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Chapter one 

	 

	
The meeting 


	 

	 

	Every year the last Saturday of April was a big market day in Smolyan, the largest town in this part of the Rhodope Mountains. Merchants came not only from the nearby villages and Turkish neighborhoods, but also from Edirne and Thessaloniki. This year, too, heavy ox-carts and horse-drawn carriages arrived full to the brim. The merchants spread colorful tarpaulins and placed their rich stalls in front. Everyone cheerfully and loudly offered what was produced or bought from distant lands – the southeast of the Ottoman Empire, even further away. There were all kinds of goods – various fruits and foods, all kinds of handicrafts for the home, the fields and the mountains; fabrics - home-woven or brought from abroad, gold jewelry, gems and even precious stones. The color palette was rich with the national costumes, too – a picturesque variegation of turbans, red fezzes with black tassels, European hats, and rustic fur kalpaks1. 

	People greeted each other smilingly. The aroma of rich frothy Turkish coffee could be scented coming from the nearby cafe, carried and offered by several kids for small coins. The spring sun shone brightly and pleasantly warm, raising the festive mood of the people who crowded the market. 

	 

	Slavin woke up to the hubbub as his father's two-story house was near the marketplace. He got dressed, looked in the mirror and went out to join the crowd fairly intrigued. 

	Slavin was a bright, hazel-eyed lad with high-cropped hair. Everything about his appearance suggested that he had lived in Europe. The beige suit gave him an air of exquisite softness, caressed by the morning sun rays. Indeed, he had only recently returned from Vienna, where he had graduated as a physician. The young man got out nimbly and walked down the cobbled street towards the bazaar. 

	The maidens in Smolyan had heard that a lad of their age would soon be returning from abroad. By word of mouth, good things about him were said among them. In their eyes, he grew more and more handsome and clever, though none of them had seen him, for chorbaji2 Tanyo, his father, had sent him to a boarding school when he was still a young boy. A word that the doctor had returned spread like wildfire. The shy peeped out, cautiously lifting the lace curtains of their narrow windows to catch a glimpse of him, while others sauntered out into the bazaar to meet him. 

	Slavin immersed himself in thе enchanting festive crowd, which he barely remembered from the time when he was a kid and thought – "Vienna is a very beautiful city, but such a lively gathering can’t be seen there." This calm man, who, despite his youth, exuded charming dignity, walked around the market, stopping now and then in front of an odd stall. He bent over a rosary of exquisite make. 

	Colorful gems and a few amber beads. He liked it very 

	 

	much and decided to buy it as a present for his father, whose birthday was coming up. When he raised his head to ask for the price, a girl in a blue ferriage appeared before him. Under the veil two warm brown eyes shone, shadowed by long, thick eyelashes and the delicate whiteness of her angelically beautiful forehead. 

	Slavin did not know the girls from Smolyan. His delicate pale face turned pink, and he bent over the rosary, embarrassed by the fairy vision. He tamed his rapid breathing and slowly raised his head again. The girl was still standing in front of him and with her two milky white hands was handing him the rosary. 

	—Good morning, mister. I can see you like the rosary – said the girl in a soft singsong voice. 

	—Yes, I do. I will buy it as a present for my father. He will be fifty-five next Sunday. How much does it cost? -– Slavin asked with a slightly trembling voice. 

	—I can not say. My father went to see a friend and I expect him to return soon. – Answered the girl. There was a shade of confusion in her voice, too and Slavin sensed it. He wanted to continue talking, but in a moment people swirled around the stall and he felt uncomfortable. She immediately drew back and covered her whole face. He gathered himself, quickly placed the rosary on the stall and looked at the girl. After a while, the people went away and Slavin decided to approach again. 

	—What is your name? Do you come from Smolyan? – he asked. – I'm Slavin. 

	The girl almost imperceptibly pulled back the veil and it could be seen that her eyes shone in a fine smile. 

	—My name is Anife. I'm Turkish, as you can see. We live further up in the hamlet by Osmanovi göl, a very beautiful lake surrounded by tall and dense pine forests. – she answered. – Here, take the rosary to have a better look until my father comes back. 

