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PART I




1



Lisbon, Portugal

1542 A.D

José

 

He may well have been the happiest orphan in the world. He closed his eyes for a moment, lifted his chin towards the sun, and for the very last time in his lit, basked in the warmth and radiance of his innocence.

José observed his aunt Doña Antonia, an aging aristocrat who’d taken him in as her own. She’d raised him alongside her daughter Reyna since infancy. In his eighteen years of life, she was the only mother he’d ever known.

Doña Antonia the Widow was looking out at Lisbon from the hilltop pavilion of the royal compound. Her expression was drawn as the Queen spoke, with eyes narrowed and lips stitched into a neat line.

“Your daughter would make a fine wife to my cousin, Alfonso of Aragon. I thought we would discuss the matter.”

Doña Antonia swallowed a knot rising in her throat. “I am honored.” She turned towards José. Her blue eyes flashed like a bucket of ice water flung in his direction.

“Yes. The match was thought up by my brother-in-law, the Emperor. It’s an honor that he should have involved himself in such a trivial matter.”

“Reyna is very young for marriage,” Doña Antonia replied. “I know my nephew agrees.” She swept a long grey curl away from her eyes.

José nodded, although he knew very well that his opinion was meaningless. He was brought along on this day for a show of male guardianship. His brilliant, widowed aunt would make her own decisions. He was simply there to lend a degree of finality, a touch of masculine determination her husband would have provided had he been alive.

José turned and let his eyes fall on Reyna in the distance. She was standing by a tall hedge, her fingers grazing the trim bushes in the garden. His cousin had just turned seventeen, old enough to marry by anyone’s standards.

“I’m afraid she is too young.” Doña Antonia reached for the diamond filigree cross hanging around her neck. “Just a skinny little thing, hardly a woman. You may want to consider someone older…”

“She will be older,” the Queen said. “Next year she’ll be turning eighteen, then nineteen. I’d wager the year after that twenty. I’ve yet to meet anyone who grew younger by the year.”

Doña Antonia said nothing.

A moment passed with only the sound of the Queen’s quiet, steady breaths swaying like a pendulum in a clock. The Queen grappled with a strand of carnelian prayer beads and said, “The Emperor has made up his mind about this. He hasn’t been known to accept no for an answer.” She pursed her lips and bore her gaze into Doña Antonia. “With that in mind, do take some time to consider it. I’m sure you’ll come to the right decision on your own and there will be no more unpleasantness.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.”

“You’ll go ahead and sort out any financial considerations, such as your late husband’s fortune, your daughter’s inheritance, and what other trifling matters might need be sorted. At the end of a month’s time, we expect to officially receive word of your acceptance of the match.”

José was not at all surprised that the royal family saw it within their interests to align themselves with the widow and her fortune. It was rumored that expensive wars and overseas expeditions were not nearly as lucrative as the Emperor had hoped. The royal family now had to contend with an embarrassingly tenuous financial situation. By marrying Reyna to a distant cousin under their command, they could easily come to control her vast inheritance. Some measure of control over the estate could greatly alleviate much of their burden. For this reason, the royal family’s interest in a marriage of convenience did not surprise him. What did surprise him was his aunt’s reluctance to such a mutually advantageous union. Any other mother would be thrilled.

“Then it’s settled,” José spoke up. “In a month’s time we’ll send word with our decision. I should go find Reyna.” He stood and kissed the Queen’s outstretched hand, then looked up and held his boyish stare a little too long so that her wrinkled countenance turned noticeably red. He turned to his aunt and met her scowl with the same devilish grin he had offered up to the Queen before heading along a pebbled path to the royal gardens.

“Reyna!” he called out from the maze of shrubbery that concealed him. “Cousin, where are you?” He walked through a tunnel of pink and white roses in the cool air of lean shadows. Suddenly he was jolted by two hands fastened tight upon his shoulders. He turned about quickly and wrestled his assailant to the ground.

“I frightened you!” Reyna’s eyes sparkled with mischief. She struggled to get up as he pinned her shoulders down.

“Frightened me?” His heart was pounding in his chest. “That would be like a lamb frightening a lion.”

Her long hair fell away from her tilted face like a stream of spilt wine against the green moss. She laughed fiendishly.

“Your mother’s right!” he continued as he tossed back a few wisps of his long, dark hair. “You’re not ready to marry. I pity the fool they’ve chosen for you!”

“What are you talking about?” she said, her body suddenly still.

“The Prince can barely mount his horse! I’ve no idea how he’ll be able to tame the likes of you.”

“Cousin, tell me?” She struggled once more to free herself from his hold.

“Get up.” He grabbed her by the wrist and lifted her from the ground. “Before they see you and change their minds completely.”

She suddenly turned serious. “What’s happened?”

He smiled mischievously then dropped his voice. “Just moments ago, the Queen proposed a match.”

“And?” Reyna suddenly became very alert.

“Naturally, your mother is being difficult.”

With hands clapped toward the sky she mumbled under her breath. “Heavenly Father, give me the strength to overcome the seven-headed beast whose womb you chose to send me out—”

“Reyna!” He glared down at her.

“I’m not really surprised.” She shrugged casually. “She doesn’t want me to marry. Not now, not ever. She’d prefer I grow old alone and die bitter. That’s the route she’s heading for.”

“No.” José took his cousin by the arms and quieted her with his eyes. “That won’t happen to you.”

“Will you be arranging my marriage then? You’re worse than she is.”

“Cousin, stop.”

“Well you did turn her against my last two suitors, did you not?”

“Antonio Agostinho Lopez De Susa? He was practically a midget with wings for ears! He could have taken flight at any given moment. I should think you would have thanked me for intervening.”

“I quite liked him.”

“If he were standing just so, and the winds picked up to just the right speed…”

“He was a perfect gentleman.”

“Perfectly dimwitted.”

“I thought he was handsome.”

“Uglier than a monkey’s rear!”

“Lower your voice.”

“Personally, I don’t see why any of us must marry at all. I think we’re doing just fine how things stand.”

“The Bachelor, The Widow, and the Spinster. What a fine household we three make!”

“Stop these theatrics, Reyna. If you want to marry, you’ll marry. I’ll make sure of it.”

“And how will you make sure of it? You’ll be spending the winter entertaining Prince William in the Netherlands, or have you forgotten?”

“Don’t remind me. The boy is duller than dirt. I don’t know how I got through it last year.”

“Apparently you got through it quite splendidly!”

“Is that what they say?”

“Enjoyed yourself like a dancing dwarf, so they say.”

“They say a lot, don’t they?”

“Your reputation precedes you, dear Cousin.”

“Reyna, you know how it is. I wish I could stay here with you and Tia.”

“Do you?”

“Of course I do. But that’s not really an option, is it?”

“I suppose not.”

“Now about this wedding talk.” He clapped his hands together. “I’ll speak to your mother. I know I can talk some sense into her.”

“You’re so ugly when you lie.” She turned then walked away through the tall hedges.

He watched as she strutted away then called after her, “And you’re lovely when you’re angry!” He stood in the garden and for the first time, seriously questioned why his aunt had not yet accepted one of a number of proposals. There was no shortage of fine young men pursuing Reyna. They came to the villa often to request her hand in marriage. Some came from Lisbon, others from the fringes of the countryside. There were Spanish dukes and city aristocrats. Germanic counts and French noblemen would boast of vast palaces and fortunes abroad. They persisted until Doña Antonia’s tone turned nasty and she’d send them away with a tongue-lashing. A dozen men with wounded egos would recount to their peers that the Widow Doña Antonia Mendez had simply gone mad.

 

The road downhill was steep and the carriage threatened to give way as it maneuvered down the winding trail home. Beyond the small window, a picturesque scene of tall leafy palms and jumbled city dwellings grew nearer. “The Emperor has proposed a match.” Doña Antonia did not bother to look at her daughter as she spoke.

José and Reyna’s eyes met momentarily before she leaned forward and addressed her mother. “What was your response?”

“I said nothing.” The widow patted down the moisture on her neck. It was a hot afternoon in August and the scent of musk filled the dark carriage. “But I am disinclined to accept the proposal.” She kept her eyes at the window as Reyna fell back into the plush, burgundy bench cushion.

Reyna turned to José and shot him a pleading look with her big brown eyes.

“Tia,” he said sternly. “You should be very pleased. A royal prince will make a fine husband for Reyna.”

Doña Antonia rolled her eyes at this.

“Tia! She wants to marry, and in case you’ve forgotten, you’ve not much choice in the matter. You’re to give your approval in a month’s time.”

“Is that so?”

“It seems to be the case.”

“It was merely a request.”

“It was merely a direct order handed down to you by your Queen.”

“Suddenly so serious?”

“Only idiots and jesters wouldn’t take this seriously.”

“I think I’d prefer the jester. Sounds like more fun.”

“I’m sure it won’t make a difference, dear Aunt. Fools of all sorts have been known to end up with heads rolling. And what a large head it is too.”

“Stop it. Both of you.” Reyna interrupted. “I can’t put up with one more minute of this incessant barking.”

José failed to hold back an inverted grin. A moment passed before it infected both Reyna and his aunt with a kind of contagious laughter that simmered quietly for a moment before boiling over. They all three laughed until the heat of exhaustion overtook them.

The afternoon was quiet, with only the sound of trotting hooves and the occasional whinny of the stallions as they made their way home beneath the scorching sun. A low rumbling sounded from the town square. The noise grew louder until the carriage, having just turned a corner, was sucked into the folds of a drunken mob. The carriage came to an abrupt stop. José pushed aside the curtains to see what was happening. The charioteer had dismounted from his place and was elbowing his way through the crowd towards the carriage door. “Señora!” He removed his hat and tilted his head. “We must wait for the crowd to disperse. It’s impossible to move on.”

“José, What do you see?” Reyna sat forward and looked out the window. When her gaze caught the horrific scene beyond, she gasped, then backed away slowly.

There in the town square, hordes had gathered to witness a public execution.

“Swine! Heretics,” a filthy man raged. He turned and faced José directly. His eyes shone with a glint of madness. “Kill the pigs!” The vein in his neck bulged as he spat out the words.

In the courtyard, a public execution of the city’s unrepentant Jews was taking place. Tied to wooden beams, six condemned heretics wriggled obscenely while the flames of the Inquisition danced about their roasting flesh.

Inquisition guards stood smugly surrounded by fresh-faced district officials. José blinked in horror. His body temperature started to rise. His shirt began to cling to the sweat beads making their way down the length of his chest.

His eyes fell upon one of the condemned.

Her black tresses fell about her face and dusted the length of her waist and hips. As she cried out for mercy, tears and sweat ran down her cheeks and over her gaping mouth. Her body twisted like a caged beast while they set her legs on fire. For a split second, her wide eyes locked with his and when they did, a jolt of agony ripped through him.

“Don’t look at them!” Doña Antonia commanded. She grabbed hold of José’s collar and examined his pupils, one at a time, pulling back his lids for closer inspection. “The damage is done,” she whispered.

His eyes searched the carriage for some trap door that could transport him away from this nightmare.

Reyna was crying now, her head buried in her palms and her hunched shoulders trembling.

“We are witnesses,” he said after a long moment. “We cannot look away.”

José forced himself to turn back towards the crimes being committed. There were women he did not recognize. Old and young, none were spared. There were skinny young men in tattered clothes engulfed in flames that rose from glowing bundles of dry wheat secured by hemp chords tied around their ankles.

Just as the heat had become nearly unbearable, a wild fury overtook him. “Stop!” José lunged towards the carriage door. “Stop at once!” he shouted again before Doña Antonia leapt forward and grabbed the drenched fabric of his shirt with her bejeweled fingers.

“Sit down!” Doña Antonia pushed him back against the bench. Her knowing glare frightened him to stillness. A moment of silence passed in the carriage before she spoke. “Do not raise your voice again. You will get us all killed!”

His knees began to tremble as he sat in his place. “We have to do something.” He covered his face and shook his head in disbelief.

“Tell them who you are,” Reyna said suddenly. “They’ll listen to you, Mother. Make them stop!”

José took his aunt by the wrist and opened the carriage door. “You must end this!”

“There’s nothing we can do!” She yanked her arm free of his grip only to have him reach out and grab her even more forcefully.

“You have to speak up. Tell them you have just come from the Queen. Tell them who you are! You can stop this!” He kicked open the carriage door and dragged her to the street below.

Above the barbaric cheers, the determined voice of the Inquisitor General announced the names and sins of the condemned. The stench of roasting flesh crept through every pore of his being. José squinted to shield his eyes from the char and dust and dirt. The ashes of the condemned were tossed about in the wind. “Do something!”

Doña Antonia folded to the ground collapsing into sobs. A dirty shoe kicked her in the gut as the stampeding crowd unwittingly began to trample her. José shoved them aside and gathered his aunt in his arms.

He stood there in the center of the piazza, his aunt in his arms and the stench of charred bone suffocating him. In the corner of his eye, flames danced and whole bodies cried for mercy. He turned his gaze upward as though trying to escape into an empty swatch of sky. Could it be the same sky he had gazed upon earlier that morning? All he saw was smoke. All he felt was pain. With his head tilted towards the heavens he let out a long, piercing cry. For just a moment, he had silenced the world.

Without warning, they were then swept away by the violent mob like twigs in a river’s current. José held onto his aunt so tightly, he nearly suffocated her. “Don’t let go,” he told himself over and over again as they were pushed and prodded along. He tried his best to shield her from being smashed and smacked by elbows and knees and boots. He dropped her at least once but managed to lift her back up quickly. Eventually, they were spat out at the far corner of the piazza.

She was choking for air when they finally emerged from the mob. He laid her on the earth a safe distance from the crowd. She pulled him close and nearly poured the words into his ears. “We are them!” She was sobbing so heavily, he was not sure he heard her correctly.

“What do you mean, Tia?” He shook her when she did not answer. “I don’t understand you.”

Her tears fell against the dirt and moistened the parched earth as she tried to speak. “Your parents did not die of the fever.”

“What?” He was more baffled than ever before.

“We are them!” she cried out angrily.

“No.” He nearly choked. “No.” Was she just being cruel with her words? He could not decipher what kind of tale this would be. In his periphery, he could see the podium where the victims were still screaming, still alive. “No.” He shook his head as though the forceful, sweeping motion might be enough to sweep away the reality. “It can’t be!”

Her words came as gently as the tears that were now streaming down his cheeks. “They were Jews.” She squeezed his hand as the world he knew came crashing down. She tried to lift her head but fell back against the earth. “I am a Jew,” she added quietly.

He gazed at his aunt not quite believing the words that were coming out of her mouth. “But you are a respected, Catholic noblewoman!”

She took his hand in her own, closed her eyes, then shook her head limply. “Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t,” she whispered.

In that moment, he realized the dire situation they faced. His parents had been secret Jews. His aunt was one too. If she was discovered, they could all be executed. He reached out and let his fingers clasp the diamond cross that lay flat against her chest. His thoughts turned to the parents he never knew. He squeezed his eyes and felt his hands tighten around the warm metal. The smell of fire filled his mind. The fog of smoke clouded all his memories. Suddenly, he heard a snap. Upon opening his eyes, he discovered that he had ripped the thing from around his aunt’s neck. A bright red scratch showed against the side of Doña Antonia’s neck where the chain had come apart. He squeezed the cross in his palm until his flesh turned raw. 

 

Soon, all was burnt to ashes and the last screams were silenced. Doña Antonia sat up, her lace dress muddied and her hair matted with sweat and dirt. “You are the Señor of the house now,” she said quietly.

He looked down at his hands. They’d never seemed this big before. He turned the cross about in his palm, looked up and nodded.

They sat not speaking for some time before José lifted his aunt in his arms and made his way back to the carriage.
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That evening, Doña Antonia and José sat in the candlelit parlor of their home not uttering a word to one another. A thousand thoughts and sights and sounds were careening through him. The tilted axis of his mind was spinning beyond control. In this devastated chaos, he was silent. He searched for words but found only the fury of screams.

The wood floor-panels creaked and José turned to find Reyna standing in the doorway. Her smooth hair fell loose to her elbows, two dark rivers glistening against her cotton night-dress. She stepped forward and moved across the parlor barefoot then sat beside José. Taking his hand in her own, she frowned although her intent had been to offer a smile.

A warm breeze wafted through the open shutters and José turned his gaze to the dark sea beyond. Outside, the moonlit waves crashed against the rocks and splashed up towards the billowing canopies spraying the elevated marble pavilion with salt and sea and sand. “All my life, I believed a fever had taken my parents’ lives.” He began after some time. “I can’t pretend today didn’t happen. I know what I saw.”

Doña Antonia closed her eyes. The room was quiet except for the faint tick of the grand old clock and the quiet thrashing of the sea. They all three waited quietly and knowingly.

Doña Antonia’s eyes darted throughout the room as she assessed her surroundings. She examined the clock. It was several hours past midnight and though the staff had long ago been dismissed and were sleeping soundly in their quarters, there was still a lurking sense that the walls had ears.

It took some time. The hands on the clock inched forward with steady determination. Moments passed like lifetimes—violently, steadily, silently.

But time did pass. And then, quite suddenly, she spoke. Doña Antonia’s words came in an eerie flood of pulsating sound. They were hushed words that traveled in baritone waves, boldly masculine, without the cowardice of whispers. Like a small tremor, her words rippled throughout the room.

“We were given the option to convert or leave the country.” Doña Antonia turned to her daughter. “Your father was so sick, he would have never survived the journey.” After a long, deep breath, she continued. “There was nowhere to go anyhow. Europe is no place for Jews.” She shrugged pathetically, then looked over to José. “They came for your parents.”

José’s eyes narrowed as he tried to tap into memories passed.

“You were just an infant,” she continued gently. “Of course you don’t remember.” Her eyes seemed to retreat into some dark, faraway memory. “They wanted to make an example—” She froze mid-thought. “Your parents refused to convert.” The words came cautiously as though treading through a dimly lit place in her mind. “They took them, and they were gone.” Her fingertips made their way to her temples. “We had the two of you to think of, so we converted. I chose to give up my religion, but to give up my faith,” she looked at her daughter, then back at José. “That was not a choice I have ever had.” She waited for either of them to respond. When they didn’t, she turned her attention to Reyna. “I was young and alone when your father died, raising two small children on my own. I did what any mother would. I professed to be a worshiper of Christ. I donated huge sums of money to the church and to the Queen and soon fell under her protection. She took it upon herself to guide me in my new life as a devoted, Catholic noblewoman, and in return the donations never stopped. In my heart, I have never forgotten who I am. Reyna, you must understand that my reluctance surrounding your marriage was never a matter of age.”

Reyna’s eyes wandered around the room as though examining the parlor for the first time. “It was a matter of faith…” Her voice trailed off as she finished her mother’s thought. Reyna blinked slowly, as though the weight of her lids had become a burden. “It’s been a long day,” she said quietly, then stood from her place. “I’m very tired.” The hem of her white gown hovered just above the floor as she glided away, quiet as a ghost.

“My parents died for something,” José said once her silhouette had disappeared into the dark corridor. “They chose their faith over me. They chose this faith over their own lives. And for what? I want to learn.”

Doña Antonia frowned then shook her head. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Better die standing than to die kneeling.”

“Careful, niño. Your tongue runs faster than your wit.”

“I need to know why they left me.” His voice began to crack and Doña Antonia was still for a moment.

“The risks are too great.”

“Then why do you choose to live this way?”

“I never had a choice.”

“This is the life you chose!”

“You fool, you don’t choose your faith. Your faith chooses you.”

“I want to learn.”

“No!” She rose to her feet.

“I’m not here to ask your permission.” He stood and was suddenly towering over her. “Only your blessing.”

Doña Antonia scoffed. “I am your guardian and I will decide what’s best for you.”

“No,” José leaned forward. “I am the Señor of the house.” His voice was calm and cool. “I will decide.” For once, the widow was stunned to silence. José pulled her into his embrace.

“I am the Señor of this house,” he repeated quietly.

She pulled away and looked into his eyes as though peering into the future. “You’re a fool,” she whispered.

“Then you’ll have it arranged?”

“I suppose I must.” She shrugged. “You are the man of the house.”

 

Several days had passed since the issue of faith had been raised in the Mendez household. José took his breakfast on the terrace while reading the latest book he had acquired, a translated edition of Kitab al-Manazir, The Book of Optics. It was blasphemous. It was wondrous. Could it be possible that light traveled at a particular speed? Alhazen, the 10th century Arabic philosopher thought so. If it were true, the implications would be staggering. As he sat contemplating the possibilities, an elderly man with a hunchback and a trim grey beard approached with a stack of books in his arms.

“I’m your new Latin tutor.”

“What happened to Don Miguel?”

The man shrugged. “I do not know Don Miguel.” He clutched his books as a moment of silence passed between them. The old man began to back away. “I see you were not expecting me.”

“No,” José said. The two were silent for a moment before José bid him farewell in Latin.

The old man’s blue eyes darted about in confusion. He shifted from one foot to the other then turned away hurriedly.

“Wait,” José called out. He was puzzled that the man did not speak a word of Latin. “Did my aunt send for you?”

The elderly man hesitated.

José gestured for him to sit. “Join me.”

Don Carlos did not reply but placed his books on the ground and quietly sat down.

“Please, eat something.”

Don Carlos picked up a bread roll and took a courtesy bite. “I’m not here to teach you Latin.”

José downed the remainder of his tea and returned his glass to its coaster. He turned the glass around and watched the sun’s rays glisten off the crystal surface. Their eyes met and exchanged a knowing look. “I figured as much.” José leaned forward. “I was hoping you could teach me something far more valuable.”

The man nodded slowly. He slid a leather book across the table towards José. “Do not open this until later tonight when you are sure all the household is sleeping.”

 

Over the next few weeks, Don Carlos and José met each morning on the pavilion. Don Carlos brought books with binders indicating the study of Virgil, the collected works of Julius Caesar and the first century historian, Tacitus, but beneath the false book covers lay a secret world of ancient Hebrew texts, beginning with Portuguese translations of the Old Testament. José plowed through them in a matter of weeks, approaching his studies methodically, studying for hours each day, searching, always searching. José was on a mission.

Dark circles formed beneath his eyes and his once robust frame began to wither. José was losing weight and losing sleep. Don Carlos began to grow concerned about his new pupil. “Why are you doing this?” Don Carlos asked one day.

José laid down a recently completed volume of the Prophets. “Another,” he instructed Don Carlos without bothering to answer his question. Don Carlos returned to their next lesson with volumes of the Mishna and Gemara translated from Ancient Hebrew and Aramaic.

“My boy, why are you doing this?” he tried for the second time.

José did not bother looking up. “I can’t stop.” His voice was raspy as his eyes moved along the words of the text.

“José!” Don Carlos brought his fist down hard causing the table to shake.

Startled, José looked up. He could feel his eyes burning, glazed and bloodshot. “I can’t stop,” he repeated himself. “I need to know why my parents left me.”

Soon he was delving into metaphysics and once again, astronomy, through the mystical teachings of the Zohar. Never before had his mind operated on so many different planes simultaneously. It was as if Kabbalah was a language stored in his memory before birth and the process of learning was merely an exercise in recollection.

 

One dark night, he walked along the beach with Reyna by his side. He took her hand and they lay out on the cool sand beneath the stars.

“What if one of the servants discovers your books and reports you?” Her voice was serious, even angry. “You don’t need to do this.”

“Of course I need to do this.” He was disappointed she did not understand.

“It’s not too late to go back to the way it was.”

“Go back?”

“Yes. Burn your books. Forget all this.”

“Can you do that? Can you forget what you saw? Can you really pretend that nothing’s changed?”

She folded her eyes away from view.

“People are being massacred. My people, your people. I need to know what they’re dying for.” He shook his head. “I think I’m starting to understand.”

“What is it?”

José thought it over. “It’s something I wouldn’t let anyone take away from me. I can’t explain it.”

“Try.”

He shook his head. “I can’t teach it to you any more than I can teach you the feel of this sand…” His voice trailed off. “You have to touch it, to ever know it.”

She sat up and caressed the sand in her fingers. “I don’t care about any of it. I just don’t want to lose my best friend.” They sat quietly for a few moments.

“See that.” José pointed towards a cluster of stars that took the form of an archer and his bow. “Do you see?” he said still pointing.

Her eyes scanned the night sky.

“I’m not sure they are actually there,” he explained.

“But they’re so bright?”

“They only appear that way. Those stars burned out long ago. It took some time for the light to reach us.”

When she didn’t reply, he tried to explain further. “What you see is their legacy. It’s what’s left behind.”

Her eyes scanned the bright sky.

“There is something real. Something true,” he continued. “It never fades. It never dies. It keeps giving even when it’s gone.”

She twisted her body towards him and rested her cheek on the cool sand. “I won’t lose you?” Even in the darkness, her eyes glistened brightly.

“Never.”

For a time, the sound of crashing waves filled the silent lull between them. Then, they slept undisturbed until they awoke at sunrise to the cries of seagulls. They hurried home and returned to their beds with sand in their pockets and the taste of the sea in their mouths.

 

In the morning, a messenger arrived with a scroll of parchment secured by the dagger in his belt. It was a month to the day since Doña Antonia had been called to the palace to discuss the matter of Reyna’s marriage. “The King and Queen request that you relay your blessing upon the betrothal of your daughter, Doña Reyna Mendez to Prince Alfonso of Aragon, cousin to the Emperor.” He handed her a gilded mirror encrusted with rubies, diamonds, and pearls. “A gift from her Majesty as a token of her affection. I take it I may relay your blessing to the King and Queen?”

Doña Antonia swallowed the knot rising in her throat and tried to quiet the tremble in her voice as she spoke. “With great sadness, I am forced to decline this proposition, with all due respect to the King and Queen. We cannot let our blood mix with that of the holiest of Christendom. That would be a sin in itself. We are common people, of no importance. We could not bring honor to the royal family any more than a candle could bring light to the sun. Our place in this world is at the feet of her Highness, as loving and loyal servants, but we dare not try to rise above our station. For such ambition is not favorable in the eyes of the Lord.” She did not wait for a response, but turned from the messenger and hurried up the steps with her skirt bunched up in her fists.

She made her way into the grand foyer and rang the servants’ bell. An elderly maid appeared just moments later. “Find Reyna and José and tell them I’d like an audience with them in my study.”

José observed his aunt from the upper landing of the grand mahogany stairwell. She gathered the hem of her skirt and hurried into her study. He followed and watched as she sat, then stood, then sat again, then paced for a time before realizing he was standing before her.

A moment later, Reyna arrived, an occurrence that seemed to startle Doña Antonia.

“Sit down,” she instructed the two of them. She continued pacing, though her voice was calm and cool.

“You’ll both pack a small bag. Only essentials. Whatever you may need for a short journey.”

“Where are we going?” Reyna sounded worried.

“There’s no time to explain.” Doña Antonia was resolute. “Now pack up your things. It’s all been planned.” She turned to José. “Are you hearing me?”

José held out a small sack before him. “I’ve been prepared for some time.”

Doña Antonia blinked incredulously.

“They’re coming for everything.” Doña Antonia continued pacing. “If it can’t be through marriage it will be through confiscation.” She looked up. “I’ve been transferring our assets overseas for some time. I thought it might come to this.” She rang the servants’ bell and instructed her maidservant Isabel to gather the household. It took only a few moments before the entire domestic staff was gathered before her.

Doña Antonia began by doling out a small fortune in gold ducats to each one of them. “Some of you may have realized something is amiss in this household. Leave Lisbon for a while if you can. Return to your families in the countryside. You are no longer safe here. I trust you will keep anything you may have heard to yourselves. I want to thank you for your loyalty.” She paused for a moment, then dismissed the stunned staff.

Once they had gone, she turned her gaze toward the sea. For the past two days, people were flocking to the shore to have a look at an enormous, beached whale. Onlookers stood about tossing water from buckets over his mammoth frame. His narrow, black eye was glazed over with fear. Doña Antonia prayed the tide would sweep the majestic beast away, back into the luminous dark from which he had emerged. She prayed, though she knew her prayer was in vain.

That evening, King James and Queen Catharine ordered Doña Antonia’s house raided. Doña Antonia, José, and Reyna lodged at the edge of town under false names while the authorities stormed up the marble stairs leading up to the grand villa. They broke down the door to discover absolute stillness, the house in perfect order, not a soul in sight. They scoured all four wings of the mansion.

Outside, a young soldier was holding a glowing torch when he heard his heel click against some type of unnatural element. He crouched low to the ground and swept away some loose strands of grass and dirt with his free hand. Beneath that small mound of fresh, cool earth, he discovered a hidden door manned with an iron lock from a jailer’s dungeon. He shouted out to his superiors, “Over this way!”

They smashed the lock and descended the stone stairs to the damp, subterranean lair. Amidst sprouting mushrooms and festering mold, beneath the flickering glow of their outstretched torches, they discovered scores of Hebrew scrolls. High-piled heaps of prayer books, a spectacular menorah of solid gold, prayer shawls, countless Torah’s scrolls, and within an innocuous wooden crate, a broken mirror encrusted with rubies, diamonds, and pearls.
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With the help of the Jewish Underground, Doña Antonia managed to arrange the escape of her family. They were smuggled out of Portugal en route to Spain. From there, they met with a band of persecuted Gypsies. The leader was happy to take them into his flock for a few ducats as the caravan fled east towards Italy to escape Spanish persecution.

Doña Antonia looked about the filthy tent they shared with a young couple and their baby. Soiled diapers were piled high in a corner and the room smelled putrid. This was the only space available in the crowded caravan. “In spite of our surroundings, we will keep our self-respect.” She picked up a small heap of clothing. “I’m going out to wash our linens.”

“Tia, no.” José held out his arm to block her. “We’ve been warned that the Papal authority has gotten wind of our arrival. Best to stay indoors until we move on from Ancona.”

“I won’t live like this.” She pushed his arm aside. “Reyna, have this place tidy when I get back.”

Several minutes had passed when Reyna stopped sweeping and looked up at José. “Do you hear that?”

José froze for a moment then made his way towards the tent’s entrance. He stood with his ear pressed to the outside world. Suddenly, he could hear the screams of women and the shouting of what he could only imagine to be soldiers.

“Quickly, give me your finger.” José turned to Reyna.

“What’s happening?”

“The authorities! They must know we’re here. They’re raiding the camp.” He took hold of her hand and withdrew his dagger.

“What are you doing?”

He said nothing, but made a small slit along her fingertip with the tip of the blade as she winced in pain. José then did the same to his own finger. “Look up,” he instructed a bewildered Reyna. Her eyes were glazed over. She was filthy and exhausted. He spread the blood from his fingertips across her cheeks, nose and forehead.

“José?” Her voice was raspy as she spoke.

“I’m darkening your skin. You should appear to be Roma when they find you.” He continued to blot the blood across her face until she appeared noticeably darker.

He quickly did the same to his own face while the commotion outside their tent grew louder. Mothers and babies were crying as the authorities stormed the tents, one at a time.

Suddenly, a hulk of a man burst into their tent wielding an enormous bludgeon in one hand and a sword in the other. The red-haired man grimaced at Reyna and José, took one look at their Roma complexion and stormed out as violently and suddenly as he had burst in.

Reyna let out a deep gasp and could not catch her breath. José tried to calm her. “You’re all right.” He tried to sound convincing.

When the raid had ended, José and Reyna emerged from their tent to discover a cloudless blue sky overhead. There was absolute stillness throughout the tent village. They made their way to a deserted washboard. Doña Antonia’s lace collar was on the ground muddied with large boot prints. She’d been out for no more than five minutes when the soldiers spotted and arrested her.

José and Reyna were silent for some time. They reached out, wrapping themselves around each other, separated only by silence, bonded by wordlessness. He took her by the hand and led her through the makeshift corridors of the camp.

 

Taking shelter in dodgy inns of forgotten city quarters, they changed their hideouts frequently, moving from one rat-infested lodging to another. The inns they patronized housed the city’s cripples and drunks, but they would not take any chances in more upscale lodging. Ancona was on alert for two runaway Jews.

José met with one of the resistance fighters in the tavern of a whorehouse where no Inquisition clergy would dare risk being spotted.

The Spaniard arrived, his face sunken back beneath the shadows of his hooded cape. He looked over his shoulder before pulling the hood back with his long, pale fingers. He had chiseled features and a sharp, pointed chin. His long, ebony hair fell forward masking much of his face from view. He was one of hundreds of crypto Jews in the resistance network.

“We’ve been tracking your escape,” the man said as he pulled up a bar stool.

José looked up incredulously.

“You seem surprised.”

“I don’t understand. How did you even…”

“Your aunt has been funding the underground movement for some time.”

“My aunt? But—”

“Her continued involvement has been a key component to our operations. Naturally, we’ve kept an eye on her.”

“I never suspected…” his voice trailed off.

“She hid it well from both you and Reyna.”

José’ furrowed his brow but said nothing.

“You mustn’t be upset. The less you knew, the safer you were. The safer we all were.”

“What happens now?”

“Her cover’s been blown. They’re most likely interrogating her at this very moment.”

“What sort of interrogation?”

“We believe she can withstand the pressure.”

“Pressure?”

“José, our people are loyal. The last time one of our men was caught, he chewed off his own tongue, so afraid he was he might name names…”

“My G-d,” José gasped.

“You have to understand, your aunt’s whole life has been dedicated to the cause.”

José blinked back tears. “Why did she stay? Why not carry on with the mission from a distance, somewhere safe! Somewhere where they couldn’t reach her?”

“She stayed for them.”

“Them?”

“The others. The ones without means. She used her money to fund the movement, to bribe officials and district authorities to release prisoners and turn a blind eye at the border. We tried often to get her to leave but she was so stubborn. She was convinced her efforts wouldn’t be as effective if she wasn’t on the ground overseeing things.”

“Were there many?”

“Many?”

“Victims. Escapees. Whatever you call them.”

“I stopped counting long ago.”

“All this time…” José’s voice trailed off.

“I believe she would have stayed in Portugal if she could, but she was forced out. A marriage between the prince and Reyna would have allotted the royal family control over your family’s wealth. It would have been impossible for the mission to continue.”

“What do we do now?” José asked. Life as a fugitive was taking its toll. He hadn’t slept in days. Tormented by visions of his aunt being tortured in ways he could not imagine, in the dungeons of a prison he did not know, for the first time in his life he felt completely helpless.

The Spaniard withdrew a weathered map from his satchel, unfolded it and placed it before José. He tapped his finger on a narrow strip of land nestled between the Black sea and the Aegean.

“That’s where you’re to go, Istanbul. The capital city of the Ottoman Empire.”

“Istanbul? But why?”

“Because there you will be free. Free to practice your religion and free to plan your aunt’s rescue. We have an agent there waiting. He and your aunt had been working together to bring the refugees out of Iberia. I’m told he has strong ties to the Sultan.”

“You’re told? Do you mean to say you’ve never met this man? What if it’s a trap?”

“You’ll have to trust me.”

José scoffed. “I haven’t much of a choice, do I?”

“You have no choice.”

“My aunt is imprisoned here. I can’t just leave.” He shook his head in disbelief. “No, I won’t. We won’t….not until we’re all together again.”

“You’re not safe here.” He lowered his raspy voice to a whisper. “Get out now.”

“But my aunt—”

“The Sultan is your only hope.” The Spaniard’s eyes darted around the room.

“We can’t just leave her—”

“Think of the girl. You are her guardian now. They’ll have the two of you strung up in quarters if you’re caught. Listen carefully. Disguise yourselves. Board the ferry at sunrise. You’ll keep your mouth shut and your ears open if you know what’s good for you.”

“Now wait just a minute—”

“Our agent will come to collect you in Istanbul once you arrive.”

“I need some time.”

“Every uniformed man for miles is out right now looking to hunt you down for a fat bounty. They’ll be here in the morning asking after a young Portuguese traveler. With your smooth skin and foreign tongue, how long do you think it will take them to track you down?”

José swallowed hard.

“Do as I say.” The Spaniard tapped Istanbul on the map then folded it back into a neat square and returned it to his sack. “Leave.” He pulled the dark hood back over his head and gathered his belongings. “You’re out of time.”

 

Guards on alert for Reyna and José were stationed all along the periphery of the city. At the harbor, they were approached by district authorities demanding to know what their travel purposes were.

“My wife and I are missionaries,” José explained to a rotund young man with dopey eyes and thick brows. He handed the officer the forged identity papers.

“Have you heard of the Mendez children?”

“I have not.” José felt a knot form at the base of his throat.

“Jews. They’re on the run. You two fit the description quite nicely.”

“I assure you we are not Jews.” He laughed, worrying that perhaps he’d laughed a little too loud. José tried to steady his pounding heart as the officer looked over their forged documents. The man squinted as though something didn’t look right.

A shrill whistle sounded quite suddenly and José seized the opportunity.

“Officer, we really should make that ferry. I’m afraid it’s going to leave in just a few moments.”

The whistle sounded once more. The young guard twitched nervously then pulled the hood down from over Don José’s head. He frisked his fingers through José’s long dark curls. Assured that José did not possess horns or the stubs that indicated their removal, he ushered them onto the boat.

“Hurry you both!”

With that, Don José pulled the dark hood of his cloak back over his head and hurried up the wooden planks with Reyna by his side. They boarded Le Grand Marie, an enormous vessel much like the ones Ferdinand and Isabella sent to explore the new world. Thick ropes and netting soared overhead, along with the canopy of four enormous sails bloating out from tall masts rising from the deck like planted spears piercing the heavens. Boys as young as eight or nine hustled by with splashing buckets and tall mops. Muscular deckhands and bronzed sailors tugged and tied their ropes in accordance with the will of the winds. They cranked their wheels and hollered orders beneath the sweaty glow of their sun-kissed complexions.

They were ushered to their shared quarters, a musty cabin in the lower deck of the ship’s hull fashioned with endless rows of wooden barracks for the hundreds of passengers on board. Outfitted with stained and rancid mattresses, they slept with linen cloths over their mouths to avoid the fevers that at week’s end had spread to countless passengers. They could not risk staying in the upper deck cabins where they might be recognized by diplomats and noblemen lodging in luxurious quarters and socializing in first class dining quarters.

While the sweltering conditions in the lower cabin were nearly intolerable, Reyna and José spent most of the journey holed up there among the sick and elderly and sealed cargo boxes. With the fiery image of the public burning still vivid in her mind, Reyna thrashed in her sleep and cried out in terror as flames enveloped the dark corners of her mind. Her body was drenched in sweat and smoldered with the heat of her nightmares as José tried to shake her awake.

By the time the fevers had claimed two lives below deck, the threat of disease outweighed the threat of recognition. Reyna and José made their way up to the open air of the upper deck.

There, priests and diplomats relished the salty sprays brought aboard by easterly gusts. Reyna closed her eyes and let the hard winds assault her cheeks and ravage her hair. Eavesdropping upon the conversations of first class lodgers, they discovered that the family scandal served the gossip needs of nearly all the bored aristocrats and wealthy merchants on deck. The men smoked rolled bundles of dried tobacco, a trendy new pastime amongst Europe’s upper class that had been brought back from the New World by Portuguese sailors and explorers of the day.

“If it’s good enough for our dear lady Catherine de Medici, it’s good enough for me!” explained a portly young merchant as a cloud of smoke escaped his lips.

“Mind if I have a try?” José asked the big man with the cigars.

“Not at all!” He flashed a toothy grin then stretched out a wooden box full of cigars for José to choose one.

José brought a cigar to his lips and kissed it with gusto. “Bless you, Captain Chris.”

“Chris?” The man took José’s cigar and lit it from his own, transferring a soft orange glow to the tip of José’s cigar.

“Surely you’ve heard of the fellow?” José took a drag and enjoyed it from the very first puff. “An Italian sailor by the name of Columbus.”

“Name doesn’t ring a bell. Should it?”

José shrugged. “I suppose we can’t all make it into the history books.”

They leaned over the edge of the deck flicking ash into the sea below. “That your wife there?” The man gestured towards Reyna as he sucked in smoke to his cheeks.

José nodded. Then, he turned to Reyna and in the most honest moment of their three-week pretense as husband and wife, enveloped her in a kiss so passionate, violent and stubborn, she tore herself away and stumbled as she did.

“Newlyweds!” The man laughed wholeheartedly. “Good luck to you both!” He tossed his cigar overboard leaving Reyna and José alone on the south side of the deck.

That night, their minds raced with thoughts they’d never dared to entertain before. They lay in the barrack beside one another, bodies crushed by a gaping space between them. At some point during those long sleepless hours, she reached out and pulled his arm over her body so that they lay like spoons.
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At the dock, a handsome old man with a trim grey beard approached José and Reyna. He smiled, exposing a row of perfectly aligned teeth as bright and spotless as the long white tunic and turban he wore. “You must be the Mendez children?” he asked in near perfect Spanish.

Having taken such pains to hide his identity for the past few weeks, José stood speechless.

“It’s all right, you are on Ottoman territory now,” the man said. “No one will harm you here.”

“We can’t thank you enough, Señor?”

“Hamon,” the man said. “Doctor Moses Hamon, personal physician to the Sultan. I am also Jewish.” The man explained. “Here you are free to follow whatever faith you choose. You’re a citizen of the Ottoman empire now.” He looked over Reyna.

Despite her matted hair and the drab frock she wore to conceal her identity, her brown eyes glistened against her flushed complexion.

“You are more beautiful than your mother promised.”

José and Reyna exchanged a bewildered glance.

“I am also from Iberia,” he continued as he led them towards the carriage. “Granada to be exact. My family fled the year of the edict. We came to Istanbul. I’ve been working for the Sultan for many decades now.”

“I’m sorry, Doctor, but how did you manage to find us?” Reyna said.

