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"God is at home. It is we who have gone out for a walk."

– Meister Eckart–
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This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, locations, events and incidents are the products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


CHAPTER 1

ETERNITY

Time is too slow for those who wait, too swift for those who fear, too long for those who grieve, too short for those who rejoice, but for those who love, time is eternity.

~ Henry van Dyke

Amid the moans and cries of his fellow prisoners, Geronimo‘s only freedom lay in his thoughts, hopes, and prayers.

A momentary image from the past flashed back in his mind. He had followed the labyrinthine path trodden by countless pilgrims and penitents toward the sanctuary of Lluc.

The abbot had urged him to make the pilgrimage to the Black Madonna, to the sanctuary in the mountains, seeking answers before choosing - a life with his beloved Isabel or a monastic life of service.

He had mumbled thousands of Ave Marias, fasted, and prayed.

Was this God’s punishment for choosing love? Finding solace amid the moans, and the rattling of chains he recited:

"He wraps himself in light as with a garment; he stretches out the heavens like a tent... he waters the mountains from his upper chambers; the earth is satisfied by the fruit of his work."

It was a song of praise for the creator of all things, giving voice to the streams, the wind, and the birds.

He tried to recollect. The abbot had told him to live his truth. He had reached the monastery entrance as the bells tolled.

Pilgrims were assembling in the square to pay homage to the Black Madonna. He hastily made his way to the Santuari de Lluc, where a brother played introductory music on the organ.

The figurine of the Black Madonna seemed to transcend time and space, her features and crown unchanged. But now, it felt as if she smiled at him mockingly.

Afterwards, he spent days fasting in a cave, descending into the ground on a stairway carved into the stone. A blanket on a stone slab formed a simple bed. Further down was a fireplace with a pool fed by an underground spring.

It had been his home before he took the walk back to inform the abbot of his decision.

But it was not to be. Ambushed by the Baron’s men and sold into slavery, Geronimo was warned by the Baron, who had other plans for his only daughter.

He was angry, sad, and desperate. How could God be so cruel? Was this punishment for his selfish indulgence, for breaking a vow to live a chaste life of service, a choice he had made out of duty rather than heartfelt conviction?


CHAPTER 2

FORBIDDEN Love

Love found a path in unexpected ways with Orpheus falling in love with the nymph Eurydice. But their wedding was not to be, for as she walked down the aisle she stepped on a poisonous snake and died.

But Orpheus was able to find a path to the Underworld, using his musical talents to convince the God of the Underworld, Hades, to release his true love Eurydice. Hades finally agreed but only on condition that he would lead his bride to the world of the living without ever looking back to make sure Eurydice was following him.

Orpheus had almost reached the surface again when he couldn’t resist and turned around. Eurydice had been following him all the time. Once he looked at her beautiful face, she was immediately pulled back into the land of the dead for eternity and Orpheus swore from that day one to never love again.

~ Mallorca: April, 1328 A.D

Life was short and tough for the inhabitants of the Balearic Islands in medieval times.

Pirates frequently raided the villages, kidnapping the able-bodied men and women to be sold on the North African slave markets.

There was little toleration for alternative interpretation of the Christian faith or committing “sins of the flesh”.

The Inquisition was swift and harsh for those who broke the law or chose to live outside of societal rules and norms.

After King James I of Aragon had seized the main island from the Moslems in the 13th century, the surviving Moslems toiled mainly as slaves for the new settlers, and were treated no better than livestock.

Meadows between hamlets were covered in poppy flowers, white, yellow and blue margarites.

The Friar Geronimo tied his horse to the olive tree, inhaling the fresh spring air, twirling his fingers around a bundle of grass.

He came to the place with the view from the mountain on the two villages below to escape and to daydream.

On that spring day the sky was overcast, yet streams of light penetrated from the darkened clouds to illuminate the mountain tops of Santa Magdalena and Randa in the distance.

Coming from the forest he observed a young woman with a red silk scarf tied around her long black hair. From her pale complexion and her fine dress he assumed she was of wealthy status.

She hummed a tune, swinging a basket brimming with flowers and herbs, oblivious to his presence until she nearly stumbled over him.

A fleeting second, that in its timeless eternity had instantly changed all his perceptions and beliefs.

She gazed at him with a coy smile, while he turned away shyly, avoiding what would be unbecoming.

Clad in a friar’s robe, any interaction with a young woman of her beauty and age would be deemed improper. Yet that moment sparked a torrent of emotions and fantasies.

Despite his vows, he was still a man, and she felt a surge of anger at the conventions that forbade such a handsome young man from engaging with her.

