

    [image: ]

  

    

      
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Acclaim for Hunting  Midnight
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “I defy anyone to put this book down. It’s a wonderful novel: a big, bold-hearted love story that will sweep you up and take you, uncomplaining, on a journey full of heartbreak and light.”
         
 
         Nicholas Shakespeare, author of Bruce  Chatwin and The  Dancer  Upstairs
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Enthralling … Hunting  Midnight  is a shamelessly sprawling historical novel, spanning continents, Napoleonic wars, a secret Jewish family, Kalahari magic, and slavery in South Carolina.”
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         “Zimler is always an exhilaratingly free writer, free of ordinary taboos … Hunting  Midnight  shows Zimler now at the height of his powers.”
         
 
         London  Magazine
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “This is a rousing roaring roller coaster of a read. Climb aboard and have Zimler rattle you off into the sort of expansive imaginative realm that readers dream of and lesser writers steer clear of … bracing, spine-tingling stuff.”
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         “This is an epic melodrama, spanning three continents and more than twenty-five years, building up to a genuinely moving climax.”
         
 
         Literary  Review
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Reading Hunting  Midnight  was like discovering a rare gem. Richard Zimler is a brilliant author with a touch of genius.”
         
 
         Rendezvous  Magazine  (USA)
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Zimler covers the distance from innocence to self-knowledge with deep insight, told in a richly poetic style that makes reading this tale a truly literary experience”
         
 
         Hadassah  Magazine
         
 
         
             

         
 
          
         “Anhistorically rich exploration of important ethical issues and an exciting read as well.”
         
 
         Peter Singer, bestselling author of Animal  Liberation and One  World:  The  Ethics  of  Globalization
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “In his compelling and deeply moving novel, Zimler weaves a gorgeous tapestry of rich historical and imaginative detail, in which the human spirit transcends even the darkest abuses and betrayals. The unforgettable cast of  Hunting  Midnight  will break and mend your heart.”
         
 
         Elizabeth Rosner, 2002 Ribalow Jewish fiction prize-winning author of The  Speed  of  Light
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A wonderful novel that spans generations and crosses continents, told with unforgettable narration … Better than any history text I know, it contains all the ingredients of a bestseller, to the great delight of all Zimler’s fans including me!”
         
 
         Esther Benbassa, author of The  Jews  of  France  and Sephardic  Jewry
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         “Zimler [is] a present-day scholar and writer of remarkable erudition and compelling imagination, an American Umberto Eco.”
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         “Drenched in atmosphere and period detail”
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         “A riveting literary murder mystery, his novel is also a harrowing picture of the persecution of 16th-century Jews and, in passing, an atmospheric introduction to the hermetic Jewish tradition of the Kabbalah.”
         
 
         Independent  on  Sunday
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A fascinating novel with spellbinding subject matter”
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         “What do you think memory is made of?” my father asked me. From the moist tenderness in his downturned eyes and his hand quivering on my shoulder I knew that my mother was caressing his thoughts. Her funeral had been more than two years earlier, and it was a measure of his continuing grief that he put so adult a question to a boy of seven.
         
 
         “I don’t know, Papa,” I replied with a shrug, too young to think it worth my while to hazard a guess. But when he withdrew his hand, fear batted its wings at my ears. “Maybe it’s made of everything I ever saw,” I rushed to add, hoping this was a good enough answer to get him to carry me out to the verandah, where we could watch Indra’s great red sun set over the rim of our world.
         
 
         He considered my reply for a long time, bowing his head and closing his eyes, as though eavesdropping on a distant conversation. At length, he lifted his eyebrows. “But what about the mice who’ve lived so long in our windows?” he asked.
         
 
         My gut squeezed into a knot of worry, since I couldn’t imagine what he meant, but then he winked at me to let me know that this was only one of his riddles. Amusement radiated from his clear gray eyes and made me feel protected, as though his arms were tight around me.
         
 
         “Where are the mice? Show me!” I begged, pressing into him with my urgency.
         
 
         He eased open the wooden shutters, each of which gave a sharp, fugitive squeal. Rubbing at his eyes with make-believe paws, he wrinkled his nose and bent down to me, sniffing greedily at my cheek.
         
 
         Giggling helplessly, I wriggled away. “You make a good mouse, Papa,” I told him.
         
 
         “I’m glad I’m good for something. Now what about all that squeaking? And all the voices you’ve ever heard?” He tapped the top of my head. “They’re in there, too, aren’t they?” he questioned.
         
 
         I gave him a big nod and he leaned out the window, breathing in deeply, giving thanks in his silent way for the gold-glowing rice fields and soft, pink clouds. I sometimes think Papa felt most himself when observing the world’s colors. We were always alike in that way – drawn out to the world through our eyes.
         
 
         “It seems our mice have brought the wind from the east this evening,” he said contentedly. “And the wind must have asked the forest to send us its scents.” He shook his head, astonished by these simple things, and picked up Mama’s teakwood hairbrush from the desk behind him. He gripped it in his hands as though it gave him life, and I knew he was about to leave me for his room, where he could sit alone with his memories of her.
         
 
         “Is something wrong, Papa?” I asked.
 
         “No, it’s just … Ti, you know I am almost forty-one now. And even so, I can remember all the odors of Constantinople as if I were still living there.”
         
 
         My name was Tiago but everyone in my family called me Ti.
 
         Papa looked beyond me into his boyhood and rubbed the front of his bristly hair, which was already gray. “How I used to love the mounds of saffron and cloves in the Grand Bazaar,” he said dreamily. “And the scent of your grandfather’s woolen robe when it rained – all mossy and dark. And the baklava in the bakeries. It made everything smell like honey, even the light reflecting off the Golden Horn. How do you think all those different things remain inside us for years?”
         
 
         “Maybe they stick to something,” I suggested.
 
         He drew his head back in surprise. “So,” he replied, frowning angrily, “you think God coats our souls with glue? Tell me, are my questions some sort of joke to you?”
         
 
         Papa glared at me and flung the brush away with an assassin’s force. It whizzed past my head and hit behind me with a thud that made my heart jump. The next day I noticed a splintered crack on the left ear of the life-sized, eight-armed statue of Shiva that guarded our doorway. I’d guess now that damaging the wooden god was Papa’s precise intention; the statue had been Mama’s most beloved part of her dowry.
         
 
         The nick on Shiva’s ear would forever remind me of this quarrel, and of my mother’s enduring place in our lives, but at that moment I didn’t dare look back to see what had happened because my father’s eyes still flashed with rage. I was flooding with tears of misery, and I must have tried to run off; even now I can feel the urgent tension between us when he grabbed my wrist, as though a rope were stretched to its limit.
         
 
         He kneeled beside me, his eyes sunken.
 
         “Don’t hit me!” I pleaded.
 
         He had never laid a hand on me, but since Mama’s death I no longer knew who he was at times.
         
 
         “What have I done?” he moaned. “Forgive me, Ti.” He kissed me all over, and the tickling of his unshaven cheeks brought my faith in him back to me. When I was very young, my moods were easily changed with a diversion, and he cheered me up by simply buttoning my shirt. By the time he was done, his ink-stained fingers – moving delicately and quickly against my skin – had returned meaning to my world. “Maybe you’re right,” he said, taking my hands and swinging them between us like the cord bridge below the waterfall near Ponda when it was rocked by the wind. “God has made our soul sticky, and what stays on it is what we always remember.”
         
 
         He swept me up onto his lap, and for a long time we gazed out the window together, his head over my shoulder, his breathing hot on my ear. He sniffed at my hair like a mouse again, and I squirmed happily inside his embrace.
         
 
         The first stars soon began to tremble over the tops of the palms, which fanned the just-risen moon with the cool breezes of the descending dusk. I waited for the echo of my father’s words to fade completely into the swelling darkness, sensing I would dare to say something new about myself as soon as they were gone. But what? My existence pulsed around me as it never had before, was as present to me as my heartbeat, which was much deeper than normal, as though needing to be heard. I closed my eyes and saw the sun as it had been a few minutes earlier, a red crescent melting over an undulating blanket of hills along the horizon – melting over the endlessly ticking edge of another day of my life, as well. I was Tiago and I was my father’s son. Were the world and I separate or the same?
         
 
         I shuddered. “I feel alone, Papa.”
 
