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FOREWORD

The Silent Island of the Mediterranean
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⸻

There are entire periods in the history of the Mediterranean that seem to have been deliberately forgotten, as if someone had locked a room of the house and then dropped the key to the bottom of the sea. One of those rooms is Crete in the ninth and tenth centuries — the one hundred and thirty-five years during which the island, torn from the body of the Byzantine Empire, belonged to an independent Arab emirate, founded not by conquerors arriving with armies from the mainland, but by a people of Andalusian exiles who had lost their homeland and made Crete their new home, with no thought of return.

It is an extraordinary story, too rarely told. Manuals of Cretan history tend to pass over this period in a few summarizing paragraphs — the Arabs conquered the island in 827; they founded a fortress called Chandax; they made of it a pirates' nest; and in 961, the Byzantine general Nikephoros Phokas reclaimed it after a long siege. That is all. The rest remains in shadow, as though the island had fallen silent for more than a century. But islands never fall silent. In those years was born the name Chandax — al-khandaq, the trench — which would later become Candia, and later still Heraklion, today's capital. In those years, entire populations of Arabic-speaking Andalusians, still carrying in their memory the scent of Córdoba's date palms and the echo of Cordoban mosques, mingled with the Cretan peasants and fishermen of Orthodox faith, giving birth to a hybrid civilization with its own music, its own cuisine, its own customs. Neither of these worlds defeated the other. They coexisted, intertwined, transformed one another, until the return of the Byzantines closed that parenthesis brutally and tried to erase it from official memory.

But the memory of the earth is more stubborn than the memory of men. The archaeological excavations at Heraklion still bring to light Andalusian ceramics, coins minted by the emirs of Crete, foundations of mosques over which Venetian churches were later raised. Entire toponyms across the island — villages, valleys, streams — preserve, beneath successive layers of Greek and Italian, the trace of an Arabic word. The Cretan dialect spoken today contains dozens of terms found in no other Greek dialect, terms that can be traced back to those people who came from al-Andalus. And if you look down from a plane onto the northern coast of the island, you will see that the city of Heraklion stands exactly where Abu Hafs Umar al-Iqritishi, the leader of the exiles, decided one day in the year 827 that he would dig a trench and raise a fortress.

This novel, The Island of No Return, attempts to give voice to those people — the Andalusians driven from Córdoba after the revolt in the al-Rabad quarter in the year 818, when the emir Al-Hakam I decided to extinguish in blood the discontent of a population that had dared to call him to account. Fifteen thousand families were torn from their homes and cast upon the sea, with no right of return. They wandered for years along the coasts of Africa and Egypt; they briefly conquered Alexandria; and at last, under the leadership of a resolute and pragmatic man, they set foot on Crete and made of it what no conqueror before them had achieved: a home.

I wrote this book with the feeling of filling a void. The reader familiar with the other volumes of the Cretan cycle may remember the fortress at Candia — the citadel that forgot how to fall, with its Venetian walls and its turbulent history. That fortress was born here, in the pages you are about to read. Its first name, before Candia, before Heraklion, was Chandax — and the man who gave it to the island was someone who had come from the far end of the Mediterranean, a man who had nowhere left to return to.

This is his story. And the story of those who followed him.

BOOK ONE

Córdoba

⸻⸻⸻

Andi Rădiu
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CHAPTER I
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al-Rabad, Before Dawn

⸻

Yusuf awoke before the muezzin. This had been happening often in recent months — as though his body knew, before his mind did, that it was about to be summoned. He lay for a few moments on his mat, eyes open in the darkness of the room, and listened. He heard his mother's breathing in the chamber next to his, steady and calm. He heard, further off, the creak of a cart along the potters' lane — someone going down to the river with pitchers, before dawn, to be the first at the good water. He heard Ibrahim the Merchant's dog bark once, briefly, more out of habit than unease.

Then he rose. He passed his palms over his face, shook the dust from his tunic, stepped out into the courtyard. The September air was still cool, carrying that dry, slightly bitter smell of fig leaves beginning to fall. The sky above al-Rabad was the color of mother-of-pearl — no longer night, but not yet morning. A thin line of pink rose above the walls, beyond, across the river, from the direction of the emir's great city.

Yusuf went to the well in the courtyard, drew water, and washed. The water was cold. He plunged his face into it twice and held it there as long as he could, until his lungs called for air — a small daily ritual of his, something he had done since childhood, that no one had taught him. When he raised his head, dripping, the drops fell on the stones of the courtyard and turned black.

Then the call began. The voice of the muezzin from the small mosque of the quarter rose, uncertain at first, then clear, above the rooftops. Allahu akbar... A second later, another voice, from the great mosque at the other end of the quarter, took up the call, like an echo. And another. And another. In a few moments all of al-Rabad was singing — perhaps ten voices, each with its own accent, each with its own cadence, but all saying the same thing.

