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To Zahir & Zelda



When I was a child, I saw God,

I saw angels;
I watched the mysteries of the higher and lower worlds. I thought all men saw the same. At last I

realized that they did not see....

I SHAMSOF TABRIZ
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Prologue

Between your fingers you hold a stone and throw it into flowing water. The effect might not be easy to
see. There will be asmall ripple where the stone breaks the surface and then a splash, muffled by the rush
of the surrounding river. That-s all.

Throw a stone into a lake. The effect will be not only visible but also far more lasting. The stone will
disrupt the still waters. A circle will form where the stone hit the water, and in a flash that circle will
multiply into another, then another. Before long the ripples caused by one plop will expand until they can
be felt everywhere along the mirrored surface of the water. Only when the circles reach the shore will
they stop and die out.

If a stone hits ariver, the river will treat it as yet another commotion in its already tumultuous course.
Nothing unusual . Nothing unmanageabl e.

If astone hits alake, however, the lake will never be the same again.

For forty years Ella Rubinsteins life had consisted of still water§ a predictable sequence of habits,
needs, and preferences. Though it was monotonous and ordinary in many ways, she had not found it
tiresome. During the last twenty years, every wish she had, every person she befriended, and every
decision she made was filtered through her marriage. Her husband, David, was a successful dentist who
worked hard and made a lot of money. She had always known that they did not connect on any deep level,
but connecting emotionally need not be a priority on a married couple-s list, she thought, especially for a
man and a woman who had been married for so long. There were more important things than passion and
love in a marriage, such as understanding, affection, compassion, and that most godlike act a person could
perform, forgiveness. Love was secondary to any of these. Unless, that is, one lived in novels or romantic
movies, where the protagoni sts were always larger than life and their |ove nothing short of legend.

Ellas children topped her list of priorities. They had a beautiful daughter in college, Jeannette, and
teenage twins, Orly and Avi. Also, they had a twelve-year-old golden retriever, Spirit, who had been
Ella-s walking buddy in the mornings and her cheeriest companion ever since he-d been a puppy. Now he
was old, overweight, completely deaf, and almost blind; Spirit-s time was coming, but Ella preferred to
think he would go on forever. Then again, that was how she was. She never confronted the death of
anything, be it a habit, a phase, or a marriage, even when the end stood right in front of her, plain and
inevitable.

The Rubinsteins lived in Northampton, Massachusetts, in a large Victorian house that needed some
renovation but still was splendid, with five bedrooms, three baths, shiny hardwood floors, a three-car
garage, French doors, and, best of all, an outdoor Jacuzzi. They had life insurance, car insurance,
retirement plans, college savings plans, joint bank accounts, and, in addition to the house they lived in,
two prestigious apartments: one in Boston, the other in Rhode Island. She and David had worked hard for
all this. A big, busy house with children, elegant furniture, and the wafting scent of homemade pies might
seem a clichg to some people, but to themit was the picture of anideal life. They had built their marriage
around this shared vision and had attained most, if not all, of their dreams.

On their last Valentines Day, her husband had given her a heart-shaped diamond pendant and a card
that read,

To my dear Ella,



A woman with a quiet manner, a generous heart, and the patience of a saint. Thank you for accepting me as | am. Thank you for being
my wife.

Yours,
David

Ellahad never confessed this to David, but reading his card had felt like reading an obituary. This is what
they will write about me when I die, she had thought. And if they were sincere, they might also add this:
Building her whole life around her husband and children, Ella lacked any survival techniques to
help her cope with life’s hardships on her own. She was not the type to throw caution to the wind. Even
changing her daily coffee brand was a major effort.
All of which is why no one, including Ella, could explain what was going on when she filed for
divorceinthefall of 2008 after twenty years of marriage.

But there was areason: love.

They did not live in the same city. Not even on the same continent. The two of themwere not only miles
apart but also as different as day and night. Their lifestyles were so dissimilar that it seemed impossible
for them to bear each other-s presence, never mind fall inlove. But it happened. And it happened fast, so
fast infact that Ella had no time to realize what was happening and to be on guard, if one could ever be on
guard against love.

Love came to Ella as suddenly and brusquely as if a stone had been hurled from out of nowhere into the
tranquil pond of her life.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, MAY 17, 2008

Birds were singing outsi de her kitchen window on that bal my day in spring. Afterward Ellareplayed the
scene in her mind so many times that, rather than a fragment from the past, it felt like an ongoi ng moment
still happening somewhere out there in the universe.

There they were, sitting around the table, having a late family lunch on a Saturday afternoon. Her
husband was filling his plate with fried chicken legs, his favorite food. Avi was playing his knife and fork
like drumsticks while his twin, Orly, was trying to cal culate how many bites of which food she could eat
so as not to ruin her diet of 650 calories a day. Jeannette, who was a freshman at Mount Holyoke College
nearby, seemed lost in her thoughts as she spread cream cheese on another slice of bread. Also at the
table sat Aunt Esther, who had stopped by to drop off one of her famous marble cakes and then stayed on
for lunch. Ella had alot of work to do afterward, but she was not ready to |eave the table just yet. Lately
they didn+ have too many shared family meals, and she saw this as a golden chance for everyone to
reconnect.

—Esther, did Ella give you the good news?ll David asked suddenly. —She found a great job.lI

Though Ella had graduated with a degree in English literature and loved fiction, she hadn+ done much
in the field after college, other than editing small pieces for women-s magazines, attending a few book
clubs, and occasionally writing book reviews for some local papers. That was al. There was a time
when she-d aspired to become a prominent book critic, but then she simply accepted the fact that life had
carried her elsewhere, turning her into an industrious housewife with three kids and endless domestic
responsibilities.

Not that she complained. Being the mother, the wife, the dog wal ker, and the housekeeper kept her busy
enough. She didn+ have to be a breadwinner on top of all these. Though none of her feminist friends from
Smith College approved of her choice, she was satisfied to be a stay-at-home mom and grateful that she
and her husband could afford it. Besides, she had never abandoned her passion for books and still
considered herself a voracious reader.

A few years ago, things had begun to change. The children were growing up, and they made it clear that
they didn+ need her as much as they once had. Realizing that she had too much time to spare and no one to
spend it with, Ella had considered how it might be to find a job. David had encouraged her, but though
they kept talking and talking about it, she rarely pursued the opportunities that came her way, and when
she did, potential employers were always looking for someone younger or more experienced. Afraid of
being rej ected over and over, she had simply | et the subject drop.

Nevertheless, in May 2008 whatever obstacle had impeded her from finding a job all these years
unexpectedly vanished. Two weeks shy of her fortieth birthday, she found herself working for a literary
agency based in Boston. It was her husband who found her the job through one of his client§ or perhaps
through one of his mistresses.

—Oh, it-s no big deal,Il Ellarushed to explain now. +monly a part-time reader for aliterary agent.ll

But David seemed determined not to let her think too little of her new job. -€ome on, tell themits a
well-known agency,ll he urged, nudging her, and when she refused to comply, he heartily agreed with
himself. s a prestigious place, Esther. You should see the other assistants! Girls and boys fresh out of
the best colleges. Ella is the only one going back to work after being a housewife for years. Now, isrH
she something?ll



Ella wondered if, deep inside, her husband felt guilty about keeping her away from a career, or else
about cheating on herf  these being the only two explanations she could think of as to why he was now
going overboard in his enthusiasm,

Still smiling, David concluded, —Fhisiswhat | call chutzpah. Were all proud of her.lI

—She is aprize. Always was, |l said Aunt Esther in a voice so sentimental that it sounded as if Ella had
| eft the table and was gone for good.

They all gazed at her lovingly. Even Avi didn+ make a cynical remark, and Orly for once seemed to
care about something other than her 1ooks. Ella forced herself to appreciate this moment of kindness, but
she felt an overwhelming exhaustion that she had never experienced before. She secretly prayed for
someone to change the subject.

Jeannette, her older daughter, must have heard the prayer, for she suddenly chimed in, +have some
good news, too.ll

All heads turned toward her, faces beaming with expectation.

—Scott and | have decided to get married,ll Jeannette announced. —©h, | know what you guys are going
to say! That we haver finished college yet and all that, but you-ve got to understand, we both feel ready
for the next big move.ll

An awkward silence descended upon the kitchen table as the warmth that had canopied them just a
moment ago evaporated. Orly and Avi exchanged blank looks, and Aunt Esther froze with her hand
tightened around a glass of apple juice. David put his fork aside as if he had no appetite left and squinted
at Jeannette with his light brown eyes that were deeply creased with smile lines at the corners. However,
right now he was anything but smiling. His mouth had drawn into a pout, as though he had just downed a
swig of vinegar.

—Great! | expected you to share my happiness, but | get this cold treatment instead, | Jeannette whined.

—¥ou just said you were getting married,ll remarked David as if Jeannette didn-+t know what she-d said
and needed to be informed.

—Bad, | know it seems a bit too soon, but Scott proposed to me the other day and |-ve aready said yes.li

—But why?ll asked Ella.

From the way Jeannette |ooked at her, Ella reckoned, that was not the kind of question her daughter had
expected. She would rather have been asked “A/hen?l or -How?Il In either case it meant that she could
start shopping for her wedding dress. The question “Why?l was another matter altogether and had
compl etely caught her off guard.

—Because | love him, | guess.ll Jeannette-s tone was slightly condescending.

—Honey, what | meant was, why the rush?ll insisted Ella. —-Are you pregnant or something?ll

Aunt Esther twitched in her chair, her face stern, her anguish visible. She took an antacid tablet from
her pocket and started chewing onit.

—+m going to be an uncle,ll Avi said, giggling.

Ella held Jeannette-s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. —¥ou can always tell us the truth. You know
that, right? We-l stand by you no matter what. |l

—Mom, will you please stop that?ll Jeannette snapped as she pulled her hand away. —Fhis has nothing to
do with pregnancy. Y ou+e embarrassing me.ll

—+was just trying to help,ll Ella responded calmly, calmness being a state she had been lately finding
harder and harder to achieve.

—By insulting me, you mean. Apparently the only way you can see Scott and me getting married is me
bei ng knocked up! Does it ever occur to you that | might, just might, want to marry this guy because | love
him? We have been dating for eight months now.|l

This elicited a scoff from Ella. —-©h, yeah, as if you could tell a man-s character in eight months! Your
father and | have been married for almost twenty years, and even we carH claim to know everything about



each other. Eight months is nothing in arelationship!ll

—H took God only six days to create the entire universe,ll said Avi, beaming, but cold stares from
everyone at the table forced himback into silence.

Sensing the escalating tension, David, his eyes fixed on his elder daughter, his brow furrowed in
thought, interjected, -Honey, what your mom is trying to say is that dating is one thing, marrying is quite
another .|l

—But, Dad, did you think we would date forever?ll Jeannette asked.

Drawing in a deep breath, Ella said, —Fo be perfectly blunt, we were expecting you to find someone
better. Y ou~+e too young to get involved in any serious relationship. |l

—¥ou know what 1-m thinking, Mom?Il Jeannette said in a voice so flat as to be unrecognizable. -+m
thinking you-e projecting your own fears onto me. But just because you married so young and had a baby
when you were my age, that doesn+ mean 1-m going to make the same mi stake. |l

Ella blushed crimson as if slapped in the face. From deep within she remembered the difficult
pregnancy that had resulted in Jeannette-s premature birth. As a baby and then as a toddler, her daughter
had drained all of her energy, which was why she had waited six years before getting pregnant again.

—Sweetheart, we were happy for you when you started dating Scott,ll David said cautiously, trying a
different strategy. -He-s a nice guy. But who knows what youH be thinking after graduation? Things might
be very different then.ll

Jeannette gave a small nod that conveyed little more than feigned acquiescence. Then she said, —Is this
because Scott i s+ Jewi sh?ll

David rolled his eyes in disbelief. He had always taken pride in being an open-minded and cultured
father, avoiding negative remarks about race, religion, or gender in the house.

Jeannette, however, seemed relentless. Turning to her mother, she asked, —€an you ook me in the eye
and tell me you-d still be making the same objections if Scott were a young Jewish man named Aaron?ll

Jeannette-s voice needled with bitterness and sarcasm, and Ella feared there was more of that welling
up inside her daughter.

—Sweetheart, 141 be completely honest with you, even if you might not like it. I know how wonderful it
isto be young and in love. Believe me, | do. But to get married to someone from a different background is
abig gamble. And as your parents we want to make sure you-e doing the right thing.ll

—And how do you know your right thing is the right thing for me?li

The question threw Ella off a little. She sighed and massaged her forehead, as if on the verge of a
migraine.

—+love him, Mom. Does that mean anything to you? Do you remember that word from somewhere? He
makes my heart beat faster. | cant live without him.ll

Ella heard herself chuckle. It was not her intention to make fun of her daughter-s feelings, not at al, but
that was probably what her laughing to herself sounded like. For reasons unknown to her, she felt
extremely nervous. She-d had fights with Jeannette before, hundreds of them, but today it felt as though she
were quarreling with something el se, something bigger.

—Mom, haver+ you ever beeninlove?ll Jeannette retorted, a hint of contempt creeping into her tone.

—Oh, give me a break! Stop daydreaming and get real, will you? You+e being so “ |l Ellas eyes
darted toward the window, hunting for a dramatic word, until finally she came up with—  romantic!ll

—What-s wrong with being romanti c?ll Jeannette asked, sounding offended.

Really, what was wrong with being romantic? Ella wondered. Since when was she so annoyed by
romanti cism? Unabl e to answer the questions tugging at the edges of her mind, she continued all the same.
—€ome on, honey. Which century are you living in? Just get it in your head, women don+ marry the men
they fall in love with. When push comes to shove, they choose the guy who-l be a good father and a
reliable husband. Loveis only a sweet feeling bound to come and quickly go away.ll



When she finished talking, Ella turned to her husband. David had clasped his hands in front of him,
slowly asif through water, and was looking at her like he-d never seen her before.

—+know why you~+e doing this,ll Jeannette said. —¥ou~+e jealous of my happiness and my youth. You
want to make an unhappy housewife out of me. Y ou want me to be you, Mom.ll

Ellafelt a strange, sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, as if she had a giant rock sitting there. Was
she an unhappy housewife? A middle-aged mom trapped in afailing marriage? Was this how her children
saw her? And her husband, too? What about friends and neighbors? Suddenly she had the feeling that
everyone around her secretly pitied her, and the suspicion was so painful that she gasped.

—¥ ou should apol ogi ze to your mom,ll David said, turning to Jeannette with afrown on his face.

—H-sall right. | dont expect an apology,|ll Ella said dejectedly.

Jeannette gave her mother a mock leer. And just like that, she pushed back her chair, threw her napkin
aside, and walked out of the kitchen. After a minute Orly and Avi silently followed suit, either in an
unusual act of solidarity with their elder sister or because they-d gotten bored of all this adult talk. Aunt
Esther | eft next, mumbling some poor excuse while chewing fiercely on her last antacid tabl et.

David and Ella remained at the table, an intense awkwardness hanging in the air between them. It
pained Ellato have to face this void, which, as they both knew, had nothing to do with Jeannette or any of
their children.

David grabbed the fork he had put aside and inspected it for a while. —So should | conclude that you
didn+ marry the man you loved?ll

—Oh, please, that-s not what | meant.li

-What is it you meant, then?ll David said, still talking to the fork. +thought you were in love with me
when we got married.ll

—+wasinlove withyou,ll Ella said, but couldn- help adding, —back then.ll

—So when did you stop loving me?l David asked, deadpan.

Ellalooked at her husband in astonishment, like someone who had never seen her reflection before and
who now held a mirror to her face. Had she stopped loving him? It was a question she had never asked
herself before. She wanted to respond but lacked not so much the will as the words. Deep inside she
knew it was the two of them they should be concerned about, not their children. But instead they were
doing what they both were best at: | etting the days go by, the routine take over, and time run its course of
inevitabl e torpor.

She started to cry, unable to hold back this continuing sadness that had, without her knowledge, become
a part of who she was. David turned his anguished face away. They both knew he hated to see her cry just
as much as she hated to cry in front of him. Fortunately, the phone rang just then, saving them.

David picked it up. Hello“ yes, shes here. Hold on, please.ll

Ella pulled herself together and spoke up, doing her best to sound in good spirits. —¥es, thisis Ellall

—Hi, thisis Michelle. Sorry to bother you over the weekend, |l chirped a young woman-s voice. —H-s just
that yesterday Steve wanted me to check in with you, and | simply forgot. Did you have a chance to start
working on the manuscript?ll

—Oh.Il Ella sighed, only now remembering the task awaiting her.

Her first assignment at the literary agency was to read a novel by an unknown European author. She
was then expected to write an extensive report oniit.

—Fell him not to worry. I-ve already started reading,ll Ella lied. Ambitious and headstrong, Michelle
was the kind of person she didn+ want to upset on her first assignmert.

—Oh, good! How isit?l

Ella paused, puzzled as to what to say. She didn+t know anything about the manuscript, except that it
was a historical novel centered on the life of the famous mystic poet Rumi, who she learned was called
—the Shakespeare of the Islamic world.|l



—Oh, itsvery “ mystical.ll Ella chuckled, hoping to cover with ajoke.

But Michelle was all business. —Right, |l she said flatly. —kisten, | think you need to get on this. It might
take longer than you expect to write areport onanovel like that.* |l

There was a distant muttering on the phone as Michelle-s voice trailed off. Ella imagined her juggling
several tasks simultaneouslyf checking e-mails, reading a review on one of her authors, taking a bite
from her tuna-sal ad sandwich, and polishing her fingernail§ all while talking on the phone.

—Areyoustill there?ll Michelle asked a minute | ater.

—¥es, | amll

—600d. Listen, it-s crazy in here. | need to go. Just keep in mind the deadline isin three weeks.|l

—+know, Il Ella said abruptly, trying to sound more determined. -HI make the deadline.ll

The truth was, Ella wasn+ sure she wanted to evaluate this manuscript at all. In the beginning she-d
been so eager and confident. It had felt thrilling to be the first one to read an unpublished novel by an
unknown author and to play however small a role in his fate. But now she wasH sure if she could
concentrate on a subject as irrelevant to her life as Sufism and a time as distant as the thirteenth century.

Michelle must have detected her hesitation. —s there a problem?ll she asked. When no answer came,
she grew insistent. —kisten, you can confide in me.ll

After abit of silence, Elladecided to tell her the truth.

—H-s just that I-m not sure I-min the right state of mind these days to concentrate on a historical novel. |
mean, |-minterested in Rumi and all that, but still, the subject is alien to me. Perhaps you could give me
another novell you know, something | could more easily relate to.ll

—Fhat-s such a skewed approach,ll said Michelle. —¥ou think you can work better with books you know
something about? Not at all! Just because you live in this state, you cant expect to edit only novels that
take place in Massachusetts, right?ll

—Fhat-s not what | meant “ |l Ella said, and immediately realized she had uttered the same sentence too
many times this afternoon. She glanced at her husband to see if he, too, had noticed this, but David-s
expression was hard to decipher.

—Most of the time, we have to read books that have nothing to do with our lives. That-s part of our job.
Just this week | finished working on a book by an Iranian woman who used to operate a brothel in Tehran
and had to flee the country. Should | have told her to send the manuscript to an Iranian agency i nstead?ll

—No, of course not,ll Ella mumbled, feeling silly and guilty.

—srH connecting peopl e to distant lands and cultures one of the strengths of good literature?ll

—Sure it is. Listen, forget what | said. Youtl have a report on your desk before the deadline,ll Ella
conceded, hating Michelle for treating her as if she were the dullest person alive and hating herself for
allowing this to happen.

—Wonderful, that-s the spirit,Il Michelle concluded in her singsong voice. -Bon+ get me wrong, but |
think you should bear in mind that there are dozens of people out there who would love to have your job.
And most of them are almost half your age. That-l keep you motivated.|l

When Ella hung up the phone, she found David watching her, his face solemn and reserved. He seemed
to be waiting for them to pick up where they-d left off. But she didn+t feel like mulling over their
daughter-s future anymore, if that was what they-d been worrying about in the first place.

Later inthe day, she was alone on the porch sitting in her favorite rocking chair, looking at the orangey-
red Northampton sunset. The sky felt so close and open that you could amost touch it. Her brain had gone
quiet, asif tired of all the noise swirlinginside. This month-s credit-card payments, Orly-s bad eating
habits, Avi-s poor grades, Aunt Esther and her sad cakes, her dog Spirit-s decaying health, Jeannette-s



marriage plans, her husband-s secret flings, the absence of love in her life“ One by one, she locked them
al insmall mental boxes.

In that frame of mind, Ella took the manuscript out of its package and bounced it in her hand, as if
weighingit. Thetitle of the novel was written on the cover inindigo ink: Sweet Blasphemy.

Ella had been told that nobody knew much about the authorf a certain A. Z. Zahara, who lived in
Holland. His manuscript had been shipped to the literary agency from Amsterdam with a postcard inside
the envelope. On the front of the postcard was a picture of tulip fields in dazzling pinks, yellows, and
purples, and on the back a note written in deli cate handwriting:

Dear Sir/Madam,

Greetings from Amsterdam. The story | herewith send you takes place in thirteenth-century Konya in Asia Minor. But | sincerely
believe that it cuts across countries, cultures, and centuries.
| hope you will have the time to read SWEET BLASPHEMY, a historical, mystical novel on the remarkable bond between Rumi,
the best poet and most revered spiritual leader in the history of Islam, and Shams of Tabriz, an unknown, unconventional dervish full of
scandals and surprises.
May love be always with you and you always surrounded with love.
A.Z. Zahara

Ella sensed that the postcard had piqued the literary agent-s curiosity. But Steve was not a man who
had time to read the work of an amateur writer. So he-d handed the package to his assistant, Michelle,
who had passed it on to her new assistant. Thisis how Sweet Blasphemy ended up in Ella—s hands.

Little did she know that this was going to be not just any book, but the book that changed her life. Inthe
time she was reading it, her life would be rewritten.

Ellaturned the first page. There was a note about the writer.

A. Z. Zahara lives in Amsterdam with his books, cats, and turtles when he is not traveling around the
world. Sweet Blaspheny is his first novel and most probably his last. He has no intention of becoming
a novelist and has written this book purely out of admiration and love for the great philosopher,
mystic, and poet Rumi and his beloved sun, Shams of Tabriz.

Her eyes moved down the page to the next line. And there Ella read something that rang strangely
familiar:

For despite what some people say, love is not only a sweet feeling bound to come and quickly go
away.

Her jaw dropped as she realized this was the contradiction of the exact sentence she had spoken to her
daughter in the kitchen earlier in the day. She stood still for a moment, shivering with the thought that
some mysterious force in the universe, or else this writer, whoever he might be, was spying on her.
Perhaps he had written this book knowing beforehand what kind of person was going to read it first. This
writer had her in mind as his reader. For some reason unbeknownst to her, Ella found the idea both
disturbing and exciting.

In many ways the twenty-first century is not that different from the thirteenth century. Both will be
recorded in history as times of unprecedented religious clashes, cultural misunderstandings, and a
general sense of insecurity and fear of the Other. At times like these, the need for love is greater than
ever.

A sudden wind blew in her direction, cool and strong, scattering the leaves on the porch. The beauty of
the sunset drifted toward the western horizon, and the air felt dull, joyless.

Because love is the very essence and purpose of life. As Rumi reminds us, it hits everybody,
including those who shun love—even those who use the word “romantic” as a sign of disapproval.

Ella was as bowled over as if she had read there, —Fove hits everybody, even a middle-aged



housewife in Northampton named Ella Rubinstein.l

Her gut instinct told her to put the manuscript aside, go into the house, give Michelle acall, and tell her
there was no way she could write a report on this novel. Instead she took a deep breath, turned the page,
and started to read.
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Sufi mystics say the secret of the Qur-an lies inthe verse Al-Fatiha,
And the secret of Al-Fatihalies in Bismillahirrahmanirrahim

And the quintessence of Bismillahis the letter ba,

And there is adot bel ow that | etter.”

The dot underneath the B embodi es the entire universe.”

The Mathnawi starts with B,
Just like all the chaptersinthis novel .



Foreword

Beset with religious clashes, political disputes, and endless power struggl es, the thirteenth century was a
turbulent period in Anatolia. In the West, the Crusaders, on their way to Jerusalem, occupied and sacked
Constantinopl e, leading to the partition of the Byzantine Empire. In the East, highly disciplined Mongol
armies swiftly expanded under the military genius of Genghis Khan. In between, different Turkish tribes
fought among themsel ves whil e the Byzantines tried to recover their lost land, wealth, and power. It was a
time of unprecedented chaos when Christians fought Christians, Christians fought Muslims, and Muslims
fought Muslims. Everywhere one turned, there was hostility and angui sh and an intense fear of what might
happen next.

In the midst of this chaos lived a distinguished Islamic scholar, known as Jalal ad-Din Rumi.
Nicknamed Mawland —-O©Our Masterllf by many, he had thousands of disciples and admirers from all
over the region and beyond, and was regarded as a beacon to all Muslims.

In 1244, Rumi met Shamg a wandering dervish with unconventional ways and heretical
proclamations. Their encounter altered both their lives. At the same time, it marked the beginning of a
solid, unique friendship that Sufis in the centuries to follow likened to the union of two oceans. By
meeting this exceptional companion, Rumi was transformed from a mainstream cleric to a committed
mystic, passionate poet, advocate of love, and originator of the ecstatic dance of the whirling dervishes,
daring to break free of all conventional rules. In an age of deeply embedded bigotries and clashes, he
stood for a universal spirituality, opening his doors to people of al backgrounds. Instead of an outer-
oriented jihad® defined as —the war against infidelsll and carried out by many in those days just as in the
presenf Rumi stood up for an inner-oriented jihad where the aim was to struggle against and ultimately
prevail over one-s ego, nafs.

Not all people welcomed these ideas, however, just as not all people open their hearts to love. The
powerful spiritual bond between Shams and Rumi became the target of rumor, slander, and attack. They
were misunderstood, envied, vilified, and ultimately betrayed by those closest to them. Three years after
they met, they were tragically separated.

But the story didn+ end there.

In truth, there never was an end. Almost eight hundred years later, the spirits of Shams and Rumi are
still alive today, whirling amid us somewhere.”



The Killer

ALEXANDRIA, NOVEMBER 1252

Beneath dark watersinawell, he is dead now. Yet his eyes follow me wherever | go, bright and
imposing, like two dark stars ominously hanging in the sky above. | came to Alexandria hoping that if |
traveled far enough, | could escape this piercing memory and stop the wail echoing inside my mind, that
very last cry he gave out before his face drained of blood, his eyes bulged out, and his throat closed inan
unfinished gasp, the farewell of a stabbed man. The howl! of a trapped wolf.

When you kill someone, something from that person passesto you asigh, asmell or agesture. | call it
—the curse of the victim.ll 1t clings to your body and seeps into your skin, going al the way into your heart,
and thus continues to live within you. People who see me on the street have no way of knowing this, but |
carry with me the traces of all the men | have killed. | wear them around my neck like invisible neckl aces,
feeling their presence against my flesh, tight and heavy. Uncomfortabl e though it feels, | have gotten used
to living with this burden and have accepted it as part of my job. Ever since Cain slew Abel, in every
murderer breathes the man he murdered, that much | know. It doesn disturb me. Not anymore. But then
why was | shaken so badly after that | ast incident?

Everything was different this time, right from the start. Take the way | found the job, for instance. Or
should | say instead the way the job found me? Early in the spring of 1248, | was working for a brothel
patron in Konya, a hermaphrodite famous for her anger and wrath. My task was to help her to keep the
harlots under control and i nti midate the customers who didrn+ behave.

| remember the day vividly. | was hunting a harlot who had escaped the brothel to find God. She was a
beautiful young woman, which sort of broke my heart, because when | caught up with her, | was going to
ruin her face so bad that no man would ever want to ook at her again. | was this close to catching the
stupid woman when | found a mysterious letter on my doorsill. | had never learned how to read, so | took
it to the madrassa, where | paid a student to read it for me.

It turned out to be an anonymous | etter signed by —a few true believers.li

-k have heard from a reliable source where you came from and who you really were,ll the | etter said.
-A former member of the Assassins! We also know that after the death of Hassan Sabbah and the
incarceration of your leaders, the order is not what it used to be. You came to Konya to escape
persecution, and you have been under disguise ever since.ll

The letter said that my services were urgently needed on a metter of great importance. It assured me
that payment would be satisfactory. If interested, | was to appear in a well-known tavern that evening
after dark. Once there, | had to sit at the table closest to the window, my back to the door, my head bowed
down, and my eyes fixed on the floor. | would soon be joined by the person or persons who would hire
me. They were going to give me all the information | needed to know. Neither when they arrived nor as
they left, and at no point during our conversation, could | raise my head and look at their faces.

It was a strange | etter. But then again, | was used to dealing with the whims of clients. Over the years |
had been hired by all sorts of people, and most of them wished to keep their names secret. Experience had
taught me that, more often than not, the more strongly a client strived to hide his identity, the closer he
happened to be to his victim, but that was none of my business. My task was to kill. Not to inquire into the
reasons behind my assignment. Ever since | left Alamut years ago, this had been the life | chose for
myself.

| seldom ask questions anyway. Why would 1? Most folks | know have at | east one person they want to



get rid of. The fact that they don+ do anything about it doesn+ necessarily mean they are immune to the
desireto kill. Infact, everyone hasit in himto kill someday. People don+ get that until it happens to them.
They think of themselves as incapable of murder. But it is just a matter of coincidence. Sometimes even a
gesture is enough to inflame their tempers. A deliberate misunderstanding, a squabble over nothing, or
simply being at the wrong place at the wrong time can bring out a destructive streak in people who are
otherwise good and decent fellows. Anyone can kill. But not everyone can kill a stranger in cold blood.
That iswhere | enter the picture.

| did the dirty work of others. Even God recognized the need for someone like me in His holy scheme
when He appointed Azrael the Archangel of Death to terminate lives. In this way human beings feared,
cursed, and hated the angel while His hands remained clean and His name unblemished. It wasnH fair to
the angel . But then again, this world was not known for its justice, was it?

When darkness settled, | went to the tavern. The table by the window happened to be occupied by a
scar-faced man who seemed to be in deep sleep. It occurred to me to wake him up and tell him to go
somewhere else, but with drunks you never knew how they would react, and | had to be careful not to
draw too much attention to myself. So | sat at the next avail abl e tabl e, facing the window.

Before long, two men arrived. They sat on either side of me so as not to show their faces. | didn+ need
to look at them, though, to realize how young they were and how unprepared for the step they were about
to take.

—¥ou came highly recommended,ll said one of them, his tone not so much cautious as apprehensive.
—We were told you were the best.|l

It felt funny, the way he said it, but | suppressed my smile. | noticed they were scared of me, which was
agood thing. If they were scared sufficiently, they could not dare to do me wrong.

So | said, —Yes, | amthe best. That is why they call me Jackal Head. | have never let my clients down,
no matter how hard the task.|l

—&00d.ll He sighed. -Because this might not be an easy task.|l

Now the other guy spoke. —See, there is this man who has made himself too many enemies. Ever since
he came to this town, he has brought nothing but trouble. We have warned him several times, but he pays
us no attention. If anything, he has become all the more contentious. He leaves us no other option.li

It was always the same. Each time the clients tried to explain themsel ves before we cut adeal, asif my
approval could inany way | essen the gravity of what they were about to do.

—+know what you mean. Tell me, who is this person?ll | asked.

They seemed rel uctant to give me a name, offering vague descriptions i nstead.

—He is a heretic who has nothing to do with Islam. An unruly man full of sacrilege and blasphemy. A
maverick of adervish.ll

As soon as | heard this last word, a creepy feeling spread over my arms. My mind raced. | had killed
all sorts of people, young and old, men and women, but a dervish, a man of faith, was not among them. |
had my superstitions and didn+ want to draw God-s wrath upon me, for despite everything | believed in
God.

—+mafraid I-m going to have to turnit down. | don+ think | want to kill a dervish. Find someone el se.ll

With that, | stood up to leave. But one of the men grabbed my hand and beseeched, “ait, please. Your
payment will be commensurate with your effort. Whatever your feeis, we are ready to doubl e the price.ll

—How about triple?ll | asked, convinced that they woul dn- be able to raise the amount that high.

But to my surprise, after a brief hesitation, they both agreed. | sat back in my seat, feeling jittery. With
this money | could finally afford the price of a bride and get married and stop fretting over how to make
ends meet. Dervish or not, anyone was worth killing for this amount.

How could | know in that moment that | was making the biggest mistake of my life and would spend the
rest of my days regretting it? How could | know it would be so hard to kill the dervish and that even long



after he was dead, his knifelike gaze would follow me everywhere?

Four years have passed since | stabbed himin that courtyard and dumped his body inawell, waiting to
hear the splash that never came. Not a sound. It was as if rather than falling down into the water he fell up
toward the sky. I still cannot sleep without having nightmares, and if | look at water, any source of water,
for more than a few seconds, a cold horror grips my whole body and | throw up.



PART ONE

Earth

THE THINGSTHAT ARE SOLID, ABSORBED, AND STILL



Shams

AN INN OUTSIDE SAMARKAND, MARCH 1242

Beeswax candles flickered infront of my eyes above the cracked wooden table. The vision that took hold
of me this evening was a most lucid one.

There was a big house with a courtyard full of yellow roses in bloom and in the middle of the
courtyard a well with the coolest water in the world. It was a serene, late-autumn night with a full
moon in the sky. A few nocturnal animals hooted and howled in the background. In a little while, a
middle-aged man with a kind face, broad shoulders, and deep-set hazel eyes walked out of the house,
looking for me. His expression was vexed, and his eyes were immensely sad.

“Shams, Shams, where are you?” he shouted left and right.

The wind blew hard, and the moon hid behind a cloud, as if it didn’t want to witness what was about
to happen. The owls stopped hooting, the bats stopped flapping their wings, and even the fire in the
hearth inside the house did not crackle. An absolute stillness descended upon the world.

The man slowly approached the well, bent over, and looked down below. “Shams, dearest,” he
whispered. “Are you there?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but no sound came out of my lips.

The man leaned closer and looked down into the well again. At first he couldn’t see anything other
than the darkness of the water. But then, deep down at the bottom of the well, he caught sight of my
hand floating aimlessly on the rippling water like a rickety raft after a heavy storm. Next he
recognized a pair of eyes—two shiny black stones, staring up at the full moon now coming out from
behind thick, dark clouds. My eyes were fixed on the moon as if waiting for an explanation from the
skies for my murder.

The man fell on his knees, crying and pounding his chest. “They killed him! They killed my Shams!”
he yelled.

Just then a shadow scurried out from behind a bush, and with fast, furtive moves it hopped over the
garden wall, like a wildcat. But the man didn’t notice the killer. Seized by a crushing pain, he
screamed and screamed until his voice shattered like glass and flew all over into the night in tiny,
prickly shards.

—Hey, you! Stop screaming like a maniac.|l

=

—€ut that awful noise or | am going to kick you out!ll

=

—+said shut up! Do you hear me? Shut up!ll

It was a male voice that shouted these words, booming menacingly close. | pretended not to hear him,
preferring to stay inside my vision for at least a bit longer. | wanted to learn more about my death. | also
wanted to see the man with the saddest eyes. Who was he? How was he related to me, and why was he so
desperately 1ooking for me on an autumn night?

But before | could sneak another ook at my vision, someone from the other dimension grabbed me by
the arm and shook me so hard | felt my teeth rattle in my mouth. It yanked me back into this world.

Slowly, reluctantly, | opened my eyes and saw the person standing beside me. He was a tall, corpul ent
man with a hoary beard and thick mustache, curved and pointy at the tips. | recognized him as the
innkeeper. Almost instantly | noticed two things about him: That he was a man used to intimidating people



with tough talk and sheer violence. And that right now he was furious.

—What do you want?ll | asked. Why are you pulling my arm?li

—What do | want?ll the innkeeper roared with a scowl. <+want you to stop screaming, for starters, that-s
what | want. Y ou are scaring away my customers.|l

—Really? Have | been screaming?l | muttered as | managed to pull myself free fromhis grip.

—You bet you were! You were screaming like a bear with a thorn stuck in its paw. What happened to
you? Did you doze off during dinner? Y ou must have had a nightmare or something. |l

| knew that this was the only plausible explanation, and if | went along with it, the innkeeper would be
satisfied and leave mein peace. Still, | did not want to lie.

—No, brother, | have neither fallen asleep nor had a bad dream|l | said. -Actually, | never have
dreams.|l

—How do you explain all that screaming, then?ll the innkeeper wanted to know.

—+had avision. That-s different.ll

He gave me a bewildered ook and sucked on the ends of his mustache for a while. Finally he said,
—¥ou dervishes are as crazy as rats in a pantry. Especially you wandering types. All day long you fast and
pray and walk under the scorching sun. No wonder you start hallucinating  your brainis fried!ll

| smiled. He could be right. They say there is athin line between losing yourself in God and |osing your
mind.

Two serving boys appeared just then, carrying between them a huge tray stacked with plates: freshly
ogrilled goat, dried salted fish, spiced mutton, wheat cakes, chickpeas with meatballs, and lentil soup with
sheep-s-tail fat. They went around the hall distributing them, filling the air with the scents of onion, garlic,
and spices. When they stopped by my end of the table, I got myself a bowl of steaming soup and some
dark bread.

—Bo you have money to pay for those?ll the innkeeper asked, with aflicker of condescension.

—No, | dor+,ll | said. But allow me to offer an exchange. In return for the food and the room, | could
interpret your dreams. |l

To this he responded with a sneer, his arms akimbo, —¥ou just told me you never had dreams.|l

—Fhat-s right. | ama dreaminterpreter who doesn have dreams of his own.ll

—should toss you out of here. Like | said, you dervishes are nuts,ll the innkeeper said, spitting out the
words. —Here is some advice for you: | don+ know how old you are, but I-m sure you have prayed enough
for both worlds. Find a nice woman and settle down. Have children. That will help to keep your feet on
the ground. What is the point of roaming the world when its the same misery everywhere? Trust me.
There is nothing new out there. | have customers from the farthest corners of the world. After a few
drinks, | hear the same stories fromthem all. Men are the same everywhere. Same food, same water, same
old crap.ll

—m not |ooking for something different. I-mlooking for God, |l | said. -My quest is a quest for God. |l

—Fhen you are looking for Him in the wrong place,ll he retorted, his voice suddenly thickened. -God
has | eft this place! We dor+ know when He will be back.li

My heart flailed away at my chest wall upon hearing this. YWhen one speaks ill of God, he speaksill of
himsel f,II | said.

An odd, slanted smile etched al ong the innkeeper-s mouth. In his face | saw bitterness and indignation,
and something el se that resembled childish hurt.

—BoesH God say, I am closer to you than your jugular vein?ll | asked. -&od is not someplace far up
in the sky. He is inside each and every one of us. That is why He never abandons us. How can He
abandon Himsel {2l

—But He does abandon,|l the innkeeper remarked, his eyes cold and defiant. - God is here but does not
move afinger when we suffer the worst ends, what does that tell us about Him?ll



—H isthefirst rule, brother,ll | said. “How we see God is a direct reflection of how we see ourselves.
If God brings to mind mostly fear and blame, it means there is too much fear and blame welled inside
us. If we see God as full of love and compassion, so are we.”

The innkeeper immediately objected, but | could see that my words had surprised him. \How is that any
different than saying God is a product of our imagination? | don- get it.ll

But my answer was interrupted by a ruckus that broke out at the back of the dining hall. When we turned
in that direction, we saw two rough-looking men yelling drunken gibberish. With unbridled insolence they
were bullying the other customers, snatching food off their bowls, drinking from their cups, and, should
anyone protest, mocking them like two naughty maktab boys.

—Somebody should take care of these troublemakers, dor+ you think?ll hissed the innkeeper between
clenched teeth. -Now, watch melll

In a flash he reached the end of the hall, yanked one of the drunken customers from his seat, and
punched him in the face. The man must not have been expecting this at all, for he collapsed on the floor
like an empty sack. A barely audible sigh came out of hislips, but other than that he made no noise.

The other man proved stronger, and he fiercely fought back, but it didn+ take the innkeeper long to
knock him down, too. He kicked his unruly customer in the ribs and then stomped on his hand, grinding it
under his heavy boots. We heard the crack of afinger breaking, or maybe more.

—Stop it!ll I exclaimed. —~¥ou are goingto kill him. Is that what you want?ll

As a Sufi | had sworn to protect life and do no harm. In this world of illusions, so many people were
ready to fight without any reason, and so many others fought for a reason. But the Sufi was the one who
wouldr+ fight even if he had a reason. There was no way | could resort to violence. But | could thrust
myself like a soft blanket between the innkeeper and the customers to keep them apart.

—¥ou stay out of this, dervish, or 141 beat the hell out of you, too!ll the innkeeper shouted, but we both
knew he wasrH going to do that.

A minute later, when the serving boys lifted up the two customers, one of them had a broken finger and
the other a broken nose, and there was blood all over. A fearful silence descended on the dining hall.
Proud with the awe he-d inspired, the innkeeper gave me a sidelong look. When he spoke again, it
sounded as if he were addressing everyone around, his voice soaring high and wild, like a marauder bird
boasti ng in the open sky.

—¥ou see, dervish, it wasr+ always like this. Violence wasr+ my element, but it is now. When God
forgets about us down here, it falls upon us common peopl e to toughen up and restore justice. So next time
you talk to Him, you tell Him that. Let Him know that when He abandons his lambs, they won+ meekly
wait to be slaughtered. They will turninto wolves.li

| shrugged as | motioned toward the door. —¥ ou are mi staken.|l

—-Am | wronginsaying | was alamb once and have turned into awol 2l

—No, you got that right. | can see that you have become a wolf indeed. But you are wrong in calling
what you are doing -justice.—ll

—Wait, | haver+t finished with you'll the innkeeper shouted behind my back. —¥ou owe me. In return for
food and bed, you were going to interpret my dreams.li

—H| do something better, |l | suggested. -1 read your palm.ll

| turned back and walked toward him, looking hard into his burning eyes. Instinctively, distrustfully, he
flinched. Still, when | grabbed his right hand and turned his palm up, he didn push me away. | inspected
the lines and found them deep, cracked, marking uneven paths. Bit by bit, the colors in his aura appeared
to me: a rusty brown and a blue so pale as to be almost gray. His spiritual energy was hollowed out and
thinned around the edges, as if it had no more strength to defend itself against the outside world. Deep
inside, the man was no more alive than a wilting plant. To make up for the loss of his spiritual energy, he
had doubled up his physical energy, which he used in excess.



My heart beat faster, for | had started seeing something. At first dimly, as if behind a veil, then with
increasing clarity, a scene appeared in front of my eyes.

A young woman with chestnut hair, bare feet with black tattoos, and an embroidered red shawl
draped over her shoulders.

—¥ou have lost aloved one,ll | said, and took his | eft palmin my hand.

Her breasts swollen with milk and her belly so huge it looks as if it could rip apart. She is stuck in a
hut on fire. There are warriors around the house, riding horses with silver-gilded saddles. The thick
smell of burning hay and human flesh. Mongol riders, their noses flat and wide, necks thick and short,
and hearts as hard as rocks. The mighty army of Genghis Khan.

—¥ou have lost two loved ones,|l | corrected myself. =¥ our wife was pregnant with your first child.ll

His eyebrows clamped down, his eyes fixed on his leather boots, and his lips tightly pursed, the
i nnkeeper-s face creased into an unreadabl e map. Suddenly he looked old beyond his years.

—realize that it-s no consolation to you, but | think there is something you should know,ll | said. -
wasrH the fire or the smoke that killed her. It was a wooden plank in the ceiling that collapsed on her
head. She died instantly, without any pain. You always assumed she had suffered terribly, but in reality
she did not suffer at all.ll

The innkeeper furrowed his brow, bowed under a pressure only he could understand. His voice turned
raspy as he asked, -How do you know all thatl

| ignored the question. —¥ou have been blaming yourself for not giving her a proper funeral. You still
see her in your dreams, crawling out of the pit she was buried in. But your mind is playing games with
you. Intruth, your wife and son are both fine, traveling ininfinity, as free as a speck of light.ll

| then added, measuring each word, —¥ ou can become alamb again, because you still haveitinyou.ll

Upon hearing this the innkeeper pulled his hand away, as if he had just touched a sizzling pan. ++don+
like you, dervish,ll he said. |- let you stay here tonight. But make sure you are gone early in the morning.
| don- want to see your face around here again.ll

It was always like this. When you spoke the truth, they hated you. The more you talked about |ove, the
more they hated you.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, MAY 18, 2008

Bested by the tension that followed the argument with David and Jeannette, Ella was so drained she had
to stop reading Sweet Blasphemy for awhile. She felt as though the lid of a boiling cauldron had suddenly
been lifted, emitting old conflicts and new resentments in the rising steam. Unfortunately, it was no one
other than she who had lifted that lid. And she had done it by dialing Scott-s number and asking him not to
marry her daughter.

Later in her life, she would deeply regret everything she-d uttered during this phone conversation. But
on this day in May, she was so sure of herself and the ground beneath her feet that she could not for the
life of her fathom any dire consequences from her intrusion.

—Hi, Scott. This is Jeannette-s mom, Ella,ll she said, trying to sound jovial, as if calling her daughter-s
boyfriend were something she did all the time. -Bo you have a minute to talk?ll

—Mrs. Rubinstein, how may | help you?ll Scott stammered, surprised but ever so civilized.

And in a no-less-civilized tone, Ella told him that although she had nothing against him personally, he
was too young and i nexperienced to marry her daughter. Upset as he might be to receive this call now, she
added, someday in the not-so-distant future he would understand and even thank her for warning himin
time. Until then she asked him to kindly drop the subject of marriage and to keep this phone conversation
between the two of them.

There was athick, dense silence.

—Mrs. Rubinstein, | don+ think you understand,ll Scott said when he finally found his voice. —Jeannette
and | love each other. |

There it was again! How could people be naive enough to expect love to open every door for them?
They looked at love asif it were a magic wand that could fix everything with one miracul ous touch.

But Ella didn+ say any of this. Instead she said, —+understand how you feel, believe me, | do. But you
are too young and life islong. Who knows? Tomorrow you might fall inlove with someone el se.ll

—Mrs. Rubinstein, | don+ want to be rude, but dor+t you think the same rule applies to everyone,
including yoursel f? Who knows? Tomorrow you, too, might fall inlove with someone el se.ll

Ella chuckled, louder and longer than she intended.

—+m a married woman. 1-ve made a choice for a lifetime. So did my husband. And that-s exactly my
point. Marriage is a serious decision, which needs to be considered very carefully.ll

—Are you telling me not to marry your daughter, who | love, because | might love an unidentified other
in an indefinite future?ll Scott demanded.

The conversation went downhill from there, filled with distress and disappointment. When they finally
hung up, Ella headed to the kitchen and did what she always did at times of emotional unrest: She cooked.

Half an hour later, she received a call from her husband.

—can+ believe you called Scott to ask him not to marry our daughter. Tell me you didrn+ do this.ll

Ella gasped. Wow, word gets out fast. Honey, let me explain.ll

But David interjected tensely, —Fhere is nothing to explain. What you did was wrong. Scott told
Jeannette, and now she-s extremely upset. She-l be staying with her friends for a few days. She doesr+



want to see you right now.ll He paused briefly. —-And | don-t blame her.Il

That evening Jeannette wasn+ the only one who didn+ come home. David sent Ella a text message
informing her of a sudden emergency that had arisen. There was no explanation as to the nature of the
emergency.

It was so unlike him and against the spirit of their marriage. He might flirt with woman after woman,
could even sleep with them and spend his money on themfor all she knew, but he had always come home
and taken his place at the table in the evenings. No matter how deep the rift between them, she always
cooked and he always ate, gladly and gratefully, whatever she put on his plate. At the end of each dinner,
David never failed to thank herf a heartfelt thank-you that she always took to be a coded apology for his
infidelities. She forgave him. She always did.

This was the first time her husband had acted this brazen, and Ella blamed herself for the change. But
then again, —guiltll was Ella Rubinstein-s middle name.

When she sat at the table with her twins, Ella—s guilt gave way to melancholy. She resisted Avi-s pleasto
order pizza and Orly-s attempts not to eat anything, forcing them to munch onwild rice with green peas
and roast beef with mustard glaze. And although on the surface she was the same hands-on, concerned
mother, she felt a surge of despair risein her, a sharp taste in her mouth, sour like bile.

When dinner was over, Ella sat at the kitchen table on her own, finding the stillness around her heavy
and unsettling. Suddenly the food she had cooked, the outcome of hours of hard work, seemed not only
dull and boring but easily replaceable. She felt sorry for herself. It was a pity that, at almost forty, she
hadn- been able to make more of her life. She had so much love to give and yet no one demanding it.

Her thoughts turned to Sweet Blasphemy. She was intrigued by the character of Shams of Tabriz.

— could be nice to have someone like him around, |l she joked to herself. -Never a dull day with a guy
like himtll

And somehow the image that popped up in her mind was of a tall, dark-looking, mysterious man with
leather pants, a motorcycle jacket, and black hair that fell to his shoulders, riding a shiny red Harley-
Davidson with multicolored tassels hanging from the handlebars. She smiled at the image. A handsome,
sexy, Sufi motorcyclist riding fast on an empty highway! Wouldn+ it be nice to get picked up while
hitchhiking by a guy like that?

Ella then wondered what Shams would see if he read her palm. Would he explain to her why her mind
turned from time to time into a coven of dark thoughts? Or how come she felt so lonely even though she
had alarge, loving family? What about the colors in her aura? Were they bright and bold? Had anythingin
her life been bright and bold latel y? Or ever?

It was then and there, while sitting alone at the kitchen table with only a faint glimmer of light from the
oven, that Ella realized that despite her high-flying words denying it, and despite her ability to keep a stiff
upper lip, deep inside she longed for love.



Shams

AN INN OUTSIDE SAMARKAND, MARCH 1242

Burdened with loneliness, all fast asleep in separate dreams, were more than a dozen weary travelers
upstairs at the inn. | stepped over bare feet and hands to reach my empty bedroll that reeked of sweat and
mold. | lay there inthe dark, mulling over the day-s events and reflecting on any divine signs | might have
witnessed but, in my haste or ignorance, failed to appreciate.

Since | was a boy, | had received visions and heard voices. | aways talked to God, and He always
responded. Some days | ascended all the way up to the seventh sky as light as a whisper. Then |
descended into the deepest pits of the earth, suffused with the smells of soil, hidden away like a rock
buried under mighty oaks and sweet chestnuts. Every so often | lost my appetite for food and went without
eating for days on end. None of these things scared me, though intime | had learned not to mention them to
others. Human beings tended to di sparage what they coul dn+ comprehend. | had |earned that firsthand.

The first person to misjudge my visions was my father. | must have been ten years old when | started
seeing my guardian angel on a daily basis and was naive enough to think that everyone else did as well.
One day, while my father was teaching me how to build a cedar chest so that | could become a carpenter
like him, | told him about my guardian angel.

—¥ou have awild imagination, son,|l my father said dryly. -And you better keep it to yourself. We don+
want to upset the villagers again.|l

A few days before, the neighbors had complained about me to my parents, accusing me of acting
strange and scaring their kids.

—+don+ understand your ways, my son. Why car+ you accept that you are no more remarkable than
your parents?ll my father asked. —-Every child takes after his father and mother. So have youl.ll

That was when | realized that although | loved my parents and craved their love, they were strangers to
me.

—ather, | am from a different egg than your other children. Think of me as a duckling raised by hens. |
am not a domestic bird destined to spend his life in a chicken coop. The water that scares you rejuvenates
me. For unlike you | can swim, and swim | shall. The ocean is my homeland. If you are with me, come to
the ocean. If not, stop interfering with me and go back to the chicken coop.ll

My father-s eyes grew large, then small and distant. —H thisis the way you talk to your father now, Il he
said gravely, +wonder how you will address your enemies when you grow up.ll

Much to the chagrin of my parents, the visions did not disappear as | got older. If anything, they became
more intense and gripping. | knew | made my parents nervous, and | felt guilty for upsetting them so, but
the truth is, | didn+ know how to end the visions, and even if | had, | don think | would have. Before
long | left my house for good. Since then Tabriz has become a smooth, sweet word, so fine and delicate
that it melts on my tongue. Three scents accompany my memories of this place: cut wood, poppy-seed
bread, and the soft, crisp smell of snow.

| have been a wandering dervish ever since, not sleeping in the same place more than once, not eating
out of the same bowl twice in arow, every day seeing different faces around me. When hungry, | earn a
few coins by interpreting dreams. In this state | roam east and west, searching for God high and low. |
hunt everywhere for a life worth living and a knowledge worth knowing. Having roots nowhere, | have
everywhere to go.

During my travels | have taken all sorts of roads, from popular trade routes to forgotten tracks where



you wouldr+ runinto a soul for days on end. From the coasts of the Black Sea to the cities of Persia, from
the vast steppes of Central Asia to the sand dunes of Arabia, | have passed through thick forests, flat
grasslands, and deserts; sojourned at caravansaries and hostels; consulted with the learned menin age-old
libraries; listened to tutors teaching little children in maktabs; discussed tafsir and logic with students in
madrassas; visited temples, monasteries, and shrines; meditated with hermits in their caves; performed
zikr with dervishes; fasted with sages and dined with heretics; danced with shamans under the full moon;
come to know people of all faiths, ages, and professions; and witnessed misfortunes and miracles alike.

| have seen poverty-stricken villages, fields blackened by fire, and plundered towns where the rivers
ran red and there were no men left alive above the age of ten. | have seen the worst and the best in
humanity. Nothing surprises me anymore.

As | went through all these experiences, | began to compile a list that wasr+ written down in any book,
only inscribed in my soul. This personal list | called The Basic Principles of the Itinerant Mystics of
Islam. To me these were as universal, dependable, and invariable as the laws of nature. Together they
constituted The Forty Rules of the Religion of Love, which could be attained through love and |ove only.
And one of those rules said, The Path to the Truth is a labor of the heart, not of the head. Make your
heart your primary guide! Not your mind. Meet, challenge, and ultimately prevail over your nafs with
your heart. Knowing your ego will lead you to the knowledge of God.

It had taken me years to finish working on these rules. All forty of them. And now that | was done, |
knew | was nearing the final stage of my timeinthisworld. Lately | had been having many visionsin this
direction. It wasn+ death that worried me, for | didn+ see it as an end, but dying without |eaving a legacy
behind. There were many words piled up inside my chest, stories waiting to be told. | wanted to hand all
this knowledge to one other person, neither a master nor adisciple. | sought anequall a companion.

—&od, |l 1 whispered into the dark, damp room, —all my life | traveled the world and followed Thy path.
| saw every person as an open book, a walking Qur-an. | stayed away from the ivory towers of scholars,
preferring to spend time with outcasts, expatriates, and exiles. Now | am bursting. Help me to hand Thy
wisdom to the right person. Then Thou can do with me as Thou wish.ll

Before my eyes the room was showered with a light so bright that the faces of the travelers in their
beds turned lurid blue. The air inside smelled fresh and alive, asif all the windows had been pushed open
and a gusty wind brought in the scent of lilies and jasmine from faraway gardens.

—G0 to Baghdad, Il fluted my guardian angel in a singsong voice.

—What is awaiting me in Baghdad?ll | asked.

—¥ou prayed for a companion, and a companion you will be given. In Baghdad you will find the master
who will point youinthe right direction.ll

Tears of gratitude welled up in my eyes. Now | knew that the man in my vision was no other than my
spiritual companion. Sooner or |ater we were destined to meet. And when we did, | would learn why his
kind hazel eyes were eternally sad and how | came to be murdered on an early-spring night.




Ella

NORTHAMPTON, MAY 19, 2008

Before the sun had set and the children had come back home, Ella placed a bookmark in the manuscript
and put Sweet Blasphemy aside. Curious about the man who had written the novel, she went online and
Googled -A. Z. Zahara,ll wondering what would pop up but not expecting much.

To her surprise, a personal blog appeared. The colors on the page were predominantly amethyst and
turquoi se, and on top of the page a male figure with along white skirt whirled slowly. Having never seen
awhirling dervish before, Ellatook a careful 1ook at the picture. The blog was titled An Eggshell Named
Life, and beneath it there was a poemwith the same title:

Let us choose one another as companions!
Let us sit at each other’s feet!

Inwardly we have many harmonies—think not
That we are only what we see.

The page was full of postcards from cities and sites all around the world. Underneath each postcard there
were comments about that particular place. It was while reading these that Ella came across three pieces
of information that immediately drew her attention: First, that the AinA. Z. Zahara stood for Aziz.
Second, that Aziz regarded himself as a Sufi. Third, that at the moment he was traveling somewhere in
Guatemal a.

In another section there were samples of the photos he had taken. Most were portraits of people of all
colors and stripes. Despite their stark differences, they resembled one another in one curious respect: All
the people in all the portraits had something visibly missing. For some the missing element was a simple
thing, like an earring, a shoe, or a button, while for others it was much more substantial, like a tooth, a
finger, or sometimes a leg. Underneath the photos it read:

No matter who we are or where we live, deep inside we all feel incomplete. It’s like we have lost something and need to get it
back. Just what that something is, most of us never find out. And of those who do, even fewer manage to go out and look for it.

Ella scrolled up and down the Web page, clicked on every postcard to enlarge it, and read every comment
Aziz had made. At the bottom of the page, there was an e-mail address, azizZzahara@gmail.com, which
she wrote down on a piece of paper. Next to that she found a poem by Rumi:

Choose Love, Love! Without the sweet life of
Love, living is a burden—as you have seen.

It was while reading this poem that a most peculiar thought flashed across her mind. For a fleeting
moment, it felt asif everything Aziz Z. Zaharaincluded in his personal blog the pictures, the comments,
the quotations, and the poemdg  were written for her eyes only. It was a strange and slightly supercilious



thought, but one that made perfect sense to her.

Later in the afternoon, Ella sat by the window, feeling tired and slightly down, the sun heavy on her back
and the air in the kitchen filled with the smell's of the brownies she was baking. She had Sweet Blasphemy
openin front of her, but her mind was so preoccupied she couldr+ concentrate on the manuscript. It
occurred to her that perhaps she, too, should write her own set of ground rules. She could name it The
Forty Rules of the Deeply Settled, Earthy Housewife.

“Rule Number One,ll she murmured. —Stop looking for love!l Stop running after impossible dreams!
There are surely more important things in life for a married woman about to be forty. |l

But her own joke produced an obscure discomfort in Ella, reminding her of bigger worries. Unable to
hold herself back anymore, she gave her elder daughter a call. She got her answering machine.

—Jeannette, dear, | know it was wrong of me to call Scott. But my intentions weren+ bad. | just wanted
to make sure” |l

She paused, deeply regretting not planning this message in advance. She could hear the soft rustle of the
answering machine recording in the background. It made her nervous to think that the tape was rolling and
ti me was running short.

—Jeannette, I-m sorry for the things | do. | know | shouldn+ complain when I-m so blessed. But it-s just
that I-mso“ unhappy |l

Click. The answering machine came to a stop. Ella-s heart constricted with the shock of what she-d just
said. What had come over her? She hadn+t known she was unhappy. Was it possible to be depressed and
not know it? Oddly enough, she didn+ feel unhappy about confessing her unhappiness. She hadn-t been
feeling much of anything | ately.

Her gaze slid to the piece of paper on which she-d written Aziz Z. Zaharas e-mail address. The
address looked simple, unpretentious, and somehow inviting. Without giving it much thought, she went to
her computer and started composing an e-mail:

Dear AzizZ. Zahara,

My name is Ella. | am reading your novel Sweet Blasphemy in my capacity as a reader for the literary agency. | have only just begun,
and | am enjoying it immensely. This, however, is my personal opinion and is not reflective of the views of my boss. Whether | like your
novel or not, | have barely any influence on the final decision as to whether we will take you on as a client.

It seems like you believe that love is the essence of life and that nothing else matters. It-s not my intention to get into a fruitless
debate with you on this matter. Suffice it to say that | do not completely agree. But this is not why | am writing to you.

| am writing because the —timingll of my reading Sweet Blasphemy couldr+ have been more bizarre. Currently | am trying to
persuade my elder daughter not to marry so young. The day before, | asked her boyfriend to call off their marriage plans. Now my
daughter hates me and refuses to talk to me. | have a feeling you two would get along well, as you seem to have very similar views on
love.

| am sorry to pour my personal problems out to you. That wasn+ my intention. Your personal blog (that is where | found your e-maill
address) says you are in Guatemala. Traveling around the world must be quite a thrill. If you happen to come to Boston, perhaps we
could meet in person and talk over a cup of coffee.

Best wishes,
Ella

Her first e-mail to Azizwas not aletter so much as aninvitation, acry for help. But Ella had no way of
knowing this as she sat in the silence of her kitchen and composed a note to an unknown writer she didn+
expect to meet now or at any time in the future.



The M aster

BAGHDAD, APRIL 1242

Baghdad took no note of the arrival of Shams of Tabriz, but | will never forget the day he came to our
modest dervish lodge. We had important guests that afternoon. The high judge had dropped by witha
group of his men, and | suspected there was more than cordiality behind his visit. Renowned for his
dislike of Sufism, the judge wanted to remind me that he kept an eye on us, just as he kept an eye on all the
Sufisinthe area.

The judge was an ambitious man. He had a broad face, a sagging belly, and short, stubby fingers, each
with a precious ring. He had to stop eating so much, but | suspected that nobody had the courage to tell
him, not even his doctor. Coming fromalong line of religious scholars, he was one of the most influential
men in the area. With one ruling he could send a man to the gallows, or he could just as easily pardon a
convict-s crimes, lifting him up from the darkest dungeons. Always dressed in fur coats and expensive
garments, he carried himself with the grandeur of someone who was sure of his authority. | did not
approve of his big ego, but for the well-being of our lodge | did my best to remain on good terms with this
man of influence.

e live in the most magnificent city in the world,ll the judge pronounced as he popped afig into his
mouth. —Foday Baghdad overflows with refugees running away from the Mongol army. We provide them
safe haven. Thisis the center of the world, don+ you think, Baba Zaman?Il

—Fhis city is a gem, no doubt,ll | said carefully. -But let us not forget that cities are like human beings.
They are born, they go through childhood and adol escence, they grow old, and eventually they die. At this
moment intime, Baghdad is inits |ate youth. We are not as wealthy as we used to be at the time of Caliph
Harun ar-Rashid, though we can still take a measure of pride in being a center of trade, crafts, and poetry.
But who knows what the city will look like a thousand years from now? Everything might be different.ll

—Such pessimism!l The judge shook his head as he reached out to another bow! and picked a date. —Fhe
Abbasid rule will prevail, and we will prosper. That is, of course, if the status quo is not disrupted by the
traitors among us. There are those who call themselves Muslim, but their interpretation of Islam is far
more dangerous than threats frominfidel s.|l

| chose to remain silent. It was no secret that the judge thought the mystics, with their individualistic
and esoteric interpretations of 1slam, were troublemakers. He accused us of paying no heed to the sharia
and thus disrespecting the men of authorityt men like him. Sometimes | had the feeling he would rather
have all Sufis kicked out of Baghdad.