         He kissed me and held me tight. I ceded myself to him, along with all I would ever become. As I thought of Mama’s hairbrush lying abandoned on the floor, my breaths came heavily, but also with expectation, as if her absence were a golden weight on my chest. I hopped down to retrieve it, then climbed back up onto his lap. He began to comb my hair and said something that I knew would be bound forever to my soul: “You will never be alone, Ti, because I’ll always be with you.” He moved his hand in an arc to indicate the moonlight that was turning the palms to silver-tipped feathers. “And so will all this.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         While confined in my cell in Goa, I often thought of Papa’s promise, wondering if he had lied to me on purpose. Or had he meant that my memory of him would outlive his death and always reside inside me? If so, he should have warned me that it would not be enough to save me.
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         After my arrest in November of 1591, I spoke to no one but my prison guard for nearly eleven months. I was neither informed of the charges against me nor allowed anything to read, and my window, a grudging slit in barren stone, was too high up to allow me a glimpse of the city below. Hope clung to memories of Tejal, and sometimes, too, to the drumming of rain, which reminded me there was a world beyond the control of my jailors. Once, during a storm, I licked a few drops as they scurried down my wall. They tasted of Indra’s Millstream and, for a time, my thoughts were splashed with all my childhood freedom, but I often think they betrayed me in the end; I was robbed of God that very night, awoke to find myself more alone than I’d ever been before, banished from the world He’d always watched over. I’d never again feel my toes curl through the red earth of rice fields or learn whether Tejal had given birth to a son or daughter.
         
 
         Apologizing silently to Papa for not making the better life he’d wished for me, I reached for the treasure made of rust and sharpness I’d hidden at the bottom of my earthenware chamber pot weeks before. Sniffing its holy scent of metallic purpose, counting on defeat as my last friend, I drew it across one arm and then the other. My final portrait would be warm, and designed in my own blood, as it should be.
         
 
         I knew I was damned when not even my prayers could make the nail dig deeply enough in my life to create the miracle I needed. Still, I bled well, and the river that lies beyond the Sabbath carried me far in its current. Laying my head into the justice of its waters, I dreamed of a horizon of pine and cedar far in the west, on the banks of the Jordan River. 
         
 
         Tejal would be informed of my death; she would now be free to marry another man. That was worth this price I had to pay.
         
 
         I awoke with a jolt to a sweating priest I’d never seen before knotting rough cords around my arms. I begged him to leave me be, but he continued his work and dumped me with a grunt of disgust onto my cot. I tugged at his rosaries to try to break my fall, sending the beads scurrying over the floor.
         
 
         “Mulatto bastard!” he shouted at me. “We’ll get a confession from you yet!”
         
 
         No,  I thought, in the voice of the child I’d been. Even  though  I am  not  what  I  was,  there’s  still  too  much  glue  on  my  soul  for  it  to  leave  me  so easily.
         
 
         Two guards hunted on all fours for the beads – men turned to groveling boars by the incantation of my contempt. For no reason I could think of I began to paint the stripes of a tiger on my face with blood from my wrists. Later I remembered Wadi’s nickname for me and thought: Yes,  I  need  to  become  another kind  of  being,  someone  ferocious,  for  if  I  don’t,  I  shall  name  others  and sentence  them  to  my  fate.
         
 
         It was my father who had told me that our Dominican and Jesuit masters craved the identities of all those who were like us. Sooner or later, the priests would try to torture the names from me.
         
 
         I drifted into a feverish slumber. My memories were needles, and all my past was prickly and poisoned – a childhood twisted and finally deadened by fate.
         
 
         The next morning, just after the bells of prime, guards brought an old, cinnamon-complexioned man with bristling white hair into my cell, undoubtedly hoping that his companionship would keep me from reopening my wounds; the Church would not easily give up the pleasure of deciding how and when I’d be murdered.
         
 
         The old man’s feet were crabs of crusted skin. I turned away; compassion comes through the eyes and I did not want him to know I could still feel such a useless emotion.
         
 
         He crumpled to the ground when my usual guard – a dim-witted Lisboner with the dull green eyes and fetid breath of a man always sneaking a drink – pulled away his hands from under his shoulders. The prisoner’s head fell back at a cockeyed angle and his eyes closed.
         
 
         O Analfabeto,  the Illiterate, as I called my guard, told me that my guest was a Jain accused of sorcery. Torturers had coated his feet with coconut oil and roasted them like meat.
         
 
         The old man’s metallic black eyes opened for a moment and he looked at me as though we shared a damning secret. What it was, I had no idea. Maybe he was only hoping I would be kind to him in his misery.
         
 
         Striding out of our cell triumphantly, the Illiterate slammed our inner door closed and kneeled down, so that his bulbous face was sectioned by the grille. He showed me a wry smile. “They used coals,” he said. “Coals burn much hotter than wood.”
         
 
         Even  fire  works  on  their  behalf,  I thought.
         
 
         Once the guard had gone, I soaked my shirt in my water jar. I draped it over the Jain’s feet, which were hot to my touch. Likely, his very dreams were ablaze. He would never again walk without assistance.
         
 
         In the night, his breathing was like sand falling into my hands. I slept fitfully. Time panted beside me in my nightmares and became a cyclops with crusted blood on his lips – like my father the last time I’d seen him. He tore the wings off a parrot and pressed the bird’s mangled flesh into my hands. I carried it gently, as though it were my own dead child. I pictured Tejal in labor, calling for me to come to her. Was our baby still alive?
         
 
         Whenever I awoke, mosquitoes buzzed insanely in my ears, whispering that my efforts to help the Jain were pointless.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         At dawn, my guest greeted me with a cheerful wave of his hand. Seated on the floor, he was sunken-cheeked and goat-ribbed, and the skin on his chest and belly was pleated old parchment. He looked from the bandages around my wrists to my eyes and smiled gently, inviting me in the way of my homeland to speak. I turned away.
         
 
         “You should not be so eager for the wings of your next life,” he said in Konkani.
         
 
         I resented his advice. And I didn’t trust his voice, which was quick and bright, as though his thoughts were jumping through him. Perhaps it was the pain.
         
 
         I made no reply, hoping he would assume I did not speak his language and leave me be. Instead, he raised a crooked finger and pointed at my eyes. My mind must have greatly weakened during my confinement, because my heart tumbled at the thought that he might hiss an incantation against me. I backed against the wall.
         
 
         “There’s no need to fear me,” he said, pronouncing his words slowly, thinking me a foreigner. “It’s just that I’ve seen your blue eyes before.” When I made no reply, he added, “On the butterflies that come to my village every spring.”
         
 
         He raised and lowered his arms as though fluttering his wings, his hands curling out elegantly, like a dancer from Kerala. He smiled, inviting me again to speak.
         
 
         “Talking to me will only bring you more trouble,” I said in Konkani. “I am damned.”
         
 
         “So you are  from here!” he exclaimed happily, as if we were now on friendly terms. “Then maybe you know which butterflies I mean? Yes? They are purest black, each one like a moonless night, except that they have blue spots here and here.” He touched the sides of his chest. “In my village, they say they are the north wind given form.”
         
 
         I can still feel how I resisted the tug of his musical voice pulling me back toward life. “I am useless to you,” I told him, turning aside, wishing I could be as hard and senseless as the prison walls. I felt his curious gaze pressing down on me. Did he want me to vow that I’d never again try to take my own life? I buried my head in my tattered mattress and squeezed my eyes shut, wishing I could vanish. After a time, I thought of confessing to him how I’d murdered Papa, but I believed then that silence had more to offer me than any man.
         
 
         Only later did I realize what needed to be said first: I  will  never speak  to  you  as  if  you  have  any  authority  over  me.  Only  my  father  had  that and  I  have  killed  him …
         
 
         
             

         
 
         We were soon given breakfast through the slat in our inner door. My companion hunched his shoulders as he scooped up his rice into his mouth, his meticulous slowness seeming to mock my hunger. As a Jain, he was permitted only vegetables and grains, and I thought of a plan to distance him from me after he held his fried fish up by its tail and nodded at me to take it. The guards must have given it to him as a cruel joke.
         
 
         “When I was a boy,” I said, waving away his offer, “I caught one of those black butterflies you mentioned.”
         
 
         “I knew it!” he said with a sprightly laugh. “You were drawn to it.” He touched his chest again to indicate the blue spots. “It was a kind of destiny. Yes, don’t you think so?”
         
 
         “I do not believe in destiny,” I replied brusquely. I thought I was speaking the truth. Now, I’m not so sure; so much seems to have happened in the only way it could have.
         
 
         I knew that all life was holy to a Jain – down to the tiniest worm. So it was that I was certain that sooner or later the old man would ask if I’d taken the butterfly’s life. When he did, vengeance glowed in my chest like a dark star. “I crushed it in my fingers,” I told him, “and I’ve never regretted it.”
         
 
         Tears welled in his eyes.
 
         “Don’t waste your sorrow on a speck of being that has neither soul nor sense,” I said. I spoke as though I knew what I was talking about; confinement had given me a grudging, bitter arrogance and a teacherly voice I barely recognized as my own.
         
 
         Those who claim that people cannot ever really change have never been in prison and learned that miserable walk of confinement that can end only in death.
         
 
         He pursed his lips tightly together as if unwilling to voice a terrible truth, and I realized what should have been obvious – I was the small, soulless creature he felt sorry for. I laughed for the first time in ages; to be more pitiful than a crushed insect seemed quite an accomplishment.
         