“I’ve been exchanging letters with your mother for many years now. She’d been planning an escape for quite some time. Over the years, she’s funneled her assets here little by little. She’d always planned to come to Istanbul.”

“Doctor Hamon,” José cut in. “Have you had any word of our aunt? Of her condition?”

“I have good news,” the doctor said. “The Sultan is insisting she be released. Preparations are in motion as we speak. I expect the authorities in Ancona will give her up in the next day or so. The Pope won’t risk going up against the Sultan. My goodness, the girl looks as though she is going to faint…Come! You’ve had a long journey.” He took Reyna’s hand and helped her mount the step leading into a chariot manned by two muscular Africans. “You’ll be taken to your temporary quarters in Ortakoy,” he continued. “A full staff awaits you there and is prepared to attend to all your needs.”

“We cannot thank you enough,” said José.

“Just get some rest,” the doctor replied. “In the morning, you’ll be presented to the Sultan. Now, I’ll excuse myself. I have some business to attend to back at the palace.”

Reyna reached for the doctor’s hand and bowed to kiss the large emerald on his finger.

“Please don’t thank me.” He reached for her dirty cheek. “It’s only natural. Why shouldn’t I help if I can?”

“Not everyone would.”

“I am a close personal friend of the Sultan. He would do almost anything to help any member of my family.”

“Family?” Reyna questioned.

“Well, it’s only a matter of months at this point.”

Stunned, Reyna and José said nothing.

“Why, hasn’t your aunt told you?”

“She has not,” José replied frostily.

“I’m sure she intended to tell you both. Reyna is promised to my eldest son. I thought you both knew. It’s been agreed upon for many years now. A thousand apologies. I can see you are exhausted from your journey. I won’t keep you a moment longer. Welcome to Istanbul!”

 

Neither José nor Reyna uttered a word as the carriage made its way beneath the Cyprus trees, along the hilly streets of Istanbul. At every turn, glistening domes and spiked minarets thrust skyward from mosques throughout the city. They passed tall, wooden houses with latticed windows and breezy, second-story patios overlooking narrow alleys and vaulted walkways.

Finally, they arrived at a small stucco villa nestled up against the edge of the Bosphorus River. Pink, red, and blue wild flowers blossomed from shrubs all about the secluded property. Without a word, they retired to separate quarters, where they were stripped of their tattered rags and bathed in lavender scented water. At sundown, they dined in separate quarters, over fresh fish and steamed vegetables served on silver trays by their handsome attendants. That evening, they both lay awake, tossing and turning in the plush pillows and silken fabrics lining their beds. For weeks, they had slept side by side. He’d grown accustomed to her soft body tucked against his torso. She’d grown accustomed to the warmth of his breath on the nape of her neck. Until this night, they’d slept upon thin mattresses stationed in cramped barracks smelling of must and perspiration.

In bedchambers situated at opposite ends of the villa, Reyna and José lay awake that night, each wondering what the other was thinking. They worried the same worries and longed the same longings, to be tucked away side by side like spoons, in the musty hull of a stinking merchant ship.

 

In the morning, José was escorted through the winding streets of Istanbul past the enormous mosque to the gates of the Topkapi. The palace was situated on a bulging peninsula overlooking the place where the Marmara Sea met the Golden Horn. Unlike the grand, singular structures of European palaces in Portugal and Spain, the Sultan’s residence was more of a fortified city, a labyrinth of covered pavilions, disparate quarters and conjoined apartments.

The carriage passed a majestic Byzantine church before making its way through the imperial gates into the first courtyard. The vaulted passage of the Gates of Salutation was an intimidating structure, with two watch towers separated by crenel tips that shown like pitchfork spikes along the horizon. José passed through these gates as though he were walking into the lion’s den. He closed his eyes and when he emerged from the dark shadows, he was standing in the midst of a plush green paradise, where prancing peacocks poked their heads up from the grass, and gazelles grazed the low shrubs blossoming with blue and pink hydrangea. A few yards further, they passed through the Gates of Felicity, leading to the chamber where the Sultan was waiting to receive him.

José smoothed down the burgundy caftan that Moses Hamon had given him as he walked through the azure-tiled sanctuary. At the far end of the room beneath a gilt canopy, Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent sat on his jewel-studded throne. José was led across four enormous oriental carpets before he finally found himself kneeling at the heels of the Sultan.

Sultan Suleiman Khan, the tenth sultan descended from Osman, had been named for the wise ruler of Judea, King Solomon. It was said that in greatness, he had surpassed his namesake. He wore an enormous cloak secured with a gleaming diamond and a sprawling white turban fashioned with a green feather atop his head. He was not a handsome man, with his withered stature, beady eyes and hooknose, yet José knew, he was the single most powerful man on earth.

“Rise,” he instructed José, who promptly came to his feet. “My physician has informed me that you are concerned over the well-being of your aunt. You needn’t be. I have secured her release and I assure you, you will be reunited shortly. Here, and in all the territories throughout my empire, your people are welcome to live freely as Jews.”

José raised his gaze towards the Sultan and understood that he was in the presence of greatness. From the Persian Gulf to the furthest reaches of Hungary, from the Mamluk state of Egypt to the mountains of the Caucasus, the Sultan did not pass laws that he did not believe were just. He ruled his lands by his beliefs and conquered territories with the resolve that he would better the lives of their inhabitants. He was the first sultan to sleep and live with just one woman. A Polish slave by the name of Roxelana, she was his one true love and only wife. Suleiman governed by day and wrote poetry by night. He ate foods that inspired his senses and was a great patron of the arts: A man who sought to be inspired, he inspired all within his domain.

Before him, his great-grandfather Mehmet the Conqueror had proclaimed, “Listen sons of the Hebrews who live in my country...May all those who desire come to Constantinople. May the rest of your people find here a shelter."

His Grandfather, Sultan Bayezid II, had sent his fleets to collect thousands of stranded Jews who sought to flee Spain and Portugal during the Edict of Expulsion. Trapped between sea and land, they faced death whichever way they turned. If they took to the seas, they could be killed by pirates waiting offshore. If they stayed on the peninsula as unrepentant Jews, they risked being burned at the stake. It was at that time that Suleiman’s grandfather, Sultan Bayezid II, sent his fleet under the command of admiral Kemal Reis to rescue the stranded Jews. His ships transported nearly sixty thousand refugees, who came and settled throughout the empire, free to practice their faith in peace.

Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent was intent on continuing the work of his predecessors. He welcomed the Jews into his empire with open arms. For those that could not get there, he sent his fleets and helped arrange their escape.

 

They came by the thousands, penniless and empty-handed. They entered Istanbul as a convoy of promise, rich with the education and experience that Ferdinand and Isabella could never confiscate. “How can anyone call Ferdinand wise when he is impoverishing his kingdom and enriching mine?” the Sultan proclaimed. With them, they brought their professional trades, knowledge of science and medicine, even the printing press. They would also bring the religion of their forefathers.
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The hull bobbed gently upon the ebbing tide and against the easterly winds as the ship moored by the harbor. José looked around. Ambassadors and dignitaries came to greet the caravan of Doña Antonia the Widow. Reyna and José stood side by side, a slab of tension evident between them. They did not speak to one another, and soon this silence took on a degree of effervescence, like the sound of water just before it begins to boil. Her eyes turned and met his briefly. A sudden jolt of pain, (or was it pleasure?) sliced through his core with the force of a swinging machete. She turned away, leaving him in that state of frozen agony.

A low murmur rose from the crowd, and José looked towards the docked vessel. Doña Antonia appeared, moving slowly with the aid of two young Janissaries sent by the Sultan to assist her.

Reyna gasped. “It isn’t?” She squinted towards the vessel. José examined the hunched creature that emerged. She was nothing more than a sack of bones. Her skin hung over her withered frame like damp linen laid out on wooden beams to dry.

“Mother!” she cried out. Reyna gathered the corners of her dress in her fists and ran until she was standing beside Doña Antonia at the dock.

José followed after her. As he neared, he found a splinter of a woman. The fingers that clasped the tip of her walking stick were gnarled and broken. Her cheek shone with all the bruised shades of sunset.

“José.” Her raspy voice grated his ears. She held out her trembling, withered arms. “My Boy. My Son.” The word stirred something within him. He dove gently into her embrace, careful not to crush whatever was not yet broken. For a long while, he could not let go.

In this moment, nothing else mattered.

 

“I was afraid I’d never see you again,” Reyna confessed to her mother that evening in the parlor.

With trembling lips, Doña Antonia offered up the weakest of smiles. “Even the longest day has its end.”

Reyna brought her kerchief to her eyes. “I’m ashamed I haven’t matched you in courage.”

Doña Antonia extended a bony hand. “You and I, we’re cut from the same cloth.” She weaved her fingers through Reyna’s. “And as long as you remember that, it shall always be true.”

With tears in her eyes and a tremor in her voice, Reyna lowered her head and whispered, “What did they do to you, Mother?”

She began in a tone not much louder than a whisper. “By my wrists.” She held out palms branded with purple rope burns. “They took me up by my wrists, hoisted me above a pit of fire. It wasn’t long before my shoulders dislodged and I did confess my sin. ‘Hear Oh Israel, Adonai is our G-d, Adonai is One.’ It had been a silent prayer I’d recited every night. For the first and only time in my life, I screamed these words aloud.”

 

This was the only time she would ever mention her torture or imprisonment. Never again would it be referred to by any member of the household.

 

They settled in the Galata region of Istanbul, in a stone country home, surrounded by lush gardens and vineyards. The neighborhood boasted vast, sun-drenched piazzas and orderly, parallel streets. Diplomats and Ottoman officials frequented coffee-shops in the area to play backgammon and discuss the politics of the day. It was in this neighborhood that foreigners and diplomats came to live and so the area possessed all the qualities of a well-manicured, European village, rather than the oriental cacophony of jumbled, byzantine dwellings beyond.

Together, the family agreed the time had come to revert to the surname of their ancestors, Nissim. It was a name meaning “Miracle.”

José waited several months for his aunt’s wounds to heal. He watched as she put on some weight and her spirits were revived before bringing up what he could no longer bear to keep hidden.

“I want to be with Reyna,” José confessed one evening.

Doña Antonia frowned. “You’re not serious are you?” She tried to stand but could not muster the strength to rise out her tufted chair. She took a moment to catch her breath. “G-d knows it’s just the affection of children for one another.” She spoke slowly. Her words were splintered and stretched like an old thread frayed along the edges and pulled too tight.

“G-d knows we’re no longer children. I want to marry her. I know she wants it too.”

Doña Antonia shook her head limply.

“You haven’t even heard me out.”

“You’re practically brother and sister.”

“You know very well we are not brother and sister.”

“She’s been promised to another.”

“Promises can be broken.”

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t give my word!”

“And I won’t be here if you don’t take it back.”

Doña Antonia dropped her head to her palms.

“Not long ago, you told me that I was the Señor of the house,” José continued. “If that’s still true, summon Doctor Hamon. Call off the wedding.”

“I can’t do that.”

José looked through the window into the courtyard where Reyna sat waiting. “If you won’t, I will.”

Doña Antonia stood slowly from her place and made her way to the window. The sun was low in the fire-colored sky. “We’ll have no more unpleasantness today.”

“But, Tia—”

“The Sabbath is coming.” She kept her eyes on the horizon. “Bring me my candlesticks.”

Begrudgingly, José made his way to a large armoire, withdrew a pair of candlesticks and brought them over to the windowsill where his aunt stood.

Doña Antonia lit her candles, one by one. Then, she closed her eyes and said a blessing to welcome the Sabbath into her home. “Better hurry and wash up.” She turned to José. “They’ll be expecting you at the synagogue.”

José stormed out of the room. Hastily, he washed his face and hands, changed into a fresh tunic, then placed his Sabbath turban squarely on his head.

Looking in the mirror, he barely recognized himself. No longer did he possess the boyish charm of his youth. His skin was rugged and aged. His eyes were glazed over with the sheen of too much worry. A trim beard covered the lower half of his face. His expression was stern and his heart was heavy. He had finally made it to this great land, where he could practice his religion freely. The chains that had shackled his spirit were finally broken only to be replaced by the chains that were now shackling his heart.

He left the house and made his way down the torch-lit path away from the villa. He had to fight the urge to turn around, head back to the house and blow out the candles. Hiding his Judaism had become a natural instinct and he was not yet accustomed to living in a city tolerant of his faith. Glancing back, his eyes rested on the flickering glow of the Sabbath candles in the dark window. It was a simple moment, one he would never forget.

As he made his way through the narrow, winding streets of Istanbul, he passed German Jews and Romaniote Jews, Spanish and Portuguese too. He was greeted at least a half dozen times by the faithful on their way to synagogue. They would tip their brightly-colored turbans, bend forward in their wide-sleeved cloaks, and utter as they passed, “Shabbat Shalom.” Then they would go their separate ways, the German to the German synagogue, the Ashkenazi to the Ashkenaz synagogue, and José, to the Spanish- Portuguese synagogue that his aunt, along with Doctor Hamon, had helped to establish.

As he made his way through the dark alleyway leading towards the synagogue, the melodic song of the cantor could be heard through sealed, wooden doors. Upon entering, he greeted acquaintances and neighbors with a quiet nod or a smile before picking up a prayer book and heading for an empty seat on one of the long wooden benches throughout the vast sanctuary. From the bimmah, the Rabbi addressed the congregants in both Spanish and Portuguese and led the evening prayer beneath the steady glow of an enormous, oil-lit chandelier.

The room was packed with men, young and old, some hailing from the old country, others the children of Inquisition refugees born on Ottoman soil. José did not know them well but they had all suffered from the same fate. There was camaraderie among these men.

The congregants partook in the spirited liturgy with fervent enthusiasm. Anyone passing by could have easily mistaken the service for that of a Catholic church gathering. Having been forced to attend mass for the better part of their lives, the congregants adopted much of the chorus-like tempo of the churches they’d left behind. Of prayer, it was all they knew.

At the end of the service, José spotted Doctor Hamon in conversation with a few of the community’s elders. He was standing tall with hands locked, nodding in his measured, gentle way as they spoke to him. They bid the doctor farewell and wished him good Sabbath just as he was approaching.

“José. So good to see you.” Doctor Hamon’s smile was warm and welcoming. “Is everything all right? You look unwell.”

“No, I’m all right. There is a matter I’d like to discuss with you.”

“Is it La Señora? Has she fallen ill?”

“No, she’s fine. It’s just that, well…”

“José! Have you met my son?” The doctor turned to a tall boy that was approaching the two of them.

The young man bowed slightly. “My father has told me much about you. I am glad you and your family have made it safely to Istanbul.”

“Yes.” José tried to keep his voice steady. “Well, thank you.”

“Tell me,” the doctor cut in. “What’s troubling you, José? Was there something you wanted to discuss?”

José looked over the doctor’s son. He was extremely tall, a head taller than José, with powerful shoulders and sparkling hazel eyes set off by the dim glow of his Arabian complexion. This then, was the man that Reyna was betrothed to.

“I’d prefer to discuss the matter with you in private.” His voice was low.

“Of course, José.”

“Can you come by tomorrow?”

“I’ll be by after sundown.”

 

The next evening, Doctor Hamon arrived at their villa and came in gently, with quiet footsteps and a tinge of sadness in his eyes. José, in a bronze caftan and low turban, made his way down a few shallow stone steps, through the airy corridor towards the low divan on which Doctor Hamon was seated.

“Doctor Hamon, thank you so much for coming by on such short notice. You must be wondering why I’ve asked you here.”

“I’m not wondering, José.”

“You’re not?”

“I know why I’m here. You are going to ply me with cheese and dates and cakes, maybe offer me a handsome sum of money, then ask that I release Reyna from the betrothal.”

Stunned, José said nothing.

“Does that sound right?”

“Well—”

At that moment, a servant appeared carrying a tray of cheese and a bowl of olives.

Doctor Hamon took one look at the tray then laughed, low and hard.

“How did you know? How could you possibly?” José’s voice trailed off.

He waved his hands and smiled. “Let me save you the time. I don’t want your cheese and I don’t want your money.” He leaned back.

José felt a knot tighten in his chest. If the doctor would not release Reyna, he’d take his chances and marry her anyway. But at what cost? To break a promise made to the Sultan’s most trusted physician would have dire consequences for the entire family. “Is there something you would like, then?” José asked lamely.

“Maybe some wine?”

“Wine?”

“Sure. We are men. We are brothers. Let us drink wine together. It is, after all, the only worldly pleasure in all the empire that we, as Jews, are permitted, while our Muslim neighbors are banned from even the smallest drop.”

“All right. But what about—”

“Do not worry, José. I release her, of course.” He waved his bony hand as he spoke. “I saw it in your eyes when you arrived. You are very much in love.”

“Thank you, Doctor!” José leapt up from his place.

“Marry her. You have my blessing.”

He took the doctor’s hand and kissed the ring on his finger. “What of your son?” He looked up suddenly. “Will he contest it?”

“He will be angry, of that I am certain, but we are not brutish men. His ego may be wounded, but nothing that won’t heal in time. After all, he’s never even met the girl, and besides, you’ve seen him, a boy like that, he can marry any girl he chooses.”

“How can I ever thank you?”

“The price, I’m afraid, you might find a bit steep.”

José froze in his place and let the doctor’s hand fall from his grasp.

“Well? What is it you want then?” His face was frozen. His body rigid.

“I told you.”

José clenched his fists and tried to quell the mounting rage within him. Whatever the price, he would find a way to pay it.

“The Nissim vineyards are the stuff of legend. Does a case sound fair?”

José felt his body go limp as something bright and warm began to rise and shine within him. He kissed the doctor on both cheeks then clapped his hands together. “Good Doctor, you’ll have wine from our vineyards for the rest of your days!”

That same month, José married Reyna. As a wedding gift, he gave her a gold cuff encrusted with four polished emeralds. She slipped it over her wrist, scraping a bit of skin as she did.
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Four Years Later

 

José could hear Doña Antonia moaning in the bedroom. All throughout the night, she lay awake, tossing and turning with a fever that was ravaging her already weakened body. Her cries now reached a stunning crescendo, and it seemed there was nothing anyone in the household could do.

He peered through a crack in the doorway. Reyna was by her bedside ringing a wet cloth over bowl. Her pregnant belly bloated out from her velvet robe as she patted the damp cloth over her mother’s forehead and eyes.

“The nurse can do this.” Doña Antonia pushed Reyna’s hand aside.

“I want to help.”

“I don’t want you in here.” Her voice was firm.

“But this is where I belong,” Reyna pressed desperately.

Doña Antonia rolled over and curled her body in a tight ball. “You have a child to think of.”

“I am thinking of the child, a child who will need his grandmother.”

“Two of the servants have already been lost to the fever. How many more people have to get sick while trying to save me?”

José pressed the door gently and stepped inside. “She’s right. You shouldn’t be in here.” His eyes were on his wife. “Please, go back to bed.”

Reyna looked up, astonished. “I’m not leaving my mother.”

José made his way to the bedside and placed his hands on her shoulders. “You heard what the doctor said. You can’t be in here. I should have sent you to the countryside. If you catch the fever…” José’s voice trailed off. “Yes, that’s what I’ll do. First thing in the morning, I’ll have the coach take you to the country, away from all of this sickness.”

“I won’t leave my mother on her deathbed!”

He took her by the forearm and pulled her from her chair. “You’re not thinking clearly!”

“I’m not going anywhere.” She yanked her arm free. “She may not be here in the morning.”

“Get her out of this room!” Doña Antonia shrieked, “and let me go in peace.”

“But, Mother—”

“You have been a good daughter.” Beads of sweat ran down Doña Antonia’s face as she spoke. “Now listen to your husband.”

José led her from Doña Antonia’s damp chamber. He closed the door behind them, then placed his hand over her bulging stomach. “We have already lost three sons before they ever left your womb.”

Reyna lowered her head.

“For every child, I prayed for a safe delivery. I am ashamed that He did not find my prayers worthy.”

“It isn’t your fault.”

“But it is.” He stumbled back. “I dared to change our fate and G-d is punishing me.”

“You didn’t change our fate. No one can alter the course of destiny.”

“But you were supposed to marry the doctor’s son! And I, so arrogant, rejected G-d’s plan.”

“You didn’t stand in the way of his plan.” She took José’s hand in her own. “His plan was delivered through you. And this one,”—she placed his hand on her belly—“He is part of the plan.”

“Please, Reyna.” José’s body ached with the weight of exhaustion. “Go back to your room.” He turned away then descended a flight of stairs to the main floor landing. He found Moise, one of his Spanish servants, at the foot of the stairwell in the grand foyer.

“Don José, should I call for the Doctor?”

“Yes and do it quickly.” José paced back and forth as he spoke. “I’m afraid La Señora might not survive the night. Tell me, Moise, have any of the other servants fallen ill?”

Moise lowered his gaze.

“That bad?”

“Among the ladies, Esther and Arabella haven’t been able to hold down any food.”

“Wake Mehmet. Have him ready the boat. He’ll have to sail downstream towards the palace and fetch Doctor Hamon.”

“I’m sorry, Effendi, but Mehmet is not well enough to sail.”

José pressed his temples and squeezed his eyes shut.

“Effendi, if I may make a suggestion. I have accompanied Mehmet many times to the palace...”

“Can you man the boat?”

“I can. I’ll bring one of the younger boys to help me with the ropes.”

“All right. Wait just a minute.” José hurried into his study. He fumbled for a few moments for a scroll of parchment, then penned a short note to Doctor Hamon. He did not waste time with formalities. “La Señora in grave danger. Your assistance urgently needed. Yours, Don José Nissim.” He waited a moment for the ink to dry, then rolled the parchment and secured it with his seal.

As he did, Doña Antonia’s let out a piercing cry, rattling the walls and windows all throughout the grand villa.

For a long moment, José sat unmoved. He shook his head as though breaking free from that frozen state, then handed the scroll to the young man. “Hurry, Moise.”

“Yes, Effendi.” He bowed his head and left the room.


*

 

“You?” José asked once Moise had returned, not with Doctor Hamon, but with his son.

“Yes. My father sent me instead.”

“But where is he? Didn’t he read my message? This is an urgent matter! I need the best doctor in the city!”

“I understand your concern. I can assure you that I know what I’m doing. I’ve been practicing medicine for years, working and learning alongside my father. I know it’s a surprise to see me here, when you were expecting my father, but I am qualified. I’ve even treated the Sultan himself, on several different occasions.”

José examined the young doctor from head to heel. He stood there with his medicine kit hanging by his side, his shoulders squared and his chin elevated. In his house, here then was the man that was to have been Reyna’s husband. He felt as though fate were playing a cruel joke on him.

“Did your father say why he could not come himself?”

“He was not permitted to leave the palace. At least three physicians must always be present at Topkapi in the event that their services are needed by the Sultan. Of course he would be here if he could. We both know how deeply he cares for La Señor—”

“We’re wasting precious time,” José cut in. “Follow me.”

José led the young doctor up the marble flight of stairs and through to Doña Antonia’s bedchamber. As soon as he opened the door, they were hit with the stench of sweat and vomit.

“Tia?” José took a few steps towards her bed. “Tia, the doctor is here to see you.”

When she did not respond, Doctor Hamon strode swiftly past José and laid the back of his hand on Doña Antonia’s forehead.

“Is she sleeping?” José asked the young doctor.

He raised her arm and felt for a pulse, then lowered his ear to her heart and listened for a beat. A long moment passed before the young doctor straightened up and turned to José. “I’m afraid it’s too late. La Señora has passed.”

“It can’t be.” José charged at the doctor. “She was alive just a moment ago, before you arrived. Check again!”

The young doctor lowered his voice. “I’m so sorry. There’s nothing that could have been done to save her.”

“If your father were here—”

“If my father were here, there would be nothing he could do either. We are doctors of the living. We cannot bring back the dead.”

José locked eyes with the doctor. The two men stood there, glaring at one another.

Quite suddenly, a loud cry sounded from down the hall.

“Reyna!” José sprinted from the room and shot down the hallway towards her chamber. He found her there sitting up in her bed. Her face was twisted in agony. Her hair was matted to her moist forehead.

“The baby!”

“But it’s not time yet?”

“He’s coming!”

“But the midwives, they’ve all fallen ill with the fever. We don’t have anyone to deliver the baby! It can’t be happening. Not now!”

Reyna grit her teeth and clenched her lids shut.

“I can deliver the baby,” the young doctor stepped in.

“You?” José scoffed at the notion. “No man will deliver my baby.”

“Don José, if you’ll allow me to be blunt, your wife’s life, and the life of the child are at stake. You’ve already lost one member of the family this evening. Let’s not lose another.”

“What did he say?” Reyna shouted out. “Who has been lost?”

“Everything is fine, Reyna.”

“Who is this man?” Her breathing began to quicken.

“This is Doctor Hamon’s son. He can deliver the baby.” He took her hands and brought them to his lips. “He has even treated the Sultan,” José forced himself to say the words. “You have the very best doctor in the city.”

“Doctor Hamon’s son?” Reyna’s voice grew faint. “He’s here?”

“Yes.” The young doctor cut in. “Don’t worry, Doña Reyna.” He took a few steps forward. “I’ve successfully delivered many babies. You’re going to be fine, and not very long from now, you will hold a baby in your arms.”

“I will?” Reyna’s eyes welled up.

He nodded gently, possessing the kind eyes and measured temperament of his father. “Try to steady your breathing.”

José kissed Reyna on the forehead, then headed towards the door.

“You’re not staying?” The young doctor turned to José.

He lowered his voice so Reyna could not hear. “I’ve been through this enough times. Fetch me when it’s done.”

“Yes, Don José.”

“Oh—and Doctor?”

“Yes?”

“Make sure my boy comes out alive.”



*

 

In the morning, Don José awoke to the sound of birds chirping. The sun outside was bright and the room was covered in the thick glow of red and orange light cast through the stained glass window. He sat with his body slumped over his desk and his face flat against a map of the empire. After straightening himself up, he found the young doctor sitting in a chair by the door. “Is it done?” His voice was hoarse.

The doctor leaned forward. “Several hours ago. She’s sleeping now.”

“Why didn’t you wake me?” He squinted to shield his eyes from the light.

“I won’t mince words with you, José. When the baby finally did arrive, your wife had already lost a lot of blood. She’ll recover though.”

“Is she in much pain?”

“Not now. The potion I gave her was very effective. It knocked her out quickly.”

“So she’ll be all right?”

“She’ll be fine. We’ll have to just keep an eye on her.”

“And the baby?”

“I was a bit concerned, especially since your wife went into labor as early as she did, but the baby came out healthy, a bit small, but healthy.”

“A healthy boy,” José said to himself.

“A girl,” the doctor corrected.

The two men stared at one another. The quiet tick of the grand clock sounded throughout the room. José was the first to look away. He closed his aching eyes.

“A girl then,” he frowned.

“A beautiful, healthy girl.”

“One great lady has left this house.” José lowered his head. “Perhaps another destined for greatness has entered in her stead.” He forced a sad smile. “And Reyna, she doesn’t know about La Señora?”

“No, I didn’t mention it. It would have been too much for her to handle right now. Though, I think she may have suspected something.”

José nodded, then came to his feet. “Thank you, Doctor. Perhaps with the next birth, we will have our boy.”

“Don José,”

“Doctor?”

“There is something else you should know.”

“What is it?”

The doctor cleared his throat. “The labor was very hard on your wife.”

“Yes, you mentioned that. But she’ll recover, like you said, and you’ll be here to oversee her recovery?”

“Yes, of course. I’ll be here, and she will make a full recovery , it’s just that—”

“Come out with it already.”

“Don José, I’m afraid this will be her only child.”

José stood unmoved. “But we will have a boy one day.”

“That won’t be possible.”

“You said she will make a full recovery?”

“She will live a long and healthy life. She is a mother, you are a father. José, you have a child now.”

“But, are you sure? I want a second opinion.”

“Naturally, and you should seek one out. Though, I’m afraid it will only confirm what I’m telling you here today. I’m sorry.”

Don José was about to reply when the shrill cry of an infant suddenly sounded.

“Listen to that.” The young doctor smiled as the wailing echoed throughout the villa. “Hear how strong her lungs are.”

José stood there, mesmerized by the piercing cries of his infant daughter. Then, he looked over at the doctor. “I’d like to see my wife now.”

“She’s finally fallen asleep. Let her rest, José.”

Pushing past the doctor, José headed out from his study and made his way up the stairwell to the second story landing. He stood there, his infant daughter screaming in the room to the right of him, his dead aunt silent in the room to left. He walked straight ahead and entered his wife’s room. He could hear the doctor’s quiet footsteps as he trailed behind.

Reyna looked angelic—her long, dark hair framing her pale face as she rested peacefully. “How can she sleep through this?” José whispered.

“She’s heavily medicated,” the doctor explained. “She’ll be out for several hours.”

José eyed a basket filled with blood-soaked sheets.

“She really does need to rest now,” the doctor continued.

“And what of the baby?” José cut in. “Shouldn’t she be fed?”

“The wet nurse is in with your daughter now.”

José nodded, then lowered himself into a rocking chair by the bed.

“Don José, you should also rest. Why not go back to bed? I can call for you if anything comes up.”

“No. I want to be here when she wakes.” His eyes were on his wife as he rocked back and forth in the chair. “I don’t want yours to be the face she sees when she rises.”

“Effendi?”

“You can go now.”

“But Don José, don’t you want to meet your daughter?”

The baby’s cries continued to echo throughout the stone house. He closed his eyes and rested his head against the back of the chair. “That will be all for now, Doctor.”
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“I thought I might find you here,” The elder Doctor Hamon said as he approached José in the smoke-filled coffee-shop.

“What made you so sure I’d be here?” José rolled a pair of dice onto the backgammon board then moved his pieces accordingly. “Your turn.” He nodded to the fat man sitting across the table.

“Well you haven’t been home in three days. I kept stopping by each day hoping to find you.”

José took a long drag on his nargileh pipe. “Sit down. Have a drink with us.”

“How is your wife?”

“She’s feeling a bit better.”

“And your daughter? Have you chosen a name?”

“Tamar.”

“Tamar,” the doctor repeated.

“It means date.”

“The sweetness of dates.”

“I did not choose the name.” José cut in. “It was Reyna’s idea.”

“Yes, your daughter must have brought much sweetness into your lives to have been given such a name.” He waved down a young boy and requested a cup of coffee then turned back to José. “You know that I would have been there if I could. I would have given anything for La Señora, for your wife, for you.”

“You would?”

“Of course, José. How can you even question it? I have known you since you first stepped foot off that ship—From the moment you and Reyna arrived in Istanbul. Now tell me, why haven’t you been home?”

José lowered his chin, looked around, then whispered, “I think I am being punished.”

“How can you think that way? What a ridiculous idea.”

“I rejected my fate.”

“You didn’t reject anything, José.”

“I changed the course of destiny. We were never meant to marry.”

“You can’t change your destiny. This is all G-d’s plan.”

He turned away and settled his gaze on an obscure spot ahead. “It’s like I’m an impostor in my own home. I can’t stand it any longer.”

The doctor stood abruptly from his place and pulled José up with him. “We’re leaving.”

“Doctor?”

“You’re going home to take care of your wife—Take care of your family. This is the responsibility of a man.”

They walked besides one another taking the backstreets in order to avoid the hustle of the market.

When they arrived at the villa, Doctor Hamon turned to José. “I need to be heading back to the palace now.”

José nodded. “I suppose it’s time I met my daughter.”

Doctor Hamon nearly gasped. “I think so,” he said quietly.

José turned abruptly and made his way along the cedar-lined path toward the entrance of the grand villa. Without stopping to remove his shoes, he climbed the staircase to the second story landing and headed toward the nursery. He could hear Reyna singing soft lullabies as he entered the room. When their eyes met, she did not stop her song, but turned her attention back to the infant cradled in her arms.

He approached gently, his measured step in perfect rhythm to Reyna’s slow, soothing lullaby. When her song came to an end, she looked up at José. Her face was pale but her eyes radiated light.

“Reyna.” He took a few quick steps towards her.

“Shhh.” She ushered him close with one hand. “Come see your daughter.” She tucked the edge of the blanket around the baby. “Here she is.” Reyna’s voice was calm and steady.

José came to one knee and examined his baby girl. Around her neck lay a long strand of blue beads.

“To protect her,” Reyna explained.

He looked about the room. Swords and daggers hung from the walls, along with garlic bulbs and onion bits.

“And those are to ward off evil spirits,” she continued.

José examined his daughter.

Her eyes were as green and glistening as the Mediterranean waters that had carried them to Istanbul. She uncurled her fingers and reached out to José’s bearded chin. Her pink lips puckered as she looked about the room.

“She’s beautiful.” José leaned forward and kissed the tiny button of her nose. “Tamar,” he said the name aloud. “How very much your baba loves you.”

Reyna turned to José. “Does this mean that you are happy?”

He swallowed the bitterness he felt inside. Could he ever be truly happy, going through life, knowing that he would never father a son? He glanced down at his daughter. She was beautiful and perfect in every way. He had loved her from the moment he first laid eyes on her. And yet, he was not happy, not yet anyhow. Perhaps in time he would come to accept his fate. Perhaps in time, he might even be content.

He looked deep into the eyes of the woman that he loved and forced himself to say, “Yes, my dear. I am happy.”

 

The next morning, he awoke early to the healthy cries of his newborn daughter. José rinsed his hands and said the blessing over washing. Then he dressed for the day and headed through town to the synagogue, where he joined the minyan of men readying themselves for the morning prayers.

He was greeted by friends and neighbors who congratulated him on the birth of his daughter. Along with the other men, he recited the blessing for the teffelin, while wrapping the black leather bindings around his arm and forehead. The men all prayed the silent portion of the morning service alongside one another. Facing toward Jerusalem, they were a sea of rocking bodies cloaked in blue and white prayer shawls. In his prayers, José gave thanks to the Lord for giving him a healthy baby girl. After the service, the rabbi offered him some shisha bits to chew on and wine to celebrate. Encouraged by the enthusiasm of all the well wishers, and feeling gay from the fog of wine, José made a sizable donation to the synagogue, in memory of La Señora, the late and the great, Doña Antonia Nissim.

Then, he stumbled out of the building into the narrow alley below. He turned back toward the crowd of men exiting the synagogue. “Hayim! Shall we head to the coffeehouse?” José called out to a young man with a flowing red-beard.

“Sorry, José.” The man shrugged apologetically. “I have to head to the market and get my vegetable stand ready for the morning rush.”

“What about you, Simon?” He turned his attention to a flat-faced man with protruding ears. “Perhaps a trip to the bathhouse, eh?”

“I wish I could!” The man playfully slapped José’s back. “But spices don’t trade themselves.”

“All right.” José stumbled forward. “Goodbye then!” he called out to his friends as he made his way back home.

He was rounding the corner leading into the piazza when two young men wearing cone-shaped hats moved swiftly toward him. These were hats unlike any an ordinary Ottoman civilian might wear. He immediately recognized these men to be the Sultan’s janissaries by the signature mustaches they wore. Each wielded a falanga, the infamous whip unleashed on civilians who were found to be publicly drunk or inciting a raucous. Could they have noticed José stumble? Was it possible that they were able to detect his drunkenness? No, he tried to calm himself. After all, he had only had a glass or two of wine. José straightened his posture and tried to compose himself.

“Are you Don José Nissim?” One of the Janissaries spoke up.

“I am.” José swallowed hard. “What’s this about?”

“You’ll have to come with us. We’ve been instructed to escort you to the palace.”

“Topkapi?” His palms began to sweat. He was sure he could hear the beat of his heart echo in his chest. “What was the reason given?”

“Please come with us, Effendi.” The two men escorted José around the corner and into the sun-drenched piazza where their chariot was stationed.

“Please, I have an infant daughter at home. My wife will be worried.”

“We will send word to your wife that you will be home later today.”

“Later? How late? Gentlemen, if you could just tell me what this is about.”

“You will find out soon enough.” They took hold of his arms and led him towards the chariot.

It was the second time in his life that he’d been summoned to Topkapi, only this time, he could not fathom the reason.
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Unlike the majestic grand gates he’d passed through on his first visit to the palace some five years earlier, José was now escorted to a side entrance and through a nondescript door that blended seamlessly with the slate-grey walls surrounding Topkapi. He was led through a windowless maze of narrow halls that zigzagged for some time, until finally, the dark maze opened into a small, sun-drenched courtyard walled with terraced gardens.

He stepped out into the space. “Will you now tell me what I am doing here?” He spun around, only to find that his escorts had vanished. He was alone. José took a few cautious steps forward and examined his surroundings. Then, he climbed a few steps leading up towards a breathtaking view of the Bosphorus. On a stone bench beneath the shade of a vast chestnut tree, he sat looking out at the sea for what seemed to be eternity.

“So you are Don José the Jew!” a voice sounded after some time.

José winced. He forced himself to his feet.

Before him stood a strapping young man with yellow hair and eyes the color of sand. Perched on the leather sleeve of his bulging forearm was a beady-eyed falcon with a grey spotted coat.

“Yes, I am Don José Nissim.”

The two men stood eye to eye. José cleared his throat but the man said nothing. He just stood there for a moment, before proceeding to examine everything about José, from his fingernails to his physique, from his shoes to the way he wrapped his turban.

“Have you been drinking?” the man sniffed.

“Effendi, it was just a small amount earlier today, to celebrate the birth of my daughter.”

“The birth of a child!” the man exclaimed. “Yes, certainly an occasion worthy of celebration.”

“Can you tell me what this is about?” José spoke up against his better instincts.

“This is an unofficial visit,” the man replied. “I am Selim. I believe you met with my father, the Sultan, several years ago?”

Dumbfounded, José fell to his knees. “Your Highness, please excuse my ignorance.”

Selim laughed and tossed back a whip of his yellow hair. “Come on. Get up.” He thrust his arm into the air sending his falcon into flight.

Within an instant, the bird was making vast circles in the sky overhead.

“You’re probably wondering why you’re here.”

José came to his feet.

“I hope I haven’t startled you. It’s just that, I need someone I can trust, and Doctor Hamon tells me that you are a man that can be trusted.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“Come, José. Sit.” He took a seat on the bench and gestured for José to do the same. “You see, my father the Sultan is getting old. He will step down soon and I will be crowned emperor.”

“Effendi?”

“When I inherit the throne, I will also be inheriting the tangled mess of international diplomacy that comes with it. I’m going to need someone who is familiar with European affairs.”

An awkward silence passed between them.

“Me?” José questioned.

“Naturally!”

“But I’ve never worked in politics.”

“And I have never been outside the Empire!” Selim threw his hands in the air. “I don’t know how to deal with these Europeans. We could rule all the world, bring our citizens peace and bounty for ten thousand lifetimes, and they’d still call us barbarians.” He leaned toward José. “But you, you have lived among them. You understand them. You’re one of them.”

“That may have been true, a long time ago, but—”

“Doctor Hamon tells me that you were a frequent visitor of European courts before your arrival in Istanbul, that you are acquainted with many of the powerful ruling families throughout Europe. Is that so?”

“I suppose it is. I was just a child, raised alongside Spanish and Portuguese nobility. At times I was sent further off, to the Low Countries, where I held court with a few lowly princes.”

“So you have seen much of Europe?”

“It was a very long time ago.”

“And what of William of the Netherlands? Is it true you spent time as a child at Dutch court? Did you happen to come across him then?”

“He taught me how to play cricket.”

“Cricket?”

José shook his head. “So much time has passed. I doubt he would even remember me. Why do you ask about William?”

“My sources tell me there is a deep discord in Antwerp. The people are tired of the Spanish ruling over them. Collecting taxes but offering nothing but tyranny in return. After this year’s bad harvest, talk of a rebellion is brewing.”

“Yes, but how can I be of service?”

“A Dutch envoy will arrive shortly in Istanbul, led by your boyhood friend, William. You are to convince him to stage a revolt against Spain and in exchange, we will provide any military support the Dutch may need. He knows you. He will trust you. Let us strike at the very heel of the Spanish Empire, so that it may fall hard like Achilles.”

“And these princely people you speak of, I am not so sure they will accept me now, after all, we have been branded as heretics throughout Europe.”

“Exactly my point! Your people have suffered under Spanish rule. The Dutch suffer under Spanish rule. You’re European. They’re European. You understand the way they think. That’s the kind of adviser I will need moving forward.”

“But—”

“José! How many languages do you speak?”

“A few, I suppose. I’m fluent in Latin, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, and well of course, now Ottoman.”

“An educated man.” The prince slapped his knee and came to his feet. “You Jews never cease to amaze me.”

The falcon suddenly swooped down from the sky and landed gently on Selim’s outstretched arm. “My father has been good to your people?”

“Most definitely.”

“Rescuing your family from certain death?”

“Yes, Your Highness. I would not be here if it were not for his kindness.”

The prince nodded. “Gratitude.” He seemed to be talking to the falcon as he spoke. “Gratitude breeds loyalty.” Selim snapped his fingers and a servant suddenly came forth presenting a tray of raw meat bits to the bird. He smiled as the bird devoured the juicy bits. Turning his attentions back to José, he continued. “Loyalty is why I want a Jew. It’s why I want you.”

José nodded.

“Now, Doctor Hamon says you are a man to be trusted. Tell me, José. Can I trust you?”

He slid off the bench and bowed his head to the ground. “I am your servant.”

“Yes, yes, that’s all well and fine, but what I need to know is, can I trust you?”

“Your Highness.” José lifted the edge of Selim’s cloak and brought it to his lips. “You can trust me.”

“Good. Now get off your knees. You’ll report to the palace tomorrow morning and the morning after that.”

José could hardly believe what he was hearing.

Selim clapped his hands, eliciting the prompt return of his servant, who wrestled the falcon from his possession.