—¥our brotherhood is harmless, but dor+ you think some Sufis are beyond the pale?ll the judge asked,
stroking his beard.

| didn+ know how to respond to that. Thank God just then we heard a knock on the door. It was the
ginger-haired novice. He made a beeline toward me and whispered in my ear that we had a visitor, a
wandering dervish who insisted upon seeing me and refused to talk to anyone el se.

Normally | would have asked the novice to take the newcomer to a quiet, welcoming room, give him
warm food, and make him wait until the guests had left. But as the judge was giving me a hard time, it
occurred to me that a wandering dervish could dispel the tensionin the room by telling us colorful stories
from faraway lands. So | asked the novice to bring the manin.

A few minutes later, the door opened and in walked a man dressed head to toe in black. Lank, gaurt,
and of indeterminable age, he had a sharp nose, deeply set pitch-black eyes, and dark hair that fell over



his eyesinthick curls. He wore a long, hooded cloak, awool garment, and sheepskin boots. There were a
number of charms around his neck. He held a wooden bowl in his hand of the sort that mendicant
dervishes carry to overcome their personal vanity and hubris by accepting the charity of others. | realized
that here was a man who did not pay much attention to the judgments of society. That people could
confuse himwith some vagrant, or even a beggar, didn+ seemto bother himinthe | east.

As soon as | saw him standing there, awaiting permission to introduce himself, | sensed he was
different. It was in his eyes, in his elaborate gestures, written all over him. Like an acorn that might seem
modest and vulnerabl e to ignorant eyes but already heralds the proud oak tree that it will turn out to be, he
|looked at me with those piercing black eyes and nodded silently.

—Aklcome to our lodge, dervish,ll | said as | motioned for him to take a seat on the cushions across
fromme.

After greeting everyone, the dervish sat down, inspecting the people in the room, taking in every detail.
Finally his gaze stopped at the judge. The two men looked at each other for a full minute, without so much
asaword, and | couldn+ hel p wondering what each thought of the other, as they seemed so very opposite.

| offered the dervish warm goat milk, sweetened figs, and filled dates, al of which he politely refused.
When asked his name, he introduced himself as Shams of Tabriz and said he was a wandering dervish
searching for God high and low.

—And were you able to find Him?Il I inquired.

A shadow crossed his face as the dervish nodded and said, -thdeed, He was with me all along.li

The judge interjected with a smirk he didn+ bother to hide, <+ never understand why you dervishes
make life so complicated. If God was with you all along, why did you rummage around this whole time in
search of Him?ll

Shams of Tabriz bowed his head pensively and remained silent for a moment. When he looked up
again, his face was calm, his voice measured. —-Because although it is a fact that He cannot be found by
seeking, only those who seek can find Him.ll

—Such wordplay, |l the judge scoffed. —-Are you trying to tell us that we cannot find God if we stay in the
same place all our lives? That-s nonsense. Not everyone needs to dress in tatters and hit the road like
youl

There followed aripple of laughter as the men in the roomwere eager to show their agreement with the
judgd high-pitched, unconfident, and unhappy laughs from people used to toadying to superiors. | felt
uneasy. Obviously it hadn+ been a good idea to bring the judge and the dervish together.

—Perhaps | was misunderstood. | didn+ mean to say one could not find God if he stayed in his
hometown. That is certainly possible,ll conceded the dervish. —Fhere are people who have never traveled
anywhere and yet have seen the world.ll

—Exactly!ll The judge grinned triumphantlyf a grin that vanished upon hearing what the dervish uttered
next.

-What | meant to say, Judge, was that one could not find God if he stayed in the fur coat, silk garment,
and pricey jewelry that you are wearing today.ll

A stunned silence descended upon the room, the sounds and sighs around us dissolving down to dust.
We all held our breath, as if expecting something bigger to happen, though what could have been more
shocking, | didn+ know.

—¥our tongue is too sharp for adervish,ll the judge said.

—When something needs to be said, 14| say it evenif the whole world grabs me by the neck and tells me
to keep quiet.

This was met with a frown from the judge, but then he shrugged dismissively. Aell, whatever,|l he
said. - any case, you are the man we need. We were just tal king about the splendor of our city. Y ou must
have seen many places. Is there a place more charming than Baghdad?ll



Softly, his gaze moving from one man to another, Shams explained, —Fhere is no question Baghdad is a
remarkabl e city, but no beauty on earth lasts forever. Cities are erected on spiritual columns. Like giant
mirrors, they reflect the hearts of their residents. If those hearts darken and lose faith, cities will lose their
glamour. It happens, and it happens all the time.ll

| couldr+ help but nod. Shams of Tabriz turned to me, momentarily distracted from his thoughts, with a
friendly flicker in his eyes. | felt them on me like the heat of a sweltering sun. That was when | clearly
saw how he merited his name. This man was radiating vigor and vitality and burning within, like a ball of
fire. He was indeed Shams, —the sun.ll

But the judge was of a different mind. —¥ou Sufis make everything too complicated. The same with
philosophers and poets! Why the need for so many words? Human beings are simple creatures with
simple needs. It falls upon the leaders to see to their needs and make sure they do not go astray. That
requires applying the sharia to perfection.|l

—Fhe shariaislike a candle,ll said Shams of Tabriz. - provides us with much valuable light. But | et us
not forget that a candle helps us to go from one place to another in the dark. If we forget where we are
headed and instead concentrate on the candle, what good is it?ll

The judge grimaced, his face closing up. | felt a wave of anxiety wash over me. Entering into a
discussion about the significance of the sharia with a man whose job was to judge, and often punish,
peopl e according to the sharia was swimming in dangerous waters. Didr+ Shams know that?

Just as | was looking for an appropriate excuse to take the dervish out of the room, | heard him say,
—Fhereisarule that applies to this situation.|l

—What rule?ll asked the judge suspiciously.

Shams of Tabriz straightened up, his gaze fixed as if reading from an invisible book, and he
pronounced:

“Each and every reader comprehends the Holy Qur’an on a different level in tandem with the depth
of his understanding. There are four levels of insight. The first level is the outer meaning and it is the
one that the majority of the people are content with. Next is the Batm—the inner level. Third, there is
the inner of the inner. And the fourth level is so deep it cannot be put into words and is therefore
bound to remain indescribable.”

With glinting eyes Shams continued. —Scholars who focus on the sharia know the outer meaning. Sufis
know the inner meaning. Saints know the inner of the inner. And as for the fourth level, that is known only
by prophets and those cl osest to God. |l

—Are you telling me that an ordinary Sufi has a deeper grasp of the Qur-an than a sharia scholar?ll the
judge asked as he tapped his fingers on the bowl.

A subtle, sardonic smile curved the dervish-s mouth, but he didn+ answer.

—Be careful, my friend,ll the judge said. —Fhere is a thin line between where you stand and sheer
blasphemy.

If there was a threat in these words, the dervish seemed not to have noticed it. “What exactly is -sheer
bl asphemy-2ll he asked, and then with a sharp intake of breath he added, -Allow me to tell you a story.ll

And here iswhat he told us:

One day Moses was walking in the mountains on his own when he saw a shepherd in the distance.
The man was on his knees with his hands spread out to the sky, praying. Moses was delighted. But
when he got closer, he was equally stunned to hear the shepherd’s prayer.

“Oh, my beloved God, I love Thee more than Thou can know. I will do anything for Thee, just say
the word. Even if Thou asked me to slaughter the fattest sheep in my flock in Thy name, I would do so
without hesitation. Thou would roast it and put its tail fat in Thy rice to make it more tasty.”

Moses inched toward the shepherd, listening attentively.

“Afterward I would wash Thy feet and clean Thine ears and pick Thy lice for Thee. That is how



much I love Thee.”

Having heard enough, Moses interrupted the shepherd, yelling, “Stop, you ignorant man! What do
you think you are doing? Do you think God eats rice? Do you think God has feet for you to wash? This
is not prayer. It is sheer blasphemy.”

Dazed and ashamed, the shepherd apologized repeatedly and promised to pray as decent people did.
Moses taught him several prayers that afternoon. Then he went on his way, utterly pleased with
himself.

But that night Moses heard a voice. It was God'’s.

“Oh, Moses, what have you done? You scolded that poor shepherd and failed to realize how dear he
was to Me. He might not be saying the right things in the right way, but he was sincere. His heart was
pure and his intentions good. I was pleased with him. His words might have been blasphemy to your
ears, but to Me they were sweet blasphemy.”

Moses immediately understood his mistake. The next day, early in the morning, he went back to the
mountains to see the shepherd. He found him praying again, except this time he was praying in the way
he had been instructed. In his determination to get the prayer right, he was stammering, bereft of the
excitement and passion of his earlier prayer. Regretting what he had done to him, Moses patted the
shepherd’s back and said: “My friend, I was wrong. Please forgive me. Keep praying in your own way.
That is more precious in God’s eyes.”

The shepherd was astonished to hear this, but even deeper was his relief. Nevertheless, he did not
want to go back to his old prayers. Neither did he abide by the formal prayers that Moses had taught
him. He had now found a new way of communicating with God. Though satisfied and blessed in his
naive devotion, he was now past that stage—beyond his sweet blasphemy.

—S0 you see, don+ judge the way other people connect to God,ll concluded Shams. —Fo each his own
way and his own prayer. God does not take us at our word. He looks deep into our hearts. It is not the
ceremonies or rituals that make a difference, but whether our hearts are sufficiently pure or not.ll

| checked the judge-s face. | could see beneath his mask of absolute confidence and composure that he
was clearly annoyed. Yet at the same time, being the astute man that he was, he had detected a tricky
situation. If he reacted to Shams-s story, he would have to take the next step and punish him for his
insolence, in which case things would get serious and everybody would hear that a simple dervish had
dared to confront the high judge. It was therefore better for him to pretend there was nothing to be upset
about and leave it there.

Outside, the sun was setting, painting the sky a dozen shades of crimson, punctuated now and again by
dark gray clouds. In a little while, the judge rose to his feet, saying he had some important business to
attend to. After giving me a slight nod and Shams of Tabriz a cold stare, he strode off. His men followed
wordlessly.

—+am afraid the judge didn+ like you much,ll | said when everyone had | eft.

Shams of Tabriz brushed his hair from his face, smiling. —©h, that is quite all right. | am used to people
not liking me much.ll

| couldn+ help feeling excited. | had been the master of this lodge long enough to know that it was not
often such avisitor came.

—Fell me, dervish,ll | said, ~what brings someone like you to Baghdad?ll

| was eager to hear his answer but al so strangely fearful of it.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, MAY 20, 2008

Belly dancers and dervishes spunin Ella-s dream on the night her husband didn+ come home. Her head
resting on the manuscript, she watched as rough-looking warriors dined at aroadside inn, their plates
piled high with delicious pies and desserts.

Then she saw herself. She was searching for someone in a bustling bazaar in a citadel in a foreign
country. All around her, people moved slowly, as if dancing to a tune she couldn+ hear. She stopped a fat
man with a drooping mustache to ask something, only she couldn+ remember the question. The man
looked at her blankly and hobbled away. She tried to talk to several vendors and then shoppers, but no
one responded to her. At first she thought it was because she couldn+ speak their language. Then she put
her hand to her mouth and realized with horror that her tongue had been cut off. With increasing panic she
looked around for a mirror to see her reflection and figure out if she was still the same person, but there
was none in the bazaar. She started to cry and woke up to a disturbing sound, not knowing whether she
still had a tongue.

When Ella opened her eyes, she found Spirit frantically scratching at the back door. An animal had
probably gotten onto the porch, driving the dog crazy. Skunks made him particularly nervous. The memory
of his inopportune encounter with one last winter was still fresh. It had taken Ella weeks to remove that
nasty odor from the dog, and even after she-d washed him in tubs of tomato juice, the smell lingered,
reminiscent of burning rubber.

Ella glanced at the clock on the wall. It was a quarter to three in the morning. David was still not back,
and perhaps he never would be. Jeannette had not returned her call, and in her pessimistic state Ella
doubted she ever would. Seized by the terror of being abandoned by her husband and daughter, she
opened the fridge and | ooked through it for a few minutes. The desire to scoop out some cherry vanillaice
cream warred with the fear of gaining weight. With no small effort, she took a step away from the fridge
and slammed the door, a bit more harshly than necessary.

Then Ella opened a bottle of red wine and poured herself a glass. It was good wine, light and lively,
with an underlying hint of bittersweetness that she liked. Only when she was filling the second glass did it
occur to her she might have opened one of David-s expensive Bordeaux. She checked the labelf Chateau
Margaux 1996. Not knowing what to make of that, she frowned at the bottle.

She was too tired and too sleepy to read anymore. So she decided to check her e-mail. There, among
half a dozen junk e-mails and a message from Michelle inquiring about how the manuscript was going, she
found an e-mail fromAziz Z. Zahara.

Dear Ella (if | may),

Y our e-mail found me in a village in Guatemala called Momostenango. It-s one of the few places left where they still use a Mayan
calendar. Right across from my hostel, there is a wish tree bedecked with hundreds of pieces of fabric of every color and pattern you
can imagine. They call it The Tree of the Brokenhearted. Those with broken hearts write down their names on pieces of paper and tie
these to the branches, praying for their hearts to be healed.

| hope you worHt find this too presumptuous, but after reading your e-mail | went to the wish tree and prayed that you and your
daughter solve this misunderstanding. Even a speck of love should not go unappreciated, because, as Rumi said, love is the water of life.

One thing that has helped me personally in the past was to stop interfering with the people around me and getting frustrated when |
couldn+ change them. Instead of intrusion or passivity, may | suggest submission?

Some people make the mistake of confusing —submissionll with -weakness,|l whereas it is anything but. Submission is a form of



peaceful acceptance of the terms of the universe, including the things we are currently unable to change or comprehend.

According to the Mayan calendar, today is an auspicious day. A major astrological shift is on its way, ushering in a new human
consciousness. | need to hurry to send you this e-mail before the sun sets and the day is over.

May love find you when you least expect, where you least expect.

Y ours sincerely,
Aziz

Ella shut off the laptop, moved to | earn that a compl ete stranger in a remote corner of the world had
prayed for her well-being. She closed her eyes and imagined her name written on a piece of paper tied to
awishtree, dangling like akite inthe air, free and happy.

A few minutes later, she opened the kitchen door and stepped out into the backyard, enjoying the
unsettling cool ness of the breeze. Spirit stood beside her, uneasy and growling, constantly sniffing the air.
The dog-s eyes grew small, then big and anxious, and his ears kept perking up, as if he had recognized in
the distance something scary. Ella and her dog stood side by side under the late-spring moon, staring into
the thick, vast darkness, similarly frightened of the things moving in the dark, frightened of the unknown.



The Novice

BAGHDAD, APRIL 1242

Bowing and scraping, | showed the judge to the door and quickly returned to the main roomto collect the
dirty bowls. | was surprised to find Baba Zaman and the wandering dervish in the same position as when
| left them, neither one saying aword. Out of the corner of my eye, | checked them, wondering if it could
be possible to carry on a conversation without talking. | lingered there aslong as | could, arranging the
cushions, tidying up the room, picking up the crumbs on the carpet, but after awhile | ran out of reasons to
stay.

Halfheartedly, | dragged my feet back to the kitchen. As soon as he saw me, the cook started to rain
orders. —Wipe the counter, mop the floor! Wash the dishes! Scrub the stove and the walls around the grill!
And when you are done, dor+ forget to check the mousetraps!ll Ever since -6 come to this lodge some six
months ago, the cook had been riding roughshod over me. Every day he made me work like a dog and
called this torture part of my spiritual training, as if washing greasy dishes could be spiritual inany way.

A man of few words, the cook had one favorite mantra: —€leaningis praying, prayingis cleaning!ll

—H that were true, all the housewives in Baghdad would have become spiritual masters,ll 1 once dared
to say.

He threw a wooden spoon at my head and yelled at the top of his lungs, —Such back talk will get you
nowhere, son. If you want to become a dervish, be as mute as that wooden spoon. Rebelliousness is not a
good quality in a novice. Speak | ess, mature quicker!ll

| hated the cook, but, more than that, | feared him. | had never disobeyed his orders. That is, until this
evening.

As soon as the cook turned his back, | sneaked out of the kitchen and tiptoed to the main room again,
dying to learn more about the wandering dervish. Who was he? What was he doing here? He wasn+ like
the dervishes in the lodge. His eyes |ooked fierce and unruly, even when he bowed his head in modesty.
There was something so unusual and unpredi ctabl e about himthat it was al most frightening.

| peeped through a crack in the door. At first I couldn+ see anything. But soon my eyes adjusted to the
semidarkness inside the roomand | could make out their faces.

| heard the master ask, —Fell me, Shams of Tabriz, what brings someone like you to Baghdad? Have
you seen this place in a dream?ll

The dervish shook his head. —-No, it wasrH a dream that brought me here. It was avision. | never have
dreams.|l

—Everybody has dreams, |l Baba Zaman said tenderly. —Hs just that you might not remember them all the
time. But that doesn+ mean you don+ dream.|l

—But | do not, |l the dervishinsisted. - is part of adeal | made with God. You see, when | was a boy, |
saw angels and watched the mysteries of the universe unfold before my eyes. When | told this to my
parents, they weren-t pleased and told me to stop dreaming. When | confided in my friends, they, too, said
| was a hopeless dreamer. | tried talking to my teachers, but their response was no different. Finally |
understood that whenever people heard something unusual, they called it a dream. | began to dislike the
word and all that it represented.|l

Upon saying this, the dervish paused as if he had heard a sudden sound. Then the strangest thing
happened. He stood up, straightened his spine, and slowly, deliberately began to walk toward the door,
al the while lookinginmy direction. It was as if he somehow knew | was spying on them.



It was asif he could see through the wooden door.

My heart pounded like mad. | wanted to run back to the kitchen but couldn+ see how. My arms, my
legs, my whole body froze. Through and beyond the door, the dark eyes of Shams of Tabriz were fixed
upon me. As terrified as | was, | also felt a tremendous amount of energy rushing through my body. He
approached, put his hand on the door handle, but just when | thought he was about to open the door and
catch me, he stopped. | couldr+ see his face from this close and had no idea what had changed his mind.
We waited like that for an unbearably long minute. Then he turned his back, and as he paced away from
the door, he continued with his story.

-When | got a little older, | asked God to take away my ability to dream, so that every time |
encountered Him, | would know | wasr+ dreaming. He agreed. He took them all away. That-s why | never
dream.ll

Shams of Tabriz now stood by the open windows across the room. Outside, there was a light drizzle,
and he watched it pensively before he said, -God took away my ability to dream. But to compensate for
that loss, He allowed me to interpret the dreams of others. | amadreaminterpreter.ll

| expected Baba Zaman not to believe this nonsense and to scold him, as he scolds me all the time.

But instead the master nodded respectfully and said, —¥ou seem to be an unusual person. Tell me, what
can | do for you?ll

—don+ know. Actually, 1 was hoping you could tell me that. |l

—What do you mean?ll asked the master, sounding puzzl ed.

—or almost forty years, | have been a wandering dervish. | am skilled in the ways of nature, although
the ways of society are still alien to me. If necessary, | can fight like a wild animal, but | myself cannot
hurt anyone. | can name the constell ations in the sky, identify the trees in the forests, and read like an open
book the types of people the Almighty has created in His image.ll

Shams paused briefly and waited as the master lit an oil lamp. Then he continued. —-©ne of the rules
says, You can study God through everything and everyone in the universe, because God is not confined
in a mosque, synagogue, or church. But if you are still in need of knowing where exactly His abode is,
there is only one place to look for Him: in the heart of a true lover. There is no one who has lived after
seeing Him, just like there is no one who has died after seeing Him. Whoever finds Himwill remain with
Himforever.l

In that dim, flickering light, Shams of Tabriz seemed even taller, his hair falling to his shoulders in
disorderly waves.

—But knowledge is like brackish water at the bottom of an old vase unless it flows somewhere. For
years | prayed to God for a companion to share the knowledge accumulated inside me. Finally, inavision
in Samarkand, I-ve been told | should come to Baghdad to fulfill my destiny. | understand that you know
the name of my compani on and his whereabouts and will tell me, if not now, then later. Il

Outside, the night had settled, and a wedge of moonlight streamed in through the open windows. |
realized how late it was. The cook must have been looking for me. But | didn+ care. For once it felt good
to break the rules.

—dorn+ know what kind of answer you are asking of me,ll murmured the master. Bt if there is a piece
of information | am destined to reveal, | know it will happen in due time. Until then you can stay here with
us. Be our guest.ll

Upon hearing this, the wandering dervish bowed humbly and gratefully to kiss Baba Zaman-s hand.
That is when the master asked that bizarre question: —¥ou say you are ready to deliver all your knowledge
to another person. You warnt to hold the Truth in your palm as if it were a precious pearl and offer it to
someone special. But opening up someone-s heart to spiritual light is no small task for a human being.
Y ou~+e stealing God-s thunder. What are you willing to pay in return?l

For aslongas | live, | will never forget the answer the dervish gave then. Raising an eyebrow, he said



firmly, +amwilling to give my head.l

| flinched, feeling a cold shiver travel down my spine. When | put my eye to the crack again, | noticed
that the master |ooked shaken by the answer as well.

—Perhaps we have done enough talking for today.ll Baba Zaman exhaled a sigh. —¥ou must be tired. Let
me call the young novice. He will show you to your bed and provide clean sheets and a glass of milk.ll

Now Shams of Tabriz turned toward the door, and | felt down to my bones that he was gazing at me
again. More than that. It was as if he were looking through and into me, studying the pits and peaks of my
soul, inspecting secrets that were hidden even from me. Perhaps he was involved with black magic or had
been trained by Harut and Martut, the two angel s of Babylon that the Qur-an warned us against. Or else he
possessed supernatural tal ents that hel ped him to see through doors and walls. Either way he scared me.

—No need to call the novice,ll he said, his voice attaining a higher pitch. +—ve afeeling he is nearby and
has already heard us.ll

| let out a gasp so loud it might have woken the dead in their graves. In utter panic | jumped to my feet
and scurried into the garden, seeking refuge in the dark. But an unpleasant surprise was awaiting me there.

—S0 there you are, you little rascal!ll yelled the cook as he ran toward me with a broom in his hand.
—¥ou areinbigtrouble, son, big troubl e!ll

| jJumped aside and managed to duck the broom at the last minute.

—come here or 14 break your legs!ll the cook shouted behind me, puffing.

But | didn+. Instead | dashed out of the garden as fast as an arrow. While the face of Shams of Tabriz
shimmered before my eyes, | ran and ran along the winding trail that connected the lodge to the main road,
and even after | had gotten far away, | couldn+ stop running. My heart pounding, my throat dried up, | ran
until my knees gave out and | could run no more.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, MAY 21, 2008

Braced for aquarrel, David came home early the next morning, only to find Ella asleep in bed with Sweet
Blasphemy open on her |ap and an empty glass of wine by her side. He took a step toward her to pull her
blanket up alittle and make sure she was snugly covered, but then he changed his mind.

Ten minutes later, Ellawoke up. She wasn+ surprised to hear himin the bathroom taking a shower. Her
husband could flirt with other women, and apparently even spend the night with them, but he would rather
not take his morning shower anywhere other than his own bathroom. When David finished and walked
back through the room, Ella pretended to be asl eep, thus saving him from having to explain his absence.

Less than an hour later, both her husband and the kids had | eft, and Ella was in the kitchen alone. Life
seemed to have resumed its regular course. She opened her favorite cookbook, Culinary Artistry Made
Plain and Easy, and after considering several options chose a fairly demanding menu that would keep her
busy all afternoon:

Clam Chowder with Saffron, Coconut, and Oranges

Pasta Baked with Mushrooms, Fresh Herbs, and Five Cheeses
Rosemary-Infused Veal Spareribs with Vinegar and Roasted Garlic
Lime-Bathed Green Bean and Cauliflower Salad

Then she decided on a dessert: Warm Chocol ate Souffl¢.

There were many reasons that Ella liked cooking. Creating a delicious meal out of ordinary ingredients
was not only gratifying and fulfilling but also strangely sensual. But more than that, she enjoyed cooking
because it was something she was really good at. Besides, it quieted her mind. The kitchen was the one
place in her life where she could avoid the outside world altogether and stop the flow of time within
herself. For some people sex might have the same effect, she imagined, but that always required two,
whereas to cook all one needed was time, care, and a bag of groceries.

People who cooked on TV programs made it sound as if cooking was about inspiration, originality, and
creativity. Their favorite word was —experimenting.ll Ella disagreed. Why not leave experimenting to
scientists and quirkiness to artists! Cooking was about |earning the basi cs, following the instructions, and
being respectful of the wisdom of ages. All you had to do was use time-honored traditions, not
experiment with them. Cooking skills came from customs and conventions, and although it was clear that
the modern age belittled such things, there was nothing wrong with being traditional in the kitchen.

Ella also cherished her daily routines. Every morning, at roughly the same time, the family had
breakfast; every weekend they went to the same mall; and on the first Sunday of every month they had a
dinner party with their neighbors. Because David was a workaholic with little time on his hands, Ella
was in charge of everything at home: managing the finances, caring for the house, reupholstering the
furniture, running errands, arranging the kids—schedul es and hel ping them with their homework, and so on.
On Thursdays she went to the Fusion Cooking Club, where the members merged the cuisines of different
countries and freshened up age-old recipes with new spices and ingredients. Every Friday she spent hours
at the farmers— market, chatting with the farmers about their products, inspecting a jar of low-sugar
organic peach jam, or explaining to another shopper how best to cook baby portabella mushrooms.



Whatever she hadn been abl e to find, she picked up from the Whol e Foods Market on the way home.

Then, on Saturday evenings, David took Ella out to a restaurant (usually Thai or Japanese), and if they
weren too tired or drunk or simply not in the mood when they came home, they would have sex. Brief
kisses and tender moves that exuded |ess passion than compassion. Once their most reliable connection,
sex had lost its allure quite a while ago. Someti mes they went for weeks without making love. Ella found
it odd that sex had once been so important in her life, and now when it was gone, she felt relieved, almost
liberated. By and large she was fine with the idea of a long-married couple gradually abandoning the
plane of physical attraction for a more reliable and stable way of relating.

The only problem was that David hadn+ abandoned sex as much as he had abandoned sex with his
wife. She had never confronted him openly about his affairs, not even hinting of her suspicions. The fact
that none of their close friends knew anything made it easier for her to feign ignorance. There were no
scandals, no embarrassing coincidences, nothing to set tongues wagging. She didn+ know how he
managed it, given the frequency of his couplings with other women, particularly with his young assi stants,
but her husband handl ed things deftly and quietly. However, infidelity had a smell. That much Ella knew.

If there was a chain of events, Ella couldn+ tell which came first and which followed later. Had her
loss of interest in sex been the cause of her husband-s cheating? Or was it the other way round? Had
David cheated on her first, and then she-d neglected her body and lost her sexual desire?

Either way the outcome remained the same: The glow between them, the light that had helped them to
navigate the uncharted waters of marriage, keeping their desire afloat, even after three kids and twenty
years, was simply not there anymore.

For the next three hours, her mind was filled with thoughts while her hands were restless. She chopped
tomatoes, minced garlic, sautced onions, simmered sauce, grated orange peel s, and kneaded dough for a
loaf of whole-wheat bread. That |ast was based on the gol den advice David-s mother had given her when
they got engaged.

—Nothing reminds a man of home like the smell of freshly baked bread,ll she had said. -Never buy your
bread. Bake it yourself, honey. It will work wonders.|l

Working the entire afternoon, Ella set an exquisite table with matching napkins, scented candles, and a
bouquet of yellow and orange flowers so bright and striking they looked almost artificial. For the final
touch, she added sparkly napkin rings. When she was done, the dining table resembled those found in
stylish home magazi nes.

Tired but satisfied, she turned on the kitchen TV to the local news. A young therapist had been stabbed
in her apartment, an electrical short had caused afire inahospital, and four high-school students had been
arrested for vandalism. She watched the news, shaking her head at the endless dangers looming in the
world. How could people like Aziz Z. Zahara find the desire and courage to travel the less-devel oped
parts of the globe when even the suburbs in America weren+ safe anymore?

Ella found it puzzling that an unpredictable and impenetrable world could drive people like her back
into their houses but had almost the opposite effect on someone like Aziz, inspiring him to embark on
adventures far off the beaten track.

The Rubinsteins sat at a picture-perfect table at 7:30 p.m., the burning candles giving the dining room a
sacred air. An outsider watching them might assume they were a perfect family, as graceful as the wisps
of smoke slowly dissolving in the air. Even Jeannette-s absence didn+ tarnish the picture. They ate while
Orly and Avi prattled on about the day-s events at school. For once Ellafelt grateful to themfor being so
chatty and noisy and covering up the silence that would otherwise have rested heavily between her and
her husband.



Out of the corner of her eye, Ella watched David jab his fork into a cauliflower and chew slowly. Her
gaze dropped to his thin, pale lips and pearl-white teettj the mouth she knew so well and had kissed so
many times. She visualized him kissing another woman. For some reason the rival who appeared in her
mind-s eye was not David-s young secretary but a big-bosomed version of Susan Sarandon. Athletic and
confident, she showed off her breasts in a tight dress and wore high+heeled, knee-high red |l eather boots,
her face shiny, almost iridescent with too much makeup. Ella imagined David kissing this woman with
haste and hunger, not at all the way he chewed his cauliflower at the family table.

It was then and there, while having her Culinary Artistry Made Plain and Easy dinner and imagining
the woman her husband was having an affair with, that something inside Ella snapped. She understood
with chilling clarity and calm that despite her inexperience and timidity, one day she would abandon it
all: her kitchen, her dog, her children, her neighbors, her husband, her cookbooks and homemade-bread
recipes.” Shewould simply walk out into the world where dangerous things happened all the time.



The M aster

BAGHDAD, JANUARY 26, 1243

Being part of a dervishlodge requires far more patience than Shams of Tabriz possesses. Y et nine months
have passed, and heis still with us.

In the beginning | expected him to pack up and leave at any moment, so visible was his aversion to a
strictly ordered life. | could see that it bored him stiff to have to sleep and wake up at the same hours, eat
regular meals, and conform to the same routine as everyone else. He was used to flying as a lonely bird,
wild and free. | suspect several times he came close to running away. Nevertheless, great as his need for
solitude, even greater was his commitment to finding his companion. Shams firmly believed that one of
these days | would come up with the information he needed and tell him where to go, whomto find. With
this faith he stayed.

During these nine months, | watched him closely, wondering if time flowed differently for him, more
rapidly and intensely. What took other dervishes months, sometimes years, to learn took him only weeks,
if not days. He had a remarkabl e curiosity about everything new and unusual and was a great observer of
nature. So many days | found him in the garden admiring the symmetry of a spiderweb or the dewdrops
glistening on a night-blooming flower. Insects, plants, and animals seemed more interesting and inspiring
to him than books and manuscripts. But just when | would start thinking he had no interest in reading, |
would find him immersed in an age-old book. Then, once again, he could go for weeks on end without
reading and studyi ng anything.

When | asked him about this, he said one should keep the intellect satisfied and yet be careful not to
gpoil it. It was one of hisrules. “Intellect and love are made of different materials,” he said. “Intellect
ties people in knots and risks nothing, but love dissolves all tangles and risks everything. Intellect is
always cautious and advises, ‘Beware too much ecstasy,’ whereas love says, ‘Oh, never mind! Take the
plunge!’ Intellect does not easily break down, whereas love can effortlessly reduce itself to rubble. But
treasures are hidden among ruins. A broken heart hides treasures.”

As | got to know him better, | admired his audacity and acumen. But | also suspected there was a
downside to Shams-s unrivaled ingenuity and originality. For one thing, he was straightforward to the
point of brusqueness. | taught my dervishes never to see the faults of other people and, if they did, to be
forgiving and quiet. Shams, however, let no mistake go unnoticed. Whenever he saw anything wrong, he
spoke out about it right away, never beating around the bush. His honesty offended others, but he liked to
provoke peopl e to see what came out of themin moments of anger.

Forcing him to do ordinary tasks was difficult. He had little patience for such jobs and lost interest in
something as soon as he got the hang of it. When it came to a routine, he got desperate, like atiger trapped
in a cage. If a conversation bored him or somebody made a foolish remark, he got up and left, never
losing time with pleasantries. Values cherished by most human beings, such as security, comfort, and
happiness, had hardly any meaning in his eyes. And his distrust of words was so intense that often he went
without speaking for days. That, too, was one of his rules: Most of the problems of the world stem from
linguistic mistakes and simple misunderstandings. Don’t ever take words at face value. When you step
into the zone of love, language as we know it becomes obsolete. That which cannot be put into words
can only be grasped through silence.

Intime | became concerned about his well-being. For deep inside | sensed that one who could burn so
fervently might have a tendency to put himself into dangerous si tuati ons.



At the end of the day, our fates are in the hands of God, and only He can tell when or how we each will
depart the world. For my part | decided to do my best to slow Shams down and accustom him, as much as
| could, to a more tranquil way of life. And for a while | thought | might succeed. But then came winter,
and with the winter came the messenger carrying a letter from afar.

That letter changed everything.



The Letter

FROM KAYSERI TO BAGHDAD, FEBRUARY 1243

Bismillahirrahmanirrahim,
My dear brother Baba Zaman,

May the peace and blessings of God be upon you.

It has been a long time since we have last seen one another, and | hope my letter finds you in good spirits. | have heard so many
wonderful things about the lodge you built on the outskirts of Baghdad, teaching dervishes the wisdom and love of God. | am writing this
letter in confidentiality to share with you something that has been preoccupying my mind. Allow me to start from the beginning.

As you know, the late Sultan Aladdin Keykubad was a remarkable man who excelled in leadership in difficult times. It had been his
dream to build a city where poets, artisans, and philosophers could live and work in peace. A dream many called impossible given the
chaos and hostility in the world, especially with the Crusaders and Mongols attacking from both sides. We have seen it all. Christians
killing Muslims, Christians killing Christians, Muslims killing Christians, Muslims killing Muslims. Warring religions, sects, tribes, even
brothers. But Keykubad was a determined leader. He chose the city of Konyd the first place to emerge after the great flood to
realize his big dream.

Now, in Konya there lives a scholar you may or may not have heard of. His name is Mawlana Jalal ad-Din but he often goes by the
name Rumi. | have had the pleasure of meeting him, and not only that, of studying with him, first as his teacher, then, upon his father-s
death, as his mentor, and, after years, as his student. Yes, my friend, | became a student of my student. So talented and judicious was
he, after a point | had nothing else to teach him and started to learn from him instead. His father was a brilliant scholar, too. But Rumi
has a quality that very few scholars ever have: the ahility to dig deep below the husk of religion and pull out from its core the gem that is
universal and eternal.

| want you to know that these are not solely my personal thoughts. When Rumi met the great mystic, druggist, and perfumist
Fariduddin Attar as a young man, Attar said of him, —Fhis boy will apen a gate in the heart of love and throw a flame into the hearts of
all mystic lovers.ll Likewise when Ibn Arabi, the distinguished philosopher, writer, and mystic, saw the young Rumi walking behind his
father one day, he exclaimed, —-Glory be to God, an ocean is walking behind a lake!ll

As young as the age of twenty-four, Rumi became a spiritual leader. Today, thirteen years later, the residents of Konya look up to
him as a role model, and every Friday people from all over the region flock to the city to listen to his sermons. He has excelled at law,
philosophy, theology, astronomy, history, chemistry, and algebra. Already he is said to have ten thousand disciples. His followers hang
upon his every word and see him as a great enlightener who will generate a significant positive change in the history of Islam, if not in
the history of the world.

But to me Rumi has always been like a son. | promised his late father that | would always keep an eye on him. And now that | am
an old man who is nearing his final days, | want to make sure he is in the right company.

You see, as remarkable and successful as he no doubt is, Rumi himself has several times confided in me that he feels inwardly
dissatisfied. There is something missing in his lifg§  an emptiness that neither his family nor his disciples can fill. Once | told him, though
he was anything but raw, he wasn+ burned either. His cup was full to the brim, and yet he needed to have the door to his soul opened
so that the waters of love could flow in and out. When he asked me how this could be done, | told him he needed a companion, a friend
of the path, and reminded him that the Qur-an says, -Believers are each other-s mirrors. |l

Had the subject not come up again, | might have forgotten about it completely, but on the day | left Konya, Rumi came to me to ask
my opinion on a recurrent dream that had been bothering him. He told me that in his dream he was searching for someone in a big,
bustling city in a land far away. Words in Arabic. Delightful sunsets. Mulberry trees and silkworms waiting patiently in secretive
cocoons for their moment to arrive. Then he saw himself in the courtyard of his house, sitting by the well with a lantern in his hand,
weeping.

At the outset | had no idea what the fragments in his dreams indicated. Nothing seemed familiar. But then one day, after | had
received a silk scarf as a gift, the answer came to me and the riddle was solved. | remembered how you were fond of silk and
silkworms. | recalled the wonderful things | had heard about your tariga. And it dawned upon me that the place Rumi saw in his
dreams was none other than your dervish lodge. In short, my brother, | car+ help wondering whether Rumi-s companion lives under
your roof. Hence the reason | write this letter.

| dor+t know if there is such a person in your lodge. Buit if there is, | leave it in your hands to inform him about the destiny that
awaits him. If you and | can play even a minute role in helping two rivers meet and flow into the ocean of Divine Love as one single
watercourse, if we can help two good friends of God to meet, | will count myself blessed.

There is, however, one thing you need to take into consideration. Rumi might be an influential man adored and respected by many,
but that doesr+ mean he does not have critics. He does. Furthermore, such a flowing-together might generate discontent and opposition
and cause rivalries beyond our comprehension. His fondness of his companion might also cause problems in his family and inner circle.
The person who is openly loved by someone who is admired by so many peaple is bound to draw the envy, if not the hatred, of others.



All of this might put the companion of Rumi in unpredictable danger. In other words, my brother, the person you send to Konya
might never make it back. Therefore, befaore reaching a decision as to how to reveal this letter to Rumi-s companion, | ask you to give
the matter considerable thought.

| am sorry to put you in a difficult position, but as we both know, God never burdens us with more than we can bear. | look forward
to your answer and trust that whatever the outcome, you will take the right steps in the right direction.

May the light of faith never cease to shine upon you and your dervishes,
Master Seyyid Burhaneddin



Shams

BAGHDAD, DECEMBER 18, 1243

Beyond dangling icicles and snow-covered roads, a messenger appeared in the distance. He said he came
from Kayseri, and caused a stir among the dervishes, who knew visitors to be scarcer than sweet summer
grapes at this time of the year. A messenger with a message urgent enough to be carried through
snowstorms could only mean one of two things: Either something terrible had happened or something

I mportant was about to happen.

The arrival of the messenger set tongues wagging in the dervish lodge, as everyone was curious about
the content of the letter handed to the master. But, shrouded in a cloak of mystery, he gave no hints
whatsoever. Stolid and ruminant, and zealously guarded, for days he bore the expression of a man
struggling with his conscience, finding it hard to reach the right decision.

During that time it wasn+ sheer curiosity that prompted me to closely observe Baba Zaman. Deep
inside, | sensed that the letter concerned me personally, although in what way | could not tell. | spent many
evenings in the praying room reciting the ninety-nine names of God for guidance. Each time one name
stood out: al-Jabbart  the One in whose domi nion nothing happens except that which He has willed.

In the following days, while everyone in the |odge was making wild specul ations, | spent my time alone
in the garden, observing Mother Nature now cuddled under a heavy blanket of snow. Finally one day we
heard the copper bell in the kitchen ring repeatedly, calling us all for an urgent meeting. Upon entering the
main room in the khanegah, | found everyone present there, novices and senior dervishes alike, sitting in
awidecircle. And inthe middle of the circle was the master, his lips neatly pursed, his eyes hazy.

After clearing his throat, he said, —-Bismillah, you must be wondering why | summoned you here today.
It is about this letter | received. It doesn+ matter where it came from. Suffice it to say thet it drew my
attention to a subject of great consequence.ll

Baba Zaman paused briefly and stared out the window. He |ooked fatigued, thin, and pale, asif he had
aged considerably during these past days. But when he continued to speak, an unexpected determination
filled hisvoice.

—Fhere lives an erudite scholar in a city not far away. He is good with words, but not so with
metaphors, for he is no poet. He is loved, respected, and admired by thousands, but he himself is not a
lover. Because of reasons far beyond me and you, someone from our lodge might have to go to meet him
and be his conrade.ll

My heart tightened in my chest. | exhaled slowly, very slowly. | couldr+ help remembering one of the
rules. Loneliness and solitude are two different things. When you are lonely, it is easy to delude
yourself into believing that you are on the right path. Solitude is better for us, as it means being alone
without feeling lonely. But eventually it is best to find a person, the person who will be your mirror.
Remember, only in another person’s heart can you truly see yourself and the presence of God within
you.

The master continued. ++am here to ask if any one of you would like to volunteer for this spiritual
journey. | could just as well have appointed someone, but this is not a task that could be performed out of
duty. For it can be done only out of love and in the name of love.ll

A young dervish asked permission to speak. Who is this scholar, Master?ll

—canreveal his name only to the one who iswilling to go.ll

Upon hearing this, several dervishes raised their hands, excited and impatient. There were nine



candidates. | joined them, becoming the tenth. Baba Zaman waved his hand, gesturing at us to wait for him
to finish. —Fhere is something el se you should know before you make up your mind.ll

With that, the master told us the journey was beset with great danger and unprecedented hardships, and
there was no guarantee of coming back. Instantly all the hands went down. Except mine.

Baba Zaman | ooked me straight in the eye for the first time inalong while, and as soon as his gaze met
mine, | understood he knew right from the start that | would be the only one to vol unteer.

—Shams of Tabriz, |l the master said slowly and dourly, as if my name left a heavy taste in his mouth. —+
respect your determination, but you are not fully a member of this order. You are our guest.ll

—don+ see how that could be a problem|l | said.

The master was silent for a long, reflective moment. Then, unexpectedly, he came to his feet and
concluded, —et-s drop this subject for the time being. When spring comes, we will talk again.ll

My heart rebelled. Though he knew that this mission was the sole reason | had come to Baghdad in the
first place, Baba Zaman was robbing me of the chance to fulfill my destiny.

-Why, Master? Why wait when | am ready to go this very moment? Just tell me the name of the city and
the scholar and | will be on my way!ll | exclai med.

But the master retorted in a cold, stern voice | wasn+ used to hearing from him, —Fhere is nothing to
discuss. The meetingis over.ll

It was along, harsh winter. The garden was frozen stiff, and so were my lips. For the next three months, |
didn+ speak aword to anyone. Every day | took long walks in the countryside, hoping to see atreein
blossom. But after snow came more snow. Spring wasr+ anywhere on the horizon. Still, as low-spirited
as | was outside, | remained grateful and hopeful inside, keeping in mind yet another rule. There was a
rule that suited my mood: Whatever happens in your life, no matter how troubling things might seem, do
not enter the neighborhood of despair. Even when all doors remain closed, God will open up a new
path only for you. Be thankful! It is easy to be thankful when all is well. A Sufi is thankful not only for
what he has been given but also for all that he has been denied.

Then finally one morning, | caught sight of a dazzling color, as delightful as a sweet song, sticking out
from under the piles of snow. It was a bush clover covered with tiny lavender flowers. My heart filled
with joy. As | walked back to the lodge, | ran into the ginger-haired novice and saluted him merrily. He
was so used to seeing me fixed inagrumpy silence that his jaw dropped.

—Smile, boy!ll | yelled. -Bon+ you see springisinthe air?l

From that day on, the landscape changed with remarkable speed. The last snow melted, the trees
budded, sparrows and wrens returned, and before long a faint spicy smell filled the air.

One morning we heard the copper bell ring again. | was the first to reach the main roomthis time. Once
again we sat in a wide circle around the master and listened to him talk about this prominent scholar of
Islamwho knew everything, except the pits of love. Again no one el se vol unteered.

—see that Shams is the only one to volunteer,ll Baba Zaman announced, his voice rising in pitch and
thinning out like the how! of the wind. —But |41 wait for autumn before reaching a decision.ll

| was stunned. | could not believe that this was happening. Here | was, ready to |eave after three long
months of postponement, and the master was telling me to put my journey off for another six months. With
a plunging heart, | protested and complained and begged the master to tell me the name of the city and the
scholar, but once again he refused.

This time, however, | knew it was going to be easier to wait, for there could be no further delays.
Having endured from winter to spring, | could hold my fire from spring to autumn. Baba Zamans
rejection had not disheartened me. If anything, it had raised my spirits, deepening my determination.



Another rule said, Patience does not mean to passively endure. It means to be farsighted enough to
trust the end result of a process. What does patience mean? It means to look at the thorn and see the
rose, to look at the night and see the dawn. Impatience means to be so shortsighted as to not be able to
see the outcome. The lovers of God never run out of patience, for they know that time is needed for the
crescent moon to become full.

When in autumn the copper bell rang for the third time, | walked in unhurriedly and confidently, trusting
that now things would finally be settled. The master looked paler and weaker than ever, as if he had no
more energy left in him. Nevertheless, when he saw me raise my hand again, he neither looked away nor
dropped the subject. Instead he gave me a determined nod.

—All right, Shams, there is no question you are the one who should embark on this journey. Tomorrow
morning yow| be onyour way, inshallah. |l

| kissed the master-s hand. At long last | was going to meet my companion.

Baba Zaman smiled at me warmly and thoughtfully, the way a father smiles at his only son before
sending him to the battlefield. He then took out a sealed letter from inside his long khaki robe and, after
handing it to me, silently left the room. Everyone else followed suit. Alone in the room, | broke the wax
seal. Inside, there were two pieces of information written in graceful handwriting. The name of the city
and the scholar. Apparently | was going to Konya to meet a certain Rumi.

My heart skipped a beat. | had never heard his name before. He could be a famous scholar for al |
knew, but to me he was a compl ete mystery. One by one, | said the | etters of his name: the powerful, lucid
R; the velvety U; the intrepid and self-confident M; and the mysterious I, yet to be solved.

Bringing the letters together, | repeated his name over and over again until the word melted on my
tongue with the sweetness of candy and became as familiar as —water, Il —bread, |l or —milk.ll



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, MAY 22, 2008

Beneath her white duvet, Ella swallowed past a sore throat, feeling worn out. Staying up late and drinking
more than her usual limit several nightsinarow had taken their toll. Still, she went downstairs to prepare
breakfast and sat at the table with her twins and her husband, doing her best to |ook interested in their
ongoi ng chatter about the coolest cars at school when all she wanted was to go back to bed and sleep.

All of a sudden, Orly turned to her mother and inquired, —Avi says our sister isn+ going to come home
again. Is that true, Mom?ll Her voice reeked of suspicion and accusation.

—Of course that-s not true. Your sister and | had a quarrel, as you know, but we love each other,ll Ella
said.

—s it true that you gave Scott a call and asked him to dump Jeannette?ll Avi asked with a grin,
apparently enjoying the subject immensely.

Ella glanced at her husband with widened eyes, but David raised his eyebrows and flipped his hands
opento indicate it wasn+ he who-d told them such a thing.

With practiced ease, Ella gave her voice the authoritarian tone she used when giving instructions to her
children. —Fhat-s not quite right. | did speak with Scott, but | did not tell him to dump your sister. All |
said was not to rushinto marriage.ll

—+mnever going to get married,ll Orly announced with certitude.

—¥eah, asif any guy would want to have you as hiswifelll Avi snapped.

While she listened to her twins tease each other, for reasons she couldn+ understand Ella felt a nervous
smile settle on her mouth. She suppressed it. But the smile was there, carved under her skin, as she
walked them to the door and wished them all a nice day.

Only when she returned to her seat at the table could she get rid of the smile, and she did that simply by
allowing herself to sulk. The kitchen looked as if it had been attacked by an army of rats. Half-eaten
scrambled eggs, unfinished bowls of cereal, and dirty mugs cluttered the counter. Spirit was pacing the
floor, eager to go out for awalk, but even after two cups of coffee and a multivitamindrink all Ella could
manage was to take himout into the garden for afew minutes.

Back fromthe garden, Ella found the red light flashing on the answering machine. She pressed the button,
and to her great delight Jeannette-s mel odi ous voice filled the room.

—Mom, are you there * ? Well, | guess not, or you would have picked up the phone.ll She chuckled.
—Okay, | was so angry at you | didn+ warnt to see your face again. But now [-m cool about it. | mean, what
you did was wrong, that-s for sure. You should never have called Scott. But | can understand why you did
it. Listen, you don-t need to protect me all the time. I-m not that premature baby who needed to be kept in
an incubator anymore. Stop being overprotective! Just et me be, okay?ll

Ellas eyes filled with tears. The sight of Jeannette as a newborn baby flashed across her mind. Her
skin utterly red and sad, her little fingers wrinkled and almost transparent, her lungs attached to a
breathing tubg she was so unprepared for this world. Ella had spent many a sleepless night listening to
her breathing just to make sure she was alive and would survive.

—Mom, one more thing,ll added Jeannette, like an afterthought. <+l ove you.ll



Onthat cue Ellalet out a deep breath. Her mind shifted to Azizs e-mail. The wish tree had granted his
wish. At least the first part of it. By giving her a call, Jeannette had done her part. Now it fell upon Ellato
fulfill the rest. She called her daughter-s cell phone and found her on her way to the campus library.

—got your message, honey. Listen, I-m so sorry. | warnt to apol ogize to you.ll

There was a pause, brief but charged. —Fhat-s all right, Mom.ll

—No, it-s not. | should have shown more respect for your feelings.ll

—ets leave it all behind, shall we?l said Jeannette, as though she were the mother and Ella her
rebel lious daughter.

—¥es, dear.|l

Now Jeannette dropped her voice to a confidential mumble, as if afraid of what she was going to ask
next. “What you said the other day kind of worried me. | mean, is that true? Are you really unhappy?I

—Of course not,ll Ella answered, a bit too quickly. —raised three beautiful childreri how can | be
unhappy?l

But Jeannette didn+ sound convinced. <+meant with Daddy.ll

Ella didn+ know what to say, except the truth. —¥our father and | have been married a long time. It-s
difficult to remaininlove after so many years.ll

—understand, |l said Jeannette, and, oddly, Ella had the feeling she did.

After she hung up, Ella alowed herself to muse over love. She sat curled up in her rocking chair and
wondered how she, hurt and cynical as she was, could ever experience love again. Love was for those
|ooking for some rhyme or reason in this wildly spinning world. But what about those who had long given
up the quest?

Before the day ended, she wrote back to Aziz.

Dear Azz (if | may),

Thanks for your kind and heartwarming reply, which helped me through a family crisis. My daughter and | managed to leave behind that
awful misunderstanding, as you politely called it.

You were right about one thing. | constantly vacillate between two opposites. aggressive and passive. Either | meddle too much in
the lives of loved ones or | feel helpless in the face of their actions.

As for submission, |-ve never experienced the kind of peaceful surrender you wrote to me about. Honestly, | don think | have what
it takes to be a Sufi. But | have to give you this: Amazingly, things between Jeannette and me turned out the way | wanted only after |
stopped wanting and interfering. | owe you a big thank-you. I, too, would have prayed for you, but it has been such a long time since |
last knocked on God-s door that |-m not sure if He still lives in the same place. Oops, did | speak like the innkeeper in your story? Don+
worry, I-m not that bitter. Not yet. Not yet.

Y our friend in Northampton,
Ella



The Letter

FROM BAGHDAD TO KAYSERI, SEPTEMBER 29, 1243

Bismillahirrahmanirrahim,
Brother Seyyid Burhaneddin,

Peace be on you, and the mercy of God, and His blessings.

| was very pleased to receive your letter and learn that you were as devoted to the path of love as ever. And yet your letter also put
me in a quandary. For as soon as | learned you were looking for the companion of Rumi, | knew who you were talking about. What |
did not know was what to do next.

You see, there was under my roof a wandering dervish, Shams of Tabriz, who fit your description to the letter. Shams believed he
had a special mission in this world, and to this end he wished to enlighten an enlightened person. Looking for neither disciples nor
students, he asked God for a companion. Once he said to me that he hadn+ come for the common people. He had come to put his
finger on the pulse of those who guided the world to the Truth.

When | received your letter, | knew that Shams was destined to meet Rumi. Still, to make sure every one of my dervishes got an
equal chance, | gathered them and without going into any details told them about a scholar whose heart had to be opened. Though there
were a few candidates, Shams was the only one who persevered even after hearing about the dangers of the task. That was back in
winter. The same scene was repeated in spring and then in autumn.

Y ou might be wondering why | waited this long. | have thought hard about this and frankly can offer only one reason: | have grown
fond of Shams. It pained me to know that | was sending him on a dangerous journey.

You see, Shams is not an easy person. As long as he lived a nomadic life, he could manage it pretty well, but if he stays in a town
and mingles with the townspeople, | am afraid he will ruffle some feathers. This is why | tried to postpone his journey as long as | could.

The evening before Shams left, we took a long walk around the mulberry trees where | grow silkworms. Old habits rarely die.
Painfully delicate and surprisingly strong, silk resembles love. | told Shams how the silkworms destroy the silk they produce as they
emerge from their cocoons. This is why the farmers have to make a choice between the silk and the silkworm. More often than nat,
they Kill the silkworm while it is inside the cocoon in order to pull the silk out intact. It takes the lives of hundreds of silkworms to
produce one silk scarf.

The evening was now coming to an end. A chilly wind blew in our direction, and | shivered. In my old age, | get cold easily, but |
knew it wasn+ my age that caused this shiver. It was because | realized this was the last time Shams would stand in my garden. We
will not see each other again. Not in this world. He, too, must have sensed it, for there was now sorrow in his eyes.

This morning at the crack of dawn, he came to kiss my hand and ask for my blessings. | was surprised to see he had cut his long
dark hair and shaved his beard, but he didn+ offer an explanation and | didn- ask. Before he left, he said his part in this story resembled
the silkworm. He and Rumi would retreat into a cocoon of Divine Love, only to come out when the time was ripe and the precious silk
woven. But eventually, for the silk to survive, the silkworm had to die.

Thus he left for Konya. May God protect him. | know | have done the right thing, and so have you, but my heart is heavy with
sadness, and | already miss the most unusual and unruly dervish my lodge has ever welcomed.

In the end we all belong to God, and to Him we shall return.

May God suffice you,
Baba Zaman



The Novice

BAGHDAD, SEPTEMBER 29, 1243

Being adervishis not easy. Everybody warned me so. What they forgot to mention was that | had to go
through hell in order to become one. Ever since | came here, | have been working like a dog. Most days |
work so hard that when | finally lie on my sleeping mat, | can- sleep because of the painin my muscles
and the throbbing in my feet. | wonder if anybody notices how awfully | am being treated. Evenif they do,
they surely show no signs of empathy. And the harder | strive, the worse it seems to get. They dor+ even
know my name. —Fhe new novice, |l they call me, and behind my back they whisper, —that ginger-haired
ignoramus. |l

The worst by far is to work in the kitchen under the supervision of the cook. The man has a stone
instead of a heart. He could have been a bloodthirsty commander in the Mongol army rather than a cook in
adervish lodge. | can recall ever hearing him say anything nice to anyone. | dor+ think he even knows
how to smile.

Once | asked a senior dervishif all the novices had to go through the trial of working with the cook in
the kitchen. He smiled mysteriously and replied, —-Not all novices, only some.ll

Then why me? Why does the master want me to suffer more than the other novices? Is it because my
nafs is bigger than theirs and needs harsher treatment to be disciplined?

Every day | am the first to wake up, to get water from the nearby creek. | then heat up the stove and
bake the flat sesame bread. Preparing the soup to be served at breakfast is also my responsibility. It is not
easy to feed fifty people. Everything needs to be cooked in cauldrons that are no smaller than bathtubs.
And guess who scrubs and washes them afterward? From dawn to dusk, | mop the floors, clean the
surfaces, wipe the stairs, sweep the courtyard, chop wood, and spend hours on my hands and knees to
scrub the creaky old floorboards. | prepare marmalades and spicy relishes. | pickle carrots and squash,
making sure there is just the right amount of salt, enough to float an egg. If | add too much or too little salt,
the cook throws afit and breaks all the jars, and | have to make everything anew.

Totop it al off, | am expected to recite prayers in Arabic as | perform each and every task. The cook
wants me to pray aloud so that he can check whether | skip or mispronounce aword. So | pray and work,
work and pray. —Fhe better you bear the hardships in the kitchen, the faster you will mature, son,Il my
tormentor claims. “While you learn to cook, your soul will simmer.ll

—But how longisthistrial goingto last?l | asked him once.

—A thousand and one daysll was his answer. -4 Scheherazade the storyteller managed to come up with
anew tale every night for that long, you, too, can endure.ll

Thisis crazy! Do | resemble in the least bit that |oudmouthed Scheherazade? Besides, all she did was
lie on velvet cushions twiddling her toes and make up fancy stories while she fed the cruel prince sweet
grapes and figments of her imagination. | don+t see any hard work there. She wouldn+ have survived a
week if she were asked to accomplish half of my work. | don+ know if anyone is counting. But | surely
am. And | have 624 more days to go.

The first forty days of my trial | spentinacell so small and low that | could neither lie down nor stand
up and had to sit on my knees all the time. If | longed for proper food or some confort, was scared of the
dark or the loneliness, or God forbid had wet dreams about a woman-s body, | was ordered to ring the
silver bells dangling from the ceiling for spiritual help. | never did. This is not to say | never had any
distracting thoughts. But what-s wrong with having a few distractions when you car+ even move?



When the seclusion period was over, | was sent back to the kitchen to suffer at the hands of the cook.
And suffer | did. But the truth is, as bitter as | might be toward him, | never broke the cook-s rule§ that
is, until the evening Shams of Tabriz arrived. That night, when the cook finally caught up with me, he gave
me the worst beating of my life, breaking willow stick after willow stick on my back. Then he put my
shoes in front of the door, with their fronts pointing out, to make it clear it was time for me to leave. Ina
dervish lodge, they never kick you out or tell you openly that you have failed; instead they make you
silently leave.

—e cannot make you a dervish against your will,ll the cook announced. —A man can bring a donkey to
the water but cannot make him drink. The donkey should have it in him. There-s no other way.ll

That makes me the donkey, of course. Frankly, | would have left this place a long time ago had it not
been for Shams of Tabriz. My curiosity about him kept me anchored here. | had never met anyone like him
before. He feared no one and obeyed no one. Even the cook respected him. If there ever were a role
model for me in this lodge, it was Shams with his charm, dignity, and unruliness. Not the humble old
master.

Yes, Shams of Tabriz was my hero. After seeing him, | decided | didn+ need to turn myself into a meek
dervish. If | spent enough time next to him, | could become just as brash, steadfast, and rebellious. So
when autumn came and | realized that Shams was leaving for good, | decided to leave with him.

Having made up my mind, | went to see Baba Zaman and found him sitting, reading an old book by the
light of an oil lamp.

—What do you warnt, novice?ll he asked wearily, asif seeing metired him.

Asforthright as | could be, | said, —+understand that Shams of Tabrizis |leaving soon, Master. | want to
go with him. He might need company on the way .|l

—+didn+ know you cared for him so much,ll the master said suspiciously. —Or is it because you are
looking for ways to avoid your tasks in the kitchen? Your trial is not over yet. You can hardly be called a
dervish.ll

—Perhaps going on a journey with someone like Shams is my trial Il 1 suggested, knowing that it was a
bold thing to say but saying it anyhow.

The master lowered his gaze, lapsing into contemplation. The longer his silence, the more | was
convinced he would scold me for my insolence and call the cook to keep a better eye on me. But he did no
such thing. Instead he looked at me forlornly and shook his head.

—Perhaps you were not created for life in alodge, my son. After all, out of every seven novices that set
out on this path, only one remains. My feeling is you are not fit to be a dervish and need to look for your
kismet el sewhere. As for accompanying Shams on his journey, you will have to ask him about that. |l

Thus giving me notice, Baba Zaman closed the subject with a polite but dogged gesture of his head and
went back to his book.

| felt sad and small, but strangely liberated.



Shams

BAGHDAD, SEPTEMBER 30, 1243

Battling the winds, my horse and | sped away at the crack of dawn. Only once did | stop to ook back. The
dervishlodge resembled a bird-s nest hidden among mulberry trees and shrubs. For a while Baba
Zaman-s weary face kept flickering across my mind. | knew he was concerned about me. But | saw no real
reason for that. | had embarked on aninner journey of Love. How could any harm come out of that? It was
my tenth rule: East, west, south, or north makes little difference. No matter what your destination, just
be sure to make every journey a journey within. If you travel within, you’ll travel the whole wide world
and beyond.

Though | anticipated hardshi ps ahead, that didn+ worry me much. Whatever fate awaited me in Konya,
| welcomed it. As a Sufi, | had been trained to accept the thorn with the rose, the difficulties with the
beauti es of life. Hence followed another rule: The midwife knows that when there is no pain, the way for
the baby cannot be opened and the mother cannot give birth. Likewise, for a new Self to be born,
hardship is necessary.

Just as clay needs to go through intense heat to become strong, Love can only be perfected in pain.

The night before | |eft the dervish lodge, | opened all the windows in my roomto | et the sounds and the
smells of the darkness waft in. By the flickering light of acandle, | cut my long hair. Thick clusters of it
fell to the floor. | then shaved my beard and mustache and got rid of my eyebrows. When done, | inspected
the face inthe mirror, now brighter and younger. Without any hair my face was cleared of a name, age, or
gender. It had no past or future, sealed forever inthis momert.

