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Rebekah of the violet eyes heard a voice that would haunt her the rest of her life.

“I know she’s only ten. I’ll be patient.”

She hugged her doll and tossed on her pallet. The heat, the flies, and the soothing words of the strange man in the next room interrupted her sleep. Visitors were rare in her home. Her widowed mother left at dawn to wash other people’s laundry. In the evenings, Rebekah learned from her mother to bake pistachio cookies and crispy rice, to differentiate between aromatic herbs, and to flatter the man who would one day take care of her.

Rebekah pressed her ear to the makeshift wall.

Her mother’s cough shattered the silence.

As if the cough had originated from her own lungs, Rebekah clutched her chest.

“She’s the prettiest girl in Persia. I’m saving her for a rich husband.”

Suspended between wakefulness and sleep, Rebekah heard the man’s melodious persistence, promises of china dolls and lace skirts, chickpea candies and saffron halva, fantasies peculiar to her dreams.
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Soon after, Rebekah and her mother went to the house of bougainvillea to visit the Ancient Zoroastrian, a clairvoyant who had witnessed the rise and fall of dynasties. She was the only person alive who had seen a time before evil was introduced into the world, a time when the great prophet Ahura Mazda of goodness ruled.

At the end of the alley of pomegranate trees, Rebekah and her mother approached the single room buried under lavish flowers. They parted the branches, searching for the low entrance, and nudged open the door that was never locked. Lingering at the threshold, they waited to be acknowledged.

The old woman sat cross-legged next to a brazier heaped with blazing coals on which seeds of rue crackled and smoked, permeating the air with anticipation. The Zoroastrian’s ash-colored skin stretched taut over fragile bones. She had lost all her hair to the ravages of time. Her purple eyelids concealed inquisitive eyes.

Rebekah’s mother averted her gaze from the turquoise amulets that hung around the woman’s neck, and the red chicken eyes that were set in gold and glared at her from the Zoroastrian’s pierced earlobes. “Holy One, I’ve promised Rebekah’s hand in marriage. She’s here to ask for your blessing.”

The Zoroastrian did not lift her head, open her eyes, or ask any question. She had gazed into her fire and had seen Rebekah and her mother approach. The old one had clutched her bony knees and had chuckled out in glee. She had shifted closer to the flames to better inhale the scent of pearls, silk, rapture, and bliss. Neither the mother nor the child was aware that marvelous miracles were about to occur in Rebekah’s life.

“Rebekah’s fate is sealed,” the Ancient Zoroastrian murmured in a voice that had retained the vigor of youth. “Her future is embellished with crowns and jewels. A life of lust and passion, conspiracy and love. At times, it will be difficult, but never, ever hopeless.”

The Ancient Zoroastrian set her veined hand on Rebekah’s head. “May Ahura Mazda bless you and may he grant me more years on this earth to revel in the impending miracles.”
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In the synagogue of the One-Eyed Rabbi, Rebekah’s mother folded a parchment and handed it to Rebekah. “This is signed proof you’re a married woman.” She pressed her lips to her daughter’s golden curls. “Your husband is rich. You’ll live in comfort.”

Glancing at the parchment that dangled from her fingers, Rebekah knew she had to accept her fate. She was sad but not scared. Promises of toys and veils and sweets, of kindness and patience and love reverberated in her head. Her mother had married her to the stranger with the sweet voice.

“Your husband will not join you in bed before your first menstrual period,” her mother whispered, tears in her voice. “Since I won’t be here for long, you must demand that he keep his word.”

For the first time Rebekah understood the gravity of her mother’s endless coughing and the terrible wheezing in her chest, and why she had found it necessary to discuss the importance of a wife’s responsibilities.

Rebekah held her mother’s hand as she led her past the stalls in the bazaar toward her husband’s house. The ground was thick with chicken feathers, horse manure, and decayed melon rinds. The cries of the vendors of ice water, hookah pipes, and hot tea filled the air. Lopsided poles held white canvases that sheltered vendors from the fierce sunshine. Goods were exhibited at the entrances—strings of figs suspended overhead, roasted nuts and dried beans overflowing canvas sacks, cones of sugar perched on sloping counters. The greengrocer in his skirted robe, belted at the waist with a multicolored shawl, lifted his cone-shaped hat and scratched his shaved head. He wet his henna-tinged forefinger in his mouth, then smeared his saliva on Rebekah’s cheeks to scare away the evil eye. From an assortment of persimmons, pomegranates, and yellow melons open to the flies and street dust, he chose a pomegranate, quartered it, and offered her a slice. “For the violet-eyed beauty.”

She bit into the bloody fruit, sucked on the seeds, and tasted the familiar tang of powdered nutmeg and ice flowers. She dropped the rest in her pocket to save for her husband.

They reached the end of the Alley of Ezekiel the Cobbler. “This is your home,” her mother whispered. “Your husband is thirty-four years old. He’ll take care of you.”

Her home was the color of mud. From behind an iron fence that protected the house, she saw jasmine bushes, a walnut tree, and a patch of arid land.

“Rebekah,” her mother said. “Look! Enough space for you to plant geranium and flowering almond and myrtle like your garden back home.”

“Water our garden, Madar. Don’t let it dry like this.”

At her mother’s touch, the gate groaned open. Rebekah stepped into the smell of hot coals. She pressed her nose to her mother’s chador to inhale her scent of caramelized sugar and licorice.

Her mother squeezed her to her breasts. “You’ll never be alone. I’ll always be looking over you,” she said, releasing her and walking out the door.

Rebekah ran to the window and peered out through the curtains, past the rusting iron gate. Clutching her doll in one hand and the parchment in another, she watched her mother’s wide hips disappear around the turn of the alley. A bird fluttered against the window. The breeze ruffled the leaves of the ancient walnut tree. She turned around to look for the stranger, her husband with the lullaby voice of a storyteller.

Heavy, gold-colored drapes darkened the room. Silver masks, features frozen in laughter, stared down at her from a mantelpiece above a massive kiln in the center. Her stomach churned at the glitter. She averted her gaze from the flames in the hearth, from the poker; mesh glove and tongs suspended from hooks hammered into the cracks in the baked mud walls around the furnace.

