There once was, and yet there was not, a young prince

called Moondegar, whose story I shall now tell

for I was and am that Moondegar.

1. The Announcement        

It was early morning when the messenger arrived. From the balcony I had seen him racing across the desert on horseback, against the lilac and soft green of the dawn sky. Not wanting to seem too eager, I had casually hastened through the palace - along marble corridors, down the sweeping staircase, past the fountain'd courtyards - to the front gates which were just being opened by the guards.

"Please inform King Rustam that his Majesty, Sultan Ahmed, and his party are expected to arrive by midday," said the horseman, and a guard left to convey the message to my father.

I had been waiting for them to arrive for over a month now, ever since the first message from Sultan Ahmed that an announcement was to be made.

As the heat of the morning increased I imagined their caravan, willing it to arrive sooner, as it trundled relentlessly across the desert. The impressive entourage of the King, his wives and, of course, Khadeejah. The elephants and camels carrying people, provisions, gifts of gold and jewels for us their hosts. I saw the bright scarlet and saffron turbans worn by the servants toiling hard under the sun, which was starting once more to exert its oppressive force on them. I felt the relative coolness of the litter in which the King and his favourite wife travelled. Who would Khadeejah be travelling with? Her sisters? Her mother? Would she be sitting alongside her father? Smiling joyfully?

My thoughts drifted back to when we had first met.

As children. 

When things had been quite different.

My parents had been enjoying a banquet hosted by Sultan Ahmed, and I had gone off to seek adventure. While I was exploring this enticingly unfamiliar palace I bumped into a group of three boys who were a few years older than me.

"What's your name?" they demanded aggressively, blocking the way forward.

"M-M-M-Moondegar," I replied, my stammer worse than usual.

"Ma-Ma-Ma-Ma-Ma-Ma…." they mocked. "W-W-What's the m-m-matter? C-c-can't you speak?"

"Y-y-yes, I can!" I replied.

"Y-y-y-yes, I c-c-c-can," they laughed. 

I felt a soft tap on my shoulder. Worried, I looked round to see a happy, smiling girl of about my own age dressed in green. She put her hand to my ear and whispered, "Don't take any notice of them. If you come back this way they'll leave you alone." Feeling reassured by her friendliness, I let her take my hand and went with her as she led me away to another part of the palace, asking if I wanted to play a game with her. I nodded.

 "Right. You go and hide somewhere and I have to come and find you when I have counted to ninety nine."

She covered her eyes and started counting in numbers I did not recognise. Ek, do, teen, char, panch, che, saat, aath…. I ran off in the other direction from the boys, my footsteps echoing down the corridor in double time to her counting. 

I stayed upstairs and ran from one exciting room to another, looking for a good place to hide, but nowhere seemed quite right. Then, at the end of the corridor, I came across a wooden door which looked like it might lead somewhere interesting. I lifted the latch but it was locked. That must be somewhere very interesting I thought, but as I could see no sign of a key, I moved on quickly. 

She'll be coming soon. I quickly hid in the last room before the end of the corridor. There was a little nook in the corner by the door and I squeezed in between the pillar and the wall next to it.

"Coming!" I heard her cry. I stood still, my heart beating powerfully as I tried not to breathe, waiting in nervous anticipation, hoping both to remain undiscovered and yet to be captured - at least captured by my new friend, not by her brothers.

Nothing happened. I relaxed a little and, my daring getting the better of my fear, I poked my head round the door so that I could see with one eye down through the rounded archways. I saw her disappear into a room at the top of the corridor.

I squeezed back into my hiding place as I saw her come out of the room, looking around. 

I waited.

"Found you!" she shouted.

I relaxed, about to give myself up when I realised she wasn't there. She was still further along the corridor. 

"No you haven't!" I nearly cried out in indignation, but stopped myself just in time. 

I waited.

After a while she came into the room where I was hiding and turned as she saw me out of the corner of her eye.

"There you are! I knew you'd be hiding here."

"No you didn't!" I protested. "I heard you say 'found you' ages ago when you hadn't found me."

She giggled sweetly and, grabbing my hands, dragged me off to play elsewhere as I laughed with her, enjoying the way she had tried to trick me.

