I will be safe here, though…’
here she sat up and looked at him again. ‘I would much rather come
with you on the ‘Kadin’.’

His face
remained impassive, eyes still closed, so with a sigh she lay down
again, and took his hand, and waited.

Finally he
spoke. ‘Do you love me so much, habibi?’

‘You know I do.
How can you doubt it?’ She turned and lightly butterfly kissed his
chest to the base of his throat.

He stroked her
head tenderly, and then looked directly at her.

‘I was summoned
to attend the Grand Vizier two days ago.’

Even Luisa knew
that the Grand Vizier was the most powerful man in the Ottoman
Empire, next to the Sultan, and she shivered suddenly, despite the
warm night air.

‘Why, what
did…?’

‘The Spanish
Consul has made an application on behalf of your family in Spain.
They are offering yet another ransom for your return to them.’

Fear gripped
Luisa. The sudden beating of her heart and the dryness of her mouth
stopped her from exclaiming and she could only look at him in
shock.

Immediately,
Medjid drew her into his arms and comforted her. ‘It is all right,
Luisa, you are still safe with me.’

She was aware
that she was trembling, but lifted her head to say passionately, ‘I
won’t go back. Oh please don’t make me go back. I’ll do anything to
stay with you…’ and weeping now, threw her arms around him and
clung to him like a drowning victim. ‘ I will work for
you…anything, as long as you don’t send me back, please, please.’
and she collapsed into floods of tears.

Medjid soothed
and comforted her until the tears stopped, and after blowing her
nose and drying her eyes, she continued to look imploringly at him.
He scratched his head and sighed.

‘The problem is
your coming with me, and not returning with your brother…’ he waved
his hand as she began to interrupt him. ‘I know, I know that it was
your decision to stay with me,’ and bending forward to kiss her
added, ‘your family in Spain cannot understand that.’

Luisa’s brain
was racing. ‘Medjid, what my uncle cannot bear to think of…’ here
she modestly lowered her eyes, ‘is that we are living in sin and
not under God’s law.’

Seeing the
expression on his face, she put her fingers against his lips before
he could speak, and continued, ‘If you made me your wife… under
your law,’ she added hastily, ‘then there would be nothing he could
do.’

She peeped back
up at him to see how he was considering the matter, when she had a
further inspiration.

‘Of course, to
satisfy family honour, I would have to be your only wife… but you
would not mind that, would you dear Medjid.’

He looked
intently at her, then burst into a roar of laughter as he swept her
back in his arms.

‘Oh you minx…
what a cunning wretch you are. So you want me to arrange a wedding,
do you?’

‘Oh yes, yes
please.’ Luisa was so relieved at his sudden good humour, and what
appeared to be his easy acceptance of her idea that she continued
to press her entreaty.

‘Don’t you see
that all your problems will be over if we are wed, my love.’

‘My problems
over! It seems to me my problems might be only just beginning.’

Luisa looked at
him in shocked surprise, and on seeing her expression he gathered
her back in his embrace and reassured her.

‘It is alright,
habibi. I promise that if you are a good and submissive wife, who
causes me no worry and obeys my every whim, I will take no other
wife.’

For a reply
Luisa sat up and grabbed the nearest pillow and hit him on the
head, hard, which led Medjid to retaliate with his own pillow,
except that it burst, and they were almost submerged in a cloud of
feathers, causing them to cough and splutter amidst their
laughter.

In the morning,
after their repast, Luisa shyly repeated her request to him.

‘Medjid, did
you really mean what you said last night? Will we be wed?’

He cupped her
face in his hands as he replied,

‘Yes habibi. I
will go and see the imam today, and tomorrow we will be wed.’

‘Tomorrow?’ Her
astonishment was apparent.


‘Inshallah.’

‘Can it be
arranged so quickly?’ Her voice was full of wonder.

‘The sooner the
better, if you are to stay here, my love. For after we are wed, I
will seek an audience with the Grand Vizier, and show him proof of
our marriage, and he can relate the news to the Spanish consul who,
in turn, will notify your uncle.’

What he said
made perfect sense and she could find no fault with it. As soon as
he left she informed Aliyah, who clapped her hands in delight, and
rushed off to inform Jomo and the rest of the household; this was
soon turned upside down with activity in preparing food for a
feast, while clothes for the bride and groom had to be
prepared.

On his return
later in the day, Luisa was informed that Medjid had his way, and
the wedding would be performed on the morrow before dusk. Tonight
he would sleep in the selamlik and would see her next when he came
to take her to the imam (cleric) for the ceremony.

For Luisa,
Aliyah and the women of the household took charge of her and she
was taken to the hamam to be bathed, massaged and have all her body
hair removed, as no Muslim woman could be wed unless she was
completely smooth.

Next, she was
led through the sulphurous steam of the steam room (hararet) to
have her feet and hands haennaed with one of the traditional
wedding designs that all Muslim women had on their marriage.

On returning
home, Luisa and Aliyah went through her wardrobe, and decided that
none of her Spanish trousseau was suitable, and her new Turkish
clothes, though practical, were not particularly festive.

‘Never mind, I
will wear the best of these and will be veiled; there is no one to
see me apart from the household.’

So great was
her relief that Medjid was marrying her, Luisa couldn’t have cared
less what she wore, as long as she was legally wed.

 


* * *

 


After spending
a restless night alone, Luisa awoke to a brilliantly fine summer’s
day. It was already uncomfortably warm by mid-morning, and Aliyah
was washing Luisa’s hair when one of the household’s khuddams,
(servants) called from the doorway that there was a parcel for the
mistress.

When her hair
was done, Aliyah collected the parcel, and together the two women
unwrapped it, then gazed at one another in unspoken wonder.

‘It is your
wedding clothes,’ Aliyah whispered.

They gazed in
delight at the floor length yelek, (a long jacket) in rose pink
silk embroidered in gold, with matching buttons down the front to
the hem, the shalvar, (corresponding trousers) worn underneath, a
sheer gauze blouse and, finally, to complete the outfit a
delicately soft veil and headdress.

It was
exquisite, and in her excitement Luisa couldn’t wait to try it
on.

‘Oh mistress,
it is perfect,’ exclaimed Aliyah when Luisa was dressed.

Indeed it was,
and shortly before dusk, when Medjid came to collect her, looking
so handsome in his own wedding finery, Luisa could read the
approval in his eyes as he led her to the chamber where the imam
was waiting. To her amazement the room was crowded, and she was
suddenly glad of the veil covering her face, to hide her
nervousness. Medjid had invited a lot of his friends, as well as
his household to witness their marriage.

The ceremony
and the feast that followed were but a blur in her mind. She was
aware of eating and drinking, smiling and trying to talk to the
guests who were introduced to her, with Medjid constantly at her
side. Yet as the evening progressed, it all became almost
phantasmagorical so that Luisa felt, at any moment, she should
awaken from an enchanted dream.

Finally the
time came when several of the women guests and Aliyah escorted her
to the oda, (chamber,) where she was undressed, and put to bed to
await her groom.

With much
laughter, Medjid was escorted to the doorway by his friends, with
many smiles and best wishes expressed by the women as they left the
room; Luisa and Medjid were at last alone.

Feeling shy but
happy, Luisa threw back the bed covers so he could climb in, and
kissed him.

‘Medjid, oh
thank you for making me your wife, and for the beautiful bridal
clothes you sent me. You have made me so happy.’

‘Then janoum,
you know how you can make me happy.’

And so she
did.

 


 


 



Chapter
Nine

 


The summer days
that followed the wedding were of never ending joy to Luisa, as
being now a lawful wife, her importance not only in the household,
but also in the community, had increased considerably.

Visitors were
frequent as the news had spread. Mostly she felt from curiosity,
for to see a foreigner at close quarters was for most, particularly
the women, a novelty. When they visited, Luisa received them in her
quarters, the haremlik. However, if they paid a call with their
husbands, then she and Medjid would receive them in the mabein,
(where men and women could converse together.)

On the roof of
their house, Luisa discovered the remains of what was once a
roof-top garden, which she eagerly set about restoring, buying new
pots and containers for the bulbs and plants she and Aliyah found
in the market place.

It was
something she had never had any experience with before, but found
that she enjoyed it. Aliyah seemed knowledgeable, and great was
Luisa’s excitement when she found carnation cuttings that brought
back memories of Spain, and spring bulbs like narcissi, freesias
and hyacinths, as well as the national flower of Turkey, the lale,
(known to the west as the tulip.) She planted them all with
joy.

The only cloud
on her horizon was the knowledge that at some date soon, Medjid
would be sailing off in the ‘Kadin,’ and there had been no
further talk of Luisa accompanying him.

Medjid had
visited the Sultan’s palace the day after the wedding, and made an
appointment to see the Grand Vizier, which after three days was
duly granted; on the fourth, dressed in his finest robes, he had
gone to the palace and announced his marriage.

‘And what did
the Grand Vizier say?’ Luisa was almost breathless with excitement,
her eyes round and shining as she questioned Medjid.

The Pasha lay
back amongst the cushions, and delicately removed a pip from the
pomegranate he was eating.

‘Well, of
course, habibi, he already knew. The Grand Vizier has spies
everywhere. There is nothing that goes on in the city that he is
not informed of within the day.’ He munched on merrily, spilling
juice down his front.

‘But he must
have said something to you?’ Luisa anxiously wiped the juice from
his robe, realising it would stain, and then concentrated on wiping
under his chin.

Medjid showed
his gleaming teeth in a smile and with a twinkle in his eyes calmly
said, ‘There was little to be said. You are now my legal wife and
honour is satisfied. Spain will be informed of the situation, and I
will write to your brother and uncle, so there can be no question
of your returning.’

Luisa bent and
kissed him. ‘Oh, I am so relieved that everything has been
resolved. I too will write to my brother and uncle about our
marriage, and how happy I am, and that will be the end of it.’ She
was so pleased that she kissed him again.

‘Tell me, what
is the Grand Vizier like, what did he wear? Did he see you on his
own? Were you not nervous? Did the…’

‘Habibi,
habibi…’ he said laughing, ‘questions, questions… you never stop
plaguing me… ouch!’ For Luisa punched him in the arm, and in
retaliation he pushed her off the divan, and for the next few
minutes a pillow fight ensued until breathless with laughter, they
collapsed together back on the divan.

He answered all
her questions, until finally with a yawn he added, ‘Oh, by the way,
you will receive an invitation soon to visit the Valide Sultan, the
mother of the Sultan, and, of course, the Sultan’s harem.’

Her eyes wide
with astonishment, Luisa could only look at him speechless. ‘You
mean… I am to go… and you have only just told me. Oh you … you…’
desperately she looked around for a spare pillow, but laughing he
grabbed her hands and held them firmly.

‘Ah, my little
Spanish spitfire, have mercy,’ he mocked, while keeping her tightly
held. She wriggled furiously but gave up as he pleaded forgiveness
for the oversight.

‘What do I do
and what will I wear? I can’t even speak your language well enough
yet. I will make a fool of myself. Oh Medjid, I don’t think I could
possibly go.’ All the time though, she knew she would go, for to
refuse such an invitation would be not only unthinkable, but also
unforgivable.

The Sultan’s
palace and its inhabitants had aroused her curiosity ever since she
had arrived in Constantinople; with her apprehension came a genuine
longing to know not only some of the interior of the buildings, but
how its soldiers and servants were dressed, and the intricate
workings of the officials and couriers who ran the vast Ottoman
Empire.

‘Can you not
come with me when I have to go?’ she asked timidly, knowing full
well that there was every likelihood that Medjid would be at
sea.

‘Oh no, Luisa,’
he looked quite shocked. ‘No man other than the Sultan can go to
the harem.’

Luisa feared
that this was so, and seeing her expression, he began to reassure
her.

‘The Valide
Sultan will have a court carriage sent here to convey you with an
escort to her quarters. You will take your maid with you and will
wear your finest clothes and jewels. After the audience, you will
be returned in exactly the same way. So you see, there is nothing
to worry about. As for language, you have learnt much recently, and
are speaking it very well. Anyway, she will know that you are
Spanish, and will have an interpreter present in case there is any
difficulty.’

‘But why would
the Valide Sultan want to see me? I am nobody of importance,’ she
snuggled up to him, ‘even if you are.’

He draped his
arm around her shoulder. ‘You must remember that you are a novelty
here. The women of the harem do not have many visitors, and they
will be curious to see you. Besides,’ here he broke off to tweak
her nose, ‘there is someone else I am thinking who also wants to
see you.’

He arose
suddenly and walked over to the window and looked out at the
shimmering water.

‘What do you
mean?’

‘The Sultan
himself.’

‘The
Sultan?’

‘But of
course.’

He withdrew
from the window, and in the shadow his face was suddenly serious,
and Luisa could not read his eyes.

‘I…I… don’t
understand.’

Her voice was a
whisper, for as he came closer she could see his expression was
grim.

Taking her
hands in his, he looked intently into her eyes. ‘Of course, the
Sultan wants to see the beautiful Spanish prisoner that has been
spoken of, and has now become his servant’s wife. He too is
curious, and although you will not see him from behind one of the
grilles in the Sultan Valide’s apartments, he will be watching
you.’

Luisa gave a
gasp and put her hand to her mouth. ‘But what will he do? What can
he do? I am married to you. Surely,’ here she gave a nervous laugh,
‘he has so many beauties in his harem, they say, that he can have
no interest in me.’

His eyes didn’t
waver, and his expression remained grave. ‘You must remember,
habibi, that we are all the Sultan’s creatures, and whatever the
Sultan wants…’ he shrugged, ‘the Sultan gets. It’s Inshallah.’

Luisa burst
into tears and collapsed into his arms sobbing. Gently he cuddled
her, murmuring love words. Between her sobs, she exclaimed, ‘If I
have to go, I will wear my plainest clothes, and my heaviest veil,
and keep my head lowered at all times.’