Yusuf stood motionless in the courtyard. He listened. In all his twenty-five years, he had never heard any other sound of morning. For a man born in al-Rabad, the call of the muezzins was so natural that it resembled the coming of the day itself — if you woke one morning without it, you would think the sun had not risen.

Then he made the ablutions properly, and prayed in the courtyard, facing south. He knelt, touched the ground with his forehead, rose. At the second kneeling, as usual, his thoughts wandered — to the books to be copied, to the conversation with his father from the evening before, to something Lamia had said to him three days earlier that he still could not decide how to understand. He remembered, guiltily, and forced himself to focus. At the third kneeling he succeeded. At the fourth there was only himself and the cold earth beneath his forehead.

When he finished he rose, smoothed his tunic, and stepped into the house. His mother had already laid the bread on the table — barley bread, with black olives beside it and a bowl of yogurt. Sa'id, his father, was already seated. He was reading, with the book propped on his knees, beside an oil lamp he had not yet put out, though the light was already gathering.

— Did you sleep well, boy?

— Yes, father.

— Liar.

Sa'id raised his eyes from the book and smiled — a brief, ironic smile, which deepened the lines at the corners of his eyes. He was sixty years old and beginning to carry his age in his shoulders, but his eyes had remained young. The eyes of a man who had read too much to be troubled by small things.

— I heard you walking about the courtyard from the middle of the night, he went on. That washing with cold water won't solve anything for you, Yusuf. The water isn't the problem.

— Then what is?

— I don't know. You should tell me.

Yusuf broke off a piece of bread and dipped it in the yogurt. He ate in silence for a few moments. His mother came in from behind, set a cup of warm milk on the table, and left without a word. She was a woman who spoke little, his mother — Yusuf had inherited her silence, though not her calm.

— Heavy dreams, he said at last. That's all.

Sa'id closed the book, slowly, and set it aside. It was an old volume, with worn leather covers — a medical treatise by ar-Razi, copied by the hand of a scribe from Baghdad a hundred and fifty years before. A treasure. Sa'id had owned it for as long as Yusuf could remember, and he reread it every autumn.

— Your dreams, he said, are the dreams of a man who senses something before he sees it. You're not the only one. I haven't slept well for two months. Nor has Ibrahim, nor the blacksmith, nor the old muezzin from the mosque on the corner. There are days when it seems to me the whole quarter is breathing heavily.

— And what is it?

Sa'id looked at him for a few moments. Then, instead of answering, he passed the book across the table.

— Read this afternoon, he said. The chapter on fevers. There's still an hour before we go to the workshop. Use it.

Yusuf took the book without asking anything more. He knew, after twenty-five years of life beside his father, when a question would receive no answer. Sa'id was a man who believed that a well-asked question was more precious than a hundred hurried answers — and that, more often than not, if you let the question rest, the answer came of itself.

*    *    *
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SA'ID'S WORKSHOP WAS on the riverbank, three hundred paces from the house, on a narrow lane the al-Rabadans called the Street of Books. The name was an exaggeration — seven workshops for copying manuscripts, two true bookshops, and a binder's shop. But for a suburb of Córdoba, seven workshops were a great many. More than at Seville. More than at Toledo. As many as at Baghdad, said those who were proud — though none of those who said so had ever been to Baghdad.

Yusuf walked beside his father in silence. The street was filling slowly — women with baskets on their shoulders, children running toward the madrasa, an old man with a donkey loaded with sacks of wool. They all greeted Sa'id. Salam aleikum, they said, and Sa'id replied: Aleikum salam, and that was all. But in their greeting, Yusuf felt something he had always felt — a kind of respect his father gathered without asking for it. Sa'id ibn Ahmad, they said in whispers, as they passed. The scholar. The one who has the good books.

At the workshop they opened the doors, set aside the shutters, let the cool morning air come in. The smell of the workshop — Yusuf had loved it since he was a child. Black soot ink mingled with resin. Parchment — goat parchment, sheep parchment, rabbit parchment for the most delicate works. Egyptian paper freshly arrived, still smelling of wind and salt. And the oldest smell of all, from the depths of the workshop, where the manuscripts waited to be copied or bound — a smell of time, of dust, of old thought.

Sa'id sat down at his table and began to prepare the quills. Yusuf, at the adjoining table, opened the chapter his father had pointed to and began to read. It was a chapter on the kinds of fever — the soft fever, the burning fever, the fever that comes and goes, the fever that never goes. Ar-Razi, with his clear mind, classified them all, gave them names, described their symptoms. Yusuf read slowly, letting the words enter.

Then, abruptly, he stopped. He raised his eyes from the book and looked toward his father.

— Father.

— Yes.

— This quarter has a fever.

Sa'id did not raise his eyes from the quill he was sharpening. He continued his movement — slow, careful, with the small penknife in his left hand and the quill in his right — for several moments. Then, without stopping his work, he said:

— Very good, boy. Read on. See what ar-Razi says you must do, once the diagnosis is made.

