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For Marc, who showed me the highway of stars across the heavens. And for Brody and Griffin, who regularly remind me that it’s time to have fun.
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1: Hunting for Parchment: Danny
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The high, wailing music made Danny Cardozo’s brain feel like it was trapped inside a haunted house, and the mixed smell of leather tanning, spices and live animals in the souks around him constricted his sinuses and made each breath an effort.

He tilted his broad-brimmed fedora down and pulled up his scarf to cover his mouth. His guidebook said there were seventeen different souks in Tunis, squirreled into alleys around the city center, and he was determined to explore each one. Many dated back to the 13th century, and electricity and plumbing had been added haphazardly over the intervening centuries, so he was sure he smelled age-old sewage somewhere underneath it all.

He was only twenty-four, a sheltered American student who had spent two terms at Oxford studying dead languages and exploring history, but in his heart, he longed to be a world-traveling scholar like Indiana Jones. And yes, he knew Jones was a fictional character, but there were plenty of real-life equivalents, like Roy Chapman Andrews, Percy Fawcett, and Lawrence of Arabia.

Oliver Caswell, the professor who led his seminar on Ancient Aramaic at the Clarendon Institute, was a prominent scholar engaged in his own translations, and depending on his mood his classes veered from enthusiastic discussions of how to translate a particular word to in-class worksheets focused on grammar and syntax. He was a vigorous man with the tan, creased face of one who had spent years in the sun at archaeological digs, and it was easy for Danny to put him on the same pedestal as his heroes.

In one of Caswell’s early lectures, he had told his students that there were still scraps of ancient parchment to be found deep in the medinas of Arab cities, beyond narrow streets, blind alleys and dead ends. They were available for sale to discerning customers and could be the subject of original research. Danny was determined to find one of those, rather than lock himself into drudgery helping Caswell with research and translation. Without his own manuscript, he’d never get a research grant or further chances to travel the world.

Danny belonged to a number of online forums including one on ancient Aramaic, which he was struggling to learn. One of the commentors there wrote, “There was an active trade between Ottoman Egypt and Ottoman Tunisia from the 16th to the 19th century. This resulted in a scramble for packing materials including reusing scraps of old manuscripts.”

These pieces, called cartonnage, had been long disdained, until the 19th and 20th centuries, when many fragments had been rescued by dealers of antiquities.

That made him choose Tunis for this trip during his spring break from late March until mid-April, which gave him three weeks to search. In his last tutorial of Hilary Term, when he told Caswell where he was going his tutor said, “Think about your history, lad. What was being shipped to Tunis in ancient times? What needed packing?

Caswell leaned forward. “At this point, though, there’s no telling which shop in which bazaar might have old parchment in the back, so you’ll have to check each one.”

The closest market to the entry to the medina was the Souk Al Attarine, the Perfumer’s Souk. Stalls were stocked with large glass bottles filled with aromatic colored liquid, which was decanted into smaller bottles and mixed to make perfumes.

The aisles between stalls were narrow, crowded with tourists and Tunisians. He was afraid that at any minute he’d be jostled into one of the glass displays, leading to broken bottles and an eruption of scent.

A young Tunisian in an American rapper’s T-shirt grabbed Danny’s arm. “You want gift for girlfriend? Make her smell nice?”

Danny shook his head. “Hal ladayk 'ayu raqin qadim?” he asked. Do you have any old parchment?

The man turned up his nose and sniffed. “No old paper here. Only finest gift-wrap for special ladies!”

Danny gently shook free of him and continued on. He was working from basic logic: glass bottles needed packaging when shipped. So where there was glass, there might be cartonnage.

At least his Arabic got better the more he used it. “La shay' akhar,” he would respond. Nothing else. And then a quick shukran, or thank you, and then on to the next stall.

He spent two days in the perfume souk, ducking beneath archways supported by spiral columns, surrounded by the fragrances of jasmine, lemon and rose. He focused on the older vendors—the young men and women were only interested in selling tourist junk. Often he lurked in the background, waiting for an arrogant young man to head out to lunch, leaving his mother or grandmother behind.

The third day he moved on to the Souk Al Q’mach which specialized in textiles. Here, perhaps, he could find old parchment squirreled away at the back of one of the shelves, which held roll upon roll of colorful blankets, carpets, and bolts of fabric.

The answer was still the same. La waraq qadim, no old paper. One old woman with a single gold tooth told him to ask for Benny, a tailor who specialized in the traditional jebba made of silk. He pulled out his phone and searched for the term, discovering it was an intricately-stitched tunic worn by men and boys for weddings. But after an hour’s fruitless search he discovered Benny had sold his stall and moved to Australia.

Danny nearly gave up then. But he reminded himself that he could not afford another research trip to a different city. He had to stay in Tunis, and he had to find something to work on, even if it was a single scrap of parchment with a few letters inked on it.