	She held it out to him. Slavin placed his hands under hers and for a moment had them together with the rosary. They both trembled at once and looked into each other's eyes. The next instant both already knew they were meant for each other. The rosary fell where it was before. At that moment, Anife's father appeared. She silently bowed before him, covering as much of her beautiful face as she could. 

	—What would you like, young man? – he asked in his gruff voice that pulled Slavin back to reality. The Turk wore a large turban, silken and impressively arranged in a beautiful combination of Turkish blue, red and white. A massive gold rim with a large purple amethyst held it. His lust for power was evident. Slavin sensed this as soon as he saw his daughter startle and bow at his appearance. 

	—I would like to buy this rosary – and he pointed to it. – How much does it cost? 

	—Ninety groschi, less than a golden lira – replied the merchant, emphasizing less than a lira, intending to avoid long haggling. 

	Slavin knew perfectly well the commercial habits of both Bulgarian and Turkish merchants, so he delayed his proposal a bit. Then slowly but firmly he said: 

	—I would give sixty-five groshi. It’s very pretty, I like it. – and looked straight into the merchant's eyes, expecting the new price. 

	—Young lad, I assume you are buying it for an elderly relative, therefore, I shall give you a discount. Pay me seventy-five groshi and make a beautiful gift for the old man. 

	—Yes, I really want to buy it for my father as a birthday present. – Slavin said and paid for the exquisite rosary. Then he got it to handle. The amber beads in the string, as well as the other gems, gave it an amazing coloring and finesse. Tied to it was an elaborate tassel of silk threads which shimmered in the morning sun, and among them crept the glints of a few purple ones. 

	—I bought this rosary in Beirut, the most beautiful and large city in Lebanon. The Arab merchant told me an interesting story. This, sir, was made by a century-old Arab craftsman, who may still live alone in the mountains of Lebanon. He was a half-blind sage, a skilled jeweler and a magician. Legend has it the master made two same rosaries, and whoever possessed both, would meet and live the true love of his life. Congratulations and I hope your father will be happy. 

	Slavin listened to the merchant's story. Satisfied, he put the rosary in his jacket pocket and secretly looked at Anife. He felt her dazed look at his face and was touched again. Something might have taken him as well, he somehow staggered slightly turning around before the first steps away. "Shall I see her again?" – he thought, as he was well aware of the strict patriarchal and religious orders of the Turkish families, not to forget the arrogance and contemptuous attitude towards the enslaved Bulgarians. He also knew Bulgarian traditions, attitudes and sentiments against the oppressors and their religion. Pensive and captivated by the girl's warm gaze, he headed slowly towards the town’s cafe, which was in the square, not far from the bazaar. He sat outside under the thick shade of a huge beech tree and looked at Stoyu, the keeper. 

	—Uncle Stoyo, bring me one of ours, please. – ordered Slavin and took the rosary out of his pocket. Only now did he notice that each bead was engraved with some mysterious signs and symbols. "It's really lovely. Father will be happy.' 

	He was happy with the purchase, but his heart felt somehow heavy, the Turk's story lingering in his mind. The young man felt a strange hesitation deep inside, a desire to keep the rosary for himself, so that its magical power would help him meet Anife again. 

	—Here is your favorite Viennese coffee, Slavine, my boy. Hey, you taught me how to make it and the alashverish3 grew stronger with the Bulgarians. – the host said with a smile, twisting his shaggy mustache. 

	Slavin took a small hot sip of aromatic coffee and another of cold mountain water. Raising his head he was surprised to see Anife approaching the cafe. She was in a hurry. Her gait was light and the mantle of her silken ferriage swayed back and forth. It created the illusion that the girl was not walking on the ground, but floating slightly above it. She was startled when she saw him, stopped beside him and bowed her head shyly. 

	—Baba, my father sent me for coffee. – She murmured quietly. – And I have to get back as fast as I can so he doesn't punish me. 