Are the people we encounter more than mere coincidences? Was it destiny or choice that brought them to the same spot at the same time the next day?

Alone with her thoughts, fears, and anger, she reflected on her future—bound to a man 25 years her senior, chosen to be her husband.

It was the order of things and how wealth was maintained and accumulated among the descendants of the knights who had served under King James. He had redistributed the land on the island among his most loyal and courageous knights. This land was passed from generation to generation with accumulation of wealth by right marriage.

Despite an upbringing and education that had been designed all her life for her future duties as wife and mother, there was a voice of fire and rebellion within her that refused to accept the inevitability of what the family thought was best.

Isabel spent much of her days reading the classics, dreaming and fantasizing about a life that she would be spending with a man she loved and not one she would have to marry out of duty.

Days prior, her father, the Baron had introduced them for the first time. She disliked him instantly, feeling his scrutinizing gaze as if she were one of his livestock. The overly applied orange blossom oil failed to mask his sour body odor. She couldn’t bear to imagine his swollen, thick fingers violating her tender body like the invasive tentacles of a serpent.

She was expected to remain silent as the Baron and the Don discussed their future union like a business deal. The marriage would merge two large tracts of land and significantly boost the number of olive groves. Isabel felt nothing but disgust for her father. She pleaded, cried, and shouted at the Baroness to prevent the marriage, knowing her mother was powerless.

She refused to accept her mother’s argument that a woman was merely a pawn in the male-dominated game of power and land.

The Baroness tried to convince her that her own marriage to the Baron, though one of convenience, had provided her with two healthy children and material comforts that others on the island could only dream of. But Isabel couldn't imagine a life of quiet misery, where her only purpose was to procreate.

The thought of a forbidden love affair with a man she could never wed was enticing. The idea of tasting forbidden fruit filled her with an inexplicable excitement.

She felt it all over her body, producing explosive sensations. It was beyond mind and self-control, a powerful force pushing her with every cell of her being in only one direction.

It was a passionate and, at the same time, destructive force, sweeping her away like a feather in a gale-force wind. She was powerlessly addicted to love and happier than she had ever been. Love was painful in surrendering the heart to another but simultaneously redeeming and transformational.

Conversation with the friar Geronimo was effortless, as if they had known each other for years.

The followed a path leading to a rocky ledge. From there they had a wonderful view of the Iglesia Santa Lucia that overlooked the town of Mancor de Valle.

Their hands interlocked briefly as he assisted her onto the ledge, the gentle pressure of her touch warming his hands, radiating an undercurrent of fervor.

As raindrops danced from the skies, they sought shelter beneath the protective arms of an old carob tree.

With an innate gesture, she nestled her head onto his shoulder, a tranquil intimacy blossoming between them.

Inhaling deeply, he was enveloped by the fragrance of rosemary and thyme from her loosely cascading black hair, falling over her shoulders all the way down her back.

Feelings of guilt, his vow of chastity or thoughts of the future disappeared in an instant.

Time slowed into a moment of eternity as their faces drew closer, a tentative magnetism guiding their movements, until their lips met in youthful innocence.

A rush of energy surged through him as she daringly parted her lips, drawing him closer in a fervent embrace.

Their tongues danced in exploration, while they whispered affirmations of love and devotion.

Then she drew back, her round azure eyes meeting his gaze, a fleeting emotion flickering within them.

"I must leave," she uttered, a sudden tremor in her voice betraying her apprehension.

Despite their precautions, Diego, a farmhand had caught a glimpse of their hidden affection. Eager to win the Baron's favor, he wasted no time in relaying the tale—embellished with no small amount of his own fantasies.

Isabel sensed trouble the moment dinner was served, the Baron's brooding silence casting a heavy pall over the evening.

The Baronesa her own nervousness, by barely touching her food.

"Do you have something to share with us, Isabel?" the Baron inquired, his voice with a sharpness like the dagger swinging from his hips.

From the instant Isabel crossed the threshold into the room, the palpable aura of disclosure hung heavy.

The unspoken truth seemed to reverberate in the room in an awkward silence and her parents' telltale demeanor.

A paralysis seized her body, rendering her speechless, words held captive by the grip of her own uncertainty and fear.

The Baron snipped his fingers. Diego, the Baron’s farmhand, walked in.

“It appears my daughter is unable and unwilling to talk. Let us help refresh Isabel’s memory,” the Baron said motioning to Diego.

Isabel had never liked the man. It was his submissive lack of dignity that irritated her. Behind the exterior face of loyalty and obedience there was resentment, if not hate. Language of the eyes never could hide the truth.