“Here comes my boy!” Selim turned towards a teetering infant wrapped in purple velvet. He was taking small, clumsy steps towards his father with hands raised high in the air. Selim bent over and scooped the child up into his embrace. “This is my son.”

“A handsome boy,” José remarked.

“And one day, you will be able to say that you have met three sultans of the empire.”

“Your Highness?”

“After my reign, he will rule. I have chosen him. See his porcelain skin? That is the skin of his mother. A Venetian noblewoman. I call her Nur-Banu.”

“Princess of Lightness.” José said the name aloud.

“That’s right.”

José examined the child prince. He had fair skin and chestnut eyes, with rosy cheeks and a crop of thick black hair. He could not have been any older than a year.

“His name is Murat,” Selim explained. “Murat the III.”

José was unsure of the proper protocol for being presented to a royal prince, let alone an infant at that. Certainly he should not coo or reach out to touch the child. Whatever the proper conduct, he had managed to get this far without insulting Prince Selim.

“See how intelligent he is?” Selim went on. “You can tell, just by looking at his eyes. He’s observing us right now.”

José nodded.

“And you will bow to him one day,” Selim continued. “You will bow to him along with all the empire.”

The boy began to gurgle as tiny bubbles began to foam from his lips.

“That day is still far off.” Selim smiled and handed the boy back to his servant. “Now that we’ve settled our business,” he turned his attentions back to José, “how about we celebrate with a drink?”

José looked up, not sure if he was being tested, or if the Prince Selim was actually serious about breaking one of Islam’s more serious prohibitions.

“Stop gawking, José. It doesn’t suit you. Even a Muslim prince needs to have some fun once in a while. And telling from the purple stain on your tongue, I can tell you are a man who likes to have a good time too.”

“Your Highness, I…” José stuttered.

“Let’s keep this our secret.” Selim winked as a tray was presented to them with two silver goblets. The prince smiled mischievously, before taking a swig of wine. He smacked his lips then squinted. “I think I like you, José.” He took a moment to consider his own statement, then nodded in agreement with himself. His eyes twinkled with delight and his smile was warm and playful. He slapped José on the back before turning and heading away from the garden. “See you tomorrow!” he called out as he disappeared from the courtyard.

José lowered his face to his palms and felt warm tears of gratitude against the inside of his hands. Standing alone in the middle of the Sultan’s garden, surrounded by fluttering tulips and the smell of the sea, José gave thanks. He brought his fist to his heart and lowered his chin to his chest. With his eyes closed tightly, he recited a prayer of thanksgiving to the Lord.


“Blessed are you our G-d,

Ruler of the World,

Who has granted us life, 

Sustained us, 

And enabled us to reach this moment.”

 

He stood motionless for some time, overwhelmed by gratitude and remorse. He had been blessed with so much and yet he had been blind to it all.

He would recite that same prayer once again, later in the day. He would return home and take his daughter in his arms, recite those same words of gratitude, and give thanks to the Lord for the miracle of life.
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Several years had passed before Suleiman the Magnificent retreated from palace life and his son Selim ascended the throne. José’s wisdom and aptitude became increasingly apparent as the young sultan sought out his advice on various matters, from how to deal with quarrelling concubines to more serious issues regarding political dealings abroad.

While the family had been condemned as heretics throughout all of Europe, José’s wealth, wit, and charm still opened many doors. When visiting the palace, European diplomats were intrigued and completely taken in by this strapping Portuguese exile. He looked and spoke in the same manner they did, and yet he was a Jew living an exotic life in a faraway land under the protection of the Sultan himself.

After five years of service, José was granted a small Dukedom and raised to the status of official Ottoman nobility. He was gifted a permanent villa on palace grounds where he and his family were to reside.



*

 

As winter approached, the winds swooped down from the mountain steppes, rattling the lattices and the shutters of the Nissim villa. Silence descended from the grey sky along with a blanket of snow. The fish in the fountains had grown lethargic, barely swimming at all. Winter in the villa was a quiet, somber affair.

Reyna wrapped herself in a Siberian fur and drank eucalyptus tea alone by the fire.

Her chambermaid, Arabella, approached and handed her a scroll. “Doña Reyna, a message for you.”

Reyna unwrapped the scroll then glanced up at Arabella. “I’ve been invited to a lady’s party, hosted by the Sultan’s Beloved, Nur-Banu Sultana, to celebrate the birth of her daughter.”

“What an event it will be. You’ll need to have something made.” Arabella eyed the white robe that her mistress wore most days. “It’s been so long since you’ve been out. What about that new turquoise fabric I brought back from the Bazaar?”

“Yes, that fabric would be just right,” Reyna mused as she popped a grape into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “And perhaps a new dress for Tamar, too.”

“When will it be held?”

“Let’s see. Yes, it says right here. It’s to be held in seven days' time, on the waterfront pavilion of the Sultan’s family compound.”

“In the harem?”

“So it seems.” She lowered the letter to her lap and gripped it with both hands. “I have been so lonely here.”

Arabella squeezed her mistress’s hand.

Turning her attention back to the invitation, she continued. “Maybe this is an opportunity. I should like to meet the ladies here.”

Arabella cleared away a cluster of grape stems. “Then I shall call for the seamstress at once,” she called back cheerily as she headed away with some dirty dishes.



*

 

Reyna had never before been invited into the royal harem of the Sultan, and she was eager to meet and know the legendary women sequestered behind its guarded walls. Aside from being the Sultan’s private family quarters, the harem also served as a kind of high-end girls' university. The most intelligent and beautiful women of the empire were brought there to receive the very best education available. Although technically slaves, they were rigorously trained in literature, music, poetry and art. Their schooling was strict and took up much of the day. Those who were not chosen as the Sultan’s concubines were treated very much like daughters of the imperial household. After nine years of service, they were granted the freedom to leave. Very few exercised this freedom.

These were the most refined, beautiful, and sought after women in all the empire. Married off to high ranking officials and Ottoman princes, it was the Sultan himself who chose their husbands, provided their trousseaux, and gifted them stately villas in which to begin their new lives.

Among the concubines of the Sultan who remained in the harem, epic power struggles were known to ensue. It was not unheard of for one of these women to attack another, in an attempt to mar the beauty of her rival and decrease one’s competition with the Sultan.

They entered the harem as slaves, were educated alongside exalted princesses, and aspired to the rank of Valide Sultan, or Queen Mother. In this way, every sultan was the son of a former slave. It was the Valide Sultan who governed harem life and was oftentimes intricately involved in matters of state. It was she who dominated her son and advised him on how to govern his empire. Reyna had heard it many times since her arrival in Istanbul. The time was known as The Reign of Women.

Very few outsiders were granted access to this private world but when they were, they came back with tales of palace intrigue, vast riches, and exotic beauties from every conquered corner of the world.

Since having been re-settled on palace grounds, and with José away at the Imperial Council most of the time, Reyna grew lonelier than she’d ever been. She had lost her mother, and now it seemed, she had lost her husband, too. With little adult companionship of her own, she grew bored and listless. Hers was a life cut off from the outside world, yet apart from the vibrant and bustling community within the Imperial gates. For Reyna, the Sultana’s invitation offered the promise of new friendships, perhaps even, a life of her own.

She settled on a blue tunic beaded with pearls and a muslin veil she secured on her head with a gilded, feather headdress. Then, she dressed Tamar. Her green eyes shone bright against the glittering gold fabric chosen for her.

The party was grander than any Reyna had seen before. A dazzling display of fireworks filled the sky above the sea while steaming trays of duck, veal and mutton were ferried out from the royal kitchen for the occasion. On the waterfront pavilion, an orchestra of several dozen musicians entertained the women with flutes and harps, while a troop of foreign dancers undulated to the music with brass bells strung around their hips, ankles, and wrists.

Reyna looked about the premises. There must have been several hundred women living there, along with their young children, servants and maids. The ladies of the harem included Persian beauties and ladies of the Caucuses, Christians, Jews and foreigners from the furthest reaches of the empire.

Reyna spotted a woman strutting towards her and immediately recognized her to be the Sultan’s Beloved, Nur-Banu Sultana. Her dress and beauty far outshone that of any other lady in the harem, signifying to all her celebrated rank. The Sultana, in whose honor the party was being held, wore a jade-colored gown of silk, dotted with a sparkling array of diamonds sewn on with threads of gold. On her head was a feathered headdress and a sheer veil that did nothing to hide her beauty, but on the contrary, added an iridescent sheen to her porcelain complexion.

“You must be Doña Reyna,” Nur-Banu Sultana said frostily as she approached.

Reyna bowed low from the waist. “I am humbled, Sultana.”

“I take it this is your daughter.” Nur-Banu took Tamar’s chin between her fingers and studied her for a long moment. “Not bad,” she concluded matter-of-factly.

Reyna winced.

The Sultana summoned a young servant with the snap of her fingers. “Take this girl to the garden to play with the other children,” she said without bothering to look at the servant as she spoke. “I have a message for you.” She turned her attentions back to Reyna. “I think you’ll be pleased.”

“A message?”

“From the Sultan,” she continued casually. “It concerns your daughter.”

“Tamar? What about her?”

“It’s been decided that she’ll be educated inside the harem alongside other royal children.” Sultana Nur-Banu paused for a long moment. “She’ll be schooled in music and poetry, language and literature.”

Reyna blinked incredulously.

“She’ll be in good hands,” the Sultana tried to sound reassuring, “and receive the very best education the empire has to offer a young lady.”

“I don’t quite understand.”

The Sultana sighed wearily, then tilted her long neck back. “Your husband has been loyal to the Sultan,” she explained unenthusiastically. “Loyalty has its rewards.”

Reyna lowered her gaze.

“Come.” Nur-Banu smiled casually. “In the morning, my man Jaffar will arrive at your villa to collect your daughter.”

“And my husband?”

“Your husband will be pleased,” Nur-Banu continued matter-of-factly.

“But Sultana,” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “What if he refuses?”

The Sultana tilted her head and furrowed her brow before letting out a long, hard cackle. “Why would he do that?” She seemed genuinely confused.

“It’s just that he’s always had his own ideas about education. I know he’s already secured a place for her in the Hamon school this coming year.”

“The decision has been made,” the Sultana explained. “I thought you’d be pleased,” she continued in a tone so sweet, it was nearly sickening.

Just then, an enormous blast sounded in the sky and the two women looked up instinctively. Flurries of fire dissipated over the sea like gold dust sprinkled from the heavens. “Spectacular, isn’t it?” The Sultana marveled at the fireworks display overhead.

“Yes, Sultana.” Reyna’s voice was barely a whisper.

“Most things at Topkapi are.” She eyed Reyna suspiciously then headed away towards the crowds that had come to greet her.





10



 

For a long moment, José sat motionless, glaring at his wife. His fist came down hard, rattling the spoons, jugs, and porcelain spread over the polished wood tabletop. “It’s the father who decides how the daughter will be educated!” His expression was livid and his white-knuckled fingers were curled into tight fists.

“I’m sorry.” Reyna’s voice was low and rigid.

“This is not what I wanted. I always thought, I always planned…” His voice trailed off. “Dr. Hamon’s wife runs a perfectly suitable girls' school. That’s where I wanted her to be educated, with her people!” The legs of his chair screeched as he suddenly rose to his feet. “And you, how did you respond to this offer?” He leaned over the table, wrapping his fingers around the table’s opposing edges.

Reyna turned away. “What could I say?”

José backed down, then sunk into the seat of his chair. “Well how bold you are.”

“They will come to collect her in the morning.”

“And you raised no objection to this, none at all?”

“I tried.” She flashed a cold, hard glance in his direction. “But I have had some time to think about it,” she pressed on. “Look at it as an opportunity. An education among noble people. She’ll be well taken care of.”

“Is that what you think?” He nodded listlessly before turning away and heading out. When he reached the door, he turned ever so slightly and examined his wife through the corner of his eye. He winced, then hurried off as though shielding himself from a sight too foul to look upon.

 

In the morning, just as he was completing the sunrise prayer, José heard a knock on the villa door. By the lattices, beneath the checkered glow of the early morning light, he rushed to remove his teffelin, and headed down the stairs.

José joined Reyna in greeting the Ethiopian at the door. Jaffar was at least six foot six inches tall, with a powerful build and the cocoa complexion of his people. He wore a caftan the color of saffron spice, secured at the waist by a thick belt of ivory shards.

“Just a minute.” Reyna turned from the eunuch and crouched low to talk to her daughter.

“You’ll go to school with the other girls today,” Reyna explained to Tamar.

The little girl, never having spent a day apart from her mother, was wide-eyed with worry.

“I’ll see you later on.” She kissed her daughter, then sent her with away with the Eunuch tasked with escorting her into the harem.

The day, like most, passed slowly for Reyna. She spent the morning in the courtyard, working on a tapestry she’d begun with threads brought back from the Bazaar. When her fingers began to ache, she rang the servants’ bell and requested a meal. She dined on aubergine and lentils, and then, for something sweet, crystallized fruits and honey cake. Wondering what time it was, she tilted her head up and examined the sun in the sky. It was far from midday. Tired from the previous night’s festivities, and eager to pass the hours quickly, she retreated to her room, collapsed onto her bed, and drifted off into a deep sleep.

She woke up a few hours later. The room was humid and the light was beginning to dim. She peered through the lattices. The red-speckled sun, low in the sky, seeped along the horizon like a broken, bloody egg. The hour was late and Tamar had not yet returned.

“Arabella!” Reyna called down from the second story landing of the villa.

“Doña Reyna?”

“Go and see what’s keeping Tamar. She should be back by now.”

“Yes, Doña Reyna.” Arabella fastened a turban on her head and examined herself in the mirror before slipping out of the villa towards the harem quarter. A short time later, she returned with a scroll of parchment bearing the wax seal of Sultana Nur-Banu.


Doña Reyna,

Your daughter enjoyed her first day of studies immensely. In fact, she got along so well with the other children that I insisted she stay the night in the children’s chamber, so that she might better become acquainted with the other girls. She is a treasure, your green-eyed girl.

Nur-Banu, Sultana of Lightness

 

Reyna quickly rolled the parchment back into a neat scroll. How furious José would be when he found out. She was tempted to throw on her veil and head over to the harem to collect her daughter herself. Yet, she knew very well that such a thing was an impossibility. Entry to the harem was by invitation only. Palace etiquette was very strict on this.

When her daughter did not return the next day or the next, José was forced to intervene. He requested an audience with the Sultan.

“If you’ve called this meeting to thank me, José, there’s no need,” Sultan Selim began. “Only the children of my most trusted advisers receive education in the harem alongside my children. It’s a privilege bestowed only on those most deserving.”

José bowed low. “I just thought I might inquire as to when we can expect Tamar to come home? We were told that she’d be back after school.”

“Back? No, no, José. My daughters have grown quite fond of your green-eyed girl. They’d like to keep her as a playmate.”

“Keep her?”

“Of course. Nur-Banu tells me that she’s quite charming. The girls couldn’t bear the thought of her leaving after all the fun they had with one another. You are a lucky man, José. Your daughter will live alongside my children.”

José’s voice dropped to a whisper as he hung his head low. “She is our only child.”

The Sultan was still, his eyes narrowed and his yellow brows steeped in confusion. “I take it that you’re not pleased with my generosity?”

“On the contrary,” José tried to sound cheery. “It’s just that my wife can no longer bear children. I’m afraid that she will grow lonely without Tamar.”

Sultan Selim nodded in agreement. “I understand.”

“You do?”

“Of course. A mother must be with a child, and if she cannot bear children, things can be arranged.”

“Arranged?” José could not comprehend what the Sultan had in mind.

“Take a girl for yourself, Don José. There are many to choose from. If you can’t decide, I can select one for you. She will be young and healthy and she will give you much joy. When she delivers you a baby, the child will be passed to your wife to be raised as her own.”

José was stunned by the very suggestion.

“So it’s settled,” the Sultan continued.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Tamar will stay in the harem, and you will request visits with her whenever you like. You are dismissed now, José.”



*

 

Several weeks had passed before Reyna was invited back into the harem. She joined Nur-Banu in her private garden where she drank tea and waited for news of her daughter. Through the bamboo lattices, Tamar and Murat could be seen sitting atop the jewel-studded saddle of a miniature pony. “Let me go to her.” Reyna stood from her place.

“What’s the rush?” Nur-Banu seized her by the wrist. “Relax with me and watch them play a little longer.” With her long torso and fair legs sprawled out across the silk divan, Nur-Banu looked the part. She was the Sultan’s favorite, a picture-perfect odalisque.

“Is it safe? Tamar’s never ridden before,” said Reyna.

“Perfectly safe, and she’s ridden often since her arrival.”

Twisting her body low into the seat of the cushion, Reyna tried to appear comfortable.

Nur-Banu’s grey eyes bore through her with relentless precision. “You haven’t quite mastered the art of small talk, have you?” Her slipper slapped lazily against the sole of her foot as she spoke.

Reyna looked away, biting the corner of her lip as she did.

The high-pitched squeal of children’s voices sounded from beyond the garden. Reyna raked through the lattices and saw that Tamar was being lowered from the saddle by one of the servants. “She looks happy,” Reyna said quietly.

“She is, but you can’t feel bad about that. It’s natural that a little girl would want to be with other children her age.”

“Does she ask for me?” Reyna did her best to sound pitiful, a change in tactic that she hoped might stir up a bit of compassion in the Sultana.

“When she arrived, but she’s stopped that now.”

Reyna winced. “Sultana, may I speak candidly?”

“Why bother asking? You clearly can’t help yourself.”

“Then I have your permission?” Reyna leaned in close.

“You have it, though not having it hasn’t stopped you before.”

“How cold you are,” she said in a low voice.

The Sultana pushed in close then offered up a predatory grin. “I’m flattered you’ve taken the time to think of me.”

“Pardon?”

“I must confess,” she continued sweetly. “I haven’t thought of you.”

Reyna glared back at Nur-Banu. Her eyes were hurling insults but her lips were sealed tight. She swallowed her rage and turned her attention back toward the children. “Do you find it as odd as I do?” She feigned nonchalance.

“What’s that?” Nur-Banu held out her hand as a servant girl went to work filing her nails.

“A little boy and a little girl spending so much time together.”

“They’re enjoying each other’s company,” the Sultana said. “And what’s the harm anyhow? Murat will be gone before he’s old enough for anything serious.”

“Gone?”

“Sent away. You don’t see any grown men around here.”

The frenzied shuffle of little feet in motion sounded from the corridor. “Here they come,” said Nur-Banu as the children stumbled in with grass in their hair and mud splotched along their hems.

“Anne?” Tamar questioned when she noticed Reyna’s presence. Her eyes smiled as she climbed atop the divan and nestled herself in her mother’s lap.

“Tamarciğim.” Reyna drew a ring with her finger across the girl’s cheek and nose. “You shine for me like a gold ducat.”

Wide-eyed, Tamar studied her mother’s face. After a moment, she lowered her chin, slipped off from Reyna’s lap and headed away with Murat the way they had come.

“May I visit again?” Reyna asked the Sultana once Tamar had run off.

“As often as you’d like.” Nur-Banu looked up and smiled. “And since we’re speaking candidly, do try and get a bit more sleep before your next visit. You look dreadful.”

“Sultana?”

“A bit more cheer, a little less pout.” She poked Reyna’s nose playfully. “Nobody likes a frog-face.”

“Yes, Sultana.”

Tilting her head to one side, she examined Reyna with a kind of child-like fascination, then frowned disapprovingly. “You do understand that if I’m to look upon it, it must always appear pleasant.”

“Sultana?”

“Your face,” she said with an air of instruction, “Must always appear pleasant. Have I made myself clear?”

Reyna pulled her knees to her chest. Like a mutilated stump she sat there exposed, rooted in place and cut down to size. “Perfectly clear, Sultana.”

“I’m glad we understand one another.” She clapped her hands and chuckled delightfully. “How I do love being candid. You must introduce me to some of your other foreign ideas. Tinkering with this one has been such fun.”

Reyna was silent while the tears streamed down her face.

The Sultana winced. “I suppose you can practice for next time.”

“Practice?”

“Yes practice,” the Sultana snapped. “Holding your face together.” She looked away and waved in Reyna’s direction. “It seems to be coming apart. I think I’ve had enough for one day. You may go now.”

 

And so it was that Tamar was raised in the harem, alongside the Sultan’s many children, nieces and cousins. She was reared by an army of harem women that included the Sultan’s favorite concubines and relatives. It was known all throughout, this was the child of the Sultan’s most trusted confidante, adviser and friend.

She received a royal education, becoming well-versed in poetry, dance, embroidery, and art. Only, she was not schooled in Koranic studies. The Empire’s policy of religious tolerance extended throughout the land and was accordingly upheld even in the dank corridors of the Imperial harem.
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Ten Years Later

 

Murat rested the oars in their holsters and let their canoe drift aimlessly. The shore was just a faraway cluster of miniatures now. He hung his arm over the side of the boat and slapped the water playfully.

“I don’t see you enough,” Tamar said matter-of-factly.

“And I don’t see you at all.” He nodded towards her veil. “This thing, it doesn’t seem right.” He wiped his wet hand on his silk caftan. “I’ll never get used to it.”

“What’s the difference? You know what I look like.”

“It’s not the same.”

“Murat, it’s not proper.”

“Proper? We used to bathe naked together in the fruit fountain. Don’t talk to me about proper,” he quipped.

“We were seven,” she shot back.

He leaned in close. “You’ve never been in trouble a day in your life, have you?”

“I don’t think so. Is that a problem?”

“Not at all.” He leaned back against his elbows. “Don’t ever change.”

She smiled awkwardly.

“I don’t like talking to you through this, but I’m grateful we at least have this time together.”

She smiled a smile he could not see. Then, she pulled a few pins from her veil and let the fabric fall away exposing auburn hair that fell loose in long, waving pleats.

Yellow specks of sun glinted off the water’s surface dotting her Mediterranean complexion with a smattering of white light.

He just looked at her for a time, as if this were a gift he could not quite believe he had received.

Suddenly, the buzzing of a wasp came between them. Murat instinctively reached for the veil (now set off to the side) and swatted the insect away, and as he did, accidently flung the muslin fabric overboard.

“Murat!” Tamar stood in her place.

He shrugged apologetically.

“How am I ever going to explain this!” Her emerald eyes narrowed to slivers as her veil sank away beneath the water’s surface. “I’ll marinate you!” She shoved him hard.

“I’m truly sorry! Let me dive in and get it,” he offered sheepishly, then stood up and removed his shoes.

“Do you see it?” She stepped forward causing the boat to sway dangerously.

Murat grabbed hold of her outstretched arms, falling forward as he did.

The fall seemed to happen very slowly. An invisible force exerted a downward pressure on them both, plunging them deep through the hard, sharp surface of the river and into the dark waters below. A kind of water-wind jettisoned them to some unknown depth, at which point, they spun around and examined one another through the watery lens that engulfed them both. Suspended in that place with their clothes and hair weightless, their eyes were wide and their lungs still. It was a quiet world, a world without veils or rules or rituals. A world without any noise except for the sound of one’s heart thumping in one’s chest and one’s blood coursing through one’s veins.

Tamar looked upwards toward what could only be the sun, a runny, yellow mark on the far end of the water world. When she kicked her feet Murat followed suit, and the force of their kicks shot them skyward.

In an instant, they had surfaced in a ring of ripples and gasps and were taking huge gulps of air into their lungs.

Murat swam towards her. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” She coughed up some water.

“Look what I managed to find!” He held out her soaking veil and flung it onto the canoe. When she didn’t respond, he took a closer look at her. “You’re shivering.” He pulled her towards the boat. “Let’s go.” He unhinged a small ladder on the side of the canoe and helped Tamar up before boarding himself.

“Take off that robe before you freeze.”

She obliged and slipped off her caftan, laying it flat in the back of the boat to dry.

Murat shed a few layers himself exposing his thick, muscular arms, bare from shoulder to wrist.

They sat there baking dry under the warm, steady sunshine.

After a time, he spoke up. “They’re going to send me away.” The thought had weighed heavy on his mind for some time.

She glanced up.

“Soon.” He answered the question she hadn’t asked. “Feel this.” He took her hand and brought it to his face.

She moved her fingers across the length of this jaw. “So rough?”

“I’ve been shaving for months now.” He pulled away.

“Shaving? But how?”

“I hide the razor in my mattress and shave before the sun comes up. It’s only a matter of time before someone catches onto it. I know Jaffar has his suspicions already.”

“Murat.” She moved a few inches closer to him.

“Most of us are sent away by the time we’re thirteen. I know Mustafa managed to stick around until he was fourteen, but I’m already fifteen. I have no idea how I lasted in the harem this long.”

She suddenly shed her cool demeanor. “So they’re sending you away?”

“You know they will.”

“When will I see you?”

Murat lowered his chin and turned.

She nodded, then reached for her sopping veil and flung it back into the sea. They watched it as it sank away beneath the water’s surface.

“So that’s it? You’re just going to leave because they tell you to?”

“What choice do I have?”

“We can fight this.”

“We can’t fight it!”

“There has to be a way.”

“You know very well. No men inside the harem.”

“If you have to go,” She lowered her voice, “I’ll go with you.”

He leaned back and scoffed at the suggestion. “And your father?”

She rubbed her hands together and rocked in her place. “I think he would be pleased.”

“Are we talking about the same person? The man they call Don José the Jew? They say you’d be hard-pressed to find a Hebrew more fervent in his faith.”

“My father is an enlightened man, an educated man.”

“You can add zealot to the list.”

“He cares about freedom!”

“Have you spent so much time away from your father’s house that you no longer know him at all? Your father doesn’t care for freedom, he cares only for his faith!”

“My father is a great man! He risked his life to practice a faith forbidden to him. No one knows the importance of freedom more than he does.” She shook her head and reached for the oars. “Don’t talk about my father. You don’t know him at all.” She fumbled with the oars, then began rowing in the wrong direction. “I want to go back now.”

“Tamar—”

“It’s getting late.”

“Now just wait a minute—”

“I need to get back,” she snapped. “If you’re not going to help me turn this boat around, I’m happy to swim.”

He locked his eyes with hers then leaned in close until he could feel her breath on his lips. “I’m sorry,” he said after some time. “I want us to be together.”

Reluctantly, she softened her stance and put her arms around his neck. “I’ll go where you go.”

“And your people?”

She looked up and turned her gaze toward the place where the sea met the sky. “You are my people,” she said without glancing back.

Murat nodded.

There were no more words, nothing left to say or do as they drifted further from the shore. The moment was complete, sealed only by the weight of the silent oath between them.



*

 

As the months passed, Murat began to take notice of the eunuchs, who eyed him suspiciously as he and Tamar rode out on their horses or took long walks in the gardens. It had become impossible to hide the shadow of a beard that crept up along the length of his cheeks and above his lip. He had grown tall—a head taller than his father—and was towering over every boy, lady, and eunuch within the harem. How he had managed to remain in the women’s quarter longer than any prince before him was somewhat of an open secret.

For years, his mother, Sultana Nur-banu, had agonized about the day she would be separated from her son. Every few months, rumors would circulate that Murat was finally to be sent away. It was during these times that the Sultana retreated into her chambers locking the door from the inside with an iron bolt. When the Sultan would call on her late in night, she had the audacity to refuse him her bed. He was left standing in the cold, like a common beggar at her stoop. He would threaten and shout and pound on the door, but it was all in vain. The most powerful man in the world was rendered powerless. His heart was in her hands.

It was only after assurances were made that her son would remain with her for a few more months, a few weeks, a few days, it was only then that she let the Sultan enter her chamber.

But one cold night, frustrated by the obstinance of the woman that he loved, he had his men break down her door. Shouting was heard as the shattering of clay pots and vessels sounded throughout the quiet compound. The next day, Nur-Banu’s door was replaced with a thick, velvet curtain, and Murat was informed that he was to be sent away. He was a man and could no longer live among women and boys.

 

Murat said goodbye to his mother and sisters then gathered his things from the Sultana’s apartment. He was given his own quarters with servants, butlers, and beautiful slaves. And yet he thought only of Tamar. He had to find a way to see her again.



*

 

As he walked along one of the servants’ paths, Murat spotted Jaffar not far in the distance. The Ethiopian eunuch had just rounded the corner disappearing behind a thick wall of tall hedges leading up towards the kitchen quarters. “Jaffar!” Murat called out as he quickened his pace. “Jaffar!”

The eunuch spun around to face Murat. “Effendi, what are you doing here?”

“How are you, Jaffar?” Murat attempted to sound casual.

The eunuch’s expression stiffened. “Is there something I can help you with, Effendi?”

Murat took a step back and cleared his throat. “I just thought you might have some news from the harem.”

“It’s only been a month, Effendi.”

“Much can happen in a month’s time.”

“You know, most boys can’t wait to graduate from the harem and live their lives as men, but you, you’re different, aren’t you, Murat?”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand—”

“You want to find a way to sneak back in. To see the girl. You’re plotting and scheming this very instant, and you think I can help.”

“Can you?” Murat leapt at the suggestion.

“Of course not,” said Jaffar. “Are you trying to get me executed?”

Murat’s posture withered.

The eunuch shook his head and dug his walking staff into the dirt. “There may be another way.”

Murat looked up with pleading eyes. He was sure his heart had skipped a beat.

“Soon the girl will turn fifteen. Her education in the harem is coming to an end. She’s going home, Effendi, so there is no point in trying to sneak your way back in.”

“When is this happening? When does she leave?”

“In seven days time, I’m to escort her back to her father’s house.”

Murat looked around. “Here.” He pointed to a tall pomegranate tree than pushed away its branches and disappeared beneath it. “Can you see me?” Murat called out from behind the wall of leaves.

“You are well hidden, Effendi. No one can see you there.”

Murat emerged and was standing by the eunuch once more. “Then this is where I will wait. Bring her to me.”

“You know that I can’t.”

“Do me this favor. I’ll remember your kindness one day when I am sultan.”

Jaffar seemed to mull it over. “All right. Just this once. After the sun goes down, at the time when it is no longer day, but not yet night.”

Murat clasped his hands together loudly. “Thank you, Jaffar! I won’t forget this.”

The eunuch turned away and frowned. “I already wish you would.”

 

Seven days later, just before sundown, Murat took his place in the brush of the tree and waited for Tamar. While he waited, kitchen staff bustled past with rattling, silver trays. Sacks of rice and grains were transported towards the imperial kitchen in wagons pulled by donkeys and servants. To pass the time, he began to count the heels of servants and princes passing by. When he reached sixty, he looked up. The moon was bright but he couldn’t make out even a single star in the pale sky.

Somewhere in the heavens, his and Tamar’s star signs overlapped. He’d just come from Sheik Suca’s dark sanctuary in the second courtyard of the royal compound. The old Sufi confirmed what Murat had known all along. The heavens embraced their union. No matter that she was a foreigner or a Jew. Islam permitted a man to marry any woman who practiced a monotheistic religion. Tamar, daughter of Don José the Jew, was a perfectly suitable match.

The sound of snapping twigs interrupted his daydream. He spotted Tamar through a thicket of jade and lime-colored leaves. She approached the hollow space hidden by a cascade of branches. Her turquoise caftan wrapped her in a silk cocoon as she ducked under the leaves and made her way through.

They sat enveloped in the tree. Wild flowers rose like a fortress shielding them from view. After several moments of silence, the air took on the pulsating texture of a question-in-waiting. He lifted her veil and looked into her emerald eyes.

“I have something for you.” He passed her a small ring, a ruby cast in yellow gold mined from the rich soils of India. Inset, the inscription read, “To my queen, my sultan, I’ll sing your praises always.”

She examined the stone. Red gleaming facets set in a nugget of gold. “I love you,” she whispered. Her eyes met his and they smiled one smile.

Murat slid the ring over her finger. “In a year, it is my father’s will that we be married.” He kissed her for a long moment. Then he peered through the cascade of branches that enveloped them both into the dimming world beyond. The slender treetops of the forest swept wantonly against the silver sky. A donkey’s trot sounded in the distance before the call to prayer announced the hour.

“Go,” he pulled away reluctantly. “Your parents are waiting.”

She ran her fingers through his hair.

Their eyes glistened and they kissed their last kiss before she said goodbye and slipped away.
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Jaffar’s dark brows were steeped heavily and his face appeared twisted in the agony of regret. “Not a word of this to anyone or I’ll have that tongue plucked out.”

Tamar smiled obliviously as he escorted her towards her father’s house. Every few minutes, she held up her hand to admire the ruby on her finger. “My prince,” she said aloud and to no one at all. “I’ll sing your praises always.”

They walked for some time stopping only when Tamar insisted, to gather yellow and purple wildflowers that flourished along the path leading up towards the villa. It would be bad form to arrive at her father’s house empty-handed, she reasoned.

That evening, José entered the dining room elegant as always, in new clogs and a spotless white turban. He was finally beginning to show signs of aging, his trim beard boasting a few silver strands, his shoulders and torso thickened with wine and cheese and the complacency that often accompanies too much success.

“Good to have you home,” he said when he sat down beside his daughter. “How long it has been. Are you well? What news do you bring from the harem?”

“You know well, Baba. Little changes in the harem. I’m afraid I don’t have some exciting news to share.”

“Ah, come! You must have some stories for your Baba. How is Nur-Banu? I hear she has lost the favor of the Sultan to a younger, prettier thing from the East.”

“José!” Reyna flashed her husband a disapproving glare.

“Angling for a bit of gossip, Baba?” Tamar chimed in.

“Gossip? Certainly not!” José threw his hands up and offered his most innocent smile. “You know how I hate the word. Let us call them stories about life…”

“How eloquent you are, Baba.”

“What? In my own home I shouldn’t be permitted to speak? Isn’t that what you ladies spend your days doing anyhow? Chatting amongst yourselves?”

“Now you know all our secrets,” Tamar answered playfully.

“Nur-Banu hasn’t much to worry about anyhow,” José continued between bites of mutton. “She’s positioned herself well, hasn’t she? That son of hers is the smartest of the bunch.” He held his fork in the air to punctuate the point. “The boy was already reciting poetry when the rest of the lot were still in diapers. He’s got a head on his shoulders, that Murat. Mark my words, he’ll make a fine sultan.”

Tamar’s cheeks flushed conspicuously.

“Enough about that.” José turned toward his daughter. “Are you happy to be home to keep your old Papa company?”

“Baba,” she said warmly. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

José nodded approvingly then took a hearty bite of meat. “Now, for some news of myself!” He threw down his fork and took a swig of wine before bringing the glass down hard. He reached out with both arms and took both his daughter’s and his wife’s hands in his own. “It seems I’ve been honored by the Sultan.” He glanced about for a moment and waited for the enormity of the news to sink in before continuing. “I’ve been granted my own province to govern. A piece of land straddling the Sea of Galilee in the Holy Land. They call it Tiberius,” he explained proudly.

“Mashallah!” Tamar exclaimed.

Reyna smiled modestly though her eyes beamed with pride.

“Of course it’s practically a wasteland right now but it won’t be for long. I’m sending over whole villages to populate the area. They’ll be charged with cultivating the land and growing trade relations.”

“Will we have to relocate?” Reyna seemed concerned.

“G-d no!” José laughed. “You ladies wouldn’t survive a fortnight there…you see it’s a lawless place.” His tone turned serious. “The city walls have been destroyed. It’s quite vulnerable to attack and yet it is our homeland. The land of Israel. A Jewish land governed by Jews. What else could we ask for? Could there be anything more important than our traditions? A place where we can govern ourselves and ensure the survival of our faith?”

The table grew silent.

As Tamar reached for her spoon, José noticed the shimmering ruby on her finger. His eyes moved from the stone to his daughter’s downcast eyes. “I’ve shared my news.” He leaned in closer. “It seems you have some of your own?” His voice took on an oddly inquisitive tone.

Their eyes met as she slid her hand away from view.

“It’s nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing important.”

“Go wait for me in the courtyard.”

Tamar froze, her spoon in midair. “Have I offended you, Baba?”

He sighed wearily. “You can no more offend me than the light of the moon.”

She nodded, then stood up and headed out towards the garden.

José turned to Reyna. “Is there something I should know about?”

Reyna sipped of her sharbet. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

He tossed down his napkin and headed to the garden atrium. Tamar was there, waiting in that cloistered sanctuary, sitting on a stone bench beside a flowing fountain depicting a sculpted rendition of Jonah being spat from an enormous whale. In the courtyard, two squawking geese Tamar had named Leila and Majnun poked about the shrubbery looking for tall slinking worms to feed their hatchlings.

“Tamar,” he began. “What is this?” He reached for her hand and examined the ruby on her finger.

“It’s a ring.”

“Yes, but where did you get such an exquisite gem?”

“It’s just a gift.”

José’s silver brows cast deep furrows along the length of his long countenance. “A gift from whom?” He took her arm firmly. “Who gave you this?”

“Murat.” She pulled her arm free, held up her hand and examined the ruby. “We’ll be married in a year. Baba, tell me you are pleased.”

He tilted his head and examined his daughter as though seeing her for the first time.

“You’ve always spoken highly of him.” She tried to sound confident. “You yourself said what a fine sultan he’ll make,” she pressed on, while her father simply stared.

He lifted his daughter’s face until her gaze met his.

“Baba?”

He looked on strangely.

“Don’t just stand there looking at me like that. Say something.”

José glanced around, examining his surroundings as though lost in a place that was only vaguely familiar. “What can I say?” He shrugged lamely. “You don’t know who you are.”

The somber hoot of nesting owls echoed off cool stone tiles and marble statues.

“Baba, please. Why do you speak in such riddles?”

He shook his head and was still for a long moment.

“Baba, please,” Tamar pleaded.

But José had no words. He reached to the ground and grabbed a fistful of earth with each hand. He closed his palms and felt the smooth grains seep between his clenched fingers. Tattered memories fluttered through his mind. A hunchback man with a trim grey beard. Books hidden beneath a loose floorboard. A starry night on the beaches of Lisbon with Reyna by his side. He’d tried to explain it to Reyna, that bright night so very long ago. He knew she hadn’t understood.

“Baba!” Tamar’s voice echoed against the silent backdrop.

With his eyes closed he hardened himself to the memory of love. A chill spread throughout his body. It rippled through him, limb by limb, until finally, he was frozen.

He held his fists before her. “This earth here,” His voice was barely a whisper. “You have to reach it, to ever know it.” He loosened his grip and let the cool earth slip away from his grasp.

Tamar cast her eyes to the ground. Her satin slippers, once white and pure, were covered in a thin layer of dust.

José turned abruptly and left his daughter alone in the garden with nothing but the shrill squeals of Majnun and Layla’s hatchlings as her only consolation.

The soles of his wooden clogs slapped against the stone steps as he marched towards the second story landing and into his suite. He closed the door gently and looked around the room. With the force of a wild boar, he charged the console, toppling the vase of wildflowers he had received just hours earlier.

A pool of water spread across the floor filling the room with the sweet scent of honeysuckle and lavender. José scowled as the aroma grew stronger. Never before had he taken such offense by something so sweet or so beautiful.

He made his way to the window and peered out towards the garden. Tamar was still there in the spot where he had left her.

She held her hands up to the light of the moon, light, that just moments earlier, had seemed to José, innocent and pure and free of all offense. How cunning is beauty he thought.

He watched as she spread her fingers wide and examined them in the moonlight. Then, she bent down low and pressed her hands against the soft earth. She dug her hands in deep, trying to feel for something she did not know.



*

 

A week had passed when Tamar awoke to find her father standing over her bedside. “Baba? What’s wrong?” She glanced beyond the lattices into the thick night. Crickets chimed against a silent backdrop. By the thick curtain of night, she calculated that it was several hours before sunrise.

“Is everything all right?” She sat up in her bed. “Tell me what’s happening?”

“Pack a small bag.”

“Why?”

“Be quiet. Dress quickly.”

“I don’t understand.”

“There’s nothing to understand. Trust me now. Get your things.” He kissed her forehead. “Meet me at the gates.”

Just a few moments later, Tamar stood by her father in a hooded cape with a satchel in tow. He took her things and led her towards a long winding road. They walked the path silently for what seemed to Tamar to be an hour or so. Finally, a dim shadow emerged before her eyes. A large man with a red beard appeared atop an enormous black horse.

“This man will take you the rest of the way,” Don José said to Tamar.

“What are you talking about?” The panic in her voice was mounting.

“Go with Mustafa,” he said flatly. “He’ll escort you.”

“Please don’t send me away. I’ll be better. I promise.” She threw her arms around his waist. “Don’t send me away.”

“I love you,” José whispered as Mustafa dismounted the black stallion and made his way towards Tamar.

“No!” She cried in his embrace. “Tell me what I’ve done wrong.”

He turned away so she wouldn’t see the tears streaming down his face. “Be good.” He held her for the last time. “Go now.” He could feel her body trembling against his.

“Where is he taking me?”

Don José spoke in a low whisper. “You’re to live in Tiberius.”

“No, Baba! I won’t go.”

The man with the red beard stepped forward and pried Tamar from José as she sobbed loudly. He tossed her slender body over his muscular shoulder and lifted her onto the black horse that would take her away from Istanbul forever. Don José watched as the horse carried his daughter into the darkness, until he could no longer hear her sobs.

The scent of charred flesh filled his senses. The screams and sweat and misery of that hot August day nearly two decades earlier would forever be branded in his memory. He imagined the faces of his mother and father, faces he had never seen or touched or known, dying for a belief that his own flesh and blood could so easily relinquish. He saw them there, their anguish pulsating throughout his body, out through his fingertips and back through his head.


He saw them burning.

There was fire in his eyes.