"You're Moondegar aren't you," she said as we skipped along. "My name's Khadeejah."

After we had exhausted ourselves with our running, jumping and skipping, our screams and our laughter, we were taken to be with our parents where the banquet and the music had finished.

"Who's going to tell a story?" asked one of the adults. 

An old man coughed as if preparing to speak.

"I will! I will!" I blurted out before I realised how rude it must be to interrupt one of my elders. Some of the adults looked shocked, while others laughed. Everyone looked at the old man who held his outstretched hand in my direction, saying "let him speak".

I glanced nervously at everyone around and noticed that Khadeejah was smiling at me, looking forward to the tale I was about to tell.

And so it was that I told my first story.

It was only a child’s story, and as I reached the end, I was expecting the adults to say a quick ‘Well done’ and hurriedly move on to the next story, a proper story. But instead they all clapped and cheered loudly, especially my father, King Rustam, and as I looked down bashfully I noticed Khadeejah sitting on the floor in front of me, beaming with delight. 

I smiled back at her as she mouthed “That was lovely.”

"That was lovely, Moondegar." Although she had always said that after every story, I could see from the expression in her eyes that she had enjoyed them, lived in them more than anyone else I told stories to.

And now, with the sun rising higher in the sky I was eagerly awaiting Khadeejah's arrival, hovering around the gates as the preparations got under way. I quivered with excitement, clapping my hands as I danced around, swirling through the smells of roasting meat and spices that wafted by. Full of hope and joy I went round to the cooking area, singing to myself. I picked up a spare pot and tapped it like a drum as I wandered amongst the piles of red chillies and rich yellow turmeric, jets of orange and vermilion flame gushing out from under the cooking pots, the hot sand beneath my feet, beating out the rhythm of expectation - until, that is, one of the cooks impatiently came and removed the pot from my hands.

The combined heat of the cooking and the sun made me long for somewhere cool. I drifted over to one of the fountains where I dangled my feet in the rippling water, staring aimlessly at the blue mosaic tiles through my toes spread wide.

Imperceptibly I drift back to the year before when we were visiting Sultan Ahmed's palace once more. Throughout the journey I had been looking forward to playing games with Khadeejah again, as we did every year, but when we arrived it had been rather awkward - uncomfortable almost. Instead of dashing out and hurtling off round the palace to find her and start playing, taking up where we had left off last time, I was surprised to find her there in the welcoming party, ready to greet us as we arrived. As I dismounted she bowed courteously to me and said calmly, almost coldly it seemed, "I bid you welcome, prince Moondegar. You must be weary after your long journey. I would like to wish you a pleasant stay while you are here in my father's palace."

I was completely taken aback at her formal greeting and realised, as she stood there taller than last year in her long white robe, her beautiful dark hair falling over her shoulders, that she was no longer a girl but a young woman. Her smile was serene and elegant rather than playful, and while I was drawn to her new beauty, I was pained by the distance that had sprung up between us. When I looked at her she averted her eyes demurely. 

Had I done something wrong? Did she also see me differently? As someone distant? No longer a childhood friend with whom she had shared so much joy and fun and laughter? Had she not been looking forward to my arrival this year?

She looked up and I suddenly realised I had been staring at her. She looked away again and that movement brought back the pain of my last time in the women's quarters earlier that year. 

I hadn't known it was going to be my last time. I'd spent my whole life there with my mother, growing up with my brothers and sisters. Of course, I'd always known that one day I would go and live with the men - and I had actually wanted to until I went on my first hunting expedition with them. But that evening I had done nothing wrong. My father, King Rustam, had just married a new wife, (one of the older wives already knew her and said, she might be rich and beautiful, but she wouldn't stay the king's favourite for long) and while she was preparing for an evening with the king she asked me to carry some robes to her chamber. Normally there were servants to do that, but they were all busy, and as she was new I wanted to be helpful. Having put her special silken robes down where she requested, I just waited around. I loved the smell of the oils - rose, musk and sandalwood - and sometimes the women would let me put a little oil on myself. As I stood there hoping for a little sweet smelling oil, half staring into space, a shout followed by a huge slap knocked me and my world off course.