 
         “If my mind weren’t nearly gone, I would find a way to kill us both,” I told him.
         
 
         He gazed up at me, his black eyes sorrowful. I despised his willingness to feel so much for someone he knew nothing about.
         
 
         “How would you like it if I beat you now?” I said, jumping to my feet. “Would you still care so much about me?” The urge to punish him surged in me with the destructive force of a house collapsing. “I could break your bones and no one here would stop me. They would welcome it.”
         
 
         I made a fist and shook it at him, as though confirming I was the dramatic villain in a play written for me by a secret enemy – the person who’d betrayed me and caused my arrest. The Jain’s hands rushed up to protect his face, and in that gesture I saw he’d been beaten as well as burned. When I knocked them away it was as if a rope inside me had snapped, and I was falling freely away from myself. I kept hitting him until I drew blood from his mouth.
         
 
         Afterward, my fear at what I had become was akin to drowning. I whispered an apology and retreated to my cot, hugging my legs to my chest. I closed my eyes and said nothing for hours, trying to think of what Papa would want me to do, but his voice had disappeared from inside me.
         
 
         At dusk, I kneeled next to my cellmate. “Kill me,” I whispered.
         
 
         “I can’t. It is forbidden to me.”
 
         “Please, you don’t understand. I couldn’t bear being burnt or made to swallow water until I drown. If I’m tortured, I might reveal the names of people who’ve helped my father and me. If I am dead, the girl I am betrothed to will be able to marry another man.” I held his shoulder. “Smother me in the night, while I sleep. I’ll give you all I own for that one act of kindness. I’ll tell you now where to go when you are free, and you will collect my belongings from my sister and uncle.”
         
 
         He shook his head. I pushed him away.
 
         That night, he crept to me and lay down beside me. He took my hand and gripped it hard.
         
 
         “Forgive me for failing you,” he whispered. “I am very sorry.”
 
         I pushed at him, but he held me tight. He was much stronger than I thought. I was sure that his persistence was a sign of madness, but that seemed a blessing; we would be equals during our time together.
         
 
         We lay in silence. I pictured my sister when she was four years old, her eyes bright with joy; inside the basket I held out to her was a butterfly I’d caught – not the kind the Jain had spoken of, but one that was scarlet and gold. It fluttered to the rim and flexed its wings, glowing in the sunlight like stained glass. My sister giggled as I sniffed at it. When it took wing, she raised her arms and yelped with joy. I stood behind her and put my hands on her shoulders, pressing my love into her, as I’d learned from Nupi, our cook and housekeeper. I was sure we’d always be together.
         
 
         The Jain caressed my cheek. I knew somehow that he was requesting my thoughts. Or maybe my loneliness over the last year made me want to believe that his every gesture was an invitation to speak of my past.
         
 
         “The butterfly I caught was not the kind you mentioned,” I confessed. “And I didn’t kill him. I really only wanted to show him to my sister. And to smell him – though that seems so odd now.”
         
 
         He laughed softly. I turned on my side toward him. His moist breathing was warm against my face. It seemed like the wind of God I’d been missing.
         
 
         The blackness of our cell made it impossible to see more than the smoke-shapes of my own imagination, but I believed he was looking for something deep inside me. I felt his probing as though it were a stone in my chest. I wanted to embrace him but knew that I’d begin to sob if I did so.
         
 
         “And what did he smell like?” he asked.
 
         “I thought he’d have the scent of jasmine, since he’d been feeding at the vine climbing up our verandah, and I was too young to know better. But he had the faint smell of the earth.”
         
 
         He was silent for a time, pondering my words. “I shall try to prevent that,” he told me.
         
 
         “Prevent what?”
 
         “Even the smallest animals are observant of our lives,” he replied.
         
 
         I thought he would go on, but he offered no further explanation.
         
 
         “Keep talking to me,” I pleaded. “Say anything you like, only don’t let me lie here without your voice.” Our  whispers  will  protect us  both,  I thought.
         
 
         He curled his arm under my head and began to speak of the soothing night sounds we could hear in the city below. I allowed myself to imagine I was with my father and it proved a mistake; terror spread through me. It was centered in my gut, cold, like a stillborn life. I sat up. Who had betrayed Papa to the Inquisition? Aunt Maria? Wadi? Perhaps it had been someone I’d never even met.
         
 
         “What’s wrong?” my companion asked.
 
         “Memories seem to betray me at times. And there is someone I need to find. I have a debt to pay.”
         
 
         “They do not want you to be here,” he replied.
 
         “Who?”
 
         “Those memories you speak of. They want you to be free. Don’t you think so?”
         
 
         “If they do,” I said skeptically, “then they don’t seem to have much of a strategy for helping me.”
         
 
         He uttered a prayer in a language foreign to me. I told him then that we called the butterfly he’d mentioned trevas  azuis  in Portuguese, meaning “blue darkness.” He was pleased by the sound of that and said he would call me Trevas Azuis from then on. Feeling the slow rise and fall of his chest beside me, I became aware of our frailty. We had no weapons – no prayers or arguments that would do any good. All we had was each other, and it would never be enough.
         
 
         He told me his parents had given him the name Ravindra, meaning sun, but everyone had called him Phanishwar – King of the Serpents – since he was a toddler; his father had found him sleeping on their patio one night with a hooded cobra guarding over him. “I cannot remember that particular snake,” he said. “But it is true that I have never been afraid of them like other men.”
         
 
         His parents had sent him to apprentice with a snake charmer in Poona when he was ten years old. He was now fifty-seven. “It only occurred to me when I was already a parent myself that my father might have made up the story of the cobra to suit his plans for me,” he told me. “That would be just like him. How he worried over us when we were children! My goodness! You see, he wanted to be sure that all of us had a way of earning an honest living. Such a good man he was – always fasting and going to temple. He could never bear how the Hindus and Moslems would kill snakes as if they had no place in the world. ‘Phanishwar, you shall show them there is another way‚’ he used to tell me.”
         
 
         “Is your father still alive?” I asked.
 
         “No, he and my mother are long dead.”
 
         “Your burns – they must be very painful.”
 
         “Do not worry, Trevas Azuis. I have suffered much physical pain in my life. Pain and I are old enemies who know each other’s every move. We try to outsmart each other, though he usually wins in the end. I bear him some ill will, it is true, I shall not deny it, but I suppose he is just playing his part and has no choice.”
         
 
         I got up, soaked my shirt in water again, and kneeled beside him. He moaned while I washed his feet, crying silently, thanking me for my kindness. I had not remembered that a man’s voice could be so gentle.
         
 
         When I was done, he patted my head with his hands and blessed me. That first day, Phanishwar seemed to me to represent all that was good about the villagers I grew up with: their delicate manners and quickness to smile; their acceptance of circumstance and certain belief that life was a grand struggle linking everything in the world together; their delight in we  so much more than I.
         
 
         “Tell me of your life,” I said. I wanted to hear a story, to give myself over to the sleep summoned by words whispered in the dark.
         
 
         He spoke to me about his wife, who had died several years earlier, and his five children; the youngest was twelve and named Rama. His village, Bharat, was on the coast, three days’ walk north of Goa. He did not say how the Inquisition had caught him and I did not ask. After a time, he began to sing a soft, golden melody, and I came to see I would not kill myself – just as I now knew that I would confess whatever my masters wanted so as to escape their flames. I would have to stay alive to find the person who had betrayed Papa and me, and take my revenge.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Phanishwar held me through the night, and I could feel his generosity pulsing around us. I had never felt so close to a man other than my father. Our union resembled a dream at times, which is why, I think, when dawn appeared in our window, shaded pink and blue, I found the courage to speak of events I did not believe I’d ever tell anyone.
         
 
         With him beside me – the King of Serpents – I knew that not only my memories but all of nature wanted to free us. I hoped that together they would be strong enough.
         
 
         I spoke to him first of my childhood, beginning with my mother’s illness, which was my earliest full memory.
         
 
         “I once saw someone cross the bridge back from death toward life,” I told him.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
 
         
            Chapter Two
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         For several years after my mother died, I used to sneak on tiptoe across the carpeted silence of my father’s library, ease open the bottommost drawer of his desk, and slip out the leather case in which he kept his drawings of her. Eager to study her face and compare it with my own, I would carry the sketches to the mirror hanging in my room and press them, one after another, against the glass. Sometimes I imagined she was my reflection – that we were the same person.
         
 
         Once, when my father was away in Goa, I tore up one of my favorite portraits of her. I must have been eight or nine. I don’t remember my cramped reasoning – I know only that I was so angry that I felt compelled to destroy something beautiful and valuable. It may have been my own way of trying to consign her death to a safe place in my mind – or even of restoring her to life through a flash of wicked magic.
         
