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It comes, at last, to this—I am changed from water to wine. I who was dead now live. I know my own name. I AM. These then are the thoughts of Mariamne, daughter of Josephus of the tribe of Benjamin. In the waning of my earthly days, I recount the life of the Daughter of Wisdom, who came in time to be known as the Magdalene.

As I know my own name, I know there will dawn a day when Yehoshua, whom some call Joshua and some call Iesous and some call Jesus but whom I called Yeshu, shall be seen for what he is: nothing so whimsical and so impractical as a god, and nothing so arbitrary and so transitory as a king, but as a great heart standing on the edge of the world teaching us all to soar by teaching himself. When that time comes, I too shall be heard again: she of the Temple Tower and the disciple known as John. Yet care I nothing if my name is lost to the winds, for my voice is raised only in praise of Yehoshua, son of Joseph, and of Jude, son of Joseph, the brother whom all called Jude the Sicarii.

I begin in the voice of the child I was, speaking of the day I saw Simon Peter of Capharnaum kill the Temple priest, knowing Seth of Damascus, always my most faithful friend, will arrange these things on parchment now that I can no longer do so.



THE FIRST SCROLL

The Voice

Because I have recently been ill unto death, Tata has taken me to Temple this morning—but only me. Father does not know she does this. Salome does not know. We go alone so that Tata might offer a dove unto Asherah, the wife of Yahweh. Tata would thank Asherah for my life, for I have not died in my tenth year, though it seemed I might.

We are pushing our way through the Court of Women, Tata keeping a tight grip on my hand so that I do not stray from her side. But the dove in its wicker cage distracts her, and for this one moment, she has turned away from me. I have turned quite another way, pulling so that I might catch sight of the God of the Jews hiding in his Holy of Holies, and as I do, Tata is forced from her place by a Temple priest who would move past us, his face full flushed with pride of station. I know this man. His name is Ben Azar and he has eaten at Father’s table many times. I do not like him. I do not like his eldest son. No matter that I have heard Father say I might wed this son of Ben Azar, I will not.

Tata’s bird fights to be free of its cage and Tata fights to hold it. But I am turned full round to follow the progress of Father’s friend, the Temple priest. He has gotten no farther than a press of men who look nothing like those who might eat at Father’s table. Nor do they look like men of Jerusalem. They appear wild men who think wild thoughts, and I break away from Tata’s hand that I might see them all the closer. Ben Azar is turning this way and that way to pass, but no matter which way he would go, there stands a man who blocks him, and as they do not move, he pushes at one who is nearest. But from this crowd of wild men comes now a very bull of a man, a man whose eyes burn like the sun at the end of the day. And in this man’s hand there is a sica with a blade as curved as a smile. I would scream, I would warn Ben Azar even though I do not like him, I would call out to the Temple police. But a hand rough with toil is clamped over my mouth and I cannot call out. I can struggle against the grip that holds me fast, and I do struggle—though it avails me nothing. It avails Ben Azar nothing. I can only watch as the man like a bull thrusts his knife into Father’s friend, not once, not twice, but thrice. Hot red blood splashes my feet; it spills on the golden tiles of the courtyard. Bright red blood fills the surprised mouth of Ben Azar, the Temple priest.

It is done. Ben Azar is dead on the courtyard tiles. And he who has held me fast lets loose his hand. I whirl in place so that I might see his face.

There are two who stand behind me.

As alike each to each as Jacob and Esau, these two, who are surely brothers, have hair and beards as red as a criminal’s hair, as red as a magician’s. There is no mercy in the eyes of one, but in the eyes of the other there is sadness and there is pity, but so too there is a fierce righteousness. There is also, I think, a terrible pain. As I stare up at these murderous twins, the man who has killed Ben Azar of the House of Boethus speaks out in the crude sounds of Galilee, “It is done, Yeshu’a.” And the twin he calls Yeshu’a replies, “Yes, Simon Peter. Come away.”

They are gone. And it seems no time has passed. And it seems nothing has happened, for only now does Tata succeed in caging her dove. And I would think I had dreamed this terrible deed save for the still body before me, and the blood on my feet, and the sudden sharp scream of a woman who has, only now, seen what others begin also to see.
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Because it is my day of birth, Father allows me to dine this night at his table. How Roman of him! Even more exciting—how Greek!