"Get out! Get out!" she cried, and as others came running she shouted, "get him out of here! Send him to stay with the men, he's not a boy any more." Before I had any idea of what was happening, I found myself being whisked off to the men's quarters, while some of the other women, including my mother, looked on worried and helpless…

What had happened to Khadeejah now? Why had she changed? Following her formal greeting I ignored her for the next two days of that visit. If ever she caught my eye I would immediately look away, pretending I wasn't interested.

On the third day while enjoying yet another banquet, we kept catching each other's eye, but before she could smile I would look away. Annoyed with her, I kept telling myself not to glance in her direction, but before I knew it we were staring at each other again.

After the banquet and music had finished I could stand the awkwardness no longer and I wandered off to one of the courtyards at the back of the palace, away from the company.

I found a secluded fountain and, lifting my robe up to my knees, dangled my feet almost up to my knees in the cool, refreshing water. I sat there, letting the noises of the party drop away, and, drifting off, I couldn't stop my thoughts turning to Khadeejah again. Were we still friends? Why had she changed? She seemed so much more mature now. And she was so beautiful. Perhaps that was why she was ignoring me.

While floating away on my wave of self-pity I was tugged softly back by a warm, gentle voice.

"I was hoping you were going to tell one of your lovely stories again," said Khadeejah, sitting down beside me with her back to the fountain so that we faced in opposite directions.

"Oh, I d-d-didn't really feel like it," I mumbled, not daring to say that she was the reason why.

"I haven't done anything to upset you, have I?" she asked, putting her hand on my shoulder then withdrawing it immediately as I pulled back.

"No, of c-course not," I said, hiding my feelings, but glad, very glad, that she had asked.

"I suppose it's d-different now, isn't it," I began. " I m-mean, we can't just go off and run around any more, can we?"

"Would you want to?"

"N-n-n-no." I answered, more forcefully than I felt.

"We could go for a walk if you want," she suggested.

"Yes, that would be nice," I replied, adding, "after the others have gone to bed."

She stood up and turned round, then, lifting her silver-laced robe a little above her ankles and facing in towards the fountain, sat down again and put her feet in the water, pointing away from mine.

I gazed at the silver rings on her toes as she wiggled and stretched them under the water, part of me wanting to reach out with my foot and put it on top of hers, part of me feeling uneasy about sitting so close to her. We sat there in silence, staring down at our feet as the light began to fade. 

After a while we heard everyone going off to bed and as the noise of their departure died down, I began to feel a little less uneasy. I swung my lower leg through the water in Khadeejah's direction, causing a ripple to swim across the surface. She looked up for a second as the wave glided past her then, with the faintest hint of a smile, returned the movement in my direction. I felt the water brush gently against my legs, soothing my awkwardness. We continued this for a while, almost touching each others toes as we did so.

After a little, Khadeejah got up and went over to one of the marble pillars. Taking down two candles she handed one to me saying "Come, I want to show you something."

As we walked away we left wet footprints on the tiled floors, trailing up the stairs and along the corridor. She led me to the wooden door at the end and silently opened it. in the flickering candlelight all I could see as Khadeejah walked before me were her feet and the hem of her white robe, wet from where it had trailed in the fountain. 

When we reached the top I was struck by Khadeejah's silhouette against the early evening sky, the candle light making the white of her robe glow, the rest of her dark, save her face which reflected the warmth and light of the tiny flame. Her glowing features framed by her long dark hair, she raised her gentle hands and softly blew out the candle. The scent of jasmine wafted up as we stood in precious, nervous silence, hearing only the sound of each other's breathing. Stars were beginning to appear through the translucent dusk. Following the sun which had now set, the evening star shone bright silver against the peacock blue and turquoise of the silken sky. 

I gazed at the domes and minarets surrounding us, our tower closest of all to the heavens. 

And then I saw. Saw what she had wanted me to see. The huge creamy yellow moon beginning to rise in the east, so large and powerful I thought it would engulf us, as it lifted above the horizon, dripping like honeysuckle, separating from its reflection distorted in the ripples of the lake below us.