She wept again
against his shoulder as he soothed her. ‘No janoum, you will not.’
With his hands on her shoulders he held her apart and looked
directly at her. ‘You will wear your very best and look as
beautiful as the evening sun, and make me proud of you. The young
Sultan could not be so cruel to rob me of my wife. I feel it in my
soul and I know that Allah wills it to be so,’ and he smiled gently
at her.

Luisa sank
soundlessly back against his chest. Her mind was whirling. It was
all very well for him to feel that Allah was with them, but she
could not feel so sure.

One thing was
certain, if she did have to visit the Sultan Valide - despite his
insistence of taking pride in her beauty- she would make sure that
there could be no possible reason for the Sultan to want to add her
to his harem.

 


* * *

 


The next two
days were busy, with Medjid finalising arrangements for his voyage,
and Luisa in a state of nervous anticipation as she awaited her
summons to the royal palace.

A liveried
messenger duly arrived, and Luisa was given instructions to be
ready for her presentation the next day.

Despite her
protestations, Medjid stayed with her and nodded his head
approvingly while Aliyah dressed her in her wedding clothes and
jewels, so her plans to appear plain and uninteresting were doomed
to failure.

All very well
for him, thought Luisa gloomily, he wasn’t going to be stared at
from behind a screen by the All Highest, and appraised like a horse
at a fair; she shivered involuntarily at the thought.

The carriage
duly arrived and Medjid led her to it, accompanied by Aliyah. The
household staff all lined up to watch her pass. Outside the
courtyard, a cluster of neighbours and onlookers, attracted by the
Royal crest emblazoned on the vehicle, chatted and pointed in frank
curiosity.

With a beating
heart, she stole a brief look out of the curtained windows as the
carriage rumbled over the uneven pavement; she would have clutched
Aliyah’s hand if she had not been afraid of upsetting the maid who
was also in awe of the occasion.

After what
seemed an eternity, the carriage rolled through the Palace gates
before coming to a sudden stop; the door was flung open by a bowing
lackey. As she stepped down, a gloriously costumed, salaaming
eunuch beckoned her to follow him into the palace’s cool
interior.

Inside were
ranks of colourfully dressed guards and eunuchs, and three veiled
women, one of whom came forward, hands outstretched, to greet Luisa
in Spanish.

‘Welcome, my
lady, to the home of the All Highest and the beloved Sultan Valide,
and their humble servants.’

Luisa almost
threw her arms around the woman at hearing her native tongue
spoken, and felt like bursting into tears, but restricted herself
to humbly bowing and answering shakily, ‘I am most honoured and
overcome with delight that the great Sultan Valide should consider
a stranger such as myself worthy of her notice.’

From behind her
veil the other woman nodded approvingly and spoke again.

‘Your servant
will go with mine for refreshments and will rejoin you on your
return. We will now go to the Sultan Valide’s apartments.’

Luisa breathed
a sigh of relief, and turned to Aliyah to explain the procedure,
before accompanying the court woman into the depths of the
palace.

They were
preceded by two eunuchs, and Luisa felt sure there were more behind
her, yet did not dare look. Her eyes tried to take in the details
of the bewildering maze of hallways and corridors but she knew she
could never find her way back alone.

At last they
entered a small chamber, with walls intricately inlaid in Indian
ivory and gold. Facing them was a door which was opened by the
eunuchs.

Before them was
a huge fat man, magnificently dressed in purple and gold, with
aigrette feathers held by a diamond pin in his yellow cone shaped
hat, the emblem of his rank. His piercing black eyes held her in
such a penetrating manner that Luisa was grateful for her veil, for
she felt naked before his gaze.

Instinctively,
she knew that this was the kislar aghasi, Ali Kazan Benbur, the
chief eunuch of the Sultan’s harem.

Slowly he
inspected her, while Luisa, with eyes downcast, held her breath,
until he sharply addressed the woman at her side.

‘Bring her to
the Sultan Valide,’ and turning with surprising agility for a man
of his size, led them through the apartments.

For the first
time, Luisa saw other women, either reclining on cushions or
sitting talking and sipping sherbets, while small children ran
around playing. All were waited on by attentive slaves.

Everyone
stopped what they were doing, and silence reigned as the procession
went by, disturbed only by a servant or two grabbing one of their
young charges away from the path of the chief eunuch.

At last they
were in a chamber, even more sumptuous than the rest; at the end of
the room, surrounded by a group of women, was a richly jewelled and
dressed woman in pride of place, the Sultan Valide.

Her head
lowered, Luisa heard the chief eunuch present her, and bowed low
before the Sultan’s mother.

With her hands
on her heart, in the usual Turkish form of respect, she was invited
to sit, and cushions were brought so she could sit facing the
Sultan Valide.

The chief
eunuch waddled out, and the rest of the women clustered around her,
all chatting excitedly as they examined her.

The Sultan
Valide smiled benevolently at her, and Luisa felt herself relax
immediately. She could understand the questions being asked of her,
for the interpreter at her side translated fluently.

The Sultan
Valide was older than she had thought. Once a beauty, child-bearing
and sweets had enlarged her figure, and though her black hair was
hennaed and the kohl around her expressive eyes was skilfully done,
the reddened lips and rice powdered face could not conceal the fact
that by Eastern standards, the Sultan Valide was an old woman.
However, as mother of the young Sultan, she was the power behind
the throne.

The Sultan had
many wives, as well as concubines, and in the city, gossip was
always speculating as to whom the current favourite was, but
whether they were present today, Luisa had no idea.

‘Are you happy
living here in Constantinople with your husband after your life in
Spain?’

The Sultan
Valide’s eyes held frank inquiry, and Luisa remembered the gossip
that had said the Sultan Valide herself had come from Armenia as a
hostage.

‘Yes, your
Highness, very happy. I have no wish to be anywhere but with my
husband.’

All the ladies
sighed appreciatively, and the Sultan Valide leant down to clasp
her hand.

‘We are all
women here. Take off your veil so we may see your beauty.’

Luisa did so,
and they all craned to look at her, mouthing compliments among
themselves. Suddenly she was aware of a huge latticed wall behind
the Sultan Valide, and with an inward shiver felt unseen eyes
boring into her. Could it really be the Sultan, the Padishah, God’s
shadow on earth, behind that wall watching her?

Remembering
Medjid’s words, she felt a moment of panic, but now servants
appeared with refreshments of which she was obliged to partake, and
was instantly drawn into conversation about her life in Spain, and
the adventure that had befallen her.

It was quite
obvious that her story was well known to everyone present, and with
much incredulous sighing and hands clasped on heart, she was made
to explain it all, while her companion translated.

They all
thought it highly romantic, and knew it was all as Allah wills.
Kismet! (fate)

The audience
finally came to an end, and the Sultana Valide asked, ‘When you
visit us again, may I request you to wear your Spanish dress, as I
understand you still have your trousseau?’

Luisa was
amazed. Was there nothing these people didn’t know!

‘Of course,
your Highness. I would be honoured.’

There was a
further babble of excitement from the women, and with much smiling
and bowing, Luisa was gently taken from the presence and out into
the antechamber where the eunuchs escorted her back to a waiting
Aliyah and the court carriage.

Turning to the
woman who had translated, Luisa asked, ‘Madam, were you too from
Spain?’

The rather
plain older woman gave a rueful smile, ‘Yes my child, but that was
long ago.’ With her hands on her heart she bid Luisa farewell and
was gone. Without further ado the carriage rolled out of the palace
courtyard to home.

 


 



Chapter
Ten

 


Over supper
that evening, Luisa told Medjid all that had occurred at the
palace, while he listened intently, only occasionally interrupting
her to ask a question.

‘Now that
summer has arrived the court is to move to Adrianople where it will
be cooler. They are later going this year, but I doubt you will be
returning to visit the Sultan Valide until early autumn when the
court returns.’

Luisa breathed
a sigh of relief. Fascinating as she had found her visit to the
harem, there was an atmosphere of intrigue and fear that she had
found oppressive, and with Medjid going to sea she would be
grateful for his presence back in Constantinople when the court
returned.

As if reading
her mind, he turned to her and said softly, ‘Next summer, if Allah
wills it that I am here beside you, we will take a house in
Adrianople. It is cooler there and you will meet my cousin Haiji
who lives there, and visit his harem. In the meantime, hot as it
will be for you here, habibi, this is where you must stay.’

He gathered her
in his arms, and she felt at once a pang of desperation at the
thought of his departure, but soon his lovemaking swept away all
worries and fears, and she slept soundly until the sun filtered its
way through the latticed shutters.

The morning
finally arrived when Medjid, along with the faithful Jomo, took his
leave of the household to rejoin the ‘Kadin.’ Luisa had
spent the last night in tears, wrapped in Medjid’s arms, and did
not leave her rooms as they left.

Later in the
morning, from her windows, she watched as the ‘Kadin’ under
full sail glided smoothly out of the harbour, and her tears fell
yet again, while Aliyah made attempts to comfort her.

So the long
summer days passed and gradually fell into a natural routine. To
escape the heat of the day, Luisa would wake early, and after her
repast, she would venture out, together with Aliyah, and Hamid who
ran the household; sometimes it was to see the building of the new
mosque, attend the Haghia Sophia, or the Blue Mosque, perhaps some
other sight, followed by a visit to the sug (grand bazaar) to shop,
before returning to rest in the afternoon.

On awakening,
she would dress and on five afternoons of the week the tutor would
be there for two hours to teach her the language and how to write
the flowing script. Work would be set for her for the next day, and
in the evening, with Aliyah beside her, she would do her best to
copy it out.

Apart from
playing her beloved mandolin and working on her embroidery, of
which she did little because of the heat, most of her time was
spent at the windows looking at the ever busy Bosporus, and
searching in vain for some sight of the ‘Kadin.’

Visitors were
few. Most who could afford it had followed the court to Adrianople
where they either owned or rented houses. One or two of the wives
that had attended her wedding called upon her, and when she could
Luisa dutifully returned their visits.

Although she
had made much progress with the language, conversation was somewhat
stilted. The women were considerably older than Luisa, and their
main topic of conversation was their children, which were presented
to Luisa to be petted and admired. They were delightful to look
upon, with their big brown eyes and soft olive skin and dark
shining hair, but dreadfully spoilt, particularly the boys.

In the east,
unlike her native Spain, the children seemed to spend all their
days with their mothers and the women of the house. However, the
boys, on reaching the age of ten, would then spend more time in the
men’s quarters.

With frank
curiosity her visitors questioned Luisa about her condition and
whether she was with child; but thankfully she could admit with
lowered eyes that, unfortunately, Allah had not so far blessed
her.

Their response
was always the same: much sighing and patting of her hand, and a
surety that on her Lord and Master’s return, she would be so
blessed. After all she was young yet, and would be sure to bear
many sons.

On this
subject, Luisa remained silent. She wondered if she was unnatural
in being grateful that she was not with child, for these women all
seemed to be devoted to their children. Certainly Medjid had not
seemed to desire a son, for he had said nothing of wanting
children; in fact, he had seemed at pains to prevent her becoming
pregnant.

Well, thought
Luisa, as she lay sweltering on her daybed in the darkened room
while the sun scorched outside her windows, this was something she
would discuss with Medjid on his return. She sighed longingly. It
was the end of August now, and he had been gone almost two months,
surely he would be home soon?

Worry again
beset her. What if some disaster befell him? If he was taken by
force, or his ship foundered in a storm! What then would happen to
her? She swung off the bed to pace the room, wringing her hands in
anguish, before pushing open the shutter to look at the harbour and
city sweltering in the heat. She felt herself give an impromptu
shiver.

Holy Mother,
was she getting a fever? There had been an outbreak of plague in
the city recently, and she had avoided the sug for that reason, but
even so…

Scanning the
shimmering sea, Luisa still saw no sign of the ‘Kadin.’
Pulling the shutter to, she returned reluctantly to the bed to lie
there wondering about Medjid, where he was and what he was doing,
and prayed fervently that he would soon return, safe and well. The
alternative was desperately pushed from her mind, being too
frightening to contemplate.

The image of
the latticed screen in the Sultan Valide’s room in the palace came
before her and of eyes watching her while unveiled on the couch,
surrounded by the court ladies.

The Sultan was
only a few years older than she was, and had many wives and
concubines already. If, however, she was left here alone,
defenceless in the city, who knows what would become of her, for
were they not all subjects of the Sultan, and his to command and
obey.

* * *

 


The summer
passed in a succession of languid sultry days. One pleasant
diversion was attending picnics at the upper reaches of the Golden
Horn, known as The Sweet Waters of Europe, with some of the
families who had attended her wedding. Drifting lazily aboard one
of the elegant caiques, which was covered with a silken tent to
give shade, on the waters of the Bosporus, Luisa could only reflect
that if life was uneventful, it was certainly comfortable.

September
arrived and the heat diminished, with the nights becoming cooler
and a slight chill of autumn stealing into the air. It was now that
the court returned from Adrianople, and Luisa waited apprehensively
for her summons to appear again before the Sultana Valide.

‘Mistress, do
not distress yourself,’ murmured Aliyah soothingly. ‘The Sultan
Valide will have forgotten all about us by now. There are many
other distractions to take up her time.’

Indeed this was
true. Rumour had it that a new shipment of slaves had arrived,
among them some hand-picked beauties from around the Empire for the
Sultan’s pleasure, and his mother would certainly be involved in
choosing who would be deemed suitable enough to share the All
Highest’s bed.

Nevertheless,
Luisa remained uneasy and was grateful when a messenger arrived
with an invitation from Hadice, one of the wives who had befriended
her, to visit her home the next day, to witness an
entertainment.

It was grey and
uncharacteristically chilly when Luisa and Aliyah left the house by
carriage to go to the wealthy merchant’s home. There was the threat
of rain in the air, and Luisa was glad of the warmth of the
fur-lined rug around her knees.