“I am Jacob the Fatherless.” A fat man with crossed eyes that quivered under heavy brows faced her.

His grating voice shattered her dreams. This was not the man with a voice like music.

His hand that smelled of burning metal grabbed her doll and sent it flying toward the kiln. She rushed to catch the doll. Flames licked the cotton face and devoured the wool dress. Rebekah leaned over the ledge that faced the kiln and thrust her hand into the fire. Jumping back, she stuffed her fingers into her mouth to soothe the burnt flesh. Her doll sizzled into black smoke, gray ash, nothing.

Jacob the Fatherless bowed in mock courtesy and straightened, lifting his stomach with a groan. Spidery legs sprouted from his swollen body, and dark, knotted curls framed his bloated cheeks. “I am a blacksmith—a creator,” he said, his crossed eyes struggling for balance. “I melt iron into any shape and alloy I want. All my life I’ve worked toward a day when everything I melt will turn into gold.”

Her mind reeled, trying to contain the scream that choked her. Why had her mother abandoned her to this man?



He spat into the fire, tilted his head, and paused to relish the sizzle. “Your mother negotiated a bargain. She married you to Jacob the Fatherless. A man born without a father.”

Her mother’s lessons came to her rescue, and she gazed at Jacob with wet, violet eyes, blew on her hand, and fluttered her lashes, pretending fascination.

“Soon I’ll become the richest man in the Jewish Quarter. Do you know why? I’m one of the few who endures this fire. The heat has ignited a permanent furnace in my heart. Even in my sleep, flames lash behind my lids.” He shot another stream of spittle into the flames, then stared back at her. “I know a secret that will make me eternal like gold—remain forever in one form or another, liquid or solid. Then, like God, I’ll never die. Do you understand, Rebekah?”

Rebekah did not.

But that evening when she watched him melt objects in the man-sized furnace in the bedroom, she understood fear. Fear of the kiln, the fire, the madness in his eyes, the heat that turned into beads of sweat on his face while he molded metals into knives, cauldrons, and pots. In the kitchen, he nailed metal sheets on the counter and the wall behind the wood burner, in the dining room over the table and stools, in their bedroom on top of the baked-mud floors.

Past midnight, his eyes raked the house for scraps to feed his voracious flames. He formed ornamental trinkets from the remnants of metal and locked them in a box. He dangled the key in front of her face.

“Who are the trinkets for?” she asked, curiosity overcoming her fear.

He unbuttoned his coat and dropped the key in the secret pocket of his vest, stroking the place where it was buried. “One day you’ll know.”

When dawn glanced through the window, he nodded toward one of the pallets that flanked the kiln in the bedroom. “You may retire now.”

He occupied the other pallet. He tossed about, grumbling for hours, then raised himself and approached her. He lingered overhead, tapped his small, feminine feet against her pallet. Lifted the blanket and stared down at her. She squeezed her eyes shut and pretended to be asleep. Pressing his thumb on the artery at the side of her neck, he counted the pulse of her fear. The acrid odor of liquid iron flowed from his hands and stung her nostrils.

“Open your legs!” he ordered.

“You promised!” she cried, her eyes springing open, her hands struggling to escape.

“No one,” he growled, “extracts promises from Jacob the Fatherless.”

“You gave your word of honor!”

“Honor! What honor?”

She fought to keep her thighs locked. “Madar!” She screamed, certain the urgency of her pain would summon her mother.

He thrust her thighs open and mounted her.

His howls sounded like a wolf’s, and his moans like those of wounded animals. Or were those her cries, her pain, her loss? Where was the man who had asked for her hand, who had promised to be patient?

Blood burned her thighs.

“Never, ever grow,” he panted, emptying himself.
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By twelve, Rebekah’s violet eyes had acquired a defiant spark, her curls the sheen of gold, and her lips the blush of wine. The burned skin on her fingers had the pallor and snug fit of an old glove that had, at last, conformed to her hand, and like her, had learned to cope with and survive the world of Jacob.

Her veiled gaze followed him as he shuffled around their home. Even in his absence, she didn’t dare search the house for the gold bullion he amassed with the money he earned melting iron. Every evening he sent her into the garden before he made sure nothing was missing, then he changed the hiding places of his wealth. He sat down to dinner, calling her back.

Tonight he fished a large bone from a bowl of hot stew. The heat did not penetrate the thick skin of his fingers. He slammed the bone on a metal plate to empty the marrow, soaked bread and mint in it, and devoured the concoction. He stroked his bloated stomach, stuffed a skewer of ground kebab with mint leaves into his mouth, and belched. A smile of contentment hovered on his face. He complimented her on the freshness of the mint she picked daily, reminding her that without his money that bounty would not have been possible.

She looked forward to the hours she spent cultivating her herbs, not only because her patch of land evoked the home she longed for, but also because from behind the railings she could observe the dancing Gypsies. Rebekah fed the earth with leftover stew and chickpea paste and sprayed the leaves with a mixture of honey and wine to attract the praying mantis. On Fridays, when the first chorus of cymbals, tambourines, and shakers rang about the neighborhood, she walked to the fence, expecting the Gypsiest Colorful, flowing skirts and sleeve ruffies came into view first around the bend of the alley, then plump, feminine figures twirled and spun and swayed in dances Rebekah captured again in her dreams. The vegetation in her garden doubled in size and turned a deep, glossy green, and the dances in her dreams developed and matured in ways she did not understand. What she found out was that something as innocent as a bunch of herbs concealed a secret that helped her subdue Jacob. The taste, the scent, the sizzle of burning mint must summon his lust for gold and pacify him. If he did not chew or smell mint, he seemed to appease himself with her body.

Selecting a sprig, she inhaled the tangy-sweet fragrance. Was it addictive? She touched a leaf to her tongue, tore and chewed on it, tasting its bitter tartness. Why did he prefer it toasted? She held the leaves over the embers on her stove. In her mouth, it was like fire, the acrid taste of her burned fingers. If only she could muster the courage to ask the wandering Gypsies if mint regulated some part of the body. Added to a man’s sense of virility? Dampened his cruelty? Made a tight-fisted man sometimes generous?