—¥our journey is aready changing you,ll said the master when | went to his room to say good-bye.
—And it hasn even started yet. |l

—¥es, | realized,|l | said softly. —H is another one of the forty rules: The quest for Love changes us.
There is no seeker among those who search for Love who has not matured on the way. The moment you
start looking for Love, you start to change within and without. |l

With a slight smile, Baba Zaman took out a vel vet box and handed it to me. Inside, | found three things:
asilver mirror, asilk handkerchief, and a glass flask of oi ntment.

—Fhese items will help you on your journey. Use them when need be. If you ever lose self-esteem, the
mirror will show your inner beauty. In case your reputation is stained, the handkerchief will remind you
of how pure your heart is. Asfor the balm, it will heal your wounds, both inside and outside.ll

| caressed each object, closed the box, and thanked Baba Zaman. Then there was nothing el se to say.

As the birds chirped and tiny dewdrops hung from the branches with the first light of the morning, |
mounted my horse. | set off toward Konya, not knowing what to expect but trusting the destiny that the
Almighty had prepared for me.



The Novice

BAGHDAD, SEPTEMBER 30, 1243

Behind Shams of Tabriz, | rode my stolen horse. Hard as | tried to keep a safe distance between us, it
soon proved impossible to trail him without making myself apparent. When Shams stopped at a bazaar in
Baghdad to refresh himself and buy a few things for the road, | decided to make myself known and threw
myself in front of his horse.

—Ginger-haired ignoramus, what are you doing there lying on the ground?ll Shams exclaimed from his
horse, looking half amused, half surprised.

| knelt, clasped my hands, and craned my neck, as | had seen beggars do, and implored, ++want to come
with you. Please let me join you.ll

—Bo you have any idea where | am going?ll

| paused. That question had never occurred to me. —-No, but it makes no difference. | want to become
your disciple. You are my role model . Il

—+always travel alone and want no disciples or students, thank you! And | am certainly no role model
for anyone, much less for you,ll Shams said. —So just go on your way. But if you are still going to look for
a master in the future, please keep in mind a golden rule: There are more fake gurus and false teachers
in this world than the number of stars in the visible universe. Don’t confuse power-driven, self-
centered people with true mentors. A genuine spiritual master will not direct your attention to himself
or herself and will not expect absolute obedience or utter admiration from you, but instead will help
you to appreciate and admire your inner self. True mentors are as transparent as glass. They let the
Light of God pass through them.ll

—Please give me a chance,ll | implored. -All the famous travelers had someone to assist them on the
road, like an apprentice or something.ll

Shams scratched his chin pensively, as if acknowledging the truth in my words. -Bo you have the
strength to bear my company?ll he inquired.

| jumped to my feet, nodding with all my heart: —certainly do. And my strength comes from within.|l

—Very well, then. Here is your first task: | want you to go to the nearest tavern and get yourself a pitcher
of wine. Youwill drink it here in the bazaar.|l

Now, | was used to scrubbing the floors with my robes, polishing pots and pans till they sparkled like
the fine Venetian glass | had seen in the hands of an artisan who had escaped from Constantinople long
ago when the Crusaders had sacked the city. | could chop a hundred onions in one sitting or peel and
mince cloves of garlic, al in the name of spiritual development. But drinking wine in the midst of a
crowded bazaar to that end was beyond my ken. | looked at himin horror.

—cannot do that. If my father learns, he4l break my legs. He sent me to the dervish lodge so that |
could become a better Muslim, not a heathen. What will my family and friends think of me?ll

| felt the burning glare of Shams on me and shivered under the pressure, just like the day | had spied on
him behind closed doors.

—¥ou see, you cannot be my disciple,ll he pronounced with conviction. —¥ou are too timid for me. You
care too much about what other people think. But you know what? Because you are so desperate to win
the approval of others, youH! never get rid of their criticisms, no matter how hard you try.ll

| realized that my chance to accompany him was slipping away and rushed in to defend myself. -How
was | to know you were not asking that question on purpose? Wine is strictly forbidden by Islam. | thought



you were testing me.ll

—But that would be playing God. It is not up to us to judge and measure each other-s devoutness,li
Shams answered.

| looked around in despair, not knowing what to make of his words, my mind pounded like dumpling
dough.

Shams went on: —¥ou say you wart to travel the path, but you dorn+ want to sacrifice anything to that
end. Money, fame, power, lavishness, or carnal pleasurd whatever it is that one holds most dear inlife,
one should dispose of that first.ll

Patting his horse, Shams concluded with an air of finality, —think you ought to stay in Baghdad with
your family. Find an honest tradesman and become hi's apprentice. | have a feeling you might make a good
merchant someday. But don+ be a greedy one! Now, with your permission, | need to get going.li

With that, he saluted me one last time, kicked his horse, and galloped away, the world sliding under its
thundering hoofs. 1 hopped onto my horse and chased him toward the outskirts of Baghdad, but the
distance between us got greater and greater until he was no more than a dark spot in the distance. Even
long after that spot had disappeared on the horizon, | could feel the weight of Shams—s stare on me.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, MAY 24, 2008

Breakfast is the most important meal of the day. Being a big believer of this saying, every morning,
weekdays and weekends alike, Ella made her way to the kitchen. A good breakfast, she thought, set the
tone for the rest of the day. She had read in women-s magazi nes that families who regularly had a proper
breakfast together were more cohesive and harmoni ous than those in which each member rushed out the
door half hungry. And though she firmly believed in this research, she had yet to experience the joyful
breakfast the magazi nes wrote about. Her breakfast experience was a collision of galaxies where every
member of her family marched to a different drummer. Everyone wanted to eat a different thing at
breakfast, which was entirely against Ella-s notion of eating together. How could there be unity at atable
when one nibbl ed toasted bread and jam (Jeannette) while another chomped honey-puffed cereal (Avi)
and athird waited patiently to be served scrambled eggs (David) and a fourth refused to eat anything at
al (Orly)? All the same, breakfast was important. Every morning she prepared it, determined that no
child of hers would begin the day munching on candy or some other junk food.

But this morning when she entered the kitchen, instead of brewing coffee, squeezing oranges, or toasting
bread, the first thing Ella did was to sit at the kitchen table and turn on her laptop. She logged on to the
Internet to see whether there was an e-mail from Aziz. To her delight, there was.

Dear Ella,

| was so happy to learn that things have improved between you and your daughter. Asfor me, | left the village of Momostenango
yesterday at the crack of dawn. Strange, | stayed here only a few days, and yet when the time came to bid farewell, | felt sad, almost
grieved. Would | ever see this tiny village in Guatemala again? | didn+ think so.

Each time | say good-bye to a place | like, | feel like | am leaving a part of me behind. | guess whether we choose to travel as much
as Marco Polo did or stay in the same spot from cradle to grave, life is a sequence of hirths and deaths. Moments are born and
moments die. For new experiences to come to light, old ones need to wither away. Don+ you think?

While in Momostenango, | meditated and tried to visualize your aura. Before long, three colors came to me: warm yellow, timid
orange, and reserved metallic purple. | had a feeling these were your colors. | thought they were beautiful both separately and together.

My final stop in Guatemala is Chajul a small town with adobe houses and children with eyes wise beyond their years. In each
house, women of all ages weave magnificent tapestries. | asked a granny to choose a tapestry and said it was for a lady living in
Northampton. After giving it some thought, she pulled a tapestry from a huge pile behind her. | swear to God, there were more than
fifty tapestries of every possible color in that pile. Yet the one she chose for you was composed of only three tones: yellow, orange, and
purple. | thought you might like to know about this coincidence, if there is such a thing in God-s universe.

Does it ever occur to you that our exchange might not be a result of coincidence?

Warm regards,
Aziz

P.S. If youwant, | can send you your tapestry via mail, or | can wait till the day we meet for coffee and bring it myself.

Ella closed her eyes and tried to imagine how the colors of her aura surrounded her face. Interestingly, the
image of herself that popped up in her mind was not her grown-up self but her as a child, around seven
years of age.

Many things came fl ooding back to her, memories that she thought she had long | eft behind. The sight of
her mother standing still with a pistachio green apron around her waist and a measuring cup in her hand,
her face an ashen mask of pain; dangling paper hearts on the walls, bright and sparkly; and the body of her



father hanging fromthe ceiling as if he wanted to blend with the Christmas decorations and give the house
a festive look. She remembered how she had spent her teenage years holding her mother responsible for
the suicide of her father. As ayoung girl, Ella had promised herself that when she got married, she would
always make her husband happy and not fail in her marriage, like her mother. In her endeavor to make her
marriage as different from her mother—s as possible, she had not married a Christian man, preferring to
marry inside her faith,

It was only a few years earlier that Ella had stopped hating her aging mother, and though the two of
them had been on good terms lately, the truth was, deep inside she still felt ill at ease when she
remembered the past.

—Mom! “  Earthto Mom! Earthto Mom!ll

Ellaheard aripple of giggles and whispers behind her shoulder. When she turned around, she saw four
pairs of eyes watching her with amusement. Orly, Avi, Jeannette, and David had for once al come to
breakfast at the same time and were now standing side by side inspecting her as if she were an exotic
creature. From the way they looked, it seemed they had been standing there for a while, trying to get her
attention.

—&ood morning, you all Il Ella smiled.

—How come you didn+ hear us?ll Orly asked, sounding genuinely surprised.

—¥ ou seemed so absorbed in that screen,ll David said without |ooking at her.

Ellas gaze followed her husband-s, and there on the open screen in front of her, she saw Aziz Z
Zahara-s e-mail shining dimly. In aflash she closed her laptop, without waiting for it to shut down.

—ve got a lot of reading to do for the literary agency,ll Ella said, rolling her eyes. ++was working on
my report.|l

—No youwere not! You were reading your e-mails,ll Avi said, his face serious, matter-of-fact.

What was it in teenage boys that made them so eager to detect everyone-s flaws and lies? Ella
wondered. But, to her relief, the others didn+ seeminterested in the subject. Infact, they were all looking
somewhere el se now, focused on the kitchen counter.

It was Orly who turned to Ella, voicing the question for them all. -Mom, how come you haverrt made
us any breakfast this morning?l

Now Ella turned to the counter and saw what they had seen. There was no coffee brewing, no
scrambled eggs on the stove, no toast with blueberry sauce. She nodded repeatedly as if agreeing with an
inner voice that spoke an undeniabl e truth.

Right, she thought, how come she had forgotten the breakfast?



PART TWO

Water

THE THINGS THAT ARE FLUID, CHANGING, AND UNPREDICTABLE



Rumi

KONYA, OCTOBER 15, 1244

Bright and plump, the gorgeous full moon resembled a massive pearl hanging in the sky. I got up fromthe
bed and |ooked out the window into the courtyard, awash in moonlight. Even seeing such beauity,
however, did not soothe the pounding of my heart or the trembling of my hands.

—Effendi, you look pale. Did you have the same dream again?l whispered my wife. —Shall | bring you a
glass of water?ll

| told her not to worry and to go back to sleep. There was nothing she could do. Our dreams were part
of our destiny, and they would run their course as God willed it. Besides, there must be a reason, |
thought, that every night for the last forty days | had been having the same dream.

The beginning of the dream differed slightly each time. Or perhaps it was always the same but | entered
it from a different gate each evening. On this occasion | saw myself reading the Qur-an in a carpeted roorr
that felt familiar but was like no place | had been before. Right across from me sat a dervish, tall, thin,
and erect, with aveil on hisface. He was holding a candel abrum with five glowing candles providing me
with light so that | could read.

After awhile | lifted my head to show the dervish the verse | was reading, and only then did | realize,
to my awe, that what | thought was a candel abrum was in fact the man-s right hand. He had been holding
out his hand to me, with each one of his fingers aflame.

In panic | looked around for water, but there was none in sight. | took off my cloak and threw it on the
dervish to extinguish the flames. But when | lifted the cloak, he had vanished, leaving only a burning
candle behind.

Fromthis point onward, it was always the same dream. | started to look for himin the house, searching
every nook and cranny. Next | ran into the courtyard, where the roses had blossomed in a sea of bright
yellow. | called out left and right, but the man was nowhere to be seen.

—€ome back, beloved. Where are you?ll

Finally, as if led by an ominous intuition, | approached the well and peered down at the dark waters
churning below. At first I couldn+t see anything, but in alittle while the moon showered me inits glittering
light and the courtyard acquired arare luminosity. Only then did | notice a pair of black eyes staring up at
me with unprecedented sorrow from the bottom of the well.

—Fhey killed him!ll somebody shouted. Perhaps it was me. Perhaps this was what my own voice would
sound like in a state of infinite agony.

And | screamed and screamed until my wife held me tight, drew me to her bosom, and asked softly,
—Effendi, did you have the same dream agai n?ll

After Kerrawent back to sleep, | slipped into the courtyard. Inthat moment | had the impression that the
dreamwas still with me, vivid and frightening. In the stillness of the night, the sight of the well sent a
shiver down my spine, but | couldn+ help sitting next to it, listening to the night breeze rustle gently
through the trees.

At times like these, | feel a sudden wave of sadness take hold of me, though | can never tell why. My
life is complete and fulfilled, in that | have been blessed with the three things | hold most dear:



knowledge, virtue, and the capability to help others find God.

At age thirty-eight, | have been given by God more than | could ever have asked for. | have been trained
as a preacher and a jurist and initiated into The Science of Divine Intuitiorf the knowledge given to
prophets, saints, and scholars in varying degrees. Guided by my late father, educated by the best teachers
of our time, | have worked hard to deepen my awareness with the belief that this was the duty God had
assigned me.

My old master Seyyid Burhaneddin used to say | was one of God-s beloved, since | was given the
honorabl e task of delivering His message to His people and hel ping them differentiate right fromwrong.

For many years | have been teaching at the madrassa, discussing theology with other sharia scholars,
instructing my disciples, studying law and hadiths, giving sermons every Friday at the biggest mosque in
town. | have long lost track of the number of students | have tutored. It is flattering to hear people praise
my preaching skills and tell me how my words changed their lives at a time when they most needed
gui dance.

| am blessed with a loving family, good friends, and loyal disciples. Never in my life have | suffered
destitution or scarcity, although the loss of my first wife was devastating. | thought | would never get
married again, but | did, and thanks to Kerra | have experienced love and joy. Both of my sons are grown,
although it never ceases to amaze me to see how different from each other they turned out to be. They are
like two seeds that, though planted side by side in the same soil and nourished with the same sun and
water, have blossomed into completely different plants. | am proud of them, just as | am proud of our
adopted daughter, who has unigue talents. | am a happy, satisfied man both in my private life and in the
community.

Why, then, do | feel this void inside me, growing deeper and wider with each passing day? It gnaws at
my soul like a disease and accompanies me wherever | go, as quiet as a mouse and just as ravenous.



Shams

KONYA, OCTOBER 17, 1244

Before passing through the gates of atown I-ve never visited, | take a minute to salute its saint§  the dead
and the living, the known and the hidden. Never inmy life have | arrived at a new place without getting
the blessing of its saints first. It makes no difference to me whether that place bel ongs to Muslins,
Christians, or Jews. | believe that the saints are beyond such trivial nominal distinctions. A saint belongs
to all humanity.

So when | saw Konya for the first time from a distance, | did what | always did. But something unusual
happened next. Instead of greeting me back and offering their blessings, as they always did, the saints
remained as silent as broken tombstones. | saluted them again, more loudly and assertively this time, in
case they had not heard me. But once again there followed silence. | realized that the saints had heard me,
al right. They just weren giving me their blessing.

—Fell me what-s wrong?ll | asked the wind so that it would carry my words to the saints far and wide.

In a little while, the wind returned with an answer. —© dervish, in this city yowl find only two
extremes, and nothing in between. Either pure love or pure hatred. We are warning you. Enter at your own
risk.ll

— that case there is no need to worry,ll | said. -Aslong as | can encounter pure love, thatl be enough
for me.ll

Upon hearing that, the saints of Konya gave me their blessing. But | didn- warnt to enter the city just yet.
| sat down under an oak tree, and as my horse munched on the sparse grass around, | looked at the city
looming in the distance. The minarets of Konya glistened in the sun like shards of glass. Every now and
then, |1 heard dogs barking, donkeys braying, children laughing, and vendors yelling at the top of their
lungg ordinary sounds of a city throbbing with life. What kinds of joys and sorrows, | wondered, were
being lived at this moment behind closed doors and latticed windows? Being used to an itinerant life, |
found it slightly unnerving to have to settle in a city, but | recalled another fundamental rule: Try not to
resist the changes that come your way. Instead let life live through you. And do not worry that your life
is turning upside down. How do you know that the side you are used to is better than the one to come?

A friendly voice yanked me out of my reverie. -Selamun aleykum, dervishl|l

When | turned around, | saw an olive-skinned, brawny peasant with a drooping mustache. He was
riding a cart pulled by an ox so skinny that the poor thing looked as if it could at any moment breathe its
|ast.

—Aleykum selam, may God bless you!ll | called out.

—Why are you sitting here on your own? If you are tired of riding that horse of yours, | could give you a
lift.l

| smiled. —Fhanks, but | think | could go faster on foot than with your ox.ll

—Bon sell my ox short,ll the peasant said, sounding offended. -He might be old and frail, but he-s still
my best friend.ll

Put in my place by these words, | jumped to my feet and bowed before the peasant. How could I, a
minor element in God-s vast circle of creation, belittle another element in the circle, be it ananimal or a
human being?

—apol ogize to you and your ox,ll | said. Pl ease forgive me.ll

A shadow of disbelief crossed the peasant-s face. He stood deadpan for a moment, weighing whether |



was mocking him or not. -Nobody ever does that,ll he said when he spoke again, flashing me a warm
smile.

—¥ ou mean apol ogi ze to your ox?ll

-Well, that, too. But | was thinking nobody ever apol ogizes to me. It-s usually the other way round. | am
the one who says sorry all the time. Even when people do me wrong, | apol ogize to them.ll

| was touched to hear that. —Fhe Qur-an tells us each and every one of us was made in the best of
molds. It-s one of the rules, |l | said softly.

—What rule?ll he asked.

“God is busy with the completion of your work, both outwardly and inwardly. He is fully occupied
with you. Every human being is a work in progress that is slowly but inexorably moving toward
perfection. We are each an unfinished work of art both waiting and striving to be completed. God
deals with each of us separately because humanity is a fine art of skilled penmanship where every
single dot is equally important for the entire picture.”

—Are you here for the sermon, too?ll the peasant asked with a renewed interest. -+ looks like it-s going
to be very crowded. He is a remarkable man.ll

My heart skipped a beat as | realized whom he was talking about. —Fell me, what is so special about
Rumi-s sermons?ll

The peasant fell quiet and squinted into the vast horizon for a while. His mind seemed to be
everywhere and nowhere.

Then he said, -+ come from a village that has had its share of hardships. First the famine, then the
Mongols. They burned and plundered every village in their way. But what they did in the big cities was
even worse. They captured Erzurum, Sivas, and Kayseri and massacred the entire mal e popul ation, taking
the women with them. | myself have not lost a loved one or my house. But | did |ose something. | lost my
joy.ll

—What-s that got to do with Rumi?ll | asked.

Dropping his gaze back to his ox, the peasant murmured tonelessly, —Everyone says if you listen to
Rumi preach, your sadness will be cured.ll

Personally, | didn+ think there was anything wrong with sadness. Just the oppositg hypocrisy made
people happy, and truth made them sad. But | didn tell this to the peasant. Instead | said, “Why don |
joinyou until Konya, and youH! tell me more about Rumi 2l

| tied my horse-s reins to the cart and climbed in to sit beside the peasant, glad to see that the ox didn+
mind the additional load. One way or the other, it walked the same excruciatingly slow walk. The peasant
offered me bread and goat cheese. We ate as we talked. In this state, while the sun blazed in an indigo
sky, and under the watchful eyes of the town-s saints, | entered Konya.

—Fake good care, my friend,ll | said as | jumped off the cart and | oosened the reins of my horse.

—Make sure you come to the sermon!ll the peasant yelled expectantly.

| nodded as | waved good-bye. “Inshallah.”

Although | was eager to listen to the sermon and dying to meet Rumi, | wanted to spend some time in
the city first and learn what the townspeopl e thought about the great preacher. | wanted to see him through
foreign eyes, kind and unkind, loving and unloving, before | looked on himwith my own.



Hasan the Beggar

KONYA, OCTOBER 17, 1244

Believeit or not, they call this purgatory on earth —roly suffering.ll | amaleper stuck inlimbo. Neither the
dead nor the living want me among them. Mothers point me out on the streets to scare their misbehaving
toddlers, and children throw stones at me. Artisans chase me fromtheir storefronts to ward off the bad
luck that follows me everywhere, and pregnant women turn their faces away whenever they set eyes on
me, fearing that their babies will be born defective. None of these people seemto realize that as keen as
they are to avoid me, | amfar keener to avoid themand their pitiful stares.

It is the skin that changes first, becoming thicker and darker. Patches of varying sizes, the color of rotten
egos, appear on the shoulders, knees, arms, and face. There is alot of stinging and burning in this phase,
but then somehow the pain withers away, or el se one becomes numb to it. Next the patches start to enlarge
and swell up, turning into ugly bulbs. The hands turn to claws, and the face is so deformed as to be
unrecognizable. Now that | am nearing the final stages, | cannot close my eyelids anymore. Tears and
saliva flow without my control. Six of the nails on my hands have fallen off, and one is on its way. Oddly
enough, | still have my hair. | guess | should consider that |ucky.

| heard that in Europe |l epers are kept outside the city walls. Here they let us live in the city as long as
we carry a bell to warn other people of our presence. We are also allowed to beg, whichis a good thing,
because otherwise we would probably starve. Begging is one of only two ways to survive. The other is
praying. Not because God pays special attention to lepers but because for some strange reason people
think He does. Hence, as much as they despise us, the townspeople also respect us. They hire us to pray
for the sick, the crippled, and the elderly. They pay and feed us well, hoping to squeeze out of our mouths
afew extra prayers. On the streets, |epers might be treated worse than dogs, but in places where death and
despair loomlarge, we are the sultans.

Whenever | am hired to pray, | bow my head and make i ncomprehensi ble sounds in Arabic, pretending
to be absorbed in prayer. Pretend is all | can do, for | don+ think God hears me. | have no reason to
believe He does.

Thoughitisless profitable, | find begging much easier than praying. At least | am not deceiving anyone.
Friday is the best day of the week to beg, except when it is Ramadan, in which case the whole month is
quite lucrative. The last day of Ramadan is by far the best time to make money. That is when even the
hopel ess penny-pinchers race to give alms, keen to compensate for all their sins, past and present. Once a
year, people don+ turn away from beggars. To the contrary, they specifically ook for one, the more
miserabl e the better. So profound is their need to show off how generous and charitable they are, not only
do they race to give us alms, but for that single day they almost love us.

Today could be a very profitable day, too, since Rumi is giving one of his Friday sermons. The mosque
is already packed. Those who car+ find a seat inside are lining up in the courtyard. The afternoon is the
perfect occasion for panhandlers and pickpockets. And just like me, they are all present here, scattered
within the crowd.

| sat down right across from the entrance of the mosque with my back to a maple tree. There was a dank
smell of rain in the air, mixed with the sweet, faint tang coming from the orchards far away. | put my
mendicant bow! infront of me. Unlike many othersinthis business, | never have to openly ask for alms. A
leper doesn+ need to whine and implore, making up stories about how wretched his life is or how poor
his health. Giving people a glimpse of my face has the effect of a thousand words. So | simply uncovered



my face and sat back.

In the next hour, a few coins were dropped into my bowl. All were chipped copper. | yearned for a
gold coin, with symbols of sun, lion, and crescent. Since the late Aladdin Keykubad had loosened the
rules on currency, coins issued by the beys of Aleppo, the Fatimid rulers in Cairo, and the caliph of
Baghdad, not to mention the Italian florin, were all pronounced valid. The rulers of Konya accepted them
al, and so did the town-s beggars.

Together with the coins, afew dry leaves fell on my lap. The maple tree was shedding its reddish gold
leaves, and as a gusty wind blew, quite a number of these made it into my bowl, asif the tree were giving
me ams. Suddenly | realized that the maple tree and | had something in common. A tree shedding its
leaves in autumn resembled a man shedding his limbs in the final stages of |eprosy.

| was a naked tree. My skin, my organs, my face falling apart. Every day another part of my body
abandoned me. And for me, unlike the maple tree, there would be no spring in which I would blossom.
What | lost, | lost forever. When people looked at me, they didn+ see who | was but what | was missing.
Whenever they placed a coinin my bowl, they did so with amazing speed and avoided any eye contact, as
if my gaze were contagious. In their eyes | was worse than a thief or a murderer. As much as they
disapproved of such outlaws, they didn+ treat them as if they were invisible. When it came to me,
however, all they saw was death staring them in the face. That-s what scared thenj to recognize that
death could be this close and this ugly.

Suddenly there was a great commotion in the background. | heard somebody yell, \He is coming! Heis
comng!ll

Sure enough, there was Rumi, riding a horse as white as milk, wearing an exquisite amber caftan
embroidered with golden leaves and baby pearls, erect and proud, wise and noble, followed by a throng
of admirers. Radiating an air of charisma and confidence, he looked less like a scholar than arulerf  the
sultan of the wind, the fire, the water, and the earth. Even his horse stood tall and firm, as if aware of the
di stinction of the man he carried.

| pocketed the coins in my bowl, wrapped my head so as to leave half of my face in the open, and
entered the mosgue. Inside, it was so packed it seemed impossible to breathe, let alone find a seat. But the
one good thing about being a leper was that no matter how crowded a place, | could always find a seat,
since nobody wanted to sit next to me.

—Brothers,l Rumi said, his voice rising high, sweeping low. —Fhe vastness of the universe makes us
feel small, even inconsequential. Some of you might be asking, -What meaning could I, in my limitedness,
possibly have for God?-This, | believe, is a question that has occurred to many from time to time. In
today-s sermon | want to generate some specific answers to that. |l

Rumi-s two sons were in the front rowf the handsome one, Sultan Walad, who everyone said
resembled his |ate mother, and the young one, Aladdin, with an animated face but curiously furtive eyes. |
could see that both were proud of their father.

—Fhe children of Adam were honored with knowledge so great that neither the mountains nor the
heavens could shoulder it,ll Rumi continued. —Fhat is why it says in the Qur-an, Truly We offered the
trust to the heavens and the earth and the mountains, but they refused to bear it because they were
afraid of it. Only man took it up. Having been given such an honorabl e position, human bei ngs should not
aimany lower than what God had intended. |l

Pronouncing his vowels in that strange way only the educated are capable of, Rumi talked about God,
assuring us that He dwelled not on a distant throne in the sky but very close to each and every one of us.
What brought us even closer to God, he said, was none other than suffering.

—¥our hand opens and closes all the time. If it did not, you would be paralyzed. Your deepest presence
isin every small contracting and expanding. The two are as beautifully balanced and coordinated as the
wings of abird.ll



At first | liked what he said. It warmed my heart to think of joy and sorrow as dependent on each other
as a birds wings. But almost instantly | felt a wave of resentment rise up in my throat. What did Rumi
know about suffering? As the son of an eminent man and heir to a wealthy, prominent family, life had
always been good to him. | knew he had lost his first wife, but | didnt believe he had ever experienced
real misfortune. Born with a silver spoonin his mouth, raised in distinguished circles, tutored by the best
scholars, and always loved, pampered, and admired how dare he preach on suffering?

With a sinking heart, | realized that the contrast between Rumi and me couldn+ be greater. Why was
God so unfair? To me He had given poverty, sickness, and misery. To Rumi riches, success, and wisdom.
With his flawless reputation and royal demeanor, he hardly belonged to this world, at least not to this city.
| had to cover my face if | didn+ want people to be revolted by the sight of me, while he shone in public
like a precious gem. | wondered how he would fare if he were in my shoes? Had it ever occurred to him
that even someone as perfect and privileged as he could someday tumble and fall? Had he ever
contempl ated how it would feel to be an outcast, even for one day? Would he still be the great Rumi if he
had been giventhe life | was given?

With each new question, my resentment rose, sweeping away whatever admiration | might otherwise
have had for him. Bitter and petulant, | stood up and pushed my way out. Several people in the audience
eyed me curiously, wondering why | was |eaving a sermon that so many others were dying to attend.



Shams

KONYA, OCTOBER 17, 1244

Behol den to the peasant who dropped me off at the town center, | found myself and my horse a place to
stay. The Inn of Sugar Vendors seemed just what | needed. Of the four rooms | was shown, | chose the one
with the fewest possessions, which consisted of a sl eeping mat with a moldy blanket, an oil lamp that was
sputtering its last, a sun-dried brick that | could use as a pillow, and a good view of the whole town up to
the base of the surrounding hills.

Having thus settled down, | roamed the streets, amazed at the mixture of religions, customs, and
languages permeating the air. | ran into Gypsy musicians, Arab travelers, Christian pilgrims, Jewish
merchants, Buddhist priests, Frankish troubadours, Persian artists, Chinese acrobats, Indian snake
charmers, Zoroastrian magicians, and Greek philosophers. Inthe slave market, | saw concubines with skin
white as milk and hefty, dark eunuchs who had seen such atrocities that they had lost their ability to speak.
In the bazaar | came across traveling barbers with bloodl etting devices, fortune-tellers with crystal balls,
and magicians who swallowed fire. There were pilgrims on their way to Jerusalem and vagrants who |
suspected were runaway soldiers fromthe last Crusades. | heard people speak Venetian, Frankish, Saxon,
Greek, Persian, Turkish, Kurdish, Armenian, Hebrew, and several other dialects | couldn+t even
distinguish. Despite their seemingly endless differences, all of these people gave off a similar air of
incompl eteness, of the works in progress that they were, each an unfinished masterwork.

The whole city was a Tower of Babel. Everything was constantly shifting, splitting, coming to light,
transpiring, thriving, dissolving, decomposing, and dying. Amid this chaos | stood in a place of
unperturbed silence and serenity, utterly indifferent to the world and yet at the same time feeling a burning
love for all the people struggling and suffering in it. As | watched the people around me, | recalled
another golden rule: It’s easy to love a perfect God, unblemished and infallible that He is. What is far
more difficult is to love fellow human beings with all their imperfections and defects. Remember, one
can only know what one is capable of loving. There is no wisdom without love. Unless we learn to love
God'’s creation, we can neither truly love nor truly know God.

| roamed the narrow alleys where artisans of all ages toiled in their small, dingy stores. In every place
| visited, | overheard the townspeople talk about Rumi. How did it feel, | wondered, to be this popular?
How did it affect his ego? My mind busy with these questions, | strolled in the opposite direction from the
mosqgue where Rumi was preaching. Gradually the surroundings began to change. As | moved northward,
the houses became more dilapidated, the garden walls falling down, and the children more raucous and
unruly. The smells changed, too, getting heavier, more garlicky and spicy. Finally | stepped into a street
where three odors loomed inthe air: sweat, perfume, and lust. | had reached the seamy side of town.

There was a ramshackle house atop the steep cobbled street, the walls supported by bamboo pillars,
the roof of thatched grass. In front of the house, a group of women sat chatting. When they saw me
approach, they eyed me curiously, looking half amused. Beside them was a garden with roses of every
color and shade imagi nabl e and the most amazing smell. | wondered who tended to them.

| didn+ have to wait too long to learn the answer. No sooner had | reached the garden than the entrance
door of the house was flung open and a woman dashed out. She was heavy-jowled, tall, and enormously
fat. When she squinted, the way she did now, her eyes were lost in rolls of flesh. She had a thin, dark
mustache and thick sideburns. It took me awhile to comprehend that she was both man and woman.

-What do you want?ll the hermaphrodite asked suspiciously. Her face was in constant flux: One



moment it looked like the face of a woman; then the tide came back, replacing it with the face of a man.

| introduced myself and asked her name, but she ignored my question.

—Fhisis no place for you,ll she said, waving her hands asif | were afly she-d like to chase away.

~Why not?ll

—Bon+ you see this place is a brothel ? Don+ you dervishes take an oath to stay away from lust? People
think | wallow insin here, but | give my alms and close my doors in the month of Ramadan. And now I-m
saving you. Stay away fromus. Thisisthe filthiest corner intown.ll

—ilthisinside, not outside,ll | objected. —Fhus says therule.ll

—What are you talking about?ll she croaked.

“It is one of the forty rules,ll | tried to explain. “Real filth is the one inside. The rest simply washes
off. There is only one type of dirt that cannot be cleansed with pure waters, and that is the stain of
hatred and bigotry contaminating the soul. You can purify your body through abstinence and fasting,
but only love will purify your heart.”

The hermaphrodite was having none of it. —¥ou dervishes are out of your minds. I-ve got all sorts of
customers here. But a dervish? When frogs grow beards! If | et you linger, God will raze this place to the
ground and put a curse on us for seducing a man of faith.ll

| couldn+ help chuckling. “Where do you get these ridiculous ideas? Do you think God is an angry,
moody patriarch watching us from the skies above so that He can rain stones and frogs on our heads the
moment we err?ll

The patron pulled at the ends of her thin mustache, giving me an annoyed |ook that verged on meanness.

—Bon+t worry, I-mnot here to visit your brothel Il | assured her. +-was just admiring your rose garden.ll

—Oh, thatlf the hermaphrodite shrugged dismissivelyf —ts the creation of one of my girls, Desert
Rose.ll

With that, the patron gestured to a young woman sitting among the harlots ahead of us. Delicate chin,
pearl-luster skin, and dark almond eyes clouded with worry. She was heartbreakingly beautiful. As |
looked at her, | had a sense she was someone in the process of a big transformati on.

| dropped my voice to a whisper so that only the patron could hear me. —Fhat girl is a good girl. One
day soon she-l embark on a spiritual journey to find God. She-tl abandon this place forever. When that
day comes, do not try to stop her.lI

The hermaphrodite looked at me flabbergasted before she burst out, What the hell are you talking
about? Nobody is telling me what to do with my girls! You better get the hell out of here. Or else I-m
calling Jackal Head!ll

—Who-s that?ll | asked.

—Believe me, you wouldn+ want to know, |l the hermaphrodite said, shaking her finger to emphasi ze her
poi .

Hearing the name of this stranger made me shiver slightly, but | didn+ dwell on it. “Anyway, I-m
leaving,ll 1 said. -But 141 come back, so don+ be surprised next time you see me around. I-m not one of
those pious types who spend their whole lives hunched on prayer rugs while their eyes and hearts remain
closed to the outside world. They read the Qur-an only on the surface. But | read the Qur-an in the
budding flowers and migrating birds. | read the Breathing Qur-an secreted in human beings.li

—¥ou mean you read people?ll The patron laughed a hal fhearted laugh. “What kind of nonsense is that?ll

—Every man is an open book, each and every one of us a walking Qur-an. The quest for God i<
ingrained in the hearts of al, be it a prostitute or a saint. Love exists within each of us from the moment
we are born and waits to be discovered from then on. That is what one of the forty rulesis all about: The
whole universe is contained within a single human being—you. Everything that you see around,
including the things you might not be fond of and even the people you despise or abhor, is present
within you in varying degrees. Therefore, do not look for Sheitan outside yourself either. The devil is



not an extraordinary force that attacks from without. It is an ordinary voice within. If you get to know
yourself fully, facing with honesty and hardness both your dark and bright sides, you will arrive at a
supreme form of consciousness. When a person knows himself or herself, he or she knows God.”
Crossing her arms above her chest, the hermaphrodite |eaned forward and squinted at me menacingly.
—A dervish who preaches to harlots!ll she grunted. +warn you, I-m not going to let you badger anyone
around here with your silly ideas. You better stay away from my brothel! Because if you dorH, | swear to
God, Jackal Head will cut off that sharp tongue of yours and I eat it with pleasure.ll



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, MAY 28, 2008

Befitting her general mood, Ellawoke up sad. But not sad as in weepy and unhappy, only sad asin
unwilling to smile and take things lightly. She felt as though she had reached a mil estone she was not
prepared for. As she was brewing coffee in the kitchen, she took her list of resol utions out of the drawer
and scanned through it.

Ten Thingsto Do Before Turning Forty

1. Improve your time management, be better organized, and be determined to make the most of your time. Buy a new day planner.
(Accomplished)

Add mineral supplements and antioxidants to your diet. (Accomplished)

Take action for fewer wrinkles. Try alpha hydroxy products, and start using the new L-Orcal cream. (Accomplished)
Change the uphoalstery, buy new plants, get new cushions. (Accomplished)

Evaluate your life, values, and beliefs. (Half accomplished)

Eliminate meat from your diet, make a healthy menu every week, and start giving your body the respect it deserves. (Half
accomplished)

Start reading Rumi-s poems. (Accomplished)

Take the kids to a Broadway musical. (Accomplished)

Start writing a cookbook. (| Unaccomplished)

Open your heart to love!!!
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Ella stood still, her eyes fixed on the tenth item on her list, not knowing whether to put a check next to it or
not. She didn+ even know what she-d meant when she wrote that. What was she thinking? -+ must be the
effect of Sweet Blasphemy,ll she murmured to herself. Lately she found herself frequently thinking about
love.

Dear Aziz,

Today is my birthday! | feel like | have reached a milestone in my life. They say turning forty is a defining moment, especially for
women. They also say that forty is the new thirty (and sixty is the new forty), but as much as I-d like to believe all that, it sounds too
far-fetched to me. | mean, who are we kidding? Forty is forty! | guess now Il have —-morell of everything more knowledge, more
wisdom, and of course more wrinkles and gray hair.

Birthdays have always made me happy, but this morning | woke up with heaviness in my chest, asking questions too large for
someone who hadrn+ even had her morning coffee yet. | kept wondering, is the way |-ve lived my life the way | want to continue from
now on?

And then a fearful feeling came over me. What if both a yes and a no might generate equally disastrous consequences? So | found
another answer: maybe!

Warm wishes,
Ella



P.S. Sorry | couldn+ write a more cheerful e-mail. | don+ know why I-m down in the dumps today. | can+
giveyou areason. (That is, other than turning forty. | guess thisis what they call midlife crisis.)

Dear Ella,

Happy birthday! Forty is a most beautiful age for both men and women. Did you know that in mystic thought forty symbolizes the
ascent from one level to a higher one and spiritual awakening? When we mourn we mourn for forty days. When a baby is born it takes
forty days for him to get ready to start life on earth. And when we are in love we need to wait for forty days to be sure of our feelings.
The Flood of Noah lasted forty days, and while the waters destroyed life, they also washed all impurity away and enabled human
beings to make a new, fresh start. In Islamic mysticism there are forty degrees between man and God. Likewise, there are four basic
stages of consciousness and ten degrees in each, making forty levels in total. Jesus went into the wilderness for forty days and nights.
Muhammad was forty years old when he received the call to become a prophet. Buddha meditated under a linden tree for forty days.

Not to mention the forty rules of Shams.
You receive a new mission at forty, a new lease on life! You have reached a most auspicious number. Congratulations! And don+

worry about getting old. There are no wrinkles or gray hair strong enough to defy the power of forty!

Warmly,
Aziz



Desert Rose the Harlot

KONYA, OCTOBER 17, 1244

Brothel s have existed since the beginning of time. And so have women like me. But there is something that
amazes me: Why is it that al though peopl e say they hate seei ng women prostitute themsel ves, the same
people make life hard for a prostitute who wants to repent and start life anew? It is asif they are telling us
they are sorry that we have fallen so low, but now that we are where we are, we should stay there
forever. | dor+t know why thisis. All | know is, some peopl e feed on the miseries of others and they don+
like it when there is one | ess miserabl e person on the face of the earth. But no matter what they say or do,

| am going to walk out of this place one day.

This morning | woke up bursting with a desire to listen to the great Rumi preach. Had | told the patron
the truth and asked permission, she would have made fun of me. —Since when do whores go to mosques?li
she would have said, laughing so hard her round face would have turned crimson.

Thats why | lied. After that hairless dervish | eft, the patron |ooked so preoccupied | sensed it was the
right time to go and talk. She is always more approachable when distracted. | told her | needed to go to
the bazaar to run some errands. She believed me. After nine years of my working like a dog for her, she
does.

—Only on one condition,ll she said. —Sesame is coming with you.ll

That wasn+ a problem. | liked Sesame. A big, hefty man with the mind of a child, he was reliable and
honest to the point of simplicity. How he survived in such a cruel world was a mystery to me. Nobody
knew what his real name was, perhaps not even himself. We had named him so because of his infatuation
with sesame halva. When a harl ot from the brothel needed to go out, Sesame accompanied her like a silent
shadow. He was the best guard | could have wished for.

The two of us took the dusty road winding through the orchards. When we reached the first intersection,
| asked Sesame to wait for me, and | disappeared behind a bush where | had hidden a bag full of men-s
clothes.

It was harder than | thought to dress up as a man. Wrapping long scarves around my breasts, | flattened
my chest. Then | put on baggy trousers, a cotton vest, a long maroon robe, and a turban. Finally | covered
half my face with a scarf, hoping to resemble an Arab traveler.

When | walked back toward him, Sesame flinched, 1ooking puzzl ed.

—ets go,ll | urged him, and when he didn+ budge, | uncovered my face. -My dear, haven+t you
recognized me?ll

—DPesert Rosg, is that you?ll Sesame exclaimed, putting one hand on his mouth like a child in awe. “Why
did you dress up like that?ll

—€an you keep a secret?ll

Sesame nodded, his eyes widening with excitement.

—All right,ll I whispered. e are going to a mosque. But dor+ tell the patron.ll

Sesame-s bottom lip quivered. -No, no. We were going to the bazaar .|l

—¥es, dear, later. First we are going to listen to the great Rumi .|l

Sesame panicked slightly, as | knew he would. The change in plans was unsettling to him. —Please, this
means a lot to mell | begged. —# you agree and promise not to tell anyone abolt it, 141 buy you a huge
chunk of halvalll

—Halva.ll Sesame clucked his tongue with delight, as if the word alone had left a sweet taste in his



mouth.
And with sweet expectation, we set off toward the mosque where Rumi was going to speak.

| was borninasmall village near Nicaea. My mother always said to me, =¥ ou were born inthe right
place, but | amafraid it was under the wrong star.ll The times were bad, unpredictable. From one year to
the next, nothing remai ned the same. First there were rumors of the Crusaders coming back. We heard
terrible stories about the atrocities they committed in Constanti nopl e, ransacking the mansions,
demolishing the icons inside chapel s and churches. Next we heard about Seljuk attacks. And before the
tales of terror of the Seljuk army faded, those of the ruthl ess Mongol s started. The name and the face of
the enemy changed, but the fear of being destroyed by outsiders remained as steady as snow on Mount Ida.

My parents were bakers and good Christians. One of my earliest memoriesis the smell of bread out of
the oven. We weren rich. Evenasachild, | knew that. But we weren+ poor either. | had seenthe starein
the eyes of the poor when they came to the bakery begging for crumbs. Every night before going to sleep, |
thanked the Lord for not sending me to bed hungry. It felt like talking to a friend. For back then God was
my friend.

When | was seven, my mother became pregnant. Looking back today, | suspect she might have had
several miscarriages before that, but | didn+ know anything about such things. | was so innocent that if
anyone asked me how babies were made, | would have said God kneaded them out of soft, sweet dough.

But the bread baby that God kneaded for my mother must have been enormous, because before long her
belly swelled up, big and tight. Mother had become so huge she could barely move. The midwife said her
body was retaining water, but that didn+t sound like a bad thing to me.

What neither my mother nor the midwife knew was, there wasr+ one baby but three. All were boys. My
brothers had waged a war inside my mother-s body. One of the triplets had strangled his brother with his
umbilical cord, and as if to take revenge, the dead baby had blocked the passage, thus preventing the
others from coming out. For four days my mother remained in labor. Night and day we listened to her
screams until we heard her no more.

Unabl e to save my mother, the midwife did her best to save my brothers. Taking a pair of scissors, she
cut my momss belly open, but in the end only one baby survived. This is how my brother was born. My
father never forgave him, and when the baby was bapti zed, he did not attend the ceremony.

With my mother gone and my father turned into a sullen, bitter man, life was never the same. Things
rapidly deteriorated at the bakery. We lost our customers. Afraid of becoming poor and having to beg
someday, | started to hide bread rolls under my bed, where they would get dry and stale. But it was my
brother who really suffered. | at |east had been loved and taken good care of in the past. He never had any
of that. It broke my heart to see him being mistreated, and yet a part of me was relieved, even grateful, that
it wasrH | who had become the target of my father-s fury. | wish | had protected my brother. Everything
would be different then, and | wouldn be in a brothel in Konyatoday. Lifeis so strange.

A year later my father remarried. The only difference in my brother-s life was that whereas before it
was my father who ill-treated him, now it was my father and his new wife who did so. He started to run
away from home, only to come back with the worst habits and the wrong friends. One day my father beat
him so badly he almost killed him. After that, the boy changed. There was a cold, cruel stare in his eyes
that wasrn+ there before. | knew he had something in mind, but it never occurred to me what a horrible
plan he was brewing. | wish | had known. | wish | could have prevented the tragedy.

Then, one morning in spring, my father and stepmother were found dead, killed with rat poison. As
soon as the incident became public, everyone suspected my brother. When the guards started asking
guestions, he ran away in panic. | never saw him again. And just like that, | was alone in the world.



Unable to stay at home where | still sensed my mother-s smell, unable to work at the bakery where
disturbing memories hovered inthe air, | decided to go to Constantinopl e to stay with an old spinster aunt
who had now become my closest relative. | was thirteen.

| took a carriage to Constantinople. | was the youngest passenger on board and the only one traveling
alone. A few hours on the road, we were stopped by a gang of robbers. They took everything suitcases,
clothes, boots, belts, and jewelry, even the driver-s sausages. Having nothing to give them, | stood aside
quietly, certain that they would do me no harm. But just when they were about to |eave, the gang |eader
turned to me and asked, —Are you a virgin, dainty thing?Il

| blushed and refused to answer such an improper question. Little did | know that my blushing was the
answer he wanted.

—et-s gol!ll the gang |eader shouted. —Fake the horses and the girl!ll

While | resisted themin tears, none of the other passengers even tried to help me. The robbers took me
to a thick, dense forest, where | was surprised to see they had created a whole village. There were
women and children. Ducks, goats, and pigs were al over the place. It looked like an idyllic village,
except it was inhabited by criminals.

Soon | understood why the gang leader had asked me if | was a virgin. The chief of the village was
severely ill with nervous fever. He had been in bed for a long time, with red spots all over his body,
trying countless treatments to no avail. Recently someone had convinced himthat if he slept withavirgin,
hisillness would be transmitted to her and he would be clean and cured.

There are things in my life | don+t want to remember. My time in the forest is one of them. Even today,
whenever the forest comes to my mind, | think of the pine trees and only the pine trees. | preferred sitting
alone under those trees to the company of the women in the village, most of whom were the wives or
daughters of the robbers. There were also a number of harlots who had come there on their own. |
couldn+ understand for the life of me why they didn- run away. | was determined to do so.

There were carriages crossing the forest, most of them bel onging to the nobility. It was a mystery to me
why they were not robbed, until | realized that some carriage drivers bribed the robbers before passing
through the forest and in return got the right to travel safely. Once | figured out how things worked, | cut
my own deal. After stopping a carriage heading to the big city, | pleaded with the driver to take me with
him. He asked too much money, although he knew | had none. | paid himthe only way | knew how.

Only long after | arrived in Constantinople would | comprehend why the harlots in the forest would
never run away. The city was worse. It was ruthless. | never looked for my old aunt. Now that | was
fallen, | knew a proper lady like her wouldr+ want me. | was on my own. It didn+ take the city long to
crush my spirits and ruin my body. Suddenly | was in another world altogetherf aworld of malice, rape,
brutality, and disease. | had successive abortions until | was damaged so badly that | stopped having
periods and could no longer conceive.

| saw things on those streets for which | have no words. After | left the city, | traveled with soldiers,
performers, and Gypsies, serving the needs of all. Then a man called Jackal Head found me and brought
me to this brothel in Konya. The patron wasn+ interested in where | came from as long as | was in good
shape. She was delighted to learn | couldn+t have babies and would not cause her any problems in that
respect. To refer to my barrenness, she named me —BPesert,ll and to embellish that name somewhat, she
added —Rose,ll whichwas fine with me, as | adored roses.

Whichishow I think of faithf like a hidden rose garden where | once roamed and inhaled its perfumed
smells but can no longer enter. | want God to be my friend again. With that longing | am circling that
garden, searching for an entrance, hoping to find a gate that will let mein.



When Sesame and | reached the mosque, | couldn+ believe my eyes. Men of all ages and professions
occupied every corner, even the place in the back that would normally be reserved for women. | was
about to give up and leave when | noticed a beggar relinquish his seat and inch his way out. Thanking my
lucky stars, | wriggled into his space, |eaving Sesame outside.

This is how | found myself listening to the great Rumi in a mosgue full of men. | didn+ even warnt to
think what could happen if they found out there was a woman amid them, let al one a harlot. Chasing off all
dark thoughts, | gave my full attention to the sermon.

—&od created suffering so that joy might appear through its opposite,l Rumi said. —Fhings become
manifest through opposites. Since God has no opposite, He remains hidden.ll

As the preacher talked, his voice rose and swelled like a mountain stream fed by the melting snow.
—ook at the abasement of the earth and the exaltation of the heavens. Know that all the states of the world
are like this: flooding and drought, peace and war. Whatever happens, do not forget, nothing God has
created isinvain, whether wrath or forbearance, honesty or guile.ll

Sitting there, | saw that everything served a purpose. My mother-s pregnancy and the war in her womb,
my brother-s incurable loneliness, even the murder of my father and stepmother, my dreadful days in the
forest, and every brutality | saw on the streets of Constantinopld they each contributed, in their own
way, to my story. Behind all hardships was alarger scheme. | couldn+ make it out clearly, but | could feel
it with my whole heart. Listening to Rumi in a packed mosque on that afternoon, | felt a cloud of
tranquillity descend over me, as delightful and soothing as the sight of my mother baking bread.



Hasan the Beggar

KONYA, OCTOBER 17, 1244

Bristlingwithirritation, | sat under the maple tree. | continued to be angry at Rumi for his flamboyant
speech on suffering  a subject he clearly knew little about. The shadow of the minaret inched its way
across the street. Half dozing, half eyeing the passersby, | was about to fall asleep when | caught sight of a
dervish | had never seen before. Dressed in black rags, holding alarge staff in his hand, with no facia
hair and atiny silver earring in one ear, he looked so different that | couldrn+ help fixing my gaze upon
him.

As his eyes scanned left and right, it didn take the dervish long to notice me. Instead of ignoring my
presence, the way people who saw me for the first time always did, he put his right hand on his heart and
greeted me as if we were two old friends. | was so stunned | looked around just to make sure he wasn+
greeting someone else. But there was only me and the maple tree. Dazed, confused, | nonethel ess put my
hand on my heart and greeted him back.

Slowly the dervish walked toward me. | lowered my gaze, expecting himto leave a copper coinin my
bowl or hand me a piece of bread. But instead he knelt down to my eye level.

—Selamun aleykum, beggar,ll he said.

—Aleykum selam, dervish,ll | responded. My voice sounded hoarse and strange to me. It had been such a
long time since I-d felt the need to speak to anyone that | had almost forgotten what my voice sounded
like.

He introduced himself as Shams of Tabriz and asked my name.

| laughed. “What does a man like me need a name for?ll

—Everybody has a name,ll he objected. -God has countless names. Of those, only ninety-nine are known
to us. If God has so many names, how can a human being who is the very reflection of Him go around
without a name?ll

| didn+ know how to respond to that and so didnt even try. Instead | conceded, ++had a wife and a
mother once. They used to call me Hasan.ll

—Hasanitis, then.ll The dervish nodded. Then, to my surprise, he gave me asilver mirror. |Keep it,ll he
said. -A good man in Baghdad gave it to me, but you need it more than | do. It will remind you that you
bear God within you.ll

Before | found the chance to say anything in return, a commotion broke out in the background. The first
thing that came to my mind was that a pickpocket had been caught in the mosque. But when the shouts
grew louder and fiercer, | knew that it had to be something bigger. No pickpocket would create such an
uproar.

We found out soon enough. A woman, a known prostitute, had been found in the mosgue dressed up as a
man. A group of people were shoving her out, chanting, —ash the deceiver! Lash the whorel!ll

In this state the angry mob reached the street. | caught sight of the young woman in men-s clothing. Her
face was pale as death and her almond eyes terrified. | had seen many lynchings before. It never ceased to
amaze me how dramatically people changed when they joined a mob. Ordinary men with no history of
violencd artisans, vendors, or peddier§ turned aggressive to the point of murder when they banded
together. Lynchings were common and ended with the corpses put on display to deter others.

—Poor woman,|l | muttered to Shams of Tabriz, but when | turned to him for a response, there was no
one standing there.



| caught sight of the dervish darting toward the mob, like a flaming arrow shot straight up into the sky. |
jumped to my feet and rushed to catch up with him.

When he reached the head of the procession, Shams raised his staff like a flag and yelled at the top of
his voice, —Stop it, people! Halt!ll

Baffled, and suddenly silent, the men stared at himinwonder.

—¥ou should all be ashamed of yourselves!ll Shams of Tabriz shouted as he struck the ground with his
staff. —Fhirty men against one woman. Is that fair?ll

—She doesn+ deserve fairness,ll said a square-faced, burly man with a lazy eye, who seemed to have
proclaimed himself the leader of this impromptu group. | recognized him instantly. He was a security
guard named Baybars, aman all the beggars intown knew well for his cruelty and rapacity.

—Fhis woman here dressed up as a man and sneaked into the mosque to deceive good Muslims,li
Baybars said.

—Are you telling me you want to punish a person for going into a mosque? Is that a crime?l Shams of
Tabriz asked, his voice dripping with scorn.

The question created a momentary [ull. Apparently nobody had thought of it that way.

—She is a whorelll yelled another man, who looked so enraged that his face had turned a dark scarlet
color. —=She has no place in a holy mosquelll

That seemed enough to inflame the group again. “A/hore! Whorelll a few people at the back chanted in
uni son. —et-s get the whore!ll

As if that were an order, a young lad leaped forward and grabbed the woman-s turban, yanking it
forcefully. The turban came loose, and the womants long blond hair, bright as sunflowers, fell downin
graceful waves. We all held our breath, astonished by her youth and beauty.

Shams must have recognized the mixed feelings in the air, for he reproached them without skipping a
beat: —¥ou have to make up your minds, brothers. Do you really despise this woman, or do you in fact
desire her?ll

With that, the dervish caught the harlot-s hand and pulled her toward him, away from the young lad and
the mob. She hid behind him, like alittle girl hiding behind her mother—s skirts.

—¥ou are making a big mistake, |l the leader of the group said, raising his voice above the murmur of the
crowd. —¥ou are a stranger inthis town and don+ know our ways. Stay out of this matter. |l

Someone el se chimed in. What kind of a dervish are you anyway? Don+ you have anything better to do
than to defend the interests of a whore?ll

Shams of Tabriz was quiet for a moment, as if considering the questions. He displayed no temper,
remaining invariably tranquil. Then he said, -But how did you notice her in the first place? You go to a
mosque but pay more attention to the people around you than to God? If you were the good believers you
claimto be, you would not have noticed this woman even if she were naked. Now, go back to the sermon
and do a better job this time.ll

An awkward silence descended on the entire street. Leaves skittered along the sidewalk, and for a
moment they were the only things that moved.

—€ome on, you lot! Off you go, back to the sermon.ll Shams of Tabriz waved his staff, shooing the men
away likeflies.

They did not all turn and walk away, but they did take a few steps back, swaying unsteadily, puzzled as
to what to do next. A few of themwere looking in the direction of the mosque as if considering returning.
It was exactly then that the harl ot mustered the courage to get out from behind the dervish. Fast as a rabbit,
she took to her heels, her long hair flying every which way while she scurried into the closest side street.

Only two men attempted to chase her. But Shams of Tabriz blocked their path, swinging his staff under
their feet with such suddenness and force that they tumbled over and fell down. A few passersby laughed
at the sight, and so did I.



Embarrassed and stupefied, the two men managed to get to their feet again, but by that time the harlot
had |ong vani shed and the dervish was walking away, his work here done.



Suleiman the Drunk

KONYA, OCTOBER 17, 1244

Before the commotion | was snoozing peacefully with my back to the tavern wall, and then the racket
outside made me nearly jump out of my skin.

—What-s going on?ll | screamed as my eyes snapped open. —Bid the Mongol s attack us?ll

There was a ripple of laughter. | turned around and found several other customers making fun of me.
Dirty bastards!

—Bon+ you worry, old drunk!ll yelled Hristos, the tavern owner. -No Mongols coming after you. It-s
Rumi passing by with an army of admirers.|l

| went to the window and looked out. Sure enough, there they werd  an excited procession of disciples
and admirers repeatedly chanting, -God is great! God is great!ll Inthe middle of it all was the erect figure
of Rumi, mounted on a white horse, radiating strength and confidence. | opened the window, ducked my
head out, and watched them. Moving at a pace no faster than a snail-s, the procession came very near. In
fact, some of the crowd were so close that | could easily have touched a few heads. Suddenly | had a
brilliant idea. | was going to snatch off some peopl e-s turbans!

| grabbed the wooden back scratcher that bel ongs to Hristos. Holding the window open with one hand
and the scratcher inthe other, | leaned forward, managing to reach the turban of a manin the crowd. | was
just about to pull the turban off when another man inadvertently |ooked up and saw me.

“Selamun aleykum,” | saluted, smiling fromear to ear.

-A Muslim in a tavern! Shame on you!ll the man roared. -Bor+ you know wine is the handiwork of
Sheitan”ll

| opened my mouth to answer, but before | could make a sound, something sharp whizzed by my head. |
realized in sheer horror that it was a stone. If | hadn+ ducked at the last second, it would have cracked my
skull. Instead it had shot through the open window, landing on the table of the Persian merchant sitting
behind me. Too tipsy to comprehend what had happened, the merchant held the stone in his hand,
examiningitasif it were an obscure message fromthe skies.

—Suleiman, close that window and go back to your table!ll Hristos bellowed, his voice hoarse with
worry.

—Bid you see what happened?ll | said as | staggered back toward my table. -Someone hurled a stone at
me. They could have killed me!ll

Hristos raised an eyebrow. ——m sorry, but what were you expecting? Don+ you know there are people
who dor+ want to see a Muslim in a tavern? And here you are displaying yourself, reeking of alcohal,
your nose glowing like ared lantern.|l

—S-so what?ll | stuttered. -Am | not a human bei ng?ll

Hristos patted me on the shoulder asif to say, Don’t be so touchy.

—¥ou know, thisis exactly why | abhor religion. All sorts of them! Religious people are so confident of
having God by their side that they think they are superior to everyone else,ll | said.

Hristos did not respond. He was a religious man, but also a skilled tavern owner who knew how to
soothe an incensed customer. He brought me another carafe of red wine and watched me as | guzzled it.
Outside, a wild wind blew, slamming shut the windows and scattering dry leaves left and right. For a
moment we stood still, listening carefully, asif there were a mel ody to be heard.

—+don+ understand why wine was forbidden in this world but promised in heaven,ll | said. -H its as



bad as they claim, why would they serve it in paradise?ll

—Questions, questions “ I Hristos murmured as he threw his hands up. —You are aways full of
guestions. Do you have to question everything?ll

—Of course | do. That-s why we were given a brain, don-t you thi nk?ll

—Suleiman, | have known you for a long time. You are not just any customer to me. You are my friend.
And | worry about you.ll

—HI befing |l | said, but Hristos interrupted me.

—¥ou are a good man, but your tongue is as sharp as a dagger. That-s what worries me. There are all
sorts of people in Konya. And it-s no secret that some of them don+ think highly of a Muslim who has
taken to drink. You need to learn to be careful in public. Hide your ways, and watch what you say. |l

| grinned. -May we top off this speech with a poem from Khayyim?li

Hristos heaved a sigh, but the Persian merchant who had overheard me exclaimed cheerfully, —¥es, we
want a poem from KhayyZm.ll

Other customers joined in, giving me a big round of applause. Motivated and slightly provoked, |
jumped onto a table and began to recite:

“Did God set grapes a-growing, do you think,
And at the same time make it a sin to drink?”

The Persian merchant yelled, -Of course not! That woul dn+ make any senselll

—Give thanks to Him who foreordained it thus
Surely He loves to hear the glasses clink!ll

If there was one thing these many years of drinking had taught me, it was that different people drank
differently. | knew people who drank gallons every night, and all they did was get merry, sing songs, and
then doze off. But then there were others who turned into monsters with a few drops. If the same drink
made some merry and tipsy and others wicked and aggressive, shouldn+ we hold the drinkers responsible
instead of the drink?

“Drink! for you know not whence you came, nor why;
Drink! for you know not why you go, nor where.”

Another round of applause followed. Even Hristos joined the excitement. In the Jewish quarter of
Konya, in a tavern owned by a Christian, we, a mixed bunch of wine lovers of al faiths, raised our
glasses and toasted together, hard though it was to believe, to a God who could love and forgive us even
when we ourselves clearly failed to do so.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, MAY 31, 2008

—Better safe than sorry, |l said the Web site. -€heck his shirts for lipstick stains, see if he comes home
smelling of unfamiliar perfumes.|l

This was the first time Ella Rubinstein had taken an online test, titled -How to Tell If Your Husband Is
Cheating on Youlll Although she found the questions tacky, by now she knew that life itself could
occasionally feel like one big clichg.

In spite of her final test score, Ella didn+ want to confront David on this metter. She still had not asked
him where he-d been on the nights he hadn+ come home. These days she spent most of her time reading
Sweet Blasphemy, using the novel as an excuse to cover up her silence. Her mind was so distracted that it
was taking her longer than usual to finish the book. Still, she was enjoying the story, and with every new
rule of Shams-s she mulled her life over.

When the children were around, she acted normal. They acted normal. However, the moment she and
David were aone, she caught her husband looking at her curiously, as if wondering what kind of wife
would avoid asking her husband where he-d spent the night. But the truth was that Ella didn+ want a piece
of information she wouldn+ know how to handle. The less she knew about her husband-s flings, the less
they would occupy her mind, she thought. It was true what they say about ignorance. It was bliss.

The only time that bliss had been disrupted was last Christmas, when a survey from a local hotel
arrived in their mailbox, addressed directly to David. Customer service wanted to know whether he was
happy with his stays. Ella | eft the | etter on the table, on top of a pile of mail, and that evening she watched
him take the letter out of the opened envel ope and read it.