We watched, no longer in strained awkwardness but in perfect tranquillity, as the moon rose higher and higher its reflection sinking deeper and deeper, as the duduk, the flute of silent longing, sang its melody in our hearts.

The moon soon lost its yellow hue, becoming much smaller and silvery, its reflection like a giant pearl at the bottom of the lake.

Neither of us had spoken for ages. Neither of us had needed to speak. 

Slowly. Slowly. Not daring to breathe, for fear of breaking this intimate silence, I moved my hand and put it on top of Khadeejah's. She took my hand in hers and squeezed it. Tentatively we moved a little closer, our upper arms gently touching each other's. I could feel the warmth of her skin through our sleeves. We continued to stare at the moon as it rose to the heavens and sank to the depths of the lake.

We moved to sit on the edge of the tower, unafraid of falling.

Finally, wanting to say something but unsure what, I asked "Would you like to hear a story?"

"That would be lovely," she replied and edged a little closer to me, our legs gently touching.

There once was, and yet maybe there was not, a beautiful, sumptuous garden which belonged to the king. In this garden, one night, a young woman called Dilmah, believing herself to be alone, wandered around breathing in the fragrance of the orange blossoms, singing to herself. As the moon rose above the horizon she sat down on a bench and continue singing.

Now, on that same evening, a young man called Mahbool also happened to be in the king's garden. He had been dozing and was woken by the beautiful voice he heard. He crept over to where the singing was coming from and, looking through the bushes, he saw a young woman singing to the moon as it rose. He was astounded by the beauty of the radiant moon, the purity of her sweet voice, but most of all by how beautiful she was. Who is she? he wondered. What is her name? And he realised he could very easily fall in love with her.

The more he watched her, drinking in the beauty of the evening setting, the more he longed to speak to her and yet the more afraid he became of doing so. He dared not move, lest she should hear him, and he stayed crouched in the bushes until she left. He followed her, but she had disappeared before he could see where she had gone.

Desperate to see her again, he returned to the garden every evening at dusk hoping to capture another glimpse of her, but she never came until, that is, one month later on the night of the next full moon.

She sat in the same spot and sang softly to herself as she watched the rising moon appear and shed its mysterious light across the darkening world, her singing becoming more confident as the moon rose higher.

Still afraid to speak to her, he began to sing the beautiful song of a nightingale. Dilmah stopped singing immediately and listened. Seeing her turn her head, Mahbool stopped. She listened more closely and said " O, Bul-bul, please sing your sweet song for me." Mahbool continued and Dilmah smiled, closing her eyes to listen.

Suddenly Mahbool got a tremendous itchiness in his nose and before he could stop it he had let out an enormous sneeze. Dilmah almost died of fright.

"Who's that?" she hissed, jumping up from her seat. Mahbool stood up slowly. Dilmah was horrified. "What are you doing here?" 

Not knowing what to say, Mahbool did not utter a word.

"Have you been watching me?" she asked, feeling very vulnerable at the very thought of it. In fear, Mahbool blurted out:

"I was woken by your beautiful singing at the last full moon and I so wanted to see you again that I have come back every night since... and..."

"Sshhh... not so loud. No one must know we're here... and...?" asked Dilmah urging him to continue what he had started saying.

"... and I wanted to speak to you but I didn't know what to say, so I sang to you like a bul-bul."

"That was you?" asked Dilmah, incredulously.

"Yes."

"How do I know?" she asked, suddenly becoming suspicious. So Mahbool began to sing like the sweetest nightingale. Dilmah blinked in amazement, unsure whether to believe her eyes and ears. A smile slowly lit up her face as she saw that he really was singing like a bul-bul. She listened in wonder, the sweetness of his warbles and trills enchanting her to the very depths of her heart.

They sat down together on the bench, singing to each other, watching the beautiful moonrise. Mahbool whispered poems and stories of love to Dilmah whose heart was melted by his soft words of longing, but neither spoke of the great secret they held.

While the two lovers were whispering intimately to each other, they believed themselves to be alone, thinking no one knew they were there. However, their presence had been noticed by a certain Ali Baba. No one really knew who this Ali Baba was. Some believed him to be a servant of the king, while others said he had once been king himself and had renounced his throne, content to tend this garden.