Each day, he sat in the central market, surrounded by piles of colorful lemons, limes, whole fish and hunks of meat, and other foods that were completely unrecognizable to him. He mechanically ate a pressed sandwich, the rich cheese running out over his fingers, and drank a lemon soda. And each evening he returned to the youth hostel where he was staying in the old city empty-handed.

Everyone else his age at the hostel was on vacation. He was up early, while they slept in. He spent his days in the cramped quarters of the medina, while they toured the city, explored the ruins of Carthage and day-tripped to the beach at Sidi Bou Said. At night, they drank, smoked dope and partied from club to club, while he collapsed into his bed with exhaustion.

He couldn’t help who he was. He was the descendant of Jews who had fled the wrath of conquerors, soldiers and statesmen and merchants who had made fortunes. He was determined to draw his own mark on the world. 

He spent the next week circling around from souk to souk, checking every stall that looked promising and getting increasingly worried that he would return to Oxford with nothing.

Though the temperature was only in the mid-sixties, the sun beat down mercilessly and sweat pooled along his brow and under his arms, and each day his skin threatened to burn, despite liberal applications of SPF-50 sun cream. If he was lucky, a cool wind blew into the square, bringing goose pimples to his arms.

He passed the ornate arched doorways of madrassas, mosques with elaborate Byzantine tiling, pockets of beauty like a vine climbing a block wall with a single vibrant red blossom. None of them mattered, because none of them could lead him to his goal.

He spent hours at the Souk El Koutbiya, searching through piles of books in Arabic, English and French, finding nothing printed earlier than the beginning of the eighteenth century. He went to the hat-maker’s market, the Souk des Chéchias, where the red hats and fezzes were stacked in endless piles. He hunted through souks dedicated to baking supplies, to medicinal plants and leather shoes. The answer was always the same. No old parchment.

Periodically he would find himself back at the Bab el Bahr, the gateway to the medina, where men and teenaged boys sheltered under the overhangs of white stucco buildings, clutching fistfuls of sunglasses, baseball caps, and round, red felt chechias. They were interspersed with shoeshine boys and vendors standing over flaming grills. 

As each day wore on, the crowds got heavier, men with gold teeth bumping into Danny and moving on without apologizing. Foreigners in matching tour-company T-shirts moved past in large groups like cattle. Fat women in bright-colored dresses swished by, and occasionally a man with a handcart squeezed past, knocking against one of his legs.

He built his stamina, though, sleeping soundly each night and fortifying himself each morning with cups of dark Tunisian coffee, smelling of chocolate and rich with sugar. Each day, he worked his way past falls of carpets, elaborate birdcages with pointed arches, brass teapots, and cotton blouses in a rainbow of colors, embroidered with intricate designs.

On the first day of his last week in Tunis, he took a different turn and realized that he had come to a hat-maker’s souk he had not visited.  He consulted his guidebook and discovered it was a third souk dedicated to the craft, off the rue de la Kasbah, apart from the main one and the smaller one.

The air smelled of burned wool and the tanning of leather nearby. He watched an old man proudly demonstrated the traditional process of making the chechia, the cylindrical brimless cap worn by so many Tunisian men. When he paused to take a break, Danny stepped up and complimented him on his technique. “Jamila,” he said. “Eamal jayid.” Beautiful. Fine work.

“You like?” the man asked in English. “Special price for Americans.”

“I have nowhere to wear it, or even keep it,” Danny replied. “I am a student. Looking for old parchment to translate.”

The man eyed him up and down. His face was deeply creased, his head nearly bald. He reminded Danny of old sepia photographs in his synagogue party hall, where he’d celebrated his bar mitzvah.

“Jewish parchment?” the man asked.

Danny’s heart began to race. In college he and his friends had joked about Jewish radar, the unseen cues that let the People of the Book recognize each other. Was this old hatmaker Jewish?

“Yes, Jewish, if I can find some. I can translate Hebrew and some Aramaic.”

“You go to Djerba,” the man said. “Town of Houmt Souk. Is very old synagogue nearby, and many scrolls buried in the long past. Some of them, you say, rise up from dead? Ask for my cousin Shimon, in the hatmaker stall at the Marché Central there.”

And then he picked up his needle and thread and felt and went back to work.

Danny reeled away. A lead! An old Jew in a souk who knew about buried scrolls. Who needed cartonnage when there could be a whole scroll to explore? Perhaps a Torah, or even better, one of the lesser books like those of Tobit, Judith or Manasseh. If he found something unusual there, he could make his mark as a scholar.

How could he get to Djerba quickly? Head down, he pulled out his phone and searched as he rushed out of the souk.
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2: Graveyard of God’s Name: Danny
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As Danny hurried back toward the Bab el Bahr after his encounter with the hatmaker, his mind raced. Why would scrolls be buried?

Then he remembered what he’d learned in preparation for his bar mitzvah. Nothing that contained the word of God could be destroyed except by burial. Old, tattered Torah scrolls, as well as prayer shawls, phylacteries, and prayer books, were stored, often for centuries, before they could be disposed of. They were kept in a sacred space, usually an annex of a synagogue called a genizah.