 
         Dizzy with shame, I raced out of the house and tossed my sinful bits of evidence into the waters of Indra’s Millstream, a lazy branch of the Zuari River that slipped through the slender valley of banana groves and palms at the eastern edge of our property. My guilt afterward was so heavy that my gut ached as though I’d swallowed sand. I confessed my mischief to Papa on his return the next day, certain that he would hate me. Instead, he lifted me up and twirled me around.
         
 
         “One old drawing is nothing compared to being home with you,” he told me.
         
 
         I couldn’t understand why he didn’t punish me. I wanted him to. I think I wished to be sure – for one stinging moment – that I had all of his attention, and that Mama’s ghost would not lead him away from me.  Maybe, too,  I wanted to be reassured there was justice in the world, even if it meant a reddened backside.
         
 
         “But it was a beautiful thing,” I told him. “And you made it so we could keep it.” Confessions must have a way of following one another, because I added, “I go into your bottom drawer every few days and take out your pictures of Mama.”
         
 
         Papa gave a quick laugh of surprise, then shut his right eye tight, as he often did when I was up to no good – making believe he was afraid to see all I’d done. He put me down. “Listen to me, Ti. There’s nothing wrong in keeping some things secret from me. You need to have your own life. But you must promise me something. When you feel like tearing up more drawings, or doing some other permanent damage, you will come to me first so we can talk.”
         
 
         As I gave him my word, I shivered with renewed guilt. He noticed my discomfort and added, “Look, son, your mother’s death makes me as angry as it does you. There are times when I want to tear up every memory I have of her.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         As I grew, I began to see that I’d inherited my mother’s curving lips and the soft depth in her eyes, though mine were blue and hers had been light brown – the color of almonds, my father used to say.
         
 
         “More than anything else you’ve inherited all your mother’s mischief,” Papa used to tell me, groaning comically, as if I made his head throb. He’d chase me around the house afterward, growling, trying to banish our sadness with his clowning, which became his way of keeping her absence from destroying us. Sometimes he’d dance an improvised jig with me or yip like one of the barking deer who were always eating the roses in our garden. Then we’d collapse together onto the pillows of golden silk that had been part of Mama’s dowry and snooze in the sun pouring in through the windows. Our helpless laughter probably saved our sanity, and yet maybe I ought to have told him that it only left me sad in the end, as though we’d betrayed our own true feelings. But I could never have put such complex thoughts into words at that age. And I would never have willingly hurt him.
         
 
         In my favorite of his drawings, which Papa hung over my bed, Mama’s long black hair was swept under the moonstone-white headscarf that my sister, Sofia, would later inherit. My mother’s hands were slender and graceful, and were gesturing toward the Archangel Gabriel as though they were dancing for him. Gabriel has wings of burgundy and yellow, the same colors as in my mother’s sari. To me, it always seemed as though Mama and the angel might be one and the same being in different form.
         
 
         Sometimes I would sneak my mother’s scarf away from Sofia. Holding it as I looked up at the portrait, I would wonder about the mystery of time – because here I was growing up and Mama would never know me.
         
 
         The drawing of my mother with the Archangel Gabriel was a study for a Koran my father had made for the Sultan of Bijapur. The Sultan had invited Papa to India a decade before I was born and paid him an annual stipend for his illuminated Korans and prayer books. My mother, whom Papa met and courted seven years after his arrival, became the model for Khadija, wife of the Prophet Mohammed. I never saw her pose for Papa, but in my dreams I have seen him sketching her. And though they are not even touching, it seems as if they are making love through their eyes – perhaps even conceiving me.
         
 
         After I met Tejal, when I was eighteen, in our moments of intimacy I used to remember Mama’s warm, protective scent. The odd thing is, whenever I breathed in the memory of her, it was as though she were a presentiment of something in my future rather than my distant past. Maybe love cannot help but look ahead.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Mama became ill with trembling fevers and chills in early June of 1576, when I was four and a half years old. It scared me the way her teeth chattered and how she would fall asleep with her eyes wide open. Even in the moist summer heat, Papa had to cover her with heavy woolen blankets and move her bed next to the hearth, which he kept blazing day and night. Her breathing was often desperate, as though she were starved for air, and much of the time she was too frail even to whisper.
         
 
         Papa hung a vellum talisman around her neck with the Jewish angels Sanoi, Sansanoi, and Samnaglof painted as long-robed wise men holding lion-headed staffs; the three angels were said to be able to protect women from Lilith, the Queen of the Demons, and all of her bloodthirsty helpers.
         
 
         Watching Mama from the foot of her bed, listening to the unforgiving monsoon rains outside, I felt as though we were being swept away. The curtains of rain over our windows were so thick that we could see no life beyond them. The whole world was water, and the urgent drumming on our roof was so loud that there were times at night when I would screech like a parrot and hear my voice only as a distant scratching. The monsoon became a living thing that summer – malevolent, damning, endlessly greedy. Occasionally – at its own whim – it would retreat for half a day, backing away slowly, turning around now and again to gloat in eerie silence over the damage it had done. During these reprieves, we’d see that our garden had become a pond fringed with weeds and tiny ferns. The sudden magic of reborn sunlight would turn their drenched leaves to crystal.
         
 
         I spent my days by Mama’s sickbed, playing on the floor with my shadow puppets and animal dolls. I only left the house to sit on the verandah when Papa insisted on our taking advantage of a break in the storms. If Nupi tried to lead me away, even to wash my face, I’d flail my arms and holler. She called me far too stubborn for my own good, but I could tell from the hard look in her eyes that she respected my determination. We moved my parents’ bed into the sitting room so that Papa and I could sleep together near my mother. He would curl up behind me and rub my hair to get me to fall asleep.
         
 
         Mama was able to sit up sometimes, especially in the morning. Papa would spoon tea into her mouth and coax her to eat some rice. Her lips were gray and cracked, and trying to smile made them bleed. Years later, my father showed me a drawing he’d done of her during her illness and I told him it didn’t look like her. But it did; I just didn’t want to believe that the hollow-eyed, ashen-faced woman was really her.
         
 
         I was sitting with Mama one afternoon at the end of that terrible June, drawing monkey faces on a piece of paper. Nupi had made her drink a tea of crushed night-jasmine leaves and ginger root to put her to sleep, and though it had worked, her breathing still came with difficulty. It was as if her lungs were flecked with rust.
         
 
         When I noticed that her wheezing had stopped, I stood up. Her chest was still to my touch, and her glassy eyes were not looking at anything in our world. The room was turning slowly around me, as if I were at the center of a wheel. Far away, I could hear my father talking to Kiran – the wet nurse – while she fed my baby sister, who had been born seven months before, in December of 1575.
         
 
         Nupi was scraping coconut in the kitchen; that persistent, clawing sound would forever remind me of death.
         
 
         I shook my mother and called softly to try to wake her. Then I ran off for Papa.
         
 
         Nothing he did could rouse her. He kissed Mama on the lips, then brushed her eyes closed and kneeled by her side with his head bowed. The rains beat down on us as he sobbed, and I was thinking that we were all more fragile than I had ever guessed, my father most of all. Did I see in the fatal curve of his back that my mother’s death would break him? If she hadn’t died, would he still have asked me for the poison so many years later?
         
 
         Nupi was holding me while I stood nearby, her bony knees against my back and her strong hands on my shoulders. They pressed down on me to keep me from launching myself into Papa’s arms. I remember the feeling that a shadow – maybe mine, though I wasn’t sure – was tiptoeing away from us and would never return.
         
 
         Kissing Mama’s hands, Papa finally called me to him. He placed her fingertips over my eyes, then his own, whispering the Kaddish prayer in Hebrew.
         
 
         Sometimes I can feel the weight of my mother’s touch on my eyelids. It is usually a comforting memory, but it can scare me, too, as if it meant the dead would always have too much power over me.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         When Papa went with Nupi to fetch my sister from Kiran, I climbed up onto the bed and pulled Mama’s limp arm around my waist, hoping for her to wake up. At length, a tremor shook me, and I could no longer hear the din of the rain, though the shutters were open a crack and it was flooding everything in sight. The silence was one of expectancy, as if my head were concealed inside a glass jar that was about to shatter. The light dimmed around me.
         
 
         “Don’t worry, Berekiah,” my mother suddenly whispered, using my father’s name. “Ti and Sofia have each other.”
         
 
         When I snapped my head around to look at her, I clearly saw her lips sculpt the last two words. Or had I drifted to sleep for a moment and only dreamed it? Her eyes were still closed, after all.
         
 
         I leaned over her face and touched her cool cheek. I was not frightened. I expected her to open her eyes any moment. “Mama,” I whispered, “it’s me. Wake up.”
         
 
         My father came back into the room, cradling my sister, and I rushed up to him to tell him what had happened.
         
 
         “That’s impossible,” he said, frowning dismissively.
 
         Shame slithered through me and I dashed away, managing to break free of Nupi’s grip at the doorway. Papa called into the garden after me, his voice fraying with desperation, but I would not return. He searched around the wet hydrangea and hibiscus bushes, letting himself be soaked, his face twisted with fear. I watched him from the edge of a rice field, shivering, my bare feet buried in the mud, the water up to my knees. I told myself I hated him.
         