As he kept an eye on them, Dilmah stood up and said to Mahbool "My love, much as I want to stay, I must now go, but before I do please promise me two things."

"Anything, my love. Just say it."

"Firstly, you must not try to follow me when I leave, and secondly promise that you will come back next full moon."

"Of course I will. The hours will drag slowly by as I wait for you."

Dilmah walked off and had soon disappeared from view in the silver-covered garden.

The days and nights passed slowly and neither Mahbool nor Dilmah could think of anything else as they waited for the full moon to return so that they could meet once more.

When the time came they were overwhelmed with joy to see each other again. They sat and sang to each other, Dilmah told Mahbool how much she had missed him while he sang her poetry and told her more stories.

After they had met like this for several months and their love had grown stronger, Mahbool plucked up the courage to reveal his secret to Dilmah.

"Dilmah, my darling, I have been hiding a terrible truth from you and cannot hide it any longer since such dishonesty is not worthy of you."

"What is it?" she asked looking extremely worried.

"I... am... not... really..." He paused.

"What?" she prompted.

"You know I can sing like a nightingale?"

"Yes, like the sweetest bul-bul that ever was heard."

"Well, that is because I am a bul-bul. I was condemned to live life as a human so that I might experience the joys and especially the agonies of human love, the power of which has overwhelmed me - I have truly felt the joys when we are together while every moment we are apart fills my heart with pain, almost as if you had died."

"Why were you punished like this?"

"Because I once disturbed two lovers by mistake. As a result of this they were discovered and were no longer allowed to be together."

"My dearest Mahbool, it fills my heart with pity to hear the tale of your punishment, but please forgive me for my selfishness since I am glad it has happened thus. Were it not for this I would not have met you and fallen in love with you."

"So you do still love me?"

"Of course I do, with all my heart, but..."

"But what?"

"But I fear you will no longer love me once I have told you the awful truth about myself."

"Dilmah, I will always love you, even if I am condemned to die for it. Tell me, what can be so awful that I should stop loving you?"

"Like you, I am not human. I am born of the moon."

"The moon? How?" asked Mahbool.

"One night, when the full moon looked down on this garden, it saw such incredible beauty that it shed a tear which landed over there where that cypress tree now grows."

"Are you the spirit of that tree?" asked Mahbool. "I can see you in it, for it is so slender and beautiful."

"I come out of it on the night of the full moon and live as a human, but I must return to the form of the tree and never leave the garden."

"What would happen if you did?"

"Then, as surely as the moon waxes and wanes, I would wither and die even before it is full again..." 

At that very moment, before Dilmah had even finished what she was saying, four of the king's guards arrived and whisked off Dilmah and Mahbool separately, putting them in prison for trespassing in the King's garden. They were imprisoned in towers at opposite ends of the palace, separated for ever. 

Mahbool was distraught, knowing that his beloved would die before the month was out. He languished in his prison, where, if he climbed up to the small window at the top he could see the lake behind the palace and the tower where Dilmah was imprisoned.

The days and nights passed agonisingly for him. Agonisingly quickly, since he knew that Dilmah had so little time left to live.

Then, one morning when the month had nearly passed, a white dove flew into the cell where Mahbool was imprisoned. Once it had squeezed through the bars, it turned into a human. Mahbool was terrified.

"Who are you?"

"My name is Ali Baba."

"What do you want? Have you come to rescue me?" he asked in hope.

"No, I cannot do that. But I saw you and Dilmah in the garden and was so touched by your love for each other, that when I heard you'd been imprisoned, I wanted to help you by acting as your messenger."

"But she is about to die! That is if she's not dead already. Please hurry. Tell her that I love her with all my heart and that I will never forget her."

Ali Baba immediately turned back into a dove and flew off to the north tower. Mahbool watched him as he winged his way through the air, flying through a small window. Mahbool waved in the vain hope that Dilmah might appear so that they could catch a final glimpse of each other, but he saw nothing.

Later the dove returned, carrying a pearl in his beak.