Yusuf returned to the book. He read. Ar-Razi said: When the fever is identified, the first thing the wise physician does is prepare the patient for what is to come. Lay him in a cool room. Keep clean water at hand. Warn him and his people that the fever will rise, before it falls. And if it is one of the great fevers, the physician must prepare himself: be clear in his mind, sleep little, keep his instruments near. For a great fever either kills the patient, or kills the physician through exhaustion. It never passes lightly.

Yusuf closed the book. He looked outside, through the shutters, at the yellow light now entering the workshop — the sun was above the rooftops, an ordinary day was beginning in al-Rabad. He heard, beyond the wall, the voices on the Street of Books, the scrape of brooms, the splash of water from an overturned bucket. Ordinary things. Sounds of a life that does not know its end.

He looked at his father. Sa'id had finished sharpening the quill, set it beside the other three, and was now beginning to prepare the ink. His hands were already dirty, blue-black at the fingertips, as always. The hands of a scribe. Hands that, in thirty years of working life, had copied more than two hundred manuscripts. Hands that held, without knowing it, between their fingertips, half the books that al-Rabad would ever read.

— Father.

— Yes, boy.

— How many books do we have here, in the workshop?

Sa'id raised his eyes, slowly. His eyes, above the small flame of the oil lamp, seemed for a moment very old.

— About four hundred, he said. Counting what is in the storeroom, what is in the binder's shop, what is lent out to the mufti and to Dr. Ibn Suleiman. Four hundred, more or less.

— Four hundred.

— Yes.

Yusuf said nothing more. He opened ar-Razi's book again, but he did not read. He only looked at the words, at the way they settled on the page, at the way a man who had been dead for nearly a hundred years was speaking to him, on this morning, in this workshop on the bank of the Guadalquivir, about fevers.

He thought: if the great fever begins, and these four hundred books are here, then perhaps they will survive. Books survived the fall of Persia. They survived the fall of Egypt. They survived the burning of Alexandria, though not all of them. Books have thick skin. Books know how to wait.

Then he thought of Lamia. He had known her too since they were small — the potter's daughter from the lower lane, with black eyes and hands always dirty from wet clay. He had known her since they were both eight years old and played in the dust with the other children, and he could have sworn he did not love her. He had been able to swear it until this past spring, when one evening, at a wedding in the smiths' quarter, he had seen her passing and had lifted his eyes from the bowl of water, and she had returned his gaze, and for one whole second the music had ceased to exist, and the dust had ceased to exist, and the smiths had ceased to exist, and there were only her eyes and his, across the courtyard.

Since then he had not slept well.

Lamia was not a book. Lamia could not be hidden when the fever came. She could not be closed away. She could not bear leather covers. She could not be copied, or bound, or stored at the back of the workshop. Lamia was a living person — and the living, ar-Razi knew this too, die in fevers.

Yusuf understood then, in the workshop, with his eyes on the lines of ar-Razi's manuscript, that this was what woke him every night for two months. Not the books. Not his father. Not the quarter, though that too. It was Lamia. It was the fear of losing her before he had even had the courage to tell her that he loved her.

He drew a deep breath. Then he reached for the quill, and prepared to copy. He had a work in progress — a treatise on astronomy commissioned by a merchant from Toledo. Pages upon pages on the stars, on their movements, on their light. Things that do not change, that do not burn, that do not go away.

The stars, he thought, are in the sky whatever an emir may do. The stars know no taxes. The stars know no quarters. The stars do not even know al-Rabad.

It was a thought meant to console him. It did not.

He began, nonetheless, to copy.

The quill scraped across the parchment. The sun climbed, slowly, above the rooftops of the quarter. And somewhere, beyond the walls of al-Rabad, across the river, in the great palace of the emir Al-Hakam in the heart of Córdoba, other men — men whom Yusuf did not know and would never know — were setting down, without knowing it, the first stones of a road which, in a year and a half, would carry him, and Lamia, and his father, and all those he loved, onto a sea they had never imagined.

His quill scraped on.

In the storeroom of the workshop, the four hundred books, in the silence of the morning, seemed to fall silent in the way that things fall silent when they know.
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CHAPTER II
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Marwan and the Iron

⸻

Sa'id let him go around the middle of the afternoon. It was not customary — at the workshop they usually worked until sunset. But Sa'id had watched him for a while looking at his quill without writing, drawing a few marks, erasing them, beginning again and again erasing them, and at last said, without lifting his eyes from his page:

— Go, boy. Today you have no scribe's hands.

— But the page.

— The page can wait another day. If you write when your mind isn't here, in five years when someone reads the text, he will feel it. You don't see it, but you feel it. Go.

Yusuf gathered his quills, wiped the tip of the one he had barely used, closed the inkpot. He went out without saying anything more. His father was of the same opinion as ar-Razi: that what a troubled hand makes, another troubled hand will read later, and that this is how, from generation to generation, sick books are passed down.