Even Jacob, at times, strove to be generous. One warm Saturday evening, when nightingales and the scent of jasmine lured Rebekah to her herb garden, Jacob arrived with a rolled parchment.

“The plan for our new house. I’ll build it even farther from the garbage pit.”

Rebekah realized the importance of owning a home far from the pit, a mound of garbage in the center of the Jewish Quarter around which makeshift stalls displayed fruits, nuts, and spices. She missed the inviting scents and friendly voices; the comforting closeness of people, her mother’s avid bargaining as she selected provisions. Didn’t her mother know she was not allowed out of the house alone? Why didn’t she visit? Did Jacob forbid it?

“Come inside, Rebekah,” he called out. “Sit on my lap, while I explain. I’ll build our house at the end of the Alley of Lanterns, where a plot of land is so expensive, your little mind won’t grasp its value.”

“Can I choose the furniture?”

“No,” he replied.



“The fabrics for the curtains?”

“What do you know about fabrics?”

“My mother says I’ve a talent for colors.”

“You have none.”

“Yes, I do.”

His fleshy hands slid under her hips, raised her high in the air, and dropped her to the floor.

“Madar!” Her breath twisted in her lungs.

“She can’t hear you,” he barked.
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Lying flat on her back, his shadow a dark blanket between her and the light of the oil burner, she swore that one day she would destroy Jacob the Fatherless.

Dawn after dawn, she splashed cool water on her face, tossed a chador over her head, and walked with Jacob to the Alley of Lanterns to watch him build their house with his own hands. He dug her an estakhr behind the house, paving it with turquoise tiles and filling it with fresh water from a well he had dug.

“Your private estakhr!” he announced, pausing for her appreciation.

Rebekah watched the sun dance on the golden waters and her heart beat with anticipation. Could the Ancient Zoroastrian’s prophecy of jewels and love and happiness come true in this house?

Jacob lifted a finger. “You must always swim fully dressed, or I’ll flog you to death. Even the stars of heaven must not set eyes on a single toenail of yours. Be chaste and virginal at all times, except in my bed, when you’ll transform yourself into a whore. And I’ll reward you by treating you like a queen.”

The next evening, Jacob arrived home carrying a dress of crushed velvet, a pair of kid boots, and a chador of China silk. He flung them at Rebekah’s feet, stepped back, and slapped his thighs with gleeful pride.

Rewarded for the evenings she had surrendered her body to him!

She slipped back into the kitchen to serve his dinner: shank, bone marrow, and mint. Tonight, as every other night, she hid a portion of the meal. Her loneliness was easier to bear if she imagined a time when the stranger with the sweet voice would knock on her door and ask her to collect provisions for the road because they were, at last, leaving for a safer place.

“Where’s the mint?” Jacob demanded when Rebekah returned with the steaming stew.

She hurried back to the kitchen. Delicate leaves, slender sprigs, lush bunches of mint had become her friends. Most of his waking hours, while he labored over the kiln, he chewed or smelled mint she picked from her garden. It seemed she had trained him, like a dog, to associate the taste and smell of mint with that of liquid gold. Now the scent of mint made him feel as omnipotent as when he melted gold, so that he didn’t seem to have to copulate with her as often to validate himself.

She heard his approaching steps, heard him linger at the door, enter the kitchen. She did not move. There was nowhere to flee. He was behind her, his stomach flattening her against the wood burner, his breath on her neck, his voice calling her a whore-wife, his hands tearing her vest, groping her buttocks, dragging her back into the room, pushing her down on the pile of garments he had purchased.

Not only had he thrust early womanhood upon her, but he felt he had made up for it with a heap of expensive fabrics and sheer veils she despised.

Her gaze roamed the ceiling, forming shadows of fantastical animals and birds and plants, a world where the pain of Jacob’s body on top of her and the bitterness of his broken promise to her mother did not matter. A place where the Ancient Zoroastrian’s miracles would come true, where she would whirl around as free as the dancing Gypsies.

“Say you’re my whore-wife!” Jacob’s voice came from afar.

“Never.”

“One day you will,” he moaned, crushing her into velvet and silk.

Soon, she thought, he will rise and go about his work. For a few hours, she would be left alone in the refuge of her imagination. She tugged the chador of China silk from under her head and studied its shades of orange, red, and yellow. The colors of fire. She threw the veil over her face to inhale the smell of silk and dye and shame.

Jacob’s breathing settled. He lifted himself and tossed a coat over his naked body. “Wait right here. I’ve a surprise for you.”

Her palm sliding over her body, Rebekah watched her husband leave. Her hips were slightly fuller, her breasts beginning to ripen, and so was her shame.

“Come out,” she heard Jacob calling from the garden.

She buried her face in the rustle of silk. She would not go out. She did not need any more garments or jewelry or perfumes that reeked of disgrace, favors that fed her grief.

Through the silk and velvet that covered her ears, she heard him summon her with the tone reserved for times he believed he was indulging her. Had he mistaken the humiliation on her face for gratitude? When his voice curdled with irritation, she lifted herself.

She leaned naked against the doorway. The breeze carried a biting coolness, and the moon sailed in a cloudless sky. A raucous noise came from behind the house. The stamping of hooves?

Jacob emerged into the garden, pulling a donkey by a rope tied around its neck and muzzle. Her breath caught at the most beautiful sight she had ever seen. The animal’s pelt was the color of onyx, with a goose-white band that stretched from its muzzle all the way down to its lush and restless tail. With every jerk of the rope, the donkey turned its neck, thrust its red tongue out, and spat at Jacob. The animal’s hard kick sent Jacob flying to the ground. Rebekah pursed her lips to stifle her laughter. She felt an immediate affinity with the stubborn donkey.

Jacob ran after the donkey, pulling the animal around to face her. “This is the only male who may glance at a single strand of your hair.”

Rebekah was ecstatic. She had found another who would spit at Jacob. She saw that the animal’s penis dangled almost to the ground. To spite all signs of masculinity, she named him Venus.
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Rebekah watched her husband’s silhouette disappear into the steel-gray fog as he embarked on his morning visit to the house that had become an obsession; back to creating a gaudy monstrosity he had decided to sell in order to buy more gold bullion to feed his kiln.