*

 

When José revealed to Reyna what he had done, they stared at one another for a quiet moment. Her chest began to heave and her eyes seemed to swell red. She crossed her arms against her stomach and folded over as though bowing to some dreadful command. Her lips parted as though she were about to speak, but she could not gather enough air in her lungs to utter a word. She struggled for breath as she leaned against the wall. Several moments passed before she approached José. With her face turned away, she slipped the emerald and gold cuff off her wrist. It fell to the ground and broke apart. She uttered something before losing her breath once more.

He had been unable to make out her words. Imagining was more haunting than knowing ever could be.

Don José the Jew did not arrive at court the next day, or the next. On the third day of his absence, he was summoned to the palace. He entered the quarters of the Sultan’s office with tattered clothing and his head slung low. He’d rehearsed this speech many times. It was a perfect plan. Consumption was sweeping across the region at a rapid pace and the whole city was in mourning. There was barely a family who could claim they had not lost a loved one to the mysterious fever. Certainly, the Sultan would not question it. José didn’t even need to display a body. To prevent the spread of disease, the Sultan had issued a fatwa deeming it permissible to cremate the bodies of the dead.

“A thousand apologies…” Don José explained. “Our daughter…” he whispered in a tone of hushed grief. “The fever…yes it was awful…two days ago…there was nothing we could do…If it is G-d’s will, let it be.” José could feel his heart throbbing in his chest as he lied to the Sultan. His teeth and mouth and jaw stiffened. He did not expect the sense of shame that quickly overpowered him. Don José the Jew fell to the ground and wept at the feet of the Sultan. He would never see his daughter again. He had killed her with his deeds. He had banished her with his lies.

José took leave of his duties at the palace for a month of mourning. He mourned the loss of all that he held dear. He had lost his daughter, he had lost his wife, and when it came to his faith—he had lost his way.
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“She is gone,” the Sultan said to his son.

Murat looked out of his window. In the very place where the sun should have been, he found a large, black hole in the blue sky. Below, people were walking and moving about their business as usual. The gardeners tended the bushes, as though they still believed it were possible for life to grow. Jaffar, along with the other African eunuchs, continued to guard the gates under the mistaken impression that there was anything left on this earth still worth protecting. A bird chirped a contemptuous song of oblivion. White doves brazenly spread their wings and dove recklessly through the wanton sky—a sky so bright and blue and without shame that Murat grit his teeth and fists in frustrated rage.

He wanted to scream down to all those oblivious, passing by, “You scurrying fools! Your appointments, your plans, your dreams! Go ahead and drop them all, only take up your shovels, for we must bury it all. How disappointing life is!” But he didn’t shout these words. He did not speak, only let out a low growl, a deep rumbling from within.

Murat was silent for six days. Day after day, Sultan Selim sat at the edge of Murat’s bed, talking to him and trying to coax him to eat something. And still, Murat did not answer, but looked up blindly for trap doors in the ceiling where he wished he could slip away from his life, from his cruel fate. On the seventh day, he finally spoke. “I only loved her a little.”



*

 

He had not left his chamber in a week. The room was kept dim, the shutters drawn tight. In the darkness, Sultan Selim could barely see the boy’s face. Curled up in a snail’s silhouette, Murat sat with his knees tucked up to his chin.

“I only loved her a little.” Murat said the words quietly, as though trying to convince himself.

The Sultan pondered those words. “Can fire rage only a bit? Can floodwaters drown only a little?”

Murat fought back his tears. “Baba.” He caved into his father’s embrace. He had always seen her as a force in nature, an enchanting, mysterious force, with the power to entice, to pull, to shape. Like gravity, a luring charm so potent, it had the ability to affect, but never be affected. Like light and wind. The idea that a force as unholy as death could take her away, that he, the son of the Holy Ottoman emperor, the Conqueror, ruler of Dar Al-Islam, the idea that he could do nothing to bring her back, thoroughly stunned him. That she was only human was inconceivable. In fact, it was more than he could bear.

“I do not accept,” he breathed in a tone so eerily low and dismal, it sent a chill through the Sultan.

“I do not accept,” he told the servants when they attempted to serve him his dinner.

“I do not accept,” he would hiss, his eyes cold and distant. He waved away the delicacies that were brought before him, from the furthest corners of the empire.

“I do not accept! I do not accept! I do not accept!” He dismissed them all with a dangerous, thrashing gesture, a motion so sweepingly violent, it could have knocked over even the chief black eunuch.

“I do not accept,” he repeated again and again, as dozens of beautiful slave girls were brought before him.

“Dismissed.” He sent them all away, one by one, with the same contemptuous scorn he used to dismiss his meals at dinnertime.

“I do not accept,” he pleaded with G-d, as he knelt on his carpet during the sunrise prayers.

“I do not accept!” he threatened menacingly, in his prayer at sundown.

“I do not accept,” his spirit howled through every pore in his flesh.

“I do not accept,” he cried out beneath the mist of a weeping pomegranate tree, planted in the secret garden of their desire.

“Come back…” he pleaded in his sleep. In his heart, he could not believe that Tamar was dead. He believed she could come back, if only she willed it.

In Murat’s distress, visions of Tamar weighed heavy on his lids. Her mischievous smile, her emerald eyes, her bronzed skin, they all found their rest in the hollow space of almost sleep. They were leaching images, eerily sedentary, and haunting. They snuck upon him the way a dead body washes ashore under the cloak of night.

It was just a few hours before sunrise when Murat was startled awake. His sheets were drenched in a cold sweat. Crickets chimed in the still of night and a silver mist hung low over the river. He summoned the interpreter of dreams, the Halveti Sheik Suca, to his bedside.

 

“Murat, what is it?” The Sheik’s long robe trailed as he hurried to the bedside.

“A strange dream.” Murat kicked his legs over the side of the bed as he sat up. “You must tell me what it means.”

“You will dream many dreams. Best not to ponder the meaning of each and every one.”

“This one’s different.” Murat leaned forward anxiously. “I know it.”

Their eyes locked for a moment before the Sheik nodded. “Go ahead then. Tell it to me.”

Murat closed his eyes. “I was resting in the garden. The sun was warm on my face and the grass was cool under my skin.”

“You weren’t alone, were you?” the Sheik interrupted.

Murat shook his head. “She was on the grass beside me. We were lying there, not speaking, not moving, just being there, together.”

“What happened next? Take your time, Murat. It’s important you remember the events just as they unfolded.”

Murat nodded, his lids still sealed tight. “It was all very strange.”

“Go on.”

“I looked over to her and saw something like a seed rising up from her chest. I watched as it rose from her and came to settle in me. All the while, we lay there, not moving, not speaking, beside one another. We lay this way for a lifetime. We watched as seasons changed. A hundred winters came to pass, and then, in the very place where the seed had sunk, a tree sprouted. It grew tall and strong and hovered high above the clouds. Its shade encompassed all the world.”

The Sheik stroked his long white beard. “A pomegranate tree you say?”

“I did not say.”

“But it was a pomegranate tree, was it not?”

“How could you know that?”

“I saw it, just as you did.”

Murat nodded.

“Was that all?”

“I awoke shortly after.”

“Strange, indeed.”

“Have you any idea what it could mean?”

“I’ve more than an idea.”

Murat leaned in. “So I was right to summon you. I was feeling so very foolish.”

“This is not the dream of a fool, Murat. It is a window into the future.”

“I cannot bear another moment. Tell me what it means, dear Sheik. Tell me now and tell me quickly.”

“Through you and the girl, the Osman family will continue to live on forever. She is the one who has planted the seed in you Murat, and through her, your descendants will live and prosper.”

“But the girl in my dream, she is dead. She cannot be the one.”

“Murat,” Sheik Suca pressed. “The girl is certainly not dead. Your forefathers have saved her and her people. The Nissim children will carry this debt through time until it is repaid.”

“I don’t understand—”

“When you save a soul, you do so by making it a part of your own. When you save a life, you save it forever. Allah has granted you a guardian savior for all eternity. Don’t you see? She must pay it back.”

Murat looked on dumbfounded. “Pay it back? But to whom?”

“You are your father’s son, are you not? The girl will inherit the debt of her father, and you, my boy, will inherit the deed.”

“So we will meet again?” he asked, eyes wide and heart thumping.

“You will meet again, but not before it is time for the debt to be repaid.”

Murat swallowed hard. He blinked several times before addressing the question that hung limply between them. “When is the debt to be repaid?” His voice was barely a whisper.

Sheik Suca frowned. “When Allah wills it.”

Murat stared on blankly.

“Perhaps you should try and rest now.”

“I don’t need to rest.” He headed towards the open shutters and peered out over the dark, empty courtyard. He spun around and challenged the Sheik, “If she’s not dead, then where is she?”

The old Sheik winced. “I think it wouldn’t be a bad idea for you to spend some time out of the city. Perhaps Buyukada? Yes, I think so,” he continued without waiting for Murat’s response. “There, the dust is laced with gold—very good for the eyes and for healing the heart. I will speak to the Sultan and make arrangements for your departure.” The Sheik shuffled toward the door and muttered unintelligently to himself, before turning back to Murat. “Do try and get some rest.”

But Murat could not rest. He sat up all that night, thinking only of her debt, his deed, and a day they might someday meet again.
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On the sixth day of the month of Elul, the young prince set sail for the small Island of Buyukada, just an hour’s journey South of Istanbul. He boarded the ferry from the shores of Topkapi and sailed through what was known as the Port of Justice. Upon arrival, his ferry glided through the outstretched embrace of two weathered docks. He stepped off the wooden vessel onto the deck situated at the northwestern tip of the island.

His shoulders sloped sullenly, as though naturally dislodged from his withered frame. His servant was waiting at port to unload his trunks onto the carriage. She had been sent days prior of Murat’s sojourn and was instructed to secure his smooth arrival. She carried his trunks with as much ease as his thick Albanian guard had upon their departure from the palace. After loading the trunks onto an unadorned, horse-drawn carriage, she accompanied him on the journey through the pine-shaded promenade. She looked at Murat and saw that though the seagulls had come to greet him, he had winter in his eyes.

When Sultana Nur-Banu received word of her son’s excessive mourning, she arranged for a diverse entourage of servants to attend to him in Buyukada. She sent beautiful slaves from the Caucuses, a yellow-headed Armenian who strummed magic with her flute, his tutor and spiritual adviser, Sheik Suca, and a troop of dwarves who were trained in dance and entertainment. She also sent the Halabi, a large man of nomadic origins who was as stern and unflinching as a cement brick. He’d tutored Murat in Arabic and insisted the boy memorize the suras of the Koran. She sent Persian poets, Greek astrologers, and boyhood friends who’d been employed in the palace as janissaries.

When Sheik Suca finally found the young prince, he discovered Murat wasting away in the saunas and steam-rooms of the imperial hamam.

“My dear Sheik!” The naked boy stood in a steaming tub of rose petals. “To what do I owe this great honor!” His words were slurred as he stumbled up the bathhouse stairs, drunk on the island’s plum wine. Around his feet, a small pool of water and wilted pink petals gathered around wooden bath clogs. He snapped his fingers. Immediately, the servant girls arrived, swathed him in Kashmirian linens, and patted him dry.

“You are not well, Murat. I’ve been sent to oversee your recovery.”

“Not well! I’m perfectly fine, good Sheik! Look around.” He raised his hands towards the gilded domes and Byzantine frescos overhead. A servant girl with red hair let out a startled little cry as he grabbed her waist and yanked her close. “I am surrounded by beautiful women and vast riches!” He pushed her aside, “Shouldn’t I be fine! Let me guess. Has my mother sent you with more beautiful women…How many? Five, ten, twenty? What exponential joy!” He snapped his fingers again. This time, the servants appeared with a jewel-encrusted goblet. Murat threw back his neck and downed the contents, then tossed the empty goblet aside.

Sheik Suca winced as it skidded across the blue and jade tiles and clattered against the marble wall.

Murat lifted his arm to his face and wiped away a trail of crimson wine that streaked his chin. With moisture beads glistening on his brow, he cackled loudly, his misery echoing throughout the steam-filled bathhouse. “Perhaps the Sultana thinks me a wild beast. As easy to please as a roaming dog! You can send them back. Send them all back!”

“To think you are a crown prince of the Empire!” the Sheik scolded. “Look at you, drunk as the bees in the orchard. Come, boy! Get out of this sweaty pit. Let’s get some fresh air.” The Sheik clapped his hands loudly and three girls arrived in white tunics. “Dress him,” he instructed, his voice uncharacteristically harsh. “He’s not to have another drop of wine. I speak on behalf of Sultana Nur-banu, favorite to the Sultan. That’s an order!”

 

Sheik Suca and Murat boarded an open-air carriage. They made their way along a cobblestone street flanked on either side by white wooden mansions and the shadows cast by cypress trees that kept the households cool. They took in the scent of honeysuckle and lavender. Crumbling monasteries were perched atop the hills and nestled in the valleys of Buyukada. They were ancient relics that housed the islands monks and nuns and had once been home to Byzantine empresses exiled centuries ago.

At the base of a low hill, beneath the shade of a bamboo lattice, the sheik attempted to recreate some semblance of normalcy in the prince’s life. He began to tutor Murat in history and philosophy, while the servants kept them cool beneath the steady wand of their outstretched, peacock fans.

And yet, Murat failed to grasp most of his lessons, losing his concentration to the vast expanse of the Marmara. The gentle stirs and ripples of the turquoise sea so captivated him. Was that the color of her eyes? Her emerald eyes, or perhaps hers had a touch of the azure sky? The memory was fading and for this, he began to hate himself.

Still, there was one lesson that caught his attention. The Sufi Sheik expounded upon the ruins of an ancient city named Pompeii. It had been a vibrant city inhabited by Romans and shaded by the colossal peaks of a mountain called Vesuvius. One fateful day, eighty years after the birth of the prophet Jesus, the mountain overlooking the city rumbled, then swallowed the city in her fiery breath. Within minutes, the bustling city was obliterated, the city’s inhabitants transformed into pillars of ash and molten lava.

“It is said that beneath the layers of ash, the city is perfectly preserved,” the old Sheik’s eyes glistened. “Beneath the surface, time stands still. The babies still lay in their cribs, the dogs, still chained to their fences—they’re all frozen in time. Tables are set with silver cutlery. Great artworks cover the walls of homes belonging to wealthy merchants and Roman princes. The secret story of a civilization lies frozen in time. Don’t you see Murat, they are waiting, waiting to be discovered. Under the ash and the rubble, beneath the hardened ruins of the lava’s surface, the treasures of a secret civilization glisten.”

The young prince was paying close attention now, his dark eyes wide with wonder.

“My dear Prince,” the Sheik continued. “The entire city of Pompeii is waiting— Waiting to be discovered, waiting for the memory of her existence to surface. Hidden treasures are buried beneath the rubble. Jewels and gilded baubles, gold and diamonds too. For the ones who seek only treasure, the city of Pompeii swallows them in her ruins. Many men have set out to loot and plunder, to stake a claim to the priceless booty buried in her midst. They ride towards the horizon. Of the men who have embarked on these greedy expeditions, not one has ever been seen nor heard from again. And still, she waits, the city of slumber, beneath the ruins, she waits for someone pure of heart to come uncover her secrets, someone to discover her true beauty, but only, only in a labor of pure love.”



*

 

Murat slept beneath a netted canopy glistening with a thousand shimmering sea-pearls. He thrashed about, tossing and turning on his satin bed cushions. He was haunted by her image, drifting out somewhere over the sea.

He cried for the gaping hole that Tamar had left in his heart. He prayed that someone might rescue him from a place he did not know, from an affliction he could not name. Until that day, he would wait under heaps of charred rubble. He would wait for someone to come find him perfectly preserved, completely alone. He would wait for someone pure of heart, who would unearth him, save him, and give themselves to him, all in a labor of pure love.

Murat waited. He prayed that Sheik Suca was correct—that Tamar was alive and she would come back to him—that she would find him and unearth him, and through a labor of love, he would be rescued.

Upon his return from Buyukada, he was informed that he would be sent to govern Manisa, a bustling Anatolian province where he would educate himself in matters of state and prepare to take over an empire. Along the journey, he passed ancient Greek ruins, temples belonging to the Greek gods Zeus and Aezani. There was an acropolis in the distance atop the highest peak in view. From the ground rose ancient stone goddesses of the Hittites. To make an image of God was forbidden according to Islam, but Murat let his eyes drape over every inch of the crumbling monuments and carved imagery.

The caravan passed the mourning head of Niobe, daughter of Tantalus, King of Lydia, and wife to Amphion, king of Thebes. A tremendous rock structure bearing the image of a sitting woman. It was said that God turned Niobe to stone as punishment for her sins. She lay there at the side of the road, a river of melted snow streaming over her face for an eternity of weeping. She sat there waiting, just waiting. She waited, her heart a slab of stone, waiting for her spirit to free her from the trappings of God’s punishment, free her from the carvings of a mountainside.

Murat waited. Weeks turned into months. Seasons passed and colors changed. The sky darkened and lightened and the moon waxed and waned. Years went by and still he waited. He grew more desperate in time, certain she was alive, and that he could find her, that he would find her. He dispatched a small army in search of an emerald-eyed girl possessing a ruby ring with a cryptic inscription. This girl, he explained, was indebted to him. His soldiers searched far and wide but nowhere did they find Murat’s beloved.

His father the Sultan died in the arms of the one that he loved. Murat ascended the throne. He ruled the empire from his lonely niche. Heartbroken by the loss of Tamar, he retreated from state politics and allowed the state to be governed for the most part by his grand vizier and chief adviser. Some thought he’d gone mad. Thrashing out for no apparent reason at all, he’d turned bitter and reclusive. He took concubines and bore many children, and yet, never forgetting his love for Tamar, he continued the empire’s policy of religious tolerance towards persecuted minorities, welcoming hundreds of thousands of refugees from Europe’s inquisition into his empire.

At the hour of his death, he summoned the royal scribe to his chamber. Murat was waiting. Waiting for a debt that was never repaid. Waiting to have been rescued, unearthed, through a labor of love that never came. In the chapter on his life in the Osman Secret Chronicles, it is written that Sultan Murat III died in waiting.






PART II
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Selim Osman

Istanbul - Present Day

 

Selim Osman was born waiting. Waiting for love, waiting for enlightenment, waiting for the meaning of the tragedy of his life to make itself known. From one day to the next, Selim Osman, the sole living descendant of the last ottoman sultan, was waiting.

He pulled into a circular entranceway around a tall, stone obelisk in the center of the courtyard. The headlights of his Beemer swept the packed dirt road leading up to the manicured grounds of the hilltop villa illuminating a dozen or more parking attendants in white suit jackets and bow ties looking bored. His headache had worsened throughout the day and was now nearly intolerable. Selim reached over toward the empty seat beside him and popped open the glove compartment, withdrawing a white plastic pillbox. Ignoring the recommended dosing instructions, he knocked back four ibuprofen tablets, downing them with the last remnants of a warm bottle of Diet Coke that had been rolling beneath the back seat all throughout the drive. He turned off the ignition, stepped out of the car, then handed the keys and some loose change to a skinny boy who didn’t look a day over fourteen. “Keep it close by will you?” He followed the winding, red-carpeted path before him, enclosed on both sides by trim walls of lush, overarching hedges. There were a few neatly planted torches freckling an otherwise dark path leading to the old, western-style villa. The ten-bedroom mansion had been built by an Italian architect and had last been inhabited by a once-favored Egyptian dignitary and his family. Now the place was an upscale nightclub, rented out occasionally by wealthy individuals for weddings or charity functions.

The evening’s gala was meant to benefit Istanbul’s children in need, and Selim had written out a sizeable check to the charity and mailed it in along with his RSVP three weeks back. He said hello to fat Musa, the security guard who worked the club on weekends, then lent Mrs. Fatih, an elderly widow he’d known all his life, an arm to lean upon as she ascended a few shallow steps leading to the doorway. When he entered, he was surprised by the extravagant orchid arrangements, sleek lucite bars stationed throughout the inner ballroom, and a steaming dinner buffet that could have fed the charity’s hungry children for months, perhaps even through the start of Ramadan. The smell of spring rolls and sweet sauce filled the air.

White-gloved waiters circled the room offering skewered lamb and teriyaki-glazed treats to Istanbul’s upper-crust elites and a smattering of well-to-do European ex-pats. A life-size ice sculpture of Kemal Ataturk, the national hero, was situated in the center of the room, melting under the warm glow of the orange and rose spotlights.

Selim looked about the room and spotted all the usuals, friends he’d grown up with and known since childhood. They were all part of a small community of privileged Turks who had been educated in private German or French lycees, and summered with parents and grandparents on the Turkish Riviera, or along the pebbled shores of the Cote d’ Azure. They were from families that had publicly touted the benefits of Kemalist secularism and western-style modernity, still, they suffered from an emotional jet lag, a squeamishness towards progress that grew ever more acute as the secularization of the country began to intrude upon the old class system.

Selim made his way over to the bar and was surprised to see Ayda Turkman standing at the far end sipping a plum-colored martini. Until now, he’d only ever seen the actress on screen.

She seemed to be examining the room, her long slender fingers wrapped delicately below the gaping rim of her martini glass. She was unusually tall and startlingly pale, with chiseled shoulders and a striking collarbone. A small beauty spot rested at the tip of her cheekbone beside eyes the color of mahogany. Her untamed hair cascaded down the length of her back and swept across her narrow waist in full ebony waves. She moved throughout the room quietly, as her hips swayed like a pendulum.

A few feet away, the Dogan twins sipped wine and laughed coquettishly with the minister’s son, gossiping in French while casting sideways glances in Ayda’s direction. They spoke more loudly than they would in their native tongue, confident that Ayda, with her presumably stunted education, would not understand their petty insults. Speaking French while not in France was an elitist affectation Selim’s contemporaries took up upon their return from whatever Swiss boarding schools they’d attended, usually L’ecole Aiglon near the Alps, or sometimes, Le Rosey.

These Euro-Turks regarded the city’s rising glitterati with a mixture of feigned disgust and casual scorn. Models were considered glorified strippers, disposable arm-candy for upper-crust playboys, and actresses were regarded as temporary playthings for the aristocracy’s naughty adolescents. While they debuted the latest designer trends on billboards across Istanbul and Ankara, at the end of the day, these starlets were condemned to an ambiguous rung in the Turkish caste system. They were femmes scandaleuses. Scorned by the religious masses for their promiscuity (real or imagined) and shunned by the secular elite for their growing presence in Turkish society. This was Istanbul’s Hollywood, a class amongst itself, glorified and ostracized, like Roman gladiators at the Coliseum. Istanbul’s upper class was a closed society, membership regulated by a strict grandfather clause, bequeathed at birth to those whose ancestral lines could be traced to some legendary war hero, or to the prophet Muhammad himself.

Selim stood in front of a large table covered with place cards. He found his name. Table three. Scouring the room once more, he found Ayda sitting at table eight. He reached for his pen, changed the three on his place card to an eight, then headed over and seated himself by her side.

A waitress passed with a tray of finger foods. “Some Kibbeh for you, Sir?” He shook his head and turned his attention to Ayda, who waved away the waitress politely.

She glanced inconspicuously in his direction. Selim leaned over as though he were going to say something, but found himself tongue-tied.

“This is painfully boring,” Ayda whispered, while the applause and rambling speech of a committee chairman blared throughout the speakers. When he didn't answer, she took a thin wedge of lemon to her teeth and in one seamless stroke, peeled the pulp from the rind, depositing the naked crust in her glass with a small splash. She licked the tip of her index finger.

Selim kept his eyes on the speaker, who was saying something about children in Istanbul suffering from iron deficiencies. He sipped his whiskey, closing his eyes as the burn sauntered down his throat.

“Pardón.” She stood, then surveyed the room for a moment, her frame towering like the lean and stunningly arrogant obelisk in the courtyard.

He studied the sculpted cliffs of her bare neck and jutting, almost masculine, jaw.

She removed a tall cigarette from a jewel-encrusted purse. Then, with it perched between her red glazed fingertips, she leaned forward to catch a little fire from the flickering candelabra beside him. She brought her lips past his, taming the flame with a few short breaths, offering him a tantalizing trace of the eau de parfum dabbed between her breasts.

“You can’t smoke in here.” Selim frowned, instantly regretting his words.

She straightened up, smiled, and polluted the air nonchalantly. “I guess I should leave then.” She swept her hair to one side then turned, exposing the smooth, fleshy scoop of her backless ensemble. She took another careless puff then sauntered off.

He watched the tiny vertebrae in her back as she walked towards the exit, and it was but a moment later that he found himself following her out of the banquet. In the vast quietude of the grand entrance hall, his steps echoed coolly off green stone tiles and the carved, empty shells of high-vaulted, flat-frescoed ceilings. From the banquet hall came uproarious laughter and a round of applause muffled by the thick, wood-paneled doors that had sealed shut behind them.

He followed her until her silhouette slowed, and stopped in the frame of a centuries-old, wrought iron entrance. Its gates embraced an arched swatch of night whose silvery corners lit up like the edges of velvet in the light.

“Maybe you should tell your driver you won’t be needing him,” he heard himself say. He watched the stem of her cigarette glide into her smooth pout. His eyes lingered, as a cloud of smoke escaped from lips that seemed to part like the petals of a black rose.

He moved towards her and found his lips on hers. Her kiss tasted of smoke and orange sugar candies. He held her cheeks in the palms of his hand, pulled away, winced, then quietly scolded, “Filthy habit.” He leaned forward again and found his tongue probing the depths of her mouth taking in all that sweet smoke and marmalade.

“I’m Ayda,” she whispered.

He looked up. “You’re so beautiful.” He leaned in and kissed her once more, “and I already know your name.”

 

If his father had been alive, he would have been the one to remind Selim that it was improper for him to seriously date actresses who wore short-shorts and drank martinis, but his father was gone, as was his brother, and he was alone. There was no one there to remind him of who he should be, and whom he should be with.

It had all come to an end in 1923 when the family received word that the Turkish armed guard, led by a zealous young nationalist, was overthrowing the sultanate. As soon as Selim’s grandfather ascended the throne, he was forced to abdicate. Life in Istanbul changed drastically under the command of the country’s reformer and national hero, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. The lattices and opaque curtains that had once separated men and women on the trams, ferries, even in university classrooms were banned. Turkish people shed their traditional garb and donned a more “civilized”, European style of dress. Women stopped wearing the veil. Men gave up the fez and caftan in lieu of panama hats and British-cut suits. A new Turkish alphabet was implemented and women were brought into the workforce. Nearly overnight, the Osman royal family had become obsolete.

Selim Osman, the grandson of the last Ottoman sultan inherited a legacy of despair and glory—At this very moment, he was very pleased to have no one to remind him of it. He was proud to be a Turk, a citizen of a secular nation that fought for equality of social class and gender. Of course, the old ways still persisted with old families. Certainly, Ayda Turkman was not a woman of his social standing, and it was a relief to know that in his present situation, with no mother, father, or brother to appease, it didn’t matter.
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They drove towards his home, a small but luxurious apartment situated in Bebek, one of the more chic areas on the European shore of Istanbul. He parked his car out front then came around to open the door for her.

“This way.” He took her white-gloved hand and led her along the pavement to his building. They stepped into the dimly lit lobby and stood at the base of the staircase leading to the second level. She ran her hands down the length of her black satin gown, smoothing out a few creases.

“You look great.”

She pursed her lips and locked eyes with him, then eyed the exit behind them.

“I can drop you home if you’d prefer.” He took a step towards her and ran his fingers along the length of jet-black hair that framed her chiseled features. He leaned in close, then a little closer, until he could feel her breath on his lips.

“Is that what you want?” Her voice dropped to a whisper as she pressed her forehead against his. “For me to go home?”

His heart began pounding in his chest. “It doesn’t matter what I want.” He felt the soft skin of her ear caress his lips as he whispered the words. “I just want you to be comfortable.”

She broke away and stumbled back. Their eyes locked in a momentary standoff as she considered her options. “After you,” she said while motioning for him to lead the way.

They ascended the flight of stairs towards the dark landing until finally, they stood before his door in absolute darkness.

“Looks like the bulb’s out.” He reached into his pocket and felt for his keys. “Just a minute.” They stood quietly with only the sound of keys jingling between them.

The key slipped into the keyhole and the metal lock clicked. He stepped inside, flipped the light switch and turned to Ayda.

She stood there, wrapped in her mink shawl, leaning against the door post.

The sight of her there made him smile. “Come on in.”

She tossed her shawl on a low console as she stepped inside. Her four-inch stilettoes clicked against the hardwood floors as she moved with ease through his apartment.

She stopped before a long corridor covered with framed portraits. The paintings depicted different men, some old, others young, but all wearing enormous white turbans and the same stern expression.

“Who are they?” She turned to Selim.

He smiled shyly. “The Sultans.” An awkward silence passed between them. “All thirty-six of them.”

“Your family?”

He made his way to one particular portrait and stood before it. “That’s right.”

“And that one?” She pointed toward the rendition of a young sultan with a glint of madness in his eyes.

“Murat the III.”

“What happened to him?”

Selim shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what happened to him. It only matters what happened after him.”

“What do you mean?”

He turned and faced her directly. “Every sultan descended from Murat is thought to be cursed.”

“I’ve never heard that, and I know my Ottoman history.”

Selim laughed. “There is Ottoman history, and then there are the Osman Secret Chronicles. This isn’t the sort of thing that made it into your Turkish history textbook. The Chronicles have been well guarded throughout the generations. They document the private life of every sultan throughout history, passed down from one sultan to the next.”

“And you have these chronicles?” Ayda asked incredulously.

“I do.”

“And you’d give up these secrets so easily?”

“They’re family secrets.”

“Go on.”

“I have no family.” He put his hands in his pockets and shrugged lamely. “And so there are no need for secrets.” He cast his eyes downward, pretending to take an interest in the scuffed tip of an otherwise polished shoe.

They both stood quietly for a long moment.

“So what do the chronicles say about Murat the III?”

Selim took a deep breath. “His chapter was written on his deathbed, by an imperial scribe tasked with penning Murat’s most intimate thoughts. It seems his beloved died before they could marry. The body of the girl was never found. No grave was ever marked, and so, unable to accept the loss, he spent the rest of his life looking for her. Those around him believed that he had simply gone mad. Soldiers were dispatched to roam the provinces in search of an emerald-eyed beauty possessing a rare, precious ruby. They were informed that the girl was indebted to the Sultan and that she was to be brought before him at all costs. His servants went through the motions of searching for the dead girl, all the while believing that their search was in vain. Of course, she was never found.”

“And the debt? It went unpaid?”

“Naturally, if there ever was one.”

“What about the curse?” Ayda seemed genuinely interested now.

“Every subsequent sultan descended from Murat suffered terribly in life. Each was haunted in his own way, possessing a bit of the madness and despair that eventually destroyed Murat.”

“You don’t believe in the curse, do you?”

“I don’t know. All I know is what I’ve seen…” Selim’s voice trailed off. “They say the only way to break the curse is to find the emerald-eyed girl in possession of the ruby. When the debt is repaid, the curse will be broken.”

“And you?”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.”

“What would you like to know?”

“Are you cursed? I need to know what I’m getting myself into.” Ayda smiled mischievously. “Do you possess the madness?”

He grabbed her by the waist. “I certainly do.”

She examined him coyly. “My eyes are brown. Does that mean we don’t have a future?”

“We can always fit you for colored lenses.”

She shoved him playfully. “Are you really mad, Selim Osman?”

“The only thing that’s driving me mad right now is you.” He pulled her close and kissed her hard.

Ayda pushed away. “What happened to your family?”

He raised one brow incredulously. “You know very well.” He let his hands fall from her waist and took a few steps back.

“Selim—”

“Everyone does. I’m sure you read about it in the gossip pages.”

She shrugged apologetically. “I was never one to read the gossip section.”

“I’m sorry. It’s just that—”

“You don’t need to explain anything.”

“No, I want to.”

“I shouldn’t have pried.”

He shook his head. “My brother passed away. He was fourteen. We were on a motorcycle. The thing skidded, lost control.”

“My G-d. Fourteen? He couldn’t have had his license at that age. Was he driving?”

Selim dropped his head then continued as though she had never asked the question. “After that, my mother ran off to live with her aunt in the countryside. I was sixteen. I guess it was easier for her to believe that both her sons were dead.”

“Selim—”

“It’s all right. We all get what we deserve.”

“She just walked out on you and your father?”

“That’s pretty much how it happened. She said goodbye as though she were stepping out for a few hours. She made sure to leave us with a pantry full of groceries though. I’m still not sure what that was about. Oh—and the combination to the safe containing precious jewels the Osman women have had for generations. She said she wouldn’t be needing them in the country.”

“That was it?”

“She left and never came back.”

“And your father?”

Selim shook his head. “He slipped into a depression. Passed a few years ago.”

“Was it the madness?”

Selim took a step back.

“The curse maybe?” she pressed on.

“I’m a modern man,” Selim snapped. “That’s all nonsense. It’s not real.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Oh G-d,” Selim stuttered. “You didn’t come here to listen to all my life’s troubles, and here I am going on and on. I wouldn’t blame you if you decided to get up and leave.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“Let me fix you a drink. Cabernet, Merlot?”

“Make it a whiskey.”

He poured her a drink over at the bar, then made his way back to the leather chair where she was situated. He handed her the whisky, then stood towering over her. “Drink up,” his body seemed to command. “Drink now.”

She threw back her neck and took down the strong stuff as though it were a penance for a crime she could not name but was sure she had committed. Her face twisted in sour agony as she turned her cheek and offered up her empty cup as proof of her surrender.

Not fully satisfied with her penance, he left her bare, outstretched arm suspended in its place. Ignoring the empty glass before him, he swept away the strap of her gown, stepped back and examined the skin he had just exposed.

Her expression stiffened as she placed the glass down and rose to her feet defiantly. Taking hold of his tie near the base of his throat, she reined him in as though she were handling a dog on a leash.

In an instant, he had pried her fingers away and backed her into a corner. He stared her down until her defiance melted away, then lifted her frame in his arms and carried her off. As he moved through the long dark corridor, the gaze of thirty-six sultans bore into him on either side of the hallway. They were silent sultans, but they were not still. They prodded him, they pushed him. They never let him forget…

He took her to his bed that evening, but it was she who ravaged him on the eve that marked the anniversary of his only brother’s death. She never questioned his tears. When they were done, she kissed his salty lashes until his eyes were dry and empty of everything but sleep.
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Slow down, Brother. Slow down! His brother’s last words never ceased to haunt him.

Selim was startled awake in the early hours of dawn. It was not just his head, but now his jaw was aching too. He reached for the pillbox beside the bed and tried to pop open the tight lid with one thumb. The pills went flying in the darkness, and rolled over the hardwood floor throughout the room before settling in dusty corners beneath the armoire and between loose floorboards.

He got out of bed and scanned the floor with his open palm. He found one pill, brushed it off against his night-shirt, and popped it without bothering with the water by the bedside. Grey shadows moved about the room like a caravan of night-wandering gypsies. The sheer curtains shivered in the breeze, their tattered edges creeping out beyond the windowpane, as the dark river rose beyond.

Ayda lay on her side, her bare figure beaded with pearls of sweat, the sheets damp and filling the room with the smell of the sea. As the sun pushed towards the horizon, he examined her body in the pastel hues of dawn. Her milky torso undulated softly as she breathed like the quiet ripples of the Bosphorus outside.

The faint cry of the muezzin first sounded in the distance. It was coming from the other side of the river, from a mosque somewhere on the Asian side of the shore. A moment later, another sounded closer to home. Soon, at least half a dozen mosques could be heard calling the faithful to prayer from minarets piercing the clouds all along Istanbul’s horizon.

Selim sat in the old rattan rocking chair by the bedside, waiting for the ibuprofen to kick in and his headache to pass.

And still, she slept. A sunlit mist rose from the water and seeped into Selim’s small bedroom. Her body, as sumptuously sculpted as a violin’s frame, reminded him of the instrument Baba had given him years back. It was an original Stradivarius, a gift from the King of Spain to his great-grandfather on the occasion of his 60th birthday. It was one of only a few in the world. Finely crafted, its thick coat of varnish glistened magnificently but couldn’t mask the tiny nicks of marked obsession the instrument had endured throughout the years. Baba had wanted to sell it at auction, or at least to retire it to an airtight glass enclosure, but grandfather, a romantic and skilled virtuoso, wouldn’t hear of it. “It’s a sin to silence an instrument,” was his response to the idea.

Selim would open the case occasionally, just to have a look. It hadn’t been touched in over a decade. He was content to know that the instrument was unblemished by his fingerprints, confident that the strings were as taut as they could possibly be. The instrument would endure. It was a magnificent burden—He kept its existence a well-guarded secret, locked away in its case in the back of the cupboard. He admired it with the same passive rapaciousness with which he had guarded all things precious.

Selim was not used to the sound of another person breathing in his room. He wanted to reach out and touch her, for his fingers to whisper “wake, speak,” but he did no such thing. He just sat in his chair, separated from her by a brooding space that seemed to pulsate as the chair rocked towards, then away from her.

Sensing his eyes upon her, she woke up and turned towards him, her face suddenly seeming younger, fuller. With her eyes still closed, she smiled slowly, but with such unbridled radiance that Selim felt ashamed of himself.

“You should leave.”

The huskiness in his voice seemed to startle her.

He stood up and made his way over to the night table, pouring himself a glass of water from the pitcher on the dresser. He took a long sip then placed it back down, branding a dark wet ring on the mahogany dresser.

“Leave? But it’s so early?” she answered drowsily.

Selim looked around the room. Her clothes were strewn about the place. He gathered her purse, the stiletto pumps, and a lacy bra with small pink bows lined along the straps. He found her satin dress lost somewhere in the warm rumpled bed sheets. “I’ve got to get to work.” He handed everything to her in a messy pile.

As he searched his closet, she rose and left the room, returning a few minutes later with a cup of steaming black coffee. “I hope you don’t mind.” She tucked herself back under his Egyptian cotton sheets, her black course hair splayed across the pillow. She held the gold embossed china with two hands and sipped cautiously as a small plume of steam rose between her dark eyes.

“How old are you?” he wondered aloud.

“Twenty-two. You thought I was older?”

“By at least a decade.” The words had slipped out and he worried that his comment had insulted her. He turned, ready to apologize, but when their eyes met, it was clear she was in no way bothered. On the contrary, she seemed pleased.

Wide-eyed and glowing, she reached for her coffee and took a deep sip, tilting the cup up against her face.

“You’ll burn yourself like that.” He reached over and took the cup away from her, returning it to the coaster by the bedside.

He was suddenly ashamed of how bluntly he had spoken to her the night before, ashamed that he had aired his dirty laundry with a complete stranger. He wanted her gone.

“I’ve got to get to work. When you leave, just make sure the door is locked behind you.”


*

 

From his office in Taksim, Selim now managed a dozen shopping centers throughout the city and several motels near the airport. They were not the prestigious properties his family had once managed, luxury resorts along the Turkish Riviera, hotels in the Galata region. Yet, Selim took tremendous pride in his work, involving himself in every detail of the business, no matter how big or small.

Every so often, Miro, the office manager, would knock to let him know about a tenant that was behind on his rent, a broken water tanker in one of the hotels, or just to say they were going down to pick up some lamb kebabs from the street vendor below and would he like a skewer or two?

During his lunch break, Selim scanned the library that contained books he’d collected throughout his lifetime. The narrow shelves housed Saint-Exupéry’s Petit Prince, works of Shakespeare, the maxims of Confucius, a copy of the Koran, as well as the old and new testaments. Homer’s Odyssey rested between a collection of Aesop’s fables and 1001 Tales of the Arabian nights. The floor to ceiling shelving unit was a majestic mess of undisputed history, tall tales of fiction, and ancient fables passed down for generations. On this day at noon, he settled on Tolstoy and selected a hefty novel he’d not yet read.

A few hours later, he took a taxi to a small hotel he owned near the airport. There were reports that squatters had taken over the place and he wanted to check out the situation himself. The hotel had been closed for several months as a planned renovation had been stalled due to an expired permit. When he stepped out into the parking lot, the first thing he noticed was a loose plank concealing a glassless floor to ceiling window on the ground floor beside some dry hedges. He swung the plank aside and stepped through the empty windowpane. “Merhaba? Hello?” He noticed a pair of men’s slippers. A loaf of bread. A bottle of disinfectant spray and a roll of paper towels near the bathroom. Looking at these abandoned items, he felt a sense of loneliness. He heard footsteps quicken in the hallway. He stood there, engulfed in the warm space where a person had just vanished.

As he made his way down the hall, Selim stopped before an open door where a young boy slept on a thin mattress. A balding street-mutt lifted its snout and yapped loudly in his direction.

Startled awake, the boy leaped from his mattress and attempted an escape through the doorway. He stumbled over a pile of dirty clothes and knocked over a wet dog bowl as he tried to maneuver his way past the stranger standing before him.

Selim took hold of the yellowed sleeve of the boy’s t-shirt and lifted the frantic boy off the ground. “Relax!” he shouted, as he forced the boy to sit back on the mattress. “You’re not in any trouble.”

“Please, don’t call the police,” the boy pleaded while his dog carried on yapping. “We can leave.”

“Who sleeps there?” Selim motioned in the direction of a second mattress at the opposite end of the room.

“My father.”

“Well when he gets back, tell him he can’t live here anymore.”

A quiet voice sounded from behind. “I’m Ozgur.”

Selim turned to discover a rail-thin man with a bandaged leg standing in the doorway.

“We’re leaving. Just give us a few minutes,” the man said quietly. “Emre, get your things. We have to go now.”

“What happened to your leg?” Selim asked as the man hobbled through the room.

“Work accident. Crushed under a falling steel beam.” He picked up a duffel bag and tossed a few shirts inside. “They don’t employ cripples on construction sites.” He made his way to the bathroom and came out carrying a bar of soap, a toothbrush, and a man’s shaving kit.

