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  Foreword



STOLEN SCRIPT - A Mikky dos Santos Thriller




Artist and photographer, Mikky dos Santos is brilliant but rebellious. After a personal catastrophe in New York she insists on going to Greece to authenticate a priceless 900-year-old Torah where she makes a promise to return it to the Jewish museum in Rhodes. 




But time is running out and Nikos Pavlides isn’t giving up the valuable parchment easily. He’s a charming and devious local businessman who is also hiding a deeper, darker secret and, as he plays a deadly game, the stakes are raised. 




Faced with drug dealers and human traffickers with no regard for life, Mikky’s survival instincts kick in as she uncovers the sordid reality of the truth and its savage consequences. 




Fighting for her life, how will Mikky fulfil her promise?  This enthralling, fast-paced thriller is an emotional roller coaster of shocking twists and turns… 




Set in America (New York), Turkey (Izmir) and Greece (Rhodes) this exciting novel will keep you turning the pages.  It’s a deadly game…




★★★★★ “This is book number three in this awesome series that I loved reading. I highly recommend this story to everyone who loves reading about mysteries and thrillers.”




★★★★★ “What a rollercoaster ride of a thriller!”




★★★★★ “An excellent international crime thriller with a well developed storyline and a great complex main character (Mikky
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“Man: a being in search of meaning.”

Plato, philosopher of the fifth century




He watched her skip up the steps and into the marble lobby of the Turkish hotel. She was in her mid-forties, almost old enough to be his mother, but she was still beautiful, with long legs, dark hair, and olive-green eyes. He followed her into the air-conditioned reception, where she pulled a silk turquoise scarf from her neck and glanced nervously over her shoulder. It wasn’t a hotel for tourists or for the numerous foreigners and pilgrims who came to visit the nearby ancient city of Ephesus, the House of the Virgin Mary, and the Basilica said to have been built on the site of St John the Apostle. This was a local hotel – for Turkish business people.

The lift doors opened, and she stepped inside. Her bodyguard moved to stand behind the colonnade, nearer the reception. He didn’t notice the stranger watching them.

Outside, the September sun was fiercely intense, over thirty-five degrees, but inside the hotel sounds of Selçuk’s busy town were hushed by thick glass doors. Deciding he couldn’t take any more chances, the stranger tagged onto a group of departing men leaving the hotel and headed outside to wait. He found shade under a ficus tree and within a few minutes, he had plotted his only option. 

He would have to kill them both.

Mariam walked briskly along the corridor, her heels clicking on the cool marble. She checked the room numbers, counting in Greek, her native tongue. Her cotton blouse clung to her waist, and the belt of her navy trousers felt tight and uncomfortable. She’d left Rhodes on the early boat to Marmaris, and after a three-hour car journey she was weary, but the excitement of her task was far more important than tiredness. The air conditioning was a relief, but the smell of olive oil and spices wafting up from the kitchen reminded her that she hadn’t yet eaten. 

Later. 

This was her destiny.

Room 2008.

Her hand was shaking, and she knocked softly. 

A tall, slim man with narrow eyes opened the door. He looked behind her, checking the empty corridor, then stood aside. His hunched shoulders and his protruding neck reminded her of a tortoise. 

‘Come in.’ 

A double bed with its simple cotton duvet took up most of the room. Two wooden chairs and a white table occupied the far corner, and heavy green drapes hung at the wide balcony window. In the distance, Mariam recognised the Ayasoluk Hill and the partially restored Grand Fortress – a tribute to the Byzantine, Seljuk, and Ottoman times – standing proudly and resiliently in the midday heat.

He closed the door carefully behind her, and they stood in close proximity and shook hands formally, slightly self-consciously. His hooded grey eyes were grave and solemn as they travelled over her face. 

‘I’m sorry about the room. It’s probably not what you’re used to – I hope you weren’t followed?’ 

English was their common language, and his apology with a Syrian accent was clipped and strange to her Greek ear.

‘No. We were careful.’

‘Water?’ 

He pointed to the minibar, but she shook her head. 

‘Do you have it?’ Her tone was brisk, and she immediately regretted the impatience of her words, but he seemed not to notice. Instead, he pointed to the upright cylinder on the chair.

She took a pace forward but felt suddenly dizzy. She frowned and reached out to hold the table.

‘It’s just a tremor,’ he spoke quietly. ‘It happened earlier this morning.’

Disoriented, she glanced down into the street. Everything was normal. Cars sped along the boulevard, people crossed the road, and a dog scurried down the alleyway opposite. She couldn’t see the vehicle they had travelled in, but she knew Ioannis was waiting for her in the reception.

The man handed her the package. It was heavier than she expected, probably ten or eleven kilos. She lay it on the bed and pulled on a pair of purple, powder-free nitrile gloves she’d bought on the Internet. She prized off the lid and carefully slid out the scroll. She knew that Jews originally used the nine-hundred-year-old Sefer Torah from the Iberian Peninsula and she held it reverently in her gloved fingers. It was just over sixty centimetres wide, and she guessed it was over thirty metres long. She unfurled the script as far as possible, holding her arms wide enough to study the ancient Hebrew. The text was written on soft lamb or calfskin, and carbon testing would have to be carried out, but Mariam was convinced that it would show that it dated back to the eleventh century. It might be the oldest Torah in the world – older than the scroll recently discovered by Professor Mauro Perani – and, like the one he discovered, this one also bore letters and symbols that were forbidden in later scripts. 