On entering the
harem, she was welcomed warmly by Hadice and offered the usual
refreshments, including kuushof, (a peach beverage flavoured with
amber musk) and other sweetmeats. There were several other women
there, and a few small children running around, while the servants
plied them with food and provided cushions to lie upon.

It was a
surprise, therefore, when the door was opened and a figure dressed
in an apothecary’s robes walked in, accompanied by a young
page.

‘I thought,’
whispered Luisa to the woman next to her, ‘that no man could come
into the harem?’

‘Of course
not!’ The woman was shocked and looked askance at her.

On closer
inspection, to Luisa’s amazement, the apothecary was, in fact, an
old crone, wizened and toothless, but treated with respect because
of her calling.

‘Have you ever
witnessed an engrafting?’ asked Hadice, floating over to her. ‘This
has been the way we protect our children from the smallpox and has
been the custom here for many years.’

Luisa watched
in amazement as one of the mothers, with a child of about three,
came and sat next to the crone on a couch. Removing the child’s
sleeve so its arm was bare, the old woman took a needle from her
bag, and then quickly made a scratch into the vein. Just as quickly
she dipped the needle into a small receptacle the page was holding,
and quickly covered the mark with a piece of what looked like
shell, and bound the wound tightly up with a piece of cloth. The
child started to whimper and a sweetmeat was popped in its
mouth.

‘But what is
she doing?’

‘After opening
the vein, a tiny amount of smallpox matter (pus) is inserted on the
needle, just the smallest drop, and then covered. In a few days the
child will get a fever, and be unwell. The wound will suppurate,
and take a while to heal, and leave a scar, but it makes the child
immune from smallpox for life,’ Hadice added triumphantly.

As the mother
left the couch, another took her place, and again Luisa witnessed
the whole procedure. It was horrifying to think of smallpox pus
being even in the room, and she couldn’t help but shrink back in
revulsion and fear at the very thought.

As a small
child she had survived smallpox in Spain, luckily with no visible
scars, so she knew she was now immune, although her nurse at the
time had died.

To see the
small children and their mothers accepting this procedure
astonished her, but on reflection she had noticed many times how
few of the local populace and their servants seemed to bear any
signs of the dreaded scarring of smallpox, which was so common in
Spain.

‘This procedure
is only done in the cool weather, either spring or autumn. More
often spring, because the hot summer weather usually brings the
disease into the city; however, these children are now of an age
for the engrafting, and I thought it would interest you.’ Hadice
said.

‘Oh yes, yes.
It is truly amazing,’ said Luisa sincerely.

Hadice looked
pleased, and arose to gather up her small daughter to take her
place on the couch for the engrafting.

Luisa watched
in awe as the remainder of the mothers brought their children
forward until the engrafting was completed. After refreshments and
payment, the old apothecary left to the salutations and salaams
from those present. When Luisa bid goodbye to her hostess, she left
in a mood of wonderment.

She mused over
the scene she had witnessed in the merchant’s house and wished that
Medjid was home with her so she could discuss the event with him.
It seemed so incredible to her that she wondered if she had
imagined the whole thing.

Almost seventy
years later Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, wife of the Ambassador
Extraordinary to Turkey, witnessed the same procedure. She was so
impressed with what she saw that she had her young son treated in
the same way, and on her return to England managed to introduce the
engrafting into society, to begin the eradication of smallpox.

Longingly, she
continued to search the waters of the Golden Horn for a sight of
the ‘Kadin,’ and even asked Hamid if he could make inquiries
from the seamen off the incoming ships, as to the whereabouts of
the vessel but he returned empty handed.

‘Mistress?’

Luisa was aware
of Aliyah beside her, a brass tray in her hands, on which rested a
scroll tied with a golden tassel.

Luisa put her
embroidery down, and beyond Aliyah saw Hamid hovering anxiously in
the doorway.

It was a
summons from the palace! Together, with help from Hamid, they
deciphered the extravagant wording. It begged Luisa to present
herself in two days before the Sultan Valide, to give that lady and
the rest of the harem the inestimable pleasure of her company.

‘Oh, I felt
sure that she would not have remembered me.’

‘No, no
mistress. The ladies want to see you again. Remember, this time in
your own dress. To them you are a novelty,’ Aliyah nodded
earnestly.

‘I suppose so.
I know I have to go, but I only hope there is no one else watching
me from behind that screen.’

Aliyah drew a
sharp intake of breath, and her eyes widened for Luisa had told her
of her suspicions that she had been observed by the Sultan
himself.

‘Come,
mistress, we do not have a lot of time, we must decide what you are
to wear.’

Aliyah, to
Luisa’s surprise, entered into the whole affair with surprising
relish. They went through the entire Spanish trousseau, trying to
decide what was the most suitable and becoming for Luisa to wear,
and also interesting for the ladies in the harem to examine.

‘Well, what do
you think?’

The dress
rehearsal had taken up almost the whole of the day, and Luisa stood
arrayed in peach brocade, with matching court train, and ivory
satin underskirt lightly embroidered in gold. Emeralds fell from
her ears, and around her throat, while upon her raven hair, which
Aliyah had dressed in the Spanish style complete with combs, was a
mantilla of blonde lace. In her hand she carried an ivory
hand-painted fan, while on her feet were soft kid shoes with
heels.

Aliyah nodded
her approval as Luisa turned before the mirror.

‘This is full
evening dress, though my visit to the palace is in the afternoon,’
she mused. ‘Still, a court presentation would require no less at
home I suppose. Are you sure I am not too overdressed?’

‘Oh no, no! If
anything you should have more jewels. The more exotic you look, the
better they will like it. Remember mistress, they have never seen a
woman from your country in such a dress before.’

Luisa sighed.
‘Yes, I suppose you are right.’

The following
day, her dress covered with a full length travelling cloak and the
mantilla arranged carefully over her face, Luisa and Aliyah once
more entered the court carriage that had arrived for them, and in
drizzly rain proceeded to the palace.

Again they were
handed over to the Spanish speaking lady in waiting, for which
Luisa felt grateful. Aliyah, after taking her cloak and arranging
her train, was immediately whisked away to the servants’ quarters,
while Luisa followed her guide and escort of eunuchs through the
maze of galleries and passages to the Sultan Valide’s
apartments.

All eyes were
on her, as children and servants alike gaped at this exotically
dressed apparition appearing before them.

As before, the
chief eunuch, the kislar aghasi Ali Kazan Benbur, was waiting for
her. Dressed as magnificently as before, in gold, with a huge ruby
holding the aigrette feathers in his turban, he appraised her
intently, and Luisa felt his eyes probe the blonde lace of the
mantilla that hid her face.

Imperiously, he
signalled for her to remove the veil. With a beating heart and
trembling fingers she did so, and with downcast eyes felt once
again completely exposed, under his searching gaze.

After what
seemed an eternity, he turned, and Luisa followed him into the
inner sanctum of the harem. He presented her with a flourish to the
Sultan Valide, and then turned and to Luisa’s relief hobbled out of
the room.

With legs
trembling, she sank into her best court curtsy, to the delight of
the Sultan Valide, who clapped her hands with joy, and all the
other ladies present gathered around her oohing and aahing with
wonder.

‘What pleasure
it is to see you once more. We thank you for wearing your national
dress. It gives us much pleasure.’ The Sultan Valide was full of
smiles, ‘This is the Sultan’s first Kadin, whom you have not
met before.’

On the seat
next to the Sultan’s mother sat a beautiful but sullen young woman.
This was Rabia Gulnus, a Greek girl who had become the mother of
the Sultan’s son.

Luisa curtsied
again which appeared to mollify the Greek woman; meanwhile the
Sultan Valide gestured for her to sit beside her.

The next hour
was intense. Luisa had to parade up and down the length of the room
in front of the ladies of the harem as they craned to watch,
chattering away excitedly like a flock of birds. She had to twirl
around, show how to manage the long train, and sweep it over her
arm, lift up her skirts to show her shoes and stockings, and
finally return to sweep a full curtsy to the Sultan Valide and
Rabia Gulnus.

Immediately,
the women all clustered around her and felt the materials, tried on
her mantilla, lifted all her petticoats, and screamed with
amazement at her stockings. They tried on her shoes, played with
and examined the painted fan minutely, until she felt herself
almost undressed. Even the first Kadin showed interest in
everything.

But tainting
this light-hearted mood was the disquieting feeling that again eyes
were watching from behind the latticed screen, and despite the
Sultan Valide’s efforts to ply her with food and keep her engaged
in conversation, her own eyes kept going back there.

‘Your lord and
master, Medjid Pasha, has not yet returned from his voyage?’ the
Sultan Valide asked innocently.

‘I pray that he
will return any day now,’ answered Luisa fervently.

‘Ah well,
‘purred the Sultan Valide, ‘all is in Allah’s hands, for the sea
can be so treacherous,’ and she put a comforting hand over
Luisa’s.

‘Oh no,’
replied her guest stoutly. ‘Medjid Pasha is a great seaman and will
return to serve his Master, The All Highest,’ here she bowed her
head reverently, ‘as soon as he is able,’

The Sultan
Valide beamed with pleasure at her words and continued to pat her
hand, while Luisa was only too conscious of her hair falling down,
as one of the women removed a comb to examine it more closely.

The questions
kept coming about her native Spain, the way of life there compared
to the paradise she must now have with her lord and master in the
All Highest’s empire, and the customs compared with her previous
life.

Eventually the
Sultan Valide clapped her hands, and called the ladies to order, so
that Luisa could try and re-do her hair with their assistance, put
on her shoes, arrange her mantilla, retrieve her fan, and finally
with much bowing, and smiling, back out of the royal presence.

All the time
she could not help but feel there were eyes watching her from
behind the screen; however, she knew there was nothing she could do
about it.

‘You will come
and see us again?’ The Sultan Valide was still smiling.

Luisa nodded
her acquiescence, and kicking her train into place, retired from
the room.

Once more she
followed the eunuchs and the Spanish speaking lady-in -waiting to
the carriage where Aliyah awaited her. Luisa was grateful for her
cloak, as it was distinctly chilly.

‘I wish I could
have spoken to you for longer,’ Luisa said in Spanish to the older
woman.

‘There is no
time. Perhaps when you return. Walls have ears here,’ she answered
in the same language, and indicated with her eyes at the silent
eunuchs behind her.

‘What was your
name?’ Luisa asked.

‘I hardly
remember… Juana…’ she answered softly. Then abruptly turned and
left them.

It was with
something akin to relief that Luisa and Aliyah climbed into the
carriage, and left the covered courtyard to head for home, in what
had now deteriorated into pouring rain.

 


 



Chapter
Eleven

 


The next week
dragged slowly for Luisa as autumn began to make its presence felt;
the leaves were changing colour on the trees, the days were getting
cooler and the nights longer.

It was with
complete surprise, while she was crossly unpicking her embroidery,
that Aliyah burst excitedly into the room.

‘Mistress, oh
mistress! Hamid says he has sighted the ‘Kadin’ coming into
port!’

‘Where, oh
where?’ Luisa dropped her sewing to the floor as she raced to the
nearest window to open the shutters and scan the harbour for a
sighting of the ship.

She shivered,
partly from excitement, and partly from the cold air as she
searched the grey waters of the Bosphorus.

‘Go and fetch
Hamid. Find out exactly where the ‘Kadin’ is.’

Aliyah looked
shocked, for Hamid could not come into the females’ quarters, as
Luisa very well knew. Seeing her maid’s face, she sighed
impatiently, and with Aliyah trailing her, hurried out of the room
into the central part of the house, clapping her hands and calling,
‘Hamid, Hamid, come here at once, where is your master’s ship?’

He duly
appeared, scurrying down the stairs, puffing with the exertion.

‘Effendim, if
you wait by your window, within the next ten minutes you will see
the ‘Kadin’s’ sails coming through the entrance. A messenger
arrived from the lookout not five minutes ago to say she had been
sighted. If you return to your apartment you will see her.’

Luisa all but
flew back to her post, and sure enough in exactly the time Hamid
stated, the ‘Kadin’ appeared in all her glory, thrusting
through a lumpy leaden sea.

Luisa threw her
arms around Aliyah and hugged her with joy.

‘Come
mistress,’ urged the maid freeing herself, ‘we must make haste. The
master will be impatient to see you as soon as he lands and you
must be prepared for him.’

‘Oh yes, of
course I must. Go quickly to Hamid and have things made ready.’

For the next
hour the house was in an uproar, while the servants prepared food
and cleaned Medjid’s quarters. Luisa could hardly drag herself away
from the window to bathe and be perfumed. Choosing fresh clothes,
having her hair redone, and finally sitting in splendour, she
waited in anticipation for Medjid’s arrival.

 


* * *

At last the
carriage was seen climbing the hill towards the house, and the
whole household erupted into wild excitement at their master’s
arrival. With a beating heart Luisa waited at her window and
watched with a mixture of joy and apprehension.

Would Medjid
find her changed? How would he appear to her after the long
absence? For a moment the memory of him that she had pictured in
her mind, was nothing but a blank, and panic overtook her, when the
door flew open, and he was there striding towards her to sweep her
in his arms and cover her face with kisses.

‘Medjid…my
husband, my love.’

‘Habibi, my
habibi, I have missed you so…’

As she gazed
into the face she knew and loved so well, Luisa felt the relief
flood over her. The warm brown eyes were so full of love for her,
that for a moment, as she buried her head into his shoulder and
caught the long remembered smell of him, she felt suddenly shy as
if she was no longer his wife, but a maiden again.

He held her at
arm’s length and examined her closely. ‘I had almost forgotten how
beautiful you are, my love.’ His words brought a blush to her
cheeks as he gathered her back in his embrace.