Diego seemed to relish recollecting in detail how he had followed the instructions of the Baron, who had become suspicious of his daughters long afternoon absences. He had followed from a distance all the way up the mountain where he had seen the two meet in such a way that he was certain they were lovers.

The Baron stood up from his chair, motioning to Diego to leave the room.

“I will say this only once and you will listen, my dear Isabel. You will never see or go near to that Muslim boy again…

“Tears, streamed down her face. I love him…” she whispered.

The words “love him” did it. The Baron’s heavy hand ripped into her face, hard and fast. The ringing pain was nothing compared to the emotional pain and heartbreak that she felt in that instant. The remaining love that she had only really felt from her father during early childhood, was gone.

At this point the Baronesa intervened, pulling Isabel aside to prevent the Baron from meting out further physical punishment.

Isabel hurried to her room, looking into the mirror, where the red imprints of her father’s fingers were visibly embedded in her cheek.

She carefully wiped away the tears with the shock, sorrow and grief fading into a steely and iron-willed determination.


CHAPTER 3

KIDNAPPED

Isabel had often seen the Baron angry. But this time it was different. He seemed to despise from his core everything about Geronimo. The Baron would stop at nothing in preventing the two from ever seeing each other again.

“There is something you need to know,” the Baronesa said to her daughter the next day, when she confided to her mother her feelings and fears.

The Baron meanwhile sought out Geronimo at the home of Senor Cristobal where he had been assigned to give tuition to the oldest son Cristobal junior.

There was something about the Baron’s posture and mannerism that deeply unsettled Geronimo. It was not so much the threats and his offer of a bribe to return to his monastery in Palma but the low, guttural tone of his voice that stirred a distant memory.

He not only felt unworthy but insulted in the way the Baron threw the silver coins at him on the table, as if he was a dog waiting to grab the bone thrown at him.

He was angry at himself in the way he responded with the words frozen in his mouth, suppressing the urge to throw the money back at him. But all he did was withdraw to the fearful child within.

Geronimo didn’t stop running until he had reached the mountain top where he had spent so many hours reminiscing, flirting and enjoying every moment with Isabel.

He threw a rock down the precipice, seeing it bouncing from rock to rock far below. He slumped against a tree exhausted.

Then it all came rushing back. At first, it felt like grasping at the remnants of a long-faded dream.

But it was no dream. He had left his body at the age of five, hovering above the shed's roof, witnessing his father's humiliation—beaten mercilessly, the whiplashes cutting into his naked, bleeding flesh.

"Confess! You stole the Jamon."

"No, Master. Please…"

Fists rained down on the man. They found Geronimo in the forest, alone, mumbling incoherently, after they had taken his father's body away.

Geronimo could vaguely remember the calm, proud presence of his father. He recalled being gently stroked awake from nightmares, his father's touch soothing him back to sleep.

There were walks in the mountains where he showed him the newborn lambs, and moments by the stream, watching birds just staring at the sky.

Only a few weeks later, his mother too had passed, her body weakened by fever and the heartbreak.

It was weeks before Isabel and Geronimo could meet again with the hot blood of passion becoming almost unbearable. Their love-making in the woods was intense with the awareness that every moment could be their last.

It was after one long night of love-making that she whispered into his ear the secret that her Mother had confided to her.

The benefactor who had funded his education at the monastery was none other than the Baronesa, burdened with guilt over her husband's misdeeds.

The Jamón had not been stolen by the Muslim slave—an absurd notion, as it was unthinkable for a Muslim to handle pork.

Instead, it was her unscrupulous son, Ramón, who had pilfered the prized ham to settle debts owed for indulgences at the house of sin.

Geronimo’s real name was Atqa Amin Salim, meaning the God conscious and trustworthy one who seeks peace. When they baptized him the monks named him Geronimo Romano, the name of the Abbot.

What her family had done to his family could never be absolved. It was an inexplicable coincidence or Act of God that had tugged them toward their common destiny.

They mooted plans on how they could escape their predicament. Isabel knew that plans were in preparation for a marriage that would be loveless and transactional.

But where to go. They had never left the island. They could find a way to hide on one of the ships regularly travelling the route between Palma and Barcelona. But they had no funds and means to support themselves.

And then there was the Baron with his wide network of influential persons of authority who could easily trace them.

The Baron distrusted his daughter. The sudden positive mood, her sprightly walk, singing as she went along. He was no fool. She was a woman in love and not with the man chosen for her by him. He gave instructions for her to be watched day and night. But Isabel had found a way to trick them.

Her faithful servant, Francesca, would come to her room. They would swap dresses, Francesca slipped into her bed while Isabel made her way toward the servants quarters, leaving the property through the rear exit.