Mariam was momentarily lost in the enormity of the task she had been given. Although she had studied Archaeology, this was way beyond her experience. She was humbled but also very excited.

‘It has already been verified by a Sofer,’ the Syrian whispered. 

Mariam nodded. She knew Sofers were Rabbis, experts who evaluated the age and origins of ancient Hebrew scripts. 

‘It may still have to undergo Carbon-14 dating analysis at the National Archaeological Museum of Athens,’ she replied, as she took her iPhone from her shoulder bag. ‘May I?’

He nodded.

She snapped several photographs, making sure she captured the tear on the top right corner, plus the watermark in the shape of a large serpent and the faded text beneath it. 

The Syrian watched her silently, occasionally glancing down into the street and sometimes dabbing his forehead with a faded handkerchief. His shallow, nervous breathing filled the room. 

Mariam attached the images to an email and pressed send. She made sure they were gone before she replaced the iPhone in her bag. Although she took great care, her actions felt clumsy and inept as she rolled up the ancient script and placed it back inside the cylinder. Her hands were shaking as she felt an urgent sense to keep the Torah safe. So many manuscripts had been destroyed. She knew that once a Torah became worn out, it lost its holiness and could not be used for religious ceremonies, but this one was in excellent condition. She was determined to keep it safe. She replaced the lid just as the room shook. 

‘We must go,’ he said, taking hold of her elbow.

Her heart was beating so loudly that she thought the Syrian might hear it.

‘The donor still wants to remain anonymous?’ she asked.

He nodded gravely.

‘It’s extremely generous.’

The Syrian’s hooded eyes closed in agreement. ‘But necessary. Too many artefacts from synagogues and churches have been looted. The Islamist organisation in Syria is associated with al-Qaeda, and they’ve taken everything: scrolls, silverware, treasures …’ He shook his head and spoke urgently. ‘They exchange them for prisoners held by the Assad regime, or they sell them for arms or drugs. They have no respect for any religion. I’m pleased that we can save something of value – something of our cultural heritage – that isn’t being systematically destroyed. Soon there will be nothing left. What hasn’t already been bombed has been vandalised or looted. You know yourself how bad the refugee crisis is in Europe. Greece is just one country that has helped families who have lost everything. The Syrian people have lost their security, their homes, their families. They have nothing. There is nothing left.’

‘Tell your donor it will be greatly appreciated.’ She took his hand, and he gripped her fingers, responding to the warm sympathy in her eyes. But just as suddenly he let her go. 

‘Come, we must move quickly. We both have a long journey ahead of us.’

‘You are going back to Syria?’

‘I must. It’s my home. Leave now. I will follow you down in a few minutes.’

‘Take care and thank you.’ She forced a smile that crinkled her dark eyes. Carrying the cylinder, she slipped into the hotel corridor and walked quickly away, knowing she wouldn’t feel safe until she was back in Greece. 

Downstairs, she was reassured to see Ioannis. The handsome young boy in his early twenties, with deep-set, serious eyes and a shaved head, took the Torah from her arms just as the ground shook.

‘Another earth tremor,’ she mumbled. Her knees were shaking, but she didn’t slow her pace as she followed him outside. 

The blinding sun and hot air hit her sharply, and she gagged at the oppressive heat. Around her, people walked quickly, and the traffic flowed smoothly. All seemed relatively normal, but she couldn’t shake off the feeling of foreboding that encompassed her heart.

She opened the passenger door, climbed inside, and Ioannis placed the Torah at her feet. He drove fast, concentrating on the traffic, negotiating the narrow backstreets, his darting blue eyes flicking from the wing mirror to his overhead mirror, constantly checking and monitoring the cars behind. He steered them through the unfamiliar streets and Mariam glanced up periodically from her iPhone, keeping an eye on the road ahead. 

There was a voicemail from Alexandros. 

‘I love you, my darling. Hurry home. We all miss you,’ he said.

In the background, her son Milos called out, and although she couldn’t decipher his words, Mariam smiled. She was heading home, back to Rhodes.

Holding the cylindrical tube upright beside her legs, she remembered how she’d met Alexandros on his thirtieth birthday. Originally from Thessaloniki, she had been staying in Rhodes with a cousin and, as is the tradition of the island, she had been invited with the townsfolk to his birthday party. 

He told her later that she had bewitched him that night. He had loved her at first sight, but at nineteen, Mariam had never expected to fall in love and certainly not with a man eleven years’ older. She wanted to go to university and then, perhaps – if she had time – maybe one day she might marry. That night, she had wanted to push him away. She had wanted to say come back in six years, but at that party – that night of his birthday – she knew for certain she would never love anyone else.

They married after she finished her Archaeology degree at the National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, and it took eight years for Milos to come along. He was the son they craved and loved. Miraculously, two years later, her Dorika – God’s little gift – had arrived. She was nine now, growing up quickly and becoming more independent, and Mariam felt she wasn’t needed as much by her children. Working with Alexandros in his tourist shop didn’t inspire her as archaeology once had, so when she was asked to do this job, Mariam believed her luck had changed.