All his exhaustion vanished as he pushed his way through narrow streets to his hostel. As soon as he got there he hooked up his laptop to the Wi-Fi network and searched for information on the synagogue in Djerba.

The El Ghriba was indeed very old. It was the center of Jewish life in Tunisia, and over a thousand of the Jews still in the country worshipped there. It hosted a special pilgrimage each year at Lag B’Omer, and the year before hundreds of Tunisian Jews had returned from exile to celebrate.

The more he read, the more excited he became. He had to share his enthusiasm—but who could he tell? Everyone else in the hostel was on vacation, and even the students he’d met were undergrads, still being spoon-fed a specific curriculum. His parents would be polite but wouldn’t realize what this meant to him—they’d never understood why he wouldn’t become a lawyer like his father.

Could he call Ivo? They’d dated for a while at Oxford. He was a computer geek, getting his master’s in political economy, studying the effects of micro-lending on developing countries where many poor people were unbanked.

Ivo’s research was very analytical. He used the Internet to collect public opinion data on how people felt about poor women in India who had accepted a no-interest loan to buy a cow or a sewing machine. Then he showed statistics on what percentage were able to raise their families out of poverty and repay the loan, and asked his questions again. It wasn’t anything original.

Plus, when he announced his decision to fly to Tunis on the break between Trinity and Hilary terms Ivo had not been supportive. “I thought you were going to focus on your family history during Hilary,” he said. “Weren’t they some kind of big deal in the States?”

In his Michaelmas term at Oxford, he’d taken a seminar on Medieval Jewish History with Dr. Rebecca Mansoor, a renowned expert. “I have some genealogical research my grandfather did. My family, along with other Spanish Jewish families, fled Spain in 1492 after the Alhambra Decree. They landed in the Netherlands, where they prospered as merchants.”

He lounged naked in an armchair he had brought into the bedroom from the other room. There was something very louche and European to the position, which appealed to him on many levels. “The first Cardozos came to the United States before it was even a country. One of my distant cousins was a justice on the Supreme Court, and another wrote the poem on the bottom of the Statue of Liberty.”

“You could get some mileage out of that,” Ivo said.

Dr. Mansoor had been intrigued by his last name and suggested that he register for a tutorial with her during Hilary term to expand on his paper, which had been based on an essay he’d written at Brandeis about his Cardozo legacy. He’d used that to qualify for a partial scholarship from a US foundation as the top scholar in his year in Judaic Studies. Oxford was full of brilliant people desperate to make their mark in the world, and that scholarship had reassured him he belonged among them.

Cardozo was not an uncommon name among the Sephardim, and Daniel, with its Biblical antecedents, was just as common. Because his clan had the tradition of naming the first newborn grandson after his father’s father, there were plenty of Daniel Cardozos around, including his cousin, a famous fashion model, and another on the west coast he barely knew.

“I know. But my father says genealogy is an avocation, not a vocation. It’s something to do when you retire from a career. So I chose the tutorial with Caswell on introduction to translation instead.”

“Why can’t you just study what’s in the Bodleian Library?” Ivo asked. “Surely there are books there you haven’t read yet.”

“But all those old texts have been studied to death. I want to find something new, something no one has ever seen before.”

Ivo turned up his beaky nose. He was lounging, naked, on Danny’s bed, smoking a Dunhill cigarette. The flat maroon package rested on the dresser, and Danny resisted lighting one himself. He found smoking after sex a cliché, along with many of the things that Ivo did and said.

Ivo blew out a perfect smoke ring. “Rediscovering a thousand-year-old manuscript sounds highly unlikely.”

“Look at the Dead Sea Scrolls,” Danny insisted. “They weren’t found until 1946. And what’s seventy years compared to the age of those parchments? Some of them date back to the fourth century BC.”

“Which reminds me that I have a seminar in an hour,” Ivo said, stubbing out his cigarette. “Come back to bed before I have to leave.”

Danny had done so, only to discover a few days later that Ivo’s idea of a seminar involved sex with a professor he had met at the Jolly Farmers, a gay bar not far from the college where they both studied.

That revelation, and Ivo’s disdain for Danny’s plans, had put the kibosh on that relationship. Your boyfriend was supposed to understand and support your desire to blaze a new trail through Biblical scholarship, he reminded himself.

He had not spoken with Ivo since discovering his affair with the professor. Ivo’s only apology was that the man “sucked cock for England,” one of those odd phrases he used to mean someone was the equivalent of a national champion.

That left his cousin, also Daniel Cardozo. They were the same age, named after the same grandfather, and had grown up together. Though they didn’t look much alike as kids, as they matured, as Danny lost weight and shot up to his full height and Daniel matched him, they had begun to be mistaken for twins.

Daniel would appreciate this progress, would cheer him on. He picked up his phone and then hesitated. Daniel was a high-fashion model, traveling the world on photo shoots. Danny had no idea where he was. What if he disturbed him in the middle of a job, or woke him in the early hours of the morning?