She wore her extravagant attire and ran to the stable. She scrubbed Venus, rubbed his pelt with animal fat, braided his tail, and laced donkey-beads around his hind legs. From his neck, she suspended an amulet of turquoise and a satchel of gum arabic to ward off the evil eye. This would be her secret daily ritual. She would never alter the ceremony until Jacob’s gifts—skirts and dresses and veils—were stained with Venus’s spittle and inherited the odor of manure.

Tears swam in the animal’s eyes. Were they for her? She touched her lips to the donkey’s, brushed her cheeks against his neck, and swept her scarred fingers over his tongue. “You’re my only friend,” she whispered.

Venus nuzzled his ear against her shoulder. His sweeping tongue was a cool balm. The thumping of his heart gave her courage. She pressed her nose against his hide to stop the stink of iron she carried with her. The comforting smell of domestic animals emanated from him. “Would you still love me if I became a wife-whore?”

The donkey’s flank shook against her cheek. His ears pointed up. The odors of rain and hay and sweat assailed her. Lightning drenched the stable with violent shades of purple. Heavy boots crushed the hay behind her. She pressed her eyes shut and held the reins tight.

Jacob the Fatherless approached. He stared at her flushed face; at the stained silk and velvet clothing he had bought her. She prayed he would curse her, because his silence carried more poison than his words. He jumped back to escape the kick Venus aimed at him.

His voice was steady: “Don’t move until I return.”

Venus knelt and rested his head at her feet.

She heard Jacob descend into the cellar under the stable and then climb back up the steps. The crackling of hay and the tinkle of metal preceded him.

The iron box that held the metal trinkets he had fashioned in their first days together lay cradled in his arms.

He dragged her out of the stable and into the house, strode to the hearth, and tossed a bunch of mint into the fire. His nostrils flared. He touched himself between the legs where he was growing hard. Opening his vest, he removed the key from its secret pocket. The key scraped in the lock. He pushed the box into her arms.

“Put these on!”

Bafflement and dread paralyzed her.

“Raise the lid.”

She did not budge.

He snapped the lid open and lifted the ornaments one by one. “The tools of a whore!” he proclaimed. “Deck yourself befitting the harlot you are.”



“I’d rather die.”

“Say your last prayers then,” he hissed, his hands circling her neck.

“No one listens to my prayers.”

His fingers squeezed harder.

“I can’t breathe.” She gasped, her lungs about to burst. “I’m dying.”

He released her.

Her eyes sprang open. An expression, a certain slyness she did not comprehend but feared more than the hardness, altered his face as he gazed at her for a long time.

“Do you want to leave?” he asked.

She hesitated, suspicious, then asked, “This house? Forever?”

“Yes. You may go, on three conditions. You’ll leave right now. You’ll take nothing. And the donkey remains behind.”

She flew to the door and flung it open, refusing to throw a second glance at what she was abandoning. She ran straight to the stable to say her farewells to Venus. She grazed her cheek against the animal, looked into his eyes, pressed her mouth to his ear. “Please, please, don’t be angry. I’m leaving, but can’t take you.”

His eyes mournful, the donkey turned his neck and spat at the entrance to the stable.

Bewildered, Rebekah spun around, certain Jacob had followed her. An accusing emptiness confronted her. Venus emitted a long, grievous bray. She held the bridle and pressed her face to the donkey. Jacob would kill Venus if she left. Rebekah slumped on the hay. She had no alternative; if she stayed he would kill them both. She had to return home to her mother and demand to meet the man who had left behind a voice that would not die. She stood up, wiped her tears, and brushed the hay off her skirt. “Forgive me, Venus. Good-bye.”

She hurried back to the house to pick up her chador. She pushed the door that had been left open, and entered. Jacob had not budged from the center of the room. He stood with the box cradled in his arms, a triumphant smirk on his face.

Did he think she would not leave without Venus? She ran to the bedroom, snatched her veil, tossed it over her head, and rushed past Jacob toward the door.

“I forgot to tell you,” he called behind her. “Your mother died last Sabbath.”

She whirled around to scrutinize her husband’s expression, and she realized he was telling the truth. Now she understood why her mother had not come to visit.

He thrust the coffer, tools of a wife-whore, back at her. “You’ve nowhere to go. I’m your only hope.”

She shuffled into her bedchamber, dropping her clothing in a trail behind her, certain the Ancient Zoroastrian’s holy fires foretold nothing but lies, certain she would never again laugh.

Rubbing musk on her upper lip to overpower the smell of her loss, she drew out the tin ornaments and studied them to discover which part of her body they were intended for. Rows of tin bangles on both wrists and ankles; metal bells on chains around her neck; brass bullion hanging from her earlobes; silvery ropes girthing her waist. She stared at a pair of dangling copper rosettes with streamers. What was she supposed to do with these? The rosettes did not have snaps for her ears, or pins for her hair, or clasps to hang on some part of her body. They were two identical vessels. She pressed them to her nipples. They fit. Each trinket planted a fresh kernel of shame. She was no longer a daughter, a wife, but had been transformed into Jacob’s concubine, a vessel to receive his waste. Avoiding the mirror, she painted her lips scarlet, lined her eyes with charcoal, and doused herself with a perfume of spices Jacob had bought her. The odor offended her even more than the cold jingle of metal against her flesh.

She entered the room and approached Jacob.



“Arouse me!”

She balanced herself on her toes, lifted her arms overhead, twirled her hands, and tossed her curls back, imitating the dancing Gypsies.

He clapped his hands in glee. “Faster! Faster!”

She spun beneath the oil lamp. The metal floor under her tapping feet sounded like drums. Every swing, every sway, and every ripple exaggerated the reflection of light on her ornaments and bounced off his hungry eyes. She was a silvery doll; the pliant curve of her buttocks carved against her veil. The flash of defiance in her eyes stoked his passion.