The car rattled along the narrow roads weaving away from the town centre, and Mariam checked her gold watch. Milos and Dorika would be home from school soon. She imagined them sitting at the kitchen table and bending over their homework. At eleven, Milos was already remarkably like his father – tall, wiry, curly haired and easy-going. Dorika was more like her. She had sparkling green eyes and a happy, contagious smile. She was affectionate, often climbing onto her lap and giving spontaneous hugs. 

‘I think there’s someone following us,’ Ioannis said. ‘I’ll lose him once we leave the town.’ She was his first client. He’d even worn a suit to impress her. On the journey, she had been kind and interested, but now he was disconcerted by her silence and the fear behind her eyes.

He glanced again in the mirror. The person following them wasn’t even trying to be discreet, but Ioannis knew he could look after himself. This is what he was paid to do. This was a much better job and far more lucrative than his normal backstreet work and the gang crime of his violent youth on the streets of Tirana. He’d been fortunate to escape the Mafia Shqiptare and, so far, the other Albanian criminal organisations in Turkey and Greece. He knew how to take care of himself – and her. He would protect her with his life.

Mariam turned in her seat. 

‘The white Hyundai?’

‘Yes.’ 

She sighed aloud. Who could possibly know she had gone to collect the Torah? 

The Syrian lawyer had contacted a well-known expert on scrolls, manuscripts, and texts, asking him to help return the nine-hundred-year-old Sefer Torah to the Jewish Museum of Rhodes. After reassurance that the Sefer was the original and that the anonymous donor was authentic, the expert had contacted Mariam. 

She had once been a student of Simon Fuller’s, and they had remained friends. She couldn’t believe her luck when he asked her to collect the Torah from Turkey and take it to the Jewish museum on the island. As a precaution, the Syrian had provided her with a bodyguard and chauffeur.

Mariam had been excited, but now she was scared. She glanced over her shoulder again, and through the dusty back window, it was impossible to identify the driver. She could only hope that once they were out of the town, Ioannis would lose him. 

The sound startled her. The rumbling was like a slow train, a tube train beneath the road, gathering momentum. Violent shuddering cracked one of the apartment buildings, and a massive block of concrete slid off, smashing onto the road, Ioannis swerved. Telegraph poles swayed dangerously as debris and glass crashed around them. The car in front braked. 

Mariam shouted, ‘Keep going!’

The ground shook; it was a sea of swells as buildings crumbled, and bricks rained down from above. The noise was deafening. Their car rocked and shook, and people surged into the street, screaming and shouting, their faces filled with fear. 

Ioannis negotiated the obstacles, weaving the car between bodies running frantically into the road. Buildings cracked and crumbled, and people were hit and crushed by falling rubble.

Glancing in the rear-view mirror, he saw the Hyundai still following close behind. It struck a man, lifting him into the air, and he bounced before rolling into the gutter.

Rocks smashed onto the bonnet and Mariam screamed. The car jolted and a screeching metal cacophony banged in time to the shuddering earth. The road shook violently, the land cracked open, and the tarmac ripped open to expose a lethal chasm. The car hung, mid-air, before plunging forward, lurching into the growling, angry earth. Debris smashed around them, crunching the door, the roof, and the bonnet. A slab of concrete smashed through the windscreen and flying glass and dust flew into Mariam’s eyes. 

She screamed as light exploded around her and the breath was thumped from her chest. Glass cut her hands, her legs, and her feet as she was tossed like a rag doll, coughing and choking. A metal bar from the electricity pole smacked her cheek, and her head ricocheted. She was thrust forward, suspended, floating, flying, and then came the terrifying explosion. The noise was deafening. Her world was convulsing uncontrollably, the earth rattling from its core. Her piercing scream reverberated in her head and she reached out, trying to grab hold of anything solid, but pain shot through her ribs. Her body collapsed in a dull, irrevocable thud, and suddenly everything was still.

Only the earth creaked. 

Mariam coughed.

Everything was silent. Mariam thought of Dorika and Milos. She imagined their small hands hooked around her neck and Alexandros’ strong arms holding her. Tears streamed down her face, dripping into her dry mouth caked with dusty cement, tasting thickly of iron. Death circled her, and she cried out. She pleaded and begged, but the words never left her mouth. Then there were no more tears. Only silent rivulets of blood flowing freely from her face and neck onto the debris and squashed metal of the car, seeping onto the crushed cylinder that lay crumpled in the wreckage beside her. 

Ioannis lay trapped. Blood spilt from a deep gash in his forehead. The weight of his body was held rigid by an iron bar that had narrowly missed severing his head – the same iron bar that had killed his passenger. After the chaos and fear in the street, a strange peacefulness filled his soul – was this death? 

Ioannis was conscious of another man’s body lying near him. A hand, a foot, the back of a man’s head. He must have run from the crumbling building but fell with them into the cracked fissure that split open the road. The heat was unbearable in the trapped space, and he was thirsty. He heard him before he felt the stranger’s presence. Someone was tossing bricks and cement aside, and a crack of light appeared above him, causing him to blink at the sudden brightness. A surge of hope filled his senses, and as the shadow leaned over him, Ioannis’s voice was husky and dry. 