 
         That evening, he apologized for not believing me and begged me never to run off again.
         
 
         “If I lost you or your sister now, I couldn’t go on,” he confessed.
         
 
         Before he covered his eyes with his hand, I caught a chilling glimpse of his lost look, so I came to him and pressed myself into his legs.
         
 
         My father was tall and strong, with large, gentle hands. When he picked me up, I held his ears. It was a game we played, his cue to give an elephant honk through his make-believe trunk. That day, however, he sat me in his lap without a sound. He told me that Jews like us, and Hindus like Nupi and Kiran, believed that the soul of a dead person could cross a bridge back to life for a brief time – if there had been something left unsaid or undone. That was what I had seen Mama do. “Do you understand?” he asked. 
         
 
         I said I did, but the dark, musty odor of his distress made me feel threatened, and having his arms around me was all I cared about. He pressed his lips to my brow and asked me again what Mama had said. After I told him, he stood and pondered my reply.
         
 
         “Whenever we’d go for a walk, she always had to rush back to get something she’d forgotten,” he reasoned. “This time, she needed to come back to reassure us.” He smiled at me gratefully. “It was lucky you were here with her and heard what she wanted to say, Ti. It must have comforted her.”
         
 
         Why do children who’ve lost a parent always seem to believe they must take on responsibility for the living? I didn’t tell Papa what I was thinking: that he was wrong and that Mama meant for me to take care of my little sister from now on. She meant that even if she had spoken to me in a dream.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Three
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         Sofia’s deep-set eyes were dark green and moist, like shadows on a deep lake, and from very near the moment my sister was born she would gaze at everything around her as if surprised by all existence. Nupi said her look of wonder was really secret vigilance, and after forty days, when it was safe for my sister to leave our house according to Jewish tradition, the old cook brought her to Jaidev, the holy man who cleaned wax from the inside of your ears with a thin wire, to find out who she’d been in a previous life.
         
 
         I adored Jaidev because he had imploded cheeks and coils of matted hair falling to his waist. He was sitting like a Buddha when we approached, his sun-baked hands cupped on his bony knees. He was covered in hard white dust, since he rolled around in dry earth like an elephant to clean himself.
         
 
         When his eyes opened through all that crust, they were alive with a secret black fire. “Nupi comes with Master Ti!” he exclaimed, holding out his hands to greet us.
         
 
         “And who’s this little chapatti?” he asked, sticking out his tongue at the baby, which made her kick her arms and legs.
         
 
         Knowing what was wanted of him, he accepted our coins, then spread Sofia’s fingers out like a starfish. Powder shook from his hair as he gave us a startled look. “A Brahmin!” he exclaimed.
         
 
         Leaning down for a closer look, then disappearing into a trance, he discovered that she’d been a Hindu princess kidnapped by a Moslem caliph more than five hundred years before. “She was beautiful and very clever, and she was able to make her way home in the end,” he told us. Holding up his hand in a pose of teaching, he added, “But that is why your little Sofia is always looking around.” Nupi was pleased with this verdict and handed him an extra copper coin.
         
 
         “And everyone loved her,” he called after us.
 
         
             

         
 
         My father snorted when Nupi told him about Jaidev’s finding. He told our cook that the little girl looked around all the time because she was learning about everything outside herself – about big things like her need for sleep and cuddling, and tiny things, too, like the stickiness of rice squeezed in her fingers and the “odd beliefs of certain members of our household.”
         
 
         Nupi huffed when he directed that last remark her way, and over the years to come she made ironic reference to her “odd beliefs” whenever she was proved right about some important matter or even a trifle. But I could tell that Papa’s criticism secretly pleased her, because it meant that he considered her part of our family.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         What  is  outside  of  me  is  everything, and yet  it  comes  right  inside  me  when  I look  at  it  or  touch  it.
         
 
         That’s what I guessed Sofia was thinking when she stared at the world, because that’s what I was thinking when I watched her, and I didn’t yet know the difference between her and me – not in any adult way, with clear borders around myself.
         
 
         Sometimes she’d squeal with joy at seeing a finch take wing from the wooden railing on our verandah, or a thread-legged beetle skate over a puddle in the garden, and Papa said I’d been the same way. I loved my being like her, and I hugged that knowledge to me as tight as I could when I was lonely. Both of us were children of Mama and Papa and could never be anything else.
         
 
         About eighteen months after Mama died, when Sofia was two, her interest shifted, and everything she saw and heard she wanted to put in her mouth.
         
 
         One balmy evening while Papa was teaching me the constellations, I told her the stars were delicious and made believe I was eating them. She reached out just like me and folded them – the captured stars – into her mouth.
         
 
         The eager pleasure of being imitated for the first time made me tingle, but I also felt unsure of myself, as though I did not yet know what to do with my power over my sister and perhaps would never know. Nupi surprised me by encouraging me to play this game with her. “At least I won’t have to hunt for anything but starlight to come squeezing out her little behind,” she laughed.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         So many things I made for Sofia as she grew – twigs fashioned with string into stilt houses, stones piled high into ancient fortresses that she could send crashing down, papier-mâché crowns, swords, and hats. Shadow puppets of animals became my specialty, and I was very good at cutting them out from paper by the time I was seven. I wanted her to be strong and quick – and I probably wanted her to be a boy, too. I began tossing my leather ball to her before she could even walk, and once – with Papa’s dyes and sable brushes – I painted her face blue, like Krishna’s. I thought Nupi would be overjoyed, but she told me she’d prepare me as vindaloo if I ever did such a half-witted thing again. Nupi had the most intimidating eyes of anyone I’d ever met. The rest of her looked frail, and she only had two rickety yellow teeth on bottom and another three on top, but I’m sure she cultivated a crippled, withered look to surprise her victims. Her fingers may have had knobs at the joints that put her in agony when it rained, but her hands were like vises. No one dared cross her except Papa.
         
 
         I learned all my local proverbs from Nupi. “Bhaanshira  zari aayla”  –  “the rag has suddenly got a strand of silk” – she’d say in Konkani if Sofia or I got too big for our britches. “Every grain of sand on a beach has its place,” she’d tell us whenever I dared to question the value of a seemingly meaningless chore. Or if she gave us a good piece of news, she would add, “Though we all know that Kali will have her day,” since she was of the opinion that good times only tempted the Goddess of Destruction to gather up her sword. My favorite of her expressions, however, was, “The guardians of the dawn know the night better than anyone.” Nupi used it whenever my family faced hardship, and it generally meant that hope made us feel times of darkness more deeply. In that respect, it was very much like Only  those  who  know  sadness  also  know  joy … Yet as I grew older, I also began to understand that she could use it to mean that people who protected others often faced the most danger.
         
 
         Her great enemy was constipation, and she was always eating fennel seeds to make up for what she called her “demonic” bowels. She could talk about her discomfort for hours, describing in rigorous detail her efforts to produce a satisfying result. Sofia and I learned to deflect her by begging her to tell us stories about the gandharvas  and apsaras, the Hindu sprites of the forest and rivers.
         
 
         In  the  time  of  Rama,  a  sprite  was  born  who  could  see  into  the  future,  and his  name  was  Tiago …
         
 
         Nupi always put Sofia and me in her winding tales. When I was much older, I realized it was because she wanted to make sure that we survived my mother’s death intact, that our lives – and stories – would continue into the future. I was devoted to her, and I adored listening to her delicate storytelling voice, but I secretly used to fear how she kept her vigilant eyes on me.
         
 
         “We seem to overlook love when it comes to us from the most obvious places,” Papa once told me when I was irritated with Nupi, but I didn’t really understand what he meant until I was nearly an adult.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Unbeknownst to Nupi and my father, I used to carry my sister up the staircase from our courtyard onto our roof after a rainstorm, and we’d look across the rice fields – liquid mirrors in an emerald valley – being worked by women and children from Ramnath, the village nearest our house. We used to make believe we could see the ocean, twelve miles to the west. I’d talk to her about how Papa had taken a sailing ship from Constantinople to India before we were born. And before that, how his family had fled Portugal because King Manuel and other bad men didn’t want them to live freely as Jews.
         
 
         Sofia and I often slept together, and I would fold her into my belly as though she’d been given to me as a present. When Papa was feeling sad, he would carry us into his bed, growling that he was the caliph who had kidnapped her in a previous life and we were now his prisoners once again.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
  
         Our worst times were when my sister would shriek in the middle of the night out of hunger. She could be very fidgety and stubborn, so Papa and the wet nurse, Kiran, had to sometimes walk her around the house for over an hour to get her to take some milk. I took over from them sometimes and – imitating what I’d seen them do – would put the tip of my thumb to her lips every few minutes to see if she was ready.
         