If he couldn’t take the call, he wouldn’t, Danny decided.

He pressed the speed dial button and after a brief lag and a couple of rings, his cousin answered. “Oh, Danny boy,” he sang cheerfully. “Great to hear from you. How’s Oxford?”

“I’m in Tunis now,” Danny said. “You’re not the only globe-trotter.”

“Well, well. You’ve got one on me, bro. Never been there. What are you doing there? Give up on your studies?”

“I’m looking for old parchment to translate.” Danny explained how he’d landed in Tunis, how he’d searched the souks. “And now I have a clue. I’m going to Djerba.”

“Djerba?”

Danny heard someone else in the background, and a moment later Daniel was back. “Giselle says Djerba is beautiful, full of surfers and hang-gliders. Maybe you’ll meet a cute one.”

Giselle was Daniel’s girlfriend, a famous model in her own right. “I’m more interested in the old shul there. According to legend, when the high priests left Jerusalem after the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE, they carried a door and a stone from the temple with them and incorporated them in the El Ghriba synagogue in Djerba.”

“That’s way cool.”

Danny couldn’t keep the excitement from his voice. “And it makes sense that such an old synagogue, and one so far removed from other congregations, would have its own genizah – it’s like a storage vault for old Jewish stuff before you can bury it.”

“Oh, God, I remember Rabbi Shulevitz warning us that not to drop the Torah when we were carrying it at our bar mitzvahs,” Daniel said. “He said we’d have to fast for forty days,"

Danny remembered. “And that everyone who watched it fall had to fast, too. And that if it was damaged in the fall, it would have to be buried.”

“Frightened the crap out of me,” Daniel said.

“Here’s the thing,” Danny said. “This old Jew I met in the souk told me that some ancient materials were buried and had been dug up, and his cousin in Djerba knows about it.”

“You’re like a modern-day Indiana Jones,” Daniel said. “Go Danny!”

That was what he needed to hear. He already had the fedora. He wasn’t sure about the whip that Jones carried—Danny was more likely to hurt himself than someone else if he tried to use one.

They talked for a few more minutes, and Danny was even more energized to have shared his information with his cousin. The more he thought about it, the more it made sense that after the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered, there might have been a search for other similar parchments, even leading to robbing the synagogue’s burial grounds.

Did the old Jew’s cousin have some ancient parchments? Or did he know where Danny could find them? The only way to know was to fly to Djerba.

And once he had the scroll in hand, maybe he’d meet a cute kite-boarder or surfer to celebrate with.
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Liam McCullough sat back in a chair facing the Mediterranean while his husband, Aidan Greene, made small talk with their newest client, an elderly Dutch widow on a shopping spree in Monte Carlo.

“My husband dealt with many unpleasant people when he was in business,” she said, as they chatted over mid-morning tea at the terrace restaurant of the Hôtel de Paris. “I always believe in safety when I travel.”

“Have you received any specific threats, Madame?” Liam asked, as the water sparkled behind them and the staff moved soundlessly, serving coffee and breakfast to trust-fund families and second wives and the entourages of billionaires.

“Oh, no. But as you see, I am a woman of a certain age, and you have but to look at me to know that I am wealthy. I do not wish to become a victim of a street thug.”

He couldn’t blame her. There was little crime in Monte Carlo, and yet as she pointed out, an elderly woman of wealth could be an opportune target. It was no surprise that she had called the personal protection company they worked for, the Agence de Securité, and asked for an escort. They had been available, and probably their boss, Jean-Luc Derain, had thought a gay couple would be good company for Madame.

Or at least Aidan would be. After years in his previous career as a teacher of English to second-language students, he had developed the ability to talk to anyone. It didn’t hurt that he was handsome and at 44, young enough to be her son.

Liam was the same age, but his sixteen years in the Navy had offered him little opportunity to chat with elderly matrons, and he was much more capable of protecting them than charming them.

“My husband ran a chain of coffee shops in Amsterdam,” Madame de Jong continued, picking up a tiny pastry. It was so elaborately embellished with swirls of white cream and tiny dots of dark red purée it could easily have been featured in a jewelry store. And yet it was only a piece of raspberry Danish like the kind he had enjoyed as a kid back in New Jersey.

“We were only moderately well off,” she said. “My husband worked very hard and tried many ways to succeed.”

Liam popped one of those tiny raspberry concoctions in his mouth. Ah, the flavor of his youth, though heightened by the purity of the fruit and the airiness of the cream. His mother was allergic to the kitchen, she always said, so he had been raised by every diner waitress in New Brunswick. Raspberry Danish was like mother’s milk to him.

“In 1976, when the Opium Act was amended, allowing coffee shops to sell marijuana, Hendrik followed the lead of The Bulldog, one of his competitors, and began to sell marijuana in small amounts.”