‘Help me. Help the lady …’ 

The shadowy figure tossed aside broken bricks. He kicked away crushed glass, working silently and methodically, throwing the crumpled steering wheel and other bits of crooked metal to one side. The shadow grunted as he worked, coming closer, working with dedication and purpose. The dark silhouette was nearby when he gave a grunt of satisfaction. 

‘Help. Her name is Mariam …’ Ioannis called.

The heat was suffocating, and Ioannis watched through swollen bloodied eyes as the stranger lifted the Torah from the rubble. The stranger brushed the dust from the cylinder and moved away, balancing, climbing over the crushed car toward daylight, where he lifted himself up onto the broken tarmac and into the direct sunshine.

‘Hey, help!’ Ioannis called, but the stranger was gone.

He had taken the script. 
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“Since we cannot change reality, let us change the eyes which see reality.” 

Nikos Kazantzakis, writer of the twentieth century




April.




In the full mirror of the hotel bathroom, I’m staring sullenly at St John the Baptist’s severed head across my naked breasts and Salome’s colourful veils wrapped around my waist. It’s not the only ink work tattooed on my body, but it is the goriest one. I’d insisted upon having it tattooed on my body during a dark period in my life, when I was struggling to make sense of a cruel world. Now, although it would be a shame, I’m wondering how painful it would be to get the exquisite artwork removed when Eduardo calls out from the bedroom.

‘Hurry up, Mikky. You don’t want to be late for your own exhibition …’

I ignore him and turn sideways, running my hand over my stomach. It’s not as flat as it was a few months ago. Too much sitting around painting. I’m putting on weight. Salome’s dark, watchful, almond eyes are challenging me, daring me to have her removed. 

‘Mikky?’ Eduardo peers around the bathroom door. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Fine.’

‘Nervous?’

‘Should I be?’ I push past him and pause at the end of the king-sized bed, where my cocktail dress is laid out. ‘Do I really have to wear this?’

‘It’s beautiful. Josephine chose it especially. I thought you loved it.’

‘At least it’s black, and the lace will cover some of The Scream.’ I look down at my arm, and the elongated face that for so many years has mimicked my confusion and turmoil.

‘You’ll look gorgeous, Mikky. You always do.’ 

‘I need to exercise more. Get training again.’ I pat my stomach. 

‘You’ve been working hard.’

‘Painting is not work.’

Eduardo sighs. He wraps his arms around my waist, but I move away from his grasp, and he says, ‘God, you’re a pain, Mikky! If it wasn’t for this damn exhibition of yours tonight, I wouldn’t put up with you.’

‘Yes, you would. You love me, remember?’ I throw the dress over my head. ‘Zip me up, angel.’

‘Please.’ 

‘Please.’ I turn my back, and he kisses my neck. It sends goose pimples across my shoulders, and the tiny hairs on my arms stand tall on my skin. I shudder at his touch and lean back against him, enjoying the muscled hardness of his body. ‘I’ll be glad when it’s all over.’

‘Don’t say that, Mikky. Enjoy the moment. Relax. Everyone is here for you. They’ve all come to support you.’

‘Javier and Oscar haven’t come.’ I think of my last phone conversation with them and how apologetic Javier had been. He had a prestigious commission to finish in Buenos Aires, but I’m still peeved that he won’t be here – to be part of my success. ‘I know, I know, I should feel happy to have all the support of my friends—’

‘Yes, you should. Josephine and Simon have flown over from London; Glorietta has even taken a break from her tour of Japan.’

‘I can’t believe she would do that for me.’

‘They love you. We all love you. Even Dolores and Maria have made the journey from Mallorca.’

‘I hope they like it. I hope it’s worth it.’

‘Come on, Mikky. Have a little more faith in yourself. You’re very talented, and it won’t do you any good now to start worrying. They’re all here to support you.’

I know he’s right. My closest friends and allies are here. My hotchpotch, makeshift family are all waiting downstairs for me, but I’m terrified. 

‘What if it’s crap? What if—’

‘It won’t be.’

‘I wish I’d never agreed to this bloody exhibition. I wish Josephine had never talked me into it.’ 

‘Don’t be silly,’ he says softly.

‘I enjoy painting, Eduardo. I’ve enjoyed being here in New York. It’s been good for me. I’m just not sure that I’m ready for … for all of this’ – I cast my hand aside at the double-aspect, opulent bedroom. Our boutique hotel in New York’s Soho is only a stroll away from the art gallery hosting the exhibition, and a five-minute walk from Little Italy and Washington Square Park.

I perch on the edge of the bed, thinking of the last few days with everyone gathering in the city. It has been a whirlwind of lunches, dinners, and even a horse and carriage ride around Central Park. Now, tonight is my evening. The event they were all waiting for – the one they had come to see.

‘I wish I didn’t have to go,’ I say. ‘Can’t they do it all without me?’

‘Come on, cariño. Enjoy it. And then when it’s all over, we can go back to Mallorca. I’ve missed you. I’ll get you fit again. We can kitesurf, go running, and take some time out, although I won’t be able to take many more holidays. I’ve used up almost all my holiday allowance for this year, and it’s only April.’ He frowns and scratches his cheek. 