“Well you can’t stay here for free.”

The man frowned then motioned for his son to follow. He tried to push past Selim, but Selim held out his arm and blocked the doorway. “I said you couldn’t stay here for free. I didn’t say you couldn’t stay.”

The man laughed bitterly. “Do we look like we have money? Emre sells gum and batteries on the side of the highway just to help us get some food to eat.”

“I have no problem employing someone with an injury.”

“Work?”

“Yes. I’m offering you a job. You and Emre can stay here. You’ll be paid like everyone else, except for a small rent deduction for this space. Renovations start next week. What do you say?”

“What do I say?” The man dropped his bag and put his arms around Selim. “Mashallah!”

“Yes!” The young boy jumped forward and wrapped his arms around Selim’s long leg.


*

 

He returned home late that evening and discovered that Ayda had left, but only to go home and pack up her things—things that were now packed away in suitcases lined neatly against the wall. She was sitting on his couch wrapped in his terry cloth robe, her hair wet and her feet bare.

“You’re still here.” His eyes scanned the Louis Vuitton luggage lined up in the foyer. “You have no plans on leaving?”

“I don’t.” A moment of silence passed between them.

“What’s this?” She stood up and made her way towards him, then reached for the book he carried and flipped to the title page. “Anna Karenina.” She looked up and smiled. “One of my favorites. There was a big library.” She took out a cigarette and let it dangle between her fingers. “That was probably the only good thing at the orphanage.” She lit up and blew smoke away from them both.

“I’d prefer you didn’t smoke here.” His voice was flat.

She seemed to contemplate this for a moment before opening the window just a crack and flicking ashes over the wet street below. “I was interested in Russian literature.” She took a few more puffs then tossed the lean cigarette over the edge of the windowsill.

He was perturbed that she had the gall to smoke in his apartment, the nerve to shower in his bathroom and then saunter around in his robe, as though his place was her own. As though she belonged. Selim mumbled something under his breath, then headed out into the foyer. He was sad, especially this very day. He wanted to mourn the remainder of the day in solitude.

“I won’t be here all the time and I won’t get in your way,” she assured him as she followed him into the drawing room. “I’d like to stay here, with you.”

Selim stepped out onto the balcony and found himself engulfed in the night’s moisture. The street below was dark, lit only by a few flickering street lamps and the red taillights of passing vehicles.

The engine of a motorbike roared in the distance of his memory. Slow down, Brother. Slow down! Those last words before his brother’s death never ceased to haunt him. He swallowed the knot forming at the base of his throat. His palms gripped the iron railing and he found himself leaning against it with all his weight.

He spun around to face her. “Why?”

Ayda sat on his couch just a few feet away, leafing through the worn pages of Anna Karenina. After a moment, she looked up. “Because I like you, and I think you like me too.” She put down the book, made her way to his liquor cabinet, and poured herself a drink.

Watching her move, he was overcome with a tranquility he had not known for some time.

They sat beside one another for a few quiet minutes. He reached for her hand and weaved his fingers through hers. He realized that just by saying them, she’d made her words true.
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Ayda cooked dinner for him, looked after the hydrangeas on the small balcony garden, and kept the place tidy. Oftentimes, he was welcomed home by the scent of simmering borek, savory meats ground with onions and peppers, stuffed away into fried pastry dough. She served him mint tea with a dash of pine nuts that gathered in a floating loop along the rim of his steamy glass.

He’d come home from work and sip his tea quietly through a small cube of sugar held between his teeth and against the tip of his tongue. After dinner, he’d retreat to his study where he smoked cigars and drank cognac in the big leather chair by the window. Sometimes, he’d read a book or play online poker with strangers who went by names like Tommyboycruze or Jesusismyhomeboy. Then, he’d return to bed for something that looked like love, but hadn’t yet been named. For a month, her loving satisfied him in a way that made his pain a little duller, a little less real. In his dreams, he spoke to Ali. “So much time has passed, and you’re still so young,” but it was not Ali who answered, it was Ayda. “Darling, I’m not young, I’m old. I always have been.”


*

 

It was six thirty in the morning, four weeks to the day since they had begun their affair. Selim sat on the living room sofa with his head on one armrest and his feet propped up on the other.

He was still in his robe when she strolled out of the bedroom wearing a dangerously chic, white pants suit and red-soled, Louboutin pumps. Her dark hair fell in loose waves that she had styled with a curling iron.

“You’re up early.”

She made her way towards the couch where he sat, leaned over and kissed him quickly. “I’ve got an early breakfast.” She glanced at her watch.

“What’s this?” Selim reached for something she seemed to be concealing behind her back.

“It’s nothing,” she explained while placing what appeared to be a journal on the surface of the dining table.

Selim sat forward. Not content with his view, he got to his feet and shuffled over for a closer look. Its linen jacket was embellished with silver stitching, mirrored beads, and loose strings dangling where some threads had come undone. It was the notebook of a young girl, fashioned in the same tawdry fabric that lined countless knickknacks sold throughout the Grand Bizarre.

Ayda’s long fingers hovered over the notebook. While Selim looked at her, she looked at the sea. Her dark eyes met his on the surface of the glass window. She stood unmoved while the waves lapped over her ghostly reflection.

“What is it?” Selim nodded in the direction of the notebook.

She stepped away, vanquishing the watery phantom that had been hovering by the window. “It’s my journal.”

“What do you write about?”

“I don’t write.”

Selim nodded.

“I used to write. I stopped a while ago.” Her polished nails moved to her lower lip and rested between her teeth.

“What did you write about?”

“Everything. Nothing. I didn’t have anyone to talk to when I was younger. I was pretty much on my own.” Her hand fell away and she stood a little taller. “That’s why I began to write. It just made me feel better. It’s hard to explain, but when I wrote in it and read through it, it reminded me that I was someone, even if no one else knew it.” She shook her head as her cheeks flushed. “Does that make sense?”

Selim frowned uncomfortably. “It makes sense.”

She glanced down at her watch. “I have to go,” she said while heading towards the door.

“Do you usually just leave it out like that?” he called after her.

“No.” She turned so that her chiseled profile was on display. Her chin was slightly elevated and she barely blinked at all. Nothing in her demeanor suggested that it had been left there accidently, and she made no move to retrieve the thing.

It took only a moment before her motive became glaringly obvious.

“I’ll be back in a few hours.” She cleared her throat and reached for her purse and keys.

Selim followed her to the door and pressed his palm up against it blocking any possibility of her passing. “Are you sure you want me to?”

She offered a blank smile. “I really shouldn’t be late.” She reached for the knob but fell short of turning it.

Reluctantly, Selim stepped away.

Catching a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror by the door, she tossed her hair casually, then headed away with only the slightest hint of hesitation.

When she was gone, he collapsed back onto the sofa. He sat there in what seemed to be a standoff with the journal. His eyes never wavered from its garish cover. The faint sheen of the green jacket seemed to glare back at him.

She wanted him to know, but did he? In an instant, the journal had become his home’s new center of gravity. Everything seemed to revolve around it. He got up to fix himself a cup of coffee, orbiting its perimeter as he made his way to the kitchen. On his way back into the living room, he eyed it suspiciously, considering it from his rotating vantage point. Selim placed his coffee and coaster down on the table then rose as quickly as he’d sat.

Eventually, he made his way to the dining table. He took hold of it, (or it of he?) He’d be late for work if he started reading now.

 

Work be damned.

 

He opened the journal of Ayda Turkman and this is what he learned.




Ayda Turkman

 

Ayda was born in a tenement in Tarlabaci, a crumbling shantytown just a few miles away from some of Istanbul’s most elegant and renowned hotels. She’d attended an all-girls school at a government-funded orphanage on the fringes of the city.

Her mother lived in a bunker with a dozen other women at the toy factory where she worked long hours outside Istanbul. She’d take the bus into the city on Saturdays to visit her daughter. As gifts, she’d bring toys that she swiped from factory assembly-lines, stuffed beanies intended to be sold to European children who frequented souvenir shops around the Eiffel Tower and the piazzas of Rome.

The orphanage became Ayda’s permanent home the day of the big earthquake, when the shoddy roof of the dilapidated factory collapsed, trapping hundreds of assembly-line workers inside. No one thought to tell Ayda of this when it happened, and so, every Saturday for months, she would put on her good shoes and spend the afternoon looking out the window, waiting for her mother’s visit.

She grew up in that orphanage with dozens of other girls, sharing tears and beds and bedtime stories. When she was not studying or doing her chores, she spent her free time climbing up and down ladders, pulling dusty books from high shelves in forgotten corners of the library. Encyclopedia volumes were stacked in piles that doubled as nightstands. She’d return them all promptly, keeping only one encyclopedia volume for herself. No one would miss it, she reasoned. She was the only one at the orphanage to borrow books anyhow.

In the evenings, she would withdraw the volume and flip forward to a bookmarked entry entitled family. There were all types of families, as Ayda would discover. There were Eastern families and Western families, big families and small families. Conservative families and liberal families. There were mothers for daughters and fathers for sons. Brothers for sisters and sisters for brothers. It seemed that on every street in every city in every country of the world, children lived with families that loved them. “Why am I alone?” She went about trying to answer the question methodically, scouring translucent pages, pouring over encyclopedia volumes one at a time. In the end, she knew much about the world, but little more of herself.

At sixteen, Ayda discovered a stash of liquor stored under a loose floorboard at the orphanage. She waited until sundown to try the stuff. Completely intoxicated, she and a few other girls were laughing fiendishly by the time they’d finished the bottle. The girls’ laughter awoke the headmistress. After acknowledging her role as ring leader, Ayda was told to lay down on her bed, backside up, before the headmistress removed her belt and whipped her legs while the other girls looked on. The shame and embarrassment stung far worse than her wounds ever did. Alcohol was haram- forbidden according to the Koran.

The next morning, Ayda was called into the main office and told that her time in the orphanage was over. She was a corrupting influence on the other girls, a cancer that needed to be cut out before it spread. Hard as they’d tried, they’d failed to shape her into a respectable young woman. While they did not normally arrange marriages for girls younger than eighteen, these were special circumstances, the headmistress explained.

She was prohibited from attending classes and assigned to kitchen and cleaning duties for the next few weeks. One day, while scrubbing the communal toilet bowl, the door swung open and one of the staff members popped her head in. “Go pack up your things. Your suitor is coming to collect you in the morning.” Without waiting for a reply, she disappeared as quickly as she’d appeared.

Ayda looked down into the toilet bowl, while the door swung shut behind. She examined the reflection staring up at her, a face drowning in piss and shit and misery. She flushed the toilet frantically, once, twice, three times in vain, but the face was still there. Those eyes, big and black and miserable, were wide with fear and loathing. She collapsed over the toilet and cried a cry that held no tears.

In the afternoon, she was given a Koran as a parting gift, along with an empty orange crate in which to store her belongings. They weren’t much anyhow, an oversized pair of two-toned shoes, three or four grey uniforms, and a few stuffed beanies from a lifetime away...

Ayda took one look at her future husband, a man three inches shorter than she, with an oily head and a big round belly. She decided right then and there that she would never marry him.

As he looked her over, he flashed a creepy grin exposing a gold-capped front tooth. “Her hair always this wild?” he asked. His eyes were draped over Ayda but his words were directed to the headmistress.

“I’m afraid so, and I should warn you, Mr. Dogmaci, she refuses to cover it.”

With his wrinkled sleeve, he wiped the sweat dripping down his forehead, grunted, then licked his lips. “I’ll take care of that.” He reached for the ends of her tangled ringlets before taking her crate away from her. “Meet me at the car,” he instructed, before turning around and heading towards the lot.

She was bid farewell by friends who hugged her one last time. They stood in their uniforms, huddled in the doorway of the building’s entrance, their lanky arms waving goodbye as the rusty hatchback pulled away from the only home she’d ever known.

All throughout the car-ride, Mr. Dogmaci chatted on his cell phone while Ayda watched the world slip away like a river running in the wrong direction. They passed presidential palaces and old crumbling mosques. Streetcars bustled by and deliverymen on rusty bikes went about their business. Gypsy children threw themselves on the windshield begging for change at each traffic light, while Mr. Dogmaci barked out the window and threatened them with his fat, clenched fists.

The car, stuck in the afternoon traffic, stopped beside an old lady with an ancient face and silver hair cascading about eyes as big and black as the gentlest giant sea creature. While Mr. Dogmaci was laughing on his cell phone, Ayda rolled down the window.

The old lady approached and extended her hand. In it, she held a single red rose. Ayda accepted this gift without a word, the only true gift she’d received in the decade since her mother’s passing. Then, the old woman retreated to her rickety curbside stand, to eke out a living as her lifetime neared its dusk.

A half hour passed before the car stopped outside a concrete building surrounded by a patch of dry dirt. The grimy structure rose from the ground like an upturned brick left at an abandoned construction site.

He led her up the dusty path toward a dilapidated, ground-floor studio. Once inside, Ayda looked around the place. There was a bare mattress on the floor and a toilet (but no sink) separated from the rest of the room by a curtain stapled to the ceiling.

“Let’s eat!” Mr. Dogmaci announced. He prepared a single piece of broiled chicken. “You’ll be the one cooking the meals from now on,” he explained. When he was done eating, he offered up the remnants of his meal to Ayda. “There’s nutrition in the marrow,” he said as he passed her a plate of bones.

After clearing away the dishes, she retreated to the mattress. Exhausted and hungry, she dozed off into a fitful sleep while Mr. Dogmaci watched foreign videos on the faulty television set.

She wasn’t sure how much time had passed before she woke up to find him unzipping her jeans. She struggled to get to her feet, but quickly realized she didn’t stand a chance against his two hundred plus pounds. “Stop fidgeting! You know I didn’t get a penny for you.”

She pleaded for him to stop, but he just kept on rationalizing.

“No one would have taken you in,” he explained as he yanked the jeans from around her ankles. “I’m a charitable man, you understand?”

Ayda thought to scream, but when she turned toward the window and saw nothing but an abandoned parking lot, she blotted away her tears, grit her teeth, and forced herself to succumb to his touch. When he was done, he pushed her from the bed and told her to sleep on the floor.

Ayda waited until she could hear him wheezing in his sleep. Then she gathered her clothes and headed towards the door, snatching Mr. Dogmaci’s long overcoat on her way out. She slipped away from that drab apartment and on towards her unknown fate, running for half a mile before stopping to dress herself properly.

With nowhere to go, she lived under bridges alongside squatters and river rats. Eventually, she managed to land a job waiting tables at a sea-side café patronized by tourists wearing visors and oversized T-shirts and was taken in by the kind Armenian woman who owned the place.

She had been working long hours there for two years, when one day, something odd happened. She was told to take the week off. As it so happened, the restaurant had been rented out to a production crew who thought it a charming location to film the opening scenes of a sitcom pilot.

She headed over to the bizarre where she spent all of her savings on a cheap red dress. Then, she sat on set in her polyester frock, not being noticed for three days straight. On the fourth day, something extraordinary occurred.

It started with a sudden shriek, followed by gasps and groans. Then there was the sound of sirens in the distance. The sound grew stronger, until an ambulance with flashing lights arrived on scene. The leading lady was carted away with a fractured leg, having tripped while walking in high-heels along the old cobblestone street.

Ayda examined the director. He shook his head frantically as the ambulance pulled away. “What are we going to do now!” he shouted at his crew. “We need to finish the opening scene today! We’re not working on an unlimited budget, people!”

Ayda smoothed down her dress and made her way over to the director. She tapped gently on his shoulder causing him to turn abruptly.

“What!” he barked at her.

“I know all the lines. You can finish shooting today.”

The muscles in his face began to droop lamely. He stared at her blankly before his eyes narrowed and his face reddened. “Who the hell is this!”

“I know the lines,” she repeated calmly.

“Anyone know who this is!” he spun around and shouted to no one in particular.

“There’s no reason to delay production.” She swallowed a knot rising in her throat.

He blinked a few times, then shook his head. “Listen sweets, this is a professional production company. Experienced actors only. Go home.” He turned his back and walked away.

“I have experience!” She hurried after him and planted herself directly in his path. “Believe me, I have experience.”

He frowned and cursed under his breath, before spitting on the dry dirt and tossing the script in her direction. “You better not be wasting my time!” He hurried off and left Ayda standing in her cheap red dress, clutching the script in her arms and whispering thanks to Allah.


*

 

Selim was halfway through the journal when he heard footsteps down the hall. The knob squeaked as it turned. Ayda stepped in. Her hair was soaked and her mascara was running down her cheeks. At some point in the past hour, it had begun to pour. Selim hadn’t even noticed.

Her eyes moved to the journal that lay open on his lap. He studied her for a long moment. Setting the journal aside, he stood and made his way towards her. He took her face in his palms and wiped away streaks of mascara.

Beneath his blackened fingertips, her skin was soft with youth and warm with shame. The hem of her pants were discolored and muddied, and her hair—just hours before perfectly coiffed—was pulled back and soaked in a tangled bun.

The sight of her brought tears to his eyes. He took her in his arms, not sure if he was crying with her, crying for her, or perhaps, crying for himself.
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His headaches were getting worse by the day. For a full year, Selim had suffered from the migraines. He drank black tea infused with jasmine, nearly overdosed on ibuprofen tablets, and stayed in bed sometimes all day. The doctors said it was stress. Selim assumed that it was the physical manifestation of guilt in his body, but after eleven months of growing pressure in his temples, Selim found out that his condition had been misdiagnosed from the very start.

It was his fourth visit to the doctor’s office in three months. Selim filled out the registration forms and returned the clipboard to Denize, the pretty nurse who took his blood pressure each time he visited. “Have a seat. We’ll let you know when the doctor is ready to see you, Mr. Osman.”

Selim took a seat in the brightly lit waiting area and leafed through a newspaper. The front page was taken up by just one article. He skimmed the story and learned that the nation’s most prominent writer would stand trial for “insulting Turkishness.” The author, a world-renowned Nobel laureate, was being punished for publicly acknowledging the Armenian Genocide. He faced up to three years in jail for his indiscretion. “You can’t stop progress,” Selim thought to himself, then went through a list in his mind of powerful individuals he could contact that might be able to aid in the man’s release.

“Selim Osman, the doctor is ready for you,” the receptionist called out a few minutes later. “Straight ahead, fourth door on the left.”

He put down the paper and headed down a narrow corridor tiled with yellow and white, checkered squares. He was instructed to remove his clothing and change into a blue gown. As usual, he was slightly embarrassed when it barely reached the midway point of his thigh. A few minutes later the nurse came in and took his blood pressure. She asked a series of questions, nodding sympathetically as Selim went over his symptoms with her for the third time in several weeks. “Headaches, night sweats, blurry vision.”

 

A week later, Selim received a phone call from Denize. “The doctor wants you to come in.”

Selim opened his leather planner and flipped to the calendar at the back. “How’s this Wednesday?”

“Can you make it in this afternoon?”

“I’ve got a meeting later today.” His eyes scanned the pages of the calendar. The week was completely booked. It hadn’t been easy, but he’d finally gotten an appointment with the deputy minister, Abdul Gurat, one of the most powerful voices on the council. He was one of the few men with the power to pardon the novelist who was facing imprisonment for his “Crimes against Turkishness.” Selim had discovered that Gurat actually rented office space in one of the buildings he owned. They were to meet later in the day, at Gurat’s home in Etilar. He intended to cut the minister’s rent almost to nothing. He hoped this gesture might help “convince” the minister how unjust imprisoning the man would be. He knew the system was not perfect, but it was the only way to get things done.

“Selim, the doctor wants to see you some time today.”

“I need to clear up my schedule. Next week is wide open actually.”

“It’s about your test results.” Denize cleared her throat as though she were about to say something else.

“All right, I’ll be there in an hour.” He put down the phone and called his receptionist on the intercom.

“Call the minister, cancel my appointment.”

“Effendi, it was not easy to get that appointment. I doubt he’ll want to reschedule. He’s a very proud man.”

“Tell the minister an emergency has come up.”

“But, Effendi—”

“Just do it.”

An hour later Selim was at the clinic. For the first time Denize did not ask him to change into a pale blue gown and wait in an examining room, but rather, she showed him into the doctor’s office, a small space, just big enough for a desk and two chairs.

A car alarm sounded outside. The doctor rose and made his way to the window overlooking the concrete parking lot below. He peered out for a moment, then shut the window, effectively muting the shrill sound. Dr. Ehrlich shook Selim’s hand and gestured for him to sit down in a maroon upholstered chair. It was considerably lower than the armchair Dr. Ehrlich occupied, and Selim felt uncomfortable as he tried to straighten his posture.

“It’s a very rare form of cancer,” the doctor explained, as his spectacles bobbed up and down with each frown. “It didn’t even occur to us at first. You don’t fit the prototype at all.”

Selim allowed his body to slump into the deepest part of the cushion.

“Sinus cancer is typical in men over the age of sixty. It affects almost exclusively people of oriental descent. No one could have imagined.” The doctor told him these things gently, trying to assuage the shock he expected from Selim, a shock that never came, because Selim had expected it all along. There was a five percent survival rate. The doctor explained that the term “survival” referred to people who lived five years beyond their diagnosis.

It felt very natural that he should be dying. Cancer lived in the empty spaces behind his cheek and nose and jaw. It had spread and infected the bone structure throughout the left side of his face. It was still less painful than the guilt. Unlike cancer, the guilt had spread throughout every bone in his body.

All these years, he had held himself responsible for Ali’s death. His mother had held him accountable, and although his father had never admitted it, he knew Baba had felt the same way. All of Istanbul knew he was to blame. Selim knew it too.

And so, he was not surprised to learn his pounding headaches and night sweats were symptoms of a disease that would surely kill him. He wasn’t frightened by this news, or angered in the least. On the contrary, Selim felt a profound sense of relief, as though he’d been holding his breath and could finally take a deep, soulful sigh. For the first time since his brother’s accident, he felt a sense of order in his universe, a sense that everything was finally as it should be. A life for a life. This realization filled him with calm.

“I know you must be feeling so many different emotions right now. Do you have anyone you can talk to?” he heard the doctor ask.

He thought back to the video games he and Ali had played with as children. Baba had brought the games back from overseas business trips in America, and all the neighborhood boys would come to the Osman villa in Ortakoy to watch Selim and his brother battle with green aliens that took away lives just by zapping their neon bug-eyes. In English, the words “Game Over” would come across the screen. “You’re dead,” Ali would scream. “My turn!” Selim’s thumbs would ache and his eyes would sting from long hours in front of the television screen. In the end, he was usually relieved when the aliens would come with their spinning saucers, shine a light over his bleeding human remains, and zap him into a galaxy far away from home.

Game Over.

Then he’d be off to the pantry to stuff his mouth with sugarcoated almonds and chocolate cherries, before brushing his teeth and heading to bed.

“Talk to me. What’s going through your head,” the doctor pressed on. “Selim, say something.”

He looked into the doctor’s eyes and smiled sadly. Dr. Erlich had been the one to sew up his elbow as a youth when he’d fallen while trying to jump the fence surrounding the pool. He pumped Selim’s stomach at age five, when he’d drunk a bottle of liquid soap because it smelled like cherries. He set Selim’s broken leg after the accident and tended to the burns along his arms and torso caused by the scalding pavement he’d laid on before the ambulance arrived. He’d tried to resuscitate Ali, he’d tried...

Dr. Erlich’s lips were moving but Selim only caught snippets of what he was saying. “Treatment in New York…experimental surgery…” Soon, the room was quiet, except for the rustling of the ceiling fan overhead. Dr. Ehrlich handed Selim a glossy white folder entitled “Coping with Cancer.”

Selim stood up and the two men shook hands. “There’s a lot to think about,” said Dr. Erlich, “but the New York surgery, if you turn that down, there’s nothing left but a few months.”

Selim thanked the doctor, then left the room. 

“Game over,” he whispered under his breath, before closing the door behind him.
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“I love you,” Ayda whispered one night, five months after they had begun their affair. He gathered her body in his arms, stroked her dark hair between his fingers, and answered only in his mind.

In the weeks leading up to his departure, she began to sense a distance brooding between them. He was more easily agitated than ever before, turning cold and distant for no apparent reason. He hadn’t told her about his visits to the doctor, the diagnosis, or the surgery scheduled at the end of the month that was likely to kill him. He didn’t know how to tell her any of it.

“My agent says there’s a leading role for me in a feature film,” she said one night while getting ready for bed. “Did you hear me, Selim? A real movie. I’ve wanted to get out of television for so long.” With her back towards him, she addressed him through the reflection in the vanity mirror. “Most of the filming will be done in Germany.” Her eyes scanned his face for a reaction. She opened a drawer, removed a hairbrush, and smoothed her thick hair back into a neat bun before making her way over to the bed. “I told him I wouldn’t do it. I wouldn’t want to be away for six months. There’s so much I would miss here.” She loosened the tie of her robe and let it fall to the floor in a small heap.

“Like what?” He turned to her as she tucked herself under the sheets. “Istanbul is an awful place. You said yourself you wanted to get out of television. This is your chance.” He reached for the clock and set the alarm. “There’s nothing here for you.”

“Nothing?” Her voice was barely a whisper.

He thought of the novelist, his unjust imprisonment, the absurdity of a conviction based on “Crimes Against Turkishness.” He thought about his dead brother and his parents’ abandonment. He thought about Ayda and what she’d gone through to survive. These past few months, he’d almost been happy. That was then…“The whole goddamn country is going to shit,” he said after a minute.

“What’s going on with you?”

“I’m just saying, you should get out while you can.” He offered her a kiss as though it were a chore, before flicking the lamp switch and saturating the room in darkness.

He lay with his back towards Ayda. These days, he treated her with the same misguided adoration with which he had quarantined the Stradivarius in his study. He was afraid to touch either one of them. He was determined to ensure that nothing again would ever be damaged on his account. The instrument was silenced. The instrument was safe.

“Goodnight, Selim.” Ayda’s voice cracked a little when she said his name.

“Goodnight.” In his mind, she’d become nothing more than a warm body in a cold bed. Was there ever a better antidote for pain than feeling nothing at all? He thought of the Stradivarius. He thought of Ayda. Without his touch, they would both endure.



*

 

When she was sure he’d fallen asleep, Ayda made her way in the dark across the room to the dresser by the window. In the first drawer, she withdrew a book and squinted to read the metallic print on the binding. “Tolstoy.” She got back into bed, flipped the switch on the reading lamp and began with page one.

Vronsky and Anna occupied the place in her heart that was reserved for dear friends and old childhood memories. She skimmed through the pages as though just popping by to check in and say hello. She’d grown fond of Anna over the years. Her hot-blooded desire, her overt foolishness. These were characteristics Ayda found wholly endearing. They were traits so thoroughly human, so gloriously commonplace; she found comfort in their follies. As she read, she became overwhelmed by the extraordinary powers of the human experience. The ordinary forces of man that impel him to act so irrationally, to risk everything, all for love. She was impressed by these characters’ capacity to feel. Desire, jealousy, love and loathing. She’d become well acquainted with them all. One could say she knew them intimately. Even more intimately than the man with whom she shared a bed.



*

 

In the morning, Selim headed to his office for the last time. He wrote a check for the electricity, cable and phone bills. “I’m taking a few months off,” he told Miro, his office manager and the second cousin of his estranged mother.

Miro just stood there, wide-eyed and not fully comprehending.

“So you’ll be in charge of identifying new investment opportunities and strategies. All final decisions will go through you,” Selim explained.

“Selim,” Miro spoke cautiously. “This really isn’t the time for gallivanting around Europe. We’re about to close the deal with Gulhemet for the new shopping mall. The whole thing might fall through if he finds out you’ve skipped town.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Miro sat in the chair at the foot of Selim’s desk. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on here?”

“Just taking some time off. I was over at Gulhemet’s office just yesterday and had him sign off on the documents right then and there. The shopping plaza’s a done deal. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Despite Selim’s reassurances, Miro looked worried.

“I have no doubt you can manage things here on your own. You’ve got big things ahead of you, Cousin.”

“Effendi, I don’t know what to say. It seems you’ve made up your mind.”

“You don’t need me, Miro. You’ll be fine.”

He left the office shortly after, then headed to the hotel to say goodbye to little Emre and his father.



*

 

“I’m going on a trip,” Selim explained to Emre. “I brought you some things.” There was a box of building blocks, chocolate sweets, a soccer ball and some children’s books.

Emre’s eyes lit up. “Thank you, Brother. Thank you!”

“Why don’t you sit with us while we have our dinner?” Mr. Bogra invited Selim as he boiled peas and carrots over an electric stove.

A small table was set with paper napkins, plastic plates, forks and knives. Selim thought back to the years of his childhood, when they’d all have dinner at six o’clock sharp, he, Ali, Baba and mother. Baba would stroll in from work in his Italian suit and place his briefcase by the door. Mama, always in a pretty dress with her hair coifed high, would beam with pride when her husband entered through the front door. She’d offer him her beautiful white smile and a kiss on each cheek, before beckoning him to the dining room, where a steaming buffet awaited.

A wave of sadness passed over Selim. Emre stood in an oversized purple T-shirt that came to his knees. His skinny legs poked out like sticks and his dark eyes were wide and gleaming. “You look so much like my brother,” Selim thought aloud.

“You have a brother?”

Selim said nothing, just looked away and headed for the door.

“Please stay with us, please!” the boy called out as he followed Selim down the hall trying to catch up.

Selim only picked up his pace.

“Slow down, Selim! Slow down!” Emre called out.

The memory of an engine roaring cut through him. “Leave me alone!” Selim snapped as he rounded the corner at the far end of the hall. When he reached the lobby, he stopped then turned back slowly. Slow down, Brother! Slow down! His heart was beating fast. He made his way back up the dark hallway towards Emre. The boy was still standing in the same spot, under a florescent light panel, with tears in his eyes. Selim crouched over and put his hand on Emre’s shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. Selim spotted Ozgur peeking out into the hallway. He swallowed hard, then took a deep breath and turned back to Emre. Selim kissed his forehead and left without another word.
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On Friday evening, Ayda returned from the doctor’s office, the happiest she’d been in years. Her suspicions were confirmed—a life was growing inside her. Selim had grown more reticent with each passing day, so she had decided that a note would be the most suitable way to tell him. She’d gone to the calligrapher on her way back from the doctor, purchased an entire box of overpriced, rose-scented stationary, and used six sheets of paper before she was content with her note.

Early that Saturday morning, Selim awoke and said goodbye to the world he knew. By his bedside, he saw an envelope with his name on it. He tore it open gently, removed the pink stationary, but stopped short of unfolding the note. The sweet smell of rose potpourri was more than he could bear. If he read her words, he might be unable to leave. To leave was the kindest thing he could do. She would hate him, she would curse him and then move on with her life. She would not mourn his death like his mother and father had mourned Ali. She was a survivor. He placed her note back on the night table. He knew he had to go.

Three hours later, Ayda awoke to find Selim had already left. The note she had written was by the bedside, no longer in the envelope that had been sealed the night before.

She made her way into the kitchen, half asleep and still puffy-faced. The air outside was as still as stagnant waters and the insipid sky seemed to bloat yellow through the kitchen window as though nauseated with the world below. A small note was taped on the freezer door. “Ayda- check the safe. Money and jewelry yours.” For a moment, she was confused. She looked about the apartment. Everything seemed to be in perfect order. Selim had tidied up the living room. The trash cans were empty. She checked the safe that she’d never had access to. It was unlocked. Inside, blank checks. There were a few velvet pouches containing the jewelry his mother had left behind. She emptied the contents on the glossy wooden floorboards. Countless strands of pearls lay in a small tangled heap. She lifted a heavy necklace before her, shocked by the abundance of blood red rubies dangling like cherry clusters. She gasped at the treasures before her. There was an emerald, at least eight karats, surrounded by radiant white diamonds and cast in a platinum setting. There were dozens of solid gold coins, in every size and from every corner of the globe. Ayda examined a beautiful pear-shaped diamond stone. It was the family stone with which Selim’s father had proposed to his mother. She had seen it once before when Selim had removed the jewels to be appraised for insurance purposes. Then it had been locked away and Ayda dreamed of the day Selim would present it to her on bended knee. She’d been blinded by the stone’s beauty.

“Not like this.” She returned it to the leather ring box and secured the gold latch. These were the old family jewels that had once belonged to a mother who had found it easier to believe that both her sons were dead.

She detached a letter taped to the inside door of the vault. Selim had written his words slowly, precisely, with impeccable penmanship.


Ayda,

I’ve left Turkey. You deserve to be loved. You deserve so much, but I have nothing to give you, just the contents of this safe. They’re not much, but anyway, now they’re yours. Please don’t wait. I don’t want you to look for me. I don’t want to be found.

 

Ayda crumbled the note and screamed so loudly, Didi Aslan, an elderly neighbor with a false leg, hobbled by with a bag of ice to check if everything was all right. Didi found Ayda on the floor weeping, on the old Persian rug that had once been housed in Dolmabace palace, tread upon by sultans and princes and courtly peoples. Snippets of the shredded note were strewn about the living room floor like jumbled evidence in a crime scene. It was a note without a heart.


*

 

Before heading to the airport, Mustafa cast a curious glance at Selim as he lifted the bag to load it into the trunk of the old Beemer. “Traveling light, Effendi?”

“I suppose I am.” The duffel contained a pair of pajamas, a change of underwear, his toothbrush, and the collected works of Hafez

“You must have big shopping plans, fill up this suitcase.” Mustafa patted the loose fabric, which nearly flattened under his palm. When Selim didn’t answer, Mustafa shrugged, placed the duffel on the empty backseat and ferried his boss towards Ataturk International Airport.

They headed through the narrow winding streets along the edge of cliffs leading through the hills and overlooking the flat tin roofs of Istanbul’s shantytowns. On the side of the dusty road, gypsy women and pre-adolescent panhandlers waved down passing vehicles selling sympathy, roses, bottled water and squares of honey-glazed baklava. Selim moved the duffel from the seat beside him and placed it on his lap. “It’s not much, but it’s all I’ll be needing.”

He’d originally planned to bring no luggage at all, just a small carry-on, but he figured with his dark features and lack of baggage, the TSA might give him a hard time going through security. It was well known that American security guards were suspicious of passengers arriving from the region, especially those who did not possess a return ticket.

Just before takeoff, Selim popped a sleeping pill. He removed the complimentary headphones from the sealed plastic bag, tried all twelve channels on the plane’s entertainment system, but heard only varying decibels of static. A mother stood in the aisle rocking a wailing baby. Restless passengers glared with disdain, as flight attendants shook their heads and shrugged casually with an air of understanding self-righteousness. His ears had popped and his head was pounding. He waved down a flight attendant with a short blond bob in a bright red skirt. “I’ll have a Johnnie Walker,” he said, as she stood smiling over him.

“There’s a charge for alcohol,” her voice sounded as though they were both submerged in water.

The pounding along his temples worsened. He swallowed, trying to clear the bloating sensation in his sinuses. After rummaging through his pockets, he handed over some cash, but before he even knew it, he was fast asleep.

He awoke six hours later with a cup of ice water and a pocket-size bottle of whiskey on his tray. “Seat backs and tray tables up for landing,” said the blond as she traipsed through the aisle. “You want to keep this?” Her sharply filed fingernail rapped the tip of the unopened bottle.

“Get rid of it please.”

When Selim exited the plane, he rode along the moving walkway towards baggage claim area B. People rushed by, their legs moving speedily while their wheelies screeched along the ribbed walkway. Selim was in no rush, so he just stood, leaning up against the thick plastic rail-guard, until, ten minutes later, he arrived at the baggage claim area.

Recognizing his black duffel, he pushed his way through a crowd of Japanese tourists and plucked his bag from the moving carousel. He made his way to the exit and, not minding the dirty looks of people waiting patiently in line for a taxi, hopped into the next yellow cab that pulled up to the curbside.

After checking himself into the hospital, he was prepped for the nine and half hour surgery that was scheduled for the following morning. The doctors informed him that there was only a small chance he’d survive the surgery, a fact he was fully aware of. The tumor was close to his brain. Experimental in nature, the procedure really had no precedent. Still, to die quickly and painlessly on the operating table was preferable to the alternative. Months of painful disintegration. Quiet resignation. Before the anesthesia kicked in, a strange thought flashed through his mind.



The Sultan’s Curse



He suddenly let out one miserable cry of laughter, a cry so piercing and bitter, it startled every nurse and doctor in the room. Then he closed his eyes and let the anesthesia take him away. He prayed silently, that this sleep would last forever.
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Selim Osman opened his eyes, disappointed that he had survived. The experience wasn’t anything like the movies or books he’d read, where shell-shocked accident victims awoke from some near death collision, mistaking the white washed walls of a hospital room for heaven, a doll-faced nurse for an angel. No, Selim immediately knew that against all odds, he had survived the removal of a cancerous tumor that had spread from his left sinus cavity up to his brain. He felt an excruciating pressure in his head and a racking pain in his stomach. He looked up at the florescent white bulbs overhead and knew immediately that this was not heaven.

The left side of his face had been opened and the tumor, along with all the infected bone and muscle was extracted. His abdomen was sliced open and tissue was removed to try and fill the void where half his face had been. Shards of femur bone were sawed away to be whittled into something resembling a cheekbone, a jaw- anything that might help restore the impression of a face.

Three days after his surgery, he lifted a small, compact mirror and examined his image. The right side of his face was left unscathed, its skin was still even and smooth like liquid marble. The left brow (having been shaved for surgery) was now growing back in patches of dark fuzz, while the right brow was still dark and forested, a reminder that he had once been a handsome man. His left side swelled and sank like the hideous jowls of Munch’s screaming ghosts.

He tilted the mirror and discovered that in the very spot that he had most loved to be kissed, the doctors had carved out a clean, round hole. It was through this hole in the base of his throat that Selim now breathed. He could see the edges of the hole wiggle as he sucked in air from the outside world.

In the evenings to follow, Selim slept sitting upright, fearful that his pillow might smother the hole in his throat, afraid that he would suffocate and die. It was not long after that he was walking again. He was six foot four inches tall and moved as a stone statue, dragging each leg cautiously, as though at any moment, he might crack. The operations—one to remove the cancer and the other to remove tissue and bone to reconstruct his face—had left him with a limp, and as a result, he appeared as a giant teetering in the wind. It was strange for the medical students to see a man with such enormous stature possess such an ethereal quality, as though he might disintegrate at the flick of a light switch.

The right side of his face was the flag of Ottoman pride and a testament to a centuries-old heritage of glory. The right side commanded respect and took it without asking. Selim Osman had sealed business deals and mergers. He had melted powerful business moguls into the seats of their chairs. The right side bore the history of the Osman royal dynasty.

Selim’s room hummed with the usual soundtrack to death, a morose symphony of bleeping instruments that strummed to the failing rhythm of his heart and mind. A fly struggled overhead, caught in the florescent light panels. Outside, a squealing little giggle hiccupped from the lungs of a boy strewn across a gurney in the hall. It sounded again, more boldly this time, breaking with tinkling effervescence. The laughter receded like the tide, but Selim’s ears still rang with the memory of youth and nostalgia for days gone by.

It was the first Friday of the month, a contemptuously lovely spring day in May. Sunlight poured through the windowpanes, barring the room in stripes of shadow and light. Selim Osman curled his massive frame into a fetal position, as an obsequiously plump, middle- aged nurse wiped him down.

She held a wet sponge with the very tips of her short, stubby, fingers, bathing him with the same repulsion one might bathe a flee-bitten stray. Selim looked away, ashamed that, at thirty-two years of age, he was being washed by a stranger. Every so often, she would look at him and say, “Very good Mr. Osman.” When she was done sponging his back, she came around facing him. She peered into his eyes with such intensity that he was forced to look back at her. Smiling sweetly, her fat cheeks gathering into two pink rolls.

“Are we done?” he said shivering.

She nodded, then patted him down with a rough towel.

At three o’clock that afternoon, Hannah Herzikova entered his hospital room. Her low heels clicked against the hard, cold floor.

Selim looked up.

“Excuse me,” she whispered. “Just visiting my father.” She pointed towards the room divider as though they could both see the man behind it, then passed the foot of his bed, disappearing behind a pale blue curtain that divided the room. The legs of an armchair screeched against the tiles as she made herself comfortable.

“Hi, Papa,” Selim heard her say.

“Chérie, I’ve missed you.” The man’s voice was hoarse, his strained breathing louder than his words.

“Let me help you.”

“That’s all right, I can do it on my own.”

Selim could hear the man fidgeting with the manual controls to his adjustable bed.

“How am I feeling? I’m fine. It’s you that I’m worried about. Tell me, how’s the portrait coming along?”

“Not too bad, still working on it, but haven’t been able to get the eyes right.”

“You need to get them right. If the eyes aren’t right, then nothing else is.”

“Pop, I’ll get them right. We’ve plenty of time.” She sounded irritated.

“Hannah—”

“I know.”

“You need to finish it,” he said.

“I’ll finish it when I finish it.”

The legs of the small wooden chair screeched once more against the tiles. Selim could hear her shuffling with her things.

“I found this box in the attic,” she said after a few minutes. “There’s a bunch of old stuff inside. Some photos, I thought you might want to see them.” When he didn’t answer, she continued, “I looked through them.”

“Did you?” The man sounded irritated.

“I didn’t recognize a single person in those pictures, Papa. Not a single one besides you.”

“No. You wouldn’t.”

“Who is the little boy in this picture? The one with the scar above his eye? Was he a friend? And the small woman with her hair pulled tight? Was that your mother? You always said you didn’t have any photos from France.” There was a moment of silence, then, “Are you upset, Papa?”

“The boy was not my friend and that was not my mother.”

“Papa?”

“Put the box away.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ll put it all back where it was.”