She smiled, and Liam struggled not to laugh at how casually she spoke. He remembered shore leave in the Navy, before he’d become a SEAL, when he and his buddies had gone around and sampled the wares. They’d hit the whorehouses, too, but Liam, who went by his childhood name of Billy back then, had begged off, pretending to be too high to do any business.

“As you can imagine, we became quite wealthy,” Madame de Jong continued. “But Hendrik was always too busy to travel, or even spend money.”

As she sipped her tea, Aidan smiled at her, and Liam could see his husband was smitten.

“Then Hendrik sold the chain and retired and we planned to spend the rest of our days traveling. But he suffered a heart attack soon after, and I was left alone. To carry out our plans.”

He tuned out the conversation and took another look around. Though the Hôtel de Paris was one of the most exclusive in Monte Carlo, this terrace was exposed to a narrow street on one side, the perfect place for a mugger to lurk. A sniper could position himself on one of the terraces of the adjacent high-rise. A high-powered rifle could shoot a bullet at over 2,600 feet per second—twice the speed of sound.

Their client could be dead before they even heard the shot.

“Ready to go?”

He looked at Aidan, confused. He had wandered so far off into his brain he’d forgotten where they were or what they were doing. He straightened up immediately. “On your mark,” he said.

Aidan smiled, and backed his chair up. “We’re heading to the Metropole first. I’ll get us a cab.”

He and Madame de Jong walked together, with Liam taking up the rear. It seemed like a foolish exercise, scanning for dangers to an innocent old woman, but it kept his brain active. Too many of the jobs he and Aidan got from the Agence were like this, picking up businessmen at the airport and waiting in hotel corridors while they transacted their million-dollar deals. Most of them were inflated with self-importance, requiring personal protection as a status symbol rather than an urgent need.

The hotel doorman waved forward the next cab in line for them, and Liam was pleased to see Aidan check the driver’s permit and photo before allowing Madame de Jong into the car. They needed to be careful, even on such a simple-seeming assignment.

Inside the Metropole, an elegant, high-end shopping center, they followed a regular pattern. Madame de Jong surveyed windows and decided if there was anything inside that interested her. Aidan accompanied her while she shopped, and Liam stood guard outside.

It had been nearly six months since their last big assignment, and Liam worried that he was getting rusty. Each time Aidan and Madame entered a store, Liam surveyed anyone passing by, evaluating each one as a threat. The slim young man in a suit with a name tag over his breast? He could be a clerk at a high-end watch store. But why was he sweating, inside this air-conditioned retail palace? Did he have a gun under that jacket? Had he just left a bomb in the men’s room?

Or maybe he had just come in from the heat, Liam reminded himself.

The trick was to look for someone who almost fit in, but not quite. A woman in a burka, walking on her own? Rich women from cloistered Arab countries never traveled by themselves. Ah, there was the rest of her party, a few feet behind. She was probably the sheikha, and the women behind her were her friends or family.

From the Metropole, they moved on to the Golden Triangle, the neighborhood of exclusive shops bounded by the Avenue des Beaux Artes and Avenue de Monte Carlo. They shopped, they walked, they shopped and walked some more.

Each time they stopped, Liam forced himself to play the same mental game. Who was a possible threat? The bearded teen with a backpack? Liam knew from experience that an assault rifle could be stored in a pack like that, and a skilled gunman could have it assembled and aimed in the time it took Madame to cross a street.

They had lunch at an Italian restaurant, and then continued collecting bags and boxes from some of the most elegant names in the world. Didn’t they have these stores in Amsterdam, Liam thought crossly? Or was it the experience of shopping in Monte Carlo that Madame de Jong was after?

He felt like a well-oiled car only driven occasionally. How much longer would he be able to respond quickly to threats, to take down assassins and chase perpetrators? Would he spend the rest of his working life on this kind of job, nodding pleasantly at clients, carrying their bags like a trained monkey?

It was early evening as he stood impatiently outside the arched, marble-framed windows of the Bulgari store in Monte Carlo. The displays were filled with white and yellow gold bracelets, necklaces and watches, all with the store’s signature circular logo. Inside, Aidan stood by the counter, peering at a tray of rings the clerk had brought out.

Thank God Aidan was not looking for something for himself. They made enough money from their work to support themselves, pay down the mortgage on their cottage and put food on the table and kibble in their dog’s bowl. But five-thousand-dollar watches and twelve-thousand-dollar gold bracelets were out of their price range.

Something stubborn in his head said, why not, though? Why didn’t they have the extra money to buy Aidan a piece of jewelry, or Liam that Mercedes SLC Roadster he’d been eying in the window of the car dealer at the edge of Banneret-les-Vaux each time he went for a long run?

And yeah, he admitted that he’d been past that dealership more than a few times, and once he’d even gone inside and sat in the model, sure it wouldn’t be big enough to fit his six-four frame.

Surprisingly, it was very comfortable, from the legroom to the leather seats. He had pushed the idea away because their work in personal protection was so up and down that he wasn’t willing to commit to a five-year lease or loan.