On the Street of Books, the afternoon light was lazy, smeared along the walls, the color of olive oil poured into a glass. Yusuf walked aimlessly for a while. He passed Hassan the Binder's workshop, where the man was working on a cover with the gilding iron; he passed Ibn Tashfin's bookshop, where an old scholar was trying to buy a copy of Ibn Hisham's Muqaddima at half price. Ordinary things. Ordinary sounds. Yusuf heard them as if from far away, as through a wet blanket.

Then, turning right along the lane, he left the quarter of books and reached, after a few hundred paces, the quarter of the smiths.

Here the world changed at once. The lanes were wider, to make room for the carts of raw iron. The air smelled different — of charcoal, of reddened iron, of burned oil, of the sweat of men who worked in smoke. The sounds were no longer those of a quiet morning, but of a day that struck without rest. Clang. Clang. Clang. Hammers on anvils. Sssssss. Red iron plunged into water. The shouts of shop boys carrying baskets of nails. The roars of masters scolding their apprentices.

Yusuf felt, as he did each time he came here, like a man who has entered a stranger's house. It was not his house. His house smelled of ink, not of charcoal. But it was the house of his friend.

The workshop of Marwan and his father, Yahya the Smith, was the second to last on the main lane. It had a wide door, always open, through which smoke escaped. On the threshold was a smaller anvil, placed there not for working but as a sign — everyone knew that Yahya the Smith kept a small anvil on his doorstep, as a kind of guild emblem. Here is good iron. That was all.

Yusuf went in. Inside it was dark and full of smoke and fire. At the great anvil in the back, Marwan raised the hammer with both hands above a blade of red iron. He was stripped to the waist. His skin, under the soot of the day's labor, shone with sweat. He had broad shoulders, thick arms, black hair stuck to his temples. When he struck, the muscles of his back caught like ropes.

His father, Yahya, was in a corner, sharpening a scythe for a peasant. Yahya the Smith was an old man, lean, with white hair. At sixty, he could still hold the hammer, but he left the heaviest part now to Marwan. My boy, he would say, has the good hands. He has the hands I had at thirty.

Marwan struck the final blow, plunged the blade into the water, sssssss, drew out the steam. Then he lifted his eyes and saw Yusuf in the doorway.

— Scholar, he said, and smiled. Has your father driven you from the workshop?

— He didn't drive me out. He forgave me.

— That's worse. Wait a moment.

Marwan went to a bucket in the corner, drew water, threw it over his face, his neck, his chest. He took a shirt from a nail, pulled it on without drying himself. He went to his father, said something in his ear; the old man nodded without lifting his eyes. Then Marwan stepped out into the lane with Yusuf.

— Come. Let's go down to the river.

*    *    *
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THE DESCENT TO THE Guadalquivir went down a narrow path among the mud-brick houses of al-Rabad. Yusuf had known the way since he was a child — these were the places where he had played with Marwan when both were ten years old and the river was larger than the world. Now they were twenty-five, and the river was only the river, but the path was the same.

On the bank, at the bend where the water made a small hollow — the place where the boys of the quarter had wrestled for generations — there were already perhaps ten youths. Two were grappling on a patch of beaten earth, the others watched, shouted, made wagers on a jug of green-grape wine which they hid from the eyes of the elders.

When they saw Marwan and Yusuf, they broke into shouts.

— The smith has come!

— And the scholar!

— Hey, Marwan, are you in?

Marwan took off his shirt again without answering. He spat into his palms, rubbed them together, stepped into the circle of earth. His opponent, a youth from the tanners' lane named Husayn, perhaps twenty-two, taller than Marwan but leaner, shrugged his shoulders and stood up.

Yusuf sat down on the grass beside the others. Someone passed him the jug. He took a swallow — the wine was sour, still unripe, but cool. It was pleasant, after a day of quill and parchment, to feel that strong taste on his tongue. It was pleasant to sit on the grass, in the September sun, and to watch two friends taking hold of one another to wrestle.

Marwan and Husayn circled each other for a while. Then Husayn lunged, his hands stretched toward Marwan's ribs; Marwan dodged, caught his shoulder with one hand, his ankle with the other, and in an instant Husayn was on the ground. Everyone laughed. Husayn rose, spat out the dust, laughed as well.

— You're the devil, Marwan.

— I'm a smith. You're a tanner. The hide makes your hands soft.

— By Allah, if you say that once more...

They closed again. This time they fought longer — Husayn had learned something, or Marwan was playing with him. But in the end, Husayn fell again. They changed. Another youth came. Marwan threw him too. Then another. By the fifth, the sweat was running down his chest and into the shirt he had not put back on, and he was laughing, and the others were shouting, and Yusuf, on the grass, felt for a moment that the world was exactly as it ought to be. Autumn. Sun. Friends. Wine. Laughter.

