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The Tisza Flower

Unaware of this, Shoshana and the fisherman continued to sit with their feet submerged in the water. Suddenly, a scream pierced the air. Shoshana jumped up and gathered her legs, as if something had burned her terribly. The young man quickly rose to his feet as well, and they both stared at the unusual, blood-red water.

While the king was alive and well, he would have started the ball with her, but now anyone to whom the queen extended her hand could take that honor.

Full of resentment and fury, realizing that neither her beauty nor her magical powers were helping her, the queen made one last attempt to win him over.

The queen was struck as if by lightning by his loving gaze, which spoke more than a thousand words.

The queen’s rage intensified, and she swung the staff violently. A powerful wind rose, swirling around them and conjuring a dense black cloud. The wolf’s head on the staff seemed to come alive, turning left and right, its eyes flashing. The two blue sapphires sparkled, and the young man and woman transformed into two winged insects. Where they stood, only their garments remained. They fluttered around each other with long wings like those of a dragonfly before finally descending onto the Tisza and vanishing into the dark underbrush. A single tear fell from the king’s eye, which lay on the deathbed in the palace, and his last wish escaped from his soul, soaring to the heavens.
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Every year, at the end of June and the beginning of July, on the banks of the Tisza in the northern part of Vojvodina, a magical natural spectacle defying time takes place: the dance of life and death. Endemic insects, born from the depths of the river, emerge to fulfill their destiny, performing a delicate love dance that usually lasts a few days and then gently fades into eternity. Countless of these ethereal creatures transform the river into a fairy-tale landscape, as their delicate yellowish-pink wings create the illusion that the water is covered in flowers.

These gentle insects, known as "Tisza Flower" (Latin: Palingenia longicauda), bring with them an unparalleled sight that captivates all observers. As they dance above the water, their flight, like petals, creates a dreamlike scene, covering the river with tender hues and turning it into a place from an otherworldly fairy tale. Inspired by this fascinating and unforgettable sight, I decided to dedicate a beautiful and romantic story to this natural phenomenon. This is the legend of the Tisza Flower, a tale of love, life, and transience, which leaves a mark on the hearts of all who experience it.
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Once upon a time, there lived a king and queen named Palingenia in their white, opulent palace near the very banks of the Tisza River. They had two sons who were unmatched in beauty and strength in the three surrounding kingdoms, but they were frivolous and bohemian by nature. Although the king was already advanced in years, neither of the sons showed any interest in taking on duties at the court. Instead, they spent their days going from feast to feast, drunk and in carefree company. If they were not attending some celebration or feast, they would spend their time hunting game, which was abundant in the surrounding Banat forests.

Despite being princes, they cared little for their noble lineage and associated with youth from all walks of life.

[image: image]Among their friends were barons from the renowned families of Srem, Banat, and Bačka, but also hunters, pig herders, and fishermen from the Tisza. While the king grew increasingly distressed day by day over not having anyone to whom he could pass on his kingdom, the queen mother beautified all their mischiefs as if they were still little children.

Among the numerous court ladies and servants lived the king's daughter from his first marriage. The princess possessed something enigmatic and graceful. Whoever looked into her large, black eyes was captivated by her fragile, delicate beauty. That is why her mother named her Shoshana, the lotus flower. When her mother passed away from fever one cold winter, she was left alone with her father. It wasn’t long before her father remarried, this time to a young and beautiful woman. The new wife was lovely and attractive but with cold eyes and an even colder heart.

[image: image]Many said that she was an evil sorceress who came from the distant taiga to win the king's heart and elevate herself high in the court. But the king didn’t care for such tales. The queen was gentle and affectionate towards him, and he cared for nothing else. Sometimes he would feel sadness when he saw that there was no room in her heart for his daughter, but he comforted himself with the thought that it was better for the child to have any mother than none at all.

Instead of embracing the poor girl as her own child, she treated her with pride and a heart as cold and distant as stone. Over time, the girl grew accustomed to her coldness and preferred to stay out of her way, finding peace and happiness in solitude among the palace's grand walls. And when her half-brothers were born, the stepmother stopped paying attention to her altogether.
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And so the years passed, and the princess grew from a pretty little girl into a beauty beyond compare. She was sensible and hardworking but far too wise and mature for her age. As soon as she closed her books and repeated what she had learned from the court tutor, she would go to the riverbank to bathe.