Although his
face was bronzed from the sun and wind, and there were dark rings
under his eyes, he looked much the same. Hand in hand they walked
through to where the refreshments were laid out and waiting for
them. As they ate and drank, questions and answers flowed between
them, regarding his voyage, which had taken him as far as
Alexandria, and her recent audience with the Sultan Valide, the
engrafting at their friend’s house against the dreaded smallpox, as
well as the everyday experiences in the household.

‘I could
swear,’ Luisa murmured through mouthfuls of food, casting an eye
around to make sure the servants were out of hearing, ‘that there
was someone watching me the whole time from behind the screen while
I was with the Sultan Valide.’

‘Maybe it was
the All Highest,’ he answered casually, chewing on a chicken wing.
‘If so you were honoured. However,’ and here he smiled gently at
her, ‘it is possible to imagine such things when you are in such a
situation, and the carved screens are often jewel encrusted, which,
through reflection, can give the illusion of what appears to be
eyes looking at you.’

Luisa had to
acknowledge the sense in this. ‘Yes, you are probably right. Though
I do not think I want to return to the palace again.’

Medjid looked
shocked at her statement, and put a comforting hand over hers.
‘Luisa habibi, now I am safely home nothing can possibly harm
you.’

She felt
intensely grateful for his reassurance, and the rest of the day
passed by in happy harmony until darkness fell, and after a light
supper they retired for the night.

But not to
sleep! Their excitement and joy in one another knew no bounds, as
lips and hands searched and explored each other, time and time
again until totally sated by love. As dawn spread its first light
on the grey waters of the Bosporus, they finally slept entwined in
each other’s arms until noon of the following day, not even hearing
the muezzin summoning the faithful for morning prayers.

 


* * *

 


The weeks
passed and autumn yielded to winter. An icy chill descended, and
the wind from Russia swept down to stir up the harbour waters, to
pound them against the palaces and houses built hard against the
harbour walls; consequently flooding occurred with monotonous
regularity.

Inside the
house, charcoal braziers kept the rooms warm, while thick
embroidered hangings on the walls kept out wintry draughts. It was
now February, and the New Year had been celebrated in its customary
fashion, and Luisa had enjoyed acting as hostess for Medjid’s
friends’ and neighbours’ wives in the women’s quarters, [haremlik]
while he relaxed with the men in his, the selamlik.

Sometimes her
thoughts drifted back to Spain and to her brother Jaime. To him,
and her uncle and aunt, she would be considered totally beyond
redemption; only her old duenna, Maria Beatriz, would offer up
prayers for the salvation of her soul. A tear trickled down Luisa’s
cheek at the memory of the old lady’s kindness, the only affection
she had ever really known. Perhaps Manuela… but no, that gaunt,
severe woman could never understand how it could be to be loved,
and by one such as Medjid. And what of Conde Ferdinand in Naples,
her betrothed? He would have said a quick prayer, looked at it as
being of God’s will, and by now her aunt would have arranged
another more suitable party to be the stepmother to his
children.

With a sigh she
put down the mandolin she had been strumming and wiped her cheeks.
How foolish she was. Why, imagine if it had been anybody else but
Medjid who had captured her. She would have been shipped back to
Spain, and then sent off again to Naples where by now she would
have been married to that dry, stiff martinet of a man. Or possibly
sold in the slave market of Tangiers, or here in Constantinople,
for a greater price than the ransom, which could have led to the
Sultan’s seraglio, or heaven knows what else. Luisa shuddered at
the thought, and consoled herself. She was a wife, a married woman
according to the laws of the land, and Medjid truly loved her, of
that she was certain.

Moving over to
the brazier, she warmed her hands and then walked over to the
window to look down the street to see if there was any sign of
Medjid returning. Dusk was falling, and he had been out for most of
the afternoon to attend a meeting called by the Grand Vizier of the
Sultan’s captains.

Whether this
was for a spring campaign by the navy against the Sultan’s enemies,
or merely a reporting of new treaties with some of their
neighbours, was unclear. Hopefully, it was purely to do with trade,
and there was no danger as far as Medjid was concerned, for if
anything was to happen to him…

This was her
constant worry, for with no children of her own, a woman was
considered nothing in the fabric of Ottoman society. Yet,
strangely, Medjid had never reproved her for not being with child.
In fact, he had never mentioned the possibility of children, and
seemed intent on preventing her from becoming pregnant. There were
times when she questioned why the thought of having children
frightened her beyond belief. She could only think that it was
because of her mother’s death at her birth. For years she had felt
guilty that she had lived, while the mother she never knew had
died, and all the adults she had known had simply said, ‘It is
God’s will.’

To be sure this
was a woman’s lot in life, and to lose a wife in this way was not
uncommon. Had she not been destined to go to Naples to become the
Conde’s third wife?

Luisa felt as
though a shadow had passed over her soul, and hastily picked up her
mandolin to play a cheerful song to try and lift her spirits.

 


* * *

Despite leaden
skies and the harbour waters matching their sombreness, winter
passed happily by. With Medjid home, their days were filled by
visits to the always fascinating and interesting sug, or other food
and produce markets, as well as the coffee houses, for with her
husband, and suitably attired, it was permissible. Their nights
were filled with love-making and Luisa had never been so happy in
her entire life.

There was no
news from the Palace, or the Grand Vizier, and Luisa was grateful
that they were left in peace. As spring arrived, and the first plum
blossoms appeared on the trees, and the warmth of the sun filtered
through the open windows, Medjid began to show signs of
restlessness, fretting at the lack of news.

‘But why, my
beloved, are you so anxious?’ Luisa fed him a pastry as he lay back
on the cushions, looking petulant.

‘Because I am a
man, an officer in the Sultan’s navy, and much as I love you, my
habibi, and want to be with you, with summer approaching I must
prepare my ship and my men to serve the All Highest.’ He picked a
nut from between his teeth, and added, ‘But with no orders, what am
I to do? I cannot believe I have incurred any displeasure.’

He stood up and
paced the room. ‘I will wait no longer; tomorrow I shall go to the
Palace and wait upon the secretary to the Grand Vizier to find out
what plans are proposed for the summer.’

‘Oh Medjid,
please wait. Wait a little longer, and I’m sure your orders will
arrive,’ pleaded Luisa.

‘No.’ Medjid
was adamant. ‘I must learn my fate, for my men and my ship, so we
can be ready on time.’

He swung around
to face her. ‘Will it be the coast of Dalmacia, or up to the south
of France? Or back to Algiers, or Morocco? Not Russia, I think, but
perhaps the coast of Africa, or the Mediterranean, where I found
you my dove.’

‘Oh Medjid.’
She got up and went over to him, wrapping her arms around his
waist, and laying her head against his back as he gazed out of the
window at the busy scene of the feluccas and caiques, plying up and
down in the spring sunshine.

She sighed, and
knew it was useless to argue. He was a true sailor who loved the
sea, and missed his men and the ‘Kadin,’ which was his pride
and joy.

She could not
complain. He had been with her all winter, and she knew that as a
high ranking Pasha in the Sultan’s navy, he would have to spend
most of his time at sea, serving the Ottoman empire. Yet the
unspoken dread, that if anything were to happen to him what would
become of her, continued to haunt her.

True to his
word, next morning he was up early and away to wait at the palace.
When he returned late in the day, Luisa knew, without being told,
that his visit had been unsuccessful.

For the next
five days, Medjid went off every morning and waited on the Grand
Vizier’s secretary for an audience. Each day he returned with a
face like thunder, and the whole household was turned upside down
in fear and trepidation of their master.

Luisa evoked
all the skills she possessed to try and keep him calm and hopeful.
She wore her most becoming clothes, perfumed and adorned herself,
played and sang the songs he loved on her mandolin, ordered all his
favourite dishes, and made love to him with a passion she hardly
knew she possessed.

Finally, on the
sixth day, he returned triumphant. He had received his audience,
which was favourable, and his orders would come through within the
next few days as to where he was bound.

Luisa did not
know whether to laugh or cry, and consequently did both, while
Medjid, his face transformed with happiness, consoled her, and made
love to her as if it was their last moment on earth.

The whole
household breathed a sigh of relief, and relaxed accordingly,
basking in the joy of their master.

Therefore it
was a shock to Luisa when Aliyah, while helping her to dress the
following morning, suddenly knelt at her feet, and burst into
tears.

‘Why, Aliyah!
Whatever is wrong? Get up, please and tell me.’ Luisa tried to lift
the girl by her arms, but Aliyah would not be moved.

‘Oh mistress,
mistress. Forgive me, forgive me.’

‘How can I
forgive you, you silly girl unless you tell me what has upset you.
Come, get up off the floor, and dry your eyes.’

Finally after
much pleading from Luisa, Aliyah did as she was bid, and, between
sobs, with her eyes downcast, in a voice barely audible, whispered,
‘I am with child.’

Luisa was
stunned. Aliyah lived in the women’s quarters and only went out
with Luisa or another servant. How could this have happened?

‘Aliyah, you
must tell me who has done this to you? Who is the father of the
child you are to have?’

But the girl
only sobbed more violently, and shook her head and buried her face
in her robes.

For a dreadful
moment fear gripped Luisa’s heart. Could it be…? No! To be sure
Medjid was the master of the household, whose slaves and servants
were his to do with as he pleased but…

She felt sick,
and in a trembling voice she asked again. ‘Aliyah you must tell me
or I cannot help you.’

Apart from the
sobbing girl there was silence between them for what seemed
forever, until the Aliyah whispered, ‘Jomo.’

Luisa’s relief
was palpable, and instinctively she hugged the girl, to Aliyah’s
amazement.

‘Jomo. Why
Aliyah, I will speak to the master, and I am sure that once he
knows you are with child, he will arrange for Jomo to marry you.
Does that make you happy?’

Aliyah nodded
her head, relief etched on her face. ‘Are you sure mistress that
the master will allow this?’

‘Of course I
am,’ said Luisa firmly. ‘Why, Jomo has no wife, and you can still
live here as part of the household, of that I am sure.’

Luisa smiled
kindly at the girl to reassure her, but the thought of Medjid’s
reaction to this news, started to cause her unease. Nevertheless,
she comforted Aliyah, and then sent her to get a drink, while she
contemplated how she was to confront Medjid with this disruption
and an addition to his household.

 


* * *

 


As dusk fell,
Luisa emerged from the household’s busy kitchen, satisfied that the
evening meal was one which included all Medjid’s favourite foods.
She hastened to her room, and with the assistance of a subdued
Aliyah, changed into an ivory silk robe embroidered with gold, with
matching slippers, while the maid threaded gold ornaments through
her lustrous hair.

After he had
eaten his fill, Medjid lolled back lazily on the cushions while
Luisa sweetened his coffee, and then held the cup to his lips.

‘My love, you
are spoiling me.’ He smiled fondly at her a he sipped the coffee
appreciatively.

‘No more than
my Lord and master deserves,’ she smiled back, though there was
anxiety in her heart.

‘This is how
good coffee should be, Luisa, ‘sweet as love, as strong as death,
as hot as hate.’ That is an old Turkish saying,’ and then he leant
closer.

‘Come, habibi,
tell me what it is that you require of your Lord and master, that
you have gone to so much trouble to serve me my favourite food, and
better still, my favourite dessert,’ and he slid his hand inside
the silken fold of the robe to caress her naked thigh.

‘Oh, Medjid,’
she complained, twisting away. He had seen right through her ruse,
and now she wasn’t sure how to tell him of Aliyah’s predicament.
For a moment she sulked and then snuggled back up to him to kiss
his rough cheek, and breathe in the male smell of him. Her soft
breath warmed his cheek and neck, and she moved her body close so
his eager hand could explore her inner thigh even further.

‘Dearest
Medjid, I have something to tell you,’ she whispered into his
neck.

Instantly he
sat up, his hands grasping her shoulders as he looked directly at
her.

‘You are not
with child? His face looked incredulous,

For a moment
Luisa felt nonplussed by his attitude. Why should he be so
apparently horrified by the thought of her being pregnant? Were
they not married, and was it not supposed to be her duty to present
her husband with sons? Though to be sure, he seemed to take
precautions so she did not get with child. Annoyance now replaced
her apprehension. She shook her head vigorously, aware how
resentful her voice sounded as she spoke.

‘No, it is
Aliyah. Jomo has got her with child’

He looked
incredulous. ‘Jomo?’

‘Yes,’ Luisa
snapped ‘She has told me Jomo is the father of the child she is
going to have.’

‘Oh, the
rogue!’ Medjid threw back his head and laughed.

‘He has taken
advantage of her and must marry her,’ said Luisa firmly.

Medjid looked
at her in astonishment. ‘She is your slave, there is no reason for
them to marry.’

Luisa felt more
flustered than ever, but did not lower her eyes from Medjid’s.

‘Yes, they
must. They are both Africans, and are still our servants, or slaves
if you insist,’ she added seeing his expression. ‘But if they are
married, it will set an example that we do not allow loose living
in our household, and the child will know its father. They can then
be a family,’ she finished weakly, thinking herself how silly it
sounded.

‘And what if
Jomo has other wives already?’ Medjid asked with a grin.

Luisa looked
shocked. The thought had never occurred to her. Surely not. He was
Medjid’s servant, who went with him on his voyages and attended his
master at all times. How could he possibly have wives, why the very
thought was impossible, and yet… certainly for a servant, Jomo was
indulged.

Medjid was
reading her face, as he lounged back, a self-satisfied smile
curling his lips.

‘Oh, Medjid.
You are teasing me deliberately,’ and she punched him on the chest,
as he laughed and grabbed her wrists to pull her down beside
him.

‘No, not
deliberately my love. But in Africa Jomo certainly had a wife, or
wives. As for here,’ he chuckled, ‘Jomo enjoys the company of the
fair sex, like Aliyah, but he certainly is not married to any of
them.’

‘Good. Because
he can now marry Aliyah, and become a respectable married man, and
take on the responsibility of a family,’ said Luisa
sententiously.