Salome, who is also allowed, pretends she is not as excited as I am, does not think I notice the care she takes with her toilette or how cross she is with Tata and the other slaves who dress her hair. But I know my friend as I know myself. Is she not my father’s ward and the sister of my heart? Dressing with more heed than ever I have, scenting even my feet with sweet oil—to dine at table is such an honor and so rarely conferred—I tell her that even though she has grown breasts, she may not act weary, weary, weary, as older women of our station do.

In return, she yawns.

But here we are, and there is Father laughing at something a guest is saying.

Neither Salome nor I have ever seen this man before—all oil and ooze, he names himself Ananias, and oh how he stinks. An Egyptian Jew, he claims to come from Alexandria, and when I hear this, I become all ears. There is nowhere so wonderful as Alexandria, unless it is Ephesus. He informs us he trades in the gold of Nubia and Parthia, and the precious balsam of Jericho, but that he relies most on his sponges. People will always buy a sponge.

Nicodemus of Bethphage is also at table. Being almost Father’s equal in wealth, he is Father’s oldest friend as well as a fellow member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish governing body. Naomi, Father’s new wife, is allowed this night at table too, though this I would rather forget.

As the men speak, I watch Ananias peeking at Salome’s new breasts. Not that Father notices. Nor does Nicodemus. They are too caught up in food and wine and the talk of sponges and money. Salome even leans forward so that the merchant Ananias might fill his eyes with the shape of her “treasures.” I am glad I have as yet no treasures. But if I did, I would not share them with such as Ananias. And if I did share them with such as Ananias, I would wait until they were bigger treasures. I tell Salome this in the secret code of eyes and mouths and hands we have used since I cannot remember when. She tells me he has brushed her bare skin twice now. I would laugh out loud if I could, but if I did, it would be a long time before we were allowed at table again. Besides, as ugly and as aged as he is, the merchant has been many places, done many things. He is an Alexandrian! There are so many ideas in Alexandria! Though I do love gods and though I love goddesses more, I love philosophy most. Tata says philosophy is religion without its clothes on.

I keep my nose covered with a scented cloth as I listen to the sponge merchant.

“I saw it with my own eyes,” Ananias is saying in a voice a goat might use if a goat could speak. “I was right there at Temple, no more than ten cubits away when the priest was stabbed.”

I sit very still. None here know that I too saw this killing. It is four days ago now, and still I see it. But I shall never tell of it, not even to Salome, for if any learn, Tata would face the lash for taking me to Temple to offer a dove to her forsaken Goddess Asherah, once wife of Yahweh.

“Whap! Whap! Whap! It was as quick as that. And there was the priest, dead as a dog in the street.”

Nicodemus is silent, his mouth turned down in disgust. I can see him picturing Ben Azar as a dead dog in the street. “They are everywhere now, the Sicarii, these men with curved daggers.”

“Everywhere?” asks Naomi through a mouthful of chewed cabbage. “Have the Romans crucified this one yet?”

“Crucified him, madam? They fail even to catch him.”

Father’s chest puffs with importance. “Oh, but they will. The Romans catch all assassins. Their crosses line the road to Joppa.”

“Perhaps this one will too,” says Ananias, “and perhaps not.”

Father snorts. “Does this new brigand think himself Judas of Galilee? And if he does, did the corpse of Judas not stink as any other? I say to you, this one will also rot.”

I grip the stem of my glass. Father mentions Judas of Galilee! Judas was a bandit chieftain. Tata has told Salome and me of the great revolt Judas led against the taxes of Rome in the very year I was born.

Ananias smiles at this. “You have heard, my friends, what the Poor say? You know the teaching of the mad Baptizer?”

“As a Sadducee, I do not listen,” says Nicodemus, picking his back teeth. But then Nicodemus is always doing something revolting.

“Who are the Poor?” asks Naomi. “What is a mad baptizer?” As is usual with a woman, the men do not hear her.

Ananias answers himself, “They say that we live in the End Times.”

“Nonsense,” says Father.

“And that the world will soon cease to be.”

“How soon?” asks Naomi. But her words are swallowed at a look from Father, who then has this to say, “So that is what the Poor and the Sicarii are doing? Bringing the world to an end one priest at a time?”

The merchant of sponges starts. “Hah! There is a thought, Josephus! There is a thought! I shall make it mine.”

Salome and I look at each other and I am amazed at how high she can pull her eyebrows. Mine sit like mice over my eyes, afraid to move. Hers rise and fall on her face like the sun and the moon, make emphatic remarks like learned scribes.