“No. Just leave it, now that it’s here.” A quiet moment passed. “What is it?” he asked.

“This ring was in the box.” He could hear her going through her bag for a moment. “It’s beautiful, Papa. Is that a ruby?”

“I honestly don’t know. Go ahead. Try it on.”

“Really?”

“Just take it. No point leaving it in an old box for another forty years.”

“It’s a little tight.”

“Good. It won’t slip off.”

“There’s an inscription.”

“Where?”

“Right here, beneath the band.”

“Ah, yes. I think someone once told me that it was Old Ottoman.”

“What does it mean?”

“I’ve always wondered.”

A light drizzle began to rap against the windowpane. They sat for some time, not speaking, and Selim could sense it was the silence of people who understood that in the noise of petty banter, meaning was often lost. Selim, the man, and the girl, all sat quietly listening to the sound of the rain.

When she finally emerged from the other side of the curtain, Selim had the vague sense they’d met before. Her green eyes glowed in his memory. As she moved, he was struck by her bold, almost feline posture.

She had an elongated, heart-shaped face, framed by free-flowing pale hair that fell in messy waves to her elbows. Her nose was distinctive, yet appealing, punctuated by high cheekbones, a broad forehead and a small red mouth.

She kept her eyes to the ground and a large canvas tote slung over her shoulder. She folded her fingers around the strap exposing a crimson ruby, bold and luminous against the stark backdrop. As she passed Selim’s bed, she glanced up and smiled. Her long hair fell before her emerald eyes as she made her way towards the door leaving behind the strange aroma of fresh, wet paint. It was the very first scent he could pick up since the tracheotomy. Selim felt as though he had just been born.
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Davide Herzikova watched as his only child left the room. He lay in his hospital bed contemplating a lifetime of secrecy. They were all soon to be laid to rest, the important ones, the petty ones, and the ones he wished he could forget. The discovery of the box had aroused his daughter’s curiosity. She wanted to know about the parts of his life that he longed to erase from his memory. She was a stubborn girl, but she was not as stubborn as death. Death was imminent. Death would finally lay to rest the secret burdens of the past.

Davide examined the tin box she’d left behind. Plastered on the lid, an old French poster he’d stuck on years back—a pin-up girl in a polka-dot dress with a bright red flower in chestnut-colored hair. The old latch was rusted and jammed tight, and Davide struggled to open it. Inside, scores of old photos, ticket postcards from the annual Marais street fair, letters from people whose names he had not uttered in decades. She would not have understood any of it. He was relieved that his pain was still his own. Before closing the box he withdrew a gold locket on a long chain. He returned the photos, tickets and postcards to the box then called the nurse’s aide and had her place the box under the bed.

When she left, she neglected to pull the curtain back behind her. Davide looked over at the man in the bed beside his own. A young foreigner—the latest in a rapid succession of terminally ill roommates—moaned groggily from a state of almost sleep.

Unlike his roommate, Davide Herzikova had no bandages on his face, no scars or bulging tumors. Aside from his balding scalp, there were no outward indicators to suggest that Davide Herzikova was dying. Like the secrets he would take to his grave, Davide Herzikova’s cancer was invisible to all, but not very far from the heart. With the box securely stowed under the bed, he could finally rest. He turned to his side and dozed off with the gold locket tucked in his palm, dreaming of a mother and of a father that he had never even known.






PART III
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The Herzikovas

Paris 1941

 

It was on the Jewish holiday of Passover, in the spring of 1941, that Jacob Herzikova first laid eyes on his future bride. He caught a glimpse of her soft, round face through the lace partition that separated men and women in the tiny synagogue of the Marais district in Paris. After services, he inquired about her and discovered that she was only sixteen, ten years his junior. She was the daughter of a widowed doctor who could barely make ends meet. He was from a prominent family of bankers and was a well-respected member of France’s burgeoning Jewish community.

With her father’s permission, Haya and Jacob spent the day together. He invited her to listen to records in a charming place he knew over on the Rue Soufflot, not far from the Sorbonne, where he’d spent breezy afternoons in the courtyard of the student center. Later, they headed over to Luxembourg Gardens, where they purchased old postcards, played checkers and drank tea.

On their next outing, they boarded the metro and headed toward his family’s summer villa in Cherbourg. The day’s magic was interrupted momentarily as the train conductor glanced disdainfully at the yellow stars stitched on their overcoats. He instructed them to sit in the last carriage before punching a hole in their tickets. They shuffled to the back and were quiet for a while, but the unpleasant event was soon forgotten upon their arrival in Cherbourg.

The sky was bright and the chestnuts were in bloom. Mme Herzikova came to collect them at the station. They spent a few hours in the orchard, getting to know one another and picking apples his mother would bake into a pie later that day. They traipsed through the garden between a fortress of sweet smelling roses and a wall of ivy that cloaked the south side of the house like a lush, green blanket.

Later, he escorted her to the outskirts of the estate where they sat with legs dangling over the edge of a cliff. Their eyes were on the ocean when he said, “We should do this again.”

“I’d like that,” she simply replied.

He mustered all his courage. “Can I kiss you?”

She turned to him and when she did, he knew he need not wait for her response. Several months later, the two were engaged.

 

The Nazis had occupied France for nearly a year and life was becoming more difficult for the Jews of Paris. Jacob imagined that he would wait a year to marry his fiancée, so she would at least reach her seventeenth birthday, but when thousands of Jews were randomly arrested in the middle of May, Jacob decided they should marry immediately. No one knew when they would be taken away, or where they would be taken to.

Jacob Herzikova was determined to move forward with the wedding as if there was no war. The Jewish community was abuzz as the guest list was rumored to contain no less than two hundred names.

Some of Jacob’s old university friends declined the invitation. The Jewish star stitched to his jacket had caused a quiet discomfort even in the most wholesome of friends. Its very existence caused some people to look at him with disdain. Others seemed ashamed in his presence, ashamed over the state of the affairs that had taken over France. In every conversation, the star was like a third character, an unwanted interloper hovering dismally over every encounter, lurking suspiciously over seemingly innocent tête-à-têtes. It was nothing more than an ordinary piece of fabric stitched against his overcoat, yet it tore at his dignity and chipped away at his spirit.

Over the next few months the wedding list quietly dwindled. Names were crossed off as distant friends and acquaintances were summarily arrested and never heard from again. Talk of the wedding served as a dreamy respite, a fairy tale to the Jews of the Marais district of Paris. It was a dangerous delusion that the community could ill-afford to indulge in. None-the-less, the human spirit hopes.

They could talk of the impending dangers, of the anti-Semitic laws that were creeping up day by day, but it was much more pleasant to talk about the upcoming wedding. Those invited gripped the invitation with anticipation and desperation. The sweet-scented stationary and swirling calligraphy seemed to promise a secure future; Ne vous inquietez pas, it seemed to say. The world was not coming to an end. On the contrary, the future held merriment and celebration. A wedding. October 3, 1941... It was a promise, printed in black and white, swirling calligraphy. In the autumn misery of Nazi occupied Paris, the Herzikova wedding fanned the hopes of all Parisian Jewry. The invitation bid its recipients, “Join us, la vie est déjà belle.”

Prominent bankers and diplomats from Luxembourg and Belgium regretfully declined the invitation, as France’s neighbors were abruptly isolated by the German occupying forces. And yet, the dressmaker was busily preparing the bride’s sumptuous, taffeta gown. It would be a morning celebration, as a strict evening curfew had been imposed throughout Paris.

The night before the wedding, the banquet hall of the synagogue dripped with freshly picked flowers and crystal candelabras. The tables were set with satin linens and fine, porcelain china. Silver cutlery gleamed expectantly as the chefs busily prepared the kosher meat that had been sacrificed for the occasion. For just one lovely day in October, the war would cease to exist. Hundreds of the district’s Jews would not have to wait on ration lines like paupers, but would dine leisurely as the carefree bourgeoisie they had been, not long ago. Slender Parisian beauties would don their most elegant attire, paint their nails red, and coif their hair as if, for just one day, fashion was still something that mattered in Paris.

The eve before the wedding was a crisp October night and the synagogue lay in wait to welcome the city’s most beloved young couple. The ceremony would take place in the same synagogue Jacob’s parents had been married in some thirty years earlier, and the reception to follow would be in a large banquet hall adjacent to the sanctuary. The bride, the groom, the guests, the flowers, the china, and chuppah, all waited anxiously for the sun to rise, for the day to arrive.

On the evening of October 2nd, 1941, the Nazis set dynamite to six synagogues in Paris. The porcelain china shattered. Perfectly polished silver cutlery shot through the night like shrapnel. Scorched Torah scrolls and rose petals danced a hideous dance, wriggling in the inferno of the Nazi bombardment. Instead of attending a wedding celebration, a number of the guests were rounded up by Nazis, never to be heard from again.

Jacob wed his bride in the cold, damp basement of the chief rabbi’s home. There were no guests. There were no flowers. The bride did not wear white.

That night, they consummated their marriage quickly and quietly. Both of them wept silently. Davide Herzikova was born nine months later.



*

 

“You should be resting,” Jacob said when he found Haya standing in the doorway with a basket in her arms. Her skin seemed rugged and aged. She had given birth only hours earlier and he found it odd that she should be out of bed and walking about.

A little hiccup sounded from the basket.

“I can go out and fetch whatever you need,” he continued. “Why not go back to bed?”

“You’ve heard the reports,” she said quietly.

“Reports?”

“Of death camps.”

“Haya, you’re wearing a coat and hat. Where are you going?”

The sallow look in her pale eyes said everything he needed to know.

Jacob turned away and grit his teeth.

“In the east,” she continued.

“Rumors, all rumors!” he said defiantly.

“Ovens, Jacob. They say they are sending Jews into ovens!”

“They say a lot, don’t they?”

“We have a son to protect.”

“There’s panic in the streets.”

“They’re barbarians, Jacob.”

“They’re Europeans! As are we!”

“Don’t you see what is happening around us?” she said.

“You’re worried. It’s understandable. But the able-bodied are sent to labor camps. Work! That’s what they want us for. It’s a fact of war.”

“And what of those who cannot work? The sick, the elderly, and the children? Family, neighbors, they’ve just disappeared. Where have they gone to, Jacob. Tell me, where have they been sent to?”

“I’ve got friends at the municipality and they’ve assured me—”

“We haven’t any friends, Jacob. Open your eyes.”

“A few more weeks. We’ve at least a few more weeks. And who knows, the war could be over by then,” he said lamely.

“They’re rounding people up, block by—”

“This will all be over soon.”

“Days, Jacob. They’re coming for us. One, maybe two. He’s not safe here with us.”

“For G-d’s sake! He’s not even a day old!”

“He’s not safe.”

“You’re not taking my son from me. I won’t let you.”

“You can’t stop me. You won’t stop me.”

“Now just wait a minute—”

“You won’t, because you know it’s right.”

Jacob swatted his newspaper to the ground.

“I need you to trust me.”

“If any harm comes to him…” He shook his head.

“When this is all over, we’ll come back for him. I reckon a few months? A year? The war can’t drag on beyond another year, could it?”

“I think I hear the kettle,” Jacob said numbly.

“I haven’t put the water on to boil.”

He looked up towards the kitchen door. “I swore I heard the kettle whistle.”

Haya swallowed hard. “Perhaps you should go in and check.”

“A good idea,” he continued wearily. “Go into the kitchen and check.” He rose slowly, carefully, the weight of the war bearing down on his shoulders. He stood there looming over the basket for a long moment without daring to touch it. Then he disappeared into the kitchen to check on the imaginary whistle of an imaginary kettle.

When she walked out the door Jacob was not there to stop her. Several hours later she was back empty-handed.

 

Jacob and Haya had hoped to escape to the unoccupied south, but the tentacles of the Nazi regime reached deep into the Vichy governed territory. They were caught hiding under the loose floorboards of a priest’s home in the tiny village of St. Martin. Nazi officers arrived with dogs, which were unleashed on Haya while Jacob was held back and made to watch. They were beaten and dragged away, leaving only a stained trail of blood along the dusty road up to the house.

In a brutal roundup the French authorities referred to as “Operation Spring Breeze,” The Herzikovas, along with 12,800 other Jews, were transferred to the Vélodrome d’hiver, a racing stadium in Paris that Jacob had frequented as a child. He had always had fond memories of the place, of cheering crowds and sticky, melting peanut chews. Towards the end of a tight race, his father would start huffing, then leap out of his chair, red-faced and smoldering, as the cycling contenders sprinted across the finish line. He loved that stadium and had always anticipated the annual spring racing season.

It was in that racing stadium that they were left without food or water. A stinking cloud of feces, sweat and tears hovered overhead, while flies and ticks plagued les misérables inside. On the fifth day of their confinement, they were transferred to Drancy, a concentration camp on the outskirts of Paris. After a few months of forced labor and slow starvation they were swept up like dead ants and loaded onto a train bound for Auschwitz. Jacob was twenty-seven and Haya was seventeen. The young couple was torn apart, separated between cattle car number four and cattle car number five. For several days the train trekked east. Maggots nested in Haya’s puss-filled wounds, while Jacob fought for gulps of air along the small slivers and holes in the planks of a train that crossed over to Poland and passed under a sign that read “Work will set you free.” Somewhere along the tracks between Drancy and Auschwitz, Davide Herzikova became an orphan.
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Davide Herzikova was raised in the same Marais district that had once been flooded with the city’s vanished Jews. He was brought up as a Catholic in the home of a kind baker and his wife. Marie had given birth to her own child at the time, and so, the couple had successfully convinced the neighbors that the pleasantly plump young woman had actually been pregnant with twins. The boys worked in their father’s bakery, pilfering bits of honey cake and custard croissants, servicing friendly customers and enjoying the pleasantries of a simple life. Davide was happy with the notion of taking over his father’s shop one day. He worked long hours in the cozy corner bakery, while his twin brother, Edward, spent the afternoons on the roof, fashioning paper planes from street flyers and the glossy pages of magazines he tore away from unsuspecting street vendors.

From the rooftop of the crumbling building, planted between the chimneystacks and the steady rumble of the rusty radiator, Edward launched all sorts of air-born origami. From that rooftop, he launched his dreams of serving his country as a pilot in the royal French air force.

Davide had grown to become a hauntingly beautiful boy, with a quiet smile and a lingering shadow. The couple had believed that by christening him, they had saved Davide’s soul. They did the best they could to bring him up as their own, but as the boys grew, so did the gossip. Even the closest of neighbors began to question whether Davide was the couple’s natural child. Rumors circulated around town and the stark difference in the brothers’ appearances caused people to wonder when they passed.

It was the end of the school day. Davide and Edward descended three flights of stairs down to the busy boulevard below. They walked beside one another passing cafes and flower shops before turning onto the narrow alleyway leading up towards their small second story apartment. Leaving the hustle of the boulevard behind, the alley grew quieter as they ascended the shallow hill. Suddenly, David felt something sharp strike his shoulder.

“Swine!” a voice shouted from behind. Tossing a small pile of stones in his hand, Jean-Pierre Prideux stood with three other boys from their class. In his free hand he held a glass bottle of soda. “Thirsty?” He stepped forward as though he were going to offer Davide a sip.

Edward stepped up instinctively. “Hey. Knock it off!” He dropped his book bag and moved towards Jean-Pierre.

“I heard a rumor that your brother is a pig. What do you have to say about that?”

Edward stopped. The expression of astonishment was apparent to all. He looked over at Davide and the two boys exchanged confused glances.

“So you didn’t know? It’s impossible to have brown eyes if both your parents have blue.” Jean-Pierre laughed caustically. “I thought the Krauts had slaughtered all the swine in Paris.”

“Edward, you can go. This doesn’t concern you,” Sebastian, the smallest of the three boys, stepped in when it was clear Edward would not budge.

“So you’re a Jew lover?” Jean-Pierre squinted as he stared down Edward.

“I don’t understand…”

“Just get out of here!” He picked up Edward’s bag and shoved it in his direction, then spun around and faced Davide. “But not you. You’re not going anywhere.” He smashed his cola bottle against the crumbling bricks as his three cronies wrestled Davide against the wall. A shrill sound echoed through the alley as a stream of fizzy soda descended downhill towards the boulevard below.

Jean-Pierre held the broken bottle up and examined the protruding shards as he spoke. “If you’re a pig like they say you are, you should be circumcised.” He raised the jagged glass up to a single ray of light that streaked diagonally across the alley.

Davide struggled as three boys pinned him against the brick wall. His head twisted from side to side as he tried to bite the forearms of his aggressors.

Jean-Pierre took the glass and held the jagged edges up towards Davide’s face. “You want to be a good piggy don’t you?” He offered up a toothy grin. “We can help you.”

“No!” Edward shouted as he leapt upon Jean-Pierre’s back, digging his fingers into the sockets of his eyes.

Within seconds, Edward was pinned to the ground with Jean-Pierre kneeling over him. He took his soda bottle and struck it across Edward’s face, eliciting a bright stream of blood from a deep gash above his eye. “I don’t know what I find more disgusting, a Jew, or a Jew lover.” He spat in Edward’s face, stood up and kicked him in the gut. “Next time, I’m gonna take out your eye.”

Edward cried out, his body curled and twisting in pain.

The three others gave Davide one final shove against the wall before they released him and moseyed off the way they’d come.

Blood trickled down Edward’s face leaving bright red spots all along the length of his shirt. He took a few wobbly steps and nearly collapsed before Davide lifted him up and carried him in his arms up the narrow cobbled street towards their home.

When they arrived, Davide could see Marie rolling dough behind the counter through the window. A few customers were hunched over the pastry counter having their pick of chocolate croissants and marmalade biscuits.

As soon as she caught a glimpse of Edward, Marie dashed out of the store. “What’s happened!” she shouted as she followed them up towards their second-story flat.

“I need you to grab hold of his legs!” Davide shouted as they ascended the stairwell.

“Who did this? Tell me who did this,” Marie pressed as she lifted Edward’s legs off the ground.

“Just follow my lead, slow and steady. That’s it. Just a few more steps…”

“My G-d! He’s covered in blood.”

“I’ve got him,” Davide said as he hugged his brother’s back up against his chest. “Now go ahead and open the door.”

Marie placed Edward’s legs down on the ground and hurried to follow Davide’s instructions.

“Let’s lie him down over on the couch,” Davide directed once inside. “And some clean linens, we’ll need them right away.”

“Who did this!” Marie begged Davide for an answer.

“Call for a doctor, Maman. That cut won’t heal on its own.”

A half hour passed before Dr. Pinoire appeared with his black doctoring kit. Edward moaned groggily while the gash above his eye was sewn up. When he was done, the doctor gave Marie instructions on how to clean and care for the wound. She, in turn, paid him with what few francs she had, promising to get the rest of the payment to him by the end of the week.

Once Edward was sleeping soundly in his bed, Davide lowered himself onto an armchair and examined Marie curiously. “Maman,” he called to her gently.

“What is it, Son?” She sat with her eyes closed and her head resting against the sofa back.

“Son? Is that what I am to you?”

She opened her eyes and sat up. “Davide?”

“It’s suddenly obvious,” he continued calmly.

“What’s this about?”

He laughed sadly. “Perhaps I knew it all along.”

“What have you heard?”

“I often wondered about my brown eyes. It seemed so unusual. You, Papa and Edward, all with your ice blue eyes…”

“Davide, what’s happened?”

He leaned forward and took her hands in his own. “Just tell me.”

“Tell you?” Her voice was almost a whisper.

“The truth.”

Marie looked into Davide’s eyes.

“It will be all right,” he assured her.

“I…I…” She could barely get a word out.

“I know it now. I just need to hear you say it.”

“I prayed this day would never come…” She gazed at him lovingly. Her words, so soft and breathlessly delicate, fell upon him like a gossamer. “Your name is Davide,” she told a wide-eyed, teary youth. “Davide Herzikova.”

The name rolled through his ears and through his heart and settled in his mind like a beautiful song he could not shake.

She reached for a heap of yarn, her fingers quickly going to work on the scarf she’d been knitting throughout the week. “She was lovely …” Marie began after a long, lingering silence.

Davide fought to catch his breath. “My mother?”

Marie winced. “Your birth mother.”

He struggled now to speak. “How did you know her?”

Marie sighed deeply. “She’d come into the bakery often. We shared an unspoken bond, your mother and I. You see, we were both due to give birth at the very same time.”

“Go on.”

“Toward the end of her ninth month, she came in one day. The bulge in her belly was gone. Before I could congratulate her, she said something strange to me. ‘I hear you are expecting twins, n’est-ce pas?’”

“But you were not expecting twins?” Davide cut in.

“Just the one. But I understood what she was asking of me. The roundups, the lootings, rumors of death camps in the east. Your mother slid a basket over the counter and told me she’d return for you as soon as it was safe. We hid you until Edward was born three days later. Everyone just assumed I’d given birth to twins.”

Davide swallowed hard. “She never came back.”

Marie frowned. “Never.”

He nodded.

“They left something.” She put down her yarn and shuffled toward a closet at the end of the hall, returning a moment later with a small tweed sack. “For you,” she said, then handed over the sack.

Dust flared out as Davide struggled to loosen a knot in the drawstring opening. Inside, he found several gold coins and a locket on a long gold chain. Within the locket, he discovered a faded photo of his late mother, the expression on her face peaceful, the thick curls in her hair apparent despite being pulled back into a low chignon. He traced the edge of the locket’s frame with the tip of his finger and gazed at the photograph of Haya Herzikova.

Then, very slowly, he found his way to the floor as mourners do. After a moment of absolute stillness, he wrapped his arms around Marie’s legs and wept in the lap of the only mother he’d ever known.

After that day, Davide refused to return to the Catholic boy’s school and politely informed customers at the bakery that his name was Davide Herzikova. He learned of the impressive chateau just Northwest of Paris that lay on the jutting seaport of Cherbourg. It was the summer retreat on the edge of Normandy that the Herzikova family had held in their family for generations before the war.

That year, he sought out the estate with Edward by his side. It was a devastating site. The grand chalet looked more like a mausoleum than a summer vacation spot. When the Nazis invaded Paris, they had scoured the coast for grand structures they could confiscate and convert into army bases. Bullet shells littered the grass, peeking out from the shadows of overgrown weeds and tall, slinking wildflowers. Disjointed canon artillery lay in a red, rusted heap. It loomed over the edge of the steep, rocky cliffs, boasting empty threats to the passing sailors of the English Channel. Like the bones of a long gone beast, it evoked an eerie sense of unease, but no longer had the power to hurt.

The chateau had been in his family for as far back as anyone could remember. It had once been a place of weekend vacations, where his father, along with his aunts and uncles, would retreat for the Sabbath, away from the hustle and smog of the Marais district. Blossoming trees flourished in an apple orchard that refused to succumb to years of neglect. He imagined his father and uncles as youths, sipping on fresh cider, playing hide and seek among the trees, coming home only at sundown, when they were called in for supper. What were their names, he wondered. What did they look like? Did they play the piano like he did? Were they lonely like he was? No, they were a real family. They had each other. But then the Germans came one cool night in June, their bombs overhead, and their U-boats just off the shores of this rocky retreat. They took them away…and the big house was empty…

“I don’t know who I am,” Davide said to Edward as they looked up at the crumbling beauty of the majestic chateau. They sat in the tall grass uprooting daffodils and listening to the sound of the waves. “I only know who I’m not.”

Edward put his arm around Davide but said nothing. Then he fashioned a paper plane from one of several old newspaper pages that were scattered about the abandoned property, and jettisoned it over the edge of the cliffs towards the pastel embers of the glowing horizon.

That year, Davide took the few gold coins his birth parents had left him, bid farewell to his adopted parents and immigrated to a region that had, until recently, been called Palestine. He boarded a ship and waved goodbye to the people he had known as Mother, Father, Brother.

He turned to Marie and looked into her kind eyes for the last time.

“Mon petit.” She pulled Davide against her. “Don’t forget, you are always my boy.”

“Maman,” he tried to reassure her. “We will see each other again.”

She stepped back, took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders.

“Of course we will,” she said matter-of-factly. At that moment, she did what he knew she would, she pursed her lips and contorted her face into something that some people might call a smile.

“Go,” she shooed him. “Get on your boat…the world awaits you.”

It was as though she was shooing him off to bed, as though this was all a dream, as though lost treasures were awaiting him in Palestine, rather than the peeling scalp of sunburnt, desert days and the scorpion bites of cold lonely nights.

He looked up at her and smiled a smile that let her know, that he would always be her boy.

“Hurry,” she whispered. “You don’t want to miss it.”

In that moment, he almost dropped his suitcase. He almost turned back because the person on that dock was almost who he was, almost who he needed to be, but in his heart, he knew that when you were searching for your soul, almost doesn’t count.

Her husband stood by her side, beads of sweat pinning his shirt to his big round belly. He hugged Davide one last time, then shook the boy’s hand. “I will pray you find what you are looking for.” He kissed Davide. “Write often.” Then, with the Polaroid camera he’d purchased for the occasion, the baker took a photograph of his family, two boys that had once upon a dream been twins, and the brave woman who had risked her life to dare love a child marked for death. The boys stood side by side, Davide, tall and lanky, Edward, small but splendidly attired to bid farewell to his only brother.

Marie took the photo from her husband then shook it impatiently to speed the image to the marbleized surface. She handed it to Davide. “Keep it in a safe place.”

Edward embraced Davide and held him for a long moment. “This is your home,” he said in a hush so their parents wouldn’t hear.

“I need to go,” Davide whispered. “just like you need to fly.”

He shook his head before putting his arms around Davide for a long moment. “I almost forgot,” he said while pulling away hurriedly. “I’ve got something for you.” Rummaging through his jacket pocket, he pulled out what appeared to be a palm-size scroll.

“What’s this?” Davide asked.

“Open it.” Edward handed it over.

He unrolled the parchment and laughed heartily at what he discovered. Within the scholarly looking scroll was the saucy image of a French pin-up girl in a red and white polka-dot dress. She wore a bright red flower in chestnut-colored hair and smiled coquettishly while pulling back the hem of her dress exposing just the tiniest hint of the white knickers beneath it.

Edward’s eyes popped with excitement. “Doesn’t it look just like Justine?” He hovered over the poster with the spastic enthusiasm that teenage boys possess. “She even has the same polka-dot dress!” he said while tapping the glossy print. “It looks like her doesn’t it? I got it for you. Do you like it?”

“Justine?” Davide feigned ignorance.

“Ah, come on! I see you looking at her whenever we go into her father’s shop.”

“Right.” Davide smiled sheepishly.

“Of course she never looks back.” Edward’s voice trailed off into a hearty chuckle before his tone turned serious. “It’s just a reminder,” he said quietly.

“A reminder?”

Edward dug his fists into his pockets and looked out towards the sea. “Of everything you’ll be missing over here.” His lips spread into a line that could have been a smile but may have been a frown.

Davide rolled up the parchment and lowered his gaze. “I don’t need to be reminded,” he said while kicking up dust with his shoe.

They embraced each other for a long moment before Edward stepped away and took hold of Davide’s shoulder with tender camaraderie.

They each offered up their own apologetic glance before Edward turned without a word and headed back to town.

 

As Edward ascended the steep alley towards the family apartment, he encountered Jean-Pierre Prideux, along with his three cronies. They came with brass knuckles and blades, not soda bottles this time. At the first flash of the blade he knew that he didn’t stand a chance. It was one against four. “I will never forgive you,” he whispered to an empty space where Davide should have been. “I was there for you.”

He received a beating that shattered his leg and ruptured his spleen, but of all the blows he had suffered, there was just one that would leave him pain to last a lifetime. A fist to the face, brass knuckles to the eye.



Slowly, the curtain would fall.



Blind in one eye, he could never hope to fly.
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Davide began the voyage reading a French translation of Defoe’s Adventures of Robinson Caruso, and while he thoroughly enjoyed chapter one, it was at the beginning of the second chapter at which he began to feel queasy and his bones began to ache.

“…The Ship was no sooner gotten out of the harbor, than the Wind began to blow, in a most frightful manner; and as I had never been at Sea before, I was most inexpressibly sick in Body, and terrify'd in my Mind: I began now seriously to reflect upon what I had done, and how justly I was overtaken by the Judgment of Heaven for my wickedness leaving my Father's House, and abandoning my Duty; all the good Counsel of my Parents, my Father's Tears and my Mother's Entreaties came now fresh into my Mind, and my Conscience…reproached me with the Contempt of Advice, and the Breach of my Duty to G-d and my Father…”

At these words, he closed the book and made his way to the upper deck of the ship. He closed his eyes and began to pray. Then, not wanting to tempt fate and jinx the journey, he tossed the book overboard, along with guttural remnants of what had been a splendid breakfast of jus d’orange and croissant au beurre. He removed the Polaroid from his jacket pocket. Sure enough, the colors had converged and the image was apparent. He stood center, flanked by his loving mother and loyal brother, before an enormous steamship that filled the frame beneath a blazing white sun. Most apparent was the thick scar above Edward’s left eye. Davide felt a sudden chill. He returned to his tiny cabin and collapsed on his paper-thin mattress. While he slept, he could sense the metal springs poke him as they recoiled and bounced to the undulations of the rough seas. After a short, aggravated nap, he made his way to the ship’s kitchen for a cup of tea that he hoped would soothe his stomach and calm his nerves.

There, he befriended the head chef, a jolly drunk with happy little whiskers and a heart of gold. At his invitation, Davide spent the afternoons baking with the kitchen crew, teaching them the secrets of nutmeg and coco, as well as the key ingredients to his mother’s most coveted recipes. In the evenings, he lay up on deck, mapping the constellations and counting shooting stars. By the end of the journey, he was offered a job working with the kitchen crew. Not without some reluctance, he declined. He hadn’t come this far to turn around and go home.

His ship passed through the Mediterranean, landing at the bustling port city of Haifa in northern Israel. From there he wandered east, making his way to the fishing village of Tiberius, situated on the sea of the Galilee. He passed through the marketplace, a raucous mix of Arab and Jewish merchants, each boasting the superiority of his own fish, dates, or olives. He meandered through the streets like a ghost, a melancholy soul in search of a body. Scouring the faces of tan-faced Sabras and thick-skinned Arabs, he searched the eyes of passing pedestrians. He needed a place to stay. He was hoping to find someone, anyone really, and maybe, along the way, he would find himself.

Exhausted and thirsty, he reached a fishing harbor along the western shore of the sea. The tops of tall palms rustled in the warm summer winds, surrounded by low rolling hills and the crumbling remains of an ancient wall the Byzantine emperor Justinian had built centuries back.

A burly fisherman with red hair and a pink nose, struggling under the weight of a bursting fish net, stood knee-deep in the fresh waters. The man’s boat bobbed gently against smooth boulders, nestled deep in the sands and peeping out from the slender tentacles of the shoreline’s burgundy reeds. The veins in his forehead bulged as he strained to lift his nets from the water.

“A good omen,” Davide thought to himself. He dropped his suitcase and rolled up his sleeves. Then, he approached the man. They exchanged quiet nods. Davide grabbed hold of the net. Together, they heaved it out of the water and dropped it on the elevated wooden dock. The trapped fish wriggled feverishly, their bluish scales scintillating in the sunlight. His suit was drenched and he felt alive.

“Toda,” said the big man. His face was soft and thick. Perspiration gleamed over his fat, sweet face. He leaned over, trying to catch his breath.

“Do you speak French?” Davide asked.

“A little. Where are you from?” The man’s voice was wholesome, deep and husky.

“I just came from Paris. I am looking for a place to stay and for work too.”

“Well, I can use an extra hand here on the dock. I don’t pay a lot of money, but we have an empty room in our house. It’s just over there, on that hill— you can stay with us if you work.” Davide looked out to where the fisherman was pointing.

Davide smiled for the first time since his arrival in Palestine. He had a good feeling about the man. He appeared to be in his late forties, with big white teeth and an even bigger smile.

“I’m Judah,” said the fisherman. The two exchanged a handshake. Davide’s hand sank deep into the sweaty warmth of the fisherman’s massive, bear-like paw. The boy felt safe in its embrace.

“Davide. Davide Herzikova.”

Judah’s home was a small one-story cottage at the east side of the hill overlooking the Sea of Galilee. The dirt path leading uphill to the home was steep and the well-trodden road was as smooth as the surface of a frozen lake. The engine roared as Judah pressed the gas hoisting the vehicle uphill while Davide grasped the dashboard with one hand and the door handle with the other.

Anxious that the worn tires of the windowless pickup would skid and send the old Ford careening downhill, Davide shut his eyes and pressed his long frame back up against the tattered canvas seat cushion.

Judah laughed gaily. At the top of the hill, he brought the vehicle to a halt beneath the shade of a low olive tree, then stepped out of the truck leaving the key in the ignition and the door ajar behind him. “Hose down the back of the truck!” Judah instructed as he walked away. “The pump’s over that way.” He dropped his fishing gear on the dry grass and left his boots at the door.

Davide obliged, uncoiling the thick rubber hose from its harness, then jacked the pump until a steady stream of cool water spouted out. He hosed down the back of the pickup, washing away the stench of bait and the day’s catch. When he’d finished, he returned the hose to the harness and let the rusty truck bake dry under the warm steady sunshine.

Removing his shoes as Judah had, he left them at the foot of the oak door beside the fisherman’s. His soft leather shoes looked so dainty— like lady’s slippers next to Judah’s thick lace-up boots. He carried them inside, leaving them just beyond the doorpost against the foyer wall and beneath the wooden console.

The house was small, the walls decorated with antique maps and bookshelves crammed with all the classics. The blue and white flag of the newly established Jewish state was tacked up over a fireplace that Judah used to store unused netting traps and tightly bound reams of fishing string. His wife, a slender woman with an olive complexion and a lean, angular face, led Davide to his room, a cozy nook just off the kitchen. The wrought-iron bed frame was fitted with a bare, twin mattress. There was no closet, just a tall dresser, with two stubborn shelves at its base. Davide didn’t mind. He hadn’t brought much with him anyhow. There was a wooden desk under a bare window that looked out onto the lush property.

“Judah removed them,” she explained when Davide’s eyes wandered to the bare curtain rod. “He says real men rise with the sun.” She shrugged, which Davide interpreted as an apology.

Davide gazed out into the garden. There were several sprawling banana trees, tall and green, surrounded by lavender thistle and wild berry patches.

“There are fresh linens in the closet, some soap under the sink. The laundry line is out back.” she said to Davide as he gazed out the window.

“Merci.”

“Supper at half past six.”

He thought she might be an austere woman, but just before she turned to leave, she smiled warmly, her teeth hidden but her eyes gentle. He thought to himself, she is not unkind.

That evening, Davide had dinner with Judah the fisherman and his family. The fisherman had one daughter who was named after a Russian starlet featured in the silent black and white films her mother adored. She was a tall girl, with olive skin and long, slender limbs. With her head slung low, she said little throughout the meal. Every so often, she’d look up and smile. Then, she’d let her shy eyes wander around Davide’s periphery, as though any further would be a trespass. He admired her delicate wrists and soft, youthful hands as she cut her meat into small bits.

“My family has resided in Tiberius since the late sixteenth century,” Judah explained to Davide, before taking a long sip of his kiddish wine. “We are descended from an Ottoman Jew. She arrived in Tiberius quite suddenly, with an entourage of maidservants and male guardians. They say she stepped off a ship hailing from Istanbul. She was a duchess, you know. Can you believe it?” Judah laughed, then rested his elbow on the table causing it to wobble momentarily. “We, descended from aristocracy.”

At that moment, a drop of rain came through the roof and landed on the tip of Judah’s nose. Everyone broke into laughter. His wife reached over with her bangle-clad wrist, took her husband’s hand and pressed gently.

“It was said she was the daughter of the Duke and Duchess of the isles of Naxos,” Judah continued, “but why she had left Istanbul in the first place, that part of the story is lost. She settled here, along the sea, with a mysterious fortune and a loyal entourage. They were all practicing Jews who went about their business with quiet dignity, babbling amongst themselves in their native tongue, only the duchess refused to speak. They say she roamed about Tiberius like a ghost, speaking to no one, just whispering words to this ring here.” At this, he pointed towards the ruby ring his wife was wearing. It was as though this ring was a key to some unknown world—as though, only it could understand her foreign tongue. His wife slipped the ring from her finger, then handed it to her husband.

“Of course she came with much more jewelry, but this is all we have left. See here, this small inscription in the band, this is old Ottoman, but me, I don’t know what it means.” He shrugged as he handed the ring to Davide.

The stone was flawless. Its color, intoxicating. The ruby was a deep, sumptuous crimson. The same color of the aged red-wine from Bordeaux Davide had only been allowed to sip on Easter and birthday celebrations. He turned it around, letting the shabbos candlelight flicker off its gleaming facets. Examining the cryptic inscription on the inset of the band, he wondered what it meant. Where did you come from? He wondered, half expecting the ring to respond. He was sure the answer was in the inscription. It was a question he had asked a thousand times before, but until that time, he asked it only of himself.

For the first time in his life, he celebrated the Sabbath. The candles, the Challah, the sweet red wine. It all seemed so familiar—Judah, the red-faced man who smelled of the sea, and his soft-spoken wife with her silk headscarf and gold bangles—It felt like something that had been lost. Two thousand miles away from his birthplace, he finally found his home.

The fisherman never asked Davide about his family. Like Judah’s own curious lineage, Davide’s past was shrouded in mystery. He, like that strange Ottoman traveler, arrived inexplicably on the shores of Lake Tiberius, a suitcase in tow, donning weathered, foreign garb. All he knew was that the boy was alone. The fisherman had seen the detached look in Davide’s eyes, and understood that he was a wandering spirit. He hired the boy as a fisherman but took him in as a son.





27



 

Work as a fisherman was not a tidy affair. Davide soon learned that his wardrobe of pleated slacks and cotton vests were useless at sea. His new attire consisted of synthetic trousers cut-off above the knee and thick-soled moccasins that he wore when stepping along the rocky shoreline on the occasion the boat needed towing. At dawn, Davide and Judah would board the weathered boat docked along the harbor and set out to cast their fishing nets with the hopes of catching a fat school of tilapia, flounder, or mullet.

They’d unload the day’s catch onto the flat bed of Judah’s pickup and circle around to deliver orders to a handful of shopkeepers in the bustling marketplace. The first delivery went to Adon Haddad, a Sabra in a straw hat sporting a foul-mouthed parrot on his shoulder, whose screeching cusses amused everyone in the bazaar, save little old ladies and bearded yeshiva boys. Then, further down the market, they’d deliver flounder and tilapia to the Ruski, Sasha Chekov, a hulk of a man with a keloid scar across his neck and the words “Only God can judge me,” tattooed across his chest. Their best customer was Miss Hula, a middle-aged spinster who liked to pinch Davide’s cheeks and compliment him on his healthy complexion and fine broad shoulders. She was especially impressed with his Parisian accent and cackled when he said something she liked the sound of. She accosted him with slobbery kisses, her singsong voice whining as she recited the petty gossip she herself invented and spread throughout the village. Later, they’d head down the road to the Arab market to deliver catfish, because, as Davide learned, catfish did not have scales and therefore were not kosher.

There were less prosperous days, when they would merely retrieve a few straggling sardines or a net full of seaweed. The work was arduous, but Davide enjoyed the summer sun on his bare back and shoulders and the cool breeze that sometimes rushed south from the Golan Heights. His arms grew thick from working the sails and drawing up the day’s trappings. His lean face bronzed and his pale eyes grew bright whenever he looked out upon the rippling waters of the Sea of Galilee. Summer rays beat down on the water’s surface, as though the sea and sky were engaged in a thrashing affair.

In school, he’d been taught that these were the same waters Jesus had walked upon. He’d never believed that story until now. Even if Jesus was just a man, the lake held magic, of that he was sure.

Saturdays were the only day Davide did not work. While everyone was gathered in the synagogue, Davide, ashamed that he could not read Hebrew or recite prayers, would wander through the ancient streets of Tiberius. There, in the quiet calm of the Sabbath, he came across an elderly Arab man, Sheik Mohammad. Sheik Mohammad was a Sufi mystic, a spiritual adviser who would interpret dreams for shekels. He was a short round man, with white hair and snow-sloped, whiskering brows. Bowlegged to a crippling degree, he required two canes when he walked, one on each side. As he moved, he resembled more of a gnarled tree trunk than a man. Bearded youths in skullcaps snickered as he shuffled passed. He would look up at them and smile, with eyes so soft and sweet that the boys would become utterly ashamed and wholly uplifted all at once. They were eyes that could melt lies on the tongues of their bearers and turn the hearts of bragging criminals.

Davide found him sitting atop a wooden crate under a tin roof dangling with pots and pans in the metal worker’s bizarre. He dropped a shekel in the old man’s can.

The Sheik looked up and smiled. “You’re a stranger here?”

Davide felt his face flush, ashamed it was so obvious.

“You’re looking for something?”

He contemplated this for a moment. “I suppose I am.”

“Come with me.” Without waiting for a reply, the man rose to his feet, grasping the arched tip of each one of his canes. “Hurry or we’ll miss it.”

Davide made no effort to move.

“Yalla!” He wobbled clumsily as Davide followed two steps behind. He kept his arms ready, half expecting the old Sufi to collapse like an accordion with each step. Down a quiet alley and across the empty square, Sheik Muhammad led Davide towards an unassuming building, then followed the hedges round back, stopping at the entrance to the cellar. The rusty iron doors opened out from the ground like outstretched arms. They framed a dim-lit stairway leading to the underground bunker. A faulty light bulb flickered overhead as the Sheik descended the steps slowly and steadily. His arm linked through Davide’s as their heads bowed beneath the low ceiling.