 
         Kiran’s face would fill with gentle purpose whenever she clutched Sofia to her breast. The youthful wet nurse seemed to have the power of a goddess – over fire, earth, air, and water; over life and death. She’d spread her black tresses like a curtain over the little girl so the two of them could make a world unto themselves. Kiran had big round eyes and a long, looping neck. She wore silver bangles on her feet and bracelets on her arms, so she tinkled like festival bells wherever she went. I was awed by her beauty and separateness from my family, and when I was older Papa told me that I was always asking her if I could feel the V-shaped scar on her forehead that her father had made with a knife when he was drunk.
         
 
         Kiran swore to Durga Devi that she’d never go home to him and, in the end, she kept her word; she left us when my sister was two and a half, and, with a reference letter addressed to the Sultan from my father, made her way to Bijapur, all her possessions – including two silk saris that had been my mother’s – wrapped in a single shawl. We never saw her again.
         
 
         I was always jealous of the unity Kiran made with my sister and would often watch them from their doorway, thinking hard about life and death. If I could have fed my sister from my own body, I would have. And I’d have thought her better off with milk from her brother. Who else would ever love her as much as I did?
         
 
         Perhaps this made me a strange child, and I can see now why Papa’s European friends and especially my aunt Maria occasionally had fun at my expense, holding golden filigree hearts up to my ears and wondering aloud if I might not have been happier to have been born a girl. I hated their nasty cleverness and laughter, and I sometimes fought with their children. Though I was small for my age, I was very determined, and a skinned knuckle or scraped knee only served to make me punch that much harder. Papa would punish me for fighting by shutting me up in my room, but I was always unrepentant.
         
 
         “I’ll only stop if you make them be quiet about me and Sofia!” I used to shout at him from inside my room.
         
 
         Sometimes my fury made Papa so upset that he’d sit with his head in his hands and say nothing for hours, not even if I came to him and snuggled into his arms. In this way, I slowly learned to be gentler with him.
         
 
         It is a terrible turning point when we understand that we can damage our parents badly, and I sometimes wish I’d learned it a little later in life.
         
 
         Our Hindu neighbors and my little playmates from Ramnath never once teased me about my fervent loyalty to my sister, which is one reason, I think, why I’ve always felt more at ease with Indians than Europeans. They did not believe that tenderness for her made me less of a boy. Nor did they think that oddity was a curse or something to fear, as Christians and Jews sometimes did. They saw my unusual devotion to her as a blessing – one that could not necessarily be understood but which had its place in the garden-universe lorded over by Vishnu.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         After Kiran left, our house suddenly became too large and cold for me. All its comforting corners seemed to harden, and its doors seemed to be forever waiting for a visitor who would never come. For weeks at a time I trudged around from room to room thinking I was now an intruder. I even hated my bed, and the down pillows that had made a rocky coastline when I played at naval battles on my sheets, and the shady alcove on the north side of Papa’s library where I read my books when everywhere else was too hot. I got it into my head that I wanted a staircase and a second floor added to the house. I no longer remember why. Maybe I needed a new place to start over.
         
 
         One afternoon, after Papa refused to build a staircase for me once again, Nupi led me crying into her kitchen. When I explained what was wrong, she ordered me to sit.
         
 
         “What for?” I asked.
 
         “Will you ever just do what I say without making a fuss?”
         
 
         She’d made a batch of steaming dal for herself and spooned some with her old iron ladle onto a banana leaf for me, then gave herself a smaller portion. She moved her ancient wooden stool up to the table we’d recently given a new coat of bright yellow paint and instructed me to do the same with the cane chair behind her broom.
         
 
         “You want me to eat with you?” I asked.
 
         She looked around, then peered over my shoulder. She even upturned her large cauldron, which had a wedge of black soap hiding underneath. “I don’t see anyone else here,” she said, “so you’re my only choice.”
         
 
         For the first time in our lives we ate together. A white hibiscus flower from our garden peeked over the rim of the cracked earthenware jar between us.
         
 
         “Flowers are good,” she announced to me when I touched it. I came to learn that this was an essential postulate in her guidebook to life. “And your mother would want to know you’re eating well,” she added.
         
 
         As we ate our dal, Nupi kicked my bare foot now and again to make me look up, since I tended to get lost in thought of late. She told me I mustn’t leave over a single lentil or she’d report me to my father, which was an attempt at humor, since she was always saying Papa was too easy on me. When I didn’t smile, she gave me a serious look and said I was to eat with her in the kitchen whenever I was feeling bad.
         
 
         “You mean it?” I asked.
 
         “I never joke about food,” she replied, which was true enough.
 
         I sometimes think that Nupi’s simple offer that day saved my life, because I did eat with her – and often – over the coming years. And I have always associated the taste of her dal on that first occasion with the kind of love that never fails to act in time of need. Sofia told me much later that she did, too, and I would guess that Nupi invited my sister to eat with her on occasions I don’t even know about.
         
 
         I wish I had done something in return for our old cook that day – had collected a basket of the violet-colored orchids we called cat’s whiskers for her shrine to Ganesha or simply hugged her. I didn’t yet realize that all she really prayed for – and what she most wanted in life – was that my sister and I would not die young. But that, of course, was a guarantee – and gift – that no one could give her.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Throughout my childhood, my happiest times were in the morning. Nupi would rise at dawn to make us chapatti, which I ate with shredded coconut and palm sugar, and in winter she’d fry up some moong beans with garlic and basil leaves. My father and I would sit around the great limestone table in our courtyard, washing our meal down with dark tea, and he would show me the drawings he was working on for the Sultan. Nupi sometimes peered over our shoulders at them too, though she had the irritating habit of sucking loudly on a betel nut, which made Papa think up endless errands to keep her away. After that, he and I would read together from the Torah and I would have my drawing lesson, which could go on until noon, since I was to be a manuscript illuminator, like him, when I grew older.
         
 
         In the sketches I made of Papa from this time, he has tired and worried eyes. It’s astonishing that I never realized that his concern was focused on the tiny artist drawing him so carefully. How much confidence in God’s watchful eye he must have lost after burying Mama.
         
 
         In a vague way, I also began to understand that it was drawing that would restore the world to the way it had been before my mother’s illness; when I had a reed pen in my hand I felt I was not powerless and that the world had been made for me. Naiveté is a boy’s prerogative, of course, but I wonder – if I could travel back in time – if I would warn myself against such eager optimism. In any case, I doubt I’d have listened to my older self, since – despite my having witnessed Mama’s death and being forced to bid a tearful farewell to Sofia’s nurse, Kiran – it was not then in my nature to doubt the goodness of the world.
         
 
         Sometimes, when he was feeling lonely, Papa would ask me to walk him around the house, and I’d put my little hand in his and we’d peek in on Sofia. If she was sleeping, we’d kiss her cheek or pat her fluffy blond hair. Then we’d head to the courtyard, cross past Nupi’s basil patch, and end in the kitchen. We’d watch her stoking her coals or peeling tamarind pods to make her famous custard, and ask her what she had planned for our midday meal. Finally, we’d go to Papa’s library, where he had his work desk. We scarcely conversed on these little household journeys, but once we were seated together he might pick up a leather-bound volume of Portuguese poetry and read to me while I sat on his lap.
         
 
         He’d also recite poetry to me after he tucked me under my covers at night, reading by the light of a single candle always kept in a little white ceramic cup by my bedside. No light was ever like that one. It was softer and rounder, and it made anything said to me in my room so much more secretly my own.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Once a year, on the sacred evening before Yom Kippur, our Day of Atonement, Papa would allow me to look at a sumptuously illuminated manuscript written some sixty years earlier by my renowned great-grandfather, Berekiah Zarco, a powerful kabbalist from Lisbon who had been forcibly converted to Christianity in 1497. We kept this priceless treasure, which was entitled “The Bleeding Mirror,” in a secret drawer at the back of Papa’s wardrobe, wrapped in a black velvet pouch embroidered with the initials BZ  in silver thread. I used to love to pass my fingertip over the magnificent cover illustration – a peacock shamelessly fanning his iridescent green, purple, and blue tail feathers across the title, which was in such highly polished gold leaf that I could see my own reflection peering back at me.
         
 
         “It was my grandfather’s intent that everyone who picks up this book should see himself in it,” my father told me on more than one occasion, and I used to believe that our illustrious ancestor must have been so magical a kabbalist that he was gazing at me right at that moment from inside his manuscript.
         