Nicodemus sits like a stone, but Father laughs like a Greek, even as his fat guest is saying, “The Poor ask if we are God’s Holy Nation, how is it we live as Greeks and submit to Romans? They answer we are subject to Rome because we sin. But they also say that there comes a messiah who will redeem Israel, endure the End Times, which shall destroy all others, and usher in the Kingdom of God.” Ananias helps himself to the olives, pops one into his mouth, then another. “Some claim he brings a sword.”

Father finds this wonderfully funny. “And what shall this messiah do with a sword?”

I find it hair-raising. How shall all others be destroyed?

Ananias pushes back from table. “I imagine he intends to smite those who do not put aside the ideas of the Greeks and the yoke of the Romans, and all those who break the Law. He will smite the Soferim, even the Sadducee.”

Father waves away mention of the scrivening Soferim, but his laughter thins at the mention of the Sadducee. I tap Salome’s leg with my toe. I am saying, By Isis, we are the others!

“He will smite the Sanhedrin and the high priestly houses of Ananus and Boethus. Indeed, has not someone already smote a member of the House of Boethus? They say all who betray the freedom of the Jews by preferring to be slaves to the Romans will know his hand.”

All evening I have been marveling at Father’s patience, but it is worn away now that this guest mentions the Sanhedrin, and now that he mentions Father’s good friend, the new high priest, Josephus Caiaphas of the House of Ananus. But mostly it has vanished now that he mentions Rome. The new emperor Tiberius is not the old emperor Augustus. The Roman presence here is not as easy as it was, and it worsens. Father stares at the merchant of sponges with an eye as hard as a coin. “Is it not true that these same men preach that giving all one’s worldly goods to the Poor is blessed in the eyes of the Lord?”

“It is,” agrees a now more careful Ananias.

“And do they not mean themselves, and not the poor of the streets?”

“They do.”

“Well, does it not then follow that if I should give all my worldly goods to the Poor, then it is I who should be poor? Will the Poor, now being rich, give me back all my goods? If this is so, how long will it go on, this passing back and forth of a man’s possessions?”

Ananias has no answer, but Father has still a question.

“Would you agree that this sect, these Poor, also call themselves the Many?”

“Some do, Josephus, yes.”

“In that case, there are two things to say about the Poor, also known as the Many. They are not many, and they are certainly not poor.”

If I dared, I would laugh aloud. I do sneak an admiring look at Father, who rewards me with a tender smile. But Ananias has gotten the point and so changes the subject. “Tell me, Josephus, have you ever visited Megas of Ephesus?”

I practically jump out of my skin. He speaks of the most famous oracle, no, sorceress, from here to Antioch! She who is also a sacred harlot—a whore! He asks if Father would visit a whore. Yea Balaam! The mood, already grown grim, darkens like a stain. Last year Tiberius ran all the magicians out of Rome. These days, if he catches someone practicing magic, and if his mood is black, he orders them killed where they stand.

All await Father’s answer. Salome signals me: Do not open your mouth, she is saying. Do not dare engage this oily old man in talk of Megas of Ephesus, no matter how much you would like to. And, oh, how I would like to—just as she would.

And though Ananias says what he pleases, he can see when what pleases him does not please others. “Accept my apologies, Josephus, for talking of such things.”

Now it is Father who surprises us all. “No, no, I must know. What is she like, this one? Is she as beautiful as they say, and as powerful?”

Being half Father’s size and having half Father’s lung power, Nicodemus cannot restrain him. But he can search the stony faces of our slaves, trying to know if what occurs here will leave this room. He will fail, for this is not a gift Nicodemus possesses.

But I do.

Two men of the north stand like pillars behind Father. The German bears fruit and the Celt bears wine. They do not look at me, though they know I am looking at them. I hear them immediately, for their thoughts are sharp enough to cause me pain. This has been so since my illness, though Salome thinks it will pass as the illness passed. There is nothing in them but the usual scorn for my father and his friends and, as always, a fear of Salome and of me. And yes, what they hear now will later be whispered into other ears. But as Naomi is forever saying, what can one do since it is against the Law to cut out their tongues?

Ananias eats a fig and honey cake, dripping honey down his beard where it mingles with olive juice and wine. “Megas of Ephesus puts the Delphic oracle to shame. No rhymes and no riddles; even a fool can understand his fortune.”

“But not even the wisest of men can change it,” trumpets Nicodemus. “It is ha-Shem alone who writes what is and what will be.”