—Ah, a guest evaluation form! The last thing | needed, |l David said, managing a half smile for her. ke
held a dental conference there last year. They must have included all the participants on their customer
list.

She believed him. At least the part of her that didn- like to rock the boat did. The other part of her was
cynical and distrustful. It was that same part that the next day found the hotel-s number and dialed it, just
to hear what she already knew: Neither this year nor the one before had they ever hosted a dental
conference.

Deep inside, Ella blamed herself. She hadn+ aged well, and she-€l gained consi derable weight over the
last six years. With every new pound, her sexual drive had declined a bit further. The cooking classes
rendered it more difficult to shed the extra pounds, though there were women in her group who cooked
more often, and better, and still remained half her size.

When she looked back at her life, she realized that rebellion had never suited her. She had never
smoked weed with boys behind closed doors, gotten kicked out of bars, used morning-after pills, thrown
fits, or lied to her mother. Never cut class. Never had teen sex. All around her, girls her age were having
abortions or putting their out-of-wedlock babies up for adoption, while she observed their stories as
though watching a TV program on famine in Ethiopia. It saddened Ella that such tragedies were unfolding
in the world, but the truth was that she never saw herself as sharing the same universe with those
unfortunate ones.

She had never been a party girl, not even as a teenager. She preferred to sit at home and read a good
book on a Friday night rather than whoop it up with strangers at some wild party.

-Why can+t you be like Ella?ll the mothers in the neighborhood asked their daughters. —See, she never



gets herself in trouble.ll

While their mothers adored her, the kids themselves saw her as a nerd with no sense of humor. No
wonder she wasrH very popular in high school. Once a classmate told her, —¥ou know what your
problemis? You take life so seriously. Y ou~e fucking boringtll

She listened carefully and said she would think about that.

Even her hairstyle hadn+ changed much over the year§ long, straight, honey-blond hair that she pulled
into an unrelenting bun or braided down her back. She wore little makeup, just a touch of reddish brown
li pstick and a moss green eyeliner, which according to her daughter did more to hide than to bring out the
gray-blue of her eyes. In any event, she never managed to draw two perfectly curved lines with the
eyeliner and often went out with the line on one eyelid | ooking thicker than that on the other.

Ella suspected that there must be something wrong with her. She was either too intrusive and pushy
(with regard to Jeannette-s marriage plans) or too passive and docile (with regard to her husband-s
flings). There was an Ella-the-control-freak and an Ella-the-hopel essly-meek. She could never tell which
one was about to emerge, or when.

And then there was a third Ella, observing everything quietly, waiting for her time to come. It was this
Ella who told her she was calm to the point of numbness but that underneath there was a strangled self,
harboring a fast freshet of anger and rebellion. If she kept going like this, the third Ella warned, she was
bound to expl ode someday. It was just a matter of time.

Contermpl ati ng these issues on the last day of May, Ella did something she hadn-t done in along while.
She prayed. She asked God to either provide her with a love that would absorb her whole being or else
make her tough and carel ess enough not to mind the absence of love in her life.

-Whichever one You choose, please be quick,ll she added as an afterthought. —-¥ou might have
forgotten, but I-m already forty. And as Y ou can see, | don carry my years well.|l



Desert Rose the Harlot

KONYA, OCTOBER 17, 1244

Breathless, | ran and ran along the narrow alley, unable to look back. My lungs burning, my chest
pounding, when | finally reached the busy bazaar, | dodged behind awall, almost collapsing. Only then
could | muster the courage to look behind me. To my great surprise and relief, there was only one person
following me: Sesame. He stopped beside me, out of breath, his hands dangling limply at his sides, his
expression bewildered and vexed, unable to comprehend why all of a sudden | had started running like
crazy through the streets of Konya.

Everything had happened so fast that it was only in the bazaar that | could put the pieces together. One
minute | was sitting in the mosque, absorbed in the sermon, drinking in Rumi-s pearls of wisdom. In my
trance | failed to notice that the lad next to me had accidentally stepped on the ends of the scarf covering
my face. Before | knew it, the scarf came loose and my turban slid aside, exposing my face and a bit of my
hair. | fixed the scarf swiftly and continued listening to Rumi, confident that nobody had noticed anything.
But when | raised my eyes again, | saw a young man in the front row looking at me intently. Square face,
|azy eye, sharp nose, sneering mouth. | recognized him. He was Baybars.

Baybars was one of those pesky customers none of the girls in the brothel wanted to sleep with. Some
men have a way of wanting to sleep with prostitutes and yet at the same time insulting them. He was such
a man. Always cracking lewd jokes, he had a terrible temper. Once he beat a girl so badly that even the
boss, who loved money more than anything, had to ask him to leave and never come back. But he kept
returning. At least for a few more months. Then, for some reason unbeknownst to me, he stopped visiting
the brothel, and we didn+ hear from him again. Now there he was, sitting in the front row, having grown a
full beard like a devout man but still with the same fierce sparklein his eyes.

| averted my gaze. But it was too | ate. He had recognized me.

Baybars whispered something to the man next to him, and then the two of them turned around and stared
at me. Next they pointed me out to someone el se, and one after another all the meninthat row stared in my
direction. | felt my face blush and my heart race, but | couldn- budge. Instead | clung to the childish hope
that if | stayed still and closed my eyes, the darkness would engulf us all, leaving nothing to worry aboui.

When | dared to open my eyes again, Baybars was pushing his way through the crowd toward me. |
made a dash for the door, but it was impossible to escape, surrounded as | was by a thick sea of people.
In aflash Baybars had reached me, so menacingly close | could smell his breath. Grabbing me by the arm,
he said between clenched teeth, “/hat i s a harl ot doing here? Dor+ you have any shame?ll

—Please“ please, let me go,ll | stammered, but | don+ think he even heard me.

His friends joined him. Tough, scary, confident, disdainful fellows, reeking of anger and vinegar,
raining insults on me. Everyone around turned to see what the commotion was about, and a few people
tsk-tsked disapprovingly, but nobody intervened. My body as listless as a lump of dough, | meekly let
them push me toward the exit. Once we reached the street, | hoped, Sesame would come to my aid, and if
worst came to worst, | would run away. But no sooner had we stepped into the street than the men grew
more belligerent and aggressive. | realized in horror that in the mosque, out of respect for the preacher
and the community, they had been careful not to raise their voices or shove me around, but outside on the
street there was nothing to stop them.

| had been through harder things in my life, and yet | doubt if | had ever felt so dejected before. After
years of hesitation, today | had taken a step toward God, and how had He responded? By kicking me out



of His house!

—+should never have gone there,ll | said to Sesame, my voice cracking like thinice. —Fhey—e right, you
know. A harlot has no place inamosque or a church or inany of His houses.li

—Bon+ say that!ll

When | turned around to see who had said this, | couldn+ believe my eyes. It was him, the wandering
hairless dervish. Sesame broke into a wide smile, delighted to see himagain. | lurched forward to kiss his
hands, but he stopped me midway. —Please don. |l

—But how can | thank you? | owe you so much,ll | beseeched.

He shrugged and looked uninterested. —¥ou owe me nothing,ll he said. ke are indebted to no other
than Him.ll

He introduced himself as Shams of Tabriz and then said the strangest thing ever: —Some people start
life with a perfectly glowing aura but then lose color and fade. You seem to be one of them. Once your
aura was whiter than lilies with specks of yellow and pink, but it faded over time. Now it is a pale
brown. Don+ you miss your original colors? Wouldn+ you like to unite with your essence?ll

| looked at him, feeling utterly lost in his words.

—¥our aura has lost its shine because all these years you have convinced yourself that you are dirty
inside and out.|l

—+am dirty,ll | said, biting my lip. -Bon+ you know what | do for aliving?l

—Allow meto tell you a story,ll Shams said. And thisis what he told me:

One day a prostitute passed by a street dog. The animal was panting under the hot sun, thirsty and
helpless. The prostitute immediately took off her shoe and filled it with water from the nearest well for
the dog. Then she went on her way. The next day she ran into a Sufi who was a man of great wisdom.
As soon as he saw her, he kissed her hands. She was shocked. But he told her that her kindness toward
the dog had been so genuine that all her sins had been pardoned there and then.

| understood what Shams of Tabriz was trying to tell me, but something inside me refused to believe
him. So | said, —ket me assure you, even if | fed all the dogs in Konya, it wouldn+t be enough for my
redemption.ll

—¥ou cannot know that; only God can. Besides, what makes you think any of those men who pushed you
out of the mosque today are closer to God?ll

—Evenif they are not closer to God, |l | replied, unconvinced, ~who will tell them that? Will you?ll

But the dervish shook his head. —No, that-s not the way the system works. It is you who needs to tell it
to them.

—Bo you think they would listen to me? Those men hate me.ll

—Fhey will listen,ll he said determinedly. -Because there is no such thing as -them—just as there is no
-1.—All you need to do is keep in mind how everything and everyone in this universe is interconnected.
We are not hundreds and thousands of different beings. We are all One.ll

| waited for himto explain, but instead he continued: —Hs one of the forty rules. If you want to change
the way others treat you, you should first change the way you treat yourself. Unless you learn to love
yourself, fully and sincerely, there is no way you can be loved. Once you achieve that stage, however,
be thankful for every thorn that others might throw at you. It is a sign that you will soon be showered
in roses.ll He paused briefly and then added, -How can you blame others for disrespecting you when you
think of yourself as unworthy of respect?l

| stood there unable to say aword as | felt my grip on what was real slip away. | thought about all the
men | had slept withf  the way they smelled, the way their callused hands felt, the way they cried when
they came.* | had seen nice boys turn into monsters and monsters turn into nice boys. Once | had a
customer who had the habit of spitting on prostitutes while he had sex with them. -Birty,ll he would say as
he spit into my mouth and all over my face. —¥ou dirty whore.ll



And here was this dervish telling me | was cleaner than fresh springwater. It felt like a tastel ess joke,
but when | forced myself to laugh, the sound didn-t pass through my throat, and | ended up suppressing a
sob.

—Fhe past isawhirlpool. If youlet it dominate your present moment, it will suck youin,ll said Shams as
if he had read my thoughts. —Fime isjust anillusion. What you need isto live this very moment. That is all
that matters.|l

Upon saying that, he took out a silk handkerchief from the inside pocket of his robe. |Keep it,Il he said.
—A good man in Baghdad gave it to me, but you need it more than | do. It will remind you that your heart is
pure and that you bear God within you.ll

With that, the dervish grabbed his staff and stood up, ready to go. —Just walk out of that brothel .II

—Where? How? | have no place to go.ll

—Fhat-s not a problem/|l Shams said, his eyes gleaming. “Fret not where the road will take you.
Instead concentrate on the first step. That’s the hardest part and that’s what you are responsible for.
Once you take that step let everything do what it naturally does and the rest will follow. Do not go
with the flow. Be the flow.”

| nodded. | didn- need to ask in order to understand that this, too, was one of the rules.



Suleiman the Drunk

KONYA, OCTOBER 17, 1244

Before midnight | downed my last drink and | eft the tavern.

—Remember what | said. Watch your tongue, I Hristos cauti oned as he waved good-bye.

| nodded, feeling fortunate to have a friend who cared about me. But as soon as | stepped into the dark,
empty street, | was seized by a kind of exhaustion such as | had never felt before. | wished | had taken a
bottle of wine with me. | could have used a drink.

As | tottered with my boots clacking on the broken cobblestones, the sight of the men in Rumi-s
procession crossed my mind. It pained me to recall the flicker of loathing in their eyes. If there was one
thing | hated most in the world, it was prudishness. | had been reprimanded by prim and proper people so
many times that even the memory of them was enough to send a shiver down my spine.

Struggling with these thoughts, | turned a corner and entered a side street. It was darker here because of
the massive trees towering above. As if that weren+t enough, the moon suddenly hid behind a cloud,
shrouding me in thick, dense darkness. Otherwise | would have noticed the two security guards
approaching me.

“Selamun aleykum,” | chimed, my voice coming out too merrily in the attempt to hide my anxiety.

But the guards didrn+ return my greeting. Instead they asked me what | was doing out on the streets at
this late hour.

—Just walking,ll I mumbled.

We stood face-to-face, anchored in an awkward silence pierced only by the howling of dogs far away.
One of the men took a step toward me and sniffed the air. —H stinks around here,ll he blurted ot.

—¥eah, it reeks of wine, |l the other guard confirmed.

| decided to treat the situation lightly. -Bon+t worry yourselves. The stench is only metaphorical. Since
itis only metaphorical wine that we Muslims are allowed to drink, the smell must also be metaphorical.ll

—What the hell is he raving about?ll the first guard grumbl ed.

Just then the moon came out from behind the cloud, covering us with its soft, pallid light. I could now
see the man facing me. He had a square face with a protruding chin, ice blue eyes, and a sharp nose. He
could have been handsome were it not for his lazy eye and the permanent scow! on his face.

—What are you doing on the streets at this hour?ll the man repeated. “Where are you coming from, and
where are you going?ll

| couldr+t help it. —Fhese are profound questions, son. If | knew the answers, | would have solved the
mystery of our purpose inthis world.ll

—Are you making fun of me, you filth?ll the guard demanded, frowning, and before | knew what was
happening, he took out awhip, crackingitintheair.

His gestures were so dramatically exaggerated that | chuckled. The next thing he did was to bring the
whip down on my chest. The strike was so sudden that | lost my balance and fell.

—Perhaps this will teach you some manners, |l the guard retorted as he passed his whip from one hand to
the other. -Bon-t you know drinkingis amgjor sin?ll

Evenwhen | felt the warmth of my own blood, even as my head swirled inasea of pain, | still couldnt
believe | had been lashed in the middle of the street by a man young enough to be my son.

—Fhen go ahead and punish me,ll | retorted. - God-s paradise is reserved for people of your kind, 1-d
rather burnin hell anyhow.l



Inafit of rage, the young guard started to whip me with all his might. | covered my face with my hands,
but it didn+ help much. A merry old song popped into my mind, forcing its way past my bloodied lips.
Determined not to show my misery, | sanglouder and louder with every crack of the whip:

“Kiss me, my beloved, peel my heart down to the core,
Your lips are as sweet as cherry wine, pour me some more.”

My sarcasm drove the guard into a deeper rage. The louder | sang, the harder he hit. | would never have
guessed there could be so much anger piled up inside one man.

—Fhat-s enough, Baybars!ll | heard the other guard yell in panic. —Stop it, mantll

As suddenly as it had started, the lashing stopped. | wanted to have the last word, say something
powerful and blunt, but the blood in my mouth muffled my voice. My stomach churned, and before | knew
it, | vomited.

—¥ou are awreck,ll Baybars reprimanded. —¥ ou have only yourself to blame for what | did to you.ll

They turned their backs on me and strode off into the night.

| don+ know how long | lay there. It could have been no more than a few minutes or the whole night.
Time lost its weight, and so did everything else. The moon hid behind the clouds, leaving me not only
without its light but also without a sense of who | was. Soon | was floating in limbo between life and
death and not caring where | would end up. Then the numbness started to wear off, and every bruise,
every welt, every cut on my body ached madly, washing me with wave after wave of pain. My head was
wobbly, my limbs sore. In that state | moaned like a wounded animal .

| must have blacked out. When | opened my eyes, my salwar was drenched in urine and every limb of
my body ached dreadfully. | was praying to God either to numb me or to provide me with drink when |
heard footsteps approaching. My heart skipped a beat. It could be a street urchin or a robber, even a
murderer. But then | thought, what did | have to fear? | had reached a point where nothing the night could
bring was scary anymore.

Out of the shadows walked a tall, slender dervish with no hair. He knelt down beside me and helped
me sit up. He introduced himself as Shams of Tabriz and asked my name.

—Suleiman the drunk of Konya at your service,ll | said as | plucked a loose tooth from my mouth. —Nice
to meet youl.ll

—¥ou are bleeding, Shams murmured as he started to wipe the blood off my face. -Not only on the
outside, but inside aswell.ll

Upon saying that, he took out a silver flask from the pocket of his robe. —Apply this ointment to your
wounds,|l he said. -A good man in Baghdad gave it to me, but you need it more than | do. However, you
should know that the wound inside you is deeper, and that is the one you should worry about. This will
remind you that you bear God within you.ll

—Fhank you,ll 1 heard myself stutter, touched by his kindness. —Fhat security guard “ he whipped me.
Hesaid | deservedit.ll

As soon as | uttered those words, | was struck by the childish whining in my voice and my need for
comfort and compassion.

Shams of Tabriz shook his head. —Fhey had no right to do that. Every individual is self-sufficient inhis
search for the divine. There is arule regarding this: We were all created in His image, and yet we were
each created different and unique. No two people are alike. No two hearts beat to the same rhythm. If
God had wanted everyone to be the same, He would have made it so. Therefore, disrespecting
differences and imposing your thoughts on others is tantamount to disrespecting God’s holy scheme.ll

—Fhat sounds good,|l | said, amazing myself by the ease in my voice. —-But don+ you Sufis ever doubt



anything about Him?ll

Shams of Tabriz smiled a tired smile. Ak do, and doubts are good. It means you are alive and
searching.ll

He spoke inalilting tone, exactly asif he were reciting from a book.

—Besides, one does not become a believer overnight. He thinks he is a believer; then something
happens in his life and he becomes an unbeliever; after that, he becomes a believer again, and then an
unbeliever again, and so on. Until we reach a certain stage, we constantly waver. This is the only way
forward. At each new step, we come closer to the Truth.ll

—H Hristos heard you talk like this, he would tell you to watch your tongue,ll | said. -He says not every
word isfit for every ear.ll

—Well, he-s got a point.Il Shams of Tabriz let out a brief laugh as he jumped to his feet. -€ome on, let
me take you home. We need to tend to your wounds and make sure you get some sleep. |l

He hel ped me get on my feet, but | could hardly walk. Without hesitati on the dervish lifted me as though
| weighed nothing and took me on his back.

—+warnyou, | stink,ll I mumbled in shame.

—Fhat-s all right, Suleiman, don+ worry.ll

In this way, never minding the blood, urine, or stench, the dervish carried me along the narrow streets
of Konya. We passed by houses and shacks plunged in deep slumber. Dogs barked at us, loudly and
ferociously, from behind the garden walls, informing everyone of our presence.

—+ have always been curious about the mention of wine in Sufi poetry,ll | said. s it rea or
metaphorical wine that the Sufis praise?ll

—What difference does it make, my friend?ll Shams of Tabriz asked before he dropped me off in front of
my house. “There is a rule that explains this: When a true lover of God goes into a tavern, the tavern
becomes his chamber of prayer, but when a wine bibber goes into the same chamber, it becomes his
tavern. In everything we do, it is our hearts that make the difference, not our outer appearances. Sufis
do not judge other people on how they look or who they are. When a Sufi stares at someone, he keeps
both eyes closed and instead opens a third eye—the eye that sees the inner realm.ll

Alone in my house after this long and exhausting night, | pondered what had transpired. As miserable as
| felt, somewhere deep inside me there was a blissful tranquillity. For a fleeting moment, | caught a
glimpse of it and yearned to remain there forever. At that moment | knew there was a God after all, and
Heloved me.

Though | was sore, sore al over, strangely enough | was not hurti ng anymore.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, JUNE 3, 2008

Beach Boys tunes streaming through their open windows, university students drove past, their faces
sporting early-summer tans. Ella watched, numb to their happiness, as her mind reverted to the events of
the past few days. First she had found Spirit dead in the kitchen, and although she-d told herself many
times to be ready for this moment, she was sei zed by not only a profound grief but al so a sense of
vulnerability and loneliness, as if losing her dog had the effect of throwing her out into the world all by
herself. Then she found out that Orly was suffering from bulimia and that almost everyone in her class
knew about it. This brought awave of guilt to Ella, leading her to have doubts about her relationship with
her younger daughter and to question her record as a mother. Guilt was not anew element in Ellas
repertoire of feelings, but this | oss of confidence in her mothering was,

During this time Ella started exchanging multiple e-mails with Aziz Z. Zahara every day. Two, three,
sometimes up to five. She wrote to him about everything, and, to her surprise, he was aways prompt to
respond. How he could find the time or even an Internet connection to check his e-mails while traveling in
remote places was beyond Ella. But it didn take her long to become addicted to his words. Soon she
was checking her e-mail at every opportunityf first thing in the morning and then again after breakfast,
when she came back from her morning walk and while she was making lunch, before she went out to run
errands and even during them, by stopping at Internet cafgcs. While she was watching her favorite TV
shows, chopping tomatoes at the Fusion Cooking Club, talking on the phone with her friends, or listening
to her twins rant about school and homework, she kept her laptop on and her mailbox open. When there
were no new messages from Aziz, she reread the old ones. And every time she received a new message
from him, she couldn+ help breaking into a smile, half gleeful, half embarrassed by what was taking
place. For something was taking place.

Soon exchanging e-mails with Aziz made Ellafeel that she was somehow breaking away from her staid
and tranquil life. From a woman with lots of dull grays and browns on her life-s canvas, she was turning
into awoman with a secret colorf abright, tantalizing red. And she loved it.

Aziz was no man for small pleasantries. To him, people who had not made their heart their primary
guide to life, who could not open up to love and follow its path the way a sunflower follows the sun, were
not really alive. (Ella wondered if this might put her on his list of inanimate objects.) Aziz didn+ write
about the weather or the latest movie he had seen. He wrote about other things, deeper things, like life and
death, and above all love. Ella was not used to expressing her feelings on such issues, especially to a
stranger, but perhaps it took a stranger to make a woman like her speak her mind.

If there was a trace of flirtation in their exchange, Ella thought, it was an innocent one that might do
them both good. They could flirt with each other, positioning themselves in distant corners within the
infinite maze of cyberspace. Thanks to this exchange, she hoped to regain a portion of the sense of worth
she had lost during her marriage. Aziz was that rare type of man a woman could love without |osing her
self-respect. And perhaps he, too, could find something pleasing in being the center of attention of a
middle-aged American woman. Cyberspace both magnified and mellowed offline behaviors, providing an
opportunity to flirt without guilt (which she didn+ want because she aready had too much) and an
adventure without risks (which she did want because she never had any). It was like nibbling on
forbidden fruit without having to worry about the extra calorie§  there were no consequences.

So maybe it was blasphemy for a married woman with children to write intimate e-mails to a stranger,



but given the platonic nature of their relationship, Ella deduced, it was sweet blasphemy.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, JUNE 5, 2008

Beloved Aziz,

In one of your earlier e-mails, you said the idea that we could contral the course of our lives through rational choices was as absurd as a
fish trying to control the ocean in which it swam. | thought about your next sentence a lot: —Fhe idea of a Knowing Self has generated
not only false expectations but also disappointments in places where life does not match our expectations. |l

And now it-s time for me to confess: |-m a hit of a control freak myself. At least that-s what people who know me best will tell you.
Until recently | was a very strict mom. | had a lot of rules (and believe me, they-re not as nice as your Sufi rules!), and there was no
bargaining with me. Once my eldest daughter accused me of adopting the strategy of a guerrilla. She said | dug into their lives and from
my trench | tried to capture every errant thought or desire that they might have!

Remember the song -Que Serf3, Serf3ll? Well, | guess it has never been my song. “What will be, will bell has never sat right with me;
| just cant go with the flow. | know youe a religious person, but I-m not. Though as a family we celebrate the Sabbath every so often,
personally | don+ even remember the last time | prayed. (Oops, | do now. In my kitchen just two days ago, but that doesn+ count,
because it was more like complaining to a higher Self.)

There was a time back in college when | got hooked on Eastern spirituality and did some reading on Buddhism and Tacism. | had
even made plans with an eccentric girlfriend to spend a month at an ashram in India, but that phase of my life didn+ last long. As
inviting as the mystic teachings were, | thought they were too compliant and inapplicable to modern life. Since then | haven+ changed
my mind.

| hope my aversion to religion worHt offend you. Please see it as a confession long overdue from someone who cares about you.

Warmly,
Ella

Dear guerrilla Ella,

Y our e-mail found me as | was getting ready to leave Amsterdam for Malawi. | have been assigned to take pictures of the people ina
village where AIDS is rampant and most children are orphans.

Now, if everything goes well, 14l be back in four days. Can | hope so? Yes. Can | contral it? No! All | can do is take my laptop with
me, try to find a good Internet connection, and hope that | will live another day. The rest is not in my hands. And this is what the Sufis
call the fifth element’ the void. The inexplicable and uncontrollable divine element that we as human beings cannot comprehend and
yet should always be aware of. | don+ believe in —actionll if by that you mean doing nothing at all and showing no deep interest in life.
But | do believe in respecting the fifth element.

| believe we each make a covenant with God. | know that | did. When | became a Sufi, | promised God to do my part to the best of
my ability and leave the rest to Him and Him only. | accepted the fact that there are things beyond my limits. | can see only some parts,
like floating fragments from a movie, but the bigger scheme is beyond my comprehension.

Now, you think | am a religious man. But | am not.

| am spiritual, which is different. Religiosity and spirituality are not the same thing, and | believe that the gap between the two has
never been greater than it is today. When | look at the world, | see a deepening quandary. On the one hand, we believe in the freedom
and power of the individual regardless of God, government, or society. In many ways human beings are becoming more self-centered
and the world is becoming more materialistic. On the other hand, humanity as a whole is becoming more spiritual. After relying on
reason for so long, we seem to have reached a point where we acknowledge the limits of the mind.

Today, just as in medieval times, there is an explosion of interest in spirituality. More and more people in the West are trying to carve
out a space for spirituality in the midst of their busy lives. But though they intend well, their methods are often inadequate. Spirituality is
not yet another dressing for the same old dish. It is not something we can add to our life without making major changes there.

| know you like to cook. Did you know that Shams says the world is a huge cauldron and something big is cooking in it? We don+
know what yet. Everything we do, feel, or think is an ingredient in that mixture. We need to ask ourselves what we are adding to the
cauldron. Are we adding resentments, animosities, anger, and violence? Or are we adding love and harmony?

How about you, dear Ella? What ingredients do you think you are putting in the callective stew of humanity? Whenever | think about
you, the ingredient | add is a big smile.



With love,
Azz



PART THREE

Wind

THE THINGS THAT SHIFT, EVOLVE, AND CHALLENGE



The Zealot

KONYA, OCTOBER 19, 1244

Below my open window, dogs were barking and growling. | propped myself up in bed, suspecting they
must have noticed a robber trying to break into a house, or some dirty drunk passing by. Decent people
cannot sleep in peace anymore. There is debauchery and lechery everywhere. It wasn+ always like this.
Thistown was a safer place until afew years ago. Moral corruptionis no different from a ghastly disease
that comes without warning and spreads fast, infecting the rich and the poor, the old and the young alike.
Suchis the state of our town today. If it werent for my position at the madrassa, | would hardly leave my
house.

Thank God there are people who put the interests of the community before their own and work day and
night to enforce order. People like my young nephew, Baybars. My wife and | are proud of him. It is
comforting to know that at this late hour, when villains, criminals, and drunks go on a rampage, Baybars
and his fellow security guards patrol the town to protect us.

Upon my brother-s early death, | became the primary guardian for Baybars. Young, adamant, he started
working as a security guard six months ago. Gossipmongers claimed that it was thanks to my position as a
madrassa teacher that he was abl e to get the job. Nonsense! Baybars is strong and brave enough to qualify
for the job. He would also have made an excellent soldier. He wanted to go to Jerusalem to fight against
the Crusaders, but my wife and | thought it was time for himto settle down and start afamily.

—We need you here, son,ll | said. —Fhere is so much to fight against here, too.ll

Indeed there was. Just this morning | told my wife we were living in difficult times. It is no coincidence
that every day we hear of a new tragedy. If the Mongols have been this victorious, if the Christians could
succeed in furthering their cause, if town after town, village after village is sacked by the enemies of
Islam, it is because of the people who are Muslims in name only. When people lose hold of the rope of
God, they are bound to go astray. The Mongols were sent as a puni shment for our sins. If not the Mongols,
it would have been an earthquake, a famine, or a flood. How many more calamities do we have to
experience for the sinners in this town to get the message and repent their ways? Next | fear stones will
rain down from above. One day soon we might all be wiped out, walking in the footsteps of the residents
of Sodom and Gomorrah.

And these Sufis, they are such a bad influence. How dare they call themselves Muslims when they say
things no Muslim should even think of? It boils my blood to hear them utter the name of the Prophet, peace
be upon him, to promote their silly views. They claim that following a war campaign, the Prophet
Muhammad had announced that his people were henceforth abandoning the small jihad for the greater
jihad the struggle against one-s own ego. Sufis argue that ever since then the ego is the only adversary a
Muslim should be warring against. Sounds nice, but how is that going to help to fight the enemies of
Islam? | wonder.

The Sufis go as far as claiming that the shariais merely a stage on the way. What stage, | say, what are
they speaking of? As if that werent alarming enough, they argue that an enlightened person cannot be
bound by the rules of early stages. And since they like to think of themselves as having already reached a
supreme level, they use this as a poor excuse to disregard the rules of the sharia. Drinking, dancing,
music, poetry, and painting seem more vital to them than religious duties. They keep preaching that since
there is no hierarchy in Islam, everyone is entitled to his own personal quest for God. It all sounds
inoffensive and harmless, but after one wades through the boring verbosity, one discovers that there is a



sinister side to their message: that there is no need to pay attention to religious authorities!

As far as the Sufis are concerned, the holy Qur-an is replete with obscure symbols and layered
alusions, each of which ought to be interpreted in a mystic way. So they examine how every word
vibrates to a number, study the hidden meaning of numbers, and ook out for veiled references in the text,
doing everything intheir power to avoid reading God-s message, plain and clear.

Some Sufis even say that human beings are the Speaking Qur-an. If this isn+t sheer blasphemy, | don+
know what is. Then there are the wandering dervishes, another troubled category of misfits. Qalandaris,
Haydaris, Camii§ they—+e known under all sorts of names. |-d say they are the worst. What good could
come out of a man who cannot settle down? If a man has no sense of belonging, he can drift in every
direction, like adry leaf inthe wind. The perfect victimfor Sheitan.

Philosophers are no better than the Sufis. They ruminate and ruminate as if their limited minds could
grasp the incomprehensibility of the universe! Thereis a story that i s indicative of the conspiracy between
the phil osophers and the Sufis.

A philosopher met a dervish one day, and they instantly hit it off. The two talked for days on end,
completing each other’s sentences.

Finally, when they parted company, the philosopher reported of the conversation, “All that I know,
he sees.”

Next the Sufi gave his account: “All that I see, he knows.”

So the Sufi thinks he sees, and the philosopher thinks he knows. In my opinion they see nothing and
know nothing. Don+ they realize that as simple, limited, and ultimately mortal human beings, we are not
expected to know more than we should? The most a human being is capable of attaining is a mere
smattering of informati on about the Almighty. That-s all. Our task is not to interpret God-s teachings but to
obey them.

When Baybars comes home, we will talk about these matters. It has become a habit, our small ritual.
Every night after his shift, he eats the soup and flatbread that my wife serves him, and we engage in
conversation about the state of things. It pleases me to see what a good appetite he has. He needs to be
strong. A young, principled guy like him has much work to do in this ungodly town.



Shams

KONYA, OCTOBER 30, 1244

Before | met Rumi, just one night prior, | sat on my balcony at the Inn of Sugar Vendors. My heart rejoi ced
at the magnificence of the universe God had created in His image, so that everywhere we turned, we
could both seek and find Him. And yet human beings rarely did that.

| recalled the individuals | had mef the beggar, the prostitute, and the drunk. Ordinary people who
suffered from a common mal ady: separation from the One. These were the kind of peopl e that the scholars
failled to see while sitting in their ivory towers. | wondered if Rumi was any different. If not, | made a
note to myself that | should be a conduit between him and the underbel ly of society.

The town had finally gone to sleep. It was that time of night when even the nocturnal animals are
rel uctant to disturb the reigning peace. It always made me both immensely sad and elated to listen to a
town sleep, wondering what sorts of stories were being lived behind closed doors, what sorts of stories |
could have lived had | chosen another path. But | hadn+ made any choice. If anything, the path had chosen
me.

| remembered atale. A wandering dervish arrived in a town where the natives didn’t trust strangers.
“Go away!” they shouted at him. “No one knows you here!”

The dervish calmly responded, “Yes, but I know myself, and believe me, it would have been much
worse if it were the other way round.”

Aslongas| knew myself, | would be all right. Whosoever knows himself, knows the One.

The moon showered me withitswarmglow. A light rain, as delicate as a silk scarf, beganto fall onthe
town. | thanked God for this blessed moment and left myself in His hands. The fragility and brevity of life
struck me once again, and | recalled another rule: Life is a temporary loan, and this world is nothing but
a sketchy imitation of Reality. Only children would mistake a toy for the real thing. And yet human
beings either become infatuated with the toy or disrespectfully break it and throw it aside. In this life
stay away from all kinds of extremities, for they will destroy your inner balance.

Sufis do not go to extremes. A Sufi always remains mild and moderate.

Tomorrow morning | will go to the big mosque and listen to Rumi. He can be as great a preacher as
everyone says, but in the end the breadth and scope of every speaker are determined by those of his
audience. Rumi-s words might be like a wild garden, full of teasels, herbs, spruces, and shrubs, but it is
always up to the visitor to pick his fancy. While pretty flowers are instantly plucked, few people pay
attention to plants with thorns and prickles. But the truth is, great medi cines are often made from these.

IsrH it the same with the garden of love? How can love be worthy of its name if one selects solely the
pretty things and |eaves out the hardships? It is easy to enjoy the good and dislike the bad. Anybody can
do that. The real challenge is to love the good and the bad together, not because you need to take the rough
with the smooth but because you need to go beyond such descriptions and accept love inits entirety.

There is only one more day before | meet my companion. | cannot sl eep.

Oh, Rumi! The king of the realm of words and meanings!

Will you know me when you see me?

See me!



Rumi

KONYA, OCTOBER 31, 1244

Blessed isthis day, for | have met Shams of Tabriz. Onthis last day of October, the air has a new chill
and the winds blow stronger, announcing the departure of autumn.

This afternoon the mosque was packed, as usual. While preaching to large crowds, | always take care
to neither forget nor remember my audience. And there is only one way of doing this: to imagine the
crowd as one single person. Hundreds of people listen to me every week, but | always talk to one person
alond the one who hears my words echo in his heart and who knows me like no other.

When | walked out of the mosque afterward, | found my horse readied for me. The animal-s mane had
been braided with strands of gold and tiny silver bells. | enjoyed listening to the tinkling of the bells at
every step, but with so many people blocking the way it was impossible to proceed very fast. In a
measured pace, we passed by shabby stores and houses with thatched roofs. The calls of the petitioners
mingled with the cries of children and the shouts of beggars eager to earn a few coins. Most of these
people wanted me to pray for them; some simply wished to walk close to me. But there were others who
had come with bigger expectations, asking me to heal them of a terminal illness or an evil spell. These
were the ones who worried me. How could they not see that, neither a prophet nor a sage, | was incapable
of performing miracles?

As we turned a corner and approached the Inn of Sugar Vendors, | noticed a wandering dervish push
his way through the crowd, strutting directly toward me and regarding me with piercing eyes. His
movements were deft and focused, and he exuded an aura of self-sufficient competence. He had no hair.
No beard. No eyebrows. And though his face was as open as a man-s face could ever be, his expression
was inscrutable.

But it wasrH his appearance that intrigued me. Over the years | had seen wandering dervishes of all
sorts pass through Konya in their quest for God. With striking tattoos, multiple earrings and nose rings,
most of these people enjoyed having —dnrulyll written all over them. They either wore their hair very long
or shaved it off completely. Some Qalandaris even had their tongues and nipples pierced. So when | saw
the dervishfor the first time, it wasn+ his outer shell that startled me. It was, | dare to say, his gaze.

His black eyes blazing at me sharper than daggers, he stood in the middle of the street and raised his
arms high and wide, as if he wanted to halt not only the procession but also the flow of time. | felt ajolt
run through my body, like a sudden intuition. My horse got nervous and started to snort loudly, jerking its
head up and down. | tried to calmit, but it got so skittish thet I, too, felt nervous.

Before my eyes the dervish approached my horse, which was shying and dancing about, and whispered
something inaudible to it. The animal started to breathe heavily, but when the dervishwaved hishand ina
final gesture, it instantly quieted down. A wave of excitement rippled through the crowd, and | heard
someone mutter, —Fhat-s black magic!ll

Oblivious to his surroundings, the dervish eyed me curiously. —-© great scholar of East and West, | have
heard so much about you. | came here today to ask you a question, if | may?ll

—60 ahead, |l | said under my breath.

—Well, you need to get down from your horse first and be on the same level with me.ll

| was so stunned to hear this that | couldn+ speak for a moment. The people around me seemed equally
taken aback. No one had ever dared to address me like this before.

| felt my face burn and my stomach turn with irritation, but I managed to control my ego and dismounted



my horse. The dervish had aready turned his back and was walking away.

—Hey, wait, pleaselll | yelled as | caught up with him. 4~warnt to hear your question.ll

He stopped and turned around, smiling at me for the first time. —All right, do tell me, please, which of
the two is greater, do you think: the Prophet Muhammead or the Sufi Bistami ?ll

—What kind of a questionis that?ll | said. -How can you compare our venerated Prophet, may peace be
upon him, the last in the line of prophets, with an infamous mystic?l

A curious crowd had gathered around us, but the dervish didn+ seem to mind the audience. Still
studying my face carefully, he insisted, —Pl ease think about it. Didn+ the Prophet say, -Forgive me, God, |
couldn- know Thee as | should have,—while Bistami pronounced, -Glory be to me, | carry God inside my
cloak-2? If one man feels so small inrelation to God while another man claims to carry God inside, which
of thetwo is greater?ll

My heart pulsed in my throat. The question didn+ seem so absurd anymore. In fact, it felt as if a vell
had been lifted and what awaited me underneath was an intriguing puzzle. A furtive smile, like a passing
breeze, crossed the lips of the dervish. Now | knew he was not some crazy lunatic. He was a man with a
guestiorf aquestion | hadn+ thought about before.

—+see what you are trying to say,ll | began, not wanting him to hear so much as a quaver in my voice.
—H | compare the two statements and tell you why, even though Bistami-s statement sounds higher, itisin
fact the other way round.ll

—+amall ears,|l the dervish said.

—¥ou see, God-s love is an endl ess ocean, and human beings strive to get as much water as they can out
of it. But at the end of the day, how much water we each get depends on the size of our cups. Some people
have barrels, some buckets, while some others have only got bowls.ll

As | spoke, | watched the dervishs expression change from subtle scorn to open acknowledgment and
fromthere into the soft smile of someone recognizing his own thoughts in the words of another.

—Bistami-s container was relatively small, and his thirst was quenched after a mouthful. He was happy
in the stage he was at. It was wonderful that he recognized the divine in himself, but even then there still
remains a distinction between God and Self. Unity is not achieved. As for the Prophet, he was the Elect of
God and had a much bigger cup to fill. Thisiswhy God asked himin the Qur-an, Have we not opened up
your heart? His heart thus widened, his cup immense, it was thirst upon thirst for him. No wonder he
said, -We do not know Y ou as we shoul d,—al though he certainly knew Him as no other did.ll

Breaking into a good-natured grin, the dervish nodded and thanked me. He then placed his hand on his
heart in a gesture of gratitude and stayed like that for a few seconds. When our eyes met again, | noticed
that a trace of gentleness had crept into his gaze.

| stared past the dervish into the pearl gray landscape that was typical of our town at this time of the
year. A few dry leaves skittered around our feet. The dervish looked at me with renewed interest, and in
the dying light of the setting sun, for a split second, | could swear that | saw an amber aura around him.

He bowed to me respectfully. And | bowed to him. | don+ know how long we stood like that, the sky
hanging violet above our heads. After a while the crowd around us began to stir nervously, having
watched our exchange with an astoni shment that verged on disapproval. They had never seen me bow to
anyone before, and the fact that | had done so for a simple wandering Sufi had come as a shock to some
peopl e, including my closest disciples.

The dervish must have sensed the censure inthe air.

—d better go now and leave you to your admirers,ll he said, his voice dwindling to a velvety timbre,
almost a whisper.

-Wait,ll | objected. -Bon+ go, please. Stay!ll

| glimpsed a trace of thoughtfulness in his face, a wistful pucker of the lips, asif he wanted to say more
but simply couldn+ or wouldn. And in that moment, in that pause, | heard the question he hadn+ asked



me.

And how about you, great preacher? Tell me, how big is your cup?

Then there was nothing el se to say. We ran out of words. | took a step toward the dervish, getting so
close | could see the flecks of gold in his black eyes. Suddenly | was overcome with a strange feeling, as
if | had lived this moment before. Not once, but more than a dozen times. | started to remember bits and
pieces. A tall, slender man with aveil on his face, his fingers aflame. And then | knew. The dervish who
stood across from me was no other than the man | had been seeing in my dreans.

| knew that | had found my companion. But instead of feeling ecstatic with joy, as | always thought |
would be, | was seized by cold dread.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, JUNE 8, 2008

Bel eaguered by questions and lacking answers, Ellafound that there were many things that surprised her
about her correspondence with Aziz, particularly the fact that it was happening. The two of themwere so
different in every respect that she wondered what they could possibly have in common to e-mail each
other about so frequently.

Azizwas like ajigsaw puzzle she aimed to compl ete piece by piece. With every new e-mail from him,
another piece of that puzzle fell into place. Ella had yet to see the entire picture, but by now she had
discovered afew things about the man she-d been corresponding with.

She had learned from his blog that Aziz was a professional photographer and an avid globe-trotter who
found navigating his way through the farthest corners of the world as natural and easy as taking a stroll
around the neighborhood park. A relentless nomad at heart, he had been everywhere, equally at home in
Siberia, Shanghai, Calcutta, and Casablanca. Traveling with only a backpack and a reed flute, he had
made friends in places Ella couldn+ even find on the map. Uncompromising border guards, the
impossibility of getting a visa from hostile governments, waterborne parasitic diseases, intestinal
disorders due to contaminated food, the danger of being mugged, clashes between government troops and
rebel§ nothing could hold him back fromtraveling east and west, north and south.

Ella thought Aziz was a gushing waterfall. Where she feared to step, he surged full blast. Where she
hesitated and worried before acting, he acted first and worried later, if he ever worried at all. He had an
animated personality, too much idealism and passion for one body. He wore many hats and he wore them
well.

Ella saw herself as a liberal, opinionated Democrat, a nonpracticing Jew, and an aspiring vegetarian
who was determined to cut al sorts of meat from her meals one day. She separated issues into clear-cut
categories, organizing her world pretty much as she organized her house, neat and tidy. Her mind operated
with two mutually exclusive and equally lengthy lists: the things she liked versus the things she hated.

Though she was by no means an atheist and enjoyed performing a few rituals every now and then, Ella
believed that the mgjor problem consuming the world today, just as in the past, was religion. With their
unparalleled arrogance and sel f-proclaimed belief in the supremacy of their ways, religious people got on
her nerves. Fanatics of all religions were bad and unbearable, but deep inside she thought that fanati cs of
Islamwere the worst.

Aziz, however, was a spiritual man who took matters of religion and faith seriously, stayed away from
al contemporary politics, and didn-t —hatell anything or anyone. A die-hard meat eater, he said he would
never refuse a plate of well-cooked shish kebab. He had converted to Islam from atheism in the mid-
1970s, as he jokingly put it, —sometime after Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and before Cat Stevens.ll Ever since
then he had shared bread with hundreds of mystics from every country and religion, and he declared them
—brothers and sisters al ong the path.ll

A committed pacifist with strong humanitarian views, Aziz believed that all religious wars were in
essence a-Hnguistic problem.ll Language, he said, did more to hide than reveal the Truth, and as a result
peopl e constantly misunderstood and misjudged one another. In a world beset with mistranslations, there
was no use in being resolute about any topic, because it might as well be that even our strongest
convictions were caused by a simple misunderstanding. In general, one shouldn+ be too rigid about
anything because —te live meant to constantly shift colors.li



Aziz and Ellalived in different time zones. Literally and metaphorically. For her, time primarily meant
the future. She spent a considerabl e part of her days obsessing over plans for the next year, the next month,
the next day, or even the next minute. Even for things as trivial as shopping or replacing a broken chair,
Ella planned every detail in advance and went around with meticulous schedules and to-do lists in her
bag.

For Azz, on the other hand, time centered on this very moment, and anything other than now was an
illusion. For the same reason, he believed that love had nothing to do with —plans for tomorrowll or
—emories of yesterday.ll Love could only be here and now. One of his earlier e-mails to her had ended
with this note: —++am a Sufi, the child of the present moment.ll

—What a bizarre thing to say,ll Ellawrote him back, -t a woman who has aways put too much thought
into the past and even more thought into the future but somehow never even touched the present moment. |l



Aladdin

KONYA, DECEMBER 16, 1244

By the fates | wasn there when the dervish crossed my father—s path. | had gone deer hunting with several
friends and came back only the next day. By then my father-s encounter with Shams of Tabriz was the talk
of the town. Who was this dervish, people gossiped, and how come an erudite man like Rumi had taken
him seriously, to the point of bowing down to him?

Ever since | was a boy, | had watched people kneel in front of my father and had never imagined that it
could be any other wayf that is, unless the other person was a king or a grand vizier. So | refused to
believe half the things | heard and didn let the gossip get under my skin, until | arrived home and Kerra,
my stepmother, who never lies and never exaggerates, confirmed the whole story. Yes, it was true, a
wandering dervish named Shams of Tabriz had challenged my father in public, and, what-s more, he was
now staying in our house.

Who was this stranger who had plummeted into our lives like a mysterious rock hurled from the sky?
Eager to see himwith my own eyes, | asked Kerra, -So where is this man?ll

—Be quiet, Il Kerrawhispered, alittle nervously. —¥our father and the dervish are inthe library.ll

We could hear the far hum of their voices, though it was impossible to make out what they were talking
about. | headed in that direction, but Kerra stopped me.

—+am afraid you will have to wait. They asked not to be disturbed.ll

For the whol e day, they didn+ come out of the library. Neither the next day nor the one following. What
could they possibly be talking about? What could someone like my father and a simple dervish have in
common?

A week passed, then another. Every morning Kerra prepared breakfast and left it on a tray in front of
their door. No matter what delicacies she prepared for them, they refused it all, content with only a slice
of bread in the morning and a glass of goat-s milk in the evening.

Perturbed, jittery, | was grabbed by anill mood during this period. At various hours throughout the day,
| tried every hole and crack in the door to peep inside the library. Never minding what would happen if
they suddenly opened the door and found me eavesdropping there, | spent a lot of time hunched over,
trying to comprehend what they were talking about. But all | could hear was a low murmuring. | coul dn-
see much either. The room was shadowy, on account of the curtains being half closed. Without much to
see or hear, | allowed my mind busily to fill in the silences, fabricating the conversations they must be
having.

Once Kerra found me with my ear to the door, but she didn+ say anything. By this time she was more
desperate than | to learn what was going on. Women can+ help their curiosity; itisintheir nature.

But it was a different story when my brother, Sultan Walad, caught me eavesdropping. He gave me a
burning look, his face turning sour.

—¥ou have no right to spy on other people, especially not on your father,ll he reprimanded.

| shrugged. —-Honestly, brother, doesn+ it bother you that our father spends his time with a stranger? It
has been more than a month now. Father has brushed his family aside. Doesn+ that upset you?ll

—Our father hasn+ brushed anyone aside,ll my brother said. -He found a very good friend in Shams of
Tabriz. Instead of nagging and complaining like a toddler, you should be happy for our father. If you truly
love him, that is.lI

That was the sort of thing only my brother could say. | was used to his peculiarities, so | did not take



umbrage at his scathing remarks. Always the nice boy, he was the darling of the family and the
nei ghborhood, my father-s favorite son.

Exactly forty days after my father and the dervish had cloistered themselves in the library, something
strange happened. | was crouched at the door again, eavesdropping on a thicker silence than usual, when
all of asudden | heard the dervish speak up.

—H has been forty days since we retreated here. Every day we discussed another of The Forty Rules of
the Religion of Love. Now that we are done, | think we-d better go out. Your absence might have upset
your family.ll

My father objected. -Bon+t worry. My wife and sons are mature enough to understand that | might need
to spend some time away fromthem.ll

-Well, | dor+ know anything about your wife, but your two boys are as different as night and day;
Shams responded. —Fhe older one walks in your footsteps, but the younger one, | am afraid, marches to a
different drummer altogether. His heart is darkened with resentment and envy.ll

My cheeks burned with anger. How could he say such awful things about me when we hadr+ even met?

—He thinks | don+t know him, but | do,ll said the dervish a little while later. “While he was crouching
with his ear to the door, watching me through peephol es, | was watching him, too.ll

| felt a sudden chill pass across me as every hair on my arms stood on end. Without giving it another
thought, | thrust the door open and stomped into the room. My father-s eyes widened with
incomprehension, but it didn take long for his shock to be replaced by anger.

—Aladdin, have you lost your mind? How dare you disturb us like thistll my father thundered.

Ignoring that question, | pointed at Shams and exclaimed, “Why don- you first ask him how he dares to
talk about me like thatll

My father didn+ say a word. He just looked at me and drew in a deep breath, as if my presence were a
heavy burden on his shoulders.

—Please, Father, Kerra misses you. And so do your students. How can you turn your back on all your
loved ones for alousy dervish?ll

As soon as those words came out of my mouth, | regretted them, but it was too late. My father stared at
me with disappointment in his eyes. | had never seen himlike this before.

—Aladdin, do yourself afavor. Get out of herd this minute,ll my father said. -Go into a quiet place and
think about what you did. Do not talk to me until you have | ooked inside and recognized your mistake. |l

—But, Fatherf |l

—Just get out!ll my father repeated, turning away from me.

With a sinking heart, | | eft the room, my pal ms wet, my knees trembling.

At that moment it dawned upon me that in some incomprehensible way our lives had changed, and
nothing would be the same again. Since the death of my mother eight years ago, this was the second time |
had felt abandoned by a parent.



Rumi

KONYA, DECEMBER 18, 1244

Batm Allah—the hidden face of God. Open my mind so I may see the Truth.

When Shams of Tabriz asked me that question about the Prophet Muhammad and the Sufi Bistami, | felt
as though we were the only two people left on the face of the earth. In front of us extended the seven
stages onthe Path to Truti  seven magamat every ego had to go throughin order to attain Oneness.

The first stage is the Depraved Nafs, the most primitive and common state of being, when the soul is
entrapped in worldly pursuits. Most human beings are stuck there, struggling and suffering in the service
of their ego but always hol ding others responsi ble for their conti nuing unhappi ness.

If and when a person becomes aware of the ego-s abased situation, by starting to work on himself, he
can move to the next stage, which in a way is the opposite of the previous one. Instead of blaming other
people all the time, the person who has reached this stage blames himself, sometimes to the point of self-
effacement. Herein the ego becomes the Accusing Nafs and thus starts the journey toward inner
purification.

In the third stage, the person is more mature and the ego has evolved into the Inspired Nafs. It isonly at
this level, and not anytime before, that one can experience the true meaning of the word —surrenderll and
roam the Valley of Knowledge. Anyone who has made it this far will possess and display patience,
perseverance, wisdom, and humility. The world will feel new and full of inspiration. Neverthel ess, many
of the people who reach the third level feel an urge to dwell here, losing the will or the courage to go
further. That iswhy, as beautiful and blessed asit s, the third stage is atrap for the one who aims higher.

Those who manage to go further reach the Valley of Wisdom and come to know the Serene Nafs. Here
the ego is not what it used to be, having altered into a high level of consciousness. Generosity, gratitude,
and an unwavering sense of contentment regardless of the hardships in life are the main characteristics
accompanying anyone who has arrived here. Beyond that lies the Valley of Unity. Those who are here
will be pleased with whatever situation God places themin. Mundane matters make no difference to them,
as they have achieved the Pleased Nafs.

In the next stage, the Pleasing Nafs, one becomes a lantern to humanity, radiating energy to everyone
who asks for it, teaching and illuminating like a true master. Sometimes such a person can also have
healing powers. Wherever he goes, he will make a big difference in other people-s lives. In everything he
does and aspires to do, his main goal isto serve God through serving others.

Finally, in the seventh stage, one attains the Purified Nafs and becomes Insan-i Kamil, a perfect human
being. But nobody knows much about that state, and evenif afew ever did, they woul dn+ speak of it.

The stages along the path are easy to summarize, difficult to experience. Adding to the obstacles that
appear along the way is the fact that there is no guarantee of continuous progress. The route from the first
to the last stage is by no means linear. There is always the danger of tumbling back into earlier stages,
sometimes even from a superior stage all the way down to the first one. Given the many traps along the
way, itis no wonder that in every century only afew people manage to reach the final stages.

So when Shams asked me that question, it wasn- simply a comparison that he was after. He wanted me to
consider how far | was willing to go to efface my personality in order to be absorbed in God. There was



a second question hidden within his first question.
—How about you, great preacher?ll he was asking me. —©f the seven stages, which stage are you at? And
do you think you have the heart to go further, till the very end? Tell me, how bigis your cup?Il



Kerra

KONYA, DECEMBER 18, 1244

Bemoaning my fate does me no good, | know. Yet | cannot help but wish that | were more knowledgeable
inreligion, history, and philosophy and all the things Rumi and Shams must be tal king about day and night.
There are times | warnt to rebel against having been created a woman. When you are bornagirl, you are
taught how to cook and clean, wash dirty clothes, mend old socks, make butter and cheese, and feed
babies. Some women are al so taught the art of |ove and making themsel ves attractive to men. But that-s
about it. Nobody gives women books to open their eyes.

In the first year of our marriage, | used to sneak into Rumi-s library at every opportunity. | would sit
there amid the books he loved so much, breathing in their dusty, moldy smells, wondering what mysteries
they hid inside. | knew how much Rumi adored his books, most of which had been handed down to him by
his | ate father, Baha—al-Din. Of those, he was particularly fond of the Ma’arif. Many nights he would stay
awake until dawn readingit, although | suspected he knew the whol e text by heart.

—Even if they paid me sacks of gold, | would never exchange my father-s books,lI Rumi used to say.
—Each of these books is a priceless | egacy from my ancestors. | took them from my father, and | will pass
them on to my sons.l

| learned the hard way just how much his books meant to him. Still inour first year of marriage, whilel
was alone at home one day, it occurred to me to dust the library. | took out al the books from the shelves
and wiped their covers with a piece of velvet dabbed in rosewater. The locals believe that thereis akind
of juvenile djinn by the name of Kebikec who takes a twisted pleasure in destroying books. In order to
ward him off, it is the custom to write a note of warning inside each book: “Stand thou still, Kebikec,
stay away from this book!” How was | to know that it wasn+ only Kebikec who was supposed to stay
away frommy husband-s books, but me as well?

That afternoon | dusted and cleaned every book in the library. As | kept working, | read from
Ghazzali-s Vivification of the Religious Sciences. Only when | heard a dry, distant voice behind me did |
realize how much time | had spent there.

—Kerra, what do you think you are doing here?ll

It was Rumi, or someone who resembled hinj the voice was harsher in tone, sterner in expression. In
al our eight years of marriage, that was the only time he-d spoken to me like that.

—+am cleaning,ll | muttered, my voice weak. <+wanted to make it a surprise.ll

Rumi responded, +understand, but please do not touch my books again. In fact, I-d rather you did not
enter thisroomat all.ll

After that day | stayed away from the library even when there was no one at home. | understood and
accepted that the world of books was not and never had been, nor ever would be, for me.

But when Shams of Tabriz came to our house, and he and my husband |ocked themselves in the library
for forty days, | felt an old resentment boil up inside me. A wound that | didn+ even know | had began to
bleed.



Kimya

KONYA, DECEMBER 20, 1244

Born to simple peasants in a valley by the Taurus Mountains, | was twelve the year Rumi adopted me. My
real parents were people who worked hard and aged before their time. We lived ina small house, and my
sister and | shared the same room with the ghosts of our dead siblings, five childrenal lost to simple
diseases. | was the only one in the house who could see the ghosts. It frightened my sister and made my
mother cry each time | mentioned what the little spirits were doing. | tried to explain, to no avail, that they
didn+ need to be frightened or worried, since none of my dead siblings |ooked scary or unhappy. This |
could never make my family understand.

One day a hermit passed by our village. Seeing how exhausted he was, my father invited him to spend
the night in our house. That evening, as we all sat by the fireplace and grilled goat cheese, the hermit told
us enchanti ng stories from faraway lands. While his voice droned on, | closed my eyes, traveling with him
to the deserts of Arabia, Bedouin tents in North Africa, and a sea of the bluest water, called the
Mediterranean. | found a seashell there on the beach, big and coiled, and put it in my pocket. | was
planning to walk the beach from one end to the other, but a sharp, repulsive smell stopped me midway.

When | opened my eyes, | found myself lying on the floor with everyone in the house around me,
looking worried. My mother was holding my head with one hand, and in her other hand was half an onion,
which she was forcing me to smell.

—Sheis back!ll My sister clapped her hands with glee.

—Fhank God!ll My mother heaved a sigh. Then she turned to the hermit, explaining, —Ever since she was
alittle girl, Kimya has been having fainting spells. It happens all the time.ll

In the morning the hermit thanked us for our hospitality and bade us farewell.

Before he left, however, he said to my father, —Your daughter Kimya is an unusual child. She is very
gifted. It would be a pity if such gifts went unappreciated. Y ou should send her to a schoolf |l

-What would a girl need an education for?ll my mother exclaimed. “Where did you hear such a thing?
She should stay by my side and weave carpets until she gets married. Shes a talented carpet weaver, you
know.

But the hermit didn+t waver. YAkl l, she could make an even better scholar someday. Obviously, God
has not disfavored your daughter for being a girl and has bestowed many gifts upon her. Do you claim to
know better than God?ll he asked. - there are no schools available, send her to a scholar to receive the
education she deserves.l

My mother shook her head. But | could see that my father was of a different mind. Knowing his love for
education and knowledge, and his appreciation of my abilities, it didn+ surprise me to hear him ask, Ak
dor+ know of any scholars. Where am | going to find one?ll

It was then that the hermit uttered the name that would change my life. He said, ++know a wonderful
scholar in Konya named Mawlana Jalal ad-Din Rumi. He might be glad to teach a girl like Kimya. Take
her to him. You worH regret it.ll

When the hermit was gone, my mother threw her arms up. <+am pregnant. Soon there will be another
mouth to feed in this house. | need help. A girl doesn+t need books. She needs to learn housework and
child care.ll

| would have much preferred it if my mother had opposed my going away for other reasons. Had she
said she would miss me and couldn bear to give me to another family, evenif for a temporary period, |



might have chosen to stay. But she said none of this. In any case, my father was convinced that the hermit
had a point, and within a few days so wasl|.

Shortly after, my father and | traveled to Konya. We waited for Rumi outside the madrassa where he
taught. When he walked out, | was too embarrassed to look up at him. Instead | looked at his hands. His
fingers were long, supple, and slender, more like an artisan-s than a scholar-s. My father shoved me
toward him.

—My daughter is very gifted. But | ama simple man, and so is my wife. We have been told you are the
most |earned man in the region. Would you be willing to teach her?li

Even without looking at his face, | could sense that Rumi wasn+ surprised. He must have been used to
such requests. While he and my father engaged in a conversation, | walked toward the yard, where | saw
several boys but no girls. But on the way back, | was pleasantly surprised when | spotted a young worman
standing in a corner by herself, her round face still and white as if carved of marble. | waved at her. She
looked stunned, but after a brief hesitation she returned my wave.

—Hello, little girl, can you see me?ll she asked.

When | nodded, the woman broke into a smile, clapping her hands. —Fhat-s wonderful! No one else
can.ll

We walked back toward my father and Rumi. | thought they would stop talking when they noticed her,
but shewasrighf they couldn+ see her.

—come here, Kimya,ll said Rumi. —Your father informs me you love to study. Tell me, what is it in
books that you like so much?ll

| swallowed hard, unable to answer, paralyzed.

—Eome on, sweetheart,ll my father said, sounding di sappoi nted.

| wanted to answer correctly, with a response that would make my father proud of me, except | didn+
know what that was. In my anxiety the only sound that came out of my mouth was a desperate gasp.

My father and | would have gone back to our village empty-handed had the young woman not
intervened then. She held my hand and said, —Just tell the truth about yourself. It-s going to be fine, |
promise.l

Feeling better, | turned to Rumi and said, —+d be honored to study the Qur-an with you, Master. I-m not
afraid of hard work.ll

Rumi-s face brightened up. —Fhat-s very good,l he said, yet then he paused as if he had just
remembered a nasty detail. —But you are a girl. Evenif we study intensely and make good progress, youH|
soon get married and have children. Years of education will be of no use.ll

Now | didr+ know what to say and felt disheartened, almost guilty. My father, too, seemed troubled,
suddenly inspecting his shoes. Once again it was the young woman who came to my help. —Fell him his
wife always wanted to have alittle girl and now she would be happy to see him educate one.|l

Rumi laughed when | conveyed the message. —So | see you have visited my house and talked to my
wife. But let me assure you, Kerra doesr+ get invol ved in my teaching responsibilities. |l

Slowly, forlornly, the young woman shook her head and whispered in my ear, —Fell him you were not
talking about Kerra, his second wife. Y ou were talking about Gevher, the mother of his two sons.|l

—was tal king about Gevher,ll | said, pronouncing the name carefully. —Fhe mother of your sons.|l

Rumi-s face turned pale. -Gevher is dead, my child,ll he said dryly. -But what do you know about my
late wife? Is this a tastel ess joke?ll

My father stepped in. —m sure she didn+ meanill, Master. | can assure you Kimya is a serious child.
She never disrespects her elders.|l

| realized | had to tell the truth. —¥our late wife is here. She is holding my hand and encouraging me to
speak. She has dark brown almond eyes, pretty freckles, and she wears along yellow robe.” |l

| paused as | noticed the young woman gesture to her slippers. —She wants me to tell you about her



slippers. They are made of bright orange silk and embroidered with small red flowers. They are very
pretty. |l

—+brought her those slippers from Damascus,l Rumi said, his eyes filling with tears. —She loved them.ll

Upon saying that, the scholar lapsed into silence, scratching his beard, his expression solemn and
distant. But when he spoke again, his voice was gentle and friendly, without a trace of gloom.