This went on for several weeks until the Baron learned of the unusual comings and goings of “Francesca”. The Baron and half a dozen of his men followed her, observing the makeshift shepherd hut. Soon after Geronimo also had entered, the men stormed the hut.

Geronimo was bound and gagged while Isabel was dragged screaming and shouting back to the Baron’s estate.

That same night the Baron’s men took Geronimo on the donkey trail in the mountains to a cove near Sant Elm, on the southwest of the island. The North African pirates swiftly ferried him to their ship further offshore.

He was dumped into the lower hold where they untied him and chained him to the other men and woman kidnapped from towns and villages along the coast. He heard low moans and crying. From here the journey would take them to the slave markets of Algiers.

The Baron had no reservations in telling his daughter about Geronimo’s fate. It was the only means of getting him out of the way. This was only to her own benefit.

„You need structure and order in your life. You will get married. You will be a good wife and have children.”

Isabel heard her father’s remarks with shock, anger and resentment. “No,” she said “I will not do as you say.” Her voice was firm and resolute.

“You will do as I say, he said. “You are a disgrace to this family.”

Isabel knew then that there was only one last avenue left for her. It was as if she was at that moment speaking with the voice of another.

“I will take a vow,” she said. “But it will not be one of marriage.”


CHAPTER 4

SURRENDERING TO HUMILITY

“As you start walking on the way, the way appears”

~ Rumi

The vessel bounced between the waves like a cork thrown into a spiral maelstrom pulling them into the shadowlands.

Through a space in the boarding he detected the sky, a glimmer of light, hanging thick and grey.

Lying in the hold squashed against other bodies smelling of urine, sweat and vomit, Geronimo felt like an iron fist was closing in on his throat.

He gathered his senses, imagined Isabel’s soft fingers stroking through his hair, her head resting onto his shoulder. It sustained him for a while then he pushed away the thought. It only filled him with sadness and anger.

Already he was thinking of ways to escape and to seek revenge on the Baron. This was the man who had robbed him of his childhood, taken his love and now sold him into slavery.

He was chained like an animal, robbed of all remnants of human dignity.

If there was a meaning to all this it was that spark of energy, the hatred and anger keeping him alive to one day take his revenge on the Baron.

The Franciscans had preached the power of forgiveness but the mere thought of it was farthest on his mind as the vessel entered the port of Algiers.

As the boats reached shallow waters they were made to bathe in the sea so that they would be clean when presented for sale at the market.

They were herded in single file to a dark shed at the main market square with a thick door slamming shut and enveloping them in darkness.

In the darkness he heard the soft sobbing of a young woman and a painful groan from a man next to him.

He tasted the salt water on his lips, felt the dampness of his clothes and started to shiver with fear.

On the journey to Algiers he had slipped from a numb sleep into a half-awakened state. The bath in the sea had shocked him into the stark realization of his condition.

The only slaves who ever returned from Algiers were those family members of the wealthy noblemen who could pay a ransom for their release.

At the moment there was nothing else but to fully accept the state of his condition. Few things were more humiliating than to be thrust from purportedly safe surroundings into slavery, and the complete surrender into the custody of a yet unknown owner.

It was why nobody in that dark room dared speak or speculate on what would lay in store for them for possibly the remainder of their days on earth.

Alone with his thoughts, Geronimo remembered the kind words of his abbot that spoke to him as if it had been yesterday.

“Everything is grace. And so it is written, God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble. Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you.“

He had a long and difficult conversation with the abbot, confessing his love to Isabel, and that he could no longer reconcile this with his life as a friar.

The abbot did not reprimand or scold him. He was well aware of the temptations young friars faced every day which they revealed in often too much detail during confession. The abbot instead spoke of love and its many different forms.

“Desire is often confused with love,” he said, pausing, and watching Geronimo’s reaction. “It is our natural inclination to procreate, and to be confused by the passionate desire of Eros.

“The nature of Eros is the strong desire to engage in intimate physical contact. But these flames of infatuation burn not for long.

“Yet, romantic love, comes with great emotional turmoil because there is recognition of the familiar, sometimes that of a shared past pain.

“And, then there is Agape, of which we speak so much and I try to instill into you young friars,” the abbot continued.

“It is the highest form of love, selfless by nature, unconditional and expecting nothing in return. It is the love of service that our Lord Jesus lived for his fellow man.

“It is commitment, dedication and care for thy wife, brother, sister and neighbor. It is the ability to accept the other with all due humility and to forgive with all your heart. It is the love we see in a mother
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