But he did love that car.

It was clear that Aidan had been charmed by Madame de Jong, and charmed her in return. Liam, for his part, preferred to be aloof from his clients. If he was sipping tea with them, listening to their stories or admiring their purchases, he couldn’t be as wary as he needed to be.

Not that there was much to worry about. The people on the street were almost as prosperous as Madame de Jong, in designer suits and fashionable dresses, hurrying to business appointments or cocktail hours. Even the man sweeping the street wore an expensive jogging suit.

Liam turned back to look through the window. Madame de Jong had decided on a purchase and was in the process of digging her credit card from her peacock-shaped silver purse, embellished with at least fifty percent more jewels than necessary.

Something niggled at the back of Liam’s mind. A street cleaner wearing fancy clothes? That didn’t make sense, even in Monaco. He turned back to where the man stood, holding a broom outside a designer dress shop. A late model Peugeot idled on the street in front of him.

Suddenly, a young woman darted out of the store, holding several dresses over her arm. The sweeper dropped his broom and opened the door of the Peugeot for her. She threw the dresses in the back seat and jumped in the front. The sweeper followed the dresses into the back of the car, which accelerated down the street.

Liam made no move to stop them. He wasn’t a police officer, and he hadn’t been hired by the store to provide security. As much as he wanted to intervene, he couldn’t risk his obligation to his client.

The car drove off in the opposite direction, and he saw that the rear license plate had been obscured by dirt. He noted the make and model of the car, though.

By the time Madame de Jong had finished her purchase, Liam heard the first high-low police siren on its way. The shopkeeper, a middle-aged woman in a bright red dress and matching stiletto heels, stood on the sidewalk yelling and shaking her fist at the Peugeot, long gone.

“Could we walk this way?” Liam asked, as Aidan and Madame de Jong exited the jewelry store. Aidan carried a new small bag with the Bulgari logo, and for a moment Liam was hit with a longing to provide his husband with everything he wanted—that black-framed watch Aidan had admired in the window, the new sofa they needed to replace their saggy old one—a trip around the world, if that’s what Aidan wanted.

“Whatever is happening there?” Madame de Jong asked, as a pointy-nosed white police car pulled up, festooned with two red stripes and one blue one.

“I need to speak with the police for a moment,” Liam said. “I’ll explain later.”

He walked forward and approached one of the two officers who got out of the car. He told them what he’d witnessed, and pointed to the abandoned broom, which might provide fingerprints.

“Just a minor disturbance,” he told Madame de Jong, as they continued walking.

Later that night, after they had left the Dutchwoman at the hotel and returned to their home, he told the whole story to Aidan over a bottle of their current favorite wine, a Côtes de Provence rosé. “Do you think they’ll catch the criminals?” Aidan asked.

They sat on the sagging couch, Liam at one end, Aidan and the other, and their little lion-faced dog Hayam in the middle. The TV played a cooking show in the background, at low volume. “If the street sweeper has a record, and left prints on the broom handle, perhaps.”

“Was he wearing gloves?”

“You know, I didn’t notice. I saw the track suit first, and then by the time I turned back to take a closer look the woman was already rushing out of the store.”

“That’s not like you. You’re always so observant.”

“Getting old, my friend. Which is why this kind of simple job is right for us. Did you have a good time shopping?”

“I did. Madame de Jong has excellent taste. And she’s so charming. You didn’t mind all the standing around outside, did you?”

“I managed. At least this was only a single day.”

The dog looked up at them and yipped sharply. “Hayam is not happy we left her alone all day,” Aidan said.

Liam reached over to scratch beneath the little dog’s chin. “If she wants to keep getting kibble in her bowl she’ll get over it.”

“We have nothing on the books for the next few days,” Aidan said. “We can spend a lot of time playing with her and rubbing her tummy.”

“Unless a new client pops up.” He looked over at Aidan. “Are you happy?”

“What kind of question is that? Of course I am. Aren’t you?”

Liam shrugged. “I’m happy as long as I can be with you. I just... I saw you in those expensive stores today, and I wanted to buy you anything you want. But I can’t.”

“Sweetheart. I spent eleven years with a rich guy who bought me gifts instead of loving me. I’ll take you any day.”

Liam had met Aidan’s ex twice, once right after Aidan had fled from Philadelphia to Tunis, and then the year before, when he had hired them for a bodyguard assignment. He considered himself very lucky that Blake Chennault hadn’t recognized the jewel he had in Aidan, and had tossed him away for Liam to find, like a lucky penny on the sidewalk.

He lifted his glass of wine toward Aidan, who responded the same way. “To being lost and found,” Liam said, and clinked Aidan’s glass.

Aidan repeated the phrase. “To being lost and found.” Then he paused, because he was curious. “What do you mean by that phrase, lost and found?”

“Why do you think Madame de Jong is such an obsessive shopper?” Liam asked.

Aidan shrugged. “She has the money, so why not?”