One late summer day, after collecting enough wild apples in her wicker basket for the palace kitchen, the princess decided to swim downstream where the river wasn’t so deep. On the river, she saw her two brothers casting a fishing net with a young village fisherman. The young man was barefoot, his trousers rolled up above his knees, fully dedicated to his task, teaching them how to pull the net out.

For the princes, it was more of a game, and they laughed as they hauled in a net full of carp, catfish, and pike. The young fisherman, on the other hand, was delighted by such a rich catch and pulled the heavy net from the water with even more enthusiasm. He was already counting in his mind how much money he would take to his old father, who had been a fisherman himself until his health failed him.
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Shoshana swam towards them in her white, airy gown, while her long hair, reaching down to her thighs, spread across the water like fairy wings. The young fisherman was stunned by her beauty, and a handful of fish slipped back into the river. Her brothers laughed heartily, teasing him, and finally introduced him to the young fisherman from the Tisza.

Shoshana extended her hand, her gaze falling on his curly black hair and green-blue eyes. How captivating those eyes, the color of the Tisza, were. The young man was equally mesmerized by her and stared intently into her large black eyes as he bent down to kiss her hand. And right there, with their feet in the cool Tisza, a love began between the young fisherman and the Tisza princess.

"Shoshana," the young man would whisper on many nights afterward, watching the full moon reflected in the ripples of the Tisza. The princess, too, found herself more and more often standing by the windows of her room, which faced the wooded slopes cascading into the river.

[image: image]From her window, she could see through the branches the worn, wooden hut that stood on a raft on the river. At night, the young man would light a lantern, and she could clearly make out his silhouette from a distance. She would also light a small candle and place it in her open window. This was how the two of them secretly, silently communicated, giving each other signs that they were thinking of one another.

As if the princess had brought him luck, times were very good for the young man and his father, who had been ill for years. The palace began ordering more and more fish, and finally, more money started flowing into the worn wooden hut on the raft.
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The queen, who had long grown tired of her aging and ailing husband, set her sights on the handsome young man who stood out from all the others with his beauty. Not a single day passed without her sending her servants to place a new order. The princes were already tired of so much fish on the table, so they began bringing their mother game from the surrounding forests, but she gave it all away to the servants and continued to order fish from the Tisza.

The young man, however, showed no interest in the beautiful queen, which she did not initially hold against him, considering him to be a proud and dignified young man, making her like him even more. Each time, she personally received the fish from him, even though it was not fitting for someone of her rank and position—it was the kitchen staff's duty. But this was the only way she could make contact with him, so she didn’t want to miss any opportunity.

As he uncovered the wicker basket filled with fish, she would gaze at him from all sides, enchanted, not missing a chance to subtly brush his hand.

[image: image]

The young man did not notice her hidden signals and was often lost in thought. He could hardly wait for the queen to finally release him from his duties so he could seize the chance to meet the princess in the palace courtyard. Days and weeks passed, and the young man and Shoshana spent more and more time together—secretly, of course, so that no one would notice. Shoshana, the beautiful princess with long ebony-colored hair and eyes shining like morning dew, had captured the heart of the young fisherman with her gentleness and humility. Sometimes it seemed to him that she was one of them, one of the common people, because she was simple, not proud or conceited. Their meetings became more frequent and carefully hidden from the eyes of the court. They often met in the castle’s secret gardens, where roses bloomed in all colors and filled the air with a divine fragrance. Together, they would walk in silence through the garden, their hands intertwined, exchanging secret smiles and unspoken thoughts. And there were days when they wanted to be completely alone, so they would hide in the dense acacia forests that surrounded the castle. They would often sit by the very banks of the Tisza, in secluded places that were hard to reach. There, they would sit for hours, watching the reflection of the moon on the surface of the water. The young fisherman would sometimes surprise Princess Shoshana by catching a fish and preparing it over an open fire on the sandy shore. In those moments, happiness burned in her eyes, brighter than the campfire itself.
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It seemed to her that she had found her happiness in him, her safe harbor that she had longed for ever since she could remember. Their love grew day by day with each new secret meeting. Sometimes the princess would sing gentle songs about love as she lay in her beloved's lap, gazing at the stars in the night sky, which sparkled like the most precious diamonds. He, in turn, would play his flute, creating a magical melody that echoed through the dense thickets along the riverbank, only to disappear, carried away by the waves of the mighty river.

Although their meetings were held in secret, their love could not remain hidden forever. News of their love spread like wildfire among the palace servants and villagers. Everyone lived in fear because of it, but no one dared utter a word
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