	 

	—Anife, I need to see you again. We can climb Orpheus Rock. I will come on the road to the Ottoman Gül to pick you up. I will be with my horse. Just tell me when. – the young man asked frantically and waited for her answer, as if it was the most important thing in the world. She thought for a moment. After a few seconds, the longest of his life, she whispered: 

	—I can't, I shouldn't. No one will let me out alone. - she darted into the cafeteria hall. In a few minutes, she came out with a cup of coffee in hand, walked past him and, without looking at him, muttered – "Only on Saturdays at the market". And hurried to the bazaar. 

	Slavin remained as if chained to the chair and followed the girl’s walk with an admiring gaze. From this fleeting meeting and her refusal, he suddenly remembered that the spontaneous communication to which he had been accustomed in Vienna was unthinkable and impossible here. All the fateful questions and words he longed to share with her still sounded unspoken in his mind. He got up, finished his coffee and went home thoughtfully. He couldn't stop thinking about Anife, but he didn't know what he could do to see her more often, even every day. There was no peace and tranquility in his soul, it wandered and rebelled, for he was fully aware that there was a high wall between them. But the figure of the girl in a blue ferriage and warm eyes remained vivid in his mind. 

	After this first meeting, Slavin could not find rest. He could not wait for the market day, and was early in the bazaar, waiting for her arrival. As soon as she arrived, she quickly looked around, and every time she met the gaze of awaiting Slavin, her eyes shone. All through the market day they secretly looked for each other, and when they managed to meet eyes, a pure and sublime joy overflowed their hearts. Their love grew with each day. Both were confident that nothing could stray them from their pursuit to get together and their common lifepath was the only way to happiness. 
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Chapter two 

	 

	Slavin 

	 

	 

	On that Saturday again, having secretly seen goodbye the cart carrying away Anife to her inaccessible house, Slavin returned home and first entered the stable. He went to his horse and began to comb it. He stroked his head and kissed his forehead, gave him a friendly slap on the neck a few times and then on the huckle. He would greet him like this every day. Satisfied, the stallion snorted and shook his head several times to answer his master. After a while, Slavin came out into the yard. He saw his father waiting for him on the porch. 

	—Good day, dad. – saluted Slavin respectfully and entered the kitchen to wash his hands. 

	Chorbaji Tanyo was a dignified and enlightened man. He paid the teacher's salary to teach the children reading and writing, but above all, they had to do math otherwise the account of their lives would not come to balance. He often advised children and young men thus. He had sent his son to study abroad to heal people. 

	That day was quiet and he was waiting for his son to have a nice chat. Both had a lot to tell. The one about his trading trips to Istanbul and Arabia, and the other about what was happening around Europe. 

	—Come on, boy, how long shall I be waiting for you? Where have you been? – he asked, and Slavin got confused for a moment, as his thoughts drifted to Anife and their last meeting. 

	—I went out to the market early to see how the city came to life. It was quite interesting to me. – said the boy, but there was a note of uncertainty in his voice, which did not evade the father. 

	—It seems to me that you are pensive, confused, I don't know... Did some Turk from the neighborhoods rough you up? – he asked, slowly smoothing his black mustache. Chorbaji Tanyo was known to the Turks as a wise man, and they often shared with him the constant squabbles between Turks and Bulgarians. He would always find a way to smooth and solve them. 

	—No, no, dad. – Slavin answered. – It was a pleasure. 

	—And yet I feel that there is something you need to tell me. Come on, spit it out, let's solve whatever there is to solve and throw it behind us. – Said chorbaji Tanyo, confident in his wisdom and experience. And he continued: – Come on, speak out like a man! 

	—Mare, please, pour a jug of last year's red wine and bring us a piece of that cured meat so that we can feast like true Bulgarian men. – he added. 

	—In a second! – answered grandmother Mara, full of joy that her beloved son was home. She could not believe that he would come back, and this doubt had become a grief weighing constantly upon her, especially when she thought that her son would find a bride and remain abroad forever. 

	—Dad, the truth is that a few months ago I met a Turkish girl. Her name is Anife. We first met at the bazaar. – began Slavin with a barely perceptible uncertainty in his voice. He looked his father straight in the eye not knowing what to expect from him. No, he wasn't afraid. On the contrary, he loved him very much and was deeply grateful to him. That’s why, he did not like aggravating him, but he felt that he should trust him, and embarrassed, told everything about his meeting and conversation with Anife. 