Liam frowned. “Really? That’s all you’ve got? You’re the one who’s supposed to be so insightful about our clients.”

“You tell me, then.”

“She told us that she and her husband were planning to travel after he retired, and then he died. So maybe she’s looking for something to replace him. Buying stuff.”

Aidan pursed his lips, then said, “I never thought of that. And maybe she didn’t really need protection today, but she wanted someone to go shopping with her.”

“She’s lonely, and she knows she’s getting old, so I think she’s feeling some pressure to spend her husband’s money the way he wanted to before it’s too late.”

Liam pulled in a mouthful of wine, swirled it around and let himself taste the nuances. It was dry and crisp, more like a white wine than a red. He’d been trying to teach himself more about wine, since they drank so much of it.

He’d never let himself drink too much beer or wine when he was in the Navy, or even for years afterward, too afraid that his father’s alcoholism lingered somewhere in the back of his brain. He’d always had to be alert 24-7. Now that he had finally relaxed into being part of a team with Aidan, he knew he could take the occasional night off, relax and enjoy the world.

“I think that’s a really interesting idea,” Aidan said. “Is there something you feel you haven’t accomplished yet? Anything you’re still searching for?”

“I found what I was looking for when I walked into the Bar Mamounia and saw you sitting there. It just took me a while to realize what was right in front of me.”

He took another sip of wine. “And you? What’s still on your bucket list?”

Aidan shrugged. “You know. More travel. There’s so much of the world I haven’t seen. We’re lucky that our jobs take us places, but I don’t want to end up like Madame de Jong, going places on my own when I’m old and decrepit.”

Liam couldn’t avoid a smile. “You think that’s going to happen?”

“I worry about it,” Aidan admitted. “That something will happen to you and I’ll be alone.”

Liam put his glass down, picked up Hayam and put her on the floor. Then he motioned Aidan over to his side. Aidan slid over, resting his head against Liam’s shoulder, and that physical contact felt so right, so perfect.

And yet something niggled at the back of his brain. He had had to be physically and mentally active and alert since boot camp at Recruit Training Command Great Lakes, outside Chicago. He had come to the conclusion that he simply wasn’t made to sit around and do nothing, or watch from the shadows while widows spent their husbands’ money.

He remembered the Mercedes convertible in the dealership window. A new gym had opened across the street, and they were advertising for personal trainers. What if he picked up an occasional client that way? It would keep him active, force him to talk to people now and then, and perhaps he could earn enough on the side for a down-payment on a Mercedes.

He didn’t want to tell Aidan that, though. If he was having a mid-life crisis, and this lusting after fast cars was just a symptom, he didn’t want to admit it. He’d approach it like a SEAL operation, keeping everything quiet and secret, and then pop up for the kill.

He doubted that Aidan would mind if he began some private coaching. And surely the clientele in a small town like Banneret wouldn’t provide any temptation to make Aidan jealous.

Well, he was sure about everything except the last point.
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4: The Hatmaker: Danny
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Danny booked an hour-long flight on Tunisair Express that left for Djerba-Zarzis International Airport early the next morning. He would have to stay over at least one night; there was no return flight in the afternoon, and he wanted to be sure to connect with Shimon at the souk.

When he finished packing, he decided he deserved a night out. Didn’t Indiana Jones have fun now and then? He went downstairs and surveyed the handful of people his age sprawled around the common room. He spotted Sherry, a girl who’d spoken to him at breakfast that morning. She and two friends were students at Smith, spending a semester studying art history in Rome, and they, too, were on a college break.

They had spent the day looking at Roman mosaics at the Bardo Museum and they were about to head out for drinks. Sherry invited him to join them, and then at a bar nearby they met up with a couple of Australians on a gap year. The music was loud and Danny, never much of a drinker, kept a Heineken Berber Blonde beer in his hand to keep from feeling awkward.

He and the others from the hostel sat with a motley group of dreadlocked young men and tanned young women. Most of them were European, traveling the world before settling down to conventional lives.

The other travelers compared notes on the best grass in Tunis, the wildest clubs, the camel excursions they had taken out into the desert. Danny bragged that he was leaving for Djerba in the morning.

A Dutchman, Dirk, had been there. “Fabulous place, that.” There was a foam of beer on his upper lip. “Great grass and awesome kitesurfing. You’ve got to get to the beach while you’re there.”

“I’m going to meet someone,” Danny said. “For my research.”

“You can still have fun,” his girlfriend Anika said.

Danny ached because he wanted to be one of them, to do those things and share those stories, but he wasn’t built that way. Fun didn’t seem to be in his vocabulary. He’d been too shy to go to most of the LGBT activities at Brandeis, afraid of losing control and having others laugh at him.

At another bar they met four young Russian men studying Arabic. Danny wanted to practice his language with them, talk about some of the quirks he couldn’t quite master, but by then they were all drunk. Their party waxed and waned as they moved from bar to club, laughing and dancing and talking loudly.