This is typical of Nicodemus, forever calling YHVH ha-Shem, the Name. Others, not half so fearful, call him Adonai, the Lord. But all say that Yahweh would strike me dead if I named him. I do not believe that. Under my breath I say, Yahweh, Yahweh, YAHWEH!

It is then that I do something that changes everything.

I open my mouth before all at table and I speak.

“NOTHING IS WRITTEN BUT WHAT EACH MAN WRITES. IF CHANGE IS INTENDED, THEN CHANGED THINGS SHALL BE.”

Father and Nicodemus and Naomi could not act more surprised had I climbed up on our table and piddled in the imported wine.

I am more than surprised. The voices have never, not once, spoken before any other than Salome and me. And no voice has ever said anything so strange, nor said it so loudly. I clap my hands to my mouth. Salome does not move an inch, but I can feel her as sharply as if she has slapped me. I feel as if I am ill again, as if the killing fever is back. Father’s table and all who recline there swim in a sea of heat that is mine alone.

It takes a long moment for Father to collect himself, and when he does, he says, “That did not sound like you, Mariamne.” His voice grates with threat. “What thought was that? Was that the thought of a demon?”

The head of Nicodemus has shrunk into his neck. “Josephus,” he says, “my stomach has turned sour.” He is afraid of me. All my life people have feared me. Naomi comes no nearer than the courtyard of my room if she can help it. Caiaphas, who is now high priest, has shunned me for half my life. One cannot blame him. At five I climbed up into his lap and named his deepest shame. From time to time, even Father’s eyes roll at the sight of me.

But Ananias has sat up like a cobra, looking at me as if I were something he could sink his teeth into.

Father signals a slave to remove my plate. “Obviously you are not yet well. Go to bed. Take Salome with you.”

         

Running into our room, I fall flat on Salome’s couch. The sense of illness has quickly passed; to know it passes has made me giddy. Speaking in Salome’s Egyptian tongue against those who might listen, my giddiness makes me say, “So near to your treasures, it’s a wonder the Egyptian’s cock did not crow.”

Salome starts at this, then throws back her head and laughs. Like Father, she is very good at laughing. Father laughs whether he understands a thing or not. Salome laughs from understanding too well. “No matter how old they grow, their snake still lifts its head. Tata told me so.”

Of course Tata told her. Who else would do so? From Tata we have learned much that would sicken Father should he know of it. In the house of Josephus of Arimathaea—a member of the aristocratic and priestly Sanhedrin!—we have been taught of Egypt’s Isis, she who is Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. We know Babylon’s triple goddess Mari-Anna-Ishtar, Canaan’s Astarte, and the Arabian goddesses: Al-Lat, Al-Uzza, and Al-Manat, who are maiden, matron, and crone. We know too of sublime Inanna, and powerful Demeter, and splendid Aphrodite, and the delicious Venus. If Father were to learn she taught us of these, he would have Tata’s tongue ripped out, Law or no Law. And do we not know these are all one Goddess come to us in her myriad forms for her myriad purposes? Even worse, we also know of magic and ritual power. Tata says that wise women have walked our land, and we would believe her even if Torah did not tell us so. She says there have been powerful women in Sumer and Assyria and Egypt and this must be true as well, for Cleopatra herself is only recently dead, and only the most abysmally ignorant know nothing of the seventh Cleopatra. And what of Megas, mentioned at table, whose love potions and magic spells are known throughout the Roman world?

As for men, Tata delights to talk of them. She speaks of their seeded staffs, their cocks, and a dozen other silly names. And the poems she knows! Some I blush even to think of. This one: The king goes with lifted head to the holy lap of Inanna—and so forth and so on—is almost more than I can bear, especially now that ever since she told it to us, Salome calls Tata’s special interest a “lifted head.” But this next one stirs my blood and is my favorite. Tata says it was written by a priestess of Ur two thousand years ago. In the bed that is filled with honey, Let us enjoy our love/…My sweet one, wash me with honey.

If Father only knew what manner of person he has given us as our bawdy nurse and slave! I bless his oversight. Tata has opened our eyes to many things beyond this narrow place. Because of Tata, Father’s world of scripture and Law is not our only world. As females we are not considered worthy of an education, though in Father we are more fortunate than other daughters: we can read and write in Latin as well as Greek, Hebrew, and the common Aramaic. Like boys of privilege, we know the Five Books of Torah by heart. Salome has taught me demotic Egyptian and what she knows of her own Egyptian gods and goddesses. So, though we have no one but Tata and ourselves, our time in Father’s house is full to the brim.