Medjid burst
out laughing. ‘Oh, Luisa, I don’t think Jomo will ever be a
responsible family man, though marriage to a girl like Aliyah might
stop him tomcatting around. Very well, my dove, I will speak to
Jomo, and you can arrange a wedding, if that is your heart’s
desire.’

‘Oh, yes,’ she
exclaimed, and kissed him rapturously, causing his hands to glide
beneath her robe, and for the next hour there was no further talk
of Jomo or Aliyah.

 


 



Chapter
Twelve

 


If Luisa
thought that the marriage of the two servants would be a simple
procedure, she was destined to be wrong. The news caused another
sensation in the household, and though Aliyah was visibly pleased
and carried out her duties with serene composure, Hamid was even
more harassed than usual. Medjid met with the mullah as promised,
but appeared preoccupied and unconcerned when questioned by Luisa
as to when the event was to take place.

Jomo accepted
his master’s decision with great composure. Luisa, curious to know
his reaction, questioned him herself.

‘Are you not
pleased, Jomo, that Medjid Pasha is allowing you to marry Aliyah,
and live in the household as man and wife?’

Jomo gravely
bowed his head. ‘It is as the Effendi and Allah permits.’

Luisa
persisted. ‘Surely, Jomo, you are pleased that as Aliyah is
expecting your child, you can be together?’

Jomo shrugged
his shoulders and sighed. ‘It is Inshallah.’

Luisa felt she
would like to shake him. As was typical with all the Moslems she
had met, anything that could not be avoided, was always the ‘will
of Allah,’ or simply fate, and accepted without argument. If only
he showed some gratitude or feeling of pleasure, that he would be
united with the woman he had seduced and was now bearing his
child.

Luisa felt
annoyed. ‘Jomo, you know the master could have punished you
severely for what you have done. Do you not love Aliyah?’

Jomo opened his
eyes wide in amazement. ‘Love, mistress. What is love?’

Luisa was
nonplussed ‘Surely you have feelings for my maid, Jomo, or why else
did you seduce her?’

Jomo showed his
white teeth in a broad smile. ‘Oh, yes mistress, I do indeed.’

‘Then I trust
you will be a good kind husband to her, and love your child when it
is born,’ said Luisa severely.

He lowered his
head again and added calmly, ‘Of course, mistress.’

She dismissed
him with a sigh, and tried to take comfort in the thought that at
least Aliyah was happy about her intended nuptials. The day chosen
by the imam finally arrived, and together Medjid and Luisa
witnessed the marriage, and gave a wedding feast for the household
servants.

Medjid was kept
busy getting his ship provisioned for his voyage, and was absent
throughout the day, only returning late in the evening, often tense
and out of humour.

A gentle tap on
the door and Aliyah glided in, bearing a tray with a steaming
drink, which Luisa gratefully accepted.

‘Does Hamid
know how long these meetings last at the Grand Vizier’s?’

Aliyah nodded.
He says that by now the meeting should be finished as darkness is
falling, and the master will soon be home.’

‘Good. I have
an uneasy feeling every time he goes to the palace. I don’t know
why but…’

Aliyah patted
her shoulder consolingly. ‘It is understandable. The Grand Vizier
next to the All Highest is so powerful.’ She lowered her voice and
added placatingly, ‘drink mistress, and do not worry, for Medjid
Pasha is a faithful servant of the Highest of the High, Sultan
Mehemet, and is needed because of his skill and devotion to
continue to serve him.’

As Luisa sipped
her drink she pondered on the maid’s words. They did little to
comfort her for the reality was every man was expendable to the
Sultan, or the Grand Vizier for that matter. There could be a
reason, or merely a whim, and life was instantly ended. To offset
this harsh fact of life, within the Ottoman Empire, the young
Sultan had not shown direct cruelty, as had his predecessors; the
gossip in the market place had judged him so far to be fair. The
Grand Vizier, though, that was another matter.

 


Therefore, when
Medjid did not return one evening as darkness fell, Luisa did not
at first worry too greatly. As the night wore on and the hour of
midnight approached, she could restrain herself no longer and
summoned Hamid.

He appeared,
looking worried.

‘Hamid, the
master and Jomo have not returned home. Can you send someone to the
‘Kadin’ to see if he is there, or try and find if he has met
with friends and gone out to dine with them?’

Hamid nodded,
excitedly. ‘Effendim, I will go myself, and find out what has
detained the master.’

Luisa relaxed a
little. She had confidence that Hamid would find out where Medjid
was, but even this wasn’t enough to curb her growing anxiety. If
Medjid was dining with friends, he would have sent her a message,
as he always did. Never had he been this late returning from his
ship.

‘Do not worry,
mistress,’ reassured Aliyah, ‘Jomo is with the master and would
never let any harm come to him.’

This was true.
The large African towered over most of the populace and was fierce
enough to inspire awe in the most villainous rogue. Still, Luisa
could not stop fretting, and paced around the room until she
slumped back on the divan, and Aliyah tried unsuccessfully to tempt
her with a calming drink.

Time dragged
slowly and with every passing minute, Luisa’s fears mounted. One
o’clock, two… and no sign of Hamid. It was almost three in the
morning when the door opened, and a haggard Hamid stumbled in, his
face white with fear, and tears coursing down his plump cheeks.

‘Oh Effendim,
madam, oh, oh…’ He prostrated himself at her feet and Luisa felt
cold fear grip her heart.

‘Hamid, get up
off the floor, tell me, tell me… where is your master? What has
happened?’ Anxiety reduced her voice to a whisper.

He groaned
loudly, still clinging to the hem of her robe.

‘The master,’
his voice was barely audible, ‘has been taken prisoner, by orders
of the Highest of the High, the Sultan,’ and his whole body
quivered.

With a wail,
Aliyah fell to her knees, sobbing hysterically. Luisa felt as if
she had been turned to stone. She leant down to Hamid, and taking
his shoulders in her hands, urged him to stand, which he eventually
did, covering his tear-stained face with his hands.

She forced
herself to think beyond this thunderbolt that threatened to rip
their lives asunder. It was almost dawn; nothing could be achieved
at this hour. The man in front of her was of no use to her in his
state.

‘Hamid, you
must go and get some sleep, and then go to the palace and find out
what they have done with the master. Do you understand me
Hamid?’

The man nodded
miserably, his weeping ceased.

‘Jomo,’ moaned
Aliyah, ‘is he dead?’

‘No.’ Hamid was
definite. ‘The Sultan’s men took both the master and Jomo from the
ship. They did not want to take the African, but Jomo would not
leave the master and insisted he went with him. That is all they
told me.’

Alijah threw
herself down full length on the floor, wailing piteously.

Luisa ignored
her. Hamid looked exhausted, but calmer.

‘Go and get
your rest, Hamid, and in the morning find out where exactly the
master is being held, then come straight back to me.’

He nodded
mutely, and wearily left the room, his footsteps dragging.

Luisa sat, her
chin in her hand, staring blindly ahead, seeing nothing. What could
she do? Go to the palace and beg an interview with the Sultan
Valide?

She got up,
and, taking no notice of Aliyah, paced the room. Of what notice
would the Sultan Valide take of her. Besides, the Sultan’s wishes
were paramount, and whatever he chose to do, he did, without the
approval of his mother. Her opinions or advice were of no
importance to the Sultan. The Grand Vizier Mehemet Pasha? She
shivered. He was just as much to be feared as the Sultan, and if it
was the Sultan’s soldiers who had taken Medjid, then what was the
use of appealing to the Grand Vizier.

But what had
Medjid done? Why had he been arrested, and taken in this way? He
had been so busy preparing his ship on the Sultan’s orders, and was
due to sail very soon. Would soldiers come to the house to arrest
her too? She moved over to the window and peeped through the
shutter. Outside everything was bathed in moonlight, peaceful and
serene.

It didn’t make
sense, but surely if she was in danger they would have come for her
long ago. She looked down at Aliyah who, though still crying,
appeared calmer.

‘Aliyah, get up
and dry your eyes. The master and Jomo are alive.’ I hope and pray
this is so, thought Luisa. ‘We must do all we can to secure their
freedom. Come, help me undress, and you get some rest too, for in
the morning we must go to the palace and plead for help from the
Sultan Valide. She has been friendly towards me and I am sure she
will help me all she can.’

Aliyah looked
up at her in wonderment. ‘Are you sure, mistress,’ she
whispered

Luisa was
anything but sure, but it was the only thing she could think of to
do. Whether the old Sultan Valide had any influence or not, was a
moot point, for there was nobody else in the whole of
Constantinople she could approach for help in a matter such as
this.

‘Yes,’ answered
Luisa with a firmness she did not entirely believe. ‘I’m sure this
whole thing is a complete misunderstanding and I wouldn’t be
surprised if, by the time we wake up, the master and Jomo are not
already home.’

Aliyah’s face
was etched with relief. ‘You really think so, mistress? Oh, I pray
to Allah that it may be so.’

‘Come, let us
retire,’ answered Luisa briskly as the girl rose to her feet.
Together they went in to the sleeping quarters, and Luisa undressed
and lay on the divan beneath the covers, while Aliyah lay on a
pallet on the floor at her feet. Soon the girl was snoring gently,
but Luisa lay wide awake, fighting a feeling of impending dread. In
her mind’s eye she feverishly planned the day ahead and her mission
to the palace to plead for Medjid.

 


* * *

 


Luisa awoke to
the touch of Aliyah gently tapping her arm.

‘What is it,
what has happened?’ Her mind felt as if it was enveloped in fog,
and the bright sunlight from the half-opened shutters pierced her
eyes and dazzled her, forcing her to shield them with the palm of
her hand.

‘Mistress,
Hamid has returned again from the palace.’

Looking at the
maid’s anxious face, Luisa sat bolt upright as all the previous
night’s tumultuous events came back to her.

‘Oh, Aliyah,
what time is it?’

‘Close on noon,
mistress. You were in such a deep sleep I didn’t disturb you until
Hamid’s return.’

Luisa swung off
the bed, feeling slightly dizzy. How could she have slept so long!
Her eyes became accustomed to the light, and quickly she moved over
to the cabinet where the scented rosewater in its bowl awaited her,
and began a hasty toilette.

Aliyah busied
herself getting her the clothes to wear, and sooner than she
thought possible she was ready. Aliyah gestured to the tray of
food, but Luisa waved it away.

‘I cannot eat,
I must see Hamid immediately to find out if he has learnt
anything.’

Together they
went through to the mabein, and there Hamid was waiting for them,
his normally good humoured face tired and strained.

‘Do you have
any news, Hamid?’ Luisa could tell immediately that whatever it
was, it wasn’t going to be good.

The man in
front of her nodded his head, eyes lowered.

‘Tell me,
Hamid.’ She hoped her voice didn’t betray the fear she felt.

‘I went back to
the palace and made some more inquiries. The master is being held
there at the command of the Grand Vizier for questioning.’ Hamid
looked beseechingly at her. ‘I paid bribes to the clerks,’ and he
lowered his voice, ‘who told me it was on the orders of the Highest
of the High.’

‘The Sultan!’
Luisa could hardly get the words out. ‘But why, what has the Pasha
done?’

Hamid lowered
his eyes again, and in a voice barely audible said, ‘Because the
master did not give the Highest of the High his prize when he
returned from his voyage as is commanded by the Sultan.’

Luisa was
stunned. ‘But Hamid he did! Of course he did. The master gave all
his cargo to the Grand Vizier’s clerks and officers as soon as he
arrived back in port.’ This she knew was true, as he dutifully did
with all the plunder from his pillaging of captured shipping. Why,
the only thing he hadn’t included when she had been taken prisoner
was her trousseau and the few jewels she possessed.

Of course!
Relief flooded through her. She had worn her Spanish clothes to the
Sultan Valide, on her visit to the palace harem, and they had been
admired.

‘It is alright,
Hamid.’ She smiled kindly at him. ‘I will take my trousseau and
jewels to the Grand Vizier. Medjid Pasha did not mean to disobey
the Sultan, he was not thinking clearly and overlooked to include
those things in the inventory. I am sure that they will realise it
was an oversight, and Medjid will be returned to us. After all,
Medjid Pasha is too good a captain for the Sultan’s navy to be kept
in disgrace because of such a trifle.’

Hamid looked at
her in amazement, his mouth open, as he tried to formulate words
that would not come.

‘There you
see,’ she added consolingly. ‘Aliyah and I will go and prepare the
articles for you to take to the palace immediately for the Grand
Vizier.’

‘Effendim, you
do not understand…’ Hamid put out his hands imploringly, and looked
directly at her. ‘It was not the jewels or trousseau the Sultan
wanted… it was you!’

Luisa was
struck speechless as they stood frozen by all that implied.

True, anything
taken by ships flying the flags of the Grande Porte, or the
Sultan’s navy, was without question the property of the Sultan, but
she had been vaguely aware that most ships’ captains paid the Grand
Vizier’s clerks bribes or tokens, and a blind eye was turned.
Medjid was sure to have done the same. But then he made the fateful
error of denying his Sultan what the All Highest most coveted.

Luisa sank down
on to the nearest seat and tried to think clearly. When she had
appeared at the palace to see the Sultan Valide she had been aware
of being watched. If the Sultan had wanted her, why had he not
acted sooner. She felt her flesh crawl at the thought. Besides, the
Sultan would only accept virgins, and she had been despoiled; and
then, thankfully, Medjid had made her an honest woman.

Was this then
just spite on the Sultan’s part, to make an example of Medjid, so
that other officers did not follow his example?

Despite her
fear, Luisa arose and decided there was only one thing she could
do.

‘Hamid, I will
go with you to the palace. We will take my things to present to the
Grand Vizier, and I will plead for an audience with the Sultan
Valide to beg for Medjid Pasha’s release. Come, Aliyah, we must
begin.’

‘Oh, Effendim,’
Hamid looked more worried than ever. ‘Do you think this is
wise?’