"Alas, poor Mahbool, I bring you bad news. Your beloved Dilmah is no more."

Mahbool fell to the ground and wept.

"Did she hear my message before she died?" he asked.

"Yes. When she heard it she summoned up all her strength just to smile. It was only a weak smile, but she was very happy to hear from you."

"Then what happened?"

"I could see she was trying to say something, so I bent over where she lay and heard the softest whisper: 'Tell Mahbool I shall never forget him either. Tell him to watch the full moon as it rises over the lake every month, and to watch the moon's reflection, for very soon I shall leave this world and go to live in the reflection of the moon.' Then with a final sigh from her lips, a large tear appeared in the corner of her eye, and rolled on to her pale cheek. Then she died. The teardrop turned into this pearl, which I have brought for you."

Mahbool took the pearl, kissed it and placed it in his clothing close to his heart. When he looked up the dove had gone.

For ten long years Mahbool languished in prison, becoming no more than skin and bone, while his matted hair and beard reached his knees. Throughout that time he would watch the moon as much as possible, whether day or night, and especially when full, following its reflection as it sank into the lake. On these nights he would drag himself up to the high window of his cage and perch there, craning his neck to catch a glimpse of the moon's reflection in the lake below. Holding in his hand the pearl which she had left behind, he would shed tears as he thought of his beloved Dilmah, singing the sweet song of the nightingale to her memory.

After ten years of this prison he was finally released. As he wandered around aimlessly looking dishevelled, many took him to be a madman, but he wanted one thing and one thing only.

The night of the full moon finally came and as the sun set and the moon rose, Mahbool went down to the shores of the lake and, taking a huge breath, he dived in. He swam down and down and down, at first unable to see any sign of the moon's reflection, but as he got deeper he eventually saw it. He swam towards it and it got bigger and bigger and bigger until he could see nothing but the moon - silvery brightness surrounding him on all sides, so bright that he could hardly see. And then, just when he thought he would lose consciousness, he noticed the light change. He opened his eyes and found himself in the garden where Dilmah was seated. She had tears in her eyes as she sang and stared at the moon.

Overjoyed but extremely nervous at the thought of meeting Dilmah again, lest she should have forgotten him after all this time, he began to sing his nightingale's song for her.

As soon as he started singing she stopped, looking up to the trees above her for a second in hope, before sighing.

"O, Bul-bul, please do not taunt, me for your sweet song reminds me of one I knew long ago in a different world."

Mahbool continued to sing.

"How I loved him," she continued, "and love him still, though we shall surely never meet again."

Not having spoken to anyone for many years, Mahbool continued to sing until Dilmah turned round and saw him standing there.

His appearance had changed completely since they had last seen each other, but she recognised him immediately and threw herself into his arms. And while the two of them shed tears of joy at having found each other again after so many years, the moon wept tears into the ocean, over gardens and deserts, mountains and valleys at the reuniting of these two lovers.

"That was lovely, Moondegar. Really lovely." 

Then after a while she added, "You never stammer when you tell your stories, do you?"

Normally any mention of my stammer would have been mortifying, humiliating, but when she mentioned it I could feel it wasn't to tease me but say that there was nothing wrong with it; that she didn't think I was an idiot. When she mentioned it I felt safe because it was something we could share.

"I hadn't realised that," I replied. "But it doesn't surprise me. When I'm telling a story, it's as if I find a balance in my head, at the centre of everything. I forget the world around me, leave my body and fly around in the world I've created. And then when I land back on the earth again, it's almost as if I've gone blind. I stumble about uncertain, bumping into things."

Khadeejah smiled sympathetically.

"Perhaps I'm like a duck," I continued. 

Khadeejah laughed, looking puzzled. "A duck?"

"Well, I look a bit clumsy when I walk and very silly when I get flustered and try to run, but when I fly through the air I soar gracefully, until I come back down to earth and waddle about."

"Aaaahh, Moondegar," she sighed in pity. "Your stammer isn't that bad, you know. I'm sure a lot of people hardly notice," she said, putting her hand on my shoulder. I turned towards her and before either of us knew what we were doing, we had wrapped our arms around each other in a tight embrace. 