—Now | understand why everyone thinks your daughter is gifted, Il Rumi said to my father. —ket-s go to
my house. We can talk about her future over dinner. 1-m sure she-tl make an excellent student. Better than
many boys.l

Rumi then turned to me and asked, —Will you tell this to Gevher?l

—Fhere is no need, Master. She has heard you,ll | said. —She says she needs to go now. But she is
always watching you with love.ll

Rumi smiled warmly. So did my father. There was now an easiness hanging in the air that hadn+t been
there before. At that moment, | knew my encounter with Rumi was going to have far-reaching
consequences. | had never been close to my mother, but as if to compensate for her lack, God was giving
me two fathers, my real father and my adopted father.

That is how | arrived in Rumi-s house eight years ago, a timid child hungry for knowledge. Kerra was
loving and compassi onate, more so than my own mother, and Rumi-s sons were welcoming, especially his
elder son, who in time became a big brother to me.

In the end the hermit was right. As much as | missed my father and siblings, there hasn+ been a single
moment when | regretted coming to Konya and joining Rumi-s family. | spent many happy days under this
roof.

That is, until Shams of Tabriz came. His presence changed everything.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, JUNE 9, 2008

Being one who had never enjoyed solitude, Ellafound she preferred it lately. Immersed in putting the final
touches to her editorial report on Sweet Blasphemy, she had asked Michelle for another week to turnitin.
She could have finished earlier, but she did not want to. The task gave her an excuse to retreat into her
mind and shun family duties and long-awaited marital confrontations. This week, for the first time, she
skipped the Fusion Cooking Club, unwilling to cook and chat with fifteen women who had similar lives at
atime when she wasn+ sure what to do with hers. She called in sick at the last minute.

Ella treated her communication with Aziz as a secret, of which suddenly she had way too many. Aziz
didn+t know she was not only reading his novel but also writing a report on it; the literary agency didn+
know she was secretly flirting with the author of the book she was assigned to report on; and her children
and husband did not know anything regarding what the novel was about, the author, or the flirtation. In the
span of a few weeks, she had converted from a woman whose life was as transparent as the skin of a
newborn baby into awoman wallowing in secrets and lies. What surprised her even more than this change
was seeing that it did not disturb her in the least. It was as if she were waiting, confidently and patiently,
for something momentous to happen. This irrational expectation was part of the charm of her new mood,
for despite all the secrets, charming it was.

By this time e-mails weren-+t enough. It was Ellawho first called Aziz. Now, despite the five-hour time
difference, they talked on the phone almost every day. Aziz had told her that her voice was soft and
fragile. When she laughed, her laughter came in ripples, punctuated by short gasps, as if she weren+ sure
how much more to laugh. It was the laughter of a woman who had never learned not to pay too much
attenti on to the judgments of others.

—Just go with the flow, Il he said. —et go!ll

But the flow around her was unsteady and disruptive as several things were happening in her house at
this time. Avi had started taking private classes in mathemeatics, and Orly was now seeing a counsel or for
her eating disorder. This morning she had eaten half an omelef her first substantial food in month§ and
though she had instantly inquired how many calories there were in it, it was a small miracle that she
hadrn+ felt guilty and punished herself by throwing up afterward. Meanwhile Jeannette had set off a
bombshell by announcing her breakup with Scott. She had offered no explanation other than the fact that
they both needed space. Ellawondered if —spacell was a code for a new love, given that neither Jeannette
nor Scott had | ost any time in finding someone new.

The speed with which human rel ations materiali zed and dissi pated amazed Ella more than ever, and yet
she tried not to pass judgment on other people anymore. If there was one thing she had |earned from her
correspondence with Azz, it was that the more she remained calm and composed, the more her children
shared with her. Once she had stopped running after them, they had stopped running away from her.
Somehow things were working more smoothly and closer to her liking than in the times when she had
tirelessly tried to help and repair.

And to think she was doing nothing to achieve this result! Instead of seeing her role in the house as
some sort of glue, the invisible yet central bond that held everyone together, she had become a silent
spectator. She watched events unfold and days waft by, not necessarily coldly or indifferently but with
visible detachment. She had discovered that once she accepted that she didn+ have to stress herself about
things she had no control over, another self emerged frominsidg one who was wiser, calmer, and far



more sensible.

—Fhe fifth element,l she muttered to herself several times during the day. —Just accept the void!ll

It didn+ take long for her husband to notice there was something strange about her, something so not
Ella. Was this why all of a sudden he wanted to spend more time with her? He came home earlier these
days, and Ella suspected he had not been seeing other women for awhile.

—Honey, are you all right?ll David asked repeatedly.

—+amright as rain,ll she answered, smiling back each time. It was as if her withdrawal into a calm,
private space of her own stripped away the polite decorum behind which her marriage had slept
undisturbed for many years. Now that the pretenses between them were gone, she could see their defects
and mistakes in all their nakedness. She had stopped pretending. And she had a feeling David was about
to do the same.

Over breakfasts and dinners, they talked about the day-s events in composed, adult voices, as though
discussing the annual return on their stock investments. Then they remained silent, acknowledging the
blunt fact that they didn+t have much el se to talk about. Not anymore.

Sometimes she caught her husband looking at her intently, waiting for her to say something, almost
anything. Ella sensed if she asked him about his affairs, he would gladly have come clean. But she wasn+
sure she wanted to know.

In the past she used to feignignorance in order not to rock the boat of her marriage. Now, however, she
stopped acting as if she didn+ know what he-d been doing when he was away. She made it clear that she
did know and that she was uninterested. It was precisely this new al oofness that scared her husband. Ella
could understand him, because deep inside it scared her, too.

A month ago if David had taken even a tiny step to improve their marriage, she would have felt
grateful. Any attempt on his part would have delighted her. Not anymore. Now she suspected that her life
wasrH real enough. How had she arrived at this point? How had the fulfilled mother of three discovered
her own despondency? More important, if she was unhappy, as she once told Jeannette she was, why was
she not doing the things unhappy people did all the time? No crying on the bathroom fl oor, no sobbing into
the kitchen sink, no melancholic long walks away from the house, no throwing things at the walls “
nothing.

A strange calm had descended upon Ella. She felt more stable than she-d ever been, even as she was
swiftly gliding away fromthe life she-d known. In the morning she looked into the mirror long and hard to
see if there was a visible change in her face. Did she look younger? Prettier? Or perhaps more full of
life? She couldn+ see any difference. Nothing had changed, and yet nothing was the same anymore.



Kerra

KONYA, MAY 5, 1245

Branches that once sagged under the weight of snow are now bl ossoming outside our window, and still
Shams of Tabriziswith us. During this time | have watched my husband turn into a different man, every
day drifting a bit further from me and his family. In the beginning | thought they would soon get bored with
each other, but no such thing occurred. If anything, they have become more attached. When together, either
they are strangely silent or they talk in anincessant murmur interspersed with peal's of laughter, making me
wonder why they never run out of words. After each conversation with Shams, Rumi walks around a
transformed man, detached and absorbed, as if intoxi cated by a substance | can neither taste nor see.

The bond that unites themis a nest for two, where there is no roomfor athird person. They nod, smile,
chuckle, or frown in the same way and at the same time, exchanging long, meaningful glances between
words. Even their moods seem to depend on each other. Some days they are calmer than a lullaby, eating
nothing, saying nothing, whereas other days they whirl around with such euphoria that they both resemble
madmen. Either way, | cannot recognize my husband anymore. The man | have been married to for more
than eight years now, the man whose children | have raised asif they were my own and withwhom | had a
baby, has turned into a stranger. The only time | feel close to himiswhen he isin deep sleep. Many nights
over the past weeks, | have lain awake listening to the rhythm of his breathing, feeling the soft whisper of
his breath on my skin and the comfort of his heart beating in my ear, just to remind myself that he is still
the man | married.

| keep telling myself that this is a temporary stage. Shams will |eave someday. He is a wandering
dervish, after all. Rum will stay here with me. He belongs to this town and to his students. | need do
nothing except wait. But patience doesn+ come easily, and it-s getting harder with each passing day.
When | feel too despondent, | try to recall the old day§ especially the time when Rumi stood by me
despite all odds.

—Kerrais a Christian. Even if she converts to Islam, she-l never be one of us,ll people had gossiped
when they first got wind of our impending marriage. —A leading scholar of Islam should not marry a
woman outside his faith.ll

But Rumi took no notice of them. Neither then nor later on. For that reason | will always be grateful to
him.

Anatolia is made up of a mixture of religions, peoples, and cuisines. If we can eat the same food, sing
the same sad songs, believe in the same superstitions, and dream the same dreams at night, why shoul dn-
we be able to live together? | have known Christian babies with Muslim names and Muslim babies fed by
Christian milk mothers. Ours is an ever-liquid world where everything flows and mixes. If there is a
frontier between Christianity and Islam, it has to be more flexibl e than scholars on both sides think it is.

Because | am the wife of a famous scholar, people expect me to think highly of scholars, but the truthiis,
| don-t. Scholars know alot, that-s for sure, but is too much knowledge any good when it comes to matters
of faith? They always speak such big words that it is hard to follow what they are saying. Muslim
scholars criticize Christianity for accepting the Trinity, and Christian scholars criticize Islam for seeing
the Qur-an as a perfect book. They make it sound as if the two religions are a world apart. But if you ask
me, when it comes to the basics, ordinary Christians and ordinary Muslims have more in common with
each other than with their own scholars.

They say that the hardest thing for a Muslim converting to Christianity is to accept the Trinity. And the



hardest thing for a Christian converting to Islamis said to be letting go of the Trinity. In the Qur-an, Jesus
says, Surely I am a servant of God; He has given me the Book and made me a prophet.

Yet for me the idea that Jesus was not a son of God but a servant of God wasnH that hard to believe.
What | found much harder to do was to abandon Mary. | haven told this to anyone, not even to Rumi, but
sometimes | yearn to see Mary-s kind brown eyes. Her gaze always had a soothing effect on me.

The truthis, ever since Shams of Tabriz came to our house, | have been so distressed and confused that
| find myself longing for Mary more than ever. Like a fever running wild through my veins, my need to
pray to Mary comes back with a force | can hardly control. At times like these, guilt consumes me, asiif |
am cheating on my new religion.

Nobody knows this. Not even my neighbor Safiya, who is my confidante in all other matters. She
wouldn+ understand. | wish | could share it with my husband, but | cannot see how. He has been so
detached; | am afraid of distancing him even more. Rumi used to be everything to me. Now he is a
stranger. | never knew it was possible to live with someone under the same roof, sleep in the same bed,
and still feel that he was not really there.



Shams of Tabriz

KONYA, JUNE 12, 1245

Befuddled believer! If every Ramadan one fasts in the name of God and every Eid one sacrifices a sheep
or agoat as an atonement for his sins, if al hislife one strives to make the pil grimage to Mecca and five
times a day kneels on a prayer rug but at the same time has no roomfor love in his heart, what is the use of
al thistrouble? Faithisonly aword if thereis no love at its center, so flaccid and lifel ess, vague and
hollowf not anything you could truly feel.

Do they think God resides in Mecca or Medina? Or in some local mosgue somewhere? How can they
imagine that God could be confined to limited space when He openly says, Neither My heaven nor My
earth embraces Me, but the heart of My believing servant does embrace Me.

Pity the fool who thinks the boundaries of his mortal mind are the boundaries of God the Almighty. Pity
the ignorant who assume they can negotiate and settle debts with God. Do such people think God is a
grocer who attempts to weigh our virtues and our wrongdoings on two separate scales? Is He a clerk
meti cul ously writing down our sins in His accounting book so as to make us pay Him back someday? Is
this their notion of Oneness?

Neither a grocer nor a clerk, my God is a magnificent God. A living God! Why would | want a dead
God? Alive He is. His name is al-Hayyf the Ever-Living. Why would | wallow in endless fears and
anxieties, always restricted by prohibitions and limitations? Infinitely compassionate He is. The name is
a-Wadud. All-Praiseworthy He is. | praise Him with all my words and deeds, as naturally and
effortlessly as | breathe. The name is al-Hamid. How can | ever spread gossip and slander if | know deep
down in my heart that God hears and sees it all? His name is a-BaSir. Beautiful beyond all dreams and
hopes.

Al-Jamal, al-Kayyum, al-Rahman, al-Rahim. Through famine and flood, dry and athirst, | will sing and
dance for Himtill my knees buckle, my body collapses, and my heart stops pounding. | will smash my ego
to smithereens, until | am no more than a particle of nothingness, the wayfarer of pure emptiness, the dust
of the dust in His great architecture. Gratefully, joyously, and relentlessly, I commend His splendor and
generosity. | thank Himfor all the things He has both given and denied me, for only He knows what is best
for me.

Recalling another rule on my list, | felt a fresh wave of happiness and hope. The human being has a
unique place among God’s creation. “I breathed into him of My Spirit,” God says. Each and every one
of us without exception is designed to be God’s delegate on earth. Ask yourself, just how often do you
behave like a delegate, if you ever do so? Remember, it falls upon each of us to discover the divine
spirit inside and live by it.

Instead of losing themselves in the Love of God and waging a war against their ego, religious zeal ots
fight other people, generating wave after wave of fear. Looking at the whole universe with fear-tinted
eyes, it is no wonder that they see a plethora of things to be afraid of. Wherever there is an earthquake,
drought, or any other calamity, they take it as a sign of Divine Wratlf as if God does not openly say, My
compassion outweighs My wrath. Always resentful of somebody for this or that, they seem to expect God
the Almighty to step in on their behalf and take their pitiful revenges. Their life is a state of uninterrupted
bitterness and hostility, a discontentment so vast it follows them wherever they go, like a black cloud,
darkening both their past and their future.

There is such athing in faith as not being able to see the forest for the trees. The totality of religionis



far greater and deeper than the sum of its component parts. Individual rules need to be read in the light of
the whole. And the whole is conceal ed in the essence.

Instead of searching for the essence of the Qur-an and embracing it as a whole, however, the bigots
single out a specific verse or two, giving priority to the divine commands that they deem to be in tune with
their fearful minds. They keep reminding everyone that on the Day of Judgment all human beings will be
forced to walk the Bridge of Sirat, thinner than a hair, sharper than arazor. Unable to cross the bridge, the
sinful will tumble into the pits of hell underneath, where they will suffer forever. Those who have led a
virtuous life will make it to the other end of the bridge, where they will be rewarded with exotic fruits,
sweet waters, and virgins. This, in a nutshell, is their notion of afterlife. So great is their obsession with
horrors and rewards, flames and fruits, angels and demons, that in their itch to reach a future that will
justify who they are today they forget about God! Don+ they know one of the forty rules? Hell is in the
here and now. So is heaven. Quit worrying about hell or dreaming about heaven, as they are both
present inside this very moment. Every time we fall in love, we ascend to heaven. Every time we hate,
envy, or fight someone, we tumble straight into the fires of hell. Thisiswhat Rule Number Twenty-five
IS abot.

Is there aworse hell than the torment a man suffers when he knows deep down in his conscience that he
has done something wrong, awfully wrong? Ask that man. He will tell you what hell is. Is there a better
paradise than the bliss that descends upon a man at those rare moments in life when the bolts of the
universe fly open and he feels in possession of all the secrets of eternity and fully united with God? Ask
that man. He will tell you what heavenis.

Why worry so much about the aftermath, an imaginary future, when this very moment is the only time
we can truly and fully experience both the presence and the absence of God in our lives? Motivated by
neither the fear of punishment in hell nor the desire to be rewarded in heaven, Sufis love God simply
because they |ove Him, pure and easy, untainted and nonnegotiabl e.

Loveisthe reason. Loveisthe goal.

And when you love God so much, when you love each and every one of His creations because of Him
and thanks to Him, extraneous categories melt into thin air. From that point on, there can be no —H
anymore. All you amount to is a zero so big it covers your whole being.

The other day Rumi and | were contempl ating these issues when all of a sudden he closed his eyes and
uttered the following lines:

“Not Christian or Jew or Muslim, not Hindu, Buddhist, Sufi or zen. Not any religion or
cultural system. I am not of the East, nor of the West....
My place is placeless, a trace of the traceless.”

Rumi thinks he can never be a poet. But there is a poet in him. And a fabul ous one! Now that poet is being
reveal ed.

Yes, Rumi is right. He is neither of the East nor of the West. He belongs in the Kingdom of Love. He
bel ongs to the Bel oved.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, JUNE 12, 2008

By now Ella had finished reading Sweet Blasphemy and was puitting the final touches on her editorial
report. Although she was dying to discuss the details of his novel with Aziz, her sense of professionalism
stopped her. It wouldr+ be right. Not before she was done with the assignment. She hadn+ eventold Aziz
that after reading his novel she had bought a copy of Rumi-s poems and was now reading at least a few
poens every night before going to sleep. She had so neatly separated her work on the novel from her
exchange with the author. But on the twel fth of June, something happened that blurred the line between the
two forever.

Up until that day, Ella had never seen a picture of Aziz. There being no photos of him on his Web site,
she had no idea what he looked like. In the beginning she had enjoyed the mystery of writing to a man with
no face. But over time her curiosity began to get the best of her, and the need to put a face to his messages
tugged at her. He had never asked for a picture of her, which she found odd, really odd.

So, out of the blue, she sent him a picture of herself. There she was, out on the porch with dear Spirit,
wearing a skimpy cerulean dress that slightly revealed her curves. She was smiling inthe picturg  a half-
pleased, half-troubled smile. Her fingers firmy grasped the dogs collar, as if trying to derive some
strength from him. Above them the sky was a patchwork of grays and purples. It wasn+ one of her best
pictures, but there was something spiritual, almost otherworldly, in this one. Or so she hoped. Ella sent it
as an e-mail attachment and then simply waited. It was her way of asking Aziz to send her his photo.

Hedid.

When Ella saw the picture Aziz sent her, she thought it must have been taken somewhere in the Far
East, not that she had ever been there. In the picture, Aziz was surrounded by more than a dozen dark-
haired native children of every age. Dressed in a black shirt and black trousers, he had a lean build, a
sharp nose, high cheekbones, and long, dark, wavy hair falling to his shoulders. His eyes were two
emeralds brimming with energy and something el se that Ella recognized as compassion. He wore a single
earring and a necklace with anintricate shape that Ella couldn+ make out. In the background was a silvery
|ake surrounded by tall grass, and in one corner loomed the shadow of something or someone that was
outside the frame.

As she inspected the man in the picture, taking in every detail, Ella had a feeling she recognized him
from somewhere. As bizarre as it felt, she could swear she had seen him before.

And suddenly she knew.

Shams of Tabriz bore more than a passing resemblance to Aziz Z. Zahara. He looked exactly the way
Shams was described in the manuscript before he headed to Konya to meet Rumi. Ella wondered if Aziz
had deliberately based his character-s looks on himself. As a writer, he might have wanted to create his
central character inhis ownimage, just as God had created human beings in His image.

As she considered this, another possibility arose. Could it be that the real Shams of Tabriz had | ooked
just as he was described in the book, in which case it could only mean that there was a surprising
resemblance between two men almost eight hundred years apart? Could it be that the resemblance was
beyond the control and perhaps even the knowledge of the author? The more thought Ella put into this
dilemma, the more strongly she suspected that Shams of Tabriz and Aziz Z. Zahara could be connected in
away that went beyond a simple literary gimmick.

The discovery had two unexpected impacts on Ella. First, she felt the need to go back to Sweet



Blasphemy and read the novel again, with a different eye, not for the sake of the story this time but to find
the author hiddeninits central character, to find the Azizin Shams of Tabriz.

Second, she became more intrigued by Azizs personality. Who was he? What was his story? In an
earlier e-mail, he had told her he was Scottish, but then why did he have an Eastern namg Az z? Was it
hisreal name? Or was it his Sufi name? And by the way, what did it mean to be a Sufi?

There was something el se that occupied her mind: the very first, almost imperceptible signs of desire.
It had been such a long time since she-d last felt it that it took her a few extra seconds to recognize the
feeling. But it was there. Strong, prodding, and disobedient. She realized that she desired the man in the
pi cture and wondered what it would be like to kiss him.

The feeling was so unexpected and embarrassing that she quickly turned off her laptop, as though the
man in the picture could otherwise suck her in.



Baybarsthe Warrior

KONYA, JULY 10, 1245

—Baybars, my son, trust no one,ll my uncle says, —-because the world is getting more corrupt each day.ll He
claims that the only time when things were different was during the Golden Age, when the Prophet
Muhammad, peace be upon him, was duly in charge. Since his death everything has been going downhill.
But if you ask me, anyplace where there are more than two people is bound to become a battl eground.
Even at the time of the Prophet, peopl e had their share of hostilities, didn+ they? War is the core of life.
The lion eats the deer, and vultures reduce to bare bones what remains of the carcass. Natureis cruel. On
land, inseaor air, for every creature without exception, there is only one way to survive: to be shrewder
and stronger than your worst enemy. To stay alive you need to fight. It-s as simple as that.

And fight we must. Even the most naive can see there is no other way inthis day and age. Things took a
nasty turn five years ago when a hundred Mongol diplomats sent out by Genghis Khan to negotiate for
peace were all slaughtered. After that, Genghis Khan turned into a fireball of fury, declaring war against
Islam. How and why the diplomats were killed, nobody could say. Some people suspected that it was
Genghi's Khan himself who had his own diplomats killed, so that he could start this massive war campaign
in the first place. It could be true. One never knows. But | do know that in five years the Mongols
devastated the whole Khorasan area, causing destruction and death everywhere they galloped. And two
years ago they defeated the Seljuk forces at Kosedag, turning the sultan into a tribute-paying vassal. The
only reason the Mongols didn+ wipe us out is that it is more profitable for them to keep us under their
yoke.

Wars might be present since time immemorial, at least since Cain killed his brother Abel, but the
Mongol army is like nothing we have seen before. Specialized in more ways than one, they use a vast
array of weapons, each designed for a specific purpose. Every Mongol soldier is heavily armored, with a
mace, an ax, a saber, and a spear. On top of that, they have arrows that can penetrate armor, set whole
villages ablaze, poison their victims, or pierce the hardest bones in the human body. They even have
whistling arrows, which they use to send signal s from one battalion to another. With such well-devel oped
warfare skills and no God to fear, the Mongol s attack and annihil ate every city, town, and village on their
way. Even ancient cities like Bukhara have been turned into heaps of rubble. And it is not only the
Mongols. We need to get Jerusalem back from the Crusaders, not to mention the pressure from the
Byzantines and the rivalry between Shiites and Sunnis. When surrounded by col d-blooded enemies on all
sides, how can we afford to be peaceful ?

Thisiswhy people like Rumi get on my nerves. | don+ care how highly everyone thinks of him. For me
he is a coward who spreads nothing but cowardice. He might have been a good scholar in the past, but
nowadays he is clearly under the influence of that heretic Shams. At a time when the enemies of Islam are
looming large, what does Rumi preach? Peace! Passivity! Submission!

Brother, stand the pain. Escape the poison

Of your impulses. The sky will bow to your beauty
If you do.... That way a thorn expands to a rose.
A particular glows with the universal.

Rumi preaches submissiveness, turning Muslims into a flock of sheep, meek and timid. He says for every



prophet there is a community of followers and for every community there is an appointed time. Other than
—ove, |l his favorite words seemto be —patience,ll -balance,ll and —telerance.ll If it were up to him, we
would all just sitinour houses and wait to be slaughtered by our enemies or be stricken by some other
calamity. And | am sure he would then come and briefly examine the wreck, calling it baraga. There are
people who have heard him say, “When school and mosgue and minaret get torn down, then dervishes can
begin their community.ll Now, what kind of talk is that?

And when you come to think of it, the only reason Rumi ended up in this city is that decades ago his
family left Afghanistan seeking refuge in Anatolia. Many other powerful and wealthy people at the time
had received an open invitation from the sultan of Seljuks, among them Rumi-s father. Thus sheltered and
privileged and always showered with attention and approval, Rumi-s family left the bedlam of
Afghanistan for the tranquil orchards of Konya. It-s easy to preach tol erance when you have a history like
that!

The other day | heard a story that Shams of Tabriz told a group of people in the bazaar. He said that
Ali, the Prophet-s successor and companion, was fighting with an infidel on a battlefield. Ali was about
to thrust his sword into the other man-s heart when all of a sudden the infidel raised his head and spit at
him. Ali immediately dropped his sword, took a deep breath, and walked away. The infidel was stunned.
He ran after Ali and asked himwhy he was | etting him go.

—Because I-mvery angry at you,ll said Ali.

—Fhen why dor+ you kill me?ll the infidel asked. —+don+ understand. |l

Ali explained, “When you spit in my face, | got very angry. My ego was provoked, yearning for
revenge. If | kill you now, I4I be following my ego. And that would be a huge mistake. |l

So Ali set the man free. The infidel was so touched that he became Ali-s friend and follower, and in
time he converted to Islam of his own free will.

This, apparently, is the kind of story Shams of Tabriz likes to tell. And what is his message? Let the
infidels spit in your face! | say, over my dead body! Infidel or not, nobody can spit in the face of Baybars
the Warrior.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, JUNE 13, 2008

Beloved Aziz,

Y ou+e going to think [-m crazy, but there-s something |-ve been meaning to ask you: Are you Shams?
Or isit the other way round? Is Shams you?

Y ours sincerely,
Ella

Dear Ella,
Shams is the person who was responsible for the transformation of Rumi from a local cleric to a world-famous poet and mystic.

Master Sameed used to say to me, —Even if there might be a Shams equivalent in some people, what matters is, where are the
Rumis to see it?ll

Warm regards,
Aziz

Dear Aziz,
Who is Master Sameed?

Best,
Ella

Beloved Ella,
It-s a long story. Do you really want to know?

Warmly,
Aziz

Dear Aziz,



| have plenty of time.

Love,
Ella



Rumi

KONYA, AUGUST 2, 1245

Bountiful isyour life, full and complete. Or so you think, until someone comes al ong and makes you
realize what you have been missing all thistime. Like amirror that reflects what is absent rather than
present, he shows you the void inyour soulf the void you have resisted seeing. That person can be a
lover, afriend, or aspiritual master. Sometimes it can be a child to ook after. What mettersisto find the
soul that will complete yours. All the prophets have given the same advice: Find the one who will be your
mirror! For me that mirror is Shams of Tabriz. Until he came and forced me to ook deep into the crannies
of my soul, | had not faced the fundamental truth about myself: that though successful and prosperous
outside, | was lonely and unfulfilled inside.

Its as if for years on end you compile a personal dictionary. In it you give your definition of every
concept that matters to you, such as —tuth,ll -happiness,ll or —beauty.ll At every major turning point inlife,
you refer to this dictionary, hardly ever feeling the need to question its premises. Then one day a stranger
comes and snatches your precious dictionary and throws it away.

—All your definitions need to be redefined,ll he says. s time for you to unlearn everything you know. Il

And you, for some reason unbeknownst to your mind but obvious to your heart, instead of raising
objections or getting cross with him, gladly comply. This is what Shams has done to me. Our friendship
has taught me so much. But more than that, he has taught me to unlearn everything | knew.

When you |ove someone this much, you expect everyone around you to feel the same way, sharing your
joy and euphoria. And when that doesn+ happen, you feel surprised, then offended and betrayed.

How could | possibly make my family and friends see what | see? How could | describe the
indescribable? Shams is my Sea of Mercy and Grace. He is my Sun of Truth and Faith. | call himthe King
of Kings of Spirit. He is my fountain of life and my tall cypress tree, magjestic and evergreen. His
companionship is like the fourth reading of the Qur-arf a journey that can only be experienced from
within but never grasped from the outside.

Unfortunately, most people make their eval uations based on images and hearsay. To them Shams is an
eccentric dervish. They think he behaves bizarrely and speaks blasphemy, that he is utterly unpredictable
and unreliable. To me, however, he is the epitome of Love that moves the whole universe, at times
retreating i nto the background and hol ding every piece together, at times exploding in bursts. An encounter
of this kind happens once inalifetime. Once in thirty-eight years.

Ever since Shams came into our lives, people have been asking me what it is in him that | find so
special. But there is no way | can answer them. At the end of the day, those who ask this question are the
ones who worH understand it, and as for those who do understand, they don+ ask such things.

The quandary | find myself in reminds me of the story of Layla and Harun ar-Rashid, the famous
Abbasid emperor. Upon hearing that a Bedouin poet named Qays had fallen hopelessly in love with Layla
and lost his mind for her, and was therefore named Majnurf the madmarf the emperor became very
curious about the woman who had caused such misery.

This Layla must be a very special creature, he thought. A woman far superior to all other
women.Perhaps she is an enchantress unequaled in beauty and charm.

Excited, intrigued, he played every trick in the book to find a way to see Laylawith his own eyes.

Finally one day they brought Layla to the emperor-s palace. When she took off her veil, Harun ar-
Rashid was disillusioned. Not that Layla was ugly, crippled, or old. But she wasn+ extraordinarily



attractive either. She was a human being with ordinary human needs and several defects, a simple woman,
li ke countless others.

The emperor did not hide his disappointment. —Are you the one Majnun has been crazy about? Why, you
look so ordinary. What is so special about you?ll

Layla broke into a smile. —¥es, | am Layla. But you are not Majnun,ll she answered. —¥ou have to see
me with the eyes of Majnun. Otherwise you could never solve this mystery called love.ll

How can | explain the same mystery to my family, friends, or students? How can | make them
understand that for them to grasp what is so special about Shams of Tabriz, they have to start looking at
him with the eyes of Majnun?

Is there away to grasp what |ove means without becoming a lover first?

Love cannot be explained. It can only be experienced.

Love cannot be explained, yet it explains all.



Kimya

KONYA, AUGUST 17, 1245

Breathlessly | wait for a summons, but Rumi doesr+ have time to study with me anymore. As much as |
miss our lessons and feel neglected, | am not upset with him. Maybe it-s because | love Rumi too much to
get cross with him. Or maybe it-s because | can understand better than anyone el se how he feels, for deep
inside I, too, am swept up by the bewildering current that is Shams of Tabriz

Rumi-s eyes follow Shams the way a sunflower follows the sun. Their love for each other is so visible
and intense, and what they have is so rare, that one cant help feeling despondent around them, seized by
the realization that a bond of such magnitude is missing in one-s own life. Not everyone in the house can
tolerate this, starting with Aladdin. So many times I-ve caught him looking daggers at Shams. Kerra, too,
isill at ease, but she never says anything and | never ask. We are all sitting on a powder keg. Strangely,
Shams of Tabriz, the man who is responsible for all the tension, either is unaware of the situation or
simply doesn+ care.

Part of me is bitter at Shams for taking Rumi away from us. Another part of me, however, is dying to
get to know him better. | have been struggling with these mixed feelings for some time now, but today, |
amafraid, | might have given myself away.

Late in the afternoon, | took out the Qur-an hanging on the wall, determined to study it on my own. In the
past, Rumi and | had always followed the order inwhich the verses were handed down to us, but now that
there was nobody guiding me and our lives had been turned topsy-turvy, | saw no harmin reading without
an order. So | haphazardly opened a page and put my finger on the first verse that came up. It turned out to
be al-Nisa, the one verse in the whole book that has troubled me the most. With its unpromising teachings
on women, | found the Nisa hard to understand and harder to accept. As | stood there reading the verse
one more time, it occurred to me to ask for help. Rumi might be skipping our lessons, but there was no
reason | couldn- ask him questions. So | grabbed my Qur-an and went to his room.

To my surprise, instead of Rumi | found Shams there, sitting by the window with arosary in his hand,
the dying light of the setting sun caressing his face. He looked so handsome | had to avert my eyes.

—+msorry, |l | said quickly. ++was |ooking for Mawlana. 14| come later .|l

—Why the rush? Stay,ll Shams said. —¥ou seem to have come here to ask something. Perhaps | could be
of help.ll

| saw no reason not to share it with him. A&l there is this verse in the Qur-an that | find a bit hard to
understand, |l | said tentatively.

Shams murmured, as if talking to himself, —Fhe Qur-anis like a shy bride. She-l open her veil only if
she sees that the onlooker is soft and compassionate at heart.ll Then he squared his shoulders and asked,
-Whichverseisit?l

—Al-Nisa,ll | said. —Fhere are some partsinit where men are said to be superior to women. It even says
men can beat their wives.* |l

—ts that so?ll Shams asked with such exaggerated interest that | couldn+ be sure whether he was serious
or teasing me. After a momentary silence, he broke into a soft smile and out of memory recited the verse.

“Men are the maintainers of women because Allah has made some of them to excel others and
because they spend out of their property; the good women are therefore obedient, guarding the unseen
as Allah has guarded; and (as to) those on whose part you fear desertion, admonish them, and leave
them alone in the sleeping-places and beat them; then if they obey you, do not seek a way against



them; surely Allah is High, Great.”

When he finished, Shams closed his eyes and recited the same verse, this time in a different transl ation.

“Men are the support of women as God gives some more means than others, and because they spend
of their wealth (to provide for them). So women who are virtuous are obedient to God and guard the
hidden as God has guarded it. As for women you feel are averse, talk to them suasively; then leave
them alone in bed (without molesting them) and go to bed with them (when they are willing). If they
open out to you, do not seek an excuse for blaming them. Surely God is sublime and great.

—Bo you see any difference between the two?ll Shams asked.

—¥es| do,ll | said. —Fheir whole texture is different. The former sounds as if it gives consent to married
men to beat their wives, whereas the latter advises them to simply walk away. | think that is a big
difference. Why is thatll

-Why is that? Why is that?ll Shams echoed several times, as if enjoying the question. —Fell me
something, Kimya. Have you ever gone swimminginariver?l

| nodded as a childhood memory returned to me. The cold, thirst-quenching streams of the Taurus
Mountains crossed my mind. Of the younger girl who had spent many happy afternoons in those streams
with her sister and her friends, there was now little left behind. | turned my face away as | didn+ want
Shams to see the tears in my eyes.

—When you look at ariver from a distance, Kimya, you might think there is only one watercourse. But if
you dive into the water, youH| realize there is more than one river. The river conceals various currents,
al of themflowing in harmony and yet compl etely separate from one another Il

Upon saying that, Shams of Tabriz approached me and held my chin between his two fingers, forcing
me to ook directly into his deep, dark, soulful eyes. My heart skipped a beat. | couldn+ even breathe.

—Fhe Qur-anis a gushing river,ll he said. —Fhose who ook at it from a distance see only one river. But
for those swimming in it, there are four currents. Like different types of fish, some of us swim closer to
the surface while some others swimin deep waters down below. |l

—+mafraid | dor+ understand, |l | said, although | was beginning to.

—Fhose who like to swim close to the surface are content with the outer meaning of the Qur-an. Many
people are like that. They take the verses too literally. No wonder when they read a verse like the Nisa,
they arrive at the conclusion that men are held superior to women. Because that is exactly what they want
to see.ll

—How about the other currents?ll | asked.

Shams sighed softly, and | couldn+ help noticing his mouth, as mysterious and inviting as a secret
garden.

—Fhere are three more currents. The second one is degper than the first, but still close to the surface. As
your awareness expands, so does your grasp of the Qur-an. But for that to happen, you need to take the
plunge.ll

Listening to him, | felt both empty and fulfilled at the same time. “What happens when you take the
plunge?l | asked cautiously.

—Fhe third undercurrent is the esoteric, batini, reading. If you read the Nisa with your inner eye open,
yowH| see that the verse is not about women and men but about womanhood and manhood. And each and
every one of us, including you and me, has both femininity and masculinity in us, in varying degrees and
shades. Only when we learn to embrace both can we attai n harmoni ous Oneness. |l

—Are you telling me that | have manliness inside me?li

—Oh, yes, definitely. And | have afemale side, too.|l

| couldn+ help but chuckle. ~And Rumi? How about him?Il

Shams smiled fleetingly. -Every man has a degree of womanliness inside.ll

—Even the ones who are manly men?ll



—Especially those, my dear,ll Shams said, garnishing his words with awink and dropping hisvoiceto a
whisper, asif sharing a secret.

| stifled a giggle, feeling like a little girl. That was the impact of having Shams so close. He was a
strange man, his voice oddly charming, his hands lithe and muscular, and his stare like a crease of
sunlight, making everything that it fell upon look more intense and alive. Next to him | felt my youth in all
its fullness, and yet somewhere inside me a maternal instinct sprawled, exuding the thick, milky scent of
motherhood. | wanted to protect him. How or fromwhat, | could not tell.

Shams put his hand on my shoulder, his face so close to mine that | could feel the warmth of his breath.
There was now a new, dreamy gaze to his eyes. He held me captive with his touch, caressing my cheeks,
his fingertips as warm as a flame against my skin. | was flabbergasted. Now his finger moved down,
reaching my bottom lip. Baffled and giddy, | closed my eyes, feeling a lifetime-s worth of excitement
welling up in my stomach. But no sooner had he touched my lips than Shams drew his hand back.

—¥ou should go now, dear Kimya,ll Shams murmured, making my name sound like a sad word.

| walked out, my head dizzy and my cheeks fl ushed.

Only after | went to my room, reclined on my back on the sleeping mat, and stared up at the ceiling,
wondering how it would feel to be kissed by Shams, did it dawn upon me that | had forgotten to ask him
about the fourth undercurrent in the streani the deeper reading of the Qur-an. What was it? How could
one ever achieve that kind of depth?

And what happened to those who took the plunge?



Sultan Walad

KONYA, SEPTEMBER 4, 1245

Being his older brother, | have always worried for Aladdin, but never as much as | do now. He has
always had a quick temper, even as atoddler, but lately he is more quarrel some and easily incensed.
Ready to squabbl e over almost anything, no matter how senseless or small, he is so petulant these days
that even the children on the street take fright when they see him coming. Only seventeen, he has creases
around his eyes from frowning and squinting too much. Just this morning | noticed a new wrinkle next to
his mouth fromholdingitinatight line all the time.

| was busy writing on sheepskin parchment when | heard a faint rattling sound behind me. It was
Aladdin, his lips set in a tense scowl. God knows how long he had been standing there like that, watching
me with a strained look in his brown eyes. He asked me what | was doing.

—m copying an old lecture of our father-s,ll |1 said. —#s good to have an extra copy of every one of
them.

—What-s the use of it?ll Aladdin exhaled loudly. —Father has stopped giving lectures or sermons. In case
you haven+ noticed, he doesr+ teach at the madrassa either. Dont you see he has thrust aside all his
responsi bilities?ll

—Fhisisatemporary situation,ll | said. -He-}l soon start teaching again.|l

—¥ou are only fooling yourself. Don+ you see that our father doesn have time for anything or anyone
other than Shams? Isn+ that funny? The man is supposed to be a wandering dervish, but he has taken root
inour house.ll

Aladdin emitted a chuckle, waiting for me to agree with him, but when | said nothing, he started pacing
the room. Even without looking at him, | could feel the angry blaze in his eyes.

—Peopl e are gossi ping,Il Aladdin went on morosely. —Fhey are all asking the same question: How can a
respected scholar let himself be manipulated by a heretic? Our father-s reputation is like ice melting
under the sun. If he doesn+ get a hold of himself soon, he might never be able to find students againin this
town. Nobody would want him as ateacher. And | woul dn+ blame them.ll

| placed the parchment aside and looked at my brother. He was only a boy, really, although his every
gesture and expression said he felt on the edge of manhood. He had changed a lot since last year, and |
was beginning to suspect he could be in love. Just who the girl could be, | didn+ know, and his close
friends wouldn+ tell me.

—Brother, | realize you don+ like Shams, but he is a guest in our house and we ought to respect him.
DorH listen to what others say. Honestly, we shoul dn+ make a mountain out of a mol ehill. |l

As soon as these words came from my mouth, | regretted my patronizing tone. But it was too late. Like
bone-dry wood, Aladdin easily catches fire.

A molehil 2l Aladdin snorted. —ts that what you call this calamity that has befallen us? How can you
be so blind?ll

| took out another parchment, caressing its delicate surface. It always gave me tremendous pleasure to
reproduce my father-s words and to think that in doing so | was helping them to last longer. Even after a
hundred years passed, peopl e could read my father-s teachings and be inspired by them. To play arolein
this transmission, however small arole it might be, made me proud.

Still complaining, Aladdin stood next to me and glanced at my work, his eyes brooding and bitter. For a
fleeting moment, | saw alonging in his eyes and recogni zed the face of a boy in need of his father-s love.



With a plunging heart, | realized it wasn+ Shams he was truly angry at. It was my father.

Aladdin was angry at my father for not loving him enough and for being who he was. My father could
be distinguished and famous, but he had also been utterly helpless in the face of the death that had taken
our mother at such atender age.

—Fhey say Shams put a spell on our father,ll Aladdin said. —Fhey say he was sent by the Assassins.|l

—Fhe Assassins!ll | protested. —Fhat is nonsense. |l

The Assassins were a sect famous for their meticul ous killing methods and extensive use of poisonous
substances. Targeting influential people, they murdered their victims in public, so as to plant fear and
panic in peoples hearts. They had gone as far as leaving a poisoned cake in Saladin-s tent with a note
that said You are in our hands. And Saladin, this great commandeer of Islam who had fought bravely
against the Christian Crusaders and recaptured Jerusalem, had not dared to fight against the Assassins,
preferring to make peace with them. How could people think Shams could be linked with this sect of
terror?

| put my hand on Aladdin-s shoulder and forced himto look at me. —-Besides, don- you know the sect is
not what it used to be? They are barely more than a name now. Il

Aladdin briefly considered this possibility. —¥es, but they say there were three very loya
commandeers of Hassan Sabbah. They left the castle of Alamut, pledging to spread terror and trouble
wherever they went. Peopl e suspect that Shams is their leader.|l

| was starting to lose patience. -&od help me! And could you please tell me why a Hashshashin would
want to kill our father?ll

—Because they hate influential people and love to create chaos, that-s why,ll Aladdin responded. So
agitated was he by his conspiracy theories that red bl otches had formed on his cheeks.

| knew | had to handle this more carefully. —ook, people say all sorts of things all the time,ll | said.
—¥ou car+ take these awful rumors seriously. Clear your mind of spiteful thoughts. They are poisoning
you.ll

Aladdin groaned resentfully, but | continued nonethel ess. —¥ou might not like Shams personally. You
do not have to. But for Father-s sake you ought to show him some respect.li

Aladdin looked at me with bitterness and contempt. | understood that my younger brother was not only
cross with our father and infuriated at Shams. He was also disappointed in me. He saw my appreciation
of Shams as a sign of weakness. Perhaps he thought that in order to earn my father-s favor, | was being
subservient and spineless. It was only a suspicion on my part, but one that hurt me deeply.

Still, I could not get angry at him, and eveniif | did, my anger would not last very long. He was my little
brother. To me he would always be that boy running after street cats, getting his feet dirty inrain puddles,
and nibbling slices of bread topped with yogurt all day long. | couldn+ help seeing in his face the boy he
once had been, a bit on the plump side and a tad short for his age, the boy who took the news of the death
of his mother without shedding a tear. All he did was to look down at his feet as if suddenly ashamed of
his shoes and purse his bottom lip until its color was gone. Neither aword nor a sob had come out of his
mouth. | wish he would have cried.

—Bo you remember the time you got into a fight with some neighboring kids?Il | asked. —¥ou came home
crying, with a bloody nose. What did our mother tell you then?ll

Aladdin-s eyes first narrowed and then grew in recognition, but he didn- say anything.

—She told you that whenever you got angry with someone, you should replace the face of that personin
your mind with the face of someone you love. Have you tried replacing Shams-s face with our mother-s
face? Perhaps you could find something to like in him.li

A furtive smile, as swift and timid as a passing cloud, hovered over Aladdins lips, and | was amazed
at how much it softened his expression.

—Perhaps | could,ll he said, al anger draining out of his voice now.



My heart melted. | gave my brother a hug, unsure of what else to say. As he hugged me back, | felt
confident that he would repair his relationship with Shams and the harmony in our house would soon be
restored.

Given the course of events that followed, | couldn+ have been more mi staken.



Kerra

KONYA, OCTOBER 22, 1245

Beyond the closed door, Shams and Rumi were tal king fervently about God knows what the other day. |
knocked and entered without waiting for a response, carrying atray with a plate of halva. Normally
Shams doesn+ say anything when | am around, as if my presence forces himinto silence. And he never
comments upon my cooking skills. He eats very little anyhow. Sometimes | have the impression it makes
no difference to himwhether | serve a fabulous dinner or dry bread. But this time as soon as he took a bite
frommy halva, his eyes it up.

—Fhisisdelicious, Kerra. How did you make it?ll he asked.

| don+ know what came over me. Instead of seeing the compliment for what it was, | heard myself
retort, “Why are you asking? Evenif | told you how, you couldn+ makeit.ll

Shams locked a level gaze into my eyes and nodded slightly, as if he agreed with what |-d said. |
waited for himto say something inreturn, but he just stood there, mute and calm.

Inalittle while, I left the room and returned to the kitchen, thinking the incident was left behind. And |
probably would not have remembered it again, had it not been for what transpired this morning.

| was churning butter by the hearth in the kitchen when | heard strange voices out in the courtyard. | rushed
outside, only to witness the craziest scene ever. There were books everyplace, piled up inrickety towers,
and still more books floating inside the fountain. From all the ink dissolving init, the water in the fountain
had turned a vivid blue.

With Rumi standing right there, Shams picked a book from the pil§ The Collected Poems of al-
Mutanabbif eyed it with a grim expression, and tossed it into the water. No sooner had the book
submerged than he reached for another. This time it was Attar-s The Book of Secrets.

| gasped in horror. One by one, he was destroying Rumi—s favorite books! The next to be hurled into the
water was The Divine Sciences by Rumi-s father. Knowing how much Rumi adored his father and doted
upon this old manuscript, | looked at him, expecting himto throw afit.

Instead | found Rumi standing aside, his face pale as wax, his hands trembling. | couldn+ understand
for the life of me why he didn+ say anything. The man who once had reprimanded me for just dusting his
books was now watching a lunatic destroy his entire library, and yet he didn+ even utter aword. It wasn+
fair. If Rum wasn+ going to intervene, | would.

—What are you doing?ll | asked Shams. —Fhese books have no other copies. They are very valuable.
Why are you throwing theminto the water? Have you | ost your mind?ll

Instead of an answer, Shams cocked his head toward Rumi. —s that what you think, too?ll he asked.

Rumi pursed hislips and smiled faintly but remained silent.

—Why don+ you say anything?ll | yelled at my husband.

At this, Rumi approached me and held my hand tightly. -€alm down, Kerra, please. | trust in Shams.ll

Giving me a glance over his shoulder, relaxed and confident, Shams rolled up his sleeves and started to
pull the books out of the water. To my amazement, every single book he took out was as dry as a bone.

—ts this magic? How did you do that?ll | asked.

—But why are you asking?ll Shams said. —Evenif | told you how, you couldn do it.ll



Trembling with anger, choking back sobs, | ran to the kitchen, which has become my sanctuary these
days. And there, amid pots and pans, stacks of herbs and spices, | sat down and cried my heart out.



Rumi

KONYA, DECEMBER 1245

Bent on praying the morning prayer together inthe open air, Shams and | | eft the house shortly after dawn.
We rode our horses for awhile, through meadows and valleys and across ice-cold streams, enjoying the
breeze on our faces. Scarecrows inwheat fields greeted us with an eerie poise, and newly washed
clothes in front of a farmhouse fluttered madly in the breeze as we passed by, pointinginall directions
into the semidarkness.

On the way back, Shams pulled at the reins of his horse and pointed to a massive oak tree outside the
town. Together we sat under the tree, the sky hanging above our heads in shades of purple. Shams placed
his cloak on the ground, and as calls to prayer echoed from mosques near and far, we prayed there
together.

-When | first came to Konya, | sat under this tree,ll Shams said. He smiled at a distant memory, but then
grew pensive and said, —A peasant gave me a ride. He was a great admirer of yours. He told me your
sermons cured sadness. |l

—Fhey used to call me the Wizard of Words,ll | said. Buit it all feels so far away now. | don+ want to
give sermons anynore. | feel like | amdore.ll

—¥ou are the Wizard of Words,ll Shams said determinedly. —-But instead of a preaching mind, you have
a chanting heart now .|l

| didn+t know what he meant by that, and | didn-t ask. The dawn had erased what remained of the night
before, turning the sky into a blameless orange. Far ahead of us, the town was waking up, crows were
diving into vegetable gardens to peck at whatever they could steal, doors were screeching, donkeys
braying, and stoves burning as everyone got ready for a brand-new day.

—People everywhere are struggling on their own for fulfillment, but without any guidance as to how to
achieve it murmured Shams with a shake of his head. —~¥our words help them. And I4] do everythingin
my power to help you. | amyour servant.ll

—DBor+ say that,ll | protested. —¥ou are my friend.ll

Oblivious to my objection, Shams continued. -My only concern is the shell you have been livingin. As
a famous preacher, you have been surrounded by fawning admirers. But how well do you know common
people? Drunks, beggars, thieves, prostitutes, gambler§ the most inconsolable and the most
downtrodden. Can we love all of God-s creatures? It is a difficult test, and one that only afew can pass.|

As he kept speaking, | saw gentleness and concern in his face, and something el se that 1ooked almost
like maternal compassion.

—¥ou are right,ll 1 conceded. +have always lived a protected life. | don+ even know how ordinary
people live.ll

Shams picked up a lump of soil, and as he crumbled it between his fingers, he added softly, ¥ we can
embrace the universe as a whole, with al its differences and contradictions, everything will melt into
Onelll

With this, Shams picked up a dead branch and drew a large circle around the oak tree. When he was
done, he raised his arms toward the sky, as if wishing to be pulled up by aninvisible rope, and uttered the
ni nety-nine names of God. At the same time, he began to whirl inside the circle, first slowly and tenderly
but then accelerating steadily, like a late-afternoon breeze. Soon he was whirling with the speed and
might of gusty winds. So captivating was his frenzy that | couldn help but feel as if the whole universd



the earth, the stars, and the moorf  spun with him. | watched this most unusual dance, | etting the energy it
radiated envelop my soul and body.

Finally Shams slowed down to a halt, his chest rising and falling with every ragged breath, his face
white, his voice suddenly deep, as if coming from a distant place. “The universe is one being.
Everything and everyone is interconnected through an invisible web of stories. Whether we are aware
of it or not, we are all in a silent conversation. Do no harm. Practice compassion. And do not gossip
behind anyone’s back—not even a seemingly innocent remark! The words that come out of our mouths
do not vanish but are perpetually stored in infinite space, and they will come back to us in due time.
One man’s pain will hurt us all. One man’s joy will make everyone smile,” he murmured. —Fhisis what
one of the forty rules reminds us.ll

Then he turned his inquisitive gaze to me. There was a shadow of despair in the bottoml ess depths of
his eyes, awave of sorrow that | had never seenin himbefore.

—One day you will be known as the Voice of Love,ll Shams remarked. —East and West, people who
have never seen your face will be inspired by your voice.ll

—How is that going to happen?ll | asked incredul ously.

—Fhrough your words,|l Shams answered. —But | am not talking about |ectures or sermons. | am talking
about poetry.l

—Poetry?ll My voice cracked. ++don+t write poetry. | ama scholar.ll

This elicited a subtle smile from Shams. —¥ou, my friend, are one of the finest poets the world will
ever come to know. |l

| was about to protest, but the determined |ook in Shams-s eyes stopped me. Besides, | didn feel like
arguing. —Even so, whatever needs to be done, we will do it together. We will walk on this path
together. |l

Shams nodded absently and Iapsed into an eerie silence, gazing at the fading colors in the horizon.
When he finally spoke, he uttered those ominous words that have never left me, scarring my soul
permanently: -As much as | would love to joinyou, I-mafraid you will have to do it alone.ll

—What do you mean? Where are you going?ll | asked.

With awistful pucker of the lips, Shams lowered his gaze. = is not in my hands.ll

A sudden wind blew inour direction, and the weather turned chilly, as if warning us that the fall would
soon be over. It began to rain out of the clear blue sky, in light, warm drops, as faint and delicate as the
touch of butterflies. And that was the first time the thought of Shams-s leaving me hit me like a sharp pain
in the chest.



Sultan Walad

KONYA, DECEMBER 1245

Banter to some, but it pains me to hear the gossip. How can peopl e be so disdainful and scornful with
regard to things they know so little about? It is queer, if not frightening, how out of touch with truth people
are! They don+t understand the depth of the bond between my father and Shams. Apparently they haven-+
read the Qur-an. Because if they had, they would know that there are similar stories of spiritual
companionship, such as the story of Moses and Khidr.

It is in the verse al-Kahf, clear and plain. Moses was an exemplary man, great enough to become a
prophet someday, as well as alegendary commander and lawmeaker. But there was a time when he sorely
needed a spiritual companion to open his third eye. And that companion was no other than Khidr, the
Comforter of the Distressed and Dejected.

Khidr said to Moses, +am a lifelong traveler. God has assigned me to roam the world and do what
needs to be done. You say you want to join me in my journeys, but if you follow me, you must not question
anything | do. Can you bear to accompany me without questi oning? Can you trust me fully?ll

—¥es, | can,ll Moses assured him. et me come with you. | promise, | won+ ask you any questions. |l

So they set out on the road, visiting various towns on the way. But when he witnessed Khidr perform
senseless actions, like killing a young boy or sinking a boat, Moses could not hold his tongue. “Why did
you do those awful things?ll he asked desperately.

—What happened to your promise?l Khidr asked back. -Bid | not tell you that you can ask me no
guestions?l

Each time Moses apol ogi zed, promising not to ask anything, and each time he broke his promise. In the
end, Khidr explained the reason behind each and every one of his actions. Slowly but surely, Moses
understood that things that can seem malicious or unfortunate are often a blessing in disguise, whereas
things that might seem pleasant can be harmful in the long run. His brief companionship with Khidr was to
be the most eye-opening experience in hislife.

As in this parable, there are friendships in this world that seem incomprehensible to ordinary people
but are in fact conduits to deeper wisdom and insight. This is how | regard Shamss presence in my
father-slife.

But | know that other people don+ see it in the same way, and | amworried. Unfortunately, Shams does
not make it easy for people to like him. Sitting at the gate of the seminary in an embarrassingly tyrannical
manner, he stops and interrogates everyone who warnts to go in to talk to my father.

—What do you wart to see the great Mawlana for?ll he asks. “What did you bring as a giftIl

Not knowing what to say, people stammer and falter, even apol ogize. And Shams sends them away.

Some of these visitors return in a few days with presents, carrying dried fruits, silver dirhams, silk
carpets, or newborn lambs. But seeing these goods annoys Shams even more. His black eyes aglow, his
face glittering with fervor, he chases them away again.

One day a man got so upset with Shams he shouted, “What gives you the right to block Mawlana-s
door? Y ou keep asking everyone what they are bringing! How about you? What did you bring him?Il

—brought myself,ll Shams said, just loud enough to be heard. —sacrificed my head for him.ll

The man trudged off, mumbling something under his breath, |ooking more confused than enraged.



The same day | asked Shamsiif it didn+ trouble him that he was so widely misunderstood and
underappreciated. Scarcely able to contain my apprehension, | pointed out that he had gai ned many
enemies | ately.

Shams | ooked at me blankly, as if he had no idea what | was talking about. —But | have no enemies, |l he
said with a shrug. —Fhe lovers of God can have critics and evenrival's, but they cannot have enemies.|i

—¥es, but you quarrel with people,ll | objected.

Shams bristled with fervor. +don-t quarrel withthem, | quarrel withtheir ego. That-s different.ll

Then he added softly, —H is one of the forty rules: This world is like a snowy mountain that echoes
your voice. Whatever you speak, good or evil, will somehow come back to you. Therefore, if there is
someone who harbors ill thoughts about you, saying similarly bad things about him will only make
matters worse. You will be locked in a vicious circle of malevolent energy. Instead for forty days and
nights say and think nice things about that person. Everything will be different at the end of forty days,
because you will be different inside.ll

—But people are saying all sorts of things about you. They even say for two men to be so fond of each
other there has to be an unspeakabl e bond between them,ll | said, my voice failing me toward the end.

Upon hearing this, Shams put his hand on my arm and smiled his usual calming smile. He thentold me a
story.

Two men were traveling from one town to another. They came to a stream that had risen due to
heavy rainfall. Just when they were about to cross the water, they noticed a young, beautiful woman
standing there all alone, in need of help. One of the men immediately went to her side. He picked the
woman up and carried her in his arms across the stream. Then he dropped her there, waved good-bye,
and the two men went their way.

During the rest of the trip, the second traveler was unusually silent and sullen, not responding to
his friend’s questions. After several hours of sulking, unable to keep silent anymore, he said, “Why did
you touch that woman? She could have seduced you! Men and women cannot come into contact like
that!”

The first man responded calmly, “My friend, I carried the woman across the stream, and that is
where I left her. It is you who have been carrying her ever since.”

—Some people are like that,ll Shams said. —Fhey carry their own fears and biases on their shoulders,
crushed under all that weight. If you hear of anyone who cannot comprehend the depth of the bond
between your father and me, tell himto wash his mind!ll



Ella

NORTHAM PTON, JUNE 15, 2008

Beloved Ella,

Y ou asked me how | became a Sufi. It didn+ happen overnight.

| was born Craig Richardson in Kinlochbervie, a harbor village in the Highlands of Scotland. Whenever | think about the past, |
fondly remember the fishing boats, their nets heavy with fish and strands of seaweed dangling like green snakes, sandpipers scurrying
along the shore pecking at worms, ragwort plants growing in the most unexpected places, and the smell of the sea in the background,
sharp and salty. That smell, as well as those of the mountains and lochs, and the dreary tranquillity of life in postwar Europe composed
the background against which my childhood was set.

While the world tumbled heavily into the 1960s and became the scene of student demonstrations, hijackings, and revolutions, | was
cut off from it all in my quiet, green corner. My father owned a secondhand-book store, and my mother raised sheep that produced
high-quality wool. As a child | had a touch of both the loneliness of a shepherd and the introspectiveness of a bookseller. Many days |
would climb an old tree and gaze out at the scenery, convinced that | would spend my whole life there. Every now and then, my heart
would constrict with a longing for adventures, but | liked Kinlochbervie and was happy with the predictability of my life. How could |
know that God had other plans for me?

Shortly after | turned twenty, | discovered the two things that would change my life forever. The first was a professional camera. |
enrolled in a photography class, not knowing that what | saw as a simple hobby would become a lifelong passion. The second was love
f a Dutch woman who was touring Europe with friends. Her name was Margat.

She was eight years my elder, beautiful, tall, and remarkably headstrong. Margot regarded herself as a bohemian, an idealist, a
radical, a bisexual, a leftist, an individualist anarchist, a multiculturalist, a human-rights advocate, a counterculture activist, an ecofeminist
T labels | couldn+ even define should one ask me what they meant. But | had early on observed that she was one more thing: a
pendulum woman. Capable of swinging from extreme joy to extreme depression in the span of a few minutes, Margot had
unpredictability written all over her. Always furious at what she construed as —the hypocrisy of the bourgeais lifestyle,ll she questioned
every detail in life, waging battles against society. To this day it is still a mystery to me why | did not run away from her. But | didn+.
Instead | let myself get sucked into the whirling vortex of her animated personality. | was head over heels in love.

She was an impossible combination, full of revolutionary ideas, unbridled courage, and creativity, yet as fragile as a crystal flower. |
promised myself to stay by her side and protect her not only from the outside world but also from herself. Did she ever love me as
much as | loved her? | don+ think so. But | know she did love me in her own self-centered and self-destructive way.

This is how | ended up in Amsterdam at the age of twenty. We got married there. Margot dedicated her time to helping refugees
who had found themselves in Europe for political or humanitarian reasons. Working for an organization that specialized in immigrants-
needs, she helped traumatized people from the most troubled corners of the world find their feet in Holland. She was their guardian
angel. Families from Indonesia, Somalia, Argentina, and Palestine named their daughters after her.

As for me, | wasrH interested in greater causes, being too busy working my way up the corporate ladder. After graduating from
business schooal, | started working for an international firm. The fact that Margot didn+ care about my status or salary made me yearn
even more for the trinkets of success. Hungry for power, | wanted to sink my teeth into important waorks.

| had our life completely planned out. In two years we would start having children. Two little girls completed my picture of an ideal
family. | was confident of the future that awaited us. After all, we lived in one of the safest places on earth, not in one of those troubled
countries that kept pumping immigrants into the European continent like a broken faucet. We were young, healthy, and in love. Nothing
could go wrong. It is hard to believe | am fifty-four years old now and Margot is no longer alive.

She was the healthy one. A staunch vegan at a time when the word hadn+ been coined, she ate only healthy things, exercised
routinely, stayed away from drugs. Her angelic face brimmed with health, her body was always thin, brisk, and angular. She took such
good care of herself that despite the age difference between us, | looked older than she did.

She died a most unexpected and simple death. One night, on her way back from a visit to a famous Russian journalist who had
applied for asylum, her car broke down in the middle of the highway. And she, who always abided by the rules, did something
completely out of her character. Instead of putting on the flashers and waiting for help, she got out of the car and decided to walk to the
next village. Wearing a taupe trench coat with dark trousers, she didn+ have a flashlight or anything that would make her more
noticeable. A vehicle hit herf a trailer from Yugoslavia. The driver said he never saw her. So completely had Margot melted into the
night.

| was a boy once. Love opened up my eyes to a more fulfilled life. After | lost the woman | loved, | metamorphosed drastically.
Neither a boy nor an adult, | became a trapped animal. This stage of my life | call my encounter with the letter S in the word —Sufi.ll

| hope | haven+ bored you with such a long letter.

Love,
Azz



Desert Rose the Harlot

KONYA, JANUARY 1246

Barring me from much these days, ever since the scandal | caused at the mosque, the patron doesn+ let me
go anywhere. | am grounded forever. But it doesn+ upset me. Thetruthis, | haverH been feeling much of
anything lately.

Every morning the face that greets me in the mirror looks paler. | don+ comb my hair or pinch my
cheeks to redden them anymore. The other girls constantly complain about my bad looks, saying that it
keeps the customers away. They may be right. Which is why | was quite surprised when the other day |
was told that a particular client insisted on seeing me.

To my horror, it turned out to be Baybars.

As soon as we were alone inthe room, | asked, “What is a security guard like you doing here?ll

—Well, my coming to a brothel is no more bizarre than a harlot going to a mosque,ll he said, his voice
heavy with insinuation.