She averted her gaze from the deranged masks on the mantelpiece. The tips of her fingers traced her rosette-clad nipples as she lowered herself onto her knees, swaying backward, her long hair brushing the floor.

A roar originated from his chest. He clutched his swollen penis. “Open your legs.”

She braced herself against the enormity of his weight.

With every spurt of his lust, he threatened to bar her from heaven if she did not cherish his seed. “You’ll give me sons. Your only salvation from the fires of hell!”

The kiln shot sparks against the soot-blackened walls. Did the fires of hell have voices like the ones in the hearth that roared at her with silent mouths: You are a weakling, afraid of freedom, Rebekah?

Smoke and tears burned her eyes.

The raging monsters melted onto the iron at the bottom of the hearth only to flare up again with threatening echoes: God gave you the choice. You refused. You have lost Him.

“No!” she cried, startling Jacob out of his rhythmic frenzy.

“Say, ‘I’m your whore,’” he gasped. “Louder. Louder.”

She turned her face from him and, for the first time in their married life, touched him of her own volition to silence him.



“I’m your whore,” she whispered. Her shame ripened into guilt.
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At fourteen, the seed of Jacob the Fatherless stirred in her.

Jacob held a glass of clear liquid in one hand, and in another he clutched a small bundle he unwrapped to expose a mound of flesh she could not identify.

She bent closer. Was this another gift? She sprang back at the offensive odor of stale blood.

“Foreskins!” He chuckled.

A surge of bile stung her throat. She clamped her palm to her mouth, afraid to vomit on the treasure her husband so proudly offered. What was she to do with foreskins?

“Is your stomach empty?”

“Yes,” she murmured.

He held up the glass. “Warm castor oil!” He thrust a foreskin deep into her mouth, “Wash it down with oil and don’t you dare vomit.”

Rebekah’s translucent skin turned crimson, and her eyes a deep purple as she fought the bitterness that poisoned her while the foreskins of other women’s sons made their way into her entrails.

“Now my beautiful wife will give birth to a virile boy,” he announced, sustaining the kiln with scraps of metal. “My son will be born into a world of gold.”

Rebekah begged God to come to her rescue. She had cursed, pleaded, threatened, and surrendered to no avail. Maybe if she became more pious He would listen. Although she had never before thought of lighting the Sabbath candles, now she transformed every sundown into her own private Sabbath. If her mother’s God granted wishes on the holy day, she would will every evening into one. Facing the candles, a veil thrown over her curls, she prayed for a boy, so that Jacob would have pity on her and not dispatch her to hell.
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Rebekah went into labor at noon. Her husband was out melting iron.

The midwife, who visited at dawn, noon, and dusk, murmured incantations under her breath, boiled a pot of water, cut strips of calico, and examined Rebekah. “Child, if you don’t stop trembling, your baby will be afraid to enter the world. What are you scared of?”

She was terrified of her prayers coming true, of giving birth to a boy, of dying, of being thrust into the unknown. She should not have pleaded for a son, a boy would be nothing but an extension of Jacob the Fatherless, following in his steps, melting, burning, and destroying everything in his path. In her dreams, she had given birth with ease to a girl, but the pain of delivering a boy had split her in half. Rebekah shut her eyes to blot out Jacob’s demons.

The midwife rested her hand on Rebekah’s forehead. “It won’t take long. The mouth of your cervix is as open as the face of a large coin. Now take a deep breath and push hard.”

Calling upon Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the midwife thrust her hand into Rebekah to turn the baby around and facilitate its delivery. Rebekah bore down hard, feeling herself widen, a pain far worse than the one she had experienced in her dreams. She was giving birth to a boy.

The child was born silent.

Rebekah’s eyes sprang open. Had Jacob’s cruelty killed the fetus? “Is it a boy?”

“A girl, my child.”



“Why isn’t she crying?” Rebekah asked.

“She is smiling.”

The midwife set the infant on Rebekah’s stomach. God was merciful; He had not forsaken her. He had forgiven her nights with Jacob, pardoned her transformation into a whore. He had given her a girl. A daughter. An ally, a friend. She, in return, would prove she had garnered courage from His generosity and would raise her daughter to become a devout Jew. She would watch her day and night until they planned their escape. She must start searching the house for Jacob’s wealth, the gold bullion and coins. She would need money to travel with her daughter to a faraway place, to a world with no evil, no iron, no fire, no boundaries.

She smoothed her daughter’s cheek, touched her lips, inhaled her innocence. A sweet faintness enveloped her, a haze, a welcome exhaustion. This was worth the humiliation of choking on bloody foreskins, worth all the nights she had danced for Jacob, contaminated herself with his odious perfume, and suffocated under his body.

Her daughter would be educated—above all the girls of the Jewish Quarter. She would learn to express her feelings. She would read her the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám and teach her to recite poetry. She would allow her to choose her own man. A man who would smell good to her. On her wedding night, dignitaries and important people of the neighborhood would file past, offering their congratulations and gifts of lacquered rosewood and filigreed jewelry. Her daughter would move into a rust-brick house like the one at the end of an alley, away from the garbage pit, in the most affluent part of the Quarter. She would have her own private bedchamber and a maid to wash the laundry in the joubs.

The echo of Jacob’s steps came from afar.

Rebekah’s dreams vanished.



She had given birth to a daughter, only to thrust her into the evil world of Jacob the Fatherless. Into the horrors she herself could not escape.

Jacob banged on the locked door with his metal-soled boots. He demanded to see his heir. A hard kick sent the latch flying from its hinges.

On twig-like legs that had grown strong from carrying his bulky body, he strode to Rebekah’s pallet. She lay in sheets soaked with sweat and blood, the infant pressed against her bosom.

The room submerged under a cloud of fear, the smell of blood, birth, and iron. Jacob the Fatherless loomed in the center.

He snatched the child and raised her overhead. His crossed eyes quivered as he stared up. “Lord!” he cried to the heavens. “How dare you act against my will!?”

The midwife grabbed the child from him and ran out.

Jacob’s ashen face turned to the kiln. He pulled on the metal mesh glove. He lifted the poker from its hook and jabbed it into the hearth, goading the flames.