I sometimes forget that Eduardo is an intensive care nurse in Mallorca. He took holiday leave to be with me for two weeks while we arranged the exhibition, and I doubt I could have done it without his love and support. 

Feeling guilty, I turn around and face him. 

‘I don’t want to paint for a while, Eduardo. I need a break. I need to do something different.’

‘I understand – and you can, Mikky. You can do whatever you like.’ His smile lights up his face, and I wonder if it’s the thought of me finally moving to Mallorca. I turn away, confused by my conflicting emotions. ‘But Josephine doesn’t understand. She keeps pushing me to do more paintings. She’s talking about another exhibition in Vienna. I feel like a prostitute the way she’s marketing me.’

‘That’s not true,’ he says with a laugh, wrapping me in his arms. ‘Josephine is proud of you. It’s the art gallery that’s promoting you, and Miles Davenport believes in you. He agreed to exhibit your work, and he has contacts in Austria. He’s the PR man behind it all – not Josephine.’

I grunt. I know he’s right. I lean against his chest.

‘You’re nervous, and it’s understandable—’

‘Is it?’ I push him away.

‘Of course, when any creative person reveals their work to the public, that person is open to criticism, differences in personal taste, and is also compared to what’s expected in the current market. It’s normal, whether you’re a composer, a writer, or in your case an artist—’

‘I should stick to photography.’ I pull on my shoes. ‘It would be bloody easier than this.’

‘You needed to paint, Mikky. After everything you went through in Málaga and with losing Carmen. I think it’s done you good.’

‘Even though I was over here without you for four months?’ 

‘I’m pleased I’ve been here with you for a few weeks. It’s been an exceptional time in our lives. I love New York – with you.’ Eduardo runs fingers through his tousled blond hair, and I straighten his patterned tie as he continues, ‘You know how much I missed you, Mikky. When you were here, and I was in Mallorca, we were so far away from each other, but we don’t have to be apart again, Mikky. In fact—’

The house phone trills. 

He sighs, walks over to the bedside table, and lifts the receiver. He listens carefully and then says, ‘We’re on our way down. Yes, she’s ready, we’re coming now.’

In the bathroom, my hands are shaking. Nausea is growing inside me. I add mascara, purple eyeshadow, and pink lipstick. My dark hair has grown and is now curly around my ears. It hangs to my shoulders, and I tie it up with a clip.

Eduardo appears in the doorway. ‘Simon and Josephine are waiting downstairs. It’s showtime, Mikky, and you must remember to smile.’

I look at his reflection. He’s like Adonis personified, and I have to block out the images of our earlier lovemaking and his strong, muscular body on top of mine.

‘Do I have to go?’

‘Yes.’

‘What if they hate me?’

‘How could anyone not love you?’ he says with a laugh. ‘This is the Big Apple, Mikky. It’s where dreams are made. Now, your dream is about to come true.’

* * *

The exhibition is in one of Soho’s most prestigious galleries, and I’m listed as one of the Emerging Artists. There are three of us: an African-American, a French-Italian, and me – Spanish-Irish. 

Mohamed’s work, Based on Sound, involves the release of paint across the canvas that represents noise, while Antonia’s work, Lost, is darker and more intense. It is composed of the confusion of colour, abstract, and cubism – as if caught in a maze of mystification.

My sinister group of paintings, Ravished, hang on the pristine white walls at the far end of the enormous gallery. It’s my first public exhibition, and I drift nervously from group to group, smiling and shaking hands with the young and trendy, the bohemian, old-folk, and middle-aged suited types. 

I mingle amongst them while also trying to distance myself and pretend they’re not sneering at my work. Trying not to imagine overheard conversations, as if I’m nothing to do with the paintings. I stand back and try to look at the work objectively, viewing them as a stranger might see them for the first time. But my pictures are dark and morbid. My bleak mood closes in around me, covering me in a dark, humourless shroud, and even Eduardo’s optimistic presence at my side doesn’t help.

I grip my glass and drink quickly. Everyone in America looks well-groomed, successful, and confident, and by comparison, I feel drab and awkward. Buckets of iced beer and champagne are refilled regularly by penguin waiters, who look like male models earning pocket money on the side from an acting career. I wish I had my camera to snap photographs of the bemused and complex frowns on the faces of the crowd. I wish I had my lens to hide behind.

Josephine links her arm through mine, and I’m momentarily startled when she kisses my cheek and whispers, ‘Come on, cheer up. Tonight is your night, Mikky. You’ve worked so hard, and I’m very proud of you.’

Not many people know that the once world-famous opera singer is my birth mother. Sometimes I can hardly believe it myself. I force a smile. 

‘It’s so good to spend time with you again. Thanks for all your support, Josephine,’ I say truthfully, hugging her arm. 

I’ve never been able to call her Mama or Mum, but she doesn’t seem to mind. She has been supportive of me and tolerant of my changing moods as I’ve grudgingly accepted her into my life.

‘It’s good to be here with you, too, Mikky. You know I love your work. You’ve grown as an artist, and this is your time to shine. This is your night, my darling, and I can only see success ahead for you.’ 