—+am sure you would have loved to lynch me that day,ll | said. +owe my life to Shams of TabrizIl

—Bon+ mention that revolting name. That guy is a heretic!ll

—No, he is not!ll I don+ know what came over me, but | heard myself say, —Since that day Shams of
Tabriz has come to see me many times.li

—Hah! A dervishinabrothel!ll Baybars snorted. Why am | not surprised?Il

—H-s not like that,ll | said. +Hs not like that at all .l

| had never told this to anyone el se before and had no idea why | was telling Baybars now, but Shams
had been visiting me every week for the past several months. How he managed to sneak inside without
being seen by the others, especially by the patron, was beyond my comprehension. Anyone else would
assume that it was with the aid of black magic. But | knew it wasn+ that. He was a good man, Shams. A
man of faith. And he had special tal ents. Other than my mother back in my childhood, Shams was the only
person who treated me with unconditional compassion. He had taught me not to be despondent, no matter
what. Whenever | told himthere was no way someone like me could shed the past, he would remind me of
one of his rules: The past is an interpretation. The future is an illusion. The world does not move
through time as if it were a straight line, proceeding from the past to the future. Instead time moves
through and within us, in endless spirals.

Eternity does not mean infinite time, but simply timelessness.

If you want to experience eternal illumination, put the past and the future out of your mind and
remain within the present moment.

Shams always told me, —You see, the present moment is all there is and all that there ever will be.
When you grasp this truth, youd! have nothing to fear anymore. Then you can walk out of this brothel for
good.ll

Baybars was watching my face carefully. When he looked at me, his right eye looked off to the side. It felt
as if there were another person in the roomwith us, someone | couldn+ see. He scared me.

Realizing that it would be best not to talk about Shams anymore, | served him a pitcher of beer, which
he drank inahurry.



—So0 what isyour specialty?l Baybars asked after he guzzled his second beer. -Bor+ you girls each
have a tal ent? Can you belly dance?ll

| told him I didn+ have such talents and whatever gift | had in the past was gone now, as | was suffering
from an unknown illness. The boss would have killed me if she heard me say such things to a client, but |
didn+ care. The truth was, | secretly hoped Baybars would spend the night with another girl.

But, to my disappointment, Baybars shrugged and said he didn+ care. Then he took out his pouch,
spilled a reddish brown substance from it into his palm, and popped it into his mouth, chewing slowly.
—Bo you want some?ll he asked.

| shook my head. | knew what it was.

—¥ou dor+ know what you are missing.ll He grinned as he reclined on the bed, drifting away from his
own body into a stupor of cannabis.

That evening, high on beer and cannabis, Baybars bragged about the terrible things he had seen on the
battl efields. Even though Genghis Khan was dead and his flesh decomposed, his ghost still accompanied
the Mongol armies, Baybars said. Egged on by the ghost, the Mongol army was attacking caravans,
plundering villages, and massacring women and men alike. He told me about the veil of silence, as soft
and peaceful as a blanket on a cold winter night, that descended upon a battl efield after hundreds had been
killed and wounded, and dozens more were about to give up their last breath.

—Fhe silence that follows a massive disaster is the most peaceful sound you can hear on the surface of
the world,ll he said, his voice slurring.

—H sounds so sad, |l | murmured.

Suddenly he had no more words inside him. There was nothing el se to talk about. Grabbing my arm, he
pushed me onto the bed and pulled off my robe. His eyes were bloodshot, his voice hoarse, and his smell
was a repugnant mixture of cannabis, sweat, and hunger. He entered me in one harsh, abrasive thrust. |
tried to move aside and relax my thighs to lessen the pain, but he pressed both hands on my bosom with
such force that it was impossible to budge. He kept rocking back and forth even long after he came inside
me, like a string puppet that was manipulated by unseen hands and could not possibly stop. Clearly
dissatisfied, he kept moving with such roughness that | feared he was going to get hard again, but then
suddenly it all cameto anend. Still ontop of me, he looked at my face with pure hatred, asif the body that
had aroused hima moment ago now disgusted him.

—Put something on,ll he ordered as he rolled aside.

| put on my robe, watching out of the corner of my eye as he popped more cannabis into his mouth.
—romnow on, | want you to be my mistress, |l he said with his jaw jutting out.

It wasn+ all that uncommon for clients to come up with such demands. | knew how to handle these
delicate situations, giving the client the false impression that | would love to be his mistress and serve
solely him, but for that to happen he had to spend a lot of money and make the patron happy first. But
today | didn feel like pretending.

—can+ be your mistress,|l | said. +am going to leave this place very soon.ll

Baybars guffawed as if this were the funniest thing he had ever heard. —¥ou carn+ do that,ll he said with
certainty.

| knew | shouldn+ be quarreling with him, but | couldn+ help it. -¥ou and | are not that different. We
both have done things in the past that we deeply regret. But you have been made a security guard, thanks to
your uncle-s position. | have no uncle backing me, you see.ll

Baybars-s face became wooden, and his eyes, cold and distant up till now, suddenly widened with
fury. Dashing forward, he grabbed me by the hair. +was nice to you, wasn+ 1?2l he growled. “A/ho do
you think you are?ll

| opened my mouth to say something, but a sharp stab of pain silenced me. Baybars punched me in the
face and pushed me against the wall.



It wasrH the first time. | had been beaten by clients before but never this badly.

| fell onthe floor, and then Baybars started to kick me hard in the ribs and legs while hurling insults at me.
It was then and there that | had the strangest experience. As| cringed in pain, my body crushed under the
weight of each blow, my soulf or what felt like if separated from my body, turning itself into a kite,
light and free.

Soon | was floating in the ether. Asif thrown into a peaceful vacuum where there was nothing to resist
and nowhere to go, | simply hovered. | passed over recently harvested wheat fields, where the wind
fluttered the head scarves of peasant girls and at night, fireflies glinted here and there like fairy lights. It
felt like falling, except falling upward into the bottoml ess sky.

Was | dying? If this was what death was like, it wasrH terrifying at all. My worries diminished. | had
tumbled into a place of absolute lightness and purity, a magic zone where nothing could pull me down.
And suddenly | realized | was living my fear and, to my surprise, it wasn frightful. Wasn it because of
the fear of being harmed that | had been scared to |eave the brothel all this time? If | could manage not to
be scared of death, | realized with an expanding heart, | could leave this rat hole.

Shams of Tabriz was right. The only filth was the filth inside. | shut my eyes and imagined this other
me, pristine and penitent and looking much younger, walking out of the brothel and into a new life.
Glowing with youth and confidence, this was what my face would have looked like if only I-d
experienced security and love in my life. The vision was so alluring and so very real, despite the blood
before my eyes and the throbbing in my ribs, that | couldn-t help smiling.



Kimya

KONYA, JANUARY 1246

Blushing and sweating slightly, | mustered the courage to talk to Shams of Tabriz. | had been meaning to
ask him about the deepest reading of the Qur-an, but for weeks | hadn+ had a chance. Though we lived
under the same roof, our paths never crossed. But this morning as | was sweeping the courtyard, Shams
appeared next to me, alone and in the mood to chat. And this time not only did | manage to talk with him
longer, but | also managed to ook himin the eye.

—How isit going, dear Kimya?l he asked jovially.

| couldr+ hel p noticing that Shams |ooked dazed, as if he had just woken up from sleep, or el se another
vision. | knew he had been having visions, lately more often than ever, and by now | had learned to read
the signs. Each time he had a vision, his face became pale and his eyes dreamy.

—A stormis impending,ll Shams murmured, squinting at the sky, where grayish flakes swirled, heralding
the first snow of the year.

This seemed the right time to ask him the question | had been hol ding i nside. -Remember when you told
me that we all understood the Qur-an in accordance with the depth of our insight?ll | said carefully. -Ever
since then | have been meaning to ask you about the fourth level .|l

Now Shams turned toward me, his gaze raking my face. | liked it when he stared at me so attentively. |
thought he was his handsomest at times like this, his lips pursed, his forehead slightly creased.

—Fhe fourth level is unspeakable,ll he said. —Fhere is a stage after which language fails us. When you
step into the zone of |ove, you worH need language. |l

—+wish | could step into the zone of love someday,ll | blurted, but then instantly felt embarrassed. —+
mean, so that | could read the Qur-an with deeper insight.ll

An odd little smile etched Shams-s mouth. = you have it in you, | am sure you will. YowH! dive into
the fourth current, and then youH| be the stream. i

| had forgotten this mixed feeling that only Shams was capable of stirringin me. Next to him | felt both
like a child learning life anew and like a woman ready to nurture life inside my womb.

—What do you mean, -if you have it inyou-2ll | asked. =¥ ou mean, like destiny?ll

—¥es, that-s right.ll Shams nodded.

—But what does destiny mean?ll

— cannot tell you what destiny is. All | can tell you is what it isn. In fact, there is another rule
regarding this question. Destiny doesn’t mean that your life has been strictly predetermined. Therefore,
to leave everything to fate and to not actively contribute to the music of the universe is a sign of sheer
ignorance.

“The music of the universe is all-pervading and it is composed on forty different levels.

“Your destiny is the level where you will play your tune. You might not change your instrument but
how well to play is entirely in your hands.”

| must have given him a befuddled look, for Shams felt the need to explain. He placed his hand on mine,
gently squeezing. With dark, deep eyes glinting he said, -Allow me to tell you a story.ll

And here iswhat he told me:

One day a young woman asked a dervish what fate was about. “Come with me,” the dervish said.
“Let’s take a look at the world together.” Soon they ran into a procession. A killer was being taken to
the plaza to be hanged. The dervish asked, “That man will be executed. But is that because somebody



gave him the money with which he bought his murder weapon? Or is it because nobody stopped him
while he was committing the crime? Or is it because someone caught him afterward? Where is the
cause and effect in this case?”

| interjected, cutting his story short, and said, —Fhat man is going to be hanged because what he did was
awful. He is paying for what he did. There is the cause and there, too, the effect. There are good things
and bad things, and a difference between the two.ll

-Ah, sweet Kimya,ll Shams replied, ina small voice as if he suddenly felt tired. —You like distinctions
because you think they make life easier. What if things are not that clear all the time?ll

—But God warnts us to be clear. Otherwise there would be no notions of haram or halal. There would be
no hell and heaven. Imagine if you could not scare people with hell or encourage them with heaven. The
world would be awhole lot worse.ll

Snowflakes skittered in the wind, and Shams leaned forward to pull my shawl tighter. For a passing
moment, | stood frozen, inhaling his smell. It was a mixture of sandalwood and soft amber with a faint,
crisp tang underneath, like the smell of earth after the rain. | felt awarmglow inthe pit of my stomach and
awave of desire between my legs. How embarrassingitwa§ and yet, oddly, not embarrassing at all.

—n love, boundaries are blurred,ll said Shams, staring at me half compassionately, half concernedly.

Was he talking about the Love of God or the love between a woman and a man? Could he be referring
to us? Was there such a thing as —usll ?

Unaware of my thoughts, Shams continued. —+don+ care about haram or halal. 1-d rather extinguish the
fireinhell and burn heaven, so that people could start loving God for no other reason than love.ll

—¥ou shouldn+ go around saying such things. People are mean. Not everyone would understand,l |
said, not realizing that | would have to think more about this warning before its full implications could
sinkin,

Shams smiled a brave, almost valiant smile. | allowed himto hold me captive, his palmfeeling hot and
heavy against mine.

—Perhaps you are right, but dor+ you think that gives me all the more reason to speak my mind?
Besides, narrow-minded people are deaf anyhow. To their sealed ears, whatever | say is sheer
bl asphemy.

—Whereas to me everything you say is only sweet!ll

Shams looked at me with a disbelief that verged on astoni shment. But | was more shocked than he was.
How could | have said such a thing? Had | taken leave of my senses? | must have been possessed by a
djinn or something.

—msorry, |-d better go now, |l | said as | jumped to my feet.

My cheeks burning with shame, my heart pounding with all the things we had said and left unsaid, |
scampered out of the courtyard back into the house. But even as | ran, | knew that a threshold had been
crossed. After this moment | could not ignore the truth that | had known all along: | was in love with
Shams of Tabriz



Shams

KONYA, JANUARY 1246

Bad-mouthi ng one another is second nature to many people. | heard the rumors about me. Ever since |
came to Konya, there have been so many of them. It doesn+ surprise me. Althoughit clearly saysinthe
Qur-an that slandering is one of the gravest sins ever, most people make hardly any effort to avoid it. They
always condemn those who drink wine, or are on the lookout for adul terous women to stone, but when it
comes to gossiping, whichis afar more serious sinin the eyes of God, they take no notice of any
wrongdoing.

All of this reminds me of a story.

One day a man came running to a Sufi and said, panting, “Hey, they are carrying trays, look over
there!”

The Sufi answered calmly, “What is it to us? Is it any of my business?”

“But they are taking those trays to your house!” the man exclaimed.

“Then is it any of your business?” the Sufi said.

Unfortunately, people always watch the trays of others. Instead of minding their own business, they
pass judgment on other people. It never ceases to amaze me the things they fabricate! Their imagination
knows no limits when it comes to suspicion and slander.

Apparently there are people in this town who believe that | am the secret commander of the Assassins.
Some go so far asto claimthat | amthe son of the last Ismaili imam of Alamut. They say | am so skilled in
black magic and witchcraft that whomever | curse will die on the spot. Some others even make the
outrageous accusation that | have put a spell on Rumi. Just to make sure he doesr+ break the spell, | force
him to drink snake soup every day at dawn!

When | hear such claptrap, | laugh and walk away. What else is there to do? What harm comes to a
dervish from the sourness of others? If the whole world were swallowed by the sea, what would it matter
to a duck?

Nevertheless, | can see that the people around me are worried, particularly Sultan Walad. He is such a
bright young man | am sure someday soon he will become his father-s best aide. And then there is Kimya,
sweet Kimya.“ She, too, seems concerned. But the worst thing about the gossip is that Rumi gets his
share of vilification. Unlike me, he isn+ used to being bad-mouthed by others. It torments me to see him
distressed over the words of ignorant people. Mawlana has immense beauty inside. |, on the other hand,
have both beauty and ugliness. It is easier for me to deal with the ugliness of others thanitis for him. But
how can an erudite scholar who is used to having serious conversations and logical conclusions handle
the claptrap of ignorant people?

No wonder the Prophet Muhammad said, —n this world take pity on three kinds of people. The rich
man who has lost his fortune, the well-respected man who has lost his respectability, and the wise man
who is surrounded by ignorants. i

And yet | car+t help thinking that there could be some good for Rumi in all this. Slander is a hurtful,
albeit necessary, element in Rumi-s inner transformation. His whole life he has been admired, respected,
and imitated, having a reputati on beyond reproach. He doesn- know how it feel s to be mi sunderstood and
criticized by others. Nor has he been pestered by the sort of vulnerability and loneliness that one feels
fromtime to time. His ego has not been bruised, not even slightly damaged, by other people. But he needs
that. As hurtful asit is, being slandered is ultimately good for one on the path. It is Rule Number Thirty:



The true Sufi is such that even when he is unjustly accused, attacked, and condemned from all sides, he
patiently endures, uttering not a single bad word about any of his critics. A Sufi never apportions
blame. How can there be opponents or rivals or even “others” when there is no “self” in the first

place?
How can there be anyone to blame when there is only One?



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, JUNE 17, 2008

Beloved Ella,

Y ou were kind enough to ask me to tell you more. Frankly, | do not find it easy to write about this period of my life for it brings back
unwanted memories. But here it is:

After Margot-s death my life underwent a dramatic change. Losing myself in a circle of addicts, becoming a regular at all-night
parties and dance clubs in an Amsterdam | had never known before, | looked for comfort and compassion in all the wrong places. |
became a night creature, befriended the wrong people, woke up in strangers—beds, and lost more than twenty-five pounds in just a few
months.

The first time | sniffed heroin, | threw up and got so sick | couldnt keep my head up the whole day. My body had rejected the drug.
It was a sign but | was in no state to see it. Before | knew it, | had replaced sniffing with injections. Marijuana, hashish, acid, cocaing
| tried whatever | could get my hands on. It didn+t take me long to make a mess of myself, mentally and physically. Everything | did, |
did to stay high.

And when high | planned spectacular ways to kill myself. | even tried hemlock, in the manner of Socrates, but either its poison didn-
have an effect on me or the dark herb | bought at the back door of a Chinese takeout was some ordinary plant. Perhaps they sold me
some kind of green tea and had a laugh at my expense. Many mornings | woke up in unfamiliar places with someone new by my side,
but with the same emptiness eating me up inside. Women took care of me. Some were younger than me, others much older. | lived in
their houses, slept in their beds, stayed in their summer resorts, ate the food they cooked, wore their husbands—clothes, shopped with
their credit cards, and refused to give them even a speck of the love they demanded and no doubt deserved.

The life | had chosen quickly took its toll. | lost my job, | lost my friends, and finally | lost the apartment Margot and | had spent
many happy days in. When it became apparent that | couldnt bear this lifestyle anymore, | stayed in squat houses where everything
was collective. | spent more than fifteen months at one squat house in Rotterdam. There were no doors in the building, neither outside
nor inside, not even in the bathroom. We shared everything. Our songs, dreams, pocket money, drugs, food, beds “  Everything but the
pain.

Years into a life of drugs and debauchery, | hit rock bottom, a shadow of the man | used to be. As | was washing my face one
morning, | stared into the mirror. | had never seen anybody so young who was so drained and sad. | went back to bed and cried like a
child. The same day | rummaged through the boxes where | kept Margot-s belongings. Her books, clothes, records, hairpins, notes,
picture§ one by one, | bade farewell to every keepsake. Then | put them back in boxes and gave them away to the children of the
immigrants she cared so deeply about. It was 1977.

With the help of God-sent connections, | found a job at a well-known travel magazine as a photographer. This is how | embarked on
a journey to North Africa with a canvas suitcase and a framed picture of Margot, running away from the man | had become.

Then a British anthropologist | met in the Saharan Atlas gave me an idea. He asked me if | had ever considered being the first
Western photographer to sneak into the haliest cities of Islam. | didn+ know what he was talking about. He said there was a Saudi law
that strictly forbade non-Muslims from entering Mecca and Medina. No Christians or Jews were allowed, unless one found a way to
break in to the city and take pictures. If caught, you could go to jail, or even worse. | was all ears. The thrill of trespassing into
forbidden territory, achieving what no one else had accomplished befare, the surge of adrenaline, not to mention the fame and money
that would come at theend “ | was attracted to the idea like a bee drawn to a pot of honey.

The anthropologist said | could not do this alone and needed a connection. He suggested checking the Sufi brotherhoods in the area.
Y ou never know, they might agree to help, he said.

| didnt know anything about Sufism, and | couldn+ have cared less. As long as they offered to help, | was happy to meet the Sufis.
To me they were just a means to an end. But then, at the time, so was everyone and everything else.

Life is odd, Ella. In the end | never made it to Mecca or Medina. Nat then, not later. Not even after | converted to Islam. Destiny
took me on a different route altogether, one of unexpected twists and turns, each of which changed me so profoundly and irrevocably
that after a while the original destination lost its significance. Though motivated by purely materialistic reasons at the outset, when the
journey came to an end, | was a transformed man.

As for the Sufis, who could have known that what | had initially seen as a means to an end would very soon become an end in
itself? This part of my life | call my encounter with the letter u in the word —Sufi.ll

Love,
Azz



Desert Rose the Harlot

KONYA, FEBRUARY 1246

Bitter and bleak, the day | |eft the brothel was the coldest day in forty years. The narrow, serpentine
streets glistened with fresh snow, and sharp pendants of ice hung from the roofs of the houses and the
minarets of the mosqgues in dangerous beauty. By midafternoon the chill had become so severe there were
frozen cats on the streets with whiskers turned into thin threads of ice, and several ramshackl e houses
collapsed under the weight of the snow. After the street cats, Konya—s homel ess suffered the most. There
were half adozenfrozen bodie§ all curled up inthe fetal position with beatific smiles ontheir faces, as
i expecting to be reborninto a better and warmer life.

Late in the afternoon, when everyone was taking a nap before the hustl e of the evening began, | sneaked
out of my room. | took no more than a few simple clothes, leaving behind all the silk garments and
accessories | used to wear for special customers. Whatever was earned in the brothel had to stay in the
brothel.

Halfway down the stairs, | saw Magnolia standing at the main door, chewing the brown |eaves she was
addicted to. Older than all the other girlsin the brothel, lately she had been complai ning about hot flashes.
At night | heard her toss and turn in bed. It was no secret that her womanhood was drying up. Younger
girls jokingly said they envied Magnolia, since she would not have to worry about having periods,
pregnancies, or abortions anymore and could sleep with a man every single day of the month, but we all
knew that an aged prostitute had little chance of survival.

As soon as | saw Magnolia standing there, | knew | had only two options: either return to my room and
forget about running away or walk through that door and bear the consequences. My heart chose the | atter.

—Hey, Magnolia, are you feeling better?ll | said, adopting what | hoped was a relaxed and casual tone
of voice.

Magnolias face brightened but then darkened again as she noticed the bag in my hand. There was no
point in lying. She knew that the patron had forbidden me to leave my room, never mind leaving the
brothel.

—Are you leaving?l Magnolia gasped as if the question scared her.

| didn+t say anything. Now it was her turn to make a choice. She could either stop me in my tracks and
alert everyone to my plan or simply let me go. Magnolia stared at me, her expression grave and
embittered.

—&0 back to your room, Desert Rose,ll she said. —Fhe patron will send Jackal Head after you. Don+
you know what hedidto* I

But she didn+ finish her sentence. That was one of the unwritten rules in the brothel: We didn+ bring
up the stories of the unfortunate girls who had worked here before us and had met a premature end, and on
those rare occasi ons when we did mention them, we took care not to utter their names. There was no point
in disturbing themintheir graves. They had already |ed tough lives; it was better to |et themrest.

—Even if you manage to escape, how are you going to make a living?l Magnolia insisted. —You will
starve to death.ll

What | saw in Magnolias eyes was fearf not the fear that | could fail and be punished by the patron
but the fear that | might succeed. | was going to do the one thing she had always dreamed about and yet
never dared to carry out, and now she both respected and hated me for my audacity. | felt a momentary
pang of doubt and would have gone back had the voice of Shams of Tabriz not kept echoing in my head.



—et me go, Magnolia,ll | said. -+m not staying here another day.ll

After being beaten by Baybars and looking death in the face, | felt that something within me had
changed irreversibly. It was as if | had no more fear left inside me. One way or another, | didn+ care. |
was determined to dedicate what remained of my life to God. Whether this would be for a single day or
for many more years to come did not matter. Shams of Tabriz had said that faith and love turned human
beings into heroes because they removed all the fear and anxiety from their hearts. | was beginning to
understand what he meart.

And the strange thing is, Magnolia understood it, too. She gave me a long, painful look and slowly
moved aside, opening the way out for me.



Ella

NORTHAM PTON, JUNE 19, 2008

Beloved Ella,

Thank you for being so compassionate. 1-m glad you like my story and that you think about it a lot. | am not used to talking about my
past with anyone, and it strangely makes me lighter to share all this with you.

| spent the summer of 1977 with a group of Sufis in Morocco. My room was white, small, and simple. It had just the bare
necessities: a sleeping mat, an ail lamp, an amber rosary, a potted flower by the window, an evil-eye charm, and a walnut desk with a
book of Rumi-s poetry in the drawer. There was no telephone, no television, no clock, and no electricity. | didn+ mind. Having lived in
squat houses for years, | couldn+ see why | shouldn- survive in a dervish lodge.

On my first evening, Master Sameed came to my room to check on me. He said | was more than welcome to stay with them until
ready to leave for Mecca. But there was one condition: no drugs!

I remember feeling my face burn, like a child caught with his hand in the cookie jar. How did they know? Had they been rummaging
through my suitcase while | was out? 14l never forget what the master said next: ‘e don+ need to look through your belongings to
know you are using drugs, Brother Craig. Y ou have the eyes of an addict. |l

And the funny thing is, Ella, until that day | had never thought of myself as an addict. | was so sure that | was in control and that
drugs helped me with my problems. -Numbing the pain is not the same as healing it,l Master Sameed said. ‘A/hen the anesthesia wears
off, the pain is still there.ll

| knew he was right. With conceited determination | handed them all the drugs | carried with me, even my sleeping pills. But soon it
became apparent that my determination was not strong enough to pull me through what was to come. During the four months | stayed
in that small lodge, | broke my promise and strayed badly on more than a dozen occasions. For one who chose intoxication over
sobriety, it wasn+ hard to find drugs, even as a foreigner. One night | came to the lodge dead drunk and found all the doors bolted from
inside. | had to sleep in the garden. The next day Master Sameed asked nothing, and | offered no apologies.

Apart from these shaming incidents, | managed to get along fine with the Sufis, enjoying the calm that settled on the lodge in the
evenings. Being there felt peculiar but oddly peaceful, and though | was no stranger to living under the same roof with many people, |
found something there | had never experienced before: inner peace.

On the surface we lived a collective life where everyone ate, drank, and performed the same activities at the same time, but
underneath we were expected and encouraged to remain alone and look within. On the Sufi path, first you discover the art of being
alone amid the crowd. Next you discover the crowd within your solitudg  the voices inside youl.

While | waited for the Sufis in Morocco to safely sneak me into Mecca and Medina, | read extensively on Sufi philosophy and
poetry, at first out of boredom and lack of anything better to do, then with growing interest. Like a man who had not realized how thirsty
he was until he took his first sip of water, | found that my encounter with Sufism made me yearn for more. Of all the books | read that
long summer, it was the collected poems of Rumi that had the most impact on me.

Three months later, out of the blue, Master Sameed said | reminded him of someond a wandering dervish by the name of Shams
of Tabriz. He said that some people regarded Shams as a brazen heretic, but if you asked Rumi, he was the moon and the sun.

| was intrigued. But it was more than simple curiosity. As | listened to Master Sameed tell me more about Shams, | felt a shiver
down my spine, an odd feeling of dgjpvu.

Now, you are going to think I-m crazy. But | swear to God, at that moment | heard a rustle of silk in the background, first far off,
then drawing nearer, and | saw the shadow of someone who wasr+ there. Perhaps it was the evening breeze moving across the
branches, or maybe it was a pair of angel wings. Either way, | suddenly knew that | didn+ need to go anywhere. Not anymore. | was
sick and tired of always longing to be somewhere else, somewhere beyond, always in a rush despite myself.

| was already where | wanted to be. All | needed was to stay and look within. This new part of my life | call my encounter with the
letter f in the word -Sufi. |l

Love,
Azz



Shams

KONYA, FEBRUARY 1246

Bidding fair to be an eventful day, the morning proceeded faster than usual, and the sky hung low and
gray. Late in the afternoon, | found Rumi in his room sitting by the window, his forehead creased in
contermpl ation, his fingers moving restlessly over rosary beads. The roomwas dim on account of the
heavy velvet curtains being half closed, and there was a strange wedge of daylight that fell upon the spot
where Rumi sat, giving the whole scene a dreamy quality. | couldrn+ help but wonder whether Rumi
would see the real intention behind what | was about to ask himto do, or would he be shocked and upset?

As | stood there absorbing the serenity of the moment, but also feeling slightly nervous, | had a glimpse
of avision. | saw Rumi, a much older and frailer version of himself, clad in a dark green robe and sitting
in exactly the same spot, |ooking more compassionate and generous than ever, but with a permanent scar
on his heart in the shape of me. | understood two things at once: That Rumi would spend his old age here
inthis house. And that the wound left by my albbsence would never heal. Tears pricked in my eyes.

—Areyou all right? Youlook pale,ll said Rumi.

| forced myself to smile, but the burden of what | was planning to say next weighed heavily on my
shoulders. My voice came out a bit cranky and less forceful than | intended. —-Not really. | amvery thirsty,
and there is nothing in this house to quench my thirst.li

—Would you like me to ask Kerrawhat she can do about it?l Rumi asked.

—No, because what | need is not in the kitchen. It is in the tavern. | am in the mood to get drunk, you
seelll

| pretended not to notice the shadow of incomprehension that crossed Rumi-s face, and | continued.
—hnstead of going to the kitchen for water, would you go to the tavern for wine?ll

—¥ou mean, you want me to get you wine?ll Rum asked, pronouncing the last word cautiously, as if
afraid of breakingit.

—Fhat-s right. 1-d so much appreciate it if you would get us some wine. Two bottles would be enough,
one for you, one for me. But do me a favor, please. When you go to the tavern, don+ just simply get the
bottles and come back. Stay there for awhile. Talk to the people. 141 be waiting here for you. No need to
rush.ll

Rumi gave me a look that was half irritated, half bewildered. | recalled the face of the novice in
Baghdad who had wanted to accompany me but cared too much about his reputation to take the plunge.
His concern for the opinions of others had held him back. Now | wondered if his reputation was going to
hold Rumi back, too.

But to my great relief, Rumi stood up and nodded.

—have never been to a tavern before and have never consumed wine. | dorH think drinking is the right
thing to do. But | trust you fully, because | trust the love between us. There must be a reason you have
asked me to do such athing. | need to find out what that reasonis. 141 go and bring us wine.ll

With that, he said good-bye and walked ouit.

As soon as he was out of the room, | fell to the ground in a state of profound ecstasy. Grabbing the
amber rosary Rumi had left behind, | thanked God over and over again for giving me a true companion
and prayed that his beautiful soul would never sober up from the drunkenness of Divine Love.



PART FOUR

Fire

THE THINGSTHAT DAMAGE, DEVASTATE, AND DESTROY



Suleiman the Drunk

KONYA, FEBRUARY 1246

Beguiled by wine, | have had many crazy del usions when drunk, but seeing the great Rumi enter the tavern
door was really wild, evenfor me. | pinched myself, but the vision didn vanish.

—Hey, Hristos, what did you serve me, man?ll | yelled. —Fhat last bottle of wine must have been some
mighty booze. Y ou-d never guess what I-m hal l ucinating right now. Il

—Hush, you idiot, Il whispered someone from behind me.

| looked around to see who was trying to quiet me and was stunned to find every man in the tavern,
including Hristos, gawking at the door. The whole place had plunged into an eerie silence, and even the
tavern dog, Saqui, seemed perplexed as he lay with his floppy ears glued to the floor. The Persian rug
merchant stopped singing those awful melodies he called songs. Instead he swayed on his feet, holding his
chin up with the overstated seriousness of a drunk who was trying to appear to be otherwise.

It was Hristos who broke the silence. Akl come to my tavern, Mawlana,ll he said, his voice dripping
with politeness. — is an honor to see you under this roof. How may | help you?ll

| blinked repeatedly as it finally dawned on me that it really was Rumi standing there.

—Fhank you,ll Rumi said with alarge but flat smile. —4d like to get some wine.ll

Poor Hristos was so surprised to hear this that his jaw dropped. When he could move again, he ushered
Rumi to the first avail able table, which happened to be next to mine!

“Selamun aleykum,” Rumi greeted me as soon as he sat down.

| greeted him back and uttered a few pleasantries, but | am not sure the words came out right. With his
tranquil expression, expensive robe, and el egant dark brown caftan, Rumi 1ooked totally out of place.

| leaned forward and, dropping my voice to a whisper, said, Abuld it be terribly rude if | ask what a
man like you is doing here?ll

—m going through a Sufi trial, Il Rumi said, winking at me as if we were best friends. —+—ve been sent
here by Shams so that | could have my reputation ruined. |l

—And is that a good thing?ll | asked.

Rumi laughed. “All, it depends on how you look at it. Sometimes it is necessary to destroy all
attachments in order to win over your ego. If we are too attached to our family, our position in society,
even our local school or mosgue, to the extent that they stand in the way of Union with God, we need to
tear those attachments down.ll

| wasrn+ sure | was following him correctly, but somehow this explanation made perfect sense to my
addled mind. | had always suspected that these Sufis were a crazy, colorful bunch capable of all kinds of
eccentricities.

Now it was Rumi-s turn to lean forward and ask in the same whispery tone, buld it be terribly rude
if | asked you how you got that scar on your face?ll

—H-s not a very interesting story, I-m afraid,ll 1 said. +was walking home late at night, and | bumped
into this security guard who beat the crap out of me.ll

—But why?ll asked Rumi, looking genuinely concerned.

—Because | had drunk wine,ll | said, pointing to the bottle that Hristos had just placed in front of Rumi.

Rumi shook his head. At first he seemed entirely befuddled, as if he didn+ believe that such things
could happen, but soon his lips twisted into afriendly smile. And just like that, we continued to talk. Over
bread and goat cheese, we conversed about faith and friendship and other things in life that | thought | had



|ong forgotten but was now delighted to rake up from my heart.

Shortly after sunset Rumi rose to |eave. Everyone in the tavern stood to bid himfarewell. It was quite a
scene.

—¥ ou cannot |eave without telling us why wine has been forbidden,|l | said.

Hristos ran to my side with a frown, worried that my question might annoy his prestigious customer.
—Hush, Suleiman. Why do you have to ask such things?Il

—No, seriously,ll | insisted, staring at Rumi. —¥ou have seen us. We are not evil people, but that is what
they say about us al the time. You tell me, what is so wrong with drinking wine, provided we behave
ourselves and don+ harm anyone?ll

Despite an open window in the corner, the air inside the tavern had become musty and smoky, and
suffused with anticipation. | could see that everyone was curious to hear the answer. Pensive, kind, sober,
Rumi walked toward me, and here is what he said:

“If the wine drinker

Has a deep gentleness in him,

He will show that,

When drunk.

But if he has hidden anger and arrogance,
Those appear,

And since most people do,

Wine is forbidden to everyone.”

There was a brief |ull aswe all contempl ated these words.

—My friends, wine is not an innocent drink,Il Rumi addressed us in a renewed voice, so commanding
and yet so composed and solid, —because it brings out the worst in us. | believe it is better for us to
abstain from drinking. That said, we cannot blame alcohol for what we are responsible for. It is our own
arrogance and anger that we should be working on. That is more urgent. At the end of the day whoever
wants to drink will drink and whoever wants to stay away fromwine will stay away. We have no right to
impose our ways on others. There is no compulsioninreligion.ll

This elicited heartened nods from some customers. |, for my part, preferred to raise my glass in nmy
belief that no piece of wisdom should go untoasted.

—¥ou are a good man with agreat heart,ll | said. -No matter what people say about what you did today,
and |1-m sure they are going to say plenty, | think as a preacher it was very brave of you to come to the
tavern and talk with us without judgment.li

Rumi gave me a friendly look. Then he grabbed the wine bottles he had left untouched and walked out
into the evening breeze.



Aladdin

KONYA, FEBRUARY 1246

Besi eged with anticipation, for the last three weeks | have been waiting to find the right moment to ask my
father for Kimya-s hand in marriage. | have spent many hours talking to himin my i magination, rephrasing
the same sentences over and over, searching for a better way of expressing myself. | had an answer ready
for every possible objection he could come up with. If he said that Kimyaand | were like sister and
brother, | would remind him that we were not bound by blood. Knowing how much my father loved
Kimya, | was also planning to say that if he | et us get married, she would not have to go and live
anywhere el se and could stay with us all her life. | had everything worked out in my mind, except |
couldn+ find a moment al one with my father.

But then this evening | ran into himin the worst way possible. | was about to |eave the house to meet
with my friends when the door creaked open and inwalked my father holding a bottle in each hand.

| stood still, agape. —+~ather, what is it that you are carrying?l | asked.

—Oh, that!ll my father responded without the slightest trace of embarrassment. —-H-s wine, my son.ll

—s that so?ll | exclaimed. —s this what has become of the great Mawlana? An old man blasted on
wine?ll

—Watch your tongue,ll came a sulky voice from behind me.

It was Shams. Staring into my face without so much as a blink, he said, —Fhat is no way to talk to your
father. I-m the one who asked himto go to the tavern.li

—Why am | not surprised?ll | couldn help smirking.

If Shams was offended by my words, he didn+ show it. -Aladdin, we can talk about this,Il he said
flatly. —Fhat is, if you dont let your anger blur your vision.ll

Then he cocked his head to one side and told me | had to soften my heart.

—H-s one of the rules,ll he said. “If you want to strengthen your faith, you will need to soften inside.
For your faith to be rock solid, your heart needs to be as soft as a feather. Through an illness,
accident, loss, or fright, one way or another, we all are faced with incidents that teach us how to
become less selfish and judgmental, and more compassionate and generous. Yet some of us learn the
lesson and manage to become milder, while some others end up becoming even harsher than before.
The only way to get closer to Truth is to expand your heart so that it will encompass all humanity and
still have room for more Love.”

—¥ou stay out of this,ll | said. 4—m not taking orders from drunken dervishes. Unlike my father, that is.ll

—Aladdin, shame on you,ll my father broke in.

| felt an instant and potent pang of guilt, but it was too late. So many resentments | thought | had | eft
behind came flooding back to me.

—+have no doubt you hate me as much as you say you do,ll Shams proclaimed, —but | don- think you
have stopped loving your father even for a minute. Don+ you see you are hurting him?Il

—BorH you see you are ruining our lives?ll | shot back.

That was when my father lunged forward, his mouth set in a grimline, his right hand raised above his
head. | thought he was going to slap me, but when he didrn+, when he wouldn+;, | felt even more uneasy.

—¥ ou shame me, |l my father said without |ooking at my face.

My eyes welled with tears. | turned my head aside and suddenly came face-to-face with Kimya. How
long had she been standing there watching us from a corner with fearful eyes? How much of this squabble



had she heard?
The shame of being humiliated by my father in front of the girl | wanted to marry churned in my
stomach, leaving a bad taste in my mouth. It felt like the room was spinning all around me, threatening to

collapse.
Unable to stay there a moment longer, | grabbed my coat, pushed Shams aside, and dashed out of the

house, away from Kimya, away fromall of them.



Shams

KONYA, FEBRUARY 1246

Bottles of wine stood between us, loaded with the smells of hot earth, wild herbs, and dark berries. After
Aladdinwas gone, Rumi was so sad he couldn+ talk for awhile. He and | stepped out into the snow-
covered courtyard. It was one of those bleak February evenings when the air felt heavy with a peculiar
stilIness. We stood there watching the clouds move, listening to aworld that offered us nothing but
silence. The wind brought us a whiff of the forests from afar, fragrant and musky, and for a moment |
believe we both wanted to |eave this town for good.

Then | took one of the bottles of wine. | knelt beside a climbing rose tree that stood thorny and bare in
the snow, and | started to pour the wine on the soil beneath it. Rumi-s face brightened as he smiled his
hal f-thoughtful, hal f-excited smile.

Slowly, stunningly, the bare rose tree came alive, its bark softening like human skin. It produced a
single rose infront of our eyes. As | kept pouring the wine under the tree, the rose revealed alovely warm
shade of orange.

Next | took the second bottle and poured it in the same way. The rose-s orangey color turned into a
bright crimson tone, glowing with life. Now there remained only a glassful of wine at the bottom of the
bottle. | poured that into a glass, drank half of it, and the remaining half | offered to Rumi.

He took the glass with trembling hands, responding to my gesture with a beaming reciprocity of
ki ndness and equani mity, this man who had never touched alcohol inhislife.

—Religious rules and prohibitions are important,l he said. —But they should not be turned into
unquestionabl e taboos. It is with such awareness that | drink the wine you offer me today, believing with
all my heart that there is a sobriety beyond the drunkenness of love.ll

Just as Rumi was about to take the glass to his lips, | snatched it back and flung it to the ground. The
wine spilled on the snow, like drops of blood.

—Bont drink it,ll 1 said, no longer feeling the need to continue with thistrial.

—H you weren+ going to ask me to drink this wine, why did you send me to the tavern in the first
place?l Rumi asked, his tone not so much curious as compassi onate.

—¥ou know why,ll | said, smiling. —Spiritual growth is about the totality of our consciousness, not about
obsessing over particular aspects. Rule Number Thirty-two: Nothing should stand between yourself and
God. Not imams, priests, rabbis, or any other custodians of moral or religious leadership. Not
spiritual masters, not even your faith. Believe in your values and your rules, but never lord them over
others. If you keep breaking other people’s hearts, whatever religious duty you perform is no good.

“Stay away from all sorts of idolatry, for they will blur your vision. Let God and only God be your
guide. Learn the Truth, my friend, but be careful not to make a fetish out of your truths.ll

| had always admired Rumi-s personality and known that his compassion, endless and extraordinary,
was what | lacked inlife. But today my admiration for him had grown by leaps and bounds.

Thisworld was full of people obsessed with wealth, recognition, or power. The more signs of success
they earned, the more they seemed to be in need of them. Greedy and covetous, they rendered worldly
possessions their gibla, always looking in that direction, unaware of becoming the servants of the things
they hungered after. That was a common pattern. It happened all the time. But it was rare, as rare as
rubies, for a man who had already made his way up, a man who had plenty of gold, fame, and authority, to
renounce his position all of a sudden one day and endanger his reputation for an inner journey, one that



nobody could tell where or how it would end. Rumi was that rare ruby.

—&od wants us to be modest and unpretentious, |l | said.

—And He warts to be known,ll Rumi added softly. -He wants us to know Him with every fiber of our
being. That iswhy it is better to be watchful and sober than to be drunk and dizzy. |l

| agreed. Until it turned dark and cold, we sat in the courtyard with a single red rose between us. There
was, beneath the chill of the evening, the scent of something fresh and sweet. The Wine of Love made our
heads spin gently, and | realized with glee and gratitude that the wind no longer whispered despair.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, JUNE 24, 2008

—Baby, there-sanew Thal place intown,ll David said. —Fhey say it-s good. Why don+ we go there
tonight? Just the two of us.ll

The last thing Ella wanted to do on this Tuesday was go out for dinner with her husband. But David
was S0 insistent that she couldn+ say no.

The Silver Moon was a small restaurant with stylish lamps, |eather booths, black napkins, and so many
mirrors hung low on every wall that the customers felt as if they were dining with their own reflections. It
didn+ take Ellalong to feel out of place there. But it wasr+ the restaurant that had made her feel this way.
It was her husband. She had glimpsed in David-s eyes an unusual glitter. Something wasn+ normal. He
looked pensivg worried, even. What disturbed her most was that he had stuttered a few times. Ella
knew that for his childhood speech impediment to surface, David had to be very distressed.

A young waitress dressed in a traditional outfit came to take their orders. David asked for chili basil
scallops, and Ella decided on the vegetables and tofu in coconut sauce, staying true to her fortieth-
birthday decision to refrain from eating meat. They al so ordered wine.

They talked about the sophisticated decor for a few minutes, discussing the effect of black napkins
versus white napkins. Then there was silence. Twenty years of marriage, twenty years of sleeping in the
same bed, sharing the same shower, eating the same food, raising three kids“ and what it all added up to
was silence. Or so Ella thought.

—+-see youve been reading Rumi,Il David remarked.

Ella nodded, though with some surprise. She didn+ know what surprised her more: to hear that David
knew about Rumi or that he cared about what she read.

—started reading his poetry to help me to write my report on Sweet Blasphemy, but then | became
interested init, and now I-mreading it for myself,ll Ella said by way of explanation.

David grew distracted by a wine stain on the tablecloth, then sighed with a valedictory expression on
his face. —Ella, | know what-s going on,ll he said. ++know everything.ll

—What are you talking about?ll Ella asked, although she wasn sure she wanted to hear the answer.

—About “ about your affair “ Il David stammered. —Hmaware of it.ll

Ella looked at her husband, flabbergasted. In the glow of the candle that the waitress had just lit for
them, David-s face showed pure despair.

—My affair?!ll Ella blurted out, quicker and louder than she intended. She instantly noti ced the couple at
the next table turning in their direction. Embarrassed, she dropped her voice to a whisper and repeated,
~What affair?ll

—mnot stupid,ll David said. —checked your e-mail account and read your messages with that man.ll

—¥ou did what?ll Ella exclaimed.

Ignoring the question, his face contorted with the weight of what he was about to announce, David said,
—+don+ blame you, Ella. | deserve it. | neglected you, and you | ooked for compassion el sewhere.ll

Ellalowered her gaze to her glass. The wine had a charming colorf a deep, dark ruby. For a second
she thought she glimpsed specks of iridescent sparkle on its surface, like atrail of lights guiding her. And
perhaps there was atrail. It all felt surreal.

Now David paused, deciding how best, or whether, to reveal what he had in mind. &—m ready to
forgive you and | eave this behind,ll he finally remarked.



There were many things Ella wanted to say at that moment, poignant and mocking, tense and dramatic,
but she chose the easiest one. With gleaming eyes, she asked, “What about your affairs? Are you also
goi ng to leave them behind?ll

The waitress arrived then with their orders. Ella and David sat back and watched her leave the plates
on the table and refill the glasses with exaggerated politeness. When she finally left, David flicked his
eyes up toward Ella and asked, —So is this what this was about? Was it for revenge?ll

—No, |l Ellasaid, shaking her head in disappointment. —Fhis is not about revenge. It never was.ll

—Fhenwhat is it aboutll

Ella clasped her hands, feeling as if everything and everyone in the restaurant the customers, the
waiters, the cooks, and even the tropical fishinthe fishtank had stopped to hear what she was going to
say.

-k isabout love,ll she said at last. +love Az zIl

Ella expected her husband to roll with laughter. But when she finally found the courage to ook himin
the eye, there was only horror on his face, quickly replaced by the expression of someone who was trying
to solve a problemwith minimal damage. Suddenly she had a moment of knowing. —tovell was a serious
word, loaded and quite unusual, for herf a woman who had said so many negative things about love in
the past.

—We have three kids,|l David said, his voice trailing off.

—¥es, and | love themvery much,ll Ella said witha slump in her shoulders. But | also love AziZ |l

—Stop using that word,|l David interjected. He took a big gulp from his glass before he spoke again. -
made major mistakes, but | never stopped loving you, Ella. And | have never loved anyone else. We can
both learn from our mistakes. For my part | can promise you that the same thing won-t happen again. You
dor+ need to go out and look for love anymore.li

—+didn+ go out and seek love,ll Ella muttered, more to herself than to him. -Rumi says we don+ need to
hunt for love outside ourselves. All we need to do is to eliminate the barriers inside that keep us away
fromlove.ll

—©h, my God! What-s come over you? This isrH you! Stop being so romarntic, will you? Come back to
your old self,ll David snapped, then added, Ml easelll

Ella furrowed her brow and inspected her nails as if there were something about them troubling her. In
truth, she-d remembered another moment in time when she herself had said virtually the same words to
her daughter. She felt as if a circle had been completed. Nodding her head slowly, she put her napkin
aside.

—Eanwe please go now?ll she said. -—mnot hungry.Il

That night they slept in separate beds. And early in the morning, the first thing Ella did was write a
letter to Aziz.



The Zealot

KONYA, FEBRUARY 1246

—Batten down the hatches! Sheikh Yassin! Sheikh Yassin! Did you hear the scandal 2l Abdullah, the father
of one of my students, exclaimed as he approached me on the street. -Rumi was seeninataverninthe
Jewish quarter yesterday!ll

—¥es, | heard about that,ll | said, —but | wasn+ surprised. The man has a Christian wife, and his best
friend is a heretic. What did you expect?ll

Abdullah nodded gravely. ++guess you are right. We should have seen it coming.ll

A number of passersby gathered around us, overhearing our conversation. Somebody suggested that
Rumi should not be allowed to preach in the Great Mosque anymore. Not until he apologized publicly. |
agreed. Being late for my class inthe madrassa, | then left themto their talk and hurried off.

| had always suspected that Rumi had a dark side ready to float up to the surface someday. But even |
hadrn+ expected himto take to the bottle. It was utterly disgusting. People say Shams is the primary reason
for the downfall of Rumi, and if he weren+ around, Rumi would go back to normal. But | hold a different
view. Not that | doubt that Shamsisanevil mai heig or that he doesrH have a bad influence on Rumi
[ hedoe§ butthe questionis, why can+t Shams lead other scholars astray, such as me? At the end of the
day, those two are alike in more ways than peopl e are willing to recognize.

There are people who heard Shams remark, —A scholar lives on the marks of a pen. A Sufi loves and
lives on footprints!ll Now, what does that mean? Apparently Shams thinks scholars talk the talk and Sufis
walk the walk. But Rumi, too, is a scholar, istH he? Or does he not consider himself one of us anymore?

Should Shams enter my classroom, | would chase him away like a fly, never giving him the opportunity
to sputter gibberish in my presence. Why can+t Rumi do the same? There must be something wrong with
him. The man has a Christian wife, for starters. | dont care if she has converted to Islam. It is in her
blood and in the blood of her child. Unfortunately, the townspeopl e don+ take the threat of Christianity as
seriously as they should, and they assume that we can live side by side. To those who are naive enough to
believe that, | always say, —-€an water and oil ever mix? That is the extent to which Muslims and
Christians can!ll

Having a Christian for a wife and being notoriously soft toward minorities, Rum was already an
undependable man in my eyes, but when Shams of Tabriz started living under his roof, he totally deviated
from the right path. As | tell my students every day, one needs to be alert against Sheitan. And Shams is
the devil incarnate. | am sure it was his idea to send Rumi to the tavern. God knows how he convinced
him. But i sn+ beguiling righteous peopl e into sacrilege what Sheitan excels at?

| understood Shams-s evil side right from the start. How dare he compare the Prophet Muhammad, may
peace be upon him, with that irreligious Sufi Bistami? Wasn+ it Bistami who pronounced, ook at me!
How great is my glory!ll Wasn+ it he who then said, +saw the Kaaba walking around mell? The man
went as far as stating, ++am the smith of my own self.ll If thisis not blasphemy, then what is? Such is the
level of the man Shams quotes with respect. For just like Bistami, he, too, is a heretic.

The only good news is that the townspeople are waking up to the truth. Finally! Shamss critics
increase with each passing day. And the things they say! Even | am appalled sometimes. In the bathhouses
and teahouses, in the wheat fields and orchards, people tear him apart.



| reached the madrassa | ater than usual, my mind heavy with these thoughts. As soon as | opened the door
to my classroom, | sensed there was something unusual . My students were sitting in a perfect line, pale
and oddly silent, asif they had all seen a ghost.

Then | understood why. Sitting there by the open window with his back resting against the wall, his
hairless face lit with an arrogant smile, was none other than Shams of Tabriz

—Selamun aleykum, Sheikh Yassin,ll he said, staring hard at me across the room.

| hesitated, not knowing whether to greet him, and decided not to. Instead | turned to my students and
inquired, “A/hat is this man doing here? Why did you let him in?Il

Dazed and uneasy, none of the students dared to answer. It was Shams himself who shattered the
silence.

His tone insolent, his gaze unwavering, he said to me, -Bor+ scold them, Sheikh Yassin. It was my
idea. You see, | was in the neighborhood and said to myself, -Why don+ | stop by the madrassa and visit
the one person in this town who hates me most?-l



Husam the Student

KONYA, FEBRUARY 1246

Bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, we were all sitting on the floor in the classroom when the door opened and
inwalked Shams of Tabriz. Everyone was stunned. Having heard so many bad and bi zarre things about
him, mostly from our teacher, |, too, couldr+ help but cringe upon seeing himin our classroomin the
flesh. He, however, seemed relaxed and friendly. After greeting us all, he said he had come to have a
word with Sheikh Yassin.

—Our teacher doesn like to have strangers in the classroom. Perhaps you should talk to him some other
time,ll 1 said, hoping to avoid a nasty encounter.

—Fhanks for your concern, young man, but sometimes nasty encounters are not only inevitable, they are
necessary,ll Shams answered, as if he had read my thoughts. -Bon+ you worry, though. It won+ take too
long.|l

Irshad, sitting next to me, muttered between clenched teeth, —took at his nervel He is the devil
incarnate. |l

| nodded, though | wasn+t sure Shams |ooked like the devil to me. Set against him as | was, | couldn+
help liking his forthrightness and audacity.

A few minutes later, Sheikh Yassin entered through the door, his brow furrowed in contemplation. He
had taken no more than a few steps inside when he stopped and blinked distractedly in the direction of the
uninvited visitor.

—What is this man doing here? Why did you let him in?ll

My friends and | exchanged shocked glances and frightened whispers, but before anyone could muster
the courage to say anything, Shams blurted out that he had been in the neighborhood and had decided to
visit the one person in Konya who hated him most!

| heard several students cough tautly and saw Irshad draw in a sharp breath. The tension between the
two men was so thick that the air in the classroom could be cut with a knife.

—+don+ know what you are doing here, but | have better things to do than talk to you,ll Sheikh Yassin
reprimanded. -Now, why don+ you take your leave, so that we can get on with our studies?ll

—¥ou say you won+ talk to me, but you have been talking about me,ll Shams remarked. —¥ou have
constantly spokenill of me and Rumi, and of all the mystics along the Sufi path.ll

Sheikh Yassin sniffed through his big, bony nose and narrowed his mouth to a pout, as if he had
something sour on his tongue. -As | said, | have nothing to talk with you about. | already know what | need
to know. | have my opinions.l

Shams now turned to us with a swift, sardonic glance. -A man with many opinions but no questions!
There-s something so wrong with that. |l

—Really?ll Sheikh Yassin looked amused and animated. —Fhen why don+ we ask the students which of
the two they-d rather be: the wise man who knows the answers or the perplexed man who has nothing but
guestions?l

All of my friends sided with Sheikh Yassin, but | sensed that many did so less out of sincere agreement
than to get favors fromthe teacher. | chose to remain silent.

—One who thinks he has all the answers is the most ignorant,ll Shams said with a dismissive shrug, and
turned to our teacher. —-But since you are so good with answers, may | ask you a question?ll

That was when | started to worry about where this conversation was heading. But there was nothing |



could do to prevent the escal ating tension.

—Since you claim | am the devil-s servant, could you kindly tell us what exactly your notion of Sheitan
is?ll asked Shams.

—Certainly,ll Sheikh Yassin said, never missing an opportunity to preach. -Our religion, which is the
last and the best of Abrahamic religions, tells us it was Sheitan who caused Adam and Eve to be expelled
from heaven. As the children of fallen parents, we all need to be alert, because Sheitan comes in many
forms. Sometimes he comes in the form of a gambler who invites us to gamble, sometimes a beautiful
young woman who tries to seduce us.“ Sheitan can come in the least expected forms, like that of a
wandering dervish.ll

As if expecting this remark, Shams smiled knowingly. +see what you mean. It must be a huge relief,
and an easy way out, to think the devil is aways outside of us.ll

—What do you mean?ll Sheikh Y assin asked.

W, if Sheitan is as wicked and indomitable as you are saying he is, then we human beings have no
reason to blame ourselves for our wrongdoings. Whatever good happens we- attribute to God, and all
the bad things in life we-l simply attribute to Sheitan. In either case we-l be exempt from all criticism
and self-examination. How easy that is!ll

Still talking, Shams started to pace the room, his voice rising with each word. —-But let-s for one
moment imagine there is no Sheitan. No demons waiting to burn us in scorching cauldrons. All these
bloodcurdling images were designed to show us something, but then they became clichgs and lost their
original message.ll

—And what might that message be?ll Sheikh Y assin asked wearily, crossing his arms on his chest.

—Ah, so you do have questions after all,ll Shams said. —Fhe message is that the torment a person can
inflict upon himself is endless. Hell isinside us, and so is heaven. The Qur-an says human beings are the
most dignified. We are higher than the highest, but also lower than the lowest. If we could grasp the full
meaning of this, we would stop looking for Sheitan outside and instead focus on oursel ves. What we need
IS sincere self-examination. Not being on the watch for the faults of others.li

—¥ou go and examine yourself, and inshallah someday you will redeem yourself,ll Sheikh Yassin
answered, —but a proper scholar has to keep an eye on his community.ll

—Fhen allow me to tell you a story,l Shams said, with such graciousness that we couldn+ be sure
whether he was sincere or mocking.

And here iswhat he told us:

Four merchants were praying in a mosque when they saw the muezzin enter. The first merchant
stopped his prayer and asked, “Muezzin! Has the prayer been called? Or do we still have time?”

The second merchant stopped praying and turned to his friend. “Hey, you spoke while you were
praying. Your prayer is now void. You need to start anew!”

Upon hearing this, the third merchant interjected, “Why do you blame him, you idiot? You should
have minded your own prayer. Now yours is void, too.”

The fourth merchant broke into a smile and said loudly, “Look at them! All three have messed up.
Thank God I’'m not one of the misguided.”

After telling this story, Shams stood facing the classroom and asked, —So what do you think? Which of
the merchants—prayers, inyour opinion, were invalid?ll

There was a brief stirring in the classroom as we discussed the answer among ourselves. Finally
someone at the back said, —Fhe second, the third, and the fourth merchants—prayers were void. But the
first merchant is innocent, because al he wanted was to consult the muezzin.ll

—¥es, but he shouldn+ have abandoned his prayer like that,ll Irshad interposed. — is obvious that all
the merchants were wrong, except the fourth one, who was just talking to himself.ll

| averted my gaze, disagreei ng with both answers but determined to keep my mouth shut. | had a feeling



my views might not be welcome.

But no sooner had this thought crossed my mind than Shams of Tabriz pointed at me and asked, -And
you over there! What do you think?Il

| swallowed hard before | could find my voice. —H these merchants made a mistake, it is not because
they spoke during prayer,ll | said, —but because instead of minding their own business and connecting with
God, they were more interested in what was going on around them. However, if we pass judgment on
them, | am afraid we-| be making the same crucial mistake.ll

—So what is your answer?ll Sheikh Y assin asked, suddenly interested in the conversation.

—My answer is, al four merchants have erred for a similar reason, and yet none of them can be said to
be in the wrong, because at the end of the day, it is not up to us to judge them.ll

Shams of Tabriz took a step toward me and looked at me with such affection and kindness that | felt
like a little boy savoring the unconditional love of a parent. He asked my name, and when | told him, he
remarked, —¥ our friend Husam here has a Sufi heart.|l

| blushed up to my ears when | heard this. There was no doubt | would be scolded by Sheikh Yassin
after the class and mocked and ridiculed by my friends. But all my worries quickly evaporated. | sat
straight and smiled at Shams. He gave me awink in return and, still smiling, continued to explain.

—Fhe Sufi says, -1 should mind my inner encounter with God rather than judging other people—An
orthodox scholar, however, is always on the lookout for the mistakes of others. But don+ forget, students,
most of the time he who complains about others is himself at fault.ll

—Stop confusing the minds of my students!ll Sheikh Yassin broke in. —-As scholars we cannot afford to
be disinterested in what others are doing. People ask us many questions and expect to be answered duly,
so that they can live their religion fully and properly. They ask us if their ablutions need to be redone
should their noses bleed or if it is okay to fast while traveling and so on. The Shafi, Hanefi, Hanbali, and
Maliki teachings differ from one another when it comes to these matters. Each school of law has its own
set of meticul ous answers that must be studied and |earned.ll

—Fhat-s good, but don+ get so attached to nominal distinctions.ll Shams sighed. —Fhe logos of God is
complete. DonH reach for details at the expense of the whole.ll

—Details?l Sheikh Yassin echoed incredulously. —Believers take rules seriously. And we scholars
guide themin their endeavor.l

—Keep guiding that is, as long as you don+ forget that your guidance is limited and there is no word
above the word of God,ll Shams said, and then he added, —But try not to preach to those who have attai ned
enlightenment. They derive a different pleasure in the verses of the Qur-an and so do not require the
guidance of a sheikh.ll

Upon hearing this, Sheikh Yassin got so furious that his withered cheeks flushed waves of crimson and
his Adamss apple jutted out sharply. —Fhere is nothing temporary in the guidance we provide,ll he said.
—Fhe sharia constitutes the rules and regul ati ons that every Muslim should consult from cradle to grave.ll

—Fhe shariais only a boat that sails in the ocean of Truth. The true seeker of God will sooner or |ater
abandon the vessel and plunge into the sea.ll

—S0 that sharks might eat him up,ll Sheikh Yassin retorted, chuckling. —Fhat-s what happens to the one
who refuses to be guided. |l

A few students joined in the chuckle, but the rest of us sat quietly, feeling increasingly uncomfortable.
The class was coming to an end, and | couldr+ see how this conversation could conclude on a positive
note.

Shams of Tabriz must have felt the same gloom, for he looked pensive now, almost forlorn. He closed
hiseyes asif suddenly tired of so much talk, a move so subtl e as to be almost imperceptible.

—n all my travels, | have come to know many sheikhs,ll Shams said. “While some were sincere men,
others were condescending, and they didn- know anything about Islam. | woul dn trade the dust off of the




old shoes of a real lover of God for the heads of today-s sheikhs. Even shadow players who display
images behind curtains are better than they are, because at |east they admit that what they provide is mere
illusion.l

—Fhat-s enough! | think we-ve heard enough of your forked tongue,ll Sheikh Yassin announced. -Now,
get out of my classroomtl

—Bon+t worry, | was about to leave,l Shams said roguishly, and then he turned toward us. “What you
witnessed here today is an old debate that extends back to the time of the Prophet Muhammead, may peace
be upon him,Il he remarked. —But the debate is not only germane to the history of Islam. It is present in the
heart of every Abrahamic religion. This is the conflict between the scholar and the mystic, between the
mind and the heart. Y ou take your pick!ll

Shams paused briefly to let us feel the full impact of hiswords. | felt his stare fall upon me, and it was
almost like sharing asecref entrance into an untold, unwritten brotherhood.

Then he added, —+n the end, neither your teacher nor | can know more than God allows us to know. We
al play our parts. Only one thing matters, though. That the light of the sun isrH overshadowed by the
blindness of the eye of the denier, the one who refuses to see.ll

With that, Shams of Tabriz placed his right hand on his heart and bade farewell to us all, including
Sheikh Yassin, who stood aside, grim and unresponsive. The dervish walked out and shut the door behind
him, leaving us swathed in a silence so profound that we could not talk or fidget for along while.

It was Irshad who pulled me out of my trance. | noticed he was staring at me with something akin to
disapproval. Only then did | realize that my right hand was resting on my heart in salute to a Truth that it
had recogni zed.



Baybarsthe Warrior

KONYA, MAY 1246

Bloody but unbowed. | couldn+ believe my ears when | heard that Shams had found the nerve to confront
my uncle infront of his students. Doesn+ this man have any decency? How | wished | had beeninthe
madrassa when he arrived. | would have kicked him out before he even had the chance to open that
wicked mouth of his. But | wasn there, and it seems that he and my uncle had along conversation, which
the students have been bl abbering about ever since. | take their words with a grain of salt, though, since
their accounts are inconsi stent and give too much credit to that rotten dervish.

| feel very nervous tonight. It is all because of that harlot Desert Rose. | can+ rid my mind of her. She
reminds me of jewelry boxes with secret compartments. You think you own her, but unless you have the
keys, she remains locked up and unreachable even when you hold her inyour arms.