 
         “The Bleeding Mirror” was an account of a massacre in Lisbon in 1506 in which two thousand converted Jews – so-called New Christians – were murdered by a Church-inspired mob and burnt in the city’s main square. Papa had been named after Berekiah, which he regarded as having given him a special obligation, I think, because after he would read his grandfather’s description of the pogrom to me, he would always say, “And that is why Portugal must forever remain in our past. You are never to set even a single toe in that country, Ti.” As though to gratify my love of secrets, he would sometimes raise a finger to his lips and say, “And you are not, under any circumstances – even if you are threatened with death – to tell anyone outside our family that we own a copy of this manuscript.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         One winter morning, I discovered Papa crying in bed, naked, shivering in the cold, his shutters wide open. It made me desperate when he would cry. I suppose I knew somehow that his tears were nothing I could really soothe. They seemed to threaten my very existence because they reminded me that we moved in different worlds, and though I could visit his adult universe, I could never stay there. This time, he told me he’d dreamed of my mother locked out of our house and calling to him. He folded me in his arms as though we were both shipwrecked. Would he have been happier in Bijapur or Bombay, where he might have found companionship? He always told me he didn’t want to have to start over again in another place, but it was Nupi who finally told me the truth. One day, after I’d repeated to her what Papa had told me, she looked up from the wooden spoons she was lining up on her table and fixed me with an astonished expression. “Don’t you know he doesn’t want to take you and Sofia from this house, where your mother is still present?”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Once, after helping Papa dig out a rotting peepul stump at the back of our garden, I saw him squint up toward the blazing afternoon sun. He said, “Ti, you often ask me about the things your mother loved, and I never remember to say the most obvious. Your mother opened like a flower when sunlight reached her. Your sister has inherited that from her.”
         
 
         I understood then the drawing that Papa made of Mama after her death and which he kept over his bed. In it, she is kneeling inside a cavern of dark cloud, golden rays shining forth from her, as if she were the sun awakening.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
 
         
            Chapter Four
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         Papa’s younger brother, Isaac, lived only a day’s ride away in the Portuguese city of Goa. The capital of a colony of the same name, it was founded on land the invading Europeans had won in battle from the Sultan of Bijapur nearly a hundred years before. Once every few months Isaac and his wife would visit us for several days, or, if Papa felt equal to a journey, we would brave the muddy roads and insolent inspections of the border guards to travel to their home. They lived just off the Rua Direita, in a two-story stone house with lace curtains in the windows. It was only a short walk from there to the river, where the forest of tall-masted sailing ships would inevitably get Papa and me talking about what life was like in far-off Istanbul and Lisbon. A large cross was carved in relief on the lintel above their front door; Isaac, who’d followed my father to India, had been baptized on deciding to live in Goa, since Jews were not allowed to reside permanently inside Portuguese territories. I did not yet think to ask if my uncle practiced his former beliefs in secret, but surely such delicate information would never have been entrusted to me at so young an age.
         
 
         Closing my eyes, I can still feel today how ill at ease the city used to make me, as if I would forever be too puny to match the grandeur of the stone churches and too inexperienced to decipher the intricate patchwork of its streets. As for the tens of thousands of Portuguese residents, they looked like feudal lords and ladies in their endless layers of gauzy and frilly clothing. The men wore feathers in their caps, too, which I thought idiotic. Their scent of olive oil made my nostrils itch and I cowered in the presence of their African slaves. I hated the women’s penciled eyebrows, which looked to me like bat wings.
         
 
         Uncle Isaac always had surprise gifts for Sofia and me, and even if it was just some heart-shaped sweets made of milk, sugar, and cumin, we climbed all over him to snatch them from his hands. We loved his wild merriness, the twinkle of youth in his eyes, and his long brown hair. Papa opened his arms with such radiant joy when they greeted each other – as if he’d spent weeks in darkness just for the pleasure of seeing him – that I knew the brothers had played together as children. And so many of their gestures were alike, too – how they rolled their eyes when they heard us say something nonsensical, for instance, or panted with their tongues out like puppies when Nupi carried supper to our table. They often made each other laugh without anyone else knowing why. Maybe it was my father’s having known Isaac for many years before meeting my mother, so that he – more than anyone else – could remain separate from her death.
         
 
         Uncle Isaac couldn’t live closer to us because his business in exporting Indian cloth and dyes to Lisbon meant he had to live by a port. This seemed a silly reason to me when I was little and I often told him so.
         
 
         Aunt Maria was Christian by birth. She came from an aristocratic Portuguese family that had lost much of its wealth in the shifting fortunes of the spice trade. Even so, she maintained a distant, haughty bearing in public and had her personal slave shade her from the tropical sun with a parasol of crimson silk wherever she went. She was extremely proud of her pale skin and always said it was something not even a fortune in gold could buy. She also hired Indian bearers to carry her in a palanquin to Mass on Sunday, like many of the Portuguese, though this was frowned upon by my uncle, who would walk alongside her. Maria wore cascading silk gowns even in the moist heat of a summer afternoon and always had a pink lace handkerchief ready to wipe away the rivulets of perspiration running down her cheeks and neck. Once, she escorted my father and I to the river with her hair pulled tightly back and coiled inside a black velvet cone with a small crown of pearls at the top. I couldn’t help asking if it hurt.
         
 
         “Discomfort in clothing and coiffure,” she told me in her highly ornamented accent, “is a sign of good breeding.” Turning to my father, she added distastefully, “Though none of these Hindus, not even the Brahmins, understand that.”
         
 
         I thought she was very odd because she ate her papaya with salt and crossed herself whenever a dog or cat ran past. Sometimes, for reasons I could never fathom, she even traced a cross on my forehead, which always seemed to make my skin itch.
         
 
         To my great frustration, I could never seem to do anything right in my aunt’s eyes. I was too doting on Sofia or too boisterous with my Hindu playmates. My soiled feet rankled her in particular. I was sure she hated boys, and the slanting looks she often gave Uncle Isaac convinced me she didn’t much care for grown men either. I desperately tried to become invisible whenever I was in her presence. I didn’t think Papa ever noticed my discomfort, but one day he asked me to try to forgive her for being so rude, since she was an unhappy woman.
         
 
         “Unhappy about what?” I demanded. This was after a particularly unpleasant stay at their home.
         
 
         “She and Isaac are childless,” he replied.
 
         “But she doesn’t like children!”
 
         “She wishes you were hers,” he said, to my great surprise. “And it makes her angry that you aren’t.”
         
 
         My heart tumbled, dragging me deep inside a feeling of dread. “You’d never give me to her, would you?” I asked hesitantly.
         
 
         “Give you to her!” my father exclaimed in horror, and then he began to laugh. After a brief negotiation, we agreed that I’d never have to stay with my aunt for more than six days in a row. “The Lord took six days to create the world and then rested,” Papa said, “so we should be allowed the same blessing.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Uncle Isaac and Aunt Maria were not to remain childless for long. In December of 1577, when I was almost six and Sofia just two, they adopted an orphan almost exactly my age. Why they didn’t take in an infant, I never found out, but I once overheard a disgusted Nupi explaining to Papa in her broken Portuguese, “That sister-in-law of yours … she wants a boy that comes already housebroken!”
         
 
         My new cousin had been named Wadi by his Moslem parents, who had been murdered by Portuguese soldiers raiding an Arab ship off the Malabar coast, but the nuns who cared for him decided he ought to have a Christian name and called him Guilherme. By an unfortunate coincidence, my aunt’s Indian cook already had that name, however. Recognizing this as an opportunity to win praise for herself as a pious soul, Maria resolved to call the boy Francisco Xavier, after the Jesuit Missionary who had converted tens of thousands of Hindus in Goa several decades earlier. Nevertheless, neighbors usually referred to him as the pequeno  mouro  – Little Moor – which made her hazel eyes go beady with anger, since she always avoided mentioning his having been adopted, even with people who knew. Out of range of adults, Sofia and I always called him Wadi, since we considered it a very nice name, and exotic to our ears – and since he seemed to prefer it. After a time, Papa did, too. He told us that the original Francisco Xavier had petitioned the Pope to establish the Inquisition in Goa, and that as a result converted Jews like Isaac, and former Hindus, too, had to carve crosses over their doorways to reassure the Church that they had not slipped back into their outlawed ways. Conversos, as they were sometimes called, even risked being burnt alive in a special place by the river if some treacherous soul seeking the Church’s blessing were to accuse them of still practicing their old beliefs. Several unfortunates died in flames nearly every year. “No child, not even one in your aunt’s pious care, should have to begin life with so poorly chosen a name,” Papa told us.
         
 
         “Or spend more than six days with her,” I reminded him.
 
         
             

         
 
         At first I found Wadi infuriating, since he would not even answer the simplest of questions.
         
 
         “Are you hungry?” my father would ask him, or “Do you want to draw pictures with me and Ti?” and all he would do was tighten his lips, afraid to make a peep.
         
 
         The first time I met him I asked if he wanted to help me weed Nupi’s basil patch. Basil was a plant considered holy by Hindus, so this was an honor I’d had to beg our cook to grant us, but Wadi just jerked his head away as if I’d slapped him.
         
 
         After he and his parents had left, I confessed to Papa how enraged he made me and accused him of regarding himself as too good for us.
         
 
         “But he’s still just learning Portuguese!” Papa exclaimed, horrified by my lack of common sense.
         