	—Turkish, you say? – it was not difficult for chorbaji Tanyo to reckon his son had feelings for that girl and continued: – Well, son, how do you imagine this acquaintance further? 

	His face seemed to darken, his black eyebrows drooping. 

	—Slavin, this is not good. If you keep trying to date her, it's going to be a fight with the Turks, my boy. Before you fall in love with an unfamiliar girl, a Turkish girl at that, shouldn't you think about how it would be accepted by the people – Bulgarians and Turks? – his father spoke reproachfully and thoughtfully. And he added: – Haven't you heard that the Turks are cruel to their daughters in such cases? If word gets out, the family itself will kill the girl, and after her, they will find a way to kill you too. No, you shouldn't see each other anymore, because this won't end well. You are both risking your lives. Think, son, think well! This is not Vienna. 

	Throughout his life, Chorbaji Tanyo had been living in quiet or violent tensions between the Bulgarians and the Turks in these mountain villages. He knew many similar stories, and they all had ended tragically. 

	—Here's the wine and the appetizers. Enjoy! – grandmother Mara's voice sounded cheerful. She had no idea what the two men were talking about. She looked at them for just a moment and her smile froze. She immediately knew something was wrong, but didn't dare ask. "Men's affairs," she thought, and ran up the stairs to the kitchen. 

	—We will be careful and we will see each other only at the bazaar on Saturdays. Dad, I can't stop thinking about her, understand me as a man. I don't know how it happened, but every time I look into her warm eyes, I know that I want to be with her forever. 

	—Boy, you must think it would be better and fairer to go and ask her father for her hand in marriage, don't you? – chorbaji Tanyo asked sharply and continued: “I know that's how it's done where you studied and grew up, but it's not like that here, son. People get killed here, lad. We have been fighting each other for centuries. You cannot understand what this means. We are Christians and they are Muslims. To them, we are "infidels" who can’t go to Heaven. And you want to take their girl as a wife and bring her among the Christians? Slavin, my son, you have lived here very little and you do not remember, and you have not yet understood well all the differences in traditions and relations between us. They cannot simply be explained, they have to be experienced to understand. 

	—Why should it be so difficult for Bulgarians and Turks to marry each other? – Slavin asked somewhat naively and bewildered. – What's wrong with that, even if they are of a different religion? – he added, sincerely believing that the pure love between him and Anife should be received well. 

	“You don't even know who her father is, where they live!'' – said chorbaji Tanyo almost angrily. 

	—Her father's name is Saduk and they live in the hamlet near Osmanovi göl. – said Slavin. 

	The old man flinched and his face brightened. There was even a slight smile under the big mustache. 

	—Why didn't you say right away? That changes things a bit. I have known Sadak agha4 for a long time. He is an honorable and wise man. That is why he is respected by both Bulgarians and Turks. OK, I'll meet him. 

	—Do you really know him, dad? – exclaimed Slavin, excited by thе news, and gratefully took his father's hand. 

	—Yes, yes! Years ago I used to travel a lot to Arabia for Arabic and Persian goods. I usually went to Beirut and Damascus. Since I travelled very often and to rest assured that I would always have regular transportation, we decided with a friend, Pavel, a Bulgarian, to split the cost of an almost new boat. He still lives in a fishing village on the coast of the Aegean Sea. Well, back then, one day Pavel and I were sailing and we were somewhere halfway to Beirut when in the late afternoon, most unexpectedly, the sky darkened and a strong whirlwind arose. We quickly took down the sails because the storm was threatening to pick us up and blow us away. The waves were constantly growing and powerfully swamping our small boat. We were barely able to stand on our feet, even though both Pavel and I were in our prime. None of us was thinking about ourselves, but rather about the two Arab families and their children that we took to travel with us. We put them down in the little hold and closed it so it wouldn't flood. As an experienced sailor, Pavel saved us from a shipwreck. He steered the boat steadily. At one point we felt that the waves were relaxing and not so fierce any more. The horrible whirlwind disappeared as suddenly 
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