He wanted to go back to the hostel but he’d gotten turned around somewhere, and so he had to stick with them. Sherry’s long blonde hair was like a beacon he kept following around the city.

Around midnight, they were at the Bab el Bahr, where a group of young Tunisian men were playing American rap songs on a boom box. The stone arch, once a gate to the city, was lit from above, and when the music changed to a sinuous Arab rhythm, he found himself dancing with Sherry like an extra from a Bollywood movie, twisting his hips and waving his arms as the group formed into a line dance that everyone else seemed to know the moves to.

Danny felt like he’d stumbled into a movie set, so different was this experience from his day-to-day life. He was daring and brave, for once free of the fear of making a fool of himself. He didn’t know these people; no one would report back to Great Neck or Oxford if he missed a step, did something crazy.

Following the lead of a couple of the Russians, he pulled off his T-shirt and waved it around above his head. Sherry put her hands on his pecs and caressed his chest, and while he smiled at her, he had his eye on a handsome Tunisian man, also shirtless.

He turned his back on Sherry and strode over to the dark-haired man, gyrating his hips in invitation, and the man laughed and grabbed his waist and pulled him into a kiss. Their sweaty bodies slid together for a moment, Danny’s dick hard against the stranger’s, and then the man spun him off again and turned to one of the Australian girls, who’d gone similarly topless.

He slumped against a wall. Was this what he’d come to Tunis for, this kind of wild revelry with his peers?

No, he wasn’t there to get crazy. He was a scholar, wasn’t he? He had a plane to catch, a hatmaker to meet, an ancient scroll to discover.

Then he spotted the arch over the door to a madrassa he often passed, which he knew was close to the hostel. He’d talk to Shimon, purchase whatever manuscript the hatmaker’s cousin had to sell, and return to the safety and dullness of King’s College.

Back at the hostel, he stripped down, and remembered the feel of the Tunisian’s chest against his, their dicks dueling through their pants. He thought for a moment in a maudlin way about Ivo, and then fell asleep. He struggled out of bed early the next morning, his head aching as if he’d just spent hours at the souk.

He packed his bags, checked out of the hostel, and took a Bolt hired car to the airport. While he waited for his flight, he realized that for the first time since arriving in Tunis, he knew what he was doing. He had done as much research as he could before he left Oxford, but once in the country he had realized how much he didn’t know.

It had either been incredibly fortunate to meet the old man at the hatmaker’s souk, or simply the result of perseverance, asking the same questions over and over until he got the right response.

He walked out onto the tarmac with his fellow passengers and climbed the stair to the small plane, with only two seats on either side, and realized why he’d been asked for his weight. It was funny how the skinny passengers like him had been placed by the windows, and the heavier ones, like the bulky woman beside him, were put by the aisle.

The plane arced out over the Gulf of Tunis, then turned south, crossing the peninsula that ended in Cape Bon. It flew so low that Danny saw houses and farms below, the occasional car or truck crawling around the base of a mountain that rose out of the plains.

He glanced periodically at the map inside his guidebook, recognizing that when they reached the Gulf of Hammamet, they turned and began to follow the coastline. Waves crashed against a long strip of sandy beach, where a couple of surfers danced with the waves. White arcs of kite-surfer sails blossomed below against a backdrop of bright blue ocean water.

His heart soared along with those sails. This must be what Indiana Jones felt as he approached an archaeological site. Wonders awaited him. Perhaps this scroll would be something totally new, a window into another civilization like the Rosetta Stone. He’d be lauded in academic circles, invited to lecture on his discovery. And then other opportunities would open up. Would he specialize in Jewish artifacts, or bring his genius to bear on other lost stories?

Then the plane bounced roughly and he hit his head on the bulkhead above him. He was just a grad student, mired at the moment in the details of other scholars’ research, and Shimon the hatmaker might not even have a scroll to offer him.

He took a deep breath and looked out the window again. As they approached Djerba, he saw small fishing boats rocked in the current in the tiny bays that ringed the island. Such a gorgeous country, and one that had provided refuge to his people centuries before, when they fled the Babylonians in the sixth century BC. He hoped it would be good to him, too.

Unconsciously he fingered the gold figurine of a lion’s head beneath a prayer shawl that hung on a chain around his neck. Both he and Daniel had been given matching pendants on their bar mitzvah, by their grandmother. “To remember how Daniel prevailed in the lion’s den,” she had said at the time.

Had the hatmaker in Tunis recognized it? Was that why he thought Danny was Jewish? It was an unusual piece and he’d never seen one like it.

When the plane landed, Danny stepped out onto the metal stairs to temperatures that were at least ten degrees cooler than in Tunis, and he shivered in his short-sleeved shirt. There was hardly a cloud in the sky, and the sun was bright but not blinding.

He called for a Bolt and waited for the driver at the end of the terminal, outside the last of the huge arched windows. He could have been in any large city in Europe, surrounded as he was by couples and families on holiday. The chatter around him was a mix of French, German, and Arabic, and he longed to join in—but had nothing to say.
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