Rebekah watched the tip of the poker blaze. An ember began to blossom. It was beautiful, like rosebuds about to bloom. She’d adorn her daughter’s hair with roses, scatter petals in her cradle, on the pool, on Venus’s saddle, and fill up bowls she’d set around the house.

Jacob the Fatherless stabbed the poker into the fire, retrieved and examined it, returned it into the hearth. He raised the poker. Spat on the tip. Held it to his ear. Relished the sizzle of dying spittle.

Rebekah pressed her palm to her heart. What was he trying to do now? He must not spoil this hour given to her. She promised God to repay His kindness by continuing to light the Sabbath candles, and to attend services in the synagogue of the One-Eyed Rabbi. After services, she would allow herself some vanity and flaunt her daughter’s beauty. They would ride Venus through the bazaar for the people to see that her daughter had ivory skin and full lips like her mother and that she was not cross-eyed and sour like her father.

Jacob approached the bed.

As if she were watching a fantastical dream, Rebekah connected the image of this menacing stranger to Ahriman, the devil who resided in the Ancient Zoroastrian’s dry, musky scrolls. But this devil did not have bat wings or horns. He had small, feminine feet buried in large boots, which he now planted beside her mattress. He towered over her. His stare pierced through her naked body.

He held the poker above her. The heat felt unbearable. “Please,” she pleaded, “leave me alone.”

Jacob the Fatherless drove the tip of the poker between her breasts.
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Lifted on the wings of a breeze, she soared away. The skies became lucid. Crystalline objects, china dolls, emerald carriages, and porcelain animals floated in weightless sweeps. On the luminous horizon, veiled spirits pointed out an arbor of jasmine crowned with candle flames. A company of messengers awaited her at the foot of the arbor and lured her forward. Faster, they whispered, in voices that reverberated in her chest, there is little time till dawn, when we must fall silent to hear the prayers and praises of the living.

Rebekah sighed, contented. She would forgive her mother, forgive her husband, make this place, where fires did not rage, her home.

The echo of her daughter’s name came from remote places.



She had not named her daughter.

Who had? She listened.

Gold Dust!

Jacob the Fatherless called her baby Gold Dust. Why? What did that name imply to him? Was he identifying her with gold so as to tolerate her presence? If she stayed here Jacob would convert her daughter into a motherless whore.

Rebekah plummeted into the acrid stench of burning flesh in her bedroom. Jacob was gone. The hearth was cold. The poker swayed on its peg.

“Our holy mothers are merciful, Khanom!” the midwife cried. “Your heart had stopped. We thought you were dead.” She laid the baby on Rebekah’s bosom.

Gold Dust’s hungry mouth searched for Rebekah’s nipple, intensifying the pain. Rebekah did not cry. She had passed through heaven and hell and had returned to save her daughter. She could not allow herself the comfort of tears.

Later she would think that because she did not scream out the pain, the poker had scorched her permanently, leaving a brand that turned hot or cold with her feelings, a padlock that imprisoned the ache in her chest, destroyed her faith, but in return supplied her with the spirit to fight.
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Jacob the Fatherless gazed at his three-year-old daughter, searching for a resemblance to convince him she was the true offshoot of his blood.

For the last three years, he blamed Gold Dust for his inability to face the incriminating eye between Rebekah’s breasts, the curse that prevented him from touching her. The damning stare was so terrifying that after Gold Dust’s birth, the only way his passion stirred was through Rebekah’s dancing.

Rebekah fluttered around him, pretending to dust the furniture.

“This creature is not my daughter! Whose fair complexion did she inherit?”

Rebekah set a plate of mint on the table and wondered what his distorted mind was concluding now. It pleased her to watch him struggle with his tormented self, to survey his increasing obsession with gold and mint, to observe him recoiling from the crimson blush of the brand he bequeathed her that had triumphed in its own subtle ways. His fears and delusions were intensifying, stripping him of his last vestiges of power.

“Whom did you fornicate with?” he demanded.



“I hardly leave the house.”

“Whores find ways,” he replied, unable to look into the bottomless indifference in her eyes. “I’m tired of raising a bastard. One day I’ll pour liquid iron down her throat.”

Rebekah lifted Gold Dust from his lap and walked out of the room. Was Jacob capable of such atrocity? Would he kill his own daughter?

Rebekah went to seek the help of the Ancient Zoroastrian.

“Ancient One,” Rebekah said, hardly able to bear the heat between her breasts. “Could you devise a mixture to protect Gold Dust, if she were to consume liquid iron?”

The Zoroastrian did not lift her head, open her eyes, or ask questions. She had gazed into her fire and had seen Rebekah approach on her donkey. The old one had chuckled and had rubbed her palms in anticipation. She remembered a time when she had predicted amazing marvels in Rebekah’s life. Seven years had passed. Rebekah was seventeen now. Although she had lost her faith in the holy fire, she had not lost hope, and that fountain would give birth to many more miracles.

The syrup was brewing in a treated cow udder. The liquid, thick and milky, consisted of the outer layer of pearls and seashells crushed and soaked in the roots of cypress, myrrh, and agaric, which bonded the ingredients and made them indigestible. The Zoroastrian handed the udder to Rebekah. “This liquid does not mix well with alloys. For thirty days, feed it to your daughter through the teat, only one drop, then increase the amount to a palmful for another twenty-one days. It will coat her digestive tract, so that even liquid iron will not burn her.”

Rebekah examined the pregnant udder. The teat felt warm.

“No more than a palmful,” the ancient one sighed. “Be cautious. More will seep into her blood and poison her.”

Rebekah cupped the treasure in her hands.



“Go!” The ancient one whispered, “The hand of Ahura Mazda aid you and remember that after pain there is always laughter.”

Every evening, before she put Gold Dust to bed, Rebekah squeezed a drop from the teat into her mouth. She watched her daughter drink hot goat milk, the steam rising from her throat, with no sign of pain on her face. She saw that she swallowed from Jacob’s soup without wincing. She marveled at her increased resistance to hot liquids and hoped the elixir had created a protective shield inside her daughter.
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Rebekah’s panic-stricken voice echoed around the house. “Gold Dust!” Her bed was empty. Where had Jacob taken her? To force liquid iron down her throat? “Gold Dust!”