Then Marwan sat down beside him, panting, took the jug from his hand, drank half of it.

— Tell me.

— Tell you what?

— Why you came. You haven't been here for a month. I know you, scholar. You came for something.

Yusuf looked at the river for a moment. The water was low, in September. You could see the stones at the bottom, brown-gold. A waterbird passed low, brushing the water with its belly.

— I talked with my father today, he said at last. About the quarter. About how we no longer sleep at night.

— And?

— And I wanted to hear what someone who doesn't read books has to say. What a smith says.

Marwan laughed — a short laugh, without joy.

— What is a smith to say, Yusuf? The smith raises the tax with the hand he would have liked to hold the hammer with. That's what the smith says.

He was silent for a while. He drank again from the jug. Then:

— My father says we have always had bad emirs in Córdoba. His grandfather remembered Abd ar-Rahman the cruel, who would impale a man for a word. He says emirs are like the weather — a hard winter comes, you endure it; a spring comes, you rejoice. But I don't believe that, Yusuf. I believe this Al-Hakam is something else. He's not an emir with bad rains. He's a man who has decided something, and who will not stop until he does it.

— What has he decided?

— To break us. Us, the al-Rabadans.

Yusuf turned to him.

— Why break us? What have we done to him?

— We exist. That's all. We exist here, on the other bank of the river. We are thirty thousand, we have our own quarter, we have our mosques, we have your father's books and my forges, and we don't bow down to him. We bow to Allah. He thinks he is Allah. And we pay him the taxes when he asks. But we don't give him our souls. That is what a man like him cannot bear.

Yusuf remained silent. It was the first time he had heard Marwan speak like this. At the wedding, in the spring, they had spoken of girls. Last winter, they had spoken of iron and the price of charcoal. Now they were speaking of this. Of souls and emirs.

— Marwan. Speak more softly.

— Why? Who hears us? The waterbirds?

— There are ten boys five paces from us.

— They're all al-Rabadans. They think the same.

Yusuf looked toward the ten. Two were still wrestling. Three were drinking from the jug. The rest were looking at the river. No one seemed to be listening. But Yusuf knew, with the instinct of a scholar's son — in a world where the emir paid spies, it was never certain that someone wasn't hearing you. A single boy of twenty who wanted to settle a debt, or who had a brother in prison, was enough.

— Marwan.

— All right. I'll be quiet.

They both fell silent. The sun was descending slowly. The water of the Guadalquivir was becoming, gradually, the color of copper. Behind them, above the quarter, the first pigeons were rising for one last circling before night. It was a sight Yusuf had seen a thousand times. But now, after the conversation with his father that morning, after Marwan's words, everything seemed to him to look different — like a painting someone had copied faithfully, but on the wrong parchment.

Then, from the direction of the quarter, came the sound of horses.

*    *    *
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THERE WERE FOUR. THEY came along the path from the fish market, in single file — the horses seemed irritated, agitated, with foam at their bits. The riders were soldiers of the emir's guard. You could tell by the white garments over the mail shirt, by the black turbans with red cord, by the short lances they carried tilted forward.

All ten boys on the bank stood up, instinctively. The wrestling stopped. The jug was quickly hidden under a tuft of reeds — wine was forbidden by the Quran, and although everyone knew that in al-Rabad people drank, it was not wise to be seen drinking by a soldier.

The soldiers, however, did not come down to the river. They passed along the lane above, without looking at them. Yusuf followed them with his eyes. They were going from the fish market toward the exit of the quarter, toward the great bridge of Córdoba. On the saddle of the man at the head of the column was a saddlebag — a heavy saddlebag, which swayed at every step of the horse.

— What are they carrying? asked one of the boys, in a low voice.

— The money from the market, said Marwan. They've taken today the taxes on the fish from last week.

— All of it?

— All of it.

Husayn, the boy from the tanners' lane, spat into the grass.

— My father couldn't sell the fish for days. He had to salt it in the end. To take it down to the cellar. And still the tax is paid, as though he had sold everything.

The soldiers disappeared around the corner. The boys settled back down slowly. But the mood was no longer what it had been. The wine no longer had its taste, the jokes no longer came easily, the September sun seemed, suddenly, too yellow. Yusuf thought of the sentence he had read that morning: The physician must prepare himself: be clear in his mind, sleep little, keep his instruments near.

Marwan read his thought, as he had read it for fifteen years.

— It's coming, Yusuf. Something is coming.

— I know.

— And when it comes...

Marwan stopped. He looked at his hands — smith's hands, square, broad, with small scars everywhere, scars of sparks and of iron too hot. Hands that had made, in the four years since he had been master of the hammer, hundreds of nails, dozens of scythes, two swords (which he had made out of curiosity, not to sell, since the sale of weapons was forbidden, but which were now hidden in the cellar of the workshop).

— And when it comes, he said at last, you'll see what a smith does. And what a scholar does.