Now that we are in America, Josephine’s accent seems stronger. She was born here, and she moved to New York before leaving at eighteen, venturing to Europe to seek a career as a soprano, never knowing that one day she would become world-famous – more well known than her idol – Maria Callas. And, never knowing that she would give birth to a daughter in London and have that child adopted.

The bristles of Simon’s neatly clipped beard tickle my skin as he kisses me, and he grins when I rub my cheek and grimace. Simon and I have been friends for over ten years, and I’m pleased that he’s now in a relationship with my birth mother. I’m delighted to see them both happy. They are well matched: intelligent, calm, and dignified.

‘You can be honest,’ I whisper to him. ‘You should be my harshest critic, Simon. You’ve known me almost longer than anyone else in this room – apart from Dolores.’

‘I’m impressed. You’ve done well, Mikky. Some of them are darker than I thought they’d be, but you have a skilful quality to your work that can only be admired.’ He smiles, but he appears distracted and glances away.

‘I love this one,’ Dolores says huskily over my shoulder. ‘You should be very excited, Mikky. In fact, I’m very proud of you. You were always an excellent student.’ 

Dolores was my Fine Arts teacher at university in Madrid. There’s a faint whiff of tobacco from her clothes, and I squeeze her arm, pleased to have stayed in touch. Happy we are still friends.

‘Mikky, over here? There’s someone who’s dying to meet you …’ I’m pulled away by the art gallery’s director Miles Davenport to join a group of reporters.

Miles smells of expensive aftershave. He’s well dressed, smooth, and confident, and in contrast, I’m awkward and tongue-tied as I shake the hands of a small group of reporters, who have no idea of the emotion I put into my work. They have no concept of the anguish and energy that tore the sadness from my heart, and how I painted with fire and intensity on the canvases, or of how difficult it was as I relived the horrors of my mind. They have no idea how the ravaged images and the fragmented torsos reflect the part of my life that I hide and keep separate from my daily life. They’re locked in a safe place at the back of my mind. They have no idea of the crimson blood that flows freely in the contours of my mind, mingling with the dust and dirt of back alleyways, the dirty used needles, the scattered white powder, and the sordid reality of cheap lives. 

For me, Ravished is an exhibition of exhaustion, shame, fear, and self-loathing. I have opened myself up like a stretching innocent baby, a young virgin, or an innocent pink lamb ready to be slaughtered.

But I’m not.

I’m terrified.

Several critics corner me; I recognise one from a prestigious art magazine and another from a national newspaper. I turn away. I will not interpret my paintings for critics or art reviewers. I don’t care about their magazines or their precious readers. 

‘Mikky, isn’t this all a little dramatic?’ asks one columnist, with a yellow cravat covering his double chin. He catches my arm and stands in front of me. ‘Isn’t it a little … over the top, pretentious?’

‘Over the top of what?’

‘Reality?’

‘Ravished isn’t about reality.’ I pull away.

‘Is it supposed to be so dark? It reminds me of Caravaggio – the way you use the light and dark. Were you copying his technique?’

‘Many artists use contrasts of light and darkness.’ My sarcasm makes another journalist smile. ‘You either get my work, or you don’t.’

‘It’s all very … staged.’ His smile is insincere, and it doesn’t reach his small eyes. ‘They make me quite unsettled – they’re violent and dark, but they seem … tarnished. The girl tied with a turquoise ribbon is injecting heroin …’

‘They’re supposed to unsettle you.’ I remember witnessing a girl, so stoned she could barely find her vein. It was a split-second sight, a frozen moment in time lodged permanently in the locked drawer of my mind. A snapshot with the lens of my eye.

‘And this one? The women’s head, she’s bleeding, dripping blood onto the floor? Are you trying to shock? What would you say to the audience?’

My work has been therapy for me. I’ve painted what I’ve seen, and now it’s on record for life, etched on my brain. 

‘This is how some people die.’

‘It’s not just emotion, though, is it?’

‘It’s anything you want it to mean.’ I move a few paces away, but he calls me back.

‘Is that why you painted it – for effect?’

‘I paint only for me.’

His laugh is nervously high. ‘Is that arrogance or naivety?’

Anger bubbles in the base of my stomach. I want to grab his cravat and take him by the throat. I take a pace forward, and he flinches. I stare into his challenging eyes, conscious of the wobbling fat under his chin that he’s trying to hide with the yellow silk.

‘Call it what you like, you’re the critic,’ I hiss.

Josephine links her arm through mine and pulls me gently away. 

‘Excuse me, gentlemen. Sorry to interrupt your debate, but there are others waiting. Come on, Mikky, there’s someone over here who wants to speak to you.’ The once-famous opera diva hasn’t lost her grace and charisma. Her smile is captivating as she pulls me away, and I catch a fleeting glance of the reporter scribbling quickly in his notebook. He has a satisfied smile on his wet lips.

Josephine is adept at handling the press. She has been through a rough time, but now she is as revered as she was before her fall from grace in the opera world over five years ago. 

Glorietta Bareldo, the world-famous soprano who replaced my birth mother on the global stage, has caused more heads to turn. I’m sure many of the critics would like to know why two very important and famous opera divas have cancelled their engagements to be with me on this special night.