It is her surrendering that troubles me most. | keep asking myself why she didn resist my fits. How
come she just lay there on the floor under my feet, listless as a dirty old rug? Had she hit me back or
screamed for help, | would have stopped hitting her. But she lay motionless, her eyes bulging, her mouth
shut, as if determined to take it on the chin, come what may. Did she really not care at all whether | killed
her?

| have been trying hard not to go to the brothel again, but today | gave in to the need to see her. On the
way there, | kept wondering how she would react upon seeing me. In case she complained about me and
things got nasty, | was going to bribe or threaten that fat patron of hers. | had everything worked out in my
mind and was ready for every possibility, except for the possibility of her having run away.

—What do you mean, Desert Rose is not here?ll | burst out. Where is she”ll

—orget about that harlot,ll the patron said, popping alokum into her mouth and sucking the syrup off of
her finger. Seeing how upset | was, she added in a softer voice, “Why dor+ you take a look at the other
girls, Baybars?ll

—don+ want your cheap whores, you fat hag. | need to see Desert Rose, and | need to see her now. |l

The hermaphrodite raised her dark, pointed eyebrows at this form of address but didn dare to argue
with me. Her voice dwindled to a whisper, as if ashamed of what she was about to say. —-She is gore.
Apparently she ran away while everyone was sl eeping.|l

It was too absurd to be even laughable. —Since when do whores walk out of their brothels?ll | asked.
—¥oufind her now!ll

The patron looked at me as if she were seeing, really seeing me, for the first time. “Who are you to give
me orders?ll she hissed, as her small, defiant eyes, so unlike those of Desert Rose, blazed back at me.

—+am a security guard who has an uncle in high places. | can shut this den down and put you all out on
the street,ll | said as | reached over to the bow! on her lap and plucked out alokum. It was soft and chewy.

| wiped my sticky fingers on the patron-s silk scarf. Her face became livid with rage, but she did not
dare to pick afignt.

-Why are you blaming me?ll she said. —Blame that dervish. He is the one who convinced Desert Rose
to leave the brothel and find God.|l

For a moment | couldn+ understand who she was tal king about, but then it dawned upon me it was no
other than Shams of Tabriz that she meart.

First disrespecting my uncle in front of his students, and now this. Clearly that heretic didn+ know his
boundaries.



Ella

NORTHAM PTON, JUNE 26, 2008

Beloved Aziz,

| decided to write you a letter this time. Y ou know, the old-fashioned way, with ink, a perfumed paper, a matching envelope, and a
stamp. | am going to mail it to Amsterdam this afternoon. | need to do this right away because if | delay in mailing my letter, | am afraid
| will never be able to doit.

First you meet someond someone who is completely different from everyone around you. Someone who sees everything in a
different light and forces you to shift, change your angle of vision, observe everything anew, within and without. Y ou think you can keep
a safe distance from him. You think you can navigate your way through this beautiful storm until you realize, much too suddenly, you
are thrust out into the open and in fact you control nothing.

| cannot tell when exactly | became captivated by your words. All | know is, our correspondence has been changing me. Right from
the start. Chances are | will regret saying this. But having spent my whole life regretting the things | failed to do, | see no harm in doing
something regrettable for a change.

Ever since | —wetll you through your novel and your e-mails, you have dominated my thoughts. Every time | read an e-mail from
you, | feel something inside me swirl and realize that | have not known such contentment and excitement in a long while. Throughout
the day you are on my mind all the time. | talk to you silently, wondering how you would respond to every new stimulus in my life.
When | go to a nice restaurant, | want to go there with you. When | see anything of interest, | am saddened by not being able to show it
to you. The other day my younger daughter asked me if | had done something with my hair. My hair is the same as always! Bt it-s
true that | look different, because | feel different.

Then | remind myself that we haven+t even met yet. And that brings me back to reality. And the reality is that | don+t know what to
do with you. | have finished reading your novel and turned in my report. (Oh, yes, | was writing an editorial report on it. There were
times when | wanted to share my views with you, or at least send you the report | gave the literary agent, but | thought that wouldn-t be
right. Although | cant share with you the details of my report, you should know that | absolutely loved your book. Thank you for the
pleasure. Y our words will stay with me always.)

Anyway, Sweet Blasphemy has nothing to do with my decision to write this letter, or perhaps it has everything to do with it. What
has compelled me is this thing between us, whatever it is, and its overwhelming impact upon me is eluding my control. It has become
more serious than | can handle. | first loved your imagination and your stories, and then | realized | love the man behind the stories.

Now | don+ know what to do with you.

As | said, | need to send this letter immediately. If not, | will have to tear it into a dozen bits. | will act as if there is nothing new in
my life, nothing unusual.

Yes, | could dowhat | always do and pretend that everything is normal.

| could pretend if it weren for this sweet ache in my heart “

With love,
Ella



Kerra
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Baptism of fire. | don+ know how to deal with this situation. This morning, out of nowhere, a woman
came asking for Shams of Tabriz. | told her to come back later, as he wasn+ at home, but she said she had
nowhere to go and would rather wait in the courtyard. That was when | got suspicious and started to
inquire into who she was and where she came from. She fell to her knees and opened her veil, showing a
face scarred and swollen from many beatings. Despite her bruises and cuts, she was very pretty and so
lithe. Amid tears and sobs, and in a surprisingly articul ate way, she confirmed what | had already
suspected. She was a harl ot from the brothel.

—But | have abandoned that awful place,ll she said. +went to the public bath and washed myself forty
times with forty prayers. | took an oath to stay away from men. From now on, my life is dedicated to
God.

Not knowing what to say, | stared into her wounded eyes and wondered how she, young and fragile as
she was, had found the courage to abandon the only life she knew. | didn+ want to see a fallen woman
anywhere near my house, but there was something about her that broke my heart, a kind of simplicity,
almost innocence, | had never seen in anyone before. Her brown eyes reminded me of Mother Mary-s
eyes. | couldn bring myself to shoo her away. | let her wait in the courtyard. That was the most | could
do. She sat there by the wall, staring into space as motionless as a marbl e statue.

An hour later, when Shams and Rumi returned from their walk, | rushed to tell them about the
unexpected visitor.

—Bid you say there was a harlot in our courtyard?ll Rumi asked, sounding puzzl ed.

—¥es, and she says she has | eft the brothel to find God. I

—Oh, that must be Desert Rose, I Shams exclaimed, his tone not so much surprised as pleased. “Why did
you keep her outside? Bring her intll

—But what will our neighbors say if they learn we have a harlot under our roof?ll | objected, my voice
cracking with the tension.

—ArerHt we all living under the same roof anyhow?l Shams said, pointing to the sky above. —Kings and
beggars, virgins and harlots, all are under the same sky!ll

How could | argue with Shams? He always had a ready answer for everything.

| ushered the harlot into the house, praying that the inquisitive eyes of the neighbors would not fall upon
us. No sooner had Desert Rose entered the room than she ran to ki ss the hands of Shams, sobbing.

—+am so glad you are here.lll Shams beamed as if talking to an old friend. —¥ou won+ go back to that
place ever again. That stage of your life is completely over. May God make your journey toward Truth a
fruitful onelll

Desert Rose commenced to cry harder. —But the patron will never leave me in peace. She will send
Jackal Head after me. Y ou don+ know howf |l

—Clear your mind, child,Il Shams interrupted. -Remember another rule: While everyone in this world
strives to get somewhere and become someone, only to leave it all behind after death, you aim for the
supreme stage of nothingness. Live this life as light and empty as the number zero. We are no different
from a pot. It is not the decorations outside but the emptiness inside that holds us straight. Just like
that, it is not what we aspire to achieve but the consciousness of nothingness that keeps us going.ll



Late in the evening, | showed Desert Rose the bed where she would sleep. And when she fell asleep
immediately, | returned to the main room, where | found Rumi and Shams tal king.

—¥ou should come to our performance,ll Shams said when he saw me coming.

—What performance?ll | asked.

—A spiritual dance, Kerra, the likes of which you have never seen.ll

| looked at my husband in astoni shment. What was goi ng on? What dance were they tal king about?

—Mawlana, you are a respected scholar, not an entertainer. What will people think of you?ll | asked,
feeling my face growing hot.

—Bor+ you worry,ll Rumi said. —Shams and | have been talking about this for a long time. We want to
introduce the dance of the whirling dervishes. It is called the sema. Whoever yearns for Divine Love is
more than welcometo join us.ll

My head started to ache madly, but the pain was slight compared to the torment in my heart.

—What if people don+ like it? Not everyone thinks highly of dance,ll | said to Shams, hoping this would
have the effect of stopping whatever he was about to say next. —At least consider postponing this
performance.ll

—Not everyone thinks highly of God,ll Shams said without missing a beat. —Are we going to postpone
believingin Him, too?ll

And that was the end of the argument. There were no more words to exchange, and the sound of the
wind filled the house, bursting through the slats in the walls and pounding in my ears.



Sultan Walad
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—Beauty isin the eye of the beholder,ll Shams kept saying. —Everybody will watch the same dance, but
eachwill seeit differently. So why worry? Some will like it, some worH.|l

Y et on the evening of the sema, | told Shams | was worried that nobody would show up.

—Bon+t worry,ll he said forcefully. —Fhe townspeople might not like me, they might not even be fond of
your father anymore, but they cannot possibly ignore us. Their curiosity will bring them here.ll

And just so, on the evening of the performance, | found the opentair hall packed. There were merchants,
blacksmiths, carpenters, peasants, stonecutters, dye makers, medicine vendors, guild masters, clerks,
potters, bakers, mourners, soothsayers, rat catchers, perfume seller§  even Sheikh Yassin had come with
agroup of students. Women were sitting in the rear.

| was relieved to see the sovereign Kaykhusraw sitting with his advisers in the front row. That a man of
such a high rank supported my father would keep tongues qui et.

It took a long time for the members of the audience to settle down, and even after they had, the noise
inside didn+ fully subside and there remained a murmur of heated gossip. In my itch to sit next to someone
who would not speak ill of Shams, | sat next to Suleiman the Drunk. The man reeked of wine, but | didn+
mind.

My legs were jumpy, my palms sweaty, and though the air was warm enough for us to take off our
cloaks, my teeth chattered. This performance was so important for my father-s declining reputation. |
prayed to God, but since | didn+ know what exactly to ask for, other than things turning out all right, my
prayer sounded too lame.

Shortly there came a sound, first from far away, and then it drew nearer. It was so captivating and
moving that all held their breath, listening.

—What kind of aninstrument is this?ll Suleiman whispered with a mixture of awe and delight.

—+ iscalled the ney,ll | said, remembering a conversation between my father and Shams. —-And its sound
is the sigh of the lover for the bel oved.li

When theney abated, my father appeared onstage. With measured, soft steps, he approached and
greeted the audience. Six dervishes followed him, all my father-s disciples, all wearing long white
garments with large skirts. They crossed their hands on their chests, bowing in front of my father to get his
blessing. Then the music started, and, one by one, the dervishes began to spin, first slowly, then with
breathtaki ng speed, their skirts opening up like lotus flowers.

It was quite a scene. | couldn+ help but smile with pride and joy. Out of the corner of my eye, | checked
the reaction of the audience. Even the nastiest gossipers were watching the performance with visible
admiration.

The dervishes whirled and whirled for what seemed like an eternity. Then the music rose, the sound of
a rebab from behind a curtain catching up with the ney and the drums. And that was when Shams of
Tabriz entered the stage, like the wild desert wind. Wearing a darker robe than everyone el se and looking
taller, he was also spinning faster. His hands were wide open toward the sky, as was his face, like a
sunflower in search of the sun.

| heard many people in the audience gasp with awe. Even those who hated Shams of Tabriz seemed to
have fallen under the spell of the moment. | glanced at my father. While Shams spun in a frenzy and the
disciples whirled more slowly in their orbits, my father remained as still as an old oak tree, wise and



calm, hislips constantly moving in prayer.

Finally the music slowed down. All at once the dervishes stopped whirling, each lotus flower closing
up into itself. With a tender salute, my father blessed everyone onstage and in the audience, and for a
moment it was as if we were all connected in perfect harmony. A thick, sudden silence ensued. Nobody
knew how to react. Nobody had seen anything like this before.

My father-s voice pierced the silence. —Fhis, my friends, is called the semd’  the dance of the whirling
dervishes. From this day on, dervishes of every age will dance the sema. One hand pointed up to the sky,
the other hand pointing down to earth, every speck of love we receive from God, we pledge to distribute
to the people.ll

The audience smiled and mumbled in agreement. There was a warm, friendly commotion all over the
hall. | was so touched by seeing this affirming response that tears welled up in my eyes. At long last my
father and Shams were beginning to receive the respect and |ove that they most certainly deserved.

The evening could have ended on that warm note and | could have gone home a happy man, feeling
confident that things were improving, had it not been for what happened next, ruining everything.



Suleiman the Drunk

KONYA, JUNE 1246

Blood and thunder! What an unforgettable evening! | still have not recovered fromits effects. And of al
the things that | have witnessed tonight, the most startling was the final e,

After thesema, the great Kaykhusraw Il stood up, his eyes ranging round the room imperiously. In
consummate smugness he approached the stage, and after giving a great whoop of laughter, he said,
—Congratul ations, dervishes! | was impressed by your performance.ll

Rumi gracefully thanked him, and all the dervishes onstage did the same. Then the musicians stood up
together and greeted the sovereign with ultimate respect. His face brimming with satisfaction,
Kaykhusraw signaled to one of his guards, who immediately handed him a velvet pouch. Kaykhusraw
bounced the pouchin his palm several times to show how heavy it was with golden coins and then flung it
onto the stage. People around me sighed and applauded. So deeply were we moved by the generosity of
our ruler.

Content and confident, Kaykhusraw turned to leave. But no sooner had he taken a step toward the exit
than the very pouch he-d flung on the stage was tossed back at him. The coins landed under his feet,
jingling like a new brides bracelets. Everything had happened so fast that for a full minute we all stood
still and perplexed, unable to make sense of what was going on. But no doubt the one who was most
shocked was Kaykhusraw himself. The insult was so obvious and definitely too personal to be forgivable.
He looked over his shoulder with unbelieving eyes to see who could have done such a horrible thing.

It was Shams of Tabriz. All heads turned toward him as he stood onstage arms akimbo, his eyes wild
and bloodshot.

—We dor+ dance for money,ll he boomed in a deep voice. —Fhe sema is a spiritual dance performed for
love and love alone. So take back your gold, sovereign! Y our money is no good herelll

A dreadful silence descended upon the hall. Rumi-s elder son looked so shaken that all the blood had
been drained from his young face. Nobody dared to make a sound. Without a sigh, without a gasp, we all
held our breaths. As if the skies had been waiting for this signal, it started to rain, sharp and stinging. The
rai ndrops drowned everything and everyone in their steady sound.

—et-s go!ll Kaykhusraw yelled to his men.

His cheeks wobbling with humiliation, his lips quivering uncontrollably, and his shoulders visibly
slumped, the sovereign headed for the exit. His many guards and servants scurried behind him one by one,
stomping on the spilled coins on the floor with their heavy boots. People rushed to scoop up the coins,
pushing and pulling one another.

As soon as the sovereign had left, a murmur of disapproval and disappointment rippled through the
audience.

—Who does he think heis!ll some people burst ot.

—How dare he insult our ruler?ll others joined in. “What if Kaykhusraw makes the whole town pay the
price now?l

A group of people stood up, shaking their heads in disbelief, and stalked toward the exit in a clear sign
of protest. At the head of the protesters were Sheikh Yassin and his students. To my great surprise, |
noti ced among them two of Rumi-s old disciple§ and his own son Aladdin.



Aladdin

KONYA, JUNE 1246

By Allah, | had never been so embarrassed inmy life. Asif it weren+ shameful enough to see my own
father in cahoots with a heretic, | had to suffer the mortification of watching himlead a dance
performance. How could he disgrace himself like that in front of the whole town? Ontop of this, | was
utterly appalled when | heard there was among the audience a harlot fromthe brothel. As | sat there
wondering how much more madness and destructi on my father-s love for Shams could cause us all, for the
first timeinmy life | wished to be the son of another man.

To me the entire performance was sheer sacrilege. But what happened afterward was far beyond the
pale. How could that insolent man find the nerve to pour scorn on our ruler? He is very lucky that
Kaykhusraw didn+ have him arrested on the spot and sent to the gallows.

When | saw Sheikh Yassin walk out after Kaykhusraw, | knew | had to do the same. The last thing |
wanted was for the townspeople to think that | was on the side of a heretic. Everyone had to see once and
for all that, unlike my brother, | wasn+t my father-s puppet.

That night | didn+ go home. | stayed at Irshad-s house with a few friends. Overcome with emotion, we
tal ked about the day-s events and discussed at great |ength what to do.

—Fhat man is a terrible influence on your father,ll said Irshad tautly. <And now he has brought a
prostitute into your house. Y ou need to clean your family-s name, Aladdin.ll

As | stood listening to the things they said, my face burning with a scal ding shame, one thing was clear
to me: Shams had brought us nothing but misery.

In uni son we reached the conclusion that Shams had to leave thistowri if not willingly, then by force.

The next day | went back home determined to talk to Shams of Tabriz man to man. | found himalone in the
courtyard, playing the ney, his head bowed, his eyes closed, his back turned to me. Fully immersed in his
musi ¢, he hadn+ noticed my presence. | approached as quiet as a mouse, taking the opportunity to observe
him and get to know my enemy better.

After what seemed like several minutes, the music stopped. Shams raised his head slightly, and without
looking in my direction, he mumbled flatly, asif talking to himself, -Hey there, Aladdin, were you looking
for me?ll

| didn+ say a word. Knowing of his ability to see through closed doors, it didn+ surprise me that he
had eyes in the back of his head.

—S0 did you enjoy the performance yesterday?l Shams asked, now turning his face toward mine.

—thought it was disgraceful Il 1 answered at once. —ket-s get something straight, shall we? | don+ like
you. | never have. And I-m not going to let you ruin my father-s reputation any more than you have
already.ll

A spark flickered in his eyes as Shams put his ney aside and said, —s that what this is about? If Rumi-s
reputation is ruined, people won- look up to you as the son of an eminent man anymore. Does that scare
you?ll

Determined not to let him get under my skin, | ignored his mordant remarks. Still, it was a while before

| could say anything.



—Why don+ you go and leave us in peace? We were so good before you came,ll | shot back. —My father
is arespected scholar and afamily man. Y ou two have nothing in common.|l

His neck craned forward, his brow furrowed in mighty concentration, Shams drew in a deep breath.
Suddenly he looked old and vulnerable. It flashed through my mind that | could slug him, beat himto a
pulp, before anyone could run to his rescue. The thought was so dreadful and malevolent, and yet
frighteningly seducing, that | had to avert my eyes.

When | stared back at him, | found Shams inspecting me, his gaze avid, bright. Could he be reading my
mind? A creepy feeling got hold of me, spreading from my hands to my feet, asif | were being pricked by
athousand needles, and my knees felt wobbly, unwilling to carry me. It must have been black magic. | had
no doubt that Shams excelled in the darkest forms of sorcery.

—¥ou are scared of me, Aladdin,ll Shams said after a pause. —¥ou know who you remind me of? The
cross-eyed assistant!ll

—What are you talking about?ll | said.

—H-s a story. Do you like stories?ll

| shrugged. —+have no time for them.ll

A flicker of condescension crossed Shams-s lips. —A man who has no time for stories is a manwho has
no time for God, |l he said. -Bor+ you know that God is the best storyteller?ll

And without waiting for me to say anything, he told me this story:

Once there was an artisan who had a bitter assistant, who was cross-eyed to boot. This assistant
always saw double. One day the artisan asked him to bring a jar of honey from storage. The assistant
came back empty-handed. “But, Master, there are two jars of honey there,” he complained. “Which
one do you want me to bring?” Knowing his assistant too well, the artisan said, “Why don’t you break
one of the jars and bring me the other one?”

Alas, the assistant was too shallow to understand the wisdom behind these words. He did as told. He
broke one of the jars and was very surprised to see the other one break, too.

—What are you trying to tell me?ll | asked. To display my temper in front of Shams was a mistake, but |
couldn+ help it. =¥ ou and your stories! Damnit! Can+ you ever talk straight?ll

—But it is so clear, Aladdin. | am telling you that like the cross-eyed assistant you see dualities
everywhere,ll Shams said. —¥our father and | are one. If you break me, youH! break him as well.ll

—¥ou and my father have nothing in common,ll | riposted. — | break the second jar, |4l set the first one
free.ll

| was so full of rage and resentment that | didn+ consider the ramifications of my words. Not then. Not
until much later.

Not until it was too late.



Shams

KONYA, JUNE 1246

By and large, the narrow-minded say that dancing is sacrilege. They think God gave us musid  not only
the music we make with our voices and i nstruments but the music underlying all forms of life, and then He
forbade our listening to it. DonH they see that all nature is singing? Everything in this universe moves with
arhythni  the pumping of the heart, the flaps of a bird-s wings, the wind on a stormy night, a blacksmith
workingiron, or the sounds an unborn baby is surrounded with inside the womb.“  Everything partakes,
passi onatel y and spontaneously, in one magnificent mel ody. The dance of the whirling dervishesisalink
inthat perpetual chain. Just as a drop of seawater carries withinit the entire ocean, our dance both

refl ects and shrouds the secrets of the cosmos.

Hours before the performance, Rumi and | retreated into a quiet room to meditate. The six dervishes
who were going to whirl in the evening joined us. Together we performed our ablutions and prayed. Then
we donned our costumes. Earlier we had talked at great |ength about what the proper attire should be and
had chosen simple fabric and colors of the earth. The honey-colored hat symbolized the tombstone, the
long white skirt the shroud, and the black cloak the grave. Our dance projected how Sufis discard the
entire Self, like shedding a piece of old skin.

Before leaving the hall for the stage, Rumi recited a poem:

—Fhe gnostic has escaped from the five senses
And the six directions and makes you aware of what is beyond them.ll

With those feelings we were ready. First came the sound of the ney. Then Rumi entered the stageinhis
capacity as semazenbashi. One by one, the dervishes followed him, their heads bowed in modesty. The
last to appear had to be the sheikh. As firmly as | resisted the suggestion, Rumi insisted on my performing
that part tonight.

The hafiz chanted a verse from the Qur-an: There are certainly Signs on earth for people with
certainty; and in yourselves as well. Do you not see?

Then started the kudiim accompanying the piercing sound of ney and rebab.

Listen to the reed and the tale it tells,

how it sings of separation:

Ever since they cut me from the reed bed,

my wail has caused men and women to weep.

Giving himself over to the hands of God, the first dervish started to whirl, the hems of his skirts gently
swishing with a separate life of their own. We all joined inand whirled until there remai ned around us
nothing but Oneness. Whatever we received from the skies, we passed on to the earth, from God to
people. Each and every one of us became a link connecting the Lover to the Beloved. When the music
ceased, we jointly bowed to the essential forces of the universe: fire, wind, earth, and water, and the fifth
element, the void.



| don+ regret what transpired between me and Kaykhusraw at the end of the performance. But | am sorry
for putting Rumi in adifficult position. As a man who has always enjoyed privilege and protection, he has
never before felt estranged fromaruler. Now he has at | east a smattering of insight into something that
average people experience all thetimg  the deep, vast rift between the ruling elite and the masses.

And with that, | suppose | am nearing the end of my time in Konya.

Every true love and friendship is a story of unexpected transformation. If we are the same person
before and after we loved, that means we haver+ |oved enough.

With the initiation of poetry, music, and dance, a huge part of Rumi-s transformation is compl ete. Once
arigid scholar who disliked poetry and a preacher who enjoyed the sound of his own voice as he lectured
others, Rumi is now turning into a poet himself, becoming the voi ce of pure emptiness, though he might not
have realized this fully yet. As for me, I, too, have changed and am changing. | am moving from being into
nothi ngness. From one season to another, one stage to the next, fromlife to death.

Our friendship was a blessing, a gift from God. We thrived, rejoiced, bloomed, and basked in each
other-s company, savoring absol ute full ness and felicity.

| remembered what Baba Zaman once told me. For the silk to prosper, the silkworm had to die. Sitting
there all alone inthe whirling hall after everyone had left and the hubbub had died away, | knew that my
time with Rum was coming to an end. Through our companionship Rumi and | had experienced an
exceptional beauty and learned what it was like to encounter infinity through two mirrors reflecting each
other endlessly. But the old maxim still applies: Where there is|ove, there is bound to be heartache.



Ella

NORTHAM PTON, JUNE 29, 2008

Beyond wildest dreams, Aziz said, strange things happened to people when they were ready for the
unusual and the unexpected. But not a single bone in Ella—s body was ready for the one strange thing that
happened thisweek: Aziz Z. Zahara came to Boston to see her.

It was Sunday evening. The Rubinsteins had just sat down to eat when Ella noticed a text message on
her cell phone. Assuming that it must be from someone at the Fusion Cooking Club, she didn+ hurry to
check it. Instead she served the evenings specialty: honey-roasted duck with sautced potatoes and
caramelized onions on a bed of brown rice. When she placed the duck on the table, everyone perked up.
Even Jeannette, who was depressed after seeing Scott with his new girlfriend and realizing she still loved
him, seemed ravenous.

It was a long, languid dinner, peppered with good wine and the usual talk. Ella was privy to every
conversation at the table. With her husband she discussed having the gazebo repainted a bright blue, with
Jeannette she chatted about her busy schedul e at college, and with the twins she tal ked about renting some
new DVDs, including the latest Pirates of the Caribbean. Only after she had placed the dirty dishesin the
dishwasher and served the white chocolate craene brulge did it occur to her to check the message on her
cell phore.

Hi, Ella, I-m in Boston on an assignment for Smithsonian magazine. Just got off the plane. Would you like to meet? |- staying at the
Onyx and would love to see you, Aziz

Ella put the phone away and took her place at the dinner table for dessert, feeling slightly dizzy.

—¥ou got a message?ll David asked, raising his head from his plate.

—¥es, it-sfrom Michelle,ll Ella answered without a moment-s hesitation.

Turning his anguished face away, David dabbed his mouth and then, with amazing slowness and
precision, folded his napkininto a perfect square. —+see,ll he said when he was done.

Ella knew that her husband didn believe her, not in the least, and yet she al so felt she had to stick with
her story, not to convince her husband or deceive her children but for herself, to make it possible for her
to take that one step from her house to Azizs hotel. So she continued, measuring each word. —She called
to tell me there-s going to be a meeting tomorrow morning at the agency to discuss next year-s catal og.
She wants me to join them.ll

—Wkll, you should go, then,ll said David with a flicker in his eyes that indicated he, too, was in on the
game. “Why dor+ | give you aride in the morning, and we could go there together? | could reschedule a
few appoi ntments. |l

Ella stared at her husband, aghast. What was he trying to do? Did he want to make a scene in front of
the kids?

—Fhat-d be lovely,ll she said, forcing herself to smile. -But we—+e going to need to leave the house
before seven A.M. Michelle says she wants to talk to me in private before the others joinin.ll

—Oh, forget it, then,ll Orly chimed in, knowing how much her father detested waking up early. -Baddy
could never get up intimelll

Now Ella and David looked at each other, locking into a level gaze over the heads of their children,



each waiting for the other one to make the first move.

—Fhat-s true,ll David conceded finally.

Ella nodded with relief, though she felt a slight flush of shame at her audacity, because at that moment
she had another idea, a bolder one.

—¥es, itisawfully early. Infact,ll she said, ~why dont | go now?ll

The thought of going to Boston tomorrow morning and having breakfast with Aziz was enough to make
her heart beat faster. Yet she wanted to see Aziz right away, now rather than tomorrow, which all of a
sudden felt too far away. It was almost a two-hour drive from her house to Boston, but she didn+ mind.
He had come all the way from Amsterdam for her. She could certainly drive two hours.

—could be in Boston before ten tonight. And tomorrow | could be at the agency early enough to see
Michelle before the meeting.ll

A shadow of agony crossed David-s face. It seemed an eternity before he could say anything. In that
long moment, his eyes were the eyes of a man who had neither the strength nor the emotion left in him to
stop his wife from going to another man.

—can drive to Boston tonight, and stay in our apartment,ll Ella said, seemingly to her children but in
truth only to David. That was her way of assuring her husband there would be no physical contact
between her and whomever he assumed she was going to meet.

David rose from his chair with a glass of wine in his hand. Giving a sweeping gesture in the direction
of the door, he smiled at Ella with assurance and added, a bit too eagerly, -All right, honey, if that-s what
you want, you should go now. Il

—But, Mom, | thought you were going to help me with math this evening,ll Avi objected.

Ellafelt her face burn. —++know, dear. Why don-t we do that tomorrow?ll

—Oh, let her go.ll Orly turned to her brother teasingly. —¥ou don+ need your mama by your side all the
time. When are you going to grow up?ll

Avi frowned but said nothing further, Orly was supportive, Jeannette didn- care one way or the other,
and just like that, Ella grabbed her cell phone and dashed upstairs. As soon as she closed the bedroom
door, she threw herself onto the bed and text-messaged Aziz.

| cant believe youe here. |l be at the Onyx in two hours.

She stared at her phone in growing panic as she watched her message being sent. What was she doing?
But there was no time to think. If she was going to regret this evening, which she suspected she might, she
could regret it later. Now she needed to hurry. It took her twenty minutes to jump into the shower, blow-
dry her hair, brush her teeth, choose a dress, take it off, try another dress, then another, comb her hair, put
on some makeup, look for the small earrings Grandma Ruth had given her on her eighteenth birthday, and
change her dress again.

Taking in a deep breath, she put on some perfume. Eternity by Calvin Klein. The bottle had been
waiting in the bathroom cabinet for ages. David had never been fond of perfume. He said women should
smell like women, not like vanilla beans or cinnamon sticks. But European men might have a different
take on this, Ella assumed. WasrH perfume a big thing in Europe?

When she was done, she inspected the woman in the mirror. Why hadn+ he told her he was coming? If
she-d known, she would have gone to a hairdresser, gotten a manicure, had a facial, and perhaps tried a
new hairstyle. What if Aziz didn like her? What if there was no chemistry between them and he regretted
coming all the way to Boston?

All at once she came to her senses. Why did she want to change her looks? What difference would it
make whether there was chemistry between them or not? Any adventure with this man was bound to be



ephemeral. She had a family. She had a life. Her past was here, and so was her future. Annoyed with
herself for indul ging in such unlikely scenarios, she closed down her mind, which always proved easier.
At a quarter to eight, Ella kissed her children good night and | eft the house. David was nowhere to be
seen.
As she walked toward her car, jingling the keys to the apartment in Boston in her hand, her mind was
still numb, but her heart raced.



PART FIVE

TheVoid

THE THINGS THAT ARE PRESENT THROUGH THEIR ABSENCE



Sultan Walad

KONYA, JULY 1246

Breathing with difficulty and barely able to stand straight, my father came to my room, looking like a
shadow of the man he used to be. There were bags under his eyes, dark and ominous, asif he had stayed
awake all night. But what surprised me most was that his beard had gone white.

—My son, help me,ll he said inavoice that didn-t sound like him.

| ranto himand grabbed his arm. —Anything, Father, just ask for it.ll

He was silent for a minute, as though crushed under the weight of what he was going to say next.
—Shams is gone. He has left me.ll

For the briefest of moments, | was awash with confusion and a strange sense of relief, but of that | said
nothing. Sad and shocked though | was, it also occurred to me that this could be for the best. Wouldr+ life
be easier and more tranquil now? My father had gained many enemies lately, all because of Shans. |
wanted things to get back to how they were before he came. Could Aladdin be right? Weren+ we all
better off without Shams?

—Bon+ forget how much he means to me,ll my father said asif he sensed my thoughts. -He and | are ore.
The same moon has a bright and a dark side. Shamsis my unruly side.ll

| nodded, feeling ashamed. My heart sank. My father didn have to say more. | had never seen so much
suffering in a man-s eyes. My tongue felt heavy in my mouth. | couldn+ speak for awhile.

—want youto find Shamg  that is, of course, if he wants to be found. Bring him back. Tell him how my
heart aches.ll My father—s voice dropped to awhisper. —Fell himhis absence is killing me.ll

| promised him | would bring Shams back. His hand gripped mine and squeezed it with such gratitude
that | had to avert my gaze, for | didn+ want himto see the indecisionin my eyes.

| spent the whol e week roaming the streets of Konya, hoping to trace the footsteps of Shams. By thistime
everyone in town had heard he had disappeared, and there was much specul ation as to his whereabouts. |
met aleper who loved Shams immensely. He directed me to many desperate and unfortunate people
whom the wandering dervish had helped. | never knew there were so many who |oved Shams, since they
were the kind of people who had beeninvisible to me till now.

One evening | came home feeling tired and disoriented. Kerra brought me a bow! of rice pudding,
fragrant with the essence of roses. She sat down next to me and watched me eat, her smile framed by
crescents of anguish. | couldn+ hel p noticing how much she had aged this past year.

—+heard you were trying to bring Shams back. Do you know where he has gone?ll she asked.

—Fhere are rumors he might have gone to Damascus. But | also heard people say he headed to Isfahan,
Cairo, or even Tabriz, the city of his birth. We need to check them all. 14l go to Damascus. Some of my
father—s disciples will go to the other three cities.li

A solemn expression crossed Kerras face, and she murmured, as though thinking aloud, -Mawlana is
writing verses. They are beautiful. Shams-s absence is turning himinto a poet.|l

Dropping her gaze to the Persian carpet, her cheeks moist, her round mouth pouting, Kerra sighed, and
then she recited the fol lowing:



“I have seen the king with a face of Glory
He who is the eye and the sun of heaven”

There was something inthe air now that wasn+ there a moment ago. | could see that Kerra was torn deep
inside. One had only to ook at her face to understand how it pained her to watch her husband suffer. She
was ready to do anything in her power just to see himsmile again. And yet she was equally relieved,
amost glad, to have finally gotten rid of Shamrs.

~What if | cannot find him?ll | heard myself ask.

—Fhen there won+ be much to do. We will continue with our lives as before,ll she remarked, a sparkle
of hope flickering in her eyes.

At that moment | understood in all clarity and beyond doubt what she insinuated. | didn+ have to find
Shams of Tabriz. | didn+ even have to go to Damascus. | could leave Konya tomorrow, wander for a
while, find myself a nice roadside inn to stay at, and come back a few weeks later, pretending to have
looked for Shams everywhere. My father would trust my word, and the subject would be dropped forever.
Perhaps that would be best, not only for Kerra and Aladdin, who had always been suspicious of Shams,
but al so for my father-s students and disciples, and even for me.

—Kerra,ll | said, ~what shall | do?ll

And this woman who had converted to Islam to marry my father, who had been a wonderful mother to
me and my brother, and who loved her husband so much she memorized the poems he wrote for someone
el se, gave me a pained ook and said nothing. Suddenly she had no more words inside her.

| had to find the answer for myself.



Rumi

KONYA, AUGUST 1246

Barrenisthe world, devoid of sun, since Shamsis gone. This city isasad, cold place, and my soul is
empty. | cant sleep at night, and during the day | only wander around. | amhereand | amnot herd a
ghost among people. | carHt help feeling cross at everyone. How canthey go onliving their lives asif
nothing has changed? How can life be the same without Shams of Tabriz?

Every day from dusk to dawn, | sitinthe library on my own and think of nothing but Shams. | remember
what he, with a touch of harshness in his voice, had once told me: —Someday you will be the voice of
love.ll

| dor+ know about that, but it is true that | find silence painful these days. Words give me openings to
break through the darkness in my heart. This was what Shams had wanted all along, wasn+ it? To make a
poet out of me!

Life is about perfection. Every incident that happens, no matter how colossal or small, and every
hardship that we endure is an aspect of a divine plan that works to that end. Struggle is intrinsic to being
human. That is why it says in the Qur-an, Certainly we will show Our ways to those who struggle on Our
way. There is no such thing as coincidence in God-s scheme. And it was no coincidence that Shams of
Tabriz crossed my path on that day in October al most two years ago.

—didn+ come to you because of the wind,ll Shams had said.

And then he had told me a story.

Once there was a Sufi master who was so knowledgeable that he had been given the breath of Jesus.
He had only one student, and he was quite happy with what he was given. But his disciple was of a
different mind. In his desire to see everyone else marvel at the powers of his master, he kept begging
him to take on more followers.

“All right,” the master finally agreed. “If it will make you happy, I’ll do as you say.”

They went to the market that day. In one of the stalls, there were bird-shaped candies. As soon as
the master blew upon them, the birds came alive and flew away with the wind. Speechless, the
townspeople immediately gathered around him with admiration. From that day on, everyone in town
was singing the master’s praises. Soon there were so many followers and admirers around him that his
old disciple couldn’t see him much anymore.

“Oh, Master, I was wrong. It was much better in the old days,” the disciple moaned forlornly. “Do
something. Make them all go away, please.”

“All right. If it will make you happy, I’ll shoo them away.”

The next day while he was preaching, the master broke wind. His followers were appalled. One by
one, they turned and walked away from him. Only his old disciple remained.

“Why didn’t you leave with the others?” the master asked.

And the disciple answered, “I didn’t come to you because of the first wind, nor would I leave you
because of the last.”

Everything Shams did, he did for my perfection. This is what the townspeople could never understand.
Shams deliberatel y fanned the flames of gossip, touched raw nerves, and spoke words that sounded like



blasphemy to ordinary ears, shocking and provoking people, even those who loved him. He threw my
books into water, forcing me to unlearn all that | knew. Though everyone had heard that he was critical of
sheikhs and scholars, very few people knew how capabl e of tafsir he was. Shams had deep knowledge in
al chemy, astrol ogy, astronomy, theol ogy, philosophy, and logic, but he kept his knowledge hidden from
ignorant eyes. Though he was a fagih, he acted as if he were a faqir.

He opened our doors to a prostitute and made us share our food with her. He sent me to the tavern and
encouraged me to talk to drunks. Once he made me beg across from the mosque where | used to preach,
forcing me to put myself in the shoes of aleper beggar. He cut me off first from my admirers, then fromthe
ruling elite, bringing me in touch with the common people. Thanks to him | came to know persons | would
have otherwise never met. In his belief that all idols that stood between the individual and God had to be
demolished, including fame, wealth, rank, and even religion, Shams cut loose all the moorings that tied me
to lifeas | knew it. Wherever he saw any kind of mental boundary, a prejudice or ataboo, he took the bull
by the horns and confronted it.

For him | went through trial and tests, states and stages, each of which made me ook more deranged in
the eyes of even my most loyal followers. Before, | had plenty of admirers; now | have gotten rid of the
need for an audience. Blow after blow, Shams managed to ruin my reputation. Because of him | learned
the val ue of madness and have come to know the taste of |oneliness, hel plessness, slander, seclusion, and,
finally, heartbreak.

Whatever you see as profitable, flee from it!

Drink poison and pour away the water of life!

Abandon security and stay in frightful places!

Throw away reputation, become disgraced and shameless!

At the end of the day, aren+t we are all put on trial? Every day, every passing minute, God asks us, Do
you remember the covenant we made before you were sent to this world? Do you understand your role
in revealing My treasure?

Most of the time, we are not ready to answer these questions. They are too frightening. But God is
pati ent. He asks again and again.

And if this heartache, too, is part of atrial, my only wish is to find Shams at the end of it. My books,
sermons, family, wealth, or namg | amready to give up anything and everything, just to see his face one
more time.

The other day Kerra said | was turning into a poet, almost despite myself. Though | have never thought
highly of poets, | wasn surprised to hear that. At any other time, | might have objected to what she said,
but not anymore.

My mouth is spewing out lines of poetry, constantly and involuntarily, and, listening to them, one might
conclude that | am becoming a poet indeed. The Sultan of Language! But the truth, insofar as | am able to
tell, is that the poems do not belong to me. | amonly avehicle for letters that are placed in my mouth. Like
a pen that writes down the words it is ordered to inscribe or a flute that plays the notes blown into it, I,

too, am simply doing my part.

Marvelous sun of Tabriz! Where are you?



Shams

DAMASCUS, APRIL 1247

By the time springwas in full swing in Damascus, and ten months had passed since my departure from
Konya, Sultan Walad found me. Under a clear blue sky, | was playing chess with a Christian hermit
named Francis. He was a man whose inner equilibriumdid not tilt easily, a man who knew the meaning of
submission. And since Islam means the inner peace that comes from submission, to me Francis was more
Muslim than many who claimto be so. For it is one of the forty rules: Submission does not mean being
weak or passive. It leads to neither fatalism nor capitulation. Just the opposite. True power resides in
submission—a power that comes from within. Those who submit to the divine essence of life will live
in unperturbed tranquillity and peace even when the whole wide world goes through turbulence after
turbulence.

| moved my vizier in order to force Francis-s king to shift position. With a quick and brave decision, he
moved his rook. | had begun to suspect | was going to lose this game when | lifted my head and came eye
to eye with Sultan Wal ad.

—Niceto see you,ll | said. —So you have decided to look for me after all.ll

He gave me a rueful smile, then turned somber, surprised to hear that | was aware of the internal
struggl e he had been through. But bei ng the honest man that he was, he didn-t deny the truth.

—+ spent some time wandering around instead of looking for you. But after a while | couldn+ do it
anymore. | couldn+ bring myself to lie to my father. | came to Damascus and started |ooking for you, but
you werern+ easy to find.ll

—¥ou are an honest man and a good son,ll | said. -©ne day soon youH| be a great companion to your
father.Il

Sultan Walad shook his head dolefully. —¥ou are the only companion he needs. | want you to come
back to Konya with me. My father needs you.ll

Many things churned in my brain upon hearing this invitation, and none of them were clear at first. My
nafs reacted with fear at the idea of going back to a place where | was clearly unwel come.

Don'’t listen to him. You are done with your mission. You don’t have to return to Konya. Remember
what Baba Zaman told you. It’s way too dangerous. If you go back to that town you will never come
out again.

| wanted to keep traveling the world, meet new people and see new cities. | had liked Damascus, too,
and could easily stay there until the next winter. Traveling to a new place often engendered a dreadful
sense of loneliness and sadness in the soul of a man. But with God by my side, | was content and fulfilled
in my solitude.

Yet | knew too well that my heart was in Konya. | missed Rumi so much that it was too painful even to
utter his name. At the end of the day, what difference would it make which city | stayed in, as long as
Rumi was not beside me? Wherever he lived, there was my gibla.

| moved my king on the chessboard. Franciss eyes flew open as he detected the fatal position. But in
chess, just asin life, there were moves that you made for the sake of winning and there were moves you
made because they were the right thing to do.

—Please come with me,ll implored Sultan Walad, interrupting my thoughts. —Fhe people who gossiped
about you and treated you badly are remorseful. Everything will be better thistime, | promise.ll

My boy, you can’t make such promises, | wanted to tell him. Nobody can!



But instead | nodded and said, -+ would like to watch the sunset in Damascus one more time.
Tomorrow we can leave for Konyalll

—Really? Thank you!ll Sultan Walad beamed with relief. -¥ou don+ know how much this will mean to
my father .

| then turned to Francis, who was patiently waiting for me to return to the game. When he had my full
attention, an impish smile crept al ong his mouth.

—Watch out, my friend,ll he said, his voice triumphant. -€heckmate.ll



Kimya

KONYA, MAY 1247

Bearing a mysterious gaze in his eyes and a distance in his demeanor that he-d never had before, Shams of
Tabriz came back into my life. He seems to have changed alot. His hair long enough to fall into his eyes,
his skin tanned under the Damascus sun, he | ooks younger and more handsome. But there is something el se
in him, a change | cannot quite put my finger on. As bright and reckless as ever his black eyes might be,
there is now anew glimmer to them. | can+ help suspecting he has the eyes of a man who has seenit all
and doesn+ warnt to struggl e anymore.

But | think a deeper transformeation has been taking place in Rumi. | had thought all his worries would
diminish when Shams came back, but that doesn+t seem to be the case. On the day Shams returned, Rumi
greeted him outside the city walls with flowers. But when the joy of the first days somewhat abated, Rumi
became even more anxious and withdrawn than before. | think | know the reason. Having lost Shams once,
he is afraid of losing him again. | can understand as no one el se can, because I, too, am afraid of losing
him.

The only person | share my feelings with is Gevher, Rumi-s late wife. Well, she is not technically a
person, but | dorn+ call her a ghost either. Less dreamy and distant than most of the ghosts | have known,
she has been moving like a slow flow of water around me ever since | came to this house. Although we
converse about everything, lately there is only one topic between us. Shars.

—Rumi looks so distressed. | wish| could help himll | said to Gevher today.

—Perhaps you could. There is something occupying his mind these days, but he hasr+ shared it with
anyone yet, Il Gevher said mysteriously.

—What isit?l | inquired.

—Rumi thinks if Shams gets married and starts a family, the townspeople would be less set against him.
There would be less gossip, and Shams would not have to leave again.ll

My heart skipped a beat. Shams getting married! But to whom?

Gevher gave me a sidelong look and said, -Rumi has been wondering if you would like to marry
Shams.|i

| was stunned. Not that this was the first time the thought of marriage had crossed my mind. Now
fifteen, | knew | had reached the age to marry, but | also knew that girls who got married changed forever.
A new gaze came to their eyes, and they took on a new demeanor, to such an extent that people started to
treat them differently. Even little children could tell the difference between a married woman and an
unmarried one.

Gevher smiled tenderly and held my hand. She had noticed that it was the getting-married part that
worried me, not getting married to Shans.

The next day, in the afternoon, | went to see Rumi and found himimmersed in a book titled Tahafut al-
Tahafut.

—Fell me, Kimya,ll he said lovingly, ~what can | do for you?ll

—When my father brought me to you, you had told him that a girl would not make as good a student as a
boy because she would have to marry and raise her children, do you remember that?ll



—Of course, | remember, |l he answered, his hazel eyesfilled with curiosity.

—Fhat day | promised myself never to get married, so that | could remain your student forever,ll | said,
my voice dwindling under the weight of what | was planning to say next. —But perhapsiit is possible to get
married and not have to leave this house. | mean, if | get married to someone who lives here® |l

—Are you telling me you want to marry Aladdin?ll Rumi asked.

—Aladdin?ll | repeated in shock. But what made him think | wanted to marry Aladdin? He was like a
brother to me.

Rumi must have detected my surprise. —Some time ago Aladdin came to me and asked for your hand, |l
he said.

| gasped. | knew it wasn+ proper for agirl to ask too many questions on such metters, but | was dying
to learn more. -And what did you say, Master?ll

—+told him 1 would have to ask you first, Il Rumi said.

—Master “ I | said, my voice trailing off. 4~came here to tell you | want to marry Shams of Tabriz.ll

Rumi gave me alook that bordered on disbelief. -Are you sure about this?ll

—H could be good in many ways,ll | said, as inside me the need to say more wrestled with the regret of
having said too much. —Shams would be part of our family, and he wouldn- ever have to leave again.li

—So is that why you want to marry him? To help him stay here?ll asked Rumi.

—No, |l | said. ++mean, yes, but that-s not all.“ | believe Shamsis my destiny.ll

Thiswas as close as | could get to confessing to anyone that | loved Shams of Tabriz.

The first to hear about the marriage was Kerra. In stunned silence she greeted the news with a broken
smile, but as soon as we were alone in the house, she started to ask me questions. -Are you sure thisis
what you want to do? Y ou are not doing this to help Rumi, are you?ll she said. —¥ou are so young! Don+
you think you should marry someone closer to your own age?ll

—Shams says inlove all boundaries are blurred, |l | told her.

Kerra sighed loudly. My child, | wish things were that simple,ll she remarked, tucking a lock of gray
hair into her scarf. —Shams is a wandering dervish, an unruly man. Men like him aren+t used to domestic
life, and they don+ make good husbands.|l

—Fhat-s all right, he can change,ll I concluded firmly. <+will give him so much love and happiness he
will have to change. He will learn how to be a good husband and a good father. |l

That was the end of our talk. Whatever it was that she saw on my face, Kerra had no more objections to
raise.

| slept peacefully that night, feeling exultant and determined. Little did | know that | was making the
most common and the most painful mi stake women have made all throughout the ages: to naively think that
with their love they can change the men they love.



Kerra

KONYA, MAY 1247

Broaching a subject as deep and delicate as love is like trying to capture a gusty wind. You can feel the
harm the wind is about to cause, but there is no way to slow it down. After awhile | didn ask Kimya any
other questions, not because | was convinced by her answers but because | saw in her eyesawomanin
love. | stopped questioning this marriage, accepting it as one of those odd thingsinlife | had no control
over.

The month of Ramadan went by so fast and busy, | didn+ have time to dwell on this matter again. Eid
fell on Sunday. Four days later we married Kimyato Shams.

The evening before the wedding, something happened that changed my entire mood. | was alone in the
kitchen, sitting in front of a floured board and a rolling pin, preparing flatbread for the guests. All of a
sudden, without thinking what | was doing, | started molding a shape out of a ball of dough. | sculpted a
small, soft Mother Mary. My Mother Mary. With the help of a knife, | carved her long robe and her face,
calmand compassionate. So absorbed was | inthis that | didn+ noti ce someone standing behind me.

-What is it that you are making, Kerral

My heart jumped inside my chest. When | turned around, | saw Shams standing by the door, watching
me with inquisitive eyes. It occurred to me to hide the dough, but it was too late. Shams approached the
tray and looked at the figure.

—s that Mary?ll he asked, and when | didn+ answer, he turned to me with a beaming countenance.
-Why, she is beautiful. Do you miss Mary?ll

—-converted long ago. | amaMuslimwoman,ll | answered curtly.

But Shams continued to talk as if he hadn+ heard me. —Perhaps you wonder why Islam doesn+ have a
female figure like Mary. There is Aisha, for sure, and certainly Fatima, but you might think it is not the
same.|l

| felt uneasy, not knowing what to say.

—May | tell you a story?ll Shams asked.

And thisis what he told me:

Once there were four travelers, a Greek, an Arab, a Persian, and a Turk. Upon reaching a small
town, they decided to get something to eat. As they had limited money they had only one choice to
make. Each said he had the best food in the world in mind. When asked what that was, the Persian
answered “angoor,” the Greek said “staphalion,” the Arab asked for “aneb,” and the Turk demanded
“liztim.” Unable to understand one another’s language, they began to argue.

They kept quarreling among themselves, feeling more resentful and bitter with every passing
minute, until a Sufi who happened to pass by interrupted them. With the money collected the Sufi
bought a bunch of grapes. He then put the grapes in a container and pressed hard. He made the
travelers drink the juice and threw away the skin, because what mattered was the essence of the fruit,
not its outer form.

—Christians, Jews, and Muslims are like those travelers. While they quarrel about the outer form, the
Sufi is after the essence,ll Shams said, giving me a smile that conveyed such excitement that it was hard
not to be carried away by it.

—What | amtrying to say is, there is no reason for you to miss Mother Mary, because you dor+ need to
abandon her inthe first place. As a Muslimwoman, you can still feel attached to her.li



—+* | dor+ think that would be right,ll 1 stammered.

—+dor+ see why not. Religions are like rivers: They all flow to the same sea. Mother Mary stands for
compassion, mercy, affection, and unconditional love. She is both personal and universal. As a Muslim
woman, you can keep liking her and even name your daughter Mary.li

—+don+ have a daughter, Il | said.

—¥ouwill have one.ll

—¥ou think so”l

—+know so.ll

| felt excited to hear such words, but before long the excitement was washed away by another feeling:
solidarity. Sharing an unusual moment of serenity and harmony, we looked at the figure of Mother Mary
together. My heart warmed to Shams, and for the first time since he-d come to our house, | was able to see
what Rumi saw in him: a man with a big heart.

Still, I doubted he would make a good husband for Kimya.



Ella

BOSTON, JUNE 29, 2008

By the time Ella got to the hotel, she was so tense she couldn+ think properly. There was a group of
Japanese tourists in the lobby, all of whom appeared to be intheir seventies and sported the same haircut.
She crossed the | obby, scanning the paintings on the walls, so as not to have to 1ook in the eyes of the
people around her. But it didn- take long for her curiosity to defeat her timidity. And the moment her gaze
slid toward the meeting area, she saw him, watching her.

He was wearing a khaki button-down shirt and dark corduroy trousers, and had a two-day stubbl e that
she thought made him quite attractive. His curly chestnut hair fell over his green eyes, givinghiman air of
confidence and mischief al at once. Wiry and thin, light and lithe, he was very different from David in his
expensive tail or-made suits. He spoke with a Scottish brogue, which she found charming, and smiled with
an ease of manner, looking genuinely happy and excited to see her. And Ella couldn- help asking herself
what harm there could be in having a cup of coffee with him.

Later on, she would not be able to remember how one cup of coffee became several cups, or how the
conversation took on an increasingly intimate tone, or how at some point he planted a kiss on her
fingertip, just as she would not be able to explain why she didn+ do anything to stop him. After a while
nothing seemed to matter as long as he kept talking and she could | et her gaze linger onthe small dimple at
the corner of his mouth, wondering what it would be like to kiss himthere. It was half past el even o-¢lock
in the evening. She was in a hotel with a man she didn+ know anything about, aside from some e-mails
and phone calls and the novel he-d written.

—S0 you~e here for Smithsonian magazine?|l Ella asked.

—Actually, I-m here for you,ll Aziz answered. -After reading your letter, | wanted to come and see youl.ll

Still, there were possible exit routes off this fast-moving highway. Up to a certain moment, it remained
possible to pretend that everything was just on friendly termg the e-mails, the phone calls, even the
glances. A bit flirtatious and playful, perhaps, but nothing more than that. She could have drawn a line.
That is, until he asked, —Ella, would you like to come to my room?li

If this was a game they were both playing, that was when it got serious. His question made everything
far too real, as if a mantle had been lifted and the truth, the naked truth that had been there all along, now
looked them squarely in the face. Ella felt something stir in her stomach, a bubbling discomfort that she
recognized as panic, but she did not turn him down. This was the most impulsive decision she had made
in her life, and yet at the same time it felt asif the decision had already been made for her. All she needed
to do was to accept it.

Room 608 was pleasantly decorated in hues of black, red, gray, and beige. It was warm and spacious. She
tried to remember the last time she-d stayed ina hotel. A trip to Montreal with her husband and children a
long time ago popped into her mind. After that, they had spent all their vacations at their house in Rhode
Island, and she-d had no reason to stay in a place where the towel s were changed daily and breakfast was
prepared by others. Being in a hotel roomfelt like being in a different country. And perhaps she was.
Already she could feel the frivol ous freedom one could enjoy only in a city where everyone was a

compl ete stranger.



But as soon as she walked into the room, her nervousness came back. No matter how tasteful the decor
or how spacious the room, the king-size bed was clearly at its center. Standing next to it made her feel
awkward and guilty. She started struggling with internal questions, getting nowhere. Would they make
love now? Should they? If they did, how could she look her husband in the eye afterward? But David
never had any difficulty looking her in the eye despite his many flings, did he? And what would Az z think
of her body? What if he didn+ like it? Shouldn+ she be thinking about her children now? Were they
asleep or awake watching TV at this hour? If they learned what she was about to do, would they ever
forgive her?

Sensing her unease, Aziz held her hand and moved her toward an armchair in the corner, away fromthe
bed.

—Hush,ll he whispered. -H#s so crowded inside your mind. Too many voices.ll

—+wishwe had met earlier,|l Ella heard herself say.

—Fhereisno suchthing as early or late inlifell Aziz said. -Everything happens at the right time.ll

—Bo youreally believe that?l

He smiled and brushed a cloud of hair out of his eyes. Then he opened a suitcase and brought out the
tapestry he-d bought in Guatemala and a small box that turned out to be a necklace of turquoise and red
coral ballswithasilver whirling dervish.

Ellalet him put the necklace around her neck. Where his fingers touched her skin, she felt warm. —€an
you love me?ll she asked.

—already love you.ll Aziz smiled.

—But you don+ even know melll

—+don+ have to know to love.ll

Ellasighed. —Fhisiscrazy.l

Aziz reached around and pulled out the pin holding her bun, letting her hair loose. Then he gently
moved her onto the bed. Slowly, tenderly, and in ever-growing circles, he moved his palms up from her
feet toward her ankles and from there toward her belly. All the while his lips muttered words that
sounded like a secret ancient code to Ella. Suddenly she understood. He was praying. While his hands
caressed every inch of her body, his eyes remained firmly closed and his lips prayed for her. It was the
most spiritual thing she had ever experienced. And although she kept her clothes on, and so did he, and
although there was nothing carnal about it, it was the sexiest feeling she had ever experienced.

All at once her palms, her elbows, her shoulders, her whole body began to tingle with a strange energy.
She was possessed by so magnificent a desire that she felt as though she were floating on warm, wavy
waters where all she could do was surrender and smile. She sensed a living presence around him, then
around her, as if they were both being showered inadrizzle of light.

She, too, closed her eyes now, driftinginawild river without holding on to anything. There might be a
waterfall at the end for all she knew, but evenif she could have stopped, she wasn- sure she wanted to.

Ella felt a burning between her legs when his hands reached her belly, drawing a circle there. She felt
insecure about her body, her hips and thighs and the shape of her breasts, which were far from perfect
after three kids and all these years, but the anxiety came and went. Feeling buoyant, almost protected, she
snapped into a state of bliss. And just like that, she realized she could love this man. She could love him
so much.

With that feeling she put her arms around Aziz, pulling him toward her, ready to go further. But he
snapped his eyes open, kissed her onthetip of her nose, and pulled away.

—¥ou don+ want me?ll Ella asked, amazed by the fragility of her voice.

—+don+ want to do anything that would make you unhappy afterward.ll

Half of her felt like crying; the other half was elated. A strange feeling of lightness took hold of her.
She was entirely confused, but, to her great surprise, for once it felt okay to be confused.



At half past one in the morning, Ella opened the door to her apartment in Boston. She lay on the leather
couch, unwilling to sleep in the master bed. Not because she knew that her husband had been sleeping
there with other women, but because somehow it felt better like this, as if this house didn+ belong to her
any more than a hotel room, as if she were a guest here and her true self were waiting el sewhere.



Shams

KONYA, MAY 1247

Beautiful bride, don’t you cry

Say bye to your mom, bye to dad

You will hear the birds sing tomorrow
Though it will never be the same....

On our wedding night, | slipped out into the courtyard and sat there for awhile, listening to anold
Anatolian song pour from the house amid the many other sounds. Laughter, music, gossip. Female

musi cians played in the womens section. | stood there thinking and chanting, shivering and feeling numb,
al at the same time. | pondered the lyrics of the song. Why was it that women always sang sad songs on
wedding nights? Sufis associ ated death with weddings and cel ebrated the day they died as their union
with God. Women, too, associated weddings with death, though for entirely different reasons. Even when
they were happily getting married, a wave of sadness descended upon them. In every wedding

cel ebration, there was mourning for the virgin who was soon to become a wife and a mother.

After the guests left, | returned to the house and meditated in a quiet corner. Then | went to the room
where Kimya was waiting for me. | found her sitting on the bed, wearing a white robe adorned with
golden threads, her hair braided into a multitude of plaits, each of which was ornamented with beads. It
was impossible to see her expression, as her face was covered with thick, red tulle. Except for a candle
that flickered by the window, the room was without light. The mirror on the wall had been covered by a
velvet cloth, as it was deemed to be bad luck for a young bride to see her refl ection on her wedding night.
Beside our bed there was a pomegranate and a knife, so that we could eat the fruit and have as many
children as the seeds inside.

Kerra had told me all about the local customs, reminding me to give the bride a necklace with gold
coins upon opening her vell. But | never had gold coins inmy life and did not want to greet my bride with
coins borrowed from someone else. So when | lifted Kimyas veil, all | did was to give her a comb made
of tortoiseshell and plant a small kiss on her lips. She smiled. And for a second | felt as shy asalost little
boy.

—¥ou are beautiful Il | said.

She blushed. But then she squared her shoulders, doing her best to ook more tranquil and mature than
she could ever be.

—+amyour wife now,ll she said.

Then she pointed toward the beautiful carpet on the floor, which she had crafted on her own and with
great care as part of her dowry. Exuberant colors, sharp contrasts. As soon as | saw it | knew that every
knot and every pattern on the carpet was about me. Kimya had been weaving her dreans.

| kissed her again. The warmth of her lips sent waves of desire across my entire body. She smelled of
jasmine and wildflowers. Stretching out beside her, | inhaled her smell and touched her breasts, so small
and firm. All | wanted was to enter her and get lost inside her. She offered herself to me the way a
rosebud opens to the rain.

| pulled away. +msorry, Kimya. | carrt do this.ll

She looked at me, still and stunned, forgetting to breathe. The disappointment in her eyes was too much



to bear. | jumped to my feet.

—+need to go,ll | said.

—¥ou cannot go now,ll Kimya said in a voice that didn+ sound like her. What will people say if you
|eave the room now? They will know that this marriage was not consummated. And they- think it was
because of me.ll

—What do you mean?ll | murmured, half to myself, because | knew what she was suggesting.

Averting her eyes, she mumbled something incomprehensible, and then she said quietly, —Fhey- think |
wasrH avirgin. 141 haveto livein shame.ll

It made my blood boil that society imposed such ridiculous rules on its individuals. These codes of
honor had less to do with the harmony God created than with the order human bei ngs wanted to sustain.

—Fhat-s nonsense. People should mind their own business, |l | objected, but | knew that Kimya was right.

With one quick move, | grabbed the knife beside the pomegranate. | glimpsed a trace of panic in
Kimya-s face, slowly replaced by the expression of someone who recogni zed a sad si tuati on and accepted
it. Without hesitation | cut my left palm. My blood dripped on our bedsheet, |eaving dark crimson stains.

—Just give them this sheet. This will shut their mouths, and your name will remain pure and clean, the
way it should be.ll

—Wait, please! Don+ go,ll Kimya beseeched. She rose to her feet, but, not knowing what to do next, she
repeated once again, —+am your wife now.ll

In that moment | understood what a terrible mistake | had made by marrying her. My head throbbing
with pain, | walked out of the room into the night. A man like me should never have gotten married. |
wasrH designed to perform marital duties. | saw this clearly. What saddened me was the cost of this
know!edge.

| felt a strong need to run away from everything, not only from this house, this marriage, this town, but
also fromthis body | had been given. Yet the thought of seeing Rumi the next morning held me anchored
here. | couldn+ abandon him again.

| was trapped.