Yusuf did not answer. He thought of the four hundred books in his father's workshop. He thought of Lamia. He thought of his mother, who spoke so little, but who tidied the house with the attention of someone who wants things to remain intact for a very, very long time.

The sun set. When they rose to leave, the boys were silent. No one was laughing anymore. The wrestling had no longer been wrestling, it had been only — Yusuf realized now — a way of forgetting for a few moments, through their bodies, what their minds did not forget.

He and Marwan walked back up the path together.

— Yusuf.

— Yes.

— You don't know how to use a sword.

— No.

— It would be time to learn.

Silence for a while. Then:

— Marwan.

— Yes.

— You don't know how to read.

— I know how to read, donkey. Your father taught me, have you forgotten?

— You know the names of the letters. You don't read. It's not the same.

— What are you saying, Yusuf?

— I'm saying that, if what you say is coming comes, there will be need of both swords and books. Of both. Because if only the swords remain, what do the swords save afterward? No one. Nothing.

Marwan stopped on the path. He looked at him for a few moments — a serious look, without a trace of irony. Then he put a heavy hand on his shoulder.

— All right, scholar. Then you save the books. I'll save the people. And by Allah, if we both succeed, it will mean we have done something.

They went on in silence. When they reached the main lane of the smiths, Marwan took his hand away. He drew the shirt around his chest — the evening was cooling. The smiths' quarter, in the light of dusk, still smelled of charcoal, but the smell was no longer pleasant. It was a smell which, in time, was going to remind both of them of something else.

They parted in front of Yahya's workshop.

— Yusuf.

— Yes.

— Tell your father what we talked about. Only him. Sa'id is a clear-minded man. He will know what to say.

— All right.

Yusuf walked toward home. On the way, through the emptying lanes, he was thinking — and his thought returned, again and again, to a single image. The image of the saddlebag on the saddle of the man at the head of the column. The market money. The money they had not given willingly, but had given anyway. All the things that distinguished them from an emir Al-Hakam — faith, books, forges, the river, the waterbirds — meant, under the practical law of the world, nothing beside that saddlebag. Because the emir, when he wanted to take another saddlebag from them, could. And he took it.

And then, Yusuf understood, for the first time, what Marwan had told him.

It was not about taxes. The taxes were only the symptom.

It was about the fact that, as long as the emir could take whatever he wanted whenever he wanted, al-Rabad lived, in truth, only by his sufferance. And the sufferance of a man like Al-Hakam I was a piece of bread that the wind could carry off at any moment.

And the bread the wind carries off, however much you ask for it back, does not return.
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CHAPTER III
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The Father's Books

⸻

The next morning, Yusuf awoke again before the muezzin. But this time it was no longer because his body knew something. It was because his mind knew too, at last, and would no longer let him sleep. He lay on the mat, in the dark, listening to the rain.

It had rained in the night — the first true rain of autumn. Yusuf heard the drops on the tiled roof, on the leaves of the fig tree in the courtyard, on the dry earth of the lane. It was a sound that had calmed him since he was a child. In al-Rabad, rain was always good news — the cisterns filled, the leaves were stripped of dust, the olive harvest improved. His mother used to say that rain was Allah's spittle upon evil things — an expression she had heard from her own grandmother, with no one any longer remembering where it had come from.

He rose, went into the courtyard, made his ablutions under the wooden spout at the edge of the roof, because rainwater was pure water. Then he prayed in silence. His father was already on the porch, stretched out on the mat, praying himself with his face turned south. Their mother was setting bread on the table, as she did every morning.

They ate without speaking. There was a kind of silent understanding among them — that yesterday's words, between Yusuf and Marwan, the words brought home by Yusuf and repeated, in whispers, beside the cold hearth before bed, required a night's sleep to settle. Sa'id had listened to everything the day before with attention, without interrupting once. Then he had said, simply: We'll go to the workshop tomorrow. We'll talk.

Now it was tomorrow.

They set out together, both wrapped in heavy mantles — Sa'id's in grey wool, which he had worn for fifteen years, Yusuf's in newer wool, but rougher. On the Street of Books there were only a few hurried figures. The rain had calmed, but it was still raining — small, fine drops, that got in under your collar however tight you held the mantle.

At the workshop, Sa'id lit the lamp, then stopped in the doorway and looked at Yusuf.

— Today we'll work on the astronomy treatise. Not because I still have a mind for astronomy. But because hands, when they're busy, let the mind think better.

— Yes, father.

— And while the hands are working, we'll talk.

They laid everything out on the tables — the parchment, the quills, the inkpot with black ink, the one with red ink for titles, the small penknife. The original manuscript was open on the lectern in the middle of the workshop — an old volume, copied at Baghdad, written in elegant Arabic, with fine drawings of the constellations in the margins. The book described the sky as the astronomers of the time of caliph al-Ma'mun had seen it — the sky above Damascus, above Baghdad, above Bukhara. The stars were the same above Córdoba. That was one of the few certain things an al-Rabadan still had.