Jacob sat by the kiln, Gold Dust on his lap. He thrust her into Rebekah’s arms.

“What did you do to her?”

“The devil afflicted your daughter with a curse,” he shouted, running out of the house.

Rebekah pressed her ear against her daughter’s heart. Her bones were singing. They had turned into flutes. Melodious vibrations filled her marrow. Sad notes drifted out of every pore.

Had the music scared Jacob from acting upon his threat, or had the Zoroastrian’s elixir saved Gold Dust from the liquid iron Jacob had forced down her throat?

“Gold Dust,” Rebekah whispered. “Did you drink something very hot?”

Gold Dust stared at the door, then touched her throat.

“Jacob’s gone. Don’t be afraid. Do you hurt here?”

Gold Dust opened her mouth. A viscous residue mottled her tongue and throat. Rebekah rubbed Gold Dust’s tongue with her finger and put it in her own mouth. Was this the caustic taste of iron, or the taste of her own fear?

“Help me, Gold. Was it hot?”

“No,” Gold Dust replied. “It was bitter.”

Rebekah cuddled her daughter on her lap and tried to decipher the melodies of her bones.

When Gold Dust was sad or in pain, her music resembled the melancholy notes of a sitar; when confused, the jarring beat of tambourines; and when happy, the playful chime of bells. In the ensuing months, Rebekah realized that her daughter’s music was the manifestation of her emotions.

Her feelings had been transferred into her marrow to be protected by her bones.

Rebekah set out to teach Gold Dust to restrain her music. “Imagine going through life with your bones singing in the presence of friend and foe. Learn to hold back your music like you do your tears and laughter.”

Her honey-colored eyes wide with wonder, Gold Dust listened.

“A woman must recognize her weaknesses and strengths,” Rebekah continued. “Yours reside in your bones. That’s why they ache when you’re sad and sing when you’re happy. Manipulate your music to your advantage.”

Gold Dust was an astute student. She learned to plug her bones in the presence of strangers and compose happy tunes when her mother needed cheering.

Ultimately, the joyous or melancholy notes of her bones replaced her tears.
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Rebekah went to the local well to cleanse herself of her monthly blood.



She wailed out to the treetops, to the squawking crows, to the gurgling streams. The Ancient Zoroastrian had promised to linger as close as a prayer to Gold Dust. But she had broken her promise. Gold Dust could not cry. How could she bear this life without the comfort of tears?

The water in the well grumbled. Crows fell silent. Rebekah placed a plug of wool soaked in the juice of weeping willows inside her. One day, her brand might lose its intense pulsing and the ability to intimidate Jacob. He would copulate with her again. But she would never again give birth to his offshoot, sons or daughters who forget to cry.

She returned from the well. Jacob recoiled from the violet ice in her eyes. He went to his kiln and spent hours making love to iron, molding metals, smelting copper mixed with tin to create bronze implements. He tossed them all into the fire.

“I want gold with no trace of the base alloys,” he thundered, as if his voice would force God into compliance.

Rebekah served his dinner of stew gorged with the bones of beef. He sat at the table and banged the bones on a metal plate, soaked sangak bread in the marrow, and stuffed his mouth. “Soon I’ll become immortal like gold,” he barked, sucking his teeth in search of mint leftovers. “Do you understand, woman?”

“No,” Rebekah replied, “but I’ve faith in you. I’m certain you know a secret I don’t.” Has anyone lived forever? she wondered, her brand sizzling. It was hard enough to protect herself from him; it was becoming impossible to shelter Gold Dust.

“If you had any brain in your thick skull,” Jacob said, “you’d understand the concept of immortality. When gold melts it’s altered into liquid, when it cools off it becomes solid again. In both states it remains tangible and never vanishes into nothingness like humans do in death.”

Rebekah felt the room turn cool. A breeze fluttered through her hair. Jacob’s lips moved, but she could not hear him. She was riveted by an idea revealed to her. Why had she not thought of this before? The weakness of men lies in what they cherish most. She tossed a bunch of mint into the flames. The room turned warm again. She wiped her forehead.

Jacob banged on the tabletop with a butcher’s knife. “Where are you, woman? Did you hear me?”

Rebekah soaked more mint in the bone marrow he devoured and tossed a plateful of herbs into the furnace. “I understand now. Gold survives even in fire that’s known to destroy everything. But how can you become gold?”

Jacob rubbed his bulging organ. “Whine like your beloved Venus, and I’ll tell you.”

Let him flog her. Kill her. She was ready to die. But she would not whine like a donkey.

“Deck yourself with my jewels first.”

Her chilling gaze was aimed at him like a curse.

“Go! Or I’ll drown Gold Dust in the well.”

Rebekah ran to retrieve her coffer of trinkets. She would protect her daughter even if she had to whine, even if it would take her hours to rouse Jacob to such ecstasy that he would exhaust himself without touching her.

She emerged unafraid of Jacob but surprised by the hardness that filled her. Had she lost all feeling? The metal ornaments Jacob had designed covered most of her naked body, dangling from her ears, neck, waist, and ankles. His latest gifts, bronze toe rings, hurt her feet. From a rope around her neck hung a copper medal fashioned to the size and circumference of her brand to conceal it from Jacob.

“Open your legs!” he cried.

Rebekah stretched out on the carpet and spread her thighs.

“Wide! Don’t you have hands?”

Her fingers revealed the dark blush. His stare stabbed like daggers.



“Moan!”

She arched her back, raised her mound, sighs rising from her throat.

“Louder!”

Animal sounds sprang from the pit of her stomach; dew glistened on her body. Her buttocks trembled with the tension of holding herself exposed to him.

“Now get up and dance for me!”

Underneath the oil burner, Rebekah spun on her toes, curls flying, breasts swaying. With a flurry of ringing metals, she whirled from one corner to another, gathering fistfuls of mint from bowls around the room and tossing them into the flames. The smell of cremated mint permeated the air.