‘It is the only
thing we can do, Hamid. Be ready to leave in an hour.’

He nodded and
hurried off, while the two women returned to Luisa’s apartments
and, summoning several maids, started packing several chests with
her trousseau Luisa gathered her jewels together in a silver
box.

‘Mistress, you
must eat.’ Aliyah thrust a tray of food in front of her, and
reluctantly Luisa sat and picked at the food in a desultory
fashion.

All the while
the thought tormented her; why should the Sultan want her in
particular given that he had literally hundreds of women to satisfy
him? As well as his wives, there were the concubines and
odalisques, more than he could possibly take his pleasure of. He
had beautiful women of all nationalities presented to him as gifts
from his governors such as the Bey of Algiers, and emissaries from
all over the Ottoman empire. Others were trophies from conquests
and wars, while there were those sent as tributes from places as
distant as India, Mongolia, and even China.

Was it because
she was no longer a virgin and of no use to him that he would want
her sold publicly in the slave market, and her price in gold to go
into his coffers.

No, surely not.
Medjid was an honoured captain and would be forced to pay a fine,
if he hadn’t already done so, and would serve the Sultan with his
life, as he was already doing.

Luisa pushed
the tray with its remaining food away, and went and dressed for her
visit to the palace.

 


 



Chapter
Thirteen

 


The closed
carriage was stifling in the heat of the day, and Luisa could feel
a trickle of perspiration running down her chin beneath her
veil.

Hamid had
loaded the chests containing her trousseau, and sat opposite,
clutching the silver box with all her jewels. Aliyah sat beside
Luisa, her face inscrutable in the gloom.

Outside, it was
a brilliant day, though less crowded at this time, as the populace
rested inside their shops and houses to escape the soaring heat of
the first day of summer.

It seemed to
take an eternity to reach the palace, and as they went along the
harbour wall, Luisa peeped out through the curtains to see if she
could make out the ‘Kadin’ at berth, awaiting her master. As
usual, the harbour was seething with activity as ships of all types
plied their way through the calm blue water which mirrored the sky
above.

Luisa sighed,
remembering how jealous she had felt of Medjid’s ship and how it
would take him away from her, perhaps never to return. Now he was
imprisoned in the Sultan’s palace, and she would give all she
possessed for him to be free. Better that he sail away on the
‘Kadin’ for whatever fate had in store, than to be left
incarcerated in a stinking dungeon.

At the palace
gates, Hamid gave their names to the guards, and after some money
changed hands, they were allowed to enter and were escorted to the
Grand Vizier’s offices.

At the
entrance, Luisa announced firmly to the clerk on duty that she
wished to apply for an audience to see the Sultan Valide.’

The man looked
at her haughtily, and in a high pitched effeminate voice asked,
‘What business do you have with the Sultan Valide, Effendim, that
she would wish to see you?’

Luisa drew
herself up, and from above her veil, her eyes flashed at the
eunuch.

‘The Sultan
Valide has shown me friendship on my last two visits to her, and I
have something of importance to discuss with her.’

The clerk
looked her up and down, as if appraising the value of her clothes;
Luisa was thankful she had put on her finest apparel, in case she
was fortunate enough to be granted an audience.

He still
persisted. ‘What is it you wish to discuss with the Sultan Valide
that is so important?’

Luisa tossed
her head. ‘I do not discuss women’s business with you. How dare you
be so impertinent to a friend of the Sultan Valide, who has shown
me much favour. Why, if I tell her of your impudence…’

‘Pardon,
Effendim,’ and he bowed to her. ‘I do not mean to be rude, but we
have so many applicants begging for audiences…’

‘Then announce
me to her Chamberlain, and I assure you I will not speak of your
ill conduct to me, for I know that the Sultan Valide will see me
and the gifts I have brought her.’

The man looked
hard at her and said, ‘Very well, Effendim, I will see what can be
done.’ Then he turned and went into an inner sanctum.

Luisa turned to
Hamid. ‘I will try and see the Sultan Valide first, but if it is
not possible, then I will have to try the Grand Vizier.’

Hamid nodded in
agreement and Luisa sank down on an unoccupied bench, under the
gaze of two armed guards. She prayed fervently that the Sultan
Valide would receive her, as the very thought of meeting the Grand
Vizier filled her with dread, despite her brave words to Hamid.

An hour passed
by, then two. Luisa found herself struggling to stop dozing off in
the afternoon heat. Then the same clerk appeared before her,
accompanied by one of the harem’s royal eunuchs. Luisa leapt to her
feet.

‘Will the
Sultan Valide see me now?’

‘No, the Sultan
Valide is indisposed.’

Luisa’s heart
sank. She would have to try the Grand Vizier, terrifying thought
that it was.

As she opened
her mouth to speak, the clerk interrupted her, ‘The chief eunuch
would like to see you. Please follow this servant.’

Luisa looked at
Aliyah and Hamid.

‘No,’ said the
clerk sharply, ‘they stay here.’

‘But my gifts…’
Luisa indicated the chests, and took the silver box from Hamid.

‘The harem’s
eunuchs will bring them,’ answered the clerk, and turned on his
heel.

Luisa followed
the creature in front of her, fear reducing her to a state of
numbness.

So, once again
she had to confront the chief eunuch, the kislar aghasi, Ali Kazan
Benbur; the gross, intimidating creature she had seen on her
previous visits to the palace filled her with dread. Why would he
wish to see her? Of course, fool that she was, he would have been
informed of her arrival at the palace, and her request for an
audience, as he was informed of everything immediately concerned
with the Sultan’s harem.

As they entered
the passageway to the chief eunuch’s quarters, Luisa saw two
enormous guards outside a huge carved door of inlaid ivory. She
fought rising panic as the door swung suddenly open; there, seated
at the end of the room, was the chief eunuch, a cruel smile curling
his lips, his eyes probing her with indecent intensity.

 


* * *

 


Swallowing her
fear, Luisa walked forward, her head held high, while she tried to
still the trembling of her body. She kept her eyes demurely
lowered, so that when she neared the chief eunuch she could see
only the brilliant indigo blue hem of the robe that swathed his
bulk, and the gold slippers encasing his ridiculously small
feet.

His voice
reached her ears as smooth as oil on water.

‘To what
Effendim, do we owe the honour of your visit to the palace, without
a direct command from the Royal household?’

‘I have come to
beg the Sultan Valide to help me find my husband who has suddenly
disappeared.’ Luisa found her voice surprisingly loud, as it echoed
around the room.

With her eyes
still fixed on the ground, she felt his movement as he leant
forward to ask silkily, ‘And why do you think the Sultan Valide
would be able to help you with that?’

There was
silence, broken only by the cooing of caged lovebirds, that
caressed and kissed each other.

Time seemed to
stand still, as Luisa finally answered in a hushed voice, ‘I do not
really know, all powerful one. Except that the Sultan Valide has
shown me great kindness, and I have gifts for her…’ Luisa broke
off, tears welling in her eyes. For a moment she wondered if she
should prostrate herself at Ali Kazan Benbur’s feet, but instead
kept her head bowed in submission, and waited with a beating heart
until he spoke again.

‘Ah gifts…? All
gifts that come into the palace walls, though, are gifts for the
Sultan. It is he, who decides what becomes of those gifts…’ His
voice was the purr of a tiger.

Luisa stayed
silent, the lovebirds continued their cooing. She began to feel
dizzy, what if she should faint, right here at the chief eunuch’s
feet. She lifted her head and looked right into his eyes; they were
like tiny black pebbles in a yellow pond, surrounded by folds of
black flesh.

Hurriedly, she
dropped her gaze, and whispered humbly, ‘I am only an ignorant
foreigner, all powerful one, who does not yet understand your
customs. I submit to whatever you decree is the correct procedure,
and bow to your judgement.’

Again there was
silence as the seconds seemed to drag by.

‘Very well. You
may present your gifts, but the Sultan Valide is indisposed. You
will see the first Kadin.’

Luisa groaned
inwardly. Not the Sultan Valide! Instead, that sulky Greek girl
Rabia Gulnus!

Gripping the
silver box in her hands, she dropped a curtsy to the chief eunuch,
and caught a twisted smile curling his lips, as he clapped his
hands and muttered something unintelligible to a eunuch behind him.
His head encased in his cone-shaped hat, nodded vigorously, and
with a dismissive wave of his hand, Luisa knew the audience was
finished.

Following the
creature, Luisa was led through countless gilded chambers and
passageways until finally they arrived at what she could only
assume was the first Kadin’s apartments.

Sure enough, a
gaggle of women drew back as Luisa was led forward to where a woman
lying on a divan, with others grouped around her, was being read to
by an attendant. Other women of various races and ages were
involved in different occupations as diverse as dressing their hair
and sketching, to having their fortune told, while their slaves
offered them endless refreshments.

They all looked
up with frank curiosity as Luisa approached the first
Kadin.

Rabia Gulnus
gazed in astonishment as Luisa lowered her veil, salaamed, and then
curtsied, aware of the buzz of conversation around her from the
watching spectators.

‘Dear Madam,’
Luisa stumbled. What was the correct term of address for the first
Kadin? ‘Dear madam,’ she began again, ‘I bring these humble
gifts for the Sultan.’ Gracefully, she swept another curtsy and
placed the silver box on the floor. Out of the corner of her eye,
she saw that other eunuchs had brought in the chests, and they too
were lowered to the floor.

The Greek girl
looked puzzled, and asked, ‘Why have you brought these things to
me?’

Luisa took a
deep breath. ‘Dear Madam, the chief eunuch,Ali Kazan Benbar, said
that I should present these to you for the Sultan.’

Rabia Gulnus’s
eyes opened even wider in astonishment.

‘The chief
eunuch?’

‘Yes, madam. I
understand the Sultan Valide is indisposed and…’

‘Yes, yes.’
interrupted the first Kadin testily. ‘Let me see what you
have brought the Sultan.’

A maid scurried
forward and picked up the silver box and offered it to the
Kadin, who eagerly lifted out the jewels and examined them
with a connoisseur’s eye, before tossing the box aside on the
divan, and gesturing to open the chests.

There was
feverish excitement among the women as Luisa’s trousseau was
dragged out and examined, with exclamations of delight.

‘Madam,’ Luisa
began. ‘I beg of you, help me. My husband, the Medjid Pasha, has
gone missing, and I believe has been imprisoned.’ Luisa began to
weep and flung herself at the foot of the Kadin’s couch.

‘Your husband
is in prison? What has he done to offend the Sultan?’

‘I do not know,
madam,’ sobbed Luisa. ‘I implore you of your mercy and kindness to
help me, for I know that Medjid loves the Highest of the High more
than his own life and would never, never do anything to cause the
Sultan’s displeasure.’

Luisa gazed
imploringly at the Greek girl, who looked suddenly thoughtful.

‘I beg you
madam, if you can find out anything for me, I will be forever in
your debt. There has to be some mistake, I do assure you, as Medjid
would never do anything to cause offence, I promise you. I would
swear this with my life.’

‘Get up, get
up.’ The Kadin said crossly, and plucked with her fingers at
the fringe on her shawl.

Luisa staggered
to her feet, and as she did so her eye suddenly saw a flash of
light, like a diamond caught in a gleam of sunlight from behind the
latticed shutters that ran around the top balcony of the room.

She felt fear
grip her heart. Behind the screen there was the definite outline of
a bejewelled figure. It could only be the Sultan!

Only too aware
of her naked tear-stained face, Luisa turned her gaze to the
Kadin.

‘Return to your
home and if news of the Medjid Pasha can be found, you will be
informed. It is all in the hands of Allah.’ And Rabia Gulnus
shrugged her shoulders petulantly.

‘Oh, thank you
madam, thank you, thank you… Allah is merciful.’ Salaaming and
bowing, Luisa backed from the room.

Outside, Luisa
felt totally drained and miserable. What had she achieved? Would
the first Kadin even bother to make inquiries for her? But
would she need to? Luisa felt more positively than she had ever
felt in her entire life, that the figure behind the shutters was
the Sultan himself, the Padishah, so he already knew of her plight.
And as for Medjid…

Suddenly, out
of a doorway a woman appeared. For a moment Luisa could not place
her, and then she remembered Juana, the Spanish woman.

Luisa paused,
‘Why aren’t you…?’

‘Do not worry
mistress,’ Juana spoke haltingly in her native Spanish. ‘You have
friends…’ and vanished around a corner before Luisa could say
another word.

 


 



Chapter
Fourteen

 


That night
sleep eluded Luisa, her mind a vortex of disjointed recollections
of the day’s events and her visit to the palace. Nothing seemed to
make sense, and what had her countrywoman meant by her remark… ‘you
have friends.’

Was it just to
reassure her, a lonely frightened woman in a foreign land? Or did
it have a hidden meaning? Apart from the friends and neighbours of
Medjid, she had no friends. Certainly no one in a position to
intervene with the all powerful Sultan!

As morning
broke, Luisa could already feel the heat of the coming day as she
threw open the shutters to look out across the Bosporus shimmering
in the sunlight.

Aliyah was
unwell and tearful, so Luisa sent her to rest in her room, as she
picked at her food and thought disconsolately about what her next
move should be.

Suddenly
decisive, she sent for Hamid.

He stood before
her, his eyes anxious and wary.

‘Hamid, I must
go to the palace prison and try and see Medjid Pasha.’

An expression
of sheer horror showed on his face.

‘No, no,
Effendim! You cannot possibly do that. Women are not allowed to
enter the male prison.’

‘But what of
the wives and mothers of the prisoners? Surely the mercy of Allah
allows those poor unfortunate women to see their loved ones?’ Luisa
could not believe what she was hearing.

‘No, Effendim.’
Hamid shook his head sadly. ‘In the palace prison, no women are
ever allowed.’

‘Never?’ Luisa
was stunned.

‘Never,’
repeated Hamid firmly.