It all felt so natural, and surprisingly real. Khadeejah felt so whole. I felt so whole. Closing our eyes we flew upwards together, reaching for the heavens, up to the silver moon which had reached its zenith, then diving down, falling helplessly as one, without needing to hold on to each other we sped towards the water then made an arc across the surface of the lake, flew back to the tower and floated gently down. 

Opening our eyes again, we gazed at each other's glowing faces as we softly landed on the top of the tower again. I brushed the hair away from the side of Khadeejah's face and putting my mouth to her ear, I said:

"Quack! Quack!"

She collapsed with laughter, hardly able to breathe. Still holding her tight, I started to tickle her in the ribs, pressing just hard enough to release waves of ecstatic laughter as we wriggled together, gulping down the light of the moon, laughing the cobwebs out of our hearts.

As we calmed down, I jokingly asked her what would happen if someone found us?

Unable to resist the force of her fear, I flew backwards, as she flung me away, then burst into tears.

"Oh no!" she wailed. "My father would be furious if he knew. I didn't mean to stay up here so long. He's already cross with me from over a month ago when I was late."

"Late? What for?"

"A visiting king from somewhere. We all had to be introduced. It was horrible, horrible. He gave me such a cold and angry look when I arrived after everyone else, that I just burst out crying." 

As she released floods of tears again, I stood at a distance, unable to move. I was totally bewildered and had no idea what I should do. 

"And then I just stood there, crying in front of everyone, looking stupid, while he glared at me. I hid from him for a week, and I still don't think he's forgiven me."

I fidgeted uneasily, my eyes drifting uncomfortably away from hers, as we stood at a distance from each other. 

"We've got to go," she said and, without waiting for me, headed down the stairs.

At the time I felt helpless because I did not know what to do, how to help. I had had an opportunity to comfort her. I could have done something. Anything. And, believing I was helpless, I had chosen to do nothing. 

But I was yet to discover the true meaning of helplessness. 

And here I am now, sitting by the gates again, waiting for the arrival of my beloved Khadeejah, for the announcement that we are to be married.

I had left Khadeejah with a gift of my favourite white dove, Zardoosh. She had smiled sweetly when I gave it to her, her eyes revealing only fond memories of our evening up the tower, while she had given me a tiny pearl.

When she heard of the marriage arrangements she tied a message to his leg which said "Rejoice! Mahbool and Dilmah are to be married, I am sure of it!"

Of course! I had seen my father, King Rustam, talking to Sultan Ahmed, Khadeejah's father, when they had last met, and various messages had been sent back and forth. What could be more perfect?

I continued to wait under the burning sun which was approaching its zenith, getting smaller but more oppressive. I played my lute, firing frenetically up and down the fingerboard. Frantically trying to relieve my nervousness as I stared at the horizon, willing them to arrive, the scorching sun almost igniting the smouldering desert sand.

The heat continued to rise, distorting, twisting the horizon. Images appearing. Mirages of a caravan. Horsemen, gliding over the heat. Scarlet, amber, golden tongues of flame lapping at my temples, sizzling all around me.

"There they are!" cried one of the guards. I refocused my bludgeoned eyeballs and saw a dark spot dancing on the horizon. I staggered to my feet and the music started up. Driving, thumping rhythms of celebration.

At last. They had arrived. Soon they would make the announcement - the most important change in my life, a new beginning. We greeted each other formally and, as I looked for some sign of recognition from Khadeejah she kept her gaze permanently lowered behind her veil. Nothing. Never mind, it will all be different soon I told myself as she was led away to the banqueting area, resplendent in her red and yellow robes, her golden jewellery sparkling with hope, joy and fulfilment, her delicate, sandaled feet gliding through the rose petals strewn on the ground. 

Once everyone was seated, the music stopped and Khadeejah's father, Sultan Ahmed, rose to speak.

"I am very happy indeed to be here today as your guest, as we come together to celebrate the announcement of the forthcoming marriage of my daughter Khadeejah to the most esteemed and revered King Rustam. May God grant them happiness and prosperity!"

My blood turned to needles.
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