A reporter is trying to interview her, and she responds in perfect English with only the hint of an Italian accent. 

‘This evening is not about me, and you need to speak to Mikky dos Santos. Her work here is truly amazing. I have purchased several of her pieces already, and they look exceptional in my villa on Lake Como.’

‘See? Watch and learn. You have to charm them, Mikky,’ Josephine whispers, and pulls me aside. ‘It’s not good to get tetchy and angry. I know you’re tired, but it’s only for one night and remember, it’s part of the job.’

‘He’s an obnoxious git, and I don’t give a sh—’

Josephine squeezes my arm. ‘Hello, Miles. I think it’s going very well – don’t you?’

‘There’s a good turnout,’ he replies, rubbing his palms.

Miles Davenport talked me into this exhibition, and he beams confidently at us and around the room. His expensive beige tailored suit hangs perfectly on his trimmed body. His long trendy beard gives him an authoritative air, and his grey inquisitive eyes never stop moving as they take in the important people in the gallery. 

‘I’m sure many pieces will be sold,’ Josephine says.

‘I think the reviews will be positive. Glorietta is a crowd-puller, as are you, my darling.’ He kisses her cheek theatrically. He has hovered around the opera stars all evening, as if some of their glitz and glamour will rub off on him, hoping a photographer will snap his pose with the famous ladies.

‘But this isn’t about us, Miles. This is about Mikky and the other artists.’

‘Of course it is, Josephine. It’s marvellous. The artists’ work compliments each other. Everyone loves Mohamed’s work. He’s quite a hit, and he’s very eloquent with the critics. There’s someone I’d like you to meet, Josephine.’ He waves at someone across the room, and I take the opportunity to unhook my arm from hers, and I walk away. Dodging small groups, I take refuge from the reporters on the far side of the room, where to my surprise, Simon Fuller is staring, deeply engrossed, at Bombed. 

He is lost in thought, and it gives me time to study his profile. He’s six-foot-three, and his brown eyes have an unfathomable expression. I wish I had my camera. Bombed shows the devastated body parts of a drinker – viewed by another alcoholic – a confused, blurry vision. Blotchy, vague, and unreliable.

He is suddenly aware of my presence, and he blinks quickly.

‘Are you alright, Simon?’ 

‘Hi.’

‘Are my gloomy paintings having an effect on you?’

In spite of our thirty-year age gap, we are good friends. He’s an expert on rare manuscripts and authoritative on just about any antiquities. He’s always given me advice, and as a lecturer linked to the Museum of London Archaeology – MOLA – he’s simply the man I go to when I need answers. 

Now, as he stands looking vacantly at my painting, Simon Fuller seems to be a man who has questions but no answers.

‘What’s wrong? Is it Josephine?’ I ask.

‘No.’ He scratches his beard.

‘Sorry, I had to ask. What is it? Are you worried about going to Ecuador tomorrow?’

‘No, not at all.’

‘How long will you be there?’

He shrugs. ‘Maybe a month. They’ve found three rare manuscripts, and I want to see them “in situ” before they’re removed from the cave in the hills.’ 

Over my shoulder, a crowd moves nearer to us, and so by unspoken agreement, we move further away. 

‘Is there a problem?’ 

He sighs and shoves his hands into his jacket pockets.

‘Tell me,’ I urge.

‘I had a phone call last night from a man who said he’s got a nine-hundred-year-old Torah and he wants me to look at it.’

‘Why you? Aren’t they normally validated by a Sofer?’

‘Usually, yes.’

‘How do you mean, “got”? Is it stolen?’ I smile ruefully. Simon knows about my illicit dealings in the past.

‘He seems to think it’s quite legitimate.’

‘He has the provenance?’

‘I assume so.’

‘So, is that a problem?’

‘I don’t know, but a nine-hundred-year-old Torah was recently donated to the Jewish Museum of Rhodes. Well, it was going to be a donation to the museum, but then the earthquake in Turkey happened, and it never got there …’

‘The one last September that killed hundreds of people?’ 

I’d read about the devastation of the Turkish earthquake in the İzmir region and had watched the scenes on television as bodies were pulled from the rubble. It was the worst case in hundreds of years. It had subsequently had a severe effect on Selçuk and the surrounding area. The ancient city of Ephesus and the house where it was claimed Mary, the mother of Jesus, had lived out her days in exile had been seriously damaged. Hundreds had been found dead and thousands made homeless as bridges, viaducts, roads, and buildings had collapsed.

He nods.

‘Could it be a coincidence? Perhaps it’s the same one?’ I ask.

‘Not many ancient Torahs come to light that often, so it’s a difficult call.’

‘So, what does he want you to do, sell it?’

‘He wants me to negotiate a deal with the National Archaeology Museum of Athens.’

‘He wants to give it to them?’

‘I don’t think “give” is the right choice of word.’ Simon’s deprecating smile is gloomy, and I know enough about the underworld, art theft, and looting to understand the subtlety in his tone.

‘If it’s the same one that was in Turkey, then wouldn’t it belong to the Jewish museum?’