Luisa could
feel her blood rising and she rose to her feet. Why, the

inhumanity of
it all. She paced the room, and then turned to Hamid, who was
looking at her in apprehension.

‘So, only men
are allowed to visit the palace prison?’

‘Yes,
Effendim,’ answered Hamid hesitantly.

‘Then you will
visit Medjid Pasha in prison and take a youth with you,’ Luisa
announced triumphantly.

Hamid looked at
her in astonishment.

‘But what
youth, Effendim?’ he asked, puzzled.

‘Me.’

Luisa could not
help but smile as he looked aghast.

‘You must find
me some men’s clothes to wear. And if I tie my hair up and wear a
turban, who will even notice me. I will keep close to you and have
my head lowered.’ Seeing the look of incredulity on his face, she
plunged on. ‘Nobody will know, Hamid. Trust me, for I must see
Medjid Pasha, and I will be very, very careful.’

‘No, no.
Effendim, you can’t!’ he implored, wringing his hands in
anguish.

‘Yes I can,’
Luisa suddenly felt completely confident. ‘If you say only men are
allowed to visit the prison, why would anyone expect that the young
man with you was not someone’s son or brother.’

Hamid looked
doubtful. ‘I know, Effendim, but…’

‘Then say
nothing to anybody, and get me some clothes, quickly. If we go
again today, in the heat of the day, when it is quieter, surely we
can get into the prison and see the master,’ Luisa persisted.

‘Oh, Effendim,
I am fearful, but if you insist.’

‘I do,’ Luisa
was adamant. ‘Send Aliyah to me, get the clothes I need, and
remember, not a word to anyone.’

When Luisa
explained to Aliyah what she intended, the maid was no less shocked
than Hamid.

‘Oh, mistress,
do you know the risk you are running if you are discovered?’

Luisa preferred
not to think about that. ‘I will not be discovered, Aliyah. I
promise you, I will be very careful. Now, come and help me tie up
my hair so that I can wear it under a turban.’

While they made
preparations, the morning dragged by; eventually, Hamid appeared
with the clothing Luisa required. Aliyah assisted her as she put on
the shalver, or men’s trousers, which fortunately fitted her. The
coat was a bit big, but with her breasts bound, it was just as
well, as it disguised her female form. The boots they stuffed with
cloth, and Luisa practised walking, and decided they would do.
Finally, they secured the turban, and on inspecting her altered
appearance in the looking glass, Luisa decided that she could pass
as a good looking youth.

Hamid, though,
was not so sure. ‘Oh, Effendim, keep your face lowered whatever you
do, and keep this pomander up to your face.’

This was a good
ruse. The brass wrought pomander, stuffed with medicinal herbs and
spices to avoid the stench of the prison, hid much of her face when
she held it up to her nose.

Entering the
carriage in the heat of the afternoon, having crept silently from
the slumbering house, meant the street was empty of curious
passers-by. They seemed to arrive at the prison gates in no time at
all.

After the usual
formalities, and with Hamid having slipped money to the various
officials and guards, they were inside, much to Luisa’s relief. She
was amazed and relieved as to how casual it was; Hamid did all the
talking, and joked with the guards who took little or no notice of
her. A bored pock-marked guard led them down into the depths of the
prison, and Luisa was glad to keep the pomander up to her face to
counter the foul odours from the cells.

They stopped at
a door with a small, high. barred opening. Money changed hands yet
again, and the guard moved off into the shadows.

With a warning
flash of his eyes, Hamid signalled Luisa forward; standing on
tiptoe she peered into the darkness. She made out two figures, and
carefully she whispered, ‘Medjid, Medjid!’

There was a
movement and a figure rose and came towards the grille.

It was
Medjid!

He was pale,
unshaven, and even in the dim light, lit by burning rushes, he
looked tired and ill.

‘Oh Medjid, my
dearest, it is me, your habibi.’

‘I am dreaming.
Tell me I am dreaming!’ His voice was hoarse, and behind him
another figure stirred. It was Jomo.

‘No, my
beloved, it is me. But hush, tell me quickly what I must do! What
have you done? Why are you here? How can I get you out of
here?’

Suddenly she
was weeping. The sight of him shocked her so.

‘My dearest
one,’ he answered, ‘You should not be here. Believe me, I am kept
here in considerable comfort, compared to the rest of the wretched
prisoners. Do not worry, and please go home immediately. If it is
found that you are here, I cannot bear to think of it. My darling
go, go now, and do not worry, there are friends in high places who
will negotiate for my release. You must not be found here, whatever
happens. You are so brave, so brave to come here, to risk
everything, I cannot believe it.’ Tears were rolling down his
cheeks, as Luisa clung to the bars, while he desperately kissed her
fingers.

‘Oh Medjid, my
darling Medjid, what can I do! I have pleaded with the first
Kadin, and will go to the Grand Vizier if you think I
should.’

‘No, habibi. Do
nothing. Save yourself. Leave here at once, I beg of you.’

‘But what have
you done? Why are you here?’ She sobbed.

‘Not now,
Luisa. Not now,’ he whispered, as Jomo’s face, tired but happy at
seeing her, appeared behind him.

Hamid tugged
urgently at her arm. ‘We must leave. Now!’

Luisa was aware
of the guard reappearing out of the shadows, and hanging her head,
moved back from the door.

‘We are ready
now,’ said Hamid to the guard, and he blocked her with his body, as
the guard came up to take them back.

Trudging behind
Hamid as he made conversation with the guard, Luisa tried to
compose herself. At least Medjid was alive, and according to him,
not being badly treated. But why, why was he here?

When they
reached the top of the stairs into the daylight, they were suddenly
surrounded by guards.

‘What is the
meaning of this?’ spluttered Hamid.

‘You are wanted
for questioning by the Grand Vizier Mehemet Pasha,’ announced their
leader.

‘But whatever
for?’ Hamid could barely get the words out so great was his
terror.

‘Whoever
visited Medjid Pasha, was immediately to be taken to the Grand
Vizier for questioning,’ answered the guard grimly, ‘and that means
you.’

Utter despair
and helplessness engulfed Luisa as the palace guards encircled her
before she and Hamid were led away towards the presence of the most
feared man in the Ottoman Empire, the Grand Vizier.

 


 



Chapter
Fifteen

 


To her
astonishment Luisa found herself taken back to the courtyard where
Medjid’s coach was waiting. Climbing in, she turned to Hamid, who
was trembling with fear.

‘Oh mistress,
may Allah have mercy, on us,’ he whispered.

As the carriage
moved forward at a walking pace, Luisa could see it was surrounded
by guards. Bewildered, she turned to Hamid.

‘Where are we
going?’

‘The Grand
Vizier does not live in the palace. He has his own mansion close
by. The Sublime Porte, that is where we are going.’

Luisa was
silent, trying to get her thoughts in order. What did she know of
the Grand Vizier Mehemet Koprulu? Only that he was very old, eighty
when he became Grand Vizier. He had started life as a scullion in
the palace (saray) kitchens, the beginning of a remarkable career.
One of his first acts as Grand Vizier had been to hang three
thousand rebellious Janissaries, and thereby bring discipline to
the Janissary Corps.

His rule had
been cruel and severe, yet from what Medjid had told her, it had
brought riches to the Empire, and with it prosperity, law and
order.

What would he
think when she was brought before him, dressed as a youth! Her
cheeks burned with shame. It was no use trying to lie, that would
only make things worse. She would have to be honest, and humble
herself and plead, both for Medjid and the insidious position she
was now in.

Could an old
man in his eighties understand the passion and love of someone such
as herself? It seemed very doubtful; nor that any sympathy or
compassion would be shown.

Nevertheless,
it was her only chance. As the carriage entered the gates of the
Sublime Porte, she steeled herself for what awaited her, and sent a
silent prayer as she instinctively crossed herself, in the hope
that freedom and mercy might be forthcoming.

 


Luisa was swept
along by the Sultan’s guards into the palace; there the servants of
the Grand Vizier took over, and, wordlessly, she was escorted along
a vast hallway to an audience chamber . All the while she held the
pomander up to her face, feeling suddenly vulnerable in the
presence of so many men after keeping her face hidden for so
long.

At the end of
the room, seated behind an ornate ivory table, she espied a tiny
figure dressed in black. As she approached tremulously, she could
see it was a wizened up old man, pale and motionless, as if asleep.
Two pages stood alongside him, taking it in turns to fan him with
enormous ostrich fans.

Luisa’s eyes
fastened in awe on the enormous ruby, surrounded by diamonds, set
into his turban, and its twin, as big as a pigeon’s egg, on his
talon-like forefinger. Competing with this for magnificence, were
other rings, each studded with different precious stones.

As she stood
before him, his eyes suddenly opened, the pupils were rheumy and
yellowed, but the irises were raven black and predatory.

‘What do you
mean by visiting Medjid Pasha in the Sultan’s prison?’ The voice
was surprisingly strong for such a fragile figure.

‘Oh, Highness.’
For a moment Luisa wondered how she was supposed to address this
illustrious figure. ‘I beg of you to forgive me, but I was sick
with worry about my husband, Medjid Pasha.’ Here Luisa gulped, and
lifted her eyes to those of the Grand Vizier, before hastily
lowering them.

Stammering, she
continued, ‘I have had no word, and did not know what had happened
to him. He is my lord and master, who loves the Sultan and his
country with all his heart. Why he should be imprisoned? I do not
understand, as no one could be more loyal or true than Medjid.’

Luisa began to
weep even as she risked a peep at the impassive old man before
her.

The silence
seemed never ending. She stifled her sobs, all the while keeping
the pomander in front of her face.

There was an
audible sigh from the Grand Vizier, Mehemet Pasha, and he began to
drum his fingers on his desk top.

‘Well Spanish
woman, have you no shame, to disguise yourself as a man, and appear
in public with your face exposed to the world?’ His voice was a
hiss, as he leaned forward in his chair.

Luisa flung
herself to the ground. ‘I beg forgiveness if I have offended, but I
did not know what else to do. I love Medjid, and as a good wife I
would suffer with him, if I must, but I have to know what crime he
has committed, or how he has offended the Highest of the High. If
any shame has occurred it has been mine,’ she added in a more
spirited voice.

Lifting her
head, Luisa looked directly at him, ‘I have had to resort to this
masquerade in order to try and see my husband, to find out what he
has done that has caused this.’

Aware that she
may have said too much, Luisa lowered her eyes and looked at the
floor, only inches away.

‘Get up, get
up!’ Mehemet Pasha demanded testily. ‘Return to your home at once,
and do not appear in public again until you have permission. Do you
understand me?’

Hamid was
suddenly at her side as she struggled to her feet.

‘Yes, yes, oh
great one,’ Hamid answered, bowing and scraping, hauling her back
by the elbow. ‘The Effendim shall do as you instruct, and will stay
indoors as you wish. This, I promise on Allah, and my mother’s
life.’

All the while
they were backing out of the room, as with a wave of his hand the
Grand Vizier dismissed them, before collapsing back into his chair,
leaving the pages to anxiously bend over him.

Then they were
out into the dusk, and into the carriage.

A distressed
Luisa turned to Hamid. ‘But what of Medjid Pasha? We have got no
further and I still don’t know what he is in prison for, and what
will become of him.’ She began to weep again.

Miserably,
Hamid turned to her. ‘Effendim, at least we are free. The Grand
Vizier would never have let us return home if things were that bad.
We must do as he says, and all may be revealed to us. At least we
know the Effendi is alive. I feel certain that there has been a
mistake and that the Effendi will be returned to us safe and
well.’

His face took
on a more cheerful aspect as he said this, and Luisa wiped her
eyes. There was much truth in what Hamid said, and with a wan smile
she nodded her head, and thought I must trust what he says, for he
knows the way things work here. I am still a stranger, she said to
herself bitterly; the Spanish woman, as the Grand Vizier called me,
not the Medjid Pasha’s lawful wife.

Hamid looked
anxiously at her, and Luisa forced a smile, but in her heart she
was just as confused as when she had set out hours earlier to
search for Medjid.

 


* * *

 


Luisa arrived
home, frustrated and tired in the early twilight, with the stars
beginning to sprinkle across the inky sky. As Hamid rushed ahead of
her, shooing the curious servants away, Luisa made her way to her
own apartment, accompanied by an anxious Aliyah.

She felt dirty
and despoiled by the day’s events, and the malodour of the Sultan’s
prison seemed to cling to her. Quickly, Aliyah helped her to
disrobe of the male attire.

‘Hot water. I
must wash!’

Aliyah scurried
off as Luisa put on a silk robe and walked to the window to look at
the now star-filled sky.

Poor, poor,
Medjid, immured in his prison cell with no glimpse of the sun or
sky, or moon by night. How he, who loved the outdoors with the feel
of the sea beneath his feet and the sun and wind in his face, must
hate that airless reeking dungeon where he was now confined.

With a sob, she
bowed her head as Aliyah and the maids brought in the steaming jugs
of water for her to wash. Aliyah assisted her, scrubbing furiously,
eyes wide open as Luisa told her of her visit to the prison.

‘Oh, Allah is
praised,’ the maid sobbed. ‘They are alive, that is all that
matters.’

‘Yes, they are
alive. But for how long?’ Then seeing Aliyah’s crestfallen face,
Luisa quickly added, ‘Yes, you are right. I’m sure if there was
anything that was really bad, they would not be kept in such
reasonable conditions.’

This was true.
Bad as it had been, Luisa knew from the gossip in the market place
and from what Medjid had told her, that they were not being badly
treated; the lowest form of criminals were kept chained to the
walls in conditions akin to a cesspit.

Throughout the
night, Luisa tossed and turned, prayed and wept, until dawn broke
to the imperative cry of the muezzin. At last, exhausted, she slept
until the heat of the day crept through the shutters into her room
to awaken her.