Aladdin

KONYA, MAY 1247

Being forced into adecision that | knew | would deeply regret later, | remained silent and did not openly
object to this marriage. But on the day Kimya was going to be married to Shams, | woke up witha pain
such as | had never felt before. | sat up in bed gasping for breath like a drowning man, and then, annoyed
with myself for wallowing in self-pity | slapped my face again and again. A strangled sigh escaped ny
lips. And it was that sound that made me realize | wasrH my father-s son anymore.

| had no mother. No father. No brother. And no Kimya. | was all alone in the world. What little
remained of my respect for my father had disappeared overnight. Kimya was like a daughter to him. |
thought he cared about her. But apparently the only person he really cared about was Shams of Tabriz.
How could he marry Kimya to a man like him? Anyone could see that Shams would make a terrible
husband. The more | thought about it, the clearer it became that just to make Shams safe, my father had
sacrificed Kimya—s happines§ and along withit mine,

| spent the whole day struggling with these thoughts while having to watch the preparations. The house
was spruced up, and the bedroom where the newlyweds would sleep was cleansed with rosewater to
ward off evil spirits. But they forgot the biggest evil! How were they going to fend off Shams?

By late afternoon | couldn+ stand it anymore. Determined not to be part of a cel ebration that meant only
torture for me, | headed for the door.

—Aladdin, wait! Where are you going?ll My brother-s voice came from behind me, loud and sharp.

—am going to stay at Irshad-s house tonight, |l 1 said without |ooking at him.

—Have you gone crazy? How can you not stay for the wedding? If our father hears this it will break his
heart.ll

| could feel rage rising fromthe pit of my stomach. -How about the hearts our father is breaking?Il

—What are you tal king aboutll

—Bon+ you get it? Our father arranged this marriage just to please Shams and make sure he doesn run
away again! He offered Kimyato himon asilver tray.ll

My brother pursed his lips, looking hurt. -+know what you are thinking, but you are wrong. You think
thisis aforced marriage,ll he said, -whereas it was Kimya who wanted to marry Shams.l

-Asif she had a choice in the matter,ll | snapped.

—Oh, God! Do+ you understand?ll my brother exclaimed, lifting both palms up as though asking help
from God. —Sheisinlove with Shams.|l

—Bon+ say that again. That is not true.ll My voice cracked like thawingice.

—My brother,ll Sultan Walad said, —please don+ let your feelings veil your eyes. You are jealous. But
even jealousy can be used in a constructive way and serve a higher purpose. Even disbelief can be
positive. It is one of the rules. Rule Number Thirty-five: In this world, it is not similarities or
regularities that take us a step forward, but blunt opposites. And all the opposites in the universe are
present within each and every one of us. Therefore the believer needs to meet the unbeliever residing
within. And the nonbeliever should get to know the silent faithful in him. Until the day one reaches the
stage of Insan-i Kamil, the perfect human being, faith is a gradual process and one that necessitates
its seeming opposite: disbelief.

That was the last straw for me.

—ook here, I-msick of all this syrupy Sufi talk. Besides, why should | listen to you? It-s all your fault!



You could have left Shams in Damascus. Why did you bring him back? If things get messy, and | am sure
they will, you are the one who is responsi bl e.ll

My brother gnawed the insides of his mouth with a look that verged on fearfulness. | realized in that
instant that for the first time in our lives he was frightened of me and the things | was capable of doing. It
was a bizarre feeling, but strangely comforting.

As | walked to Irshad-s house, taking the side streets that reeked of foul smells so that nobody would
see me cry, | could think of only one thing: Shams and Kimya sharing the same bed. The thought of him
taking her wedding dress off and touching her milky skin with his rough, ugly hands was revolting. My
stomach was tied in knots.

| knew that aline had been crossed. Somebody had to do something.



Kimya

KONYA, DECEMBER 1247

Bride and grooni that is what we were supposed to be. It has been seven months since we got married.
All thistime he hasn+ slept with me as my husband even once. Hard as | try to hide the truth from peopl e,

| can+ help suspecting they know it. Sometimes | fear that my shame is visible on my face. Like writing on
my forehead, it is the first thing that anyone who looks at me notices. While | amtal king to neighbors on
the street, working in the orchards, or bartering with the vendors in the bazaar, it takes people, even
strangers, only a glance to see that | ama married woman but still avirgin.

Not that Shams never comes to my room. He does. Each time he wants to visit me in the evening, he
asks me beforehand if itisall right. And each time | give the same answer.

—Of courseitis,ll | say. =¥ ou are my husband.ll

Then all day long | wait for him with bated breath, hoping and praying that this time our marriage will
be consummated. But when he finally knocks on my door, all he wantsto do is sit and talk. He al so enjoys
reading together. We have read Layla and Majnun, Farhad and Shirin, Yusuf and Zuleikha, The Rose
and the Nightingalé stories of lovers who have loved each other against all odds. Despite the strength
and determination of their main characters, | find these stories depressing. Perhaps it is because deep
inside | know that | will never taste |ove of such proportions.

When not reading stories, Shans talks about the Forty Rules of the Itinerant Mystics of Islan the
basic principles of the religion of love. Once he put his head on my lap as he was explaining arule. He
slowly closed his eyes, and as his voice trailed off into a whisper, he fell asleep. My fingers combed
through his long hair, and my lips kissed his forehead. It seemed an eternity before he opened his eyes.
Pulling me down toward himself, he kissed me softly. It was the most blissful moment we ever had
together. But that wasit. To this day his body is an unknown continent to me, asis my body to him.

During these seven months, |, too, have been to his room several times. But each time | visit him
unannounced, my heart constricts with anxiety as | can never tell how he will receive me. It isimpossible
to predict Shamss moods. Sometimes he is so warm and loving that | forget all my sorrow, but then at
other times he can be extremely grumpy. Once he slammed his door in my face, yelling that he wanted to
be left alone. | have learned not to take any offense, just as | have learned not to bother himwhen heisin
deep meditation.

For months on end after the wedding, | pretended to be content, perhaps less with others than with
myself. | forced myself to see Shams not as a husband but as almost everything el se: afriend, a soul mate,
a master, a companion, even a son. Depending on the day, depending on his mood, | thought of him as one
or the other, dressing him up in a different costume in my imagination.

And for a while it worked. Without expecting much, | began to look forward to our conversations. It
pleased me immensely that he appreciated my thoughts and encouraged me to think more creatively. |
learned so many things from him, and in time, | realized, 1, too, could teach him a few things such as the
joys of family life, which he had never tasted before. To thisday | believe | can make him laugh as no one
else could.

But it wasn+ enough. Whatever | did, | could not rid my mind of the thought that he didn+ love me. |
had no doubt that he liked me and meant me well. But this wasn+t anything even close to love. So
harrowing was this thought that it was eating me up inside, gnawing at my body and soul. | became
detached from the people around me, friends and neighbors alike. | now preferred to stay in my room and



talk with dead people. Unlike the living, the dead never judged.

Other than the dead, the only friend | had was Desert Rose.

United in a common need to stay out of society, we had become close friends. She is a Sufi now. She
leads a solitary life, having left the brothel behind her. Once | told her | envied her courage and
determination to start life anew.

She shook her head and said, —But | have not started life anew. The only thing | did was to die before
death.ll

Today | went to see Desert Rose for an entirely different reason. | had planned to mai ntain my composure
and talk to her calmly, but as soon as | entered, | started choking back sobs.

—Kimya, are you all right?ll she asked.

—am not feeling well, Il | confessed. —+think | need your help.ll

—Certainly,ll she said. ‘What can| do for you?li

—H is about Shams.“ He doesn+t come near me | mean, not in that way,ll | stuttered halfway through
but managed to finish my sentence. ++want to make myself attractive to him. | want you to teach me how.ll

Desert Rose exhaled, almost a sigh. —+took an oath, Kimya,ll she said, a weary note slipping into her
voice. ++promised God to stay clean and pure and not even think anymore about the ways a woman could
give pleasure to aman.l

—But you are not going to break your oath. You are just going to help me,ll | pleaded. —+am the one who
needs to learn how to make Shams happy .|l

—Shams is an enlightened man,ll Desert Rose said, lowering her voice a notch, as if afraid of being
heard. +don think thisis the right way to approach him.li

—But he is aman, isn+ he?ll | reasoned. -Aren+t all men the sons of Adam and bound by the flesh?
Enlightened or not, we all have been given a body. Even Shams has a body, doesn+ he?ll

—¥es, but “ || Desert Rose grabbed her tasbih and started to finger the beads one at a time, her head
tilted in contempl ation.

—Oh, pleasell | begged. —¥ou are the only one | can confide in. It has been seven months. Every
morning | wake up with the same heaviness in my chest, every night | go to sleep in tears. It car+ go on
like this. | need to seduce my husband!ll

Desert Rose said nothing. | took off my scarf, grabbed her head, and forced her to ook at me. | said,
—Fell methe truth. Am 1 so ugly?ll

—Of course not, Kimya. You are a beautiful young woman.ll

—Fhen help me. Teach me the way to a man-s heart,ll | insisted.

—Fhe way to a man-s heart can someti mes take a woman far away from herself, my dear,ll Desert Rose
said ominoudly.

—+don+ care,ll | said. +amready to go asfar asit takes.ll



Desert Rose

KONYA, DECEMBER 1247

Bursting into tears, she kept begging me to help, her face swollen, her chest heaving harder and faster,
until | finally told her | would lend a hand. Even as | comforted her, deep inside | knew it was hopeless, |
knew | should never have yielded to her demands. Still, | wonder how could | not have seen this tragedy
coming? Tornwith guilt, | keep asking myself again and again, how could | have been so naive and not
seen that things would take such aterrible turn?

But the day she came to me crying for help, there was no way | could turn her down.

—Feach me, please,ll she begged me, her hands demurely folded in her lap, like the good girl she was
raised to be. Hers was a voice that no longer had a reason to hope yet was hopeful all the same.

What harm could there be in this? | thought as my heart |urched in compassion. It was her husband she
wanted to seduce, for God-s sake. Not a stranger! She had only one motive: love. How could this lead to
anything incorrect? Her passion might be too strong, but it was halal, wasn+ it? A halal passion!

Something inside me sensed a trap, but since it was God who set it, | saw no harminwalking right in.
Thisis how | decided to help Kimya, this village girl whose only notion of beauty was applying henna to
her hands.

| taught her how to make herself more attractive and good-looking. She was an avid student, eager to
learn. | showed her how to take long perfumed baths, soften her skin with scented oils and ointments, and
apply masks of milk and honey. | gave her amber beads to braid in her hair so that her head would have a
sweet, lasting smell. Lavender, chamomile, rosemary, thyme, lily, marjoram, and olive oilf | told her
how to apply each and which incenses to burn at night. Then | showed her how to whiten her teeth, paint
her nails and toes with henna, apply kohl on her eyes and eyebrows, redden her lips and cheeks, how to
make her hair look lush and silky and her breasts bigger and rounder. Together we went to a store in the
bazaar | knew too well from the past. There we bought her silk robes and silk undergarments, the likes of
which she had never seen or touched before.

Then | taught her how to dance in front of a man, how to use this body God had given her. After two
weeks of preparation, she was ready.

That afternoon | prepared Kimya for Shams of Tabriz, the way a shepherd prepares a sacrificial lamb.
First she took a warm bath, scrubbing her skin with soapy cloths and anointing her hair with oils. Then |
helped her to get dressed in clothes that a woman could wear only for her husband, and even for himonly
once or twice inalifetime. | had chosen a cherry-col ored sheath and a pink robe gilded with hyacinths, of
the sort that would reveal the shape of her breasts. Lastly we applied lots and lots of paint on her face.
With a string of pearls across her forehead added as a final touch, she looked so pretty that | couldn take
my eyes off her.

When we were done, Kimya didn+ look like an inexperienced, timid girl anymore, but a woman
burning with love and passion. A woman ready to make a bold move for the man she loved and, if
necessary, to pay a price. As | stood inspecting her, | remembered the verse of Joseph and Zuleikha in the
Holy Qur-an.

Just like Kimya, Zuleikha, too, had been consumed by a desire for a man who did not respond to her
overtures. When the ladies in the city had maliciously gossiped about her, Zuleikha had invited themall to
a banquet. She gave each of them a knife: and she said (to Joseph), “Come out before them.” When
they saw him, they did extol him, and (in their amazement) cut their hands: they said, “God preserve



us! No mortal is this! This is none other than a noble angel.”
Who could blame Zuleikha for desiring Joseph so much?

—How do | look?ll Kimya asked anxiously before she put on her veil, ready to step out the door and onto
the street.

—¥ou look exquisite,ll 1 said. —¥our husband will not only make love to you tonight, hedl come back
tomorrow asking for more.ll

Kimya blushed so hard her cheeks turned rosy red. | laughed, and after a brief pause she joined me, her
laughter warming me like sunshine.

| meant what |-d said, as | felt confident that she would be able to attract Shams, the way a flower rich
with nectar attracts a bee. And yet when our eyes met just before she opened the door, | saw that a trace of
doubt had crept into her gaze. Suddenly | had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach, almost a premonition
that something terrible was going to happen.

But | didn stop her. | should have known better. | should have seen it coming. For aslongas | live, |
will never forgive myself.



Kimya
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Bold, boisterous, and intelligent, Shams of Tabriz knows a great deal about love. But there is one thing he
doesr+ know anything about: the pain of unrequited love.

The evening Desert Rose dressed me, | was full of excitement and an audacity | didn+ know | had in
me. The soft rustle of the silk dress against my body, the scent of my perfume, the taste of rose petals on
my tongug it all made me feel awkward, but also unusually brave. Back at home | caught my reflection
on a pane of glass. My body was neither rotund nor milky, and my bosom not as ample as | would have
liked, but | still thought | looked pretty.

| waited until | was sure everyone in the house had gone to sleep. Then | wrapped myself in a long,
thick shawl and tiptoed to Shams-s room.

—Kimya, | wasn+ expecting you,ll he said as soon as he opened his door.

—+had to see you, Il | said and stepped inside without waiting for himto invite me in. €ould you please
close the door?l

Shams |ooked puzzled, but he did as tol d.

When we were alone in the room, it took me a few seconds to muster my courage. | turned my back to
him, took a deep breath, and then, in one quick move, removed my shawl and slid my robe off. Almost
instantly | felt the weight of my husband-s surprised eyes on my back, from my neck down to my feet.
Wherever his gaze touched felt warm. But that warmth, whether it was real or imagined in my excitemert,
was quickly replaced by the coldness of the silence that descended upon the room. My chest rising and
falling with apprehension, | stood in front of Shams as naked and inviting as the houris in paradise are
said to be.

In the pregnant silence, we stood listening to the wind outside, howling, raging, and wailing through the
city.

—What do you think you are doing?ll he asked coldly.

It was quite an effort to find my voice, but | managed to say, ++want you.ll

Shams of Tabriz walked a half circle around me and stood right in front of me, forcing me to look him
in the eye. My knees buckled beneath me, but | didn- budge. Instead | took a step toward him and pressed
my body against his, squirming ever so slightly, offering him my warmth, the way Desert Rose had taught
me. | caressed his chest and whispered soft words of love. | drank in his fragrance as | moved my fingers
up and down his muscular back.

As if he had touched a burning stove, Shams jerked away. —¥ou think you want me, you think you do,
but all youwant isto pamper your bruised ego.ll

| put my arms around his neck and kissed him, ever so hard. | pushed my tongue into his mouth and
began flicking it back and forth, as | remembered what Desert Rose had told me: -Men love to suck their
wives—tongues, Kimya. They all do.ll

His lips tasted like blackberries, sweet and sour, but just as quickly as | thought a swirl of pleasure
pulled us together, Shams stopped me and pushed me away.

—+am disappointed inyou, Kimya,ll Shams said. -Now, could you please get out of my room?ll

As harsh as his words sounded, not a trace of feeling grazed his face. No anger. Not even the slightest
irritation. And | couldn tell which hurt me the most: the sharpness of his words or the blankness on his
face.



| had never felt so humiliated in my life. | bent down to take my robe, but my hands were trembling so
hard | couldnt hold the slippery, delicate fabric. Instead | grabbed my shawl and wrapped it around
myself. Sobbing, gasping, and still half naked, | ran out of the room and away from him, away from this
love that | now understood existed only in my i magi nation.

| never saw Shams again. After that day | never left my room. | spent all my time lying on my bed, lacking
not so much the energy as the will to go out. A week passed, then another, and then | stopped counting the
days. All strength was drained from my body, ebbing away bit by bit. Only my palms felt alive. They
remembered the feel of Shams-s hands and the warmth of his skin.

| never knew that death had a smell. A strong odor, like pickled ginger and broken pine needles,
pungent and bitter, but not necessarily bad. | came to know it only when it started to waft around my room,
enveloping me like thick, wet fog. | started running a high fever, slipping into delirium. People came to
see me. Neighbors and friends. Kerra waited by one side of my bed, her eyes swollen, her face ashen.
Gevher stood on the other side, smiling her soft, dimpled smile.

—&oddamn that heretic,ll said Safiya. —Fhis poor girl has fallen sick of heartbreak. All because of him!ll

| tried to force a sound, but it didn+ make it past my throat.

—How can you say such things? Is he God?l Kerra said, trying to help. -How can you attribute such
powers to a mortal man?ll

But they didn+ listen to Kerra, and | was in no state to convince anyone of anything. In any case, | soon
realized that whatever | said or didn+ say, the outcome would be much the same. People who didr+ like
Shams had found another reason in my illness to hate him, whereas | could not dislike him even if |
wanted to.

Before long | drifted into a state of nothingness, where all colors melted into white and all sounds
dissolved into a perpetual drone. | could not distinguish peoples faces anymore and could not hear
spoken words beyond a distant hum in the background.

| don+ know if Shams of Tabriz ever came to my room to see me. Perhaps he never did. Perhaps he
wanted to see me but the women in the roomwould not let himin. Or perhaps he did come after all, and
sat by my bed, played me the ney for hours, held my hand, and prayed for my soul. I-d like to believe that.

Nonetheless, one way or the other, it didn+ matter anymore. | was neither angry nor cross with him.
How could | be, when | was flowing in a stream of pure awareness?

There was so much kindness and compassion in God and an explanation for everything. A perfect
system of love behind it all. Ten days after | visited Shams-s room clad in silk and perfumed tulles, ten
days after | fell ill, I plunged into ariver of pure nonexistence. There | swamto my heart-s content, finally
sensing that this must be what the deepest reading of the Qur-anfeelslikg adrop ininfinity!

And it was flowing waters that carried me fromlife to death.



Ella

BOSTON, JULY 3, 2008

Boston had never been this colorful and vibrant, Ella thought. Had she been blind to the city-s beauty all
this time? Az z spent five days in Boston. Every day Ella drove from Northampton to Boston to see him.
They had tasty, modest lunches in Little Italy, visited the Museum of Fine Arts, took |ong walks on Boston
Common and the Waterfront, watched the whal es in the aquarium, and had coffee after coffee in the busy,
small cafcs of Harvard Square. They talked endlessly on subjects as diverse as the curiosities of local
cuisines, different meditati on techniques, aboriginal art, gothic novels, bird-watching, gardening, growing
perfect tomatoes, and the interpretation of dreams, constantly interrupting and compl eting each other-s
sentences. Ella didn+ remember ever talking so much with anyone.

When they were outside on the street, they took care not to touch each other, but that proved to get
increasingly difficult. Small peccadilloes became exciting, and Ella started looking forward to a brush of
their hands. Goaded by a strange courage she never knew she had in her, in restaurants and on the streets
Ella held Azizs hand, kissed his lips. Not only did she not mind being seen, it felt as if a part of her
longed to be seen. Several times they returned to the hotel together, and on each occasion they came very
close to making love, but they never did.

The morning of the day Aziz was going to fly back to Amsterdam, they were in his room, his suitcase
standing between them like a nasty reminder of the parting to come.

—Fhere-s something | need to tell you,ll Ella said. —+ve been thinking about this for too long.li

Aziz raised one eyebrow, acknowledging the sudden shift in Ellas tone. Then he said carefully,
—Fhere-s something | need to tell you, too.ll

—Okay, you go first.ll

—No, you go first.ll

Still smiling her half smile, Ellalowered her gaze, contemplating what to say and how to say it. Finally
she started. —-Before you came to Boston, David and | went out one evening and had a long talk. He asked
me about you. Apparently he read our e-mails without my knowledge. | was incredibly angry at him for
that, but | didn+ deny the truth. About us, | mean.li

Now Ella raised her eyes with apprehension to see how Aziz would react to what she was about to
reveal. —Fo make along story short, | told my husband that | loved another man.ll

Outside on the street, the sirens of several fire trucks broke the usual sounds of the city. Ella was
distracted momentarily, but then she was able to finish. -+ sounds crazy, | know, but I-ve been thinking
this over very carefully. | want to come with you to Amsterdam. |l

Aziz walked to the window and looked down at the hurrying and bustle outside. There was smoke
coming out of one of the buildings in the distancd a thick black cloud hovering in the air. He silently
prayed for the people who lived there. When he started to speak, it sounded as if he were addressing the
entire city.

—+would love to take you to Amsterdam with me, but | cannot promise you a future there.ll

—What do you mean?ll Ella asked nervously.

At this, Aziz walked back, sat by her side, put his hand on hers, and as he caressed it absentmindedly,
said, “When you first wrote to me, it happened to be avery strangetimein my life.ll

—¥ou meanthere is someone elseinyour life“ 7l

—No, sweetheart, no.ll Aziz smiled alittle, and then the smile faded. —s nothing like that. | once wrote



to you about the three stages in my life, remember? Those were the first three letters in the word -Sufi .-
You never asked me about the fourth stage, and hard as | tried, | couldn+ bring myself to tell you. My
encounter with the letter i. Would you like to listento it now?ll

—¥es,|l Ella said, although she feared anything and everything that could disrupt this moment. —¥es, |
would.ll

Inahotel roomonthat day inJuly, afew hours prior to his flight back to Amsterdam, Aziz told Ella how
he had become a Sufi in 1977, adopting a new name for himself and al so, as he had hoped, a new destiny.
Ever since then he had travel ed the world as a photographer by profession, a wandering dervish at heart.
He had made close friends on six continents, people who saw him as part of their family. Though he
hadrn+ married again, he had become the foster father of two orphans in Eastern Europe. Never taking off
the neckl ace in the shape of the sun that he wore to remind him of Shams of Tabriz, Aziz had lived life by
traveling, reading, and teaching in the footsteps of Sufi dervishes, encountering signs of God everywhere
and in everything.

Then, two years ago, he learned about his sickness.

It started with alump in his armpit, which apparently he was late to notice. The lump turned out to be a
malignant melanoma, a fatal form of skin cancer. The doctors said it didn ook good, but they had to run
several tests before giving hima more definite diagnosis. A week later they returned with bad news: The
melanoma had spread to his internal organs and invaded his lungs.

At the time he was fifty-two. He was told he would not make it past fifty-five.

Ellamoved her lips to say something, but the words did not come out and her mouth felt bone dry. Two
tears rolled down her cheeks, which she quickly wiped off.

Aziz kept speaking, his tone firm and urgent. He said thus commenced a new, and in some ways a more
productive, phaseinhislife. There were still places he wanted to see, and the first thing he did was find a
way to get to themall. He established a Sufi foundation in Amsterdam with worldwide connections. As an
amateur ney player, he gave concerts with Sufi musicians in Indonesia, Pakistan, and Egypt and even
made an album with a group of Jewish and Muslim mystics in Ciirdoba, Spain. He went back to Morocco
and visited the lodge where he had met real Sufis for the first time in his life. Master Sameed was long
dead, and Aziz prayed and meditated by his grave, contemplating on the trajectory his life had fol lowed.

—Fhen | retreated to write the novel | had always wanted to write but, in my laziness or lack of courage,
had postponed endlessly,ll said Aziz with a wink. —=¥ou know, it was one of those things | had wanted to
do for along time. | named the book Sweet Blasphemy and sent it to a literary agency in America, not
expecting much and at the same time feeling opento all possibilities. A week later | received anintriguing
e-mail from a mystery woman in Boston.ll

Ella couldn help but smile. A weak smile of respectful compassion, tender and pai ned.

Aziz said ever since that moment nothing had been the same. From a man getting ready to die, he had
turned into a man falling in love at a most unexpected time. Suddenly all the pieces that he thought he-d
long ago put into place had to be moved. Spirituality, life, family, mortality, faith, and lovd he found
himsel f rethinking their meanings again and not wanting to die.

This new and final stage of his life he called his encounter with the letter i in the word —Sufi.ll And he
said so far this stage had proved to be much more difficult than all the earlier ones, because it had come at
a time when he thought he-d worked through most, if not all, of his inner conflicts, a time when he thought
he was spiritually mature and fulfilled.

—Hn Sufism you learn how to die before death. | have gone through each of those stages, step by step.
Then, just when | start to think I-ve got it al neatly sorted, here comes this woman out of nowhere. She



writes to me, and | write back. After each e-mail | start waiting for her answer with bated breath. Words
become more precious than ever. The whole world turns into a blank screen, waiting to be written upon.
And | realize | want to get to know this person. | need more time with her. Suddenly my life is not enough
anymore. | realize | am scared of death, and one part of me is ready to rebel against the God | have
revered and submitted to.ll

—But we will havetime.* |l Ella said when she found her voice.

—My doctors tell me | have sixteen months,ll Aziz said, lightly but firmly. —Fhey might be wrong. Or
they might be right. | cannot know. You see, Ella, all | can give you is the present moment. That is all I
have. But the truth is, no one has more than that. It isjust that we like to pretend we do.ll

Ella peered down at her feet, |eaning sideways, as if part of her were about to fall down and part of her
resisted. She started to cry.

—BorH, please. | wanted you to come with me to Amsterdam more than anything. | wanted to say, -Let-s
travel the world together. Let-s see distant lands, get to know other people and admire God-s composition
together Il

—Fhat would be nice,ll Ella said sniffing, like a child offered some bright-colored toy in the midst of
her wailing.

Aziz-s face darkened. He looked away from her toward the window.

—But | was afraid to ask you. | was even afraid to touch you, let a one make love. How could | ask you
to be with me and abandon your family when | had no future to offer you?ll

Cringing at his question, Ella said, Why are we being so pessimistic? You can fight this illness. You
candoit for me. For us.ll

-Why do we have to fight everything?l Aziz wanted to know. e-fe always talking about fighting
inflation, fighting AIDS, fighting cancer, fighting corruption, fighting terrorism, even fighting extra pounds.

Don+ we have any other way of dealing with things?li

—m not a Sufi, Il Ella croaked impatiently, her voice sounding like the voice of someone else, someone
older.

At that moment many thoughts crossed her mind: the death of her father, the pain of losing aloved one
to suicide, the years and years of resentment and regret that followed, sifting through every little bit of
memory of the one who is dead, wondering if things could have been any different had those details been
shuffled differently somewhere.

—+know you~+e not a Sufi.ll Aziz smiled. -And you don+ have to be one. Just be Rumi. Thats all 1-m
asking of you.ll

—What do you mean?ll she asked.

—Some time ago you asked me if | was Shams, remember? You said | reminded you of him. As happy as
| was to hear that, | cannot be Shams. | think he was way beyond and above me. But you can be Rumi. If
you let |ove take hold of you and change you, at first through its presence, then through its absenced I

—+mnot a poet, |l Ellasaid this time.

—Rumi wasrH a poet either. But he was transformed into one.|l

—BorH you get it? I-mjust a housewife, for God-s sake, a mother of three,ll Ella exclaimed, breathingin
huge gul ps.

—We-re all what we are,ll murmured Aziz. -And we—+e all subject to change. Itis ajourney from here to
there. You can make that journey. And if you are brave enough and if | am brave enough, we can go to
Konyatogether inthe end. That iswhere | want to die.ll

Ella gasped. —Stop talking like that!ll

Aziz watched her for a moment, and then his eyes dropped. There was a new expression on his face
now, adistance in histone, asif he were swiftly drifting away, like adry leaf at the mercy of the wind.

—Or elsell he said slowly, —-g0 home, Ella. Go back to your children and your house. You decide, love.



Whatever you choose, | will respect your decisionand | will love youtill the end.ll



Suleiman the Drunk

KONYA, MARCH 1248

Blood, sweat, and tears. Outsiders think drinkers are |azy people who have nothing el se to do. Little do
they know that drinking increasing amounts of wine every day requires alot of effort. We carry the weight
of the world on our shoulders.

Tired and petulant, | was dozing with my head on the table, having a not-so-pleasant dream. There was
a big, black bull, angry as hell, chasing me on unfamiliar streets. | ran away from the animal without a
clue as to what | had done wrong to stir him up, knocking over stalls and smashing merchandise, drawing
the anger of all the vendors in the bazaar. Still running, | entered a thoroughfare that turned out to be a
dead-end street. And there | bumped into a mammoth egg, bigger than a house. Suddenly the egg started to
hatch, and out came the ugliest baby bird ever, wet and noisy. | tried to get out of the street, but the mother
bird appeared in the sky, glaring down at me as if | had been responsible for the ugliness of her baby. Just
as the bird began to descend, its sharp beak and even sharper claws pointed at me, | woke up.

| opened my eyes and realized that | had fallen asleep on a table by the window. Though my mouth
tasted like rusty nails and | was dying to have a drink, | felt too tired to even move. So | kept resting my
heavy head on the table, sinking ever deeper into my stupor and listening to the usual sounds in the tavern.

| heard a heated argument rising and falling like the buzz of swarming bees. It came from the men sitting
at the next table, and though | briefly considered the possibility of turning my head to see who they were, |
did not move amuscle. And that iswhen | overheard that ominous word: murder.

At first | dismissed their talk as drunken ravings. One hears all sorts of things in a tavern and in time
learns not to take every spoken word seriously. But there was something in their tone too menacing and
potent to disregard, so | pricked my ears and listened. My jaw dropped open when it finally dawned upon
me that they were serious. But even deeper was my shock when | understood who it was that they wanted
to kill: Shams of Tabriz.

As soon as they | eft the table, | stopped feigning sleep and jumped to my feet.

—Hristos, come here! Be quick!ll | yelled in panic.

—What isit this time?ll Hristos came running. “A/hy are you so distressed?ll

But | couldn- tell. Not even him. All of a sudden, everyone |ooked suspicious. What if there were more
people involved inthis conspiracy against Shams? | had to keep my mouth shut and my eyes wide open.

—Nothing! [-m hungry, that-s all Il | said. <€ould you please bring me some soup? Make it with a lot of
garlic. | need to sober up!ll

Hristos stared at me quizzically, but, being used to my moodiness, he did not ask me any more
guestions. In a few minutes, he brought me a bowl of goat-intestine soup, spicy and scorching, which | ate
in haste, my tongue burning. Having sobered up sufficiently, | dashed into the street to warn Shams of
Tabriz

First | tried Rumi-s house. He wasn there. Then | went to the mosqgue, the madrassa, the teahouse, the
bakery, the hamam.” | looked in every store and cellar on the street of artisans. | even checked the old
Gypsy woman-s tent among the ruins, in case he had gone there to get rid of a sore tooth or a bad spell. |
looked for him everywhere, my anxiety growing with every passing minute. Fear began to gnaw at me.
What if it was too late? What if they had already killed him?

Hours later, not knowing where else to look, | made my way back to the tavern, downhearted and
exhausted. And just like magic, only a few steps away from the tavern door, | bumped right into him.



—Hello, Suleiman. Y ou look preoccupied,ll Shams said, smiling.

—Oh, my God! You~+e alivelll | exclaimed, and ranto his arms.

When he managed to pull away from my embrace, Shams stared at me, looking quite amused. —Of
course I-malive! Do | look like a ghost to you?ll

| smiled, but not for long. My head ached so much that at any other time | would have downed a few
bottles to get drunk as quickly as possible and doze off.

-What isit, my friend? Is everything all right?l Shams asked suspiciously.

| swallowed hard. What if he didn+ believe me when | told him about the plot? What if he thought 1-d
been hall uci nating under the influence of wine? And perhaps | was. Even| couldn+ be sure.

—Fhey-re planning to kill you,ll 1 said. ++have no idea who they are. | couldn- see their faces. You see,
| was sleeping. But | didn+ dreamthis. | mean, | did have a dream, but it wasn+ like this. And | wasn+
drunk. Well, | had drunk afew glasses, but | wasn |l

Shams put his hand on my shoulder. -€alm down, my friend. | understand.ll

—¥ou do?l

—¥es. Now, go back to the tavern, and don+ you worry about me.ll

—No, no! I-m not going anywhere. And neither are you,ll | objected. —Fhese people are serious. You
need to be careful. Y ou cannot go back to Rumi-s house. That is the first place they will ook for youll

Oblivious to my panic, Shams stayed silernt.

—kisten, dervish, my house is small and a bit stuffy. But if you dor+ mind that, you can stay with me as
long as you wart. |l

—Fhank you for your concern,ll Shams murmured. —-But nothi ng happens outside of God-s will. It is one
of the rules: This world is erected upon the principle of reciprocity. Neither a drop of kindness nor a
speck of evil will remain unreciprocated. Fear not the plots, deceptions, or tricks of other people. If
somebody is setting a trap, remember, so is God. He is the biggest plotter. Not even a ledf stirs outside
God’s knowledge. Simply and fully believe in that. Whatever God does, He does beautifully.ll

Having said that, Shams gave me a wink and waved good-bye. | watched him thread his way rapidly
through the muddy street in the direction of Rumi-s house, despite my warnings.



The Killer

KONYA, MARCH 1248

Bastards! Idiots! | told them not to come with me. | explained to them that | always work al one and hate to
see clients meddling in my affairs. But they insisted, reasoning that since the dervish had supernatural
powers, they had to see him dead with their own eyes.

—All right,ll I conceded in the end. —-But make sure you don- get anywhere near me until everything is
over.ll

They agreed. There were three of them now. The two men | knew from the earlier meeting and a new
guy who sounded just as young and tense as the others. They all had their faces wrapped in black scarves.
Asif | cared about discovering their identities!

After midnight | was outside Rumi-s house. | jumped over the stone wall into the courtyard and hid
myself behind a bush. My clients had assured me that Shams of Tabriz had the habit of meditating in the
courtyard every night, before or after performing his ablutions. All | had to do was wait.

It was a windy night, unusually chilly for this time of the year. The sword felt heavy and cold in my
palm, the two coral beads that embellished its handle rough under my fingers. Just in case, | had also
brought with me a small sheathed dagger.

There was a pal e blue haze around the moon. A few nocturnal animals hooted and howled from afar. |
caught the sweet whiff of roses in the wind buffeting the trees. Strangely, the smell made me uneasy. Even
before | reached the house, | hadn+t been in the best of moods. But now it was worse. As | stood there,
wrapped by that overly sweet odor, | couldn help but feel a strong urge to drop the entire plan and leave
this spooky place at once.

But | stayed, true to my word. | didn+ know how much time had passed. My eyelids began to feel
heavy, and | kept yawning despite myself. As the wind-s fury intensified, for some reason unbeknownst to
me my mind kept raking up memories, dark and vexing, of all the men | had killed. My apprehension
surprised me. It usually didn+ make me nervous to remember the past. Pensive and withdrawn, perhaps,
even sullen fromtime to time, but never nervous.

| whistled a few songs to boost my morale, and when that didn+ help, | fixed my gaze on the back door
of the house and whispered, -€ome on, Shams. Don+ make me wait here too long. Come out into the
courtyard.ll

No sound. No movement. Nothing.

All of a sudden, it began to rain. From where | stood, | could see over the slanted walls of the
courtyard. Soon the downpour was so hard that the streets turned into rushing rivers and | was completely
soaked.

—Bamit,ll | said. -Bamn! Dammtl

| was considering giving up for the night when | heard a sharp sound over the clatter of rain on the roofs
and roads. There was someone in the courtyard.

It was Shams of Tabriz. Holding an oil lamp in his hand, he walked in my direction and stopped only a
few steps away from the bush where | was hiding.

—H isalovely night, isnt it?ll he asked.

Scarcely able to contain my confusion, | gasped. Was there someone el se next to him, or was he talking
to himself? Did he know | was here? Could he possibly be aware of my presence? My mind was boiling
with gquestions.



Then another thought occurred to me. How could the lamp in his hand keep burning despite the mighty
wind and the heavy rain? And as soon as this question crossed my mind, | felt a shiver down my spine.

| remembered the rumors about Shams. He so excelled in black magic, people said, that he could turn
anyone into a braying donkey or a blind bat by simply tying a piece of string from that person-s clothes
and uttering his evil incantations. Though | had never believed in such nonsense and wasn+ going to start
doing so now, as | stood watching the flame of Shams-s |lamp flicker under the heavy rain, | couldr+ stay
still, I was trembling so.

—¥ears ago | had a master in Tabriz,ll Shams said as he put the lamp on the ground, thus taking it out of
my eyesight. -He i s the one who taught me there was a time for everything. It is one of the last rules.ll

What rules was he talking about? What cryptic talk was this? | had to decide quickly whether | should
come out of the bush now or wait until he turned his back to mg except he never did. If he knew | was
here, there was no point in hiding. In case he didn+, though, | had to measure well when to come ot.

But then, as if to deepen my confusion, | noticed the silhouettes of the three men waiting under a
covering outside the garden wall shift restlessly. They must have been wondering why | hadn+ moved to
kill the dervish.

—H is Rule Number Thirty-seven,ll Shams continued. “God is a meticulous clockmaker. So precise is
His order that everything on earth happens in its own time. Neither a minute late nor a minute early.
And for everyone without exception, the clock works accurately. For each there is a time to love and a
time to die.”

In that moment | understood that he was talking to me. He knew | was here. He had known it even
before he stepped out into the courtyard. My heart started to race. | felt as if all around me the air were
being sucked away. There was no use in hiding anymore. And just like that, | stood up and walked out
from behind the bush. The rain stopped as abruptly as it had started, plunging everything into silence. We
stood face-to-face, the killer and the victim, and despite the strangeness of the situation everything seemed
natural, almost peaceful .

| pulled out my sword and swung it with all my might. The dervish dodged the blow with a swiftness |
did not expect from a man of his size. | was about to swing again when suddenly a rush of movement
swirled in the darkness and six men appeared out of nowhere, attacking the dervish with clubs and spears.
Apparently the three young men had brought friends. The ensuing battle was so intense that they all
toppled to the ground, rolling around, regaining footing, and falling again, breaking spear after spear into
splinters.

| stood watching, shocked and furious. Never before had | been reduced to playing witness to a murder
| was paid to commit. | was so angry at the three young men for their insolence that | could easily have | et
the dervish go and fought them instead.

But before long, one of the men started to yell hysterically. -Help! Help us, Jackal Head! He is going to
kill us.

Fast as lightning | threw my sword aside, pulled my dagger out of my belt, and dashed forward. The
seven of us knocked the dervish to the ground, and in one swift move | stabbed himin the heart. A single
hoarse cry came out of his mouth, his voice breaking at its peak. He didn+ stir again, nor did he breathe.

Together we lifted his body, which was strangely light, and dumped him into the well. Gasping loudly
for air, we each then took a step back and waited to hear the sound of his body hitting the water.

It never came.

—What the hell is going on?ll said one of the men. -Bidn+ he fall in?ll

—Of course he did, |l another said. -How could he not?Il

They were panicking. Sowas .

—Maybe he got caught on a hook on the wall, Il the third man suggested.

The suggestion made sense. It took the burden of finding an explanation off our shoulders, and we



gadly embraced it, though we all knew there were no hooks on the walls of wells.

| don+t know how long we waited there, avoiding one another-s eyes. A cool breeze crossed the
courtyard, sprinkling thin, brown willow leaves around our feet. High in the sky above, the dark blue of
the morning was just beginning to break into violet. We might have stayed there until long into the day had
the back door of the house not opened and a man walked out. | recognized himinstantly. It was Mawlana.

—Where are you?ll he yelled, his voice heavy with concern. —Are you there, Shams?li

At the mention of his name, all seven of us took to our heels. The six men jumped over the garden walls
and disappeared into the night. | remained behind, searching for my dagger, which | found under a bush,
covered with mud. | knew | should not linger there, not even a second, but | couldn+ resist the temptation
of looking back.

And when | did, | saw Rumi stagger into the courtyard and then suddenly lurch to his left, toward the
well, as if guided by an intuition. He leaned forward, peered down, and stood like that for a moment, his
eyes adjusting to the semidarkness inside the well. Then he pulled back, fell to his knees, pounded his
chest, and | et out a terrifying scream.

—Fhey killed him! They killed my Shams!ll

| jumped over the wall and, leaving behind the dagger with the blood of the dervish onit, ranas | had
never run before.



Ella

NORTHAMPTON, AUGUST 12, 2008

Balmy and sunny, it was an ordinary day in August. A day like any other. Ellawoke up early inthe
morning, prepared breakfast for her husband and children, watched them |eave for work and chess and
tenni s clubs, went back to her kitchen, opened her cookbook, and chose the day-s menu:

Spinach Soup with Creamy Mushroom Mash
Mussels with Mustard Mayonnaise

Seared Scallops with Tarragon-Butter Sauce
Garden Salad with Cranberries

Zucchini Rice Gratin

Rhubarb and V anilla Cream L attice Pie

It took her all afternoon to cook the dishes. When she was done, she took out her best china. She set the
table, folded the napkins, and arranged the flowers. She set the oven timer for forty minutes, so that the
gratin could be warm by seven o-€lock. She prepared the croutons, put the dressing in the salad, thick and
fatty, just as Avi preferred. It occurred to her to light the candles, but she changed her mind upon second
thought. It was better to |eave the table like this. Like an immeacul ate picture. Untouched. Unmoving.

Then she grabbed the suitcase she had earlier prepared and left her house. As she walked out, she
murmured one of Shams-s rules. — is never too late to ask yourself, ‘Am I ready to change the life I am
living? Am I ready to change within?’

“Even if a single day in your life is the same as the day before, it surely is a pity. At every moment
and with each new breath, one should be renewed and renewed again. There is only one way to be
born into a new life: to die before death.”



Aladdin

KONYA, APRIL 1248

Blowing hot and cold, changing my mind every passing minute as to how | should behave toward others,
three weeks after Shams-s death, | finally mustered the courage to go and talk to my father. | found himin
the library, sitting alone by the firelight, as still as an alabaster statue, shadows leaping across his face.

—ather, can| talk to you?ll | asked.

Slowly, hazily, as if swimming back to the shore from a sea of reveries, he looked at me and said
nothing.

—ather, | know you think | have arole in Shams-s death, but |et me assureyod I

All of a sudden, my father raised his finger, interrupting my words. -Between you and me, son of mine,
words have dried up. | have nothing to hear from you and nothing to tell you in return,ll he pronounced.

—Flease don+ say that. Let me explain,ll | begged, my voice shaking. ++swear to God. It wasn+ me. |
know the people who did it, but it wasn+t me.ll

—My sonll my father interjected again, the sorrow draining out of him, replaced by the chilling
calmness of someone who has finally accepted a terrible truth, —you say it wasn+ you, but there is blood
onyour hem.ll

| flinched and instantly checked the ends of my robe. Could it be true? Was there blood on me from that
evening? | inspected my hem, and then my sleeves, hands, and fingernails. It all seemed clean. When |
raised my head again, | came eye to eye with my father and only then understood the little trap that he had
set for me.

By inadvertently checking my hemfor blood, | had given myself away.

Itistrue. | did jointheminthe tavern that evening. | amthe one who told the killer that Shams had the
habit of meditating every night inthe courtyard. And later that night, when Shams was talking to hiskiller
under the rain, | was one of the six men eavesdropping by the garden wall. And when we decided that we
should attack, because there was no going back and the killer was taking things too slowly, | showed them
the way into our courtyard. But that-sit. | stopped there. | didrn+ take part in the fight. It was Baybars who
attacked, and Irshad and others helped him. And when they panicked, Jackal Head did the rest.

Later on, | lived that moment over and over inmy mind so many times that it is hard to tell what partis
real and what part a figment of my imagination. Once or twice | conjured a memory of Shams escaping
from our hands into the pitch-black night, and the image was so vivid | almost believed it.

Though he is gone, there are traces of him everywhere. Dance, poetry, music, and all the things that |
thought would vanish once he was gone have stayed firmly planted in our lives. My father has become a
poet. Shams was right. When one of the jars was broken, so was the other jar.

My father had always been a loving man. He embraced people of all faiths. He was kind toward not
only Muslims but also Christians, Jews, and even pagans. After Shams came into his life, his circle of
love became so vast it included even the most fallen of societyf prostitutes, drunks, and beggars, the
scum of the scum.

| believe he could evenlove Shamss killers.

There was, and still is, only one person he could not manage to love: his son.



Sultan Walad

KONYA, SEPTEMBER 1248

Beggars, drunks, prostitutes, orphans, and thieves® He distributes all his gold and silver to criminals.
Since that awful night, my father has never been the same. Everyone says he haslost his mind to grief.
When asked what he is doing, he tells the story of Imra—ul-Qays, the king of Arabs, who was very well
liked, notoriously rich and handsome, but one day, unexpectedly, wal ked out of his perfect life. Qays put
on dervishrobes, gave up all his wealth, and from then on wandered from one |andscape to another.

—Fhis is what losing your beloved does to you,ll my father says. —# dissolves your king-self into dust
and brings out your dervish-self. Now that Shams is gone forever, | am gone, too. | am not a scholar or a
preacher anymore. | am the embodi ment of nothingness. Here is my fana, herein my baga.ll

The other day a ginger-haired merchant who |ooked like the worst liar on earth knocked on our door.
He said he had known Shams of Tabriz way back from his years in Baghdad. Then, dropping his voice to
a confidential whisper, he swore that Shams was alive and well, hiding and meditating in an ashramin
India, waiting for the appropriate time to emerge.

Ashesaid all this, there wasrH a trace of honesty on his face. But my father got delirious. He asked the
man what he wanted in return for this wonderful news. Without the least bit of shame, the merchant said
that as a young boy he had always wanted to become a dervish, but since life had taken him in another
direction, he would at least love to have the caftan of a scholar as famous as Rumi. Upon hearing this, my
father took out his velvet caftan and handed it to him, just like that.

—But, Father, why did you give your precious caftan to that man when you knew so well that he was
lying?l | inquired as soon as the man was gone.

And thisis what my father said: —¥ou think a caftan is too high a price to pay for hislie? But my dear
son, imagine, if he weretelling the truth, if Shams werereally alive, | would have given my lifelll



Rumi

KONYA, OCTOBER 31, 1260

By and large over time, painturnsinto grief, grief turnsinto silence, and silence turns into onesomeness,
as vast and bottomless as the dark oceans. Today is the sixteenth anniversary of the day Shams and | met
infront of the Inn of Sugar Vendors. Every year on the last day of October, | retreat into a solitude that
grows inweight day by day. | spend forty daysin chilla, thinking of the forty rules. | remember and
review each of them, but there in the far reaches of my mind there is only Shams of Tabriz, glittering.

You think you cannot live anymore. You think that the light of your soul has been put out and that you
will stay in the dark forever. But when you are engulfed by such solid darkness, when you have both eyes
closed to the world, a third eye opens in your heart. And only then do you come to realize that eyesight
conflicts with inner knowledge. No eye sees so clear and sharp as the eye of love. After grief comes
another season, another valley, another you. And the lover who is nowhere to be found, you start to see
everywhere.

You see himinthe drop of water that falls into the ocean, in the high tide that follows the waxing of the
moon, or in the morning wind that spreads its fresh smell; you see him in the geomancy symbols in the
sand, in the tiny particles of rock glittering under the sun, in the smile of a newborn baby, or in your
throbbing vein. How can you say Shams is gone when he is everywhere and in everything?

Deep in the slow whirling of sorrow and longing, | am with Shams every day, every minute. My chest
is acave where Shamsiis resting. Just as a mountai n keeps an echo inside itself, | hold the voice of Shams
within. Of the scholar and preacher | once was, not even the small est speck remains. Love has taken away
all of my practices and habits. Instead it has filled me with poetry. And though | know that there are no
words that can express thisinner journey of mine, | believe inwords. | anabeliever of words.

Two people have helped me through my hardest days: my elder son and a saint named Saladin, the
goldbeater. It was while listening to himwork in his small store, beating |eaves of gold to perfection, that
| had the most wonderful inspiration to put the final touches to the dance of the whirling dervishes. The
rhythm emanati ng from Sal adin-s store was the same as the pul se of the universe, the divine rhythm Shams
had talked and cared so much about.

In time my elder son married Saladin-s daughter, Fatima. Bright and inquisitive, she reminded me of
Kimya. | taught her the Qur-an. She became so dear to me that | started referring to her as my right eye and
her sister Hediyya as my left eye. That is the one thing dear Kimya proved to me long ago: that girls are
just as good students as boys, if not even better. | arrange sema sessions for women and advise Sufi
sisters to continue this tradition.

Four years ago | began to recite The Mathnawi. The first line came to me one day at dawn apropos of
nothing, while | was watching the sunlight slice the dark. Ever since then the poems spill out of my lips as
if by a force of their own. | do not write them down. It was Saladin who painstakingly wrote out those
early poems. And my son made copies of each. It is thanks to them that the poems survived, because the
truthis, if asked to repeat any one of them today, | don+ think | could. Prose or poetry, the words come to
me in flocks and then leave just as suddenly, like migrating birds. | am only the bed of water where they
stop and rest on their way to warmer lands.

When | start a poem, | never know beforehand what 1-m going to say. It could be long or it could be
short. | dor+ plan it. And when the poem is over, I-m quiet again. | live in silence. And —Silence,ll
Khamush, is one of the two signatures | use in my ghazals. The other one is Shams of Tabriz.



The world has been moving and changing at a speed we human beings can neither control nor
comprehend. In 1258, Baghdad fell to the Mongols. The one city that prided itself on its fortitude and
glamour and claimed to be the center of the world suffered defeat. That same year Saladin died. My
dervishes and | had a huge celebration, passing through the streets with drums and flutes, dancing and
singing injoy, because that is how a saint should be buried.

In 1260 it was the Mongols—turn to lose. The Mamel ukes of Egypt defeated them. Yesterday-s victors
became today-s losers. Every winner isinclined to think he will be triumphant forever. Every loser tends
to fear that he is going to be beaten forever. But both are wrong for the same reason: Everything changes
except the face of God.

After the death of Saladin, Husam the Student, who has matured so fast and so well along the spiritual
path that he is now called Husam Chelebi by everyone, helped me to write down the poems. He is the
scribe to whom | dictated the entire Mathnawi. Modest and generous, if anyone asks Husamwho heis or
what he does, without missing a beat he says, +am a humbl e follower of Shams of Tabriz. That-s who |
amll

Little by little, one turns forty, fifty, and sixty and, with each mgjor decade, feels more complete. You
need to keep walking, though there-s no place to arrive at. The universe is turning, constantly and
relentlessly, and so are the earth and the moon, but it is nothing other than a secret embedded within us
human beings that makes it all move. With that knowledge we dervishes will dance our way through love
and heartbreak even if no one understands what we are doing. We will dance inthe middle of a brawl or
amgjor war, all the same. We will dance inour hurt and grief, with joy and el ation, alone and together, as
slow and fast as the flow of water. We will dance in our blood. There is a perfect harmony and subtle
balance in all that is and was in the universe. The dots change constantly and repl ace one another, but the
circle remains intact. Rule Number Thirty-nine: While the parts change, the whole always remains the
same. For every thief who departs this world, a new one is born. And every decent person who passes
away is replaced by a new one. In this way not only does nothing remain the same but also nothing
ever really changes.

For every Sufi who dies, another is born somewhere.

Our religionisthe religion of love. And we are all connected in a chain of hearts. If and when one of
the links is broken, another one is added elsewhere. For every Shams of Tabriz who has passed away,
there will emerge a new one in a different age, under a different name.

Names change, they come and go, but the essence remains the same.



Ella

KONYA, SEPTEMBER 7, 2009

By his bed she was sleeping on a plastic chair when she suddenly opened her eyes and listened to an
unexpected sound. Somebody was saying unknown words in the dark. She realized it was the call to
prayer coming fromoutside. A new day was about to begin. But she had afeeling it would al so be the end
of something.

Ask anyone who has heard the call to morning prayer for the first time and he will tell you the same
thing. That it is beautiful, rich, and mysterious. And yet at the same time there is something uncanny about
it, almost eerie. Just like love.

In the stillness of the night, it was to this sound that Ella woke with a start. She blinked repeatedly in
the dark until she could make sense of the male voice filling the room from the open windows. It took her
a full minute to remember that she was not in Massachusetts anymore. This wasr+ the spacious house she
had shared with her husband and three children. All that belonged to another timg atime so distant and
vague that it felt like afairy tale, not like her own past.

No, she wasrH in Massachusetts. Instead she was in another part of the world altogether, in a hospital
in the town of Konya in Turkey. And the man whose deep, steady breathing she now heard as an undertone
to the call for the morning prayer was not her husband of twenty years but the lover for whom she had | eft
him one sunny day last summer.

—Are you going to leave your husband for a man with no future?ll her friends and neighbors had asked
her again and again. -And how about your kids? Do you think they will ever forgive you?l

And that is how Ella had come to understand that if there was anything worse in the eyes of society than
a woman abandoning her husband for another man, it was a woman abandoning her future for the present
moment.

She switched on the table lamp and in its soft amber glow inspected the room, as if to make sure
nothing had changed since she-d drifted off to sleep only a few hours ago. It was the smallest hospital
room she had ever seen, not that she-d seen many hospital roomsin her life. The bed occupied most of the
floor space. Everything else was placed inrelation to the bed awooden closet, a square coffee table, an
extra chair, an empty vase, a bed tray with pills of varying colors, and next to it the book Aziz had been
reading since the beginning of thistrip: Me & Rumi.

They had come to Konya four days ago, spending the first days in the city being no different from the
average tourist§ visiting monuments, museums, and archaeological sites; stuffing themselves with the
local dishes; and taking pictures of every new thing, no matter how ordinary or silly. Everything was
going well until the day before, when Aziz, while having lunch at a restaurant, collapsed on the floor and
had to be rushed to the nearest hospital. Since then she-d been waiting here by his bedside, waiting
without knowing what to expect, hoping against hope, and at the same time silently and desperately
quarreling with God for taking back so soon the love he had given her so lateinlife.

—My dear, are you sleeping?l Ella asked. It wasn+ her intention to disturb him, but she needed him
awake.

There came no answer other than a fleeting lull in the rhythm of his breathing, a missing note in the
sequence.

-Are you awake?ll she asked, whispering and raising her voice at the same time.

—+amnow, |l Azizsaid slowly. What isit, you couldn+ sleep?ll



—Fhe morning prayer “ Il Ellasaid, and paused as if that explained everything: his deteriorating health,
her growing fear of losing him, and the absol ute folly that love wag everything encapsul ated by those
three words.

Aziz sat straight up now, his green eyes unblinking. Under the wispy light of the lamp and surrounded
by bleached white sheets, his handsome face looked sadly pale, but there was also something powerful
about it, evenimmortal .

—Fhe morning prayer is special,ll he murmured. -Bid you know that of the five prayers a Muslim is
supposed to perform every day, the one in the morning is said to be the most sacred but also the most
testing?ll

—And why is that?l

—guess it-s because it wakes us up from dreams, and we dor+ like that. We prefer to keep sleeping.
That-s why there is aline in the morning call that doesr+ exist in the others. It says, -Prayer is better than
sleep.—Il

But perhaps sleep is better for the two of us, Ellathought. If only we could fall asleep together. She
longed for an easy, unperturbed slumber no less magical than Sleeping Beauty-s, one hundred years of
absol ute numbness to ease this pain.

Inalittle while, the call to prayer came to an end, its echoes drifting away on retreating waves. After
the last note faded, the world felt strangely safe, but unbearably silent. It had been a year since they-d
been together. One year of love and awareness. Most of the time, Aziz had been well enough to keep
traveling with Ella, but in the past two weeks his health had deteriorated visibly.

Ella watched him go back to sleep, his face serene and so very dear. Her mind filled with anxieties.
She sighed deeply and walked out of the room. She passed through corridors where all the walls had been
pai nted shades of green and entered wards where she saw patients, old and young, men and women, Some
recovering, others failing. She tried not to mind the inquisitive gaze of the people, but her blond hair and
blue eyes made her forei gnness i ncandescent. She had never felt so out of place anywhere before. But then
Ella had never been much of atraveler.

A few minutes later, she was sitting by the water fountain in the hospital-s small, pleasant garden. In the
middle of the fountain, there was a statue of a little angel, and at the bottom of it a few silver coins shone,
each bearing somebody-s secret wish. She groped in her pockets for a coin but couldn+ find anything
there other than scribbled notes and half a granola bar. As her gaze fell upon the garden, she saw some
pebbles ahead. Smooth, black, and shiny. She picked one of them up, closed her eyes, and tossed it into
the fountain, her lips murmuring a wish she already knew would not be realized. The pebble hit the wall
of the fountain and bounced aside, falling right into the |ap of the stone angel.

If Azizwere here, Ellathought, he would have seenit asasign.

When she walked back half an hour later, she found a doctor and a young, head-scarved nurse in the
room and the bedsheet pulled over Aziz-s head.

He had passed away.

Aziz was buried in Konya, following in the footsteps of his beloved Rumi.

Ellatook care of all the preparations, trying to plan every little detail but also trusting that God would
help her with the ones she couldn+ handle. First she arranged the spot where he would be buried  under
a huge magnolia tree in an old Muslim cemetery. Then she found Sufi musicians who agreed to play the
ney and sent an e-mail to Azizs friends everywhere, inviting them to the funeral. To her delight, quite a
number of them were able to come, from as far away as Cape Town, St. Petersburg, Murshidabad, and
Séo Paulo. Among them were photographers like him, as well as scholars, journalists, writers, dancers,



scul ptors, businessmen, farmers, housewives, and Az zs adopted children.

It was a warm, joyful ceremony, attended by people of all faiths. They celebrated his death, as they
knew he would have wanted. Children played happily and unattended. A Mexican poet distributed pan de
los muertos, and an old Scottish friend of Azizs sprinkled rose petals on everyone, raining over them
like confetti, each and every one a colorful testimony that death was not something to be afraid of. One of
the locals, a hunched old Muslim man who watched the whole scene with a wide grin and gimlet eyes,
said this must have been the craziest funeral Konya had ever witnessed, except for the funeral of Mawlana
centuries ago.

Two days after the funeral, finally alone, Ella wandered the city, watching the families walk past her,
merchants in their shops, and street vendors eager to sell her something, anything. People stared at this
American woman walking in their midst with her eyes swollen from crying. She was a compl ete stranger
here, a compl ete stranger everywhere.

Back in the hotel, before she checked out and headed to the airport, Ella took off her jacket and put on a
fluffy, peach-colored angora sweater. A color too meek and docile for a woman who’s trying to be
neither, she thought. Then she called Jeannette, who was the only one of her three children who had
supported her in her decisionto follow her heart. Orly and Avi were still not speaking to their mother.

—Moml How are you?ll Jeannette asked, her voice full of warmth.

Ella leaned forward into empty space and smiled as if her daughter were standing right across from
her. Then she said in an almost inaudible voice, -Azizis dead.|l

—©h, Mom, I-mso sorry.|l

There was a brief lull as they both contemplated what to say. It was Jeannette who broke the silence.
—Mom, will you be coming home nowll

Ellatipped her head in thought. In her daughter-s question, she heard another unstated question. Would
she be going back to Northampton to her husband and stopping the divorce process, which had already
turned into a maze of mutual resentments and accusations? What was she going to do now? She didn+
have any money, and she didn+ have a job. But she could always give private lessons in English, work
for amagazine, or who knows, be a good fiction editor one day.

Closing her eyes for a moment, Ella prophesied to herself with jubilant conviction and confidence what
the days ahead would bring her. She had never been on her own like this before, and yet, oddly enough,
she didn- feel lonely.

—+ve missed you, baby,ll she said. —-And I-ve missed your brother and sister, too. Will you come to see
me?ll

-Of course | will, Mamg we willf but what are you going to do now? Are you sure you arer+
coming back?ll

—+m going to Amsterdam,ll Ella said. —Fhey have incredibly cute little flats there, overlooking the
canals. | can rent one of those. 141 need to improve my biking. | don+ know.“ |-m not going to make
plans, honey. I-m going to try living one day at atime. 14| see what my heart says. It is one of the rules,
isn it

—What rules, Mom? What are you tal king about?ll

Ella approached the window and looked at the sky, which was an amazing indigo in al directions. It
swirled with an invisible speed of its own, dissolving into nothingness and encountering therein infinite
possibilities, like awhirling dervish.

—H-s Rule Number Forty,ll she said slowly. “A life without love is of no account. Don’t ask yourself
what kind of love you should seek, spiritual or material, divine or mundane, Eastern or Western....
Divisions only lead to more divisions. Love has no labels, no definitions. It is what it is, pure and
simple.

“Love is the water of life. And a lover is a soul of fire!



“The universe turns differently when fire loves water.”
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Glossary

baga: permanency that comes after annihilation, a higher state of life with God
baraga: blessing

dervish: someone who is onthe Sufi path

fana: annihilation of the Self while physically aive

fagih: a scholar of law

faqir: a Sufi practicing spiritual poverty

ghazal: atype of poetry common in Indo-Perso-Arabic civilization

hadith: the words and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad

hafiz: apersonwho has memorized the Qur-an

hamam: Turkish bath

Insan-i Kamil: the perfect human being according to Sufism; the stage is genderless and is thus reachable
for both men and women

inshallah: -+ Allahwillsitll

khanegah: a center for dervishes

kismet: luck, fortune

kudim and rebab: musical instruments

lokum: Turkish delight

madrassa: college, school where students are educated in a wide range of fields
maktab: elementary school

magamat: stages of devel opment

nafs: false ego

ney: areed flute played mostly by Malawi dervishes
gibla: the direction Muslims face for daily prayers
salwar: loose pants

saqui: one who serves wine

sema: the spiritual dance of whirling dervishes



semazenbashi: a dance master

Shafi, Hanefi, Hanbali, and Maliki: the four schools of law of Sunni 1slam

sharia: 1. aset of Islamic laws and regul ations; 2. the mai nstream; main venue
tafsir: interpretation or commentary, usually of the Qur-an

Tahafut al-Tahafut: The Incoherence of the Incoherence, by Averroes, in which the author defends
Aristotelian phil osophy in Islamic thought

tariga: a Sufi order, or the way, the mystical path
tasbih: arosary
zikr: remembrance of God
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