She dangled her breasts in front of his eyes, swung her rosette-clad nipples over his knees, teased him with one, then the other, her body pliant from years of dancing. He twisted in his chair. Sweat beaded his nose. His eyeballs rolled up, leaving two white crescents behind. She clutched him. His moans intensified. A single squeeze sent him into painful convulsions.

You son of a burned dog, empty yourself clean because this will be your last release.

“Don’t you dare grow old on me,” he panted.

“I won’t,” she replied, her voice sweet and sticky. “If you teach me how to become immortal.”
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Jacob stood in front of the kiln, his back to Rebekah. She held on to the door frame, one palm resting against her heart. Tonight you’ll turn into gold. Have courage. Be a man. Defeat the fire, she begged silently. If she could only toss more mint into the flames, erase the last traces of doubt; remind him of his virility, his power to triumph.



She had to muster courage, brace and ready herself for the unknown, guide this night into the one she had been awaiting.

Jacob the Fatherless removed his boots, stepped out of his calico pants, and tossed off his shirt. He dropped his vest on the metal floor; the key tinkled in the pocket. The light shone through his naked body. Rebekah’s heart gave a joyous leap. She had learned the workings of his mind. He would face fire like a warrior, with nothing between him and the flames. He shifted. Hesitated. Did he sense her presence? She stood motionless. Silent.

He whirled around. Met her gaze. The fire galvanized his stare. Two opaque marbles locked with her eyes. His tiny pupils were dark pinheads.

“Don’t become immortal. Please. Don’t leave us. We need you.” Approaching the bowl of mint, she unbuttoned her blouse. She flung the herbs into the flames. “Think of us, your children.”

His nostrils flared and the lines on his face hardened with his resolution to oppose her.

She advanced, her breasts almost brushing against his chest. The odor of mint saturated the room. He was virile, invincible. Would he garner the courage to forever preserve this moment?

She tossed off her blouse. Her nipples stood erect.

He started back, alarmed at the glow between her breasts, the outer ring pulsating. He pressed his palms to his eyes.

Jacob the Fatherless raised one foot, then the other, and climbed over the ledge that separated the kiln from the room.

He stepped into the flames.

His back caught fire. The hiss of searing hair, skin, and flesh filled the room. In a slow-moving nightmare, the flames enveloped him. He turned around to confront her. Behind the blazing screen, his mouth opened into a smile, then melted into a grimace. The fire smothered his scream. His distorted face began to dissolve.

“You were not gold after all,” Rebekah murmured to the heap of fat at the bottom of the kiln.

She picked a sprig of mint and stuck it behind her ear to stave off the stink of the Devil.
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The next day was hot. Even the sun could not find refuge behind the sweltering clouds. Rebekah ran out into the alleys. Clutching her daughter’s hand and tearing strands of her own hair from their roots, she wailed that the black plague had consumed her husband. He had shivered and sweated and vomited until his feet had turned blue. He couldn’t control his bowels; his skull had shrunk; his eyes wouldn’t shut. He couldn’t even drink a drop of water, she screamed. What an agonizing death! She addressed the populace as if her words were meant as a benediction. “May this never happen to you.”

Mothers snatched their children into the safety of their arms; men sneaked away, women slipped behind tree trunks.

“Jacob wanted to be buried in the privacy of his backyard,” Rebekah sobbed. “I need strong hands to wash the corpse and dig a grave.”

The crowd of many able, healthy men, and young women, who could help with the cleansing and burial ritual, averted their eyes. In fear of contracting the plague, no one came to Rebekah’s aid. Some sneaked away, others fidgeted with the tassels of their religious shawls. A few counted their prayer beads, their eyes raised to heaven in search of a savior. Some, like Heshmat the Matchmaker, who had found new cud to chew on, whispered that since Rebekah never had a happy marriage, the great show of distress she displayed was no doubt to hide some secret shame that time would reveal.
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Eighteen-year-old Rebekah locked herself in her house, a seeming recluse from a pitiless world. She would dodge the curious questions of neighbors: How did the plague consume Jacob the Fatherless? Why didn’t his wife and daughter contract the pestilence? How did she manage to bury that heavy body? Time would cloud their memories. They would forget. When Gold Dust reached the marrying age, Rebekah would emerge into the bazaar, reappear with such splendor the community would have no choice but to acknowledge them. She’d flaunt her daughter’s beauty and find her a young man who had been taught to respect women.

Rebekah set to work searching the house for her late husband’s fortune. She tore the casings off the mattresses and pillows and emptied them of feathers. She pried loose the bricks from around the kiln in her bedroom and dug under the metal floors of her kitchen. She went to the stable and burrowed under the straw and mud. She descended to the basement and rummaged among the tools and molds her husband had used to fashion her jewelry.

He had left behind nothing but the stench of the burning kiln, the stink of his rancor, and the shame of poverty.

Overnight, Rebekah became a poor woman.

Soon nothing was left of the donkey but skin and bone.

Rebekah sold her jewelry, fancy clothing, and the box of trinkets: tools of a whore. When she had nothing more to barter, Gold Dust began to suffer from malnutrition. Her stomach swelled like the belly of their earthenware jar, her tongue became lined with cracks, her hair fell out in fistfuls, and she moaned endlessly.

When weak cries of hunger replaced Gold Dust’s sweeping laughter, Rebekah’s heart broke. She had endured her brand with patient dignity. She had crawled on all fours and whined like a donkey to protect her daughter. She would not allow her to die from hunger.

The night of Noi, the darkest and longest night of the year, when the owls never blink for fear of missing Beelzebub’s pranks, Rebekah folded a sack under her arm and went out to the garbage pit. The sky was an expanse of black velvet with no moon to soften the sadness. The air was stagnant. No breeze to transport the aroma of flowers or the stench of the pit. Not even the drone of crickets disturbed the silence, or fireflies lightened the impenetrable gloom. She raked through the garbage from where the filth and poisonous fumes brought contagious diseases and white worms that caused a bloody affliction of the intestines. The feel of her fingers and a keen vision—cultivated by having watched Jacob work—told her what to choose. She left with a sackful of tins and metal scraps to melt in the blacksmith’s kiln that operated in the center of the bazaar. She swore never to light the fire in her bedroom.
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