All day she
listlessly wandered around. The Grand Vizier had forbidden her to
appear in public, so she was now a prisoner in her house. What else
could she do to help Medjid? Send another petition to the Sultan
begging for clemency? A thousand thoughts crowded her mind, each
more outrageous than the next, until, emotionally drained, she
flung herself on her bed in giving way to black despair.

And so the
summer days passed with agonising slowness until one morning, Luisa
was awoken by noises from the outer rooms. Aliyah, her figure
swollen with her pregnancy, appeared at her side.

‘Mistress,
mistress, Hamid must see you at once,’ she breathed, excitedly.

Luisa leapt
from the bed, and grabbed a robe. ‘Has he had news? Is Medjid
safe?’

Without waiting
for answers, she rushed to the anteroom where Hamid, his face
alight, was waiting.

‘Hamid, what is
it, what has happened?’

‘Effendim, the
Grand Vizier is dead.’

For a moment,
Luisa and Hamid stood rivetted in total silence as the signifigance
of his news sank in.

The most
powerful man in the Empire, some even whispered more powerful than
the Sultan himself, was dead. That frail old man, whose name was
whispered in fear, whom she had seen only ten days ago, was no
more.

What effect
would this have on Medjid? Automatically, she crossed herself. Who
could she turn to now?

A hush seemed
to fall over the city as Constantinople braced itself for news of
what the young Sultan would do. At least this time the janissaries
were quiet, and there was no uprising when the funeral, of the man
who had served as Grand Vizier, was held with due pomp and
ceremony.

Mehemet Pasha
had only been Grand Vizier for the last five years, but according
to rumour mongers, he had been the power behind most of the
influential decisions made by his predecessors. These included,
initially, giving in to the demands of the janissaries before
taking terrible retribution against them when the time was ripe, as
well as hanging thirty highly placed but corrupt government and
palace officials.

Once again it
was Hamid who brought the news. ‘The Sultan has proclaimed that
Pasha Mehemet’s son, Fazil Ahmet Pasha, shall succeed his father as
Grand Vizier,’ he announced triumphantly. ‘He is the learned one,
and said to be just and fair. Perhaps we can now try again to free
the Effendi.’

‘Oh yes, yes.
Of course we must. If what you say is true, perhaps there is now
hope we can get Pasha Medjid released, and Jomo too,’ Luisa added
quickly, seeing the stricken look on Aliyah’s face.

The death of
Mehemet Pasha possibly changed everything. Surely there was no
valid reason why she should not go out in public again and make a
submission to the new Grand Vizier. But how should she go about it?
Should she write to him rather than apply to him in person? No, he
was a younger man, said to be tolerant and unbiased, according to
Hamid. Maybe with her youth and beauty she could appeal to his
better feelings, as a wife pleading for her husband. A stranger in
a foreign land, who had embraced its customs and religion. Yes,
this was the way to approach the problem. But if only she knew what
had led to Medjid’s imprisonment.

Somehow she
could not believe it was just because she had not been delivered to
the Sultan as a prize of war. No, it must be much more serious than
that. Why, she had been living peacefully in Constantinople for a
year now without any trouble, why on earth would Mejdid suddenly be
taken now?

Her head began
to throb with the beginning of a headache, and she determined to
temporarily thrust the worry from her mind.

Together with
Aliyah she went to her room to decide what she should wear, and to
plan how she should go about it.

A commotion
outside caused her to stop. The noise increased and she went to the
window to see a crowd gathered outside the doors, and amongst them,
distinctive in their uniform, a band of palace guards!

Luisa felt
faint. What now? Was she to be arrested? Aliyah gripped her hand,
her face expressing her own fear. The noise of shouting and wailing
was now coming from inside the house, and suddenly the door flew
open, and there, pale, gaunt, dirty and dishevelled, but with a
smile stretching from ear to ear, stood . . . Medjid!

 


 



Chapter
Sixteen

 


‘Habibi!’ He
held out his arms, and Luisa flew across the room to him. ‘No, no,’
he cried as she tried to cling to him, to kiss him, laughing and
crying at the same time.

‘I must bathe,
Luisa, I am filthy, and have lice, and Allah alone knows what other
pestilence from the Sultan’s dungeon.’

‘I don’t care,’
she wailed as she tried to embrace him, though the prison smell of
him assailed her senses; reluctantly she pulled back, their
fingertips just touching.

‘I had to see
you now that I have been released, my dove. But let me go and bathe
and I will return as soon as I can.’

Behind him she
could see Hamid, his face wreathed in smiles, and the rest of the
household servants, but not Jomo.

As if reading
her thoughts he spoke again. ‘Jomo is here with me. At this moment
he is being made presentable again to be reunited with his
wife.’

With a sob,
Aliyah, flung herself at his feet, and then scrambled up clumsily
to rush past him and go to the servants quarters in search of her
husband.

Waving the
curious house servants away, Medjid headed off to bathe, and Luisa,
in a daze, went back to sink trembling onto the divan.

It all seemed
like a dream. A wonderful dream now that Medjid was home again. But
how had it come about? Oh, if only he would hurry, as she longed
for him to take her in his arms.

Leaping up, she
rushed over to the looking glass, to see her excited face, eyes
sparkling, cheeks flushed. looking back at her.

She must
change! Aliyah! No, she would be with Jomo, and Luisa knew she
could not disturb the maid at this time. Quickly, she disrobed,
rubbed perfume on her skin, slipped on a sky blue silk robe,
brushed her hair, and for a brief moment thought with regret of her
lack of jewels. But what were they compared to Medjid!

Quickly
stuffing her used clothes in a chest out of sight, Luisa was
pleased with how she had managed to array herself so successfully
without Aliyah’s help.

Admittedly,
Turkish dress was simplicity itself after the complexity of her
Spanish costumes. Still, as looked again at her reflection, she
could not help but be delighted.

Oh, my
goodness! Her hand flew to her mouth, as she ran to the door
calling for Hamid. What was she thinking of! Medjid must be
starving!

‘Food, Hamid,’
she called as he appeared puffing from his exertion, ‘Pasha Medjid
must be ravenous. Bring food as quickly as you can.’

‘It is being
done as we speak mistress,’ he panted. ‘The cook is preparing his
favourite dishes now.’

Luisa relaxed
visibly and smiled her appreciation. ‘We will eat in my apartment
Hamid, so when it is ready bring it here.’

‘Yes,
Effendim.’ He trotted off back towards the kitchens, and Luisa
settled back impatiently to await Medjid’s reappearance.

 


* * *

At last he
appeared, freshly washed and shaved, in his house robes, and she
ran and kissed him passionately as soon as he was in the room.

‘Oh, my habibi,
I have missed you so much, so very much.’ he murmured, as she clung
tightly to him, feeling his male hardness pressing against her,
through the silk.

The door was
flung open behind them, and a grinning Hamid entered, followed by
maids bearing trays of food, and cooling drinks.

Reluctantly,
Luisa disengaged herself and made Medjid sit down while she served
him his favourite dishes, which he eagerly wolfed down.

Watching him,
Luisa noticed how thin and pale he was. But his eyes brightened
with each offering she made him, and finally, after the iced
sherberts, he groaned, ‘ Enough, janoum, or I shall not be able to
move, ever again.’

Luisa smiled,
‘Oh, yes you will my beloved, for I have missed you too, but for
the moment, I want you all to myself, right here.’

He slipped his
arm around her waist, and tried to draw her to him, but she
resisted saying, ‘No Medjid!. Wait. Please tell me what happened to
you, why were you arrested and taken to the Sultan’s prison?’

He looked
pensive and the laughter went out of his eyes, and he gave a great
sigh.

‘Please Medjid,
surely you can tell me,’ and she snuggled closer.

His pleasure at
being released and reunited with Luisa now left his voice. ‘I
committed a grave offence to the Sultan.’

‘But what
offence, my dear one,’ curiosity alive in her face.

‘Why, my taking
you, Luisa! My desire for you overcame all my scruples and training
in my service of the Sultan. Keeping you for my own, and then
marrying you, was an act of treason against the Highest of the
High. As a young virgin, you should have been kept in confinement
and presented to the Sultan on my return home.

‘Instead, I
ravished you, and learnt to love you, so I could never give you up.
The Sultan’s, or the Grand Vizier’s spies soon found out, and when
you went to the palace the Sultan saw you and was furious that I
had deprived him of you.’

He paused, to
gaze into her eyes. ‘As you were no longer a virgin, he could not
take you into his harem, and worse still, we were wed, husband and
wife, according to the Koran, and he could not part us. However, if
I was to die,’ Medjid shrugged his shoulders, ‘who knows what the
young Sultan might do.’

Luisa shivered
involuntarily. ‘Never say that, my darling. For if you died, I
would want to die with you.’ And she wrapped her arms around him.
‘But how did you manage to get free?’

‘That was
because of the new Grand Vizier. Some years ago, I helped Fazil
Ahmet Pasha when he was in trouble with his father. It all seems so
trivial now, but Fazil is an honest man, and just. By bribing the
guards I got a message to him, and he was working on my behalf when
his father died. How he convinced the Sultan to release me I do not
yet know, but I will be forever in his debt.’

‘Oh Medjid, you
must be careful, but I am so grateful to the new Grand Vizier that
I would go and thank him myself.’

‘No, my dove. I
will do that. For the moment you are going nowhere except to my
bed, for I can wait no longer,’ and he rose, lifting her in his
arms, and strode to the bedroom, where they made love until the
moon rose over the Bosporus, and the stars began twinkling in the
indigo sky.

 


* * *

 


If Luisa had
imagined that Medjid’s release from prison would mean that they
would be able to enjoy the delights of a second honeymoon, she was
to be rudely mistaken.

As she awoke
she was aware that she was once again alone, and it was Aliyah,
while attending to her toilette, who informed her of Medjid’s
whereabouts.

‘He has gone
with Jomo to wait on the Grand Vizier, to express his thanks for
his freedom, and to see what orders await him.’

Luisa was vexed
that Medjid had not told her he was going immediately to the new
Grand Vizier, and scowled into the looking glass as Aliyah kept
steadily brushing her hair.

‘Suppose he
doesn’t come back? Imagine if the Grand Vizier changes his mind for
some reason, or the Sultan does, what will…?’

‘Nonsense,
mistress, the master has been freed and of course will return to
us. We must be patient, as the Grand Vizier has many petitioners
from all over the Empire, so we may not see him until the end of
the day.’ Luisa was secretly amused at her maid’s adamant tone.

‘Yes, yes of
course. You are right, but still.’ Luisa didn’t finish her
sentence. Let her fears be hers alone. Instead, she went over to
the window, to view Constantinople shimmering in the heat, its
skyline dominated by the domes and minarets of the many mosques.
Above the cacophony of city sounds rose the sound of a fire truck;
the smell of smoke in the air told her that it was attending one of
the innumerable fires that were always occurring due to most of the
city’s houses being built of wood.

She
instinctively crossed herself for the safety of those in peril, as
fire was one of the things she most dreaded. If a capricious wind
should suddenly get up, often whole streets were reduced to ashes,
usually with horrific casualties. It was particularly bad in the
winter months when an upset brazier could set a tinder dry house
ablaze in seconds.

Drawing the
veil across her lower face, she leaned out and to the east where
she could see the pall of smoke. The direction meant that at least,
her own household was safe.

‘Well, wait we
must then.’ Only now did Luisa understand that fickleness and
fatalism underpinned this vast diverse empire. Breaking through
this sombre train of thought, Luisa decided on second thoughts,
that Aliyah’s conviction needed moderating, and as she brooded on
this her eyes were suddenly attracted to the activity on the
harbour as barges and feluccas carrying the Royal insignia came
into view.

‘Why, it is a
Royal procession, look at all the ships.’

Aliyah joined
her at the window. ‘It is the Sultan, mistress. The Court is moving
to Adrianople where it will be cooler, and the Highest of the High
can indulge in his passion for hunting. They would have gone long
before now, but the old Grand Vizier’s death and other troublesome
business, have kept them here longer than usual.’

Seeing Luisa
looking curiously at her, Aliyah added defensively, ‘Well, that’s
what the gossip in the market-place says.’

Luisa looked
again at the convoy of vessels heading down the Bosporus and knew
that Aliyah was indeed telling the truth. There had been reports of
an outbreak of fever in the city, and with the summer heat at its
highest, it made good sense to move the court to the cooler summer
residence at Adrianople.

Late in the
afternoon, Medjid returned home. Luisa, still drowsy from her
siesta, rose up from the divan to sleepily welcome him.

‘Oh, Medjid,
why did you not wake me this morning to tell me where you were
going? I have been so worried.’

He gathered her
in his arms and held her tenderly.

‘My habibi, you
were sleeping so peacefully, I did not have the heart to wake
you.’

‘Well, I wish
you had,’ and she nestled happily against him. ‘Did you see the
Grand Vizier?’

‘Yes, I
did.’

Luisa drew back
her head to look at him intently.

‘You thanked
him for your freedom?’

Medjid nodded
his head, caressing her lovingly.

She opened her
eyes wide. ‘And you are forgiven, and now free to serve the Sultan
again?’

‘Yes, my
dove.’

‘Oh, that is
good news,’ and she kissed him rapturously.

He returned the
kiss with an ardour so fervent that Luisa tried reluctantly to hold
him at bay.

‘Not now my
lord, it is still daylight.’

‘All the better
my love so I can see you in all your glory,’ he breathed.

‘Oh, Medjid,
whatever will I do with you.’

‘Have no fear
beloved,’ he smiled hungrily, ‘I will show you.’

And he did.

* * *

 


Afterwards they
dozed in a state of lazy disarray, oblivious to the sun going down
in a fiery ball and the air becoming slightly cooler as a breeze
sprang up from over the harbour.

Luisa could
hear distant sounds from inside the house and outside as traffic
passed by their window.

Medjid rolled
over on his stomach and looked at her.

‘Luisa,
although the Sultan has forgiven me, I am still in disgrace.’
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