Sa'id set to copying. Yusuf, at the adjoining table, began as well. The work was done in an almost total silence — only the rustle of quills on parchment, only the light patter of rain on the roof of the workshop. Half an hour passed. Then Sa'id, without lifting his eyes, said:

— Marwan spoke with his heart.

— Yes.

— The mind says something else.

— What?

Sa'id dipped the quill in the inkpot, wiped the tip on the edge, began a new line.

— The mind says that Al-Hakam I does not want to break al-Rabad because we are thirty thousand souls. He is not interested in our souls. That is an illusion of those who believe that everything an emir does is personal. The mind says he will break us because we are a quarter that costs him more than it brings him.

— How so?

— We pay taxes, yes. But we pay them with discontent. We rise up twice a year, for one thing or another — sometimes a woman mistreated by a soldier, sometimes a horse killed in the market. Small uprisings, which never reach the palace. But they cost the emir men, iron, extra guards on the walls.

He was silent for a while. The quill scraped on parchment. Yusuf watched him over his own table.

— And there is something else, Sa'id went on. We are, in Córdoba, the only quarter on the other side of the river. The only one. The rest of the city is on this side, around the palace, around the great mosque. We, in al-Rabad, are across the water. There is a distance. A small distance — a bridge, two hundred paces. But it is a distance. And emirs do not like distance, Yusuf. Distance, for them, means a weakness.

— A weakness?

— Yes. Because the people who live across the water, one day, can rise up. And until the emir's soldiers, however well drilled, however swift, cross the bridge, they will lose several hours. In those hours, across the water, the people can do many things.

Yusuf stopped copying. He looked at his father.

— Father. You speak as someone who has thought about this for a long time.

— I have thought about it for twenty years, boy. Since you came into the world. Because that has been, for all the emirs of Córdoba, the unsolved problem — what to do with a quarter that is large, that pays, but that does not truly let itself be assimilated.

He began to copy again. His hands knew exactly what they were doing. His mind was elsewhere.

— And now, he said, Al-Hakam seems to have found an answer.

— Which?

— I don't know yet. But I feel it. Everyone feels it. Marwan has a sharp mind — he is certain something is coming. I am certain as well. The difference is only that Marwan believes what is coming is a great fight. I believe it is something else.

— What?

Sa'id raised his eyes. His eyes were very clear, in the morning.

— A decision.

Yusuf asked no more. He returned to the quill. They worked in silence for some time more — the quill scraped, the drops fell on the roof, the oil lamp sputtered softly in the corner, dimmed a little each time the wind outside made a draft through the shutters. It was the kind of silence only a father and son, working at the same trade, can hold together.

Then, after a good half hour, Sa'id said:

— Did you read from ar-Razi last night?

— No.

— Why not?

— Because I came home with my mind full of what Marwan told me. There was no room left.

— True. Read today. The chapter on fevers, but also after it. There is a chapter further on, about how the physician speaks to the patient when the diagnosis is grave. It is a short chapter. Read it.

— Why, father?

— Because, in the days that come, Yusuf, we shall have to speak with those dear to us about heavy things. And it is good to have the words prepared.

*    *    *
[image: ]


TOWARD MIDDAY, THE rain stopped. The workshop warmed from the lamp and from the breathing of the two who worked. Sa'id put down the quill, rose, went toward the back of the workshop, into the storeroom. Yusuf heard him moving books on the shelves — a familiar rustle, as old as he was. He came back with a slim volume, in brown leather binding, very worn at the spine.

— Astronomy can wait an hour, he said. Come here, beside me.

Yusuf drew up his stool. Sa'id laid the book on the table, opened it carefully. There were pages of yellowed parchment, with the lines written closely, without illustrations. Yusuf knew the volume — it was one of the books they kept most preciously, but had never copied, because the demand was too small.

— Imrul-Qais, said Sa'id, brushing the pages with his fingertip. The great poet of the Arabs before the Prophet. The one of the Mu'allaqat, the seven poems suspended at the Kaaba.

— I know who he is.

— Good. Read the beginning. Aloud.

Yusuf bent over the parchment, followed the lines with his finger, began. It was old Arabic, heavier than that of ar-Razi, full of words gone out of use. But Yusuf knew how to read it. His father had taught him, from the age of twelve, to read the pre-Islamic poetry. He used to say it was the most precious good of the language — the language before the Prophet, the language from which the sacred language was made, the language no emir could confiscate.

Yusuf began in a low voice:

— Qifā, nabki min dhikrā habībin wa-manzili...

Sa'id closed his eyes. He recited from memory, in parallel with his son:

— Bi-siqṭi l-liwā bayna d-Dakhūli fa-Ḥawmali...

They went on like this, for about ten verses. The father recited by heart, the son read from the parchment, their voices intertwining. Imrul-Qais spoke of a lost beloved, of a deserted place in the desert, of two mountain peaks between which, once, there had been life. It was a poem a thousand years old. It was the oldest poetry the al-Rabadans knew.