 
         “Oh, I didn’t think of that,” I said, feeling like a complete fool.
 
         Regarding myself as very magnanimous, I resolved to give him another chance the next time he visited.
         
 
         Wadi was a few inches taller than me and as slender as a wire. He had olive skin and stunning green eyes that were rimmed in black, and long delicate lashes that made him look pensive when he was quiet. My aunt and uncle thought he was quite handsome, which was true enough. They were also convinced that everything he did was charming, which was far less true. In the presence of adults, for instance, his walk became a soldierly march, and even I was vaguely aware that it was not a good sign, though I did not yet guess the obvious – that it meant he was ill at ease in his new home. At the time, in fact, it only made me want to hit him. His mother used to make him soldier-step around the room for strangers, who always agreed – while cooing – that he was an enchanting little darling.
         
 
         On his second visit to our home, which gave us our first real chance to be alone, he refused to climb a mimosa tree along the banks of Indra’s Millstream with me. Insulted, I told him I’d never invite him to do anything with me ever again, which made him race away with tears falling down his cheeks. Unfortunately, he told his mother – still sobbing – of my rudeness. When she informed Papa, he went off like gunpowder.
         
 
         “Ti!” he shouted from the sitting room, as soon as he heard me coming up the steps of our verandah. “Get in here now!”  I slunk in holding the mangoes I’d gathered for Nupi, juice sluicing down my sticky hands. Papa stood over me like the God of the Torah. “Put that damn fruit down!” he bellowed.
         
 
         As I did so, I stole a look at Aunt Maria, leaning back luxuriously on Papa’s velvet armchair, fanning herself, showing me an expression of regal contempt, as though I were a rotten egg.  Nupi must have crept out of the house as quick and silent as a mongoose and slipped around to the verandah, because she was gazing in at us through the window there, her face crinkled with worry.
         
 
         “Do you mind giving us a little privacy?” Papa told our cook, banging the shutters closed without waiting for a reply. The stiff whack of the wood did not sound promising. Sweat poured from me; I could not think of what I’d done. I wiped mango juice from my palms onto a fold in my dhoti, staining it yellow.
         
 
         “Are you trying to make Wadi unhappy?” Papa demanded. “Or is it simply that you’re completely unable to see things from his point of view?”
         
 
         “I – I don’t know what you mean,” I stammered.
 
         “Oh, no?”
 
         My father rolled his eyes as though it were only too obvious I was lying and recapitulated what Aunt Maria had told him. I dared not look at her, but I felt her satisfaction eating at me like acid.
         
 
         “Papa, I only said what I was thinking.”
 
         “Not all your thoughts are made of gold, you know. Ti, that poor boy has yet to learn to trust us. Wadi needs time.”
         
 
         “I tried to show him turtles and dragonflies and things,” I pleaded. “And it was like he didn’t care. And then I wanted us to climb a tree so we could see across the rice fields to the top of the Hindu temple, and … and …”
         
 
         “I know,” he interrupted in a softened voice. “But you could learn a little patience. Kindness without patience is nothing.” Seeing I didn’t know what he meant, he added, “Other people aren’t always ready for the nice things we do for them, so you must wait for them to catch up and help them along.”
         
 
         Papa took my shoulders. “Ti, other people are as real as you are. They do not just exist inside your head.” He placed the tip of his forefinger in the center of my forehead and pushed to make his point. “We are all of us fragile creatures who sit at the center of our own universe.”
         
 
         “You’re saying that it’s my fault Wadi doesn’t want to do anything with me,” I stated for the record.
         
 
         “No, I’m only saying that your cousin deserves your love and friendship.”
         
 
         That reply took me aback, since I didn’t understand why Wadi deserved anything.  When Papa dismissed me, I darted away, unwilling to show Aunt Maria my tears.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
   
         On Wadi’s next visit I was bathing Sofia in the courtyard when he appeared in the doorway. Determined to win Papa’s good graces, I invited him over with a friendly wave, but he just stood there like a clay statue, so I then asked him to join me in my clearest Portuguese. He made no reply. How was I to solve this three-foot-tall, gawking riddle? On sudden inspiration, I stepped up to him and put Sofia in his arms, showing him how to dry her with my towel. He was nervous at first and tried to hand her back, but I insisted he keep her. We even powdered her bottom together and combed her soft wisps of hair. From that moment on, whenever Wadi was in our home, he would follow my sister as though she were his one link to the rest of humanity. He loved to sit her in his lap and talk to her in a tiny, squeaky voice that made her laugh; he’d entertain her with the shadow puppets we cut out together. To help her walk on her bowed and uncertain legs, he stood behind her and held her hands high above her head, telling her she was the cleverest girl he ever saw. When we were away from our parents he sometimes whispered to her in Arabic, though as the years passed he stopped doing that and claimed he’d forgotten all the words he once knew. Through Sofia, he learned to trust me, Nupi, and Papa. And maybe his father and mother, as well.
         
 
         Over the next months, I managed to coax Wadi into joining me on many adventures in the nearby villages. Boys don’t need many reasons to like each other or to want to spend time together, and it was enough for me that he was a very fast runner and had impossibly large feet, like a giant rabbit – and that he could holler louder than anyone I knew. We could talk endlessly about the silliest topics – like what the golden-bearded monkeys were eating when they picked at each other’s fur or the purpose of a belly button. He also became very dutiful when helping at our house – at gathering cat’s whiskers for the shrine that Nupi kept in her room, for instance. Whenever I would sketch him, he would sit patiently, keeping still for longer than seemed possible, nearly always pleased with the results, which he would carry back with him to his home and hang on the wall over his bed. He had affectionate nicknames for everyone. Sofia was the Flying Squirrel, since she was small and quick, and Nupi was Senhora Fennel-Seed, since she was always eating them to prod her bowels. He called me Tiger. It was a play on my name and on how ferocious I could become when irritated. Whenever he sensed me getting furious, he’d cross himself and look heavenward as if he were seeking divine help, which made me like him a great deal, since it was a kind of backwards acknowledgment of my power.
         
 
         Wadi could get so helplessly weak when he was really laughing that he couldn’t stand up, and when he cried it was as if he were melting. Sometimes I think that he felt his emotions more deeply than other people and that was why he later learned to hide them so well. Is it possible that he was the most sensitive person I ever met?
         
 
         
             

         
 
         When Wadi and I were in Goa together we got in the habit of slipping away into the rickety Hindu neighborhoods, which were as dirty and noisy as a divine underworld, and therefore of great interest to us. We liked to be jostled by the swarming crowds, especially at the markets. Everything and everyone reeked of coconut oil and turmeric, and a thousand other odors more difficult to trace, and I’m sure we were drunk at times on the very air.
         
 
         Sometimes we would encounter a scene of suffering so great that I felt my vision go dim and my breathing falter. I particularly remember an armless and legless beggar of indefinite age whom we used to see inching crablike through the streets, his stumps wrapped in blackened old banana leaves and his hair so matted that it looked like fraying rope. It was said that his limbs had been chopped off at birth by his father so that he could better earn his living.
         
 
         Once, we saw two Indian scaffold makers kicking the beggar away from the house they were working on as though he were a leather ball. When I asked them why they hated him, they replied that they didn’t, but that he was an Untouchable who had no right to bother good people. I worked up my courage to approach him that day and gave him some copper coins, which he took in his mouth.
         
 
         I remember, too, the time the palm-leaf roof of a teahouse collapsed on Wadi and me, which put us in a fit of hysterics as we crawled under the tables toward the door, until a fire started in the kitchen. Then we had to rush out for our lives, and forever afterward this made a terrific story to tell. We sometimes said that we had saved two babies from the flames, so that people would think we were heroes.
         
 
         On another occasion at this same teahouse, Wadi found a big brown beetle with ferocious mandibles at the bottom of his cup, dazed but not yet dead. When he held it up with its legs wiggling for the owner to see, the smiling man – who was little more than a stick with a turban at the top – put his hands together in a position of prayer and exclaimed, “Another winner!” He handed Wadi a withered necklace of frangipani blossoms as a prize. If I hadn’t been there, I’d never have believed it.
         
 
         I kept the garland by my bedside for weeks. After the flowers had dried to a brittle yellow, it disappeared one night. Nupi denied having taken it while I was sleeping, but I figured she’d had enough of its sour smell and had thrown it out. Two years later, I found out the truth, and in the process learned something about my sister I’d never suspected.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         It became obvious after a time that Sofia and I were Wadi’s refuge. He never marched like a soldier when he was alone with us, and he spoke Portuguese more fluently, too, since his mother wasn’t around to make him nervous. To avoid Aunt Maria’s punishments, he also quickly began to reveal an advanced talent for stealth. He would leave a clean set of clothes in a reed basket under our verandah, for instance, or at the bread shop next to his home in Goa, so that even after our most mud-splotched escapades he could greet his parents looking like a Portuguese prince.
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