Fast paced chanting and the rhythmic beat of darbuka drums echoed up the stairwell. Inside, two-dozen men stood in long white robes, banging drums and stomping their bare feet, bells jingling about their ankles with each step. Clapping, singing and dancing ensued, until several men in tall burgundy hats took to the center of the room with outstretched arms. They began to twirl in an ecstatic dance like the spinning tops Davide played with as a boy.

“What is this dance?” Davide whispered.

Sheik Muhammad looked up at the boy. “This is no dance.” He turned away and let his eyes fall upon the whirling dervishes, their majestic white robes floating out from their waists in a perfect circumference of symmetry and grace. “This is a prayer. A prayer with all the body, mind, and soul.”

The whirling dervishes tilted their chins towards the heavens and stretched out their arms as though cradling all the earth in their embrace. Davide felt a rush of excitement. He leaned in close to the Sheik. “Why do they whirl?” The music grew bolder and the walls of the cellar grew tipsy with the drunkenness of men’s spirits.

“All of the universe is whirling,” the Sheik responded after some time. “The moon is whirling round the earth. Our earth is spinning on its axis whirling forever round the sun. The planets, the constellations. The clouds in the sky and the stars in the furthest galaxies. We are not careening aimlessly through the universe. All the heavens and all the earth whirl eternally in perfect accord.” He took David’s hand in his thick leathery palm. “These men whirl because they are at one with the universe.”

Davide looked into the Sheik’s kind eyes, then stepped forward, and with arms outstretched towards the heavens, began to whirl. He would whirl in unison with all the earth, the moon and the sun. He would whirl with the stars in the sky. He wept for the mother and father he never knew. He wept for the millions lost to the ovens. He was taken over by this volition to feel thoroughly, to be swept into the violent rhythm of the earth’s fiery breath, to sigh when she sighed and sleep when she slept. He would reach out his arms and open his heart to the suffering of all humanity. Deep inside, he knew this was the only way he could lay claim to a small piece of the world’s joy. With arms raised toward the heavens, he whirled and whirled until he too was one with the universe.
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Edward Rumie

Paris

1958

 

When Marie and Edward filed an official complaint at the old police station on Boulevard St. Michel, they were politely informed that without a cooperating witness or shred of tangible evidence, there was no way they could charge Jean Pierre Prideux with assault or any other crime for that matter. “But they’ve torn his retina.” Marie charged. “He’s blind in one eye!”

“Madame, not to worry. We’ll head over to Monsieur Prideux’s flat and check into his alibi.”

Later that evening, Marie received a phone call from an officer down at the station. “Monsieur Prideux claims he was at church with his father the day in question…his father confirms this. Well why would the man lie? Madame, with all due respect, Monsieur Prideux is a very well respected member of our community, if he says his son was with him at church…Oui oui! Of course we are serious about bringing the perpetrators to justice, but perhaps your son is confused about who the aggressors were. He did sustain head injuries as you yourself have claimed... Madame, I do not appreciate your tone…yes, of course we are doing our very best…We are certainly not going to drop the case. We’ll continue our investigation until we bring the criminals to justice.”

 

And so it was that Jean-Pierre Prideux, son of a decorated war hero and grandson of the retired chief of the Marais district police, escaped punishment for his crime, and Edward’s dream of becoming a pilot in the Royal French air-force was snuffed out forever.

 

The letter came a month after the beating.

 

In light of recent events, it is with much regret that we are forced to rescind your acceptance to the National Aviation Academy. As you are well aware, the safety of our students and pilots has and always will be our number one priority. While your visual impairment restricts you from our aviation training program, we welcome and encourage your application to an administrative position within the academy.

 

Edward folded each corner of the letter, until it took on the winged shape of his dreams. He examined his creation before crushing it in the palm of his hand.

“I will never forgive you,” he whispered that evening to the empty bed where Davide had once slept. The old floral sheets were drawn taut over the thin mattress at the far end of the room, the lonely space where a brother should have been illuminated by the pale glow of the moon. “I was never a twin,” he thought to himself. “Not even a brother.”

A few weeks later, Edward received a letter addressed to him with a foreign stamp sealed with the mark of the newly established Jewish state. He placed it in the pocket of his oversized blazer and went about his day in no particular hurry. School had ended and he was now working in his family’s bakery. Business had slowed as two more bakeries had opened just across the street. Marie and her husband left the bakery in Edward’s care and went off to work in a local factory to help make ends meet. Edward greeted the customers slowly. There was no rush. He’d probably be working there for the rest of his life now. When they asked for the usual chocolate crepe or custard croissant, he moved behind the counter at a glacial pace, eliciting the irate glances of impatient customers. He made no attempt to mitigate his limp, but exaggerated it as an expression of disgust with everyone and everything. When the sun began to set he closed up shop for the evening, then wiped down the counters and slowly swept up the powdered sugar and crumbs from the floor, before heading around the corner and mounting two flights of stairs to the family flat. In his pocket, he still held the letter from someone he considered no more real than a ghost, but no less haunting.

It was a damp October night, but with the furnace lit in the parlor, the Rumie household was warm and quiet. He held the envelope in his hands for several minutes. Then he tossed the letter into the furnace without bothering to read it. The next week, he found another letter in the post addressed to his parents. He tore open the envelope and read it. Davide was to be married to a fisherman’s daughter and was settling in a lush region of Israel called Tiberius. He was saving up his earnings as a fisherman to buy them all passage on the steamship to meet his soon-to-be wife—and could they please write back as soon as possible?

Week after week Edward fueled the furnace with Davide’s letters, some were about his newfound religion, some about living in times of war—at the end of every letter, “Why haven’t you written?” Some of the letters showed concern. “Has Papa thrown out his back again? What’s going on there? Is someone ill?” And always they ended, “Why haven’t you written?” As time went by, the letters turned bitter. “I know you raised me as a Catholic, but please respect my decision.” Edward kept watch for the post every day.

“Don’t worry, Maman. I’m sure he’s just busy. We’ll hear from him any day...any day…Bien sûr, Maman, I’ll head to the post office first thing in the morning…He’s bound to write one of these days.”

And finally, Edward wrote back. He did not mention the attack that he suffered just moments after bidding Davide farewell. He did not mention the beating he endured and the weeks of painful rehabilitation. He did not mention that he’d been blinded in one eye, that the aviation academy had rescinded his acceptance, or that his leg had been shattered along with the only dream he’d ever had. He did not mention what he needed to say most. Nowhere in the letter did he say what he whispered between clenched teeth every night. “You should have been there for me, like I was there for you.”

He did not mention any of these things, but in neat block letters, he informed Davide that his abandonment of Christ had devastated their parents. His decision to marry a Jew and settle in Israel was tantamount to abandoning the family that had saved him from certain death. The letter concluded, “Please do not write again.”

Months passed without any word from Davide, and Marie and her husband grew more reclusive and melancholy fearing the worst had happened to their estranged son. Perhaps he had gotten swept up in a skirmish with the Palestinians—Maybe he was lying dead in a ditch somewhere. They contacted the captain of the steamship, hoping he would have some knowledge of their missing boy.

“Davide Herzikova? Yes, a fine fellow, was fine last time I saw him…Oh that’s awful. The boy’s gone missing has he? I wish I could be of more help. If I hear anything, I’ll send a telegram right away. Mme Rumie is that right? God Speed and good luck.”

Months passed and the Rumie household was quiet. One day, Edward spotted a letter in the mail. His shame had begun to gnaw at his conscious as his father and mother continued to grow more depressed with each passing day. The bakery had gone neglected. Customers began to spot mice scurrying about. Crumbs and food bits were scattered all over the unswept floor tiles. Even the most loyal customers would no longer come into the bakery. Marie and her husband had grown listless from worry. They could no longer afford to pay rent on the small space and were forced to close the bakery.

Now Edward finally understood the severity of his actions. He waited every day for Davide to write, for the opportunity to be able to storm his parent’s melancholy chamber waving a tall white envelope in his hand. “It’s Davide! He’s all right!” He dreamed of the day. He just needed to wait, just wait for one more letter. They’d be able to check the return address and contact him, and in time, his inequities would be forgiven. They would be a family once again.

And then it came. When Edward spotted it in the mail, his heart leapt as he grasped it with the same frantic desperation a drowning man would a life raft. He tore at the seal in breathless gratitude and unfolded the letter inside. Just ten tiny letters. Nothing more, nothing less.


You have broken my heart.

I will not write again.

 

Edward felt panic rising in his chest. He turned the envelope about a dozen times over. Nowhere had Davide written his exact whereabouts. The envelope did not bear a return address. Out of scores of letters Davide had sent, it was the only one to survive the furnace. “I’ll find you,” he promised to the empty space where his brother had once been. “I’ll find you.”

In the morning, Edward made his way to church and confessed his sins to Father Jean-Mari from behind a stenciled partition in a cloistered booth smelling of dust and sweat. Then he returned home certain that absolution was not his to be had. He told his parents, Marie and Carle, the very same words he had told the priest. He would find Davide, he swore. He had a lead, Tiberius! He knew that Davide had settled there. Edward found himself on the next steamer from France to Israel. He paid a barefoot youth a small fortune to lead him to Tiberius. Once there, he asked around about a young French boy. “His name is Davide,” he said in a frantic huff. “Davide Herzikova.” He held up an old photo.

And then, a break. A thick fisherman with a Russian accent pointed Edward to a small cottage nestled atop a hill in the distance. “But the boy you look for, he left,” explained the Russian as he went about skinning his latest catch. “He went with his father-in-law. To fight. They are with the army now.” He wiped the sweat from his brow then continued skinning the fish atop his wooden chopping board. “The girl, she is studying somewhere in Jerusalem, living there with her mother,” he explained, but Edward was already pushing past overeager shopkeepers and on his way to the headquarters of the IDF, where he was certain he could learn the whereabouts of his brother.

And yet, at the administrative offices of the Israeli Defense Forces, he faced one brick wall after another. “We don’t give out information about our soldiers,” a Moroccan hulk of a man explained. “It’s for security,” he continued as Edward, exhausted and dejected, leaned over on the counter that separated the one man from the other. “Someone else in charge? I am in charge!” the man barked. “What do you think this is…we don’t run a telegraph service…stop crying! What do I look like? I’m not your mother. Pull yourself together, there’s a war going on man!” And after another fifteen minutes of pleading “Beseder Beseder, ok, I’ll pass the message, but don’t get your hopes up. There are at least a few dozen Davide Herzikovas in the army. It will take some time to locate the right one.” Edward returned to France and waited for word of his brother.

Six months passed until a general in the IDF phoned to say that Davide Herzikova had been discharged from service. He and his wife had moved to America. And what of the message Edward had been trying to send to him? Had he at least gotten the message through?

“What message was that?” The officer inquired. “No, I didn’t know there was any message to be delivered, but the good news is he’s alive and well! Where is he? Records indicate he moved with his wife to America…Where in America? I’m sorry Sir, we don’t keep such detailed information.”

Edward dropped the receiver. He looked up. His mother and father stood in the shallow doorway, eager-eyed and waiting for news. He dropped his head to his lap. “He’s alive.”






PART IV


REDEMPTION
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Hannah Herzikova- Present day

 

Hannah Herzikova looked about her makeshift studio. Sunbeams reached through the window, creating a dazzling plume of sun-dipped dust that settled gently on wooden floorboards, whose uneven planks had weathered two floods in the past year.

The studio was converted from an old barn that, once upon a time, housed horses. It was just a stone’s throw from her home, a Norman Rockwell creation that swayed wearily in the wind, with giant windows like old oak eyes, and a splintered porch surrounded by a white fence. The house was at the bottom of a bowl-shaped plot of land, so, several times a year, it flooded. In recent years, it had been elevated onto stilts to halt the floodwaters from rushing in and destroying it.

In her studio, Hannah left her equipment and works hanging on protruding nails that had once been used to hang horseshoes and saddles and old leather reins. The walls were dripping with countless portraits of all the town’s neighbors. Some were pitifully proud, like Mr. Glotleib from across the street. He moved like an old ugly bulldog, wobbling in all his magnificence, a stump of durability who growled deliciously when he mumbled. She painted Mrs. Rhodes, her ancient face as wrinkled and enchanting as the etchings on a treasure map, her white hair puffed in a glorious celebration of antique beauty. There was the portrait of one-eyed Mrs. Ethers, who wasn’t one eyed at all, but simply could not see out of the cracked lens in her spectacles.

Countless portraits covered every inch of the studio’s walls. Their eyes, dark and luminous, surveyed the visitors like a thousand brooding Mona Lisas. Those gloating eyes hung high above the flood waters that seeped in through the door crack and up through the seething floorboards flooding the room just an inch or so especially in May.

While many of Hannah’s friends lived in the city, renting out small rooms in the Village or Williamsburg, she was happy to be back home in Connecticut. The city was just a twenty-minute ride away, with trains heading out every other hour. And of course, when she’d learnt about her father’s illness, she moved home right away. Once, time had been an inconsequential factor in the life of Hannah Herzikova. She’d never worn a watch and worked without a schedule. She had a lifetime ahead of her. And then, quite suddenly, they got the news and time had become very real. Time was running out. Hannah moved home.

The portrait did sweat a little in the warm May mist of the floods, but that did nothing to dampen its beauty. On the contrary, it lent Davide Herzikova’s image a dreamy quality, as though he were about to fall asleep, or perhaps, vanish.

The visit with her father earlier in the day had disturbed her. She had never been under a deadline to finish any of her works. She knew that she only had a few weeks, possibly just a few more days, to finish it. And still, she could not manage to get the eyes right.

By the third knock, Hannah stopped pretending she hadn’t heard a thing, then made her way to the door of the shed, opening it just a crack.

It was that time of day when the sun began to dip itself into the horizon and the last bits of red and orange were squeezed from the sky. She preferred that hour best to study the shadows, the ways in which they would shrink and swell like a reveler’s reflection in a fun house mirror. It was that hour when shadows soaked the room just enough to signal the readiness of night, when her face and body would glow like sepia creating a gilded profile that left the impression of a cameo in the eyes and mind of the stranger at the door.

“What is it?” She kept her eyes grounded, her body half-hidden behind the wooden door.

“I’m looking for Davide Herzikova,” said an elderly man whose European accent and silver cuff links suggested he should be looking for someone else. He wore large black sunglasses, like the kind Mrs. Rhodes sported ever since her cataract surgery. He caught a glimpse of the inner workings of her studio and took a step forward to peer inside. “I knocked over at the main house.” He continued patting the moisture beads on his forehead with a handkerchief. “No one seems to be home.”

Hannah looked past him. Outside, an assortment of chipped terracotta pots dotted the walkway up to the main house. Her eyes followed the grey stone path to the house and up to the kitchen window where she met her mother’s gaze spying upon them from behind the green window dressings in the kitchen. When her eyes met Hannah’s, she let the curtain fall and disappeared from view.

“That’s right, no one’s home,” Hannah lied, turning her attention back to the man at the door. He was gauntly elegant, with a prominent nose, high forehead and silver hair.

“Do you know when he’ll be home?” The man twisted his cane into a welcome mat that read, home sweet home. “Are you expecting him anytime soon?”

“I don’t know when he’ll be back,” and when he did not budge, “I’m sorry.” She closed the door on the stranger and headed back to the canvas. She’d begun working on her father’s portrait six weeks earlier, as soon as she’d gotten the news.

After examining the portrait, she concluded that something was just not right. The lips were thin and taut. The skin was accurately rugged and aged, a texture she’d only been able to achieve after experimenting with several different brushes. The lines around the mouth were prominent, but not sobering. They attested to a lifetime of laughter, of love too. The cheekbones were highly articulated in the Parisian sense, a clear indicator of European descent. His straight hair was smoothed back neatly behind his ears, fashioned without a part. The portrait hinted at the permanent shadow just beneath his long cheekbones that receded down the length of his jaw and above his lip. He was a handsome man, his expression austere, but his eyes were very shy, very gentle. It was the eyes Hannah could not get right, more particularly, the color. The elongated distance between them was correct, but the color-She’d mixed all the colors of her pallet, but no matter what combination she tried, she could not produce the color of a secret.

She needed to see him. She got to her feet, slung her sack over her shoulder, then carefully lifted the canvas from the easel. She headed out to her beat up jeep, unhinged the hatchback and slid the portrait in all the way.
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Hannah worked feverishly to finish her father’s portrait, his whole life captured in eyes that could see long after his would close forever. Selim watched as each day, Davide’s lids drooped a little further. After three days, Selim noticed that her tubes began to empty of paint. Still, she stayed by Davide’s bedside working, not stopping to eat or rest, as Davide’s body weakened.

She began to doze while she worked, painting in a dream where paints never dried or dripped and fathers only slept and parents never died. Hannah pressed her tubes frantically to get the last drops of paint. She stood while she worked, her canvas propped upon a splintered, wooden easel. “Almost done,” she whispered late one evening. Selim had yet to say a word to her. She breathed heavily as she worked. Even in the darkness, he could tell that her face was moist and her cheeks flushed. His eyes had been on her throughout the night and for the first time, she looked at him directly. “It’s done,” she said as she moved the canvas over to Selim’s side of the room. “It looks like him doesn’t it?”

“It does.”

She nodded slowly as though his response required some prolonged measure of contemplation, then sat in the chair beside his bed. “I’m Hannah,” she mumbled as her tall frame sunk low into the chair.

For the first time that evening, Selim turned his bandaged face away from her. His right side, still exposed, was irritated by the rough, cheap, pillowcase it was pressed up against. He felt warm tears make their way down the side of his face, dampening the fabric, making it a little less intolerable.

“Goodnight, Hannah,” he whispered.

“Goodnight.”

She awoke in that hard wooden chair with a stiff neck. As she stood, she turned to examine the canvas in the daylight. The paint, just hours before wet and dreamy, had to her exhausted surprise, finally dried. The portrait was complete. She awoke and Davide Herzikova had died.

Jewish law dictated that the dead should be buried as soon as possible, and so the next day, over a hundred people gathered under the leaves of wild oaks and cedar flurries to say goodbye to Davide Herzikova. In the overarching forests of the Jewish cemetery, dozens of friends and family members stood quietly as the Rabbi recited the mourners prayer, the Kaddish. Every so often, the crowd would chant “amen” in muffled unison.

Twenty yards away, a black town car was parked on the side of the glistening tar road that wound through the cemetery. Two of the four tires were up on the grass as the motor ran quietly all throughout the procession. No one but Hannah seemed to notice the car, or the barely visible silhouette of a man seated beyond the tinted windowpane. She examined the shadowy figure in the distance. He lifted some sort of cloth to his face. After a moment, he leaned back and disappeared from view. As they lowered the wooden casket into the ground, the black town car slipped away and Hannah said goodbye to her father for the last time.

Back at the old house on stilts, she and her mother sat shiva. Hannah’s mother, Nastasia, took a sip of her black coffee and looked out of the living room window at the shallow lake that passed beneath her stilted home. The tall windows, cloaked in a sunlit mist, appeared as florescent light panels against the dark walls. It was unusually humid weather. The room dripped with moisture and Nastasia, feeling claustrophobic, made her way to the window on the far end of the room. She pressed her fingers against the windowpane. She examined the bare grass outside. “Where have the orange groves gone?” A small measure of panic rose in her voice. “Who would cut down my trees?” She turned around and examined all the people gathered in her living room. “What are they all doing here?” she whispered to Hannah.

Hannah knew that her mother was somewhere else entirely right now, back in Tiberius, in the small cottage she’d once lived in, atop a hill, overlooking the Sea of the Galilee.

As the visitors arrived, Hannah led her mother to seat cushions and high piled pillows laid out on the floor. Jewish law strictly forbid mourners from sitting on couches or chairs.

Visitors offered their condolences as they munched on cashews and dried dates. All throughout the room, neighbors and friends exchanged memories of Davide Herzikova. While he was loved throughout his community and had gathered good friends throughout his years living in America, Davide’s past was shrouded in mystery. Large blocks of his life had been kept private, shared only with his wife Nastasia, who could not recall much of the past now anyway. Davide Herzikova was a man of secrets- Secrets that were now buried six feet underground.
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Sensing someone there, Selim turned and let his black eyes fall on the sliver of body exposed through the crack in the door. A few degrees of isolation waned between them as the door yielded an inch or two exposing the full breath of her scoping frame. Dark shadows ran the length of her cheekbones and high slinking neck as her bright eyes glistened like jade against her ghostly complexion.

“Can I come in?”

He nodded, just barely.

She made her way to the shades.

“Don’t,” he called out, but she’d already opened the blinds allowing the sunlight to pour in. He lifted his hands to shield his face from the light.

Despite his objection, she didn’t spare him her gaze. In him, she detected all the elements of a cruel Picasso painting, like Les Mademoiselles d’Avignon, where a face was not a face, but was contorted into something stunningly painful, beautiful and stubborn. “I’m sorry, I can put them back down if you want me to.”

He kept his hand covering his cheek. “It’s just, I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable.”

Her eyes fell to the hole in his throat, his puss-filled eye, and the swollen mass of his left side. That the right side was perfect in every way only made the left side that much more devastating. “It doesn’t bother me.”

He cast an incredulous glance in her direction.

“It doesn’t.”

“All right.” He turned his face away. “If it starts to bother you…”

“You’re one of the stubborn ones aren’t you?” she cut in, then offered up a sympathetic smile.

“I’m not sure what I am,” he said, before turning his attentions toward the task of smoothing out creases in his bed sheets.

She approached the chair by his side, the long pleats of her dress rustling curiously over narrow hips. Her broad, bare shoulder sloped casually as she slid her oversized tote down the length of her arm letting it fall to the ground with reckless ease.

The curtain that had divided the room was now pushed back and the bed that her father had once occupied was empty. The portrait of Davide Herzikova was still leaning against the wall facing Selim’s bed.

“I’m sorry for your loss.” The tide of his breath heaved as the movement of air scuffed along the insides of his lungs.

Her eyes welled up and for a moment it looked as though she were going to walk out.

“Hannah?” he said quietly.

She turned and forced a smile.

“You left the painting here. Why?”

As she burrowed her fists into her pockets, she looked up and shrugged. “Because it’s not very good.”

“I disagree with you.”

“You’re quite the contrarian, aren’t you?”

He glanced up at her with wide, red-rimmed eyes. “I already told you. I don’t know what I am.”

She bit her lip then looked away hurriedly. “So what do you like about the portrait?”

“A lot of things.”

“Like what? Specifically?”

“Maybe, the eyes.”

“The eyes?”

“I think you captured his eyes very well.”

She took a moment to catch her breath. “Really?”

“You seem surprised.”

“It’s just …I was having a hard time...” Her voice trailed off as she dropped her chin and dragged shaky fingers through her sand-colored hair.

“They say the eyes are the windows to the soul. I imagine a soul is a difficult thing to paint…”

“That’s exactly right.” She lifted her head as her hands fell to her sides.

“You did good,” he said quietly.

She shook her head. “There were so many things I didn’t know about him.”

“You knew him.”

She tore her gaze away from the glossy tiles, looked up and scowled. “What makes you think you can tell a thing like that?”

Selim studied the portrait for a long moment. “Well here I am, staring at his eyes. They seem to be staring back at me, too. You couldn’t have done that, you couldn’t do that, without knowing a person.” A moment passed before he was overtaken by a coughing fit.

She reached for the cup by his bed and held it to his lips.

Covered in tubes and tape, his hand jerked around her fingers as he tried to gain control of himself. He took a few shallow sips before his cough was lulled to silence.

Hand to hand, skin to skin, they were suspended in the frozen current of the static air between them.

His eyes met hers.

Hannah let her hand slip away as she stepped back clumsily.

He studied her for a long moment. His eyes, like drills, bore through her mercilessly.

She tore her gaze away and let it escape to the clock on the wall.

“You have somewhere to be?” He stared on unflinchingly.

Footsteps shuffled in the hall as the soft jingling of keys and pocketed loose change grew bolder. In the doorframe, a tall man with sharp, angular cheekbones stood with his head hung low over stacked papers resting in an open manila folder. A stethoscope hung from around his neck.

Dr. Rosen, a senior member of the hospital’s oncology unit, stood in the doorway with his thick brows forming a “V.” He leaned his tall frame against the door panel, as he shuffled through papers stacked neatly in the manila folder.

“Selim, how’re you today? The nurses say you barely touched your morphine drip this weekend—That’s great to hear, so the pain is going away?”

“I’m ok.” He smiled.

Dr. Rosen loosened the stethoscope from around his neck and plugged his ears with the instrument.

“Deep breaths,” he instructed, as he slid the metal tip beneath the opening of Selim’s gown. “I want to wait a few days before we begin the radiation.” He wrote something in the folder, capped his pen, and returned it to his pocket. “We should talk about what’s going to happen as we move forward with the treatment.”

Hannah reached for her bag and headed for the door. “I shouldn’t have barged in like this. It’s obviously a bad time.”

“Hannah,” Selim called after her.

She turned and was still in the doorway.

“Same time tomorrow?”

She swallowed hard then nodded. “See you then.”
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The next day at noon she was back as she’d promised.

Her blond hair hung loose in waves that fell to her elbows. Cloaked in the luminosity of her white linen dress, she appeared to Selim, strikingly bare. She wore no bracelets, no watch, no polish on her hands. Her only adornment- the crimson ruby ring bright against her ivory complexion.

The room became saturated with a cool, misted memory. For a moment, he was transported seven thousand miles away, back to his home on the shores of the Bosphorus. Selim looked up at her, astounded. Her scent filled his memory. It came to him as though it could break through walls and through layers of time.

“You smell like the sea,” he whispered. They had closed up the hole in his throat and he was beginning to get his voice back.

“Is that supposed to be a compliment?” She pulled back her hair then sank into the chair by his bed. “The sea where I live has cigarette butts and garbage floating in it—probably a few dead bodies too.”

She smelled familiar. Fresh and cool, but damp and rich. She smelled of the Bosphorus. He closed his eyes and took a deep, long breath. “Not that sea.” He envisioned her through the blank canvas of his imagination. She was beautiful. “Why haven’t you been painting?”

“How do you know I haven’t been painting?”

“That scent, it usually comes with you.”

“That’s the smell of the paints. My hair and clothes soak it up when I’m in the studio for too long. Most people don’t like it at all, I don’t know anyone who misses it.”

A stocky attendant in an ice blue uniform appeared offering Selim a selection of snacks laid out on a purple plastic tray. He frowned, then waved the tray and the nurse away with his bony hand. He turned his attention back to Hannah. “I do.”

“You do what?”

“I miss it. That smell you were talking about. I miss it very much.”

The rough strap of her leather bag whipped against the glossy floor as she let her purse slip from her lap. She sat unmoved as the contents spilled throughout the room.

“And it’s not at all toxic,” he continued. “Not to me.”

She swallowed the knot in her throat then looked around at the mess she had made. The ruby, rich and sumptuous as molasses glistened as her lean fingers grappled along the floor for a lipstick, a few scattered coins, and an antique mirror from a lifetime away. When she’d gathered her belongings, she rose and stood in her place. She stood as though she were waiting for instruction. She stood as though she were waiting for a purpose.

“Hannah?”

“Yes?”

“Are you ok?”

She frowned then swept the tip of her shoe against the floor. “Do you mind if I stay?”

“I’d mind if you left.”

“I’m not going to bother you. Brought something to read here with me.” She held up a book as she spoke.

He nodded but said nothing.

She sank back into the seat of the chair and buried herself behind a thick wall of literature.

He examined her curiously as the minutes passed.

Her tentative gaze, met by his inquisitive eyes, crept over the edge of her book.

“Hannah?”

She placed the book in her lap.

“You’re not reading?”

She fidgeted in the chair then slouched low in the seat.

“You seem, I don’t know—unsettled?”

She looked over at the portrait of her father then turned her attentions to the steady drip of I.V fluid bagged by Selim’s side. It seemed to tick with each and every drip. Leaning forward, she slid the book under her seat. “The truth is, I don’t want to read anything right now.”

As he peered into her slinking emerald eyes, the sound of silence gushed throughout the room like a seething, scalding wave.

“We could talk?” he said after a time.

She dropped her chin and looked away. “I don’t want to talk.” Her bright eyes sought refuge in shadowy crevices throughout the dark room. “I don’t want to talk,” she said a little more loudly this time. She wielded her words as one might wield a weapon.

He raised his hands. “Fair enough.”

So they sat quietly for the next few minutes, their whispering eyes saying more to one another than their clumsy words ever could.

At some point during that stretch of silence, he tore away the monitoring device clipped to his finger.

She eyed him curiously.

He reached for her hand, turning it over so that her palm was exposed. Cautiously, he dragged his finger across her skin drawing an invisible “H” over her palm.

As she tried to pull away, he tightened his grasp around her wrist.

“A.” Her wide eyes trailed his precise movements as he carried on with his whimsical pursuit.

“P.” She shivered as though she were being touched by nothing more than the weight of that ethereal letter.

“P.” His finger continued to glide across her pale skin.

“Y.” The muscles in her hand loosened until her palm melted into his.

Selim looked up- eyes serious and alert. With his fingers wrapped around her wrist, they sat there suspended in that moment.

Outside, clouds were simmering in the hot grey sky. A wet wind jettisoned past through a narrow crack in the window as he loosened his grip and let her hand slip away.

Her eyes sparkled peculiarly while her lips came to a part. “Selim?” she whispered.

He brought his finger to his mouth and hushed her with his eyes. Their bodies were still and their breathing slowed to a stop. Only the world’s breath breathed for them.

 

Inhale.

 

Exhale.


The moment was complete.
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Something strange was happening to Hannah. Her father was gone, her mother a ghost. She was grieving for her losses, yet a new energy had taken her by force, a stranger from room 301.

More than ever before, Hannah began spending long hours in the studio, late into the night. She would come home with her hair covered in red and blue splotches of paint. She would bring her paintings to his hospital room and cover his wall with every scene the eye could capture.

Selim’s once sterile cubicle had started out as a unit of solitary confinement. Then slowly, over the next few weeks, portraits and landscapes began to cover the walls. Hannah’s oil paintings hummed in hues of pastel violets and blues. The room became a gallery of countless portraits, fiery sunsets, lovers kissing, children laughing. She took bits and piece of the outside world to give to him.

She spent the mornings by his side. They laughed and talked about life and politics and faith. She read to him from the works of Khalil Gibran, the Lebanese philosopher who believed happiness could not be contained without the carvings of sorrow deep within one’s soul. He recited his favorite verses of Voltaire. “I should like to lie at your feet and die in your arms,” the words came to him in waves. Musings of the wise ones, Emerson, the Afghan Rumi, the eleventh century mystic Ghazali.

In the afternoons he slept, dreaming of sweet halvah and sugar coated pineapples sliced and glistening like yellow half-moons. He dreamed of bundles of licorice stems Mother had brought home from the sweet shop. His dreams took place in days gone by, when Mother still smelled of lemon and cinnamon spice, when she still loved him. He had silent dreams, dreams where nothing happened at all, dreams of a white bliss and nothingness, sheer and pure and fair. A dream without a sound, sight or smell. A dream of empty space and peaceful nothings.

And while he dreamed, she wandered into nearby museums. She passed through white halls of Greek sculptures. Faces that looked like Gods, bodies that were indestructible. She saw Selim in every statue. She passed through the Impressionist hall and let herself be absorbed in the fluid moments that were forever captured in those paintings. Dances and glances and kisses that lasted only for a second, but lived forever in vertical love.

Hannah Herzikova had transformed the bitter starkness of room 301 into a vibrant, bustling art gallery, where patients and doctors alike stopped in to marvel at the beauty of the world she had created. Through her paintings, Selim was transported through time and space to the outside world. Through her, he was transported home.

He began to dream in different colors. Iridescent hues of violet, blue and pink. They drifted to an ancient world on the wings of Khalil Gibran’s Prophet. He spoke to her about Istanbul and Turkey. He told her how the streets were winded and a bit crooked but lovely and really very charming, much like her smile.

In his dreams, he was visited by the words of Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent, words of love he had written for a Polish slave that he later made his bride and queen. Verses whose truth came upon him in soft waves that lapped gently against the dreamscape of his mind. The words of the poem came to him in pieces, like scattered sea treasures washed ashore. Bit by bit, he found them gleaming.

 

Throne of my lonely niche

My wealth, 

My love,

My moonlight

You are my most sincere friend, my confidant, my very existence,

My Sultan, the most beautiful among the beautiful...

My sweet rose,

The one only who does not distress me in this world...

My Istanbul, 

The earth of my Anatolia

I'll sing your praises always

I, lover of the tormented heart

I… 

I am happy.

 

She sat by his bedside until he dozed off.

 

He found himself cradled in the supple stems of a weeping pomegranate tree, with a girl, a child really, but he loved her, he loved her…the sky darkened and he felt a sudden sense of dread that he would lose the girl, that she would look up to the clouds and disappear forever.

 

Selim sat up, half lost in a dream, half lost in a memory. “Don’t leave me again.” His fingers reached out for her.

“I’m not leaving.” She pushed in close and brushed his hair away from his ear. “ I never have.” As soon as she heard her words, she sensed they were untrue.
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There it was, day in day out. A tin box that Davide Herzikova had cradled in his lap before his passing. The box held the jewels of his existence and the proof of his being—his memories.

But the man was gone and the box, a mausoleum of fossilized mementos not quite living but not quite dead, was relegated to the far end of the room. Hannah had left it there alongside the portrait of her father. She’d come and go often, side-stepping the box as though it were yesterday’s paper, or maybe, tomorrow’s.

Selim reached for a pen and sketched geometric shapes on a napkin. Soon he was scribbling letters, then letters became words. Mother. Father, Brother. To whom did these words belong? He studied the letters he had inscribed. A.L.I. He gripped the pen in his hand until his knuckles turned white. Who inherits memories or are they lost to the dust? Do they belong to a single man, to any man, or are they free to roam the world entire? He opened his eyes and with his pen, put shape to these thoughts.

The sound of Crocs slapping against the floor tiles startled him momentarily. He looked up to find a nurse in his room carrying a clipboard and taking notes in her folder.

Selim nodded in the direction of the box. “Would you do me a favor and hand that over to me?”

She pulled her thin lips back into two pink threads. “This one here?” She let out a little squeal while squatting to retrieve the box from under the chair.

“That’s it.”

Selim examined the box. Plastered on the lid was a poster featuring a pin-up girl in a polka-dot dress with a blood red rose tucked up in chestnut hair. Selim drew his fingers across the curled up edges of the parchment trying to smooth them down as best he could. He wondered about the poster. He wondered about the man.

Tenderly, he lifted the lid while considering his own memories. Would they die with him or would they, by some act of celestial kindness, be passed on to live in the consciousness of another? Who would inherit the Osman Secret Chronicles? They had been passed from generation to generation, from one man’s heart to the next man’s mind. Centuries of wisdom and recollection had been preserved and passed down throughout the ages. Those memories deserved to be salvaged. But what of a man who never had any children?

What of a man who had taken away the life of a child and all the memories he would never live to have? He looked down at the words he had scribbled on the napkin.

Mother. Father. Brother. Ali.

Gently, he folded the napkin and tucked it away within the pages of a hefty book beside him.

Returning his attention to the box in his lap, he sifted through dozens of photos and discovered a grey-scale world framed by white perforated edges. He lifted up a picture of Davide Herzikova as a youth. With his prominent chin and curious eyes there was no mistaking him. Beneath the white-hot sun with a steamship in the backdrop, he stood beside a husky boy with a keloid scar above a sagging expression. Selim flipped the photo over. 1958.

He went through the others. The same boy was in nearly all the pictures though it was clear he’d not yet suffered the injury that had left the space between his eye and brow mutilated. He studied that boy and as he did, he had the strange sensation that the boy was studying him too. He felt his shoulders tense up as a hot cramp spread up along the back of his neck settling behind his ears and along his jaw. It’s just a picture he assured himself. Just a shadow of a boy, not even a boy. And yet, he could not shake the strange sensation that the boy was watching him. Slowly, he lifted his chin to discover an elderly man standing in the doorway leaning against his cane.

There was no telling how long he’d been there.

Selim dropped the photos back into the box and secured the lid hurriedly.

“Edward Rumie,” said the man in the grey hat. He peeked his head through the doorframe then looked around as though he were lost.

His fleshy antiquity seemed familiar, like the worn pages of grandfather’s Hafez poetry collections. He had lines from too much laughter, his thick mouth accentuated within etched parentheses. His eyes were a mystery though, shielded from view by the oversized, opaque lenses of his black wraparound glasses.

The man took a few steps towards Selim’s bedside.

“Do I know you?” Selim asked. He was sure he didn’t.

Mr. Rumie made his way to the wall opposite the bed and set his attentions on one particular abstract mural. “I’d be surprised if you did,” he said in a thick, French accent. “Mind if I sit for a minute?” The joints in his knees cracked as he lowered himself onto an upholstered chair. “I’ve been trying to find someone.” The elderly Frenchman suddenly seemed distracted.

Though he couldn’t see his eyes, Selim was sure the man’s gaze was on the lid of the box, inspecting the girl in the polka-dot dress.

“Whose is that?” The man seemed startled.

“The box?”

“Yes the box.”

Selim leaned over and slid it under his bed. “It’s mine.”

“Yours?”

“Mine.” His voice was firm.

“Right.” The man scoffed. “That’s a French pin-up from 1958. I’ve only seen one in my lifetime. Well two, counting that one.”

Selim shrugged his shoulders.

“It’s from the Marais. I should know.”

“Then it’s from the Marais,” Selim acquiesced before turning away.

“So that’s your box.” The man leaned forward and smacked his lips together. “Maybe you’re from Le Marais. Maybe you speak French too?”

“I do.”

“Like a Spanish cow, I bet you do,” the man mumbled under his breath in his native tongue.

“There are as many as five official languages spoken in Spain,” Selim replied in near-perfect French. “Another three that enjoy recognition status and two others that are used unofficially.”

The old man’s pout flattened out into a wry grin.

“And I wouldn't underestimate cows,” Selim went on blithely. “They’re highly intelligent creatures.”

Beaten at his own game, the old man shrugged then turned his attention towards the works on the wall opposite the bed. He gestured toward the paintings before turning back to Selim. “Not bad.” Floor to ceiling, the paintings looked like mosaic tiles in a sanctuary.

“Not bad at all,” Selim replied.

“Who did all this?” His voice took on a tender tone.

“A friend.”

The man quietly contemplated this. “Good friend.”

Selim nodded. “The best.”

“You’re very lucky.”

Selim hadn’t thought of himself as lucky. He said nothing.

“I’d have done anything to be loved like this.” The old man seemed to be talking only to himself.

After a few moments, he picked up his grey hat and headed to the door. When he reached it, he turned to Selim and with his cane, drew an imaginary circle in the air. “This,” he said, pointing with an air of instruction. “This is a labor of love.” His cane came down quietly. He smiled, tipped his hat, then left the room.
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Edward Rumie returned just a few days after his initial encounter with Selim. Without a knock he burst in once again and made himself comfortable in the chair by the bed. “I want to meet the artist,” he began without the courtesy of a salutation.

“Nice to see you too.”

“Where is she?” the old man huffed.

“I see you’ve been brushing up on your manners.”

“I’ll wait. Do you expect her to be back soon?”

“You know there are set visiting hours.”

“I guess she’s busy. Yes, she must be very busy.”

“Do you wander around the hallways harassing every foreigner you come across?”

“I don’t discriminate,” the man said pointedly.

Selim sighed than turned his attentions back to his newspaper. “I don’t know when she’ll be back.”

“Mind if I wait?”

“I don’t mind.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes while Selim flipped through the newspaper. He discovered a half-page article detailing the latest turmoil surrounding the Turkish novelist’s imprisonment on the charges of “Insulting Turkishness.” A peaceful protest had turned violent and tear-gas was unleashed on a crowd of marching university students. A large photo depicted a man with multiple piercings and a young girl in a headscarf holding up a sign that read “Free Taguc! Free Speech! Free Turkey!” Selim read on and learned that the trial was postponed yet again, and that the author faced up to three years in prison for depicting an Armenian character as a victim of genocide. He was the third writer to be charged with violating Article 301 of the Turkish criminal code.

Selim thought of Gul and of the canceled appointment that could have freed the man from prosecution. And still, even then, it would not have been enough. There were more writers and journalists that were being prosecuted for speaking their minds. He could not buy everyone’s freedom. Perhaps he could start a petition pushing for the abolishment of Article 301.

The bleeping of monitoring equipment interrupted his thoughts bringing him back to reality. He looked up.

Rumie sat opposite his bed examining him as though he were a cadaver.

“Mind taking off those glasses? I feel like I’m sitting across from the Terminator.”

The old man seemed pleased. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Why?” Selim shook his head limply. “Look, do you plan on sitting here all day?”

“I have no other plans. Nowhere to be.”

Selim closed his eyes as though the act of not seeing might make the man disappear.

“What time did you say she’d be back?” Rumie looked at his watch then glanced up at the door.

“I didn’t say.” Selim allowed his gaze to wander throughout the room settling on one strange object at a time before moving onto the next.

 

A porcelain sink with a crack in the base.

 

An empty gurney.

 

An oddball Francophile opposite the bed.

 

A spider making his way across the television screen.

 

A hand-sanitizing dispenser with liquid dripping to the ground.

 

A heart monitoring device. His eyes lingered on that machine. Its luminescent stems and black backdrop reminding him of days past when as a boy, he would play with the glowing pegs of his the Light-Brite set.

Once, long ago, he was just a boy.

Once, he was a child.

A wave of sadness passed over him as he realized the Osman dynasty might end here, perhaps in this very bed, beneath a coarse white sheet between two metal rail-guards. He had no children and as Dr. Rosen had delicately informed him, the treatment would most likely leave him sterile, if he survived.

“Well where is she when she’s not here?” The old man asked suddenly.

“I’m not sure.”