‘Therein lies the problem.’ Simon’s eyes narrow and he nods over my shoulder. ‘I think Josephine is looking for you—’ 

‘But if it is the same one that was lost in the earthquake, then how did he get it? Is it his to sell?’

‘It’s in his possession.’ Simon shrugs. ‘Without going over there, I don’t know the entire story, nor can I determine the history of the scroll, or even if it is the same one.’

I’m thinking of the provenance for such a document. ‘Do you know how he acquired it?’

‘He wouldn’t say.’

Eduardo appears at my side. ‘Cariño, Josephine and Miles are looking for you.’ He passes a cold beer to Simon, who takes the designer bottle gratefully.

‘You’d better go, Mikky,’ Simon says.

Eduardo kisses my cheek. ‘It’s going well, mi amor. Not long now, then we can all go to dinner.’

I can’t take my eyes from Simon’s. 

‘There’s more to this, isn’t there?’ I insist.

His eyes darken, and he nods affirmatively.

‘Let’s talk later,’ I whisper. I squeeze his hand and make my way with Eduardo back to Josephine and the savage reporters, all baring their teeth like greedy hyenas.
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“Nothing exists except atoms and empty space; everything else is just opinion.” 

Democritus, philosopher of the fifth-century BC


Our round table at the family-run traditional restaurant in Little Italy is busy and noisy. The delicious aromas that fill the intimate dining room have taken away the earlier tension and sickness. Now I’m hungry, and I am enticed by the enormous feast; thinly sliced carpaccio; bruschetta topped with succulent tomato and sweet-smelling basil, garlic, and melted cheese; creamy pasta and shellfish; followed by an assortment of richly topped pizzas. 

We drink wine with relish, all talking at once, buoyed up by the excitement of the exhibition. It’s also our final night together. We talk over one another’s conversations, laughing inappropriately, finishing each other’s sentences and assuming context. We tease and banter with familiarity, my shoulders relax, and I giggle easily. 

Our table is probably the noisiest and the most excited in the restaurant. Heads turn to watch us. It’s not often that two famous sopranos dine together in public in New York. Surreptitiously, other diners take photos on their iPhones, and occasionally Glorietta is approached for a photograph by a blushing fan.

Bruno leads the animated conversation with Dolores’s teenage granddaughter Maria. It is her first time travelling outside of Spain, and she’s beside herself with enthusiasm for America, hanging onto everything she sees and hears. She’s even developed a slight twang in her otherwise Spanish-English accent.

‘More warder?’ she asks, lifting a jug.

‘More water,’ I emphasise the t and laugh. ‘You’re not American yet.’

‘I wanna live here,’ she replies.

‘Perhaps when you’re older,’ Dolores interjects.

‘It’s been a great success,’ declares Glorietta, as we clink glasses. ‘We’re so pleased we came over here for it, aren’t we, Bruno?’ 

‘I loved your work. Salud, Mikky,’ he says, winking at me. 

‘It was wonderful. I’m so proud of you,’ Josephine adds.

‘And I love you, Mikky.’ Eduardo places his arm protectively around my shoulder, and I lean against his cotton shirt, enjoying its softness on my cheek and the warmth of his touch.

Glorietta and Josephine begin making plans for a summer holiday to the villa on Lake Como, and Eduardo teases Maria about her accent. 

Dolores, my ex-art teacher in Madrid – who now owns an art gallery in Mallorca – brings us up to date with the latest news about Dino Scrugli, our friend and philanthropist. 

‘It said in El Pais that he might be arrested for selling fake artefacts,’ she says. ‘He’s under suspicion …’

‘He doesn’t seem to be the sort of man who would be involved in that kind of thing,’ says Eduardo, although he’s still grinning at Maria, who can’t take her eyes away from the bustle of the restaurant.

‘He’s not like that,’ I agree. ‘Josephine knows him very well. He wouldn’t be involved in anything illegal.’

‘But he didn’t know they were fake,’ argues Glorietta, cutting into our conversation. ‘So, he can’t be guilty, can he?’

‘He has a duty, as a buyer, to check the paintings’ provenance,’ counters Dolores. ‘We have to be careful of fakers. There are too many forgers who profit from this type of thing.’ 

Eduardo winks at me, and I poke my tongue out at him. It’s no secret between this intimate group that I once forged Vermeer’s masterpiece The Concert.

‘Dino is innocent,’ Josephine insists, biting into a slice of pizza.

‘The problem is that he suspected they were fake and that’s why he wanted to get rid of them,’ adds Bruno. ‘He tried to sell them off before he was implicated, and now the Carabinieri are involved—’

‘Carabinieri?’ asks Maria.

‘The Italian police, who protect our cultural heritage,’ explains Bruno. ‘But it had the opposite effect. They swooped down on his place last week. They think he knows more than he is telling them, and they want to find out who sold the paintings to him.’

‘Can’t he just tell the police where he got them from?’ asks Maria.

‘It’d be the most sensible thing to do, but sometimes buyers feel responsibility to protect their sources, especially if they suspect that the artefacts might have been gained illegally – or looted,’ I reply.

‘We don’t know that’s true,’ interjects Glorietta.

‘It’s what the papers say,’ Bruno adds.

‘I don’t believe the press at all,’ says Josephine, with good
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