When they finished, Sa'id opened his eyes. He was very pale.

— Yusuf.

— Yes.

— Imrul-Qais wrote this poem a thousand years before us. And we today, in this workshop, in al-Rabad, in Córdoba, in 818 after the Hijra of the Prophet, can read it together, as if we were with him. That is what we do, Yusuf. That is all we do, we copyists. We do not copy books. We hold the bridges across time.

Yusuf said nothing. It was the most beautiful sentence he had ever heard come out of his father's mouth.

— And if what we sense is coming does come, Sa'id continued, those bridges must not break. Do you understand?

— I understand.

— Books, boy, belong to those who are no longer. And to those who are not yet. We, the present, hold them only in passing. They are not ours.

He was silent, closed the volume of Imrul-Qais carefully, set it on the table. He seemed about to say more. But just then, from the street, came hurried footsteps. And a door thrown open.

*    *    *
[image: ]


IT WAS HASSAN THE BINDER, the neighbor from the next workshop. Old, thin, his face wet from the rain that had resumed. He had his mantle open, was without a turban — a man who had come out of his house in haste, without putting on what a man puts on when he goes out calmly.

— Sa'id.

— Hassan. Come in. What is it?

— Someone is coming for you. I saw him in the fish market, asking after you. A courier from the palace.

Sa'id rose slowly from the stool. He smoothed his mantle. He cast a glance around the workshop — the glance of a man making sure everything is in its place.

— Thank you, Hassan. Come in. Sit down. Drink a cup of water.

— No, Sa'id. I'm going home. I just wanted you to know. So they don't catch you unprepared.

Hassan left as quickly as he had come. The workshop door closed, creaking, behind him. Yusuf remained at his table, the quill in his hand, without moving. Sa'id sat down again, slowly, as though he had to remember first how an old man sits on a stool.

— Father.

— Yes.

— What do they want from you?

— I don't know, Yusuf.

— Have they ever summoned you before?

— Never in twenty-eight years, since I have been in this workshop.

They fell silent. On the Street of Books, footsteps were heard again — several, heavy, with boots, in the characteristic rhythm of those used to walking in formation. Yusuf held his breath. The steps came nearer. They passed by the workshop. They went further.

Then, three houses on, the steps stopped. A door was knocked at hard. Voices were heard. Then the steps returned — but not toward Sa'id's workshop. They passed by again, in the opposite direction, going toward the smiths' quarter.

Sa'id slowly raised his eyes to Yusuf.

— They've gone to Ibrahim the Merchant. Two walls further. Hassan heard wrong. Or they came for someone else, not for me.

Yusuf did not answer. He could not rise from his stool. The quill in his hand was trembling slightly — without his willing it, only the hand, like a small animal sensing what its master would not admit.

Sa'id saw it. He reached his hand across the table, took his son's hand in his — a large hand, with fingers blue with ink, with skin dried by paper.

— Yusuf. Listen to me.

— Yes.

— If not today, then tomorrow. If not tomorrow, then next week. They will come here, to this workshop. Not because I am special. Because we, the copyists, are the men who hold the books. And if you want to break a quarter, you begin with those who hold the books.

— Father.

— Listen more. We must do something today, Yusuf. We must do what we have put off for twenty years.

— What?

Sa'id rose. He went toward the back of the workshop, toward the storeroom. Yusuf followed him. The storeroom was a small chamber six paces by six, with shelves on every wall, from the floor to the ceiling, filled with volumes — four hundred books, exactly as Sa'id had said, plus another twenty or thirty that were, at any moment, in the making or on loan.

Sa'id stopped in the middle of the chamber. He looked at the shelves for a while — slowly, shelf by shelf, as though wanting to recall each book. Then he said:

— We divide them, Yusuf. Into three parts.

— Three?

— Those that may be lost. Those that must stay in Córdoba, but not here. And those that must not be lost, for nothing in the world.

Yusuf looked at the shelves. Four hundred books. Four hundred lives of copyists, of thinkers, of poets. Four hundred nights of oil lamp, of days of quill on parchment, of years of work.

— And where do we take the last ones, father? The ones that must not be lost?

Sa'id looked at him. For a moment, in the storeroom full of books, in the yellow light of the oil lamp, Yusuf saw his father as he had never seen him before — an old man, a very old man, who had understood long ago what was going to happen, and who had found the strength to live, for a quarter of a century, as though he had not understood.

— To Dr. Ibn Suleiman, in Córdoba across the water. To the scholar Ibn Tashfin, beyond the southern gate. To the mufti, in his house in the mountains. And the rest... the rest, Yusuf, we shall have to bury. Under the stone by the river. The one I chose, long ago.

— You chose it long ago?

— Eighteen years ago. When you came into the world. I thought then: if it is given to Yusuf to live in a world where he must bury
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