“You don’t know?” His foreign accent bristled at the tip of his tongue.

“You’ll have to ask Hannah.”

“Ask me what?”

The two men turned to find her leaning in the doorway, sunglasses riding low at the bridge of her nose and a blank canvas tucked under the arm of her denim jacket. “What’s going on?” She stripped away her glasses and let her bag fall to the ground as she made her way over.

“You’re here.”

“I’m here,” she echoed. She wove her fingers through a wild halo of hair before making herself comfortable at the edge of his mattress.

Edward Rumie stood and made his way towards her. “Hannah?”

“Hi.” She examined him curiously.

Rumie reached out and shook her hand. “I’m a big fan of your work.”

“Thanks.” She kicked off her ankle boots and tucked her legs up under her. “I’m sorry, who are you?”

“Edward Rumie.” He handed her his card. “I have a gallery in Chelsea.” He smiled when he spoke exposing a row of ivory teeth, crooked and gleaming as piano keys in motion. “We’re having an emerging artists showcase. A new artist every other month. I really like what I see here.”

She shot Selim a questioning glance before turning her attentions back to Rumie. “You’re barking up the wrong tree.”

“I’m old and ugly but it’s the first time I’m being confused with a dog.”

“That’s not what I meant—”

“Americans have been calling us frogs for decades, mais un chien! Well that is a first. A first for everything!” He smiled jollily.

“All I mean is that it’s really not my thing.”

“Success is not your thing? Or art is not your thing?”

“You’re twisting my words.”

“They’re your words not mine. And I don’t aim to twist I aim only to illuminate, so my dear, please be a bit more specific. What is it that is not your thing?”

Her smile faded as she turned to Selim. “Who is this guy?”

He folded his newspaper and dropped it on the tray. “Truth be told, I don’t know much about him. He seems to like harassing foreigners.”

“Damn it!” Rumie glared up at Selim then lowered his voice to a growl. “I already told you, I don’t discriminate.”

Selim’s eyes beamed with bemused curiosity.

“That’s enough.” Hannah spliced the space between them with her painted fingertips. “Look,” She turned to Rumie and smiled politely. “It’s really sweet of you to offer me something like this. I appreciate it, I really do, but it’s not right for me.”

Rumie seemed disappointed. “May I?” He reached for the newspaper on Selim’s tray, then tore away the front page. He began folding its corners as Hannah and Selim looked on. After a minute, he handed her a rose fashioned from the paper Selim had been reading earlier in the day. “I do not accept your answer,” he said while heading for the door. “I need at least twenty-five, maybe thirty pieces!” His voice trailed behind from the hallway.



*

 

The night after his first chemotherapy session, Hannah sat in the dark with her knees at her chest, watching him sleep and listening to him mumble. He shot up suddenly—his body choking—desperate to rid itself of the contents of his stomach and the poison in his blood.

She reached out to him.

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m here. You’re going to be fine.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Everything’s ok.”

“Forgive me.”

“Are you thirsty? How about some water?”

“You have to forgive me.” He was still very much asleep. “Ayda.” He took hold of her hand and squeezed. “Is it you?”

“Shhh. Try to rest now. I don’t know an Ayda.”

“Ayda?” His voice was frantic.

“I’m here, Selim. It’s Hannah.”

His breathing slowed.

“It’s really you?” A quiet moment passed between them. “Ayda?”

She swallowed a knot rising in her throat. “Yes,” she lied.

“Ayda.” His voice was a whisper.

She took his hand and brought it to her lips.

“I’m so sorry.” She could barely make out his words.

“Everything is going to be ok.”

“You forgive me?”

“I forgive you.”

“Ayda?”

“Yes, Selim?”

“You love me?”

“I love you.”

 

In the morning, she coaxed him from his bed and helped him change into a fresh tracksuit. Unsure of what to make of the things he’d mumbled in his sleep the night before, she said nothing of it. He had been agitated and delirious and had slept only intermittently throughout the night.

Selim pushed the metal pole supporting his IV drip as they made their way through the hallway towards the ground-level courtyard. There, she led him to a cool stone bench in the shade, where, earlier that morning, she’d set up her easel and canvas. They sat there listening to water running in the fountain.

“I guess that’s yours?” he asked suspiciously of the easel positioned beside them.

She crossed her legs and leaned back against the bench. “Set it up this morning.”

“What’s it doing out here?”

She shrugged than sank deeper into the seat of the bench.

“You’re not going to paint my portrait.”

She kept her emerald eyes on the fountain ahead but said nothing.

“Hannah, I need to hear that you understand what I’m saying. You’re not going to paint my portrait.”

She stood abruptly and turned to face him. “Selim, that’s exactly what I plan on doing.”

“No.”

“No?”

“I won’t let you.”

“It doesn’t matter if you let me or you don’t let me. I’ve already begun it.”

“The canvas is blank!” His hands shot up wildly as he spoke.

“In my mind. I’ve begun it in my mind.”

“I won’t sit for you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“You’re going to paint it from memory? You think you know my face?”

“I know you.”

“Damn it, Hannah. I didn’t ask for this.”

“No, and I doubt you ever would.”

“I’m telling you from now, I don’t want to see it. All these people,” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “I know what they see.”

“You don’t know what I see.”

“I don’t want to know.”

“I’m sorry, Selim.” She made her way to the canvas. “I’ve made up my mind.”

“Go to hell.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“And what if you do?” he asked.

“I said I’m not going anywhere.”

“Promise me, Hannah? Can you promise me that?”

“I don’t need to. I said it and I meant it.”

He shook his head and dropped his chin. “I’m scared.”

“You’re brave.”

“I’m so scared.”

“No one’s ever been brave without first being scared.”

“Do you even know me? Really know me?”

She thought about the words he’d uttered in his sleep the night before. Words he would never recall and she would never understand. She looked up. “I don’t know a thing about you. Is that what you want to hear?”

“That’s not what I asked and you know it.”

She put down her brush and pushed closer towards him. “All right, Selim.”

“All right?”

“Yes, all right. I do know you. I’ve never known anyone like I know you. I can’t explain it and I don’t understand it, but I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. I know you.”

“Hannah?” he said quietly.

“What is it?” she asked, her voice strained by exhaustion.

“I know you, too.” He studied her emerald eyes for a long, lingering moment. “I think I always have.”


*

 

She began his portrait, at first only sketching the right side, as though she was putting a puzzle together despite a missing piece. He thought to himself. “It’s not my time.” When he lowered his head, she lifted his chin. He sat on that bench before her easel. For three days, she painted.

For the first time since his arrival in New York, he didn’t push Ayda from his mind, but allowed his guilt to speak its piece. It had only taken him an instant to close the door and walk away—an instant to destroy another human being. He knew now it would take a lifetime to make it right. That was something he didn’t have.

And what had become of little Emre? Was he still living in the hotel by the airport? Was it even still operating? He should have been looking out for the boy. Was he back to selling gum and batteries on the side of the highway? Where was he now, at this very moment? If he ever got back to Istanbul, he would take Emre under his wing. He’d make things right. Not too many people get second chances. He needed to survive. Go back and find Emre. Slow down, Selim. Slow down! He could recall Emre shouting in the hall. Emre could have used a big brother. He needed to get back and find him.

And what of Ali’s burial site? Who would be there next month to sweep away the dirt, to say a prayer and place flowers by his grave? No, he was not yet ready to join his brother. He was not ready to join Baba.

He sat before her easel and dozed off into a dream saturated with the smells of Bosphorus blossoms and berry juices, rose water, saffron and cinnamon spice. He dreamt of pistachio cakes and pomegranate trees. Every few moments he awoke with a sudden sense of dread. He’d look up to say, “Don’t leave me.”

For three days she painted his image, mixing colors and carefully selecting the right brushes. At home she’d sketch his image a dozen times over. She drew his image, the left side shattered like broken glass, but that wasn’t right at all. She tried countless sketches, but with each one, she was certain she was a little further from the truth. Like her father, Selim Osman was a man of secrets. Painting a secret was no easy feat.

After three days of illness, followed by three days of recuperation, Selim underwent his second dose of chemotherapy. He clenched his fists as the toxins spread throughout his body. “I can’t do this,” he said between waves of nausea.

Hannah’s eyes locked with his. “You can.”

He endured three days and nights of nausea and vomiting. His insides felt as though they’d caught fire- his mouth and tongue and lips, like hot coals he wished he could eject. At the end of the third day, the nausea subsided—The toxins ceased to ravage his body.

She helped him change into a fresh shirt. They drank tea and played backgammon. He slid the ruby ring from her finger and examined the inscription.

He looked up and for a minute was transfixed by her gaze.

“Well, what does it mean?” she asked.

A sudden déjà vu flashed through him. A fleeting vision, green and fresh and smelling of the sea. Frustrated, he leaned forward and examined her closely, trying to recall the slightest clue to that lost memory.

A hiding tree of lush green leaves. A girl. A vanishing. Like a bolt of lightning, it slipped away before he could grasp it.

It was then that a strange thought crept through him. Slowly and steadily, it made its way into his consciousness and rooted its seed firmly in his mind. There it was. He was sure of it now.

 

The Sultan’s Curse.

 

Had it been looming over him all this time? As he recalled, there was only one way the curse could ever be broken. A green eyed girl. A ruby ring. A cryptic inscription carved from old Ottoman times.

“So what does it mean?” Hannah pressed him.

He dropped his face into his palms and began to laugh.

“Selim?”

But he could not answer. He just laughed until he was gasping for air.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing.”

“Why are you laughing?”

He wiped the tears from his eyes and tried to catch his breath. “Because I’m happy.”

He leaned in once more and slid the ring back over her finger, then kissed her with every ounce of strength he had left.
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Several more weeks passed with intermittent periods of illness followed by periods of recuperation. It was during these times of recuperation that they checked out new music and downloaded old movies. When it was warm, they sat out in the garden and she worked on his portrait. There were times they quipped and joked. There were times when they were silent too.

He moved from his place in the shade to a bench in the sunshine. He wanted to feel the burn of the sun on his chest and neck. He sat for a few hours while Hannah recreated his nose and brow and chin, his insipid pallor and somber expression. Only, she did not paint the left side. She was not ready for that.

The light began to fade and the temperature dropped. It was then that Selim admitted to Hannah, what he’d never had the courage to admit to anyone before.

His eyes were fixed on some obscure point in the distance as he spoke. Measured, dry of affectation or emotion, but mostly, they were tired words. Words aware of all that had come before them. Words aware of the quiet nothing that would soon follow. They were words for endings.

“It was I who was driving the motorbike,” was all he managed for a time.

The cool air licked his ears and stroked his hair, just as it had in the memory of that tragic day. “It was me.” He nodded matter-of-factly, then dropped his chin and eyes to the ground. “Ali was begging me to slow down but I didn’t listen.”

Hannah studied him for a moment, then picked up her brush. “Go on.”

He sighed then rubbed his eyes.

“Don’t stop now.”

He looked up at her.

She was still, with her arm raised and her brush hanging in the air.

“So I confess while you paint? That’s how it works?”

She looked away and began mixing colors. “That’s how it works.” She dabbed the paints together carefully, then rinsed her brush clean.

So he spoke, and as he spoke, she painted his image. It hadn’t been easy, but she’d finally done it. She’d finally discovered the color of a secret.

There was a stroke for each word. A hue for every shade of shame. The panic in his voice was matched only by the urgency of her brushstrokes.



*

 

Istanbul- 15 years earlier

 

Ali sat perched on the backseat of his motorbike, his frail arms linked tightly around Selim’s thick torso. Selim had just turned seventeen, old enough to apply for a motorbike license, and Ali, just fourteen. Baba had warned Selim not to take Ali on the motorbike until he learned how to handle the thing, but flushed with the excitement and brashness that teenage boys possess, Selim ignored his father’s advice.

They cruised through the narrow, crooked streets of Nisantase, marveling innocently at the beauty of Izmirian blonds, who sipped on cappuccinos and pecked meagerly at their smoked salmon tartines under the bright umbrage of red and orange canopies that stretched outward from low slung stucco rooftops of springtime outdoor cafes.

The slick air licked their ears and stroked their hair as the rusty engine sounded through the streets and shredded the quiet decency of Friday calm.

“Slow down, Brother!” Ali shouted over the wind. “Slow down!”

“What?” Selim pretended not to hear, a rush of excitement coming over him.

“Slow down!”

Selim, intoxicated by the engine’s power and the wind’s inability to keep up with his bike, pressed the gas pedal further. He swerved the handlebars from left to right, a cruel joke intended to frighten his little brother. A few whippets of course hair cracked their wiry edges against Selim’s cheeks and lids, so that he squinted to shield his watery gaze from the glaring light and ash of the wind. As the bike swerved, he pressed the pedal yet further, laughing caustically as drivers from oncoming vehicles sounded their horns angrily, some shaking their heads and others cursing out the window.

“Slow down, Brother!” Ali’s frantic voice rose above the roaring engine as his grip tightened around Selim’s waist.

Empowered by recklessness, Selim teased, “What’s that? Can’t hear you, little brother!” He snaked along the winding roads at speeds that frightened the curbside grocers and sent veiled women running in the opposite direction.

The sweet-charred scent of roasting shawarma made Selim turn his head. He caught a glimpse of three girls sitting at a sidewalk café. They seemed to be looking deep into the bottoms of their cups, at the dark swirling patterns produced by the gooey residue of Turkish coffee. Many believed those patterns held the secrets of the future. They smiled and laughed as a young lady with a bright green headscarf tried to predict what was yet to come. She did not foresee what the next few seconds had in store.

Selim’s motorbike swerved towards the oncoming traffic and collided with a tall utility pole. When Selim opened his eyes, the woman with the green headscarf was leaning over him, her face contorted, mouth agape and eyes narrowed to slivers. It looked as though she was screaming, but Selim heard nothing. There was only silence.

Ali landed thirty feet away and was found beneath the tire of a truck that had been transporting crates of fruits and vegetables. There was silence while people stopped and stared, unsure of what to do. Watermelon bits, strewn about the street in wet fleshy clumps, rolled down the slanted alleys when all else seemed to stand still.



*

 

“He is gone,” Baba whispered.

Selim looked out of his window. Below, the workmen moved about the property, business as usual. With their long poles and big nets, the pool men skimmed the water’s surface for leaves and insects. The tennis court was being swept clear of Ali’s footprints. He’d been the last one to play. Gardeners tended the bushes, as though they still believed it was possible for life to grow. The Armenian guards stood at the gates, under the mistaken impression that there was anything left on this earth still worth protecting.

As Selim thought back to the events leading up to the crash, a chill ran through him. “I don’t accept.” He would say when one of the kitchen staff would attempt to serve him his dinner. For days following the accident, he was unable to hold down food.

“I don’t accept,” he would hiss, his eyes cold and distant when his friends from school came by to pay their respects. He waved them away with the same contemptuous scorn he used to dismiss his meals at dinnertime.

“I do not accept,” he pleaded with Allah, kneeling on his carpet during the sunrise prayer .

“I do not accept!” he threatened menacingly, in his prayer at sundown.

“I do not accept,” his spirit howled through every pore in his flesh.

“I do not accept,” he cried out from those hazy dreams, beneath the mist of a weeping pomegranate tree, planted in the garden of secret loss and desire.

“Come back…” he pleaded. In his heart, he held the secret that no one else could touch. He could convince others, his parents, the doctors, and the authorities—They were all so sympathetic—He could convince everyone and anyone. No one doubted what he presented as fact. Only, no matter how many times he lied to himself, he could not convince himself of anything but the truth. It was he who had been driving the motorbike.

 

He had killed his brother.



*

 

Hannah examined the empty half of his face, the blank space on the canvas that until now, she’d been unable to imagine. Exhausted, Selim sat limp. She rinsed her brushes then wiped her forehead with her sleeve. “Go inside.” She placed her hand on his shoulder.

He stood slowly and made his way to the automatic doors.

For hours she worked, standing before her easel, paralyzed by the revelations that commanded her brush’s obedience. She stayed at her easel and began painting the left. At the end of four hours, she was utterly exhausted but thoroughly inspired. Her work slowed. The brush, still and perched at a very precise spot on the canvas, moved with such imperceptible diligence, that it appeared for whole moments, not to move at all. At dusk, the portrait was complete.





37



 

The news was not good. The latest round of treatments had been unsuccessful. CT scans indicated that the cancer had come back despite the surgery, chemotherapy and radiation. The tumor had metastasized. Dr. Rosen did not need to explain to Selim what that meant. He suggested a more aggressive treatment plan, to extend whatever “good months of health” Selim had left. Hannah was shocked. “So that’s it? We just give up?” Though his body was failing him and there was no hope left, he was able to smile. Somewhere in those painful months, I had become We.

He felt an awakening within, like a slow, steady sun rising through him. It started in his core and spread throughout the dark shell of his body. It coated the lining of his insides and seeped into each and every cancer-ridden cell he possessed. He felt a tingling and was able to sense the warm trace of his skeleton glowing within him.

They sat beside one another for some time. Words could not suffice to say the things that became clear in the eloquence of silent understanding. Soon, it was Selim who had to console Hannah and assure her that she’d be all right and please not to cry because “it breaks my heart,” and wasn’t that “the only good part left of me?” Beyond the shivering curtains, the night was thick and brooding, drenched in ebony and saturated with stars whose brightness was as stunningly violent as only Van Gogh himself could have dreamed.

It was a month since Hannah had met with Mr. Rumie in his downtown gallery. She’d selected over two dozen of her favorite portraits to be shown in an exhibition he’d arranged to showcase emerging young artists. In less than twenty-four hours, Hannah’s work was to be exhibited.

“It’s almost five,” Selim said once the doctor had left the room. “Go home and unwind. You’ll have a big day ahead of you tomorrow.” He collapsed back against his pillow.

“Forget it. It’s not important.” She leaned forward, a thief, a criminal stealing a kiss that should have been shared between them, but that she hoarded to herself since he had lost all sensation on his left side. She moved her lips very carefully across his swollen cheek. Her lips moved with intent, like a blind man draping his fingers across the braille that unlocks secrets imprisoned by the dark.

Selim felt. He closed his eyes and felt her kisses pass through him like puffs of air in the lungs of a drowning man. He thought to himself, how odd is life, that my greatest joy, should also be my greatest sorrow. “I can’t lose you. Not when I’ve just found you,” he said quietly.

She leaned forward and kissed him once, twice, three times. Hers were kisses that flowed through him and carried him away. She pulled back and looked into his black eyes. “You should go,” she whispered in a tone so low, he was unsure if he’d even heard it. “Go now.”

He sat up, not fully comprehending.

“You’ve lived your life with regrets. That’s no way to die.”

“I don’t understand—”

“Go,” she cut him off and locked her eyes with his. “Go back to her.” 

He looked around at the countless paintings, landscapes, and portraits that lined the walls of his hospital room. Floor to ceiling, wall to wall, a kaleidoscope of distant places, familiar strangers, all the colors along the spectrum of love.

“Selim,” she continued. “You know what you have to do.”

Astonished, he nodded slowly.

They held each other throughout the night, savoring that long goodbye. He stayed awake, amazed that she’d known the truth before he had. She knew him. Perhaps she knew him even better than he knew himself.

In the morning, she gathered her paints and her canvas under her arm. Walking out of the room, she stopped at the door. She drew her fingers across the raised numbers then turned around to say, “I love you.” Then, she whispered to the glistening ruby she wore as though it were a portal, as though through it, Selim could hear her words. “Love me next lifetime.”

When he woke up, he saw the canvas she’d left by the doorframe. It was a large portrait, at least four feet high and three feet wide. It was his portrait. She painted him standing on that sprawling bridge in Istanbul, the one that spans from Asia to Europe. In the background, the Bosphorus lapped out and seemed to spill over the top of the canvas, like it did sometimes in his dreams. There is no right, there is no left, there is only me, he thought to himself. He studied his own face, a face no longer divided by pain and beauty, a unified vision of the man he had once been. Looking at the painting, he saw the man he still was.

Selim reached for the telephone and slowly dialed the number to his flat in Istanbul. It rung a half dozen times before the answering machine picked up. “We’re not home, leave a message,” Ayda’s voice sounded cheerily on the recording.

“Ayda.” His breath was heavy. “If you’re there, pick up.” For a few minutes, he lay with the warm receiver against his cheek. There was a click and he knew she was on the other end of the line. He waited and still, she said nothing.

He brought the receiver close to his lips and sat upright in his bed. He could hear her breathing quietly. “Forgive me,” were the only words he could muster. There was nothing else to say.

“Forgive me.” 

She answered him with a cold space of nothingness. 

“Please. Please forgive me.” He could hear her breaking down on the other end. He could sense her holding back all her rage in her bloated silence. He told her that there was little time left. He had nothing to offer but his heart, and even that was no more useful than a tattered shoe that had traversed all the earth’s surface. “Forgive me,” he whispered once more before he dozed into a medicated sleep.

Then, the sound of her voice echoed through the dreamscape of his mind. Her words came from worlds so far away that he was unsure whether he’d merely dreamt them. “Come back to me,” she broke her silence. “Come back.”
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“You got some kind of party?” asked the driver, his face cropped to nothing more than a sliver of eyes, sleep-starved and webbed in red, caught in the trappings of the rear-view mirror. For a moment, she did not answer. She held out her hands before her. The nails were manicured and covered in a coat of glossy nude polish. On her right hand, she wore the ruby she had promised never to take off.

“Something like that,” she said, still studying her hands because that evening, they did not appear to be her own. Then, she met his eyes for a moment. He smiled a smile she could not see, because the rear view mirror did not afford it any space.

Outside, the clamor of evening jettisoned past in a colorful array of posh dog walkers and urban business elites, tucked away in grey Brioni suits. Chunks of Fifth Avenue tumbled by while the town-car weaved past traffic through the threat of changing streetlights. It sped around potholes and past the orange and red canopies of heavily patronized cafes that rather not bother with tables for one.

“What’s the celebration?” the driver pressed.

She looked down at the cream colored dress that bathed her skin like a tub-full of milk.

“No celebration.” She leaned back and closed her eyes.

After a few minutes she felt the car slow to a stop. When she opened her eyes she could see Mr. Rumie standing curbside with his arms latched behind. He peered into the window, then reached for the handle. She heard a click before the door swung open and the cool air rushed in. With an outstretched arm, he reached for her hand and picked her from the black lacquered seat as lovingly as the gardenias he plucked for his lapel. He welcomed her as though she were a gift.

She stepped out, her feet landing gently on the wetness of the evening’s pavement. The wind moved like velvet ribbons past her cheeks settling on her chest with a dash of crispness that hinted at September. He held her hand as though inviting her to curtsey, then exclaimed, “My G-d, you look beautiful.” She was still for a moment, while the glare of flashing cameras illuminated her frame as lighting does a bare tree in winter. He gathered her in his arm and weaved past a small hoard of guests, quietly humming a song that had been stuck in his head for the past thirty-five years. When he reached the narrow stairs leading up to the gallery’s entrance, he stopped, falling limp on his cane. Then, he turned to Hannah and exclaimed, “You’ve exhausted me with beauty this evening.”

“I’m not beautiful, you should see my mother,” she managed, in an attempt to steer his attentions from her.

“I’m sure she is,” he continued, twisting his cane to the ground as he spoke, “but I’m here to say that you take after your father. He always was the good looking one.”

His words startled the both of them, and lingered like spilt wine that continued to drip off the edge of their thoughts because neither dared to move or wipe it away. Rumie looked through the gallery’s opened doors at the portrait of Davide Herzikova. “There’s something you should know.”

“What is it?”

He shook his head. “There’s time for that. Not now. Not here.” Remembering the assemblage of art critics and collectors waiting inside, he continued. “Hurry, they’re all waiting for you.” He’d made all the arrangements and received all the most important RSVPS necessary to promote Hannah’s exhibition.

When she stood unmoved, he gestured in a shooing motion.

“Aren’t you coming?” she asked.

“I’m too old and ugly to spoil your debut. I’ll be right behind you.”

She made her way up the staircase through the entrance of the Edward Rumie Art gallery. As she came face to face with the life-size portrait of David Herzikova, she wondered what he would think of her now. She turned away from his almond eyes because she could not bear to face him at this moment.

“Ashish Rakesh.” A young man with dark, sunken eyes approached her. “I wanted to congratulate you. I’m very impressed with your work.” She smiled and turned away only to be assaulted by a man whose name came down on her like a stamp. “Jonathan Templeton. New York Magazine.” He flashed an immaculate tooth-capped smile. “When you’ve got a minute, I’d love to interview you for this piece I’m doing for the arts section of the upcoming issue.”

She heard her name roll off the tongues of eastside art dealers and French critics. She turned away from a hoard of swanky, lean-limbed ladies who smoked cigarettes as though it were the fashion. Their hair and bangs were cut to the same disturbingly accurate, angular perfection as their black cocktail dresses and stiletto heels.

A flash, a smile. She shook hands and toasted with her champagne. A bit of chardonnay spilled over the edge but everyone was still laughing and smiling their linear laughs and double-edged smiles.

Her portraits covered every wall of the gallery. Mrs. Ethers, the Rabbi’s son, the town’s seamstress, all of the countless portraits—an expression of relief emerged for the first time upon the canvases. Relief that the power of their secrets, their ordinary joys and pains were finally recognized for what they are, extraordinary.

Crystal chimed overhead while the New York glitterati toasted their champagne glasses and sauntered through the room dropping names like business cards. They offered their acquaintance along with their well wishes and brief, bloated Anglo-Hapsburg ancestral tales of lineage. Snippets of praise languished in every corner of the gallery. Critics seemed fascinated by her subjects, the “suburban bourgeoisie,” one critic claiming that her portraits “speak louder than her muses would ever dare.” After a half hour or so of curt introductions, the room grew quiet to the tinkling attention of a spoon clattering crystal.

“Can I have your attention for just a minute,” exclaimed Mr. Rumie. “Let me take a moment to formerly introduce New York’s riveting new talent, Ms. Hannah Herzikova.” A clapping sensation assaulted her ears while flashing cameras stripped away the protective layer of her eyes. She caught her bearings and smiled for the cameras, making her way through the crowd to Rumie, who held a glass of champagne for her. He embraced Hannah and felt the hot salt of her tears against his cheek. He pulled away and searched her eyes. “Is something wrong?” His voice was crisp and clear against the murmurs and laughter that surrounded them.

“It’s perfect.” She took her glass and clinked her champagne to Rumie’s, downing more than she could handle. “Everything is perfect,” she said, her eyes tearing a little.

His white brows sloped and he stood unmoved with the champagne in his glass still untouched. He felt her pain as though it were his own. Then, he leaned in to whisper, “You did everything you possibly could for him.”

She looked up, somewhat startled. “It was you, wasn’t it?” You came to the house, you were looking for Papa,” she said as the memory of the day came back to her.

Still, the champagne glasses clinked and the critics sauntered past. “How does it feel?” a grey haired waif interrupted. “Oh by the way, the caterer did a hell of a job, Rumie. Send me his number will you?” She smiled thoughtlessly then popped an olive tartine into her mouth. “Brilliant!” she marveled, then wandered off into the crowd.

Hannah reached out with both hands and touched his glasses. Cautiously, she slid the thick frames away from his face. He didn’t try to stop her and he didn’t pull away, just stood quietly as she examined his face unmasked for the first time. Above his eye, a prominent scar zigzagged horizontally like an electric bolt.

“Who are you?” she asked.

He took his glasses from her. “Let’s just say I knew your father when I was a boy.”

Hannah looked away. “Why are you doing this for me?”

He cleared his throat but before he could answer, she shook her head and said, “I’m so sorry, but I have to go.”

“Now?”

“Right now.”

“Ok.” He squeezed her hand.

She smiled as she felt something like hope fill her.

“Get out of here. I’ll cover for you.”

“You’re not angry?”

He shrugged his shoulders and chuckled. “At the risk of sounding condescending, I couldn’t be prouder.”

She stood to leave then turned around one last time. Above all the evening tête-à-têtes and soiree banter, she could hardly hear her own words. “He was your brother, n’est-ce pas?”

Their eyes locked for a long moment before he reached to his lapel and pulled a handkerchief across his rouged face. With shoulders hunched, he lowered his chin into the cocoon of his own embrace.

“Thank you.” She reached out and took his hand, then headed out with an urgency she had not known until that moment.

Leaving his cane hanging from the back of his chair, he stood up straighter than his brittle bones permitted and walked over to the portrait of Davide Herzikova. Looking up into the rapid brush strokes of his almost almond eyes, he said aloud, “Forgive me, Brother, I know I’m too late. Forgive me.” Edward straightened his bow tie and smoothed back his hair. After a few moments he said to himself, “There’s work to be done.” Then, he rounded the room sampling hors d'oeuvres and entertaining ladies. A small knot found its way into the dark spaces of his throat, but still, he managed to charm buyers and critics whose stellar reviews he was counting on for the sake of his dead brother’s child.
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“He’s gone.” She surveyed the empty room. A set of fresh, perfectly pressed bed sheets were tucked neatly around the edges of the painfully flat, lifeless bed. “It’s empty,” Hannah said aloud.

“Left a few hours ago,” Dina, the on call-nurse said as she emptied the nightstand of Selim’s personal effects. “It was time for that boy to go,” she said as she stooped down to empty the bottom drawer.

Hannah’s eyes fell back to the perfectly fluffed, unmarked pillow on the bed. “Where?”

“Went home,” she said coolly. “Wherever that is.”

Hannah rounded the corner to the front desk to try and coax the attendants into giving her some information. Their lips moved but all she heard was “patient confidentiality.”

As she drove away, she followed the familiar road back towards a place she’d called home. She turned the windshield wipers to full speed but they did nothing to stop the rain. Her headlights stretched into the black night illuminating just a few yards of glistening tar on the unmarked road ahead. She felt the forest brooding while the scent of wet pine crept upon her as she drove. She breathed in the thick, wholesome scent, wanting to hold her breath forever. Everyone and everything was escaping.

She drove through the ivy-laden wrought iron gates, then headed down the winding road that weaved through the valley towards her house. The winds and wet soil had caused the old mailbox to tilt forward just a little. The lid fell open like the palm of a beggar’s hand. Inside, old bills and damp coupon fliers stuck to the walls with their cornered edges flapping like the wings of a trapped bird.

She stopped the car in the driveway and listened to the rain as it tapped against the glass. Then, instead of heading up over the bridge to the oak-eyed house on stilts, she followed the stone path down to her studio, past the chipped pots and barren shrubs, and around the rotting tomato garden to the side entrance of her quiet studio space. She pushed the door open slowly, then stepped through a few inches of floodwater muddying the edge of her long dress.

The room was completely empty, the portraits, far from home, abandoned in a gallery over an hour’s drive away to be scrutinized by strangers. When she reached down to remove her soaking shoes, she noticed a white envelop floating a few inches above the splintered wooden floorboards. After retrieving it, she withdrew a letter, translucent and sopping from within. The ink was smudged but still clearly legible.

 

Hannah,

I came here to congratulate you, but even at midnight, you’ve not returned home. I wanted to be the first one to tell you that the show sold out in just a few hours. Your paintings went to business moguls and enthusiastic young collectors. After several missed calls from an unfamiliar number, I received a bid via text message for the entire lot. When I informed the interested party that half the paintings had already been sold, he (or perhaps she?) immediately transferred the funds to secure whatever works were still available.

Tomorrow, you’ll return to find only bare walls.

Success is yours.

Edward Rumie

 

In that moment, she began to doubt herself and what she had done. Hannah dropped the letter and watched it float lifelessly in a few inches of flood water. She stood motionless as an invisible current carried the paper in a floating loop.


It moved towards, then away from her, sinking bit by bit as it did.
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Four Years Later- Istanbul

 

The air hung low and cool on the earth, beckoning the city’s inhabitants to take an evening stroll in the mist. In the horizon, a few birds could be seen, their black wings flapping leisurely across a sun that showed like a glowing medallion hung low in the plum colored sky.

Crickets chimed in the distance as the bellows of passing steam-ships filled the sky above the Bosphorus, like prayers that had risen and hung like wet, drizzling clouds.

Hannah and Edward approached the building. It was a modest honey-colored villa with enormous windows and faded red roof shingles. By the entry, an orange tree blossomed surrounded by a thin ring of fallen leaves and chunky shards of broken roof tile.

“What if this is a mistake?” Hannah turned to Edward.

“It’s not a mistake,” he said matter-of-factly.

“I’m not sure I can do it. Go up there…”

“Of course you can.”

She swallowed hard. “Come with me?”

“I will if that’s what you want. But I don’t think it’s what you want, not really.”

“No,” she sighed.

“Hannah, there’s nothing to be afraid of now.”

“Then why am I am afraid?”

“You’re not sure what you’ll find up there.” He nodded towards the apartment overhead. “It frightens you.”

“Maybe we should go back—”

“Really? To where? Where is back now, Hannah?”

“Back to the hotel. Back to New York. Back to before. Just back!” she nearly shouted.

“No, chérie.” He sighed, then leaned the weight of his body against his cane. “There’s no going back. This world, it pushes you forward.” Edward Rumie cast his eyes down, then ground a dried leaf to dust with the tip of his cane. “Go,” he kissed her then turned away.

Reluctantly, she stepped forward then pressed the buzzer lightly, eliciting a low hum from the monitor. After a minute, she tried again and waited anxiously before turning to Edward. “No one’s home.”

“Give it a minute.”

She turned her head upward and took a few steps back to see if she could observe anything through the second story window. The shades were drawn behind a long row of windows.

Behind them the sun slipped away while the glow of fireflies filled the yard with freckled luminosity. The weeping of muezzins began to sound the call to the Maghrib prayer. One after another they chimed from countless minarets dotting Istanbul’s skyline.

Hannah noticed a lean silhouette pass behind the drawn window dressings. Then the buzzer sounded.

“I’ll be here.” Edward held the door open for her.

Beyond the entry hall a steep flight of stairs rose with no end in sight. She gathered the loose edges of her skirt as she ascended the dark stairwell to the second floor. At the top of the staircase she rounded the corner and noticed an unassuming door slightly ajar. A sliver of light beamed from inside and settled across the green tiled floor like the flash of a whip.

“You can come in,” a woman’s voice, thick and full, beckoned. The door eased open revealing a small boy with big black eyes, no older than three or four years old. His face and fingertips peeked out from behind the door until the voice within whispered something quickly, sending the boy scurrying out of sight.

Inside, a slender woman in an ivory suit sat at the edge of a plush sofa with her hands in her lap and her ankles tucked under one another. “I’m sorry it’s taken so long,” she said. Her dark eyes radiated warmth. “You should understand, he didn’t want to be found.” Ayda stood and made her way over.

“I’m Hannah.”

“Of course. Please come in.” Ayda gently closed the door then led her to the sofa. “You must be hungry?” she said as she gestured to a tray of tea sandwiches and snacks.

“That’s all right. I have dinner at eight.”

“That’s two hours from now.”

Hannah smiled.

“Here let me help you…the caviar is good isn’t it? Have just a little more.”

Hannah looked about the coffee table. There was a large flat book on the dancing horses of Vienna, one of the collected works of Gibran, and another still on the history of the Osman Imperial dynasty. She reached for a book by Taguc, the author that had been recently pardoned for his supposed “crimes against Turkishness.”

“Have you heard of Taguc?” Ayda asked as Hannah flipped through the book.

“The name rings a bell.”

“He’s the author who was imprisoned for discussing the Armenian genocide. When Selim came back, he made it his mission to free Taguc.”

“Did he succeed?”

“I believe so,” Ayda said as she withdrew a long cigarette from a carton by the table. “But he never did admit to me exactly what happened. All I know is that one day, the funds in our bank account were drastically lower. That was the same day several ministers publicly came out to oppose prosecutions on the basis of ‘Crimes against Turkishness.’ I always suspected that Selim was involved, but he never admitted as much.”

“But why would he care so much about Taguc?”

“I don’t think it had all that much to do with Taguc actually.”

“Then what was it about?”

Ayda shrugged. “Selim was haunted by the past.”

“His own past though.”

“Yes, but it was more than that.” With her unlit cigarette dangling between her fingers, Ayda’s hand moved with wand-like enchantment as she spoke. “It was as though the history of the Ottoman Empire lived inside him. He carried all the glory with him, but also, he carried so much shame. I think he was looking for a way to lay it all to rest.”

“He must have loved you a lot,” Hannah whispered.

“He loved me,” Ayda said quietly. “But no matter how hard he tried, he could never come close enough for me to really reach him.” She frowned, then lifted the cigarette to her lips.

“Are you going to light that?” Hannah asked.

“No.”

“But—”

“I don’t smoke,” Ayda interrupted. “Haven’t in years.” She nodded toward a broken tower of children’s blocks and an assortment of overturned miniature racecars. “I have a son,” Ayda finished the thought.

Hannah examined the cigarette quizzically, but said nothing.

"It's just something I like to hold in my hand."  Ayda’s voice fell to a whisper.  "Something from the past, you see." She turned her attentions back toward her son.

The boy popped his head up and smiled before moving toward the two of them. He was a skinny little thing, all knees and elbows. His thick hair was dark and tousled, his purple lips smooth and narrow. The boy blinked listlessly, then rested his head in his mother’s lap.

“This is Ali,” Ayda said as the boy’s lids drooped wearily.

“I didn’t know—” Hannah shook her head.

“Neither did Selim,” Ayda explained. “When he finally returned to Istanbul, I was still at our old place. It was late when I heard a buzzing at the door. I wasn’t expecting anyone. I checked the security camera, to see who was calling up so late, but I didn’t recognize the old man I saw. He was skinny and pale with hunched shoulders and an oversized baseball cap. I thought the man had pushed the wrong button, so I said into the monitor, ‘Sir, which apartment are you trying to go to?’ He said ‘I’m trying to go home.’ I said ‘You’re confused, old man. You don’t live here!’ Then, he turned to the security camera and just stared up at the lens with his big, dark eyes. That was when I knew…

When I opened the door, I just stood there, barely able to say hello. He took one look at my bloated belly and I could see the look of astonishment on his face. There was no way he could have known. He spread his hands across my stomach as though trying to feel the life inside me. I invited him in and we talked for a while. He asked me to stay with him. To be with him till the end. He said there wasn’t much time. It was not something I needed to think over.

A week later Ali was born and Selim was given a fresh breath of life. He lived another three years. Those three years were the most painful, but also the most beautiful of my life.” She played with Ali’s long wavy hair as he slept in her lap.

“He’s beautiful,” Hannah said quietly.

“Like his father.”

Hannah reached for a silver frame and examined the photo of a skinny adolescent holding a soccer ball. “And this boy?”

“That’s Emre. Selim was kind of a big brother to him. Arranged for him to attend a good school. Made sure he and his father were taken care of.”

“I’m surprised, and not surprised at all.”

“He even left one of his properties to them in his will—a small hotel. They still come by often and visit.”

“I knew so little about him,” Hannah wondered aloud.

“I guess that’s why he felt you knew him more than anyone else ever could…”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You knew him,” Ayda explained.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean really knew him, without all the noise and clutter and misunderstanding that comes with knowing too many details of a person’s past. It’s one of the reasons he loved you so…” Ayda’s voice trailed off.

Hannah said nothing, just examined the ruby stone as she often did these days.

“You never knew Selim the Osman,” Ayda continued.

“No.”

“But you knew Selim the man. And that’s all he was at the end of the day really. People forget that.”

“It’s all I ever knew of him.”

“He said meeting you was like reuniting with an old friend.”

“That’s how it felt for me too.”

“He said that in meeting you, it was like a curse had been broken.”

“I didn’t break any curses.”

“Selim would have disagreed.”

“But he died. If I had the power to break curses…”

“It doesn’t matter that he died. We all die at some point. The only thing that matters is that in the end, he lived. Really lived. With joy. With love. Without regret. Don’t you get that?”

“I think I’m starting to understand.”

“Come, I want to show you something.” She motioned for Hannah to follow as she made her way down a dimly lit corridor flanked with rows of framed portraits. They passed a framed portrait of a shriveled man, with a hooked nose in an oversized turban. “Suleiman the Magnificent—our most celebrated sultan,” Ayda explained. They passed another portrait of a young man with a small nose, delicate features, and a tinge of sadness in his expression. Hannah’s eyes settled upon it and she felt a déjà-vu, as though she were looking upon an old friend. Ayda turned back to her. “Murat the III. Selim liked this portrait very much.” She continued down the hallway past the watchful guard of dozens of ancient sultans.

As she walked through this corridor, Hannah had the vague sense she was passing through the rolling waves of time, generations, history, and above all, fate. When they’d arrived at the large door at the very end of the hall, she knew she’d reached her very own.

“This, is what I wanted you to see.” Ayda opened the door. Hannah stepped into a small room with deep crimson walls and a large mahogany desk.

She felt her world turn over as her anonymous buyer revealed himself. She looked up at a wall covered with fifteen works belonging to her first exhibition, paintings that’d once hung in Selim’s hospital room in New York. Lined meticulously and set in silver frames, the portraits looked back at her with a deep, soulful sigh. She closed her eyes and let the dim light flicker on the outside of her sealed lids, as she tumbled through a kaleidoscope of daffodil showers and pomegranate shadows, defiant fires that refused to burn, amidst shattered bones, hospital gowns that hung like haunting ghosts, Spanish treasuries overflowing with confiscated wealth, damp dungeons overflowing with confiscated lives. Gardens of refuge, Bosphorus blossoms, blossoming secrets, and alas, confiscated love. In her mind, she realized she was witnessing the colors of destiny.

When she opened her eyes, the air tasted of the sea, fresh, as though it had just been born.

“He said it’s what had kept him going,” Ayda explained, her deep voice settling over Hannah like a long soothing hush.

 

“He said it was a labor of love.”
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