Sprawled on Salome’s couch, I say, “Ananias has been to more lands than Father. He speaks of Megas…What do you think he meant by secret sects?”

By now Salome sits naked on a golden stool, looking at her face in a mirror of metal, and combing out her hair. “Palestine is full of secret sects, they come and they go. They hang in their hundreds from crosses along the public roads. But the Romans remain. And the common people remain, to whom all these sects are merely an annoyance. And the rich remain. No matter what happens, there are always the rich. Since we, Mariamne, are the rich, we ought not to complain.”

I accept that. There is a cruel truth in it. Salome is very good at cruel truths. It is now she chooses to turn from her mirror, to fix me with what she calls her evil eye. “What did you mean by speaking as you did at table, letting them hear one of our voices?”

It was not one of our voices. But I do not say that. “I did not mean to, Salome.”

She studies me, then shrugs her shoulders. “Don’t do it again.”

“I shouldn’t dream of it.” She does not know how much I mean this. I would be more than terrified to hear it again.

“Good. Now, let us play our game.”

We do many things my father would not approve of, but the most powerful thing we do is play the game we have invented. Gathering favored stones and anointing each with Salome’s moon blood and my spittle (as yet I have no menstrual blood to offer), on each we have painted a letter of the Greek alphabet. As a weight, we have hung a golden amulet on the end of a slender chain. To play, we arrange our stones on the floor, hold the amulet over the stones, and read out the letters as they come with the swinging of the heavy gold bobble. The letters become words and the words become sentences; that is how it had begun, our voices. For in reading the stones, we began to speak what we read.

The voices told us right away that they were not gods. Nor were they prophets. Neither were they the dark goddesses of Duat’s fiery pits or the demonic Manes who live under Rome, or Keres, the winged Furies of death. They swore they were not ba’al ‘obot, nor were they dead souls from the crevice of dust, which is Kur. But whatever they are, they speak of things neither Salome nor I understand. For instance, just after my illness, they said, “The One is coming.”

“One what?” Salome demanded, which is how she asks most questions.

“One who will herald a kingdom of Light.”

It was I who had then asked, “Will the One be another voice?”

“The One comes in body.”

Since sickness and death took its leave of me, we have argued over what this “One” might look like, who he might be, how he might sound, and what in the world he will herald. We have never agreed on a single thing about him, save this: he will be a he. For as Salome says, of what use would the “One” be as a she? Who would listen?

I place the stones on a fine linen cloth spread on the floor. I fill the golden bowl from Thrace with oil of myrrh and I light it. We paint our eyes with green copper paint from Sinai like the Temple virgins, the daughters of Aaron. Salome snuffs out all other lamps. She fetches the amulet from our cedar wood coffer and hands it to me. Chewing bitter doghead, we wait, and when the flames blur, and when we hear the sound of silence in our ears, we don our masks. At this point, I always realize how afraid I really am and how calm Salome is. (Though surely nothing could be as fearsome as that which was shown me as I lay ill. I have yet to speak of it, to anyone.) In less than a breath, the bobble is swinging wildly from stone to stone, so quickly we cannot keep up.

“Slow down!” Salome pinches me. I see she is straining to read the words that come at a dizzying pace. “Mariamne, will you slow down!”

I am about to protest that I have nothing to do with it. I open my mouth to say so, but out comes the Voice that has just spoken at Father’s table. “POOR SPIRIT THOUGH HE SEEMS, THE MERCHANT ANANIAS IS SENT TO YOU!”

Salome snatches away my mask. Worse, she grabs a hank of my hair, pulls my face close. “Sent to us?” she says.

“AS A TRUE HARBINGER OF COMING TIMES!”

I slam my jaw shut in horror, hold it shut with my hand. Salome is staring at me through the masked eyes of Horus as if I have just broken out in sores.

“ANANIAS IS COME TO TAKE YOU HOME.”

It is very hard not to scream. I think what Father would think, what Father does think: Is there a demon in me?

Pulling off her own mask, Salome spits out her doghead and relights a lamp. “That putrid old man? A harbinger? And I am the sister of Herod the Great.” Then, turning to face her mirror, she speaks in a voice very unlike her usual voice. “What are you!”

Salome reaches out a hand, comes near to touching the metal surface, snatches her hand away.

I too look into the mirror and almost swallow my tongue. The surface shows not my face but the face of something akin to a man.

“You see it! You do see it! Is it this night’s voice?”

I am thinking, by Isis and by Demeter, and by all the goddesses, have we conjured up a demon? At just this moment, the merchant Ananias walks into our rooms from off our private courtyard. How dare he? And what does he want?

“Is what this night’s voice?” he says in that patronizing tone males reserve for females. And then, noting Salome, who has not covered her body with so much as a hand, he walks closer. Much closer. “What game do my fishes play?”

Before he can truly see us or our room—the riot of robes and scarves and girdles and tunics falling from our clothes chests, the bottles of Father’s molded glass, the bracelets and anklets and pendants and headbands, the ointments and powders and creams, before he notes the pastes and the potions and the scrolls—there are scrolls everywhere—before he sees the word stones still on the floor, his eyes drop for one fraction of a moment to the surface of the mirror. Oh, how they widen in fear.

“Get out!” hisses Salome.

But Ananias is rooted, staring from the shape in the mirror to us, from us to our stones, from the stones to the bowls of water, the scrolls, the vials, back to the shape in the mirror, so stunned that Salome and her treasures are forgotten. His thoughts are pounding in my head. What kind of children are these, he is asking himself, are they full of sorcery? Do they practice kishuf, and do they conjure demons? I know he is thinking we are witches. He is struggling to control himself, to understand how he might use us.

Salome shoves him out of our room and I slam the door.



THE SECOND SCROLL

The Way

The merchant of sponges visits in Father’s house for a week now. In this time he has happened on Salome and me every day, even if we are in our private quarters or in our small courtyard filled with the scent of limes and Tata’s roses. The excuses he uses! Clever. Funny. Once even plausible.

Salome is vexed. I too would rather Father’s fat friend had never come to our rooms, never seen what he has seen, but twice now he hints at some secret place he knows, where there are others who share our hidden interests. Ananias says they have much to teach us and would gladly do so, that there are women among them. But Salome asks why anyone would teach marriageable females. What profit is there in such learning?

“That old man is up to something,” says she. “He may even hope to sell us into slavery.” To which I say, “He would not dare! Father would pour pitch down his throat.” “Josephus,” she replies, “would not know we were gone for at least a week. By then we could be anywhere, for are there not auction blocks everywhere?”

I find this thought in my mind: How long would it be before Father noticed us missing?
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Tata and Salome and I are out of Father’s house and moving slowly through the sweaty crowds in the small market street. Pushing against the hot stink of poor people, I keep close my alabastron on its silver chain. There is a perfume from India in this alabaster vial, but very little. Even Father, a shipowner who owns a glass making factory, can afford only so much spikenard. As usual, Salome and I are searching for books to add to our collection, books that will teach us what we do not know, or show us something we have not seen, or make us think something we have not thought of ourselves. I do not know about other children, not knowing any other children save my cousins Martha and Eleazar, but this is what lives closest to our hearts and is our greatest joy, the seeking of knowledge.

Among Tata’s many friends, it is Hermas, a man of far Ephesus, that we eagerly seek. Every kind of strange and fascinating religion flourishes in the city of Ephesus, every kind of fascinating person lives there. To this man goes most of Father’s money, which is, in truth, my mother Hokhmah’s money. At Hokhmah’s death, which I do not remember, Father allowed her to bequeath the whole of her dowry to me, and he administers it scrupulously. Salome’s fortune comes from her own father who is also dead, the victim of some foul Egyptian poisoner. Salome is very interested in poison.

Today I am eagerly buying a book of Egyptian hekau in Egyptian hieratic writing. There is in this book a magical spell, a talitha kuom, which might help hold the shape in the mirror that still waxes and wanes behind the shine of the metal surface, struggling to come or to go we cannot tell, but we have decided to capture it.

Plucking our purchase from the hand of Hermes of Ephesus, Salome turns her back on the buyers of fruits and vegetables, on the bleating of the penned sheep, on the hawkers of salted fish and fried locusts, on the beggars and the thieves and the afflicted and the incessant poor, on the loud and constant whine of haggling that goes on all around us. She stands under the umbrella of the merchant of magic and begins to read the spell aloud, and I am in agony that someone might hear. What if a spy for Tiberius lingers near?

“Eeim to eim alale’p barbariath menebreio arbathisao’th ioue’l iae’l oue’ne’iie mesommisas,” she reads, then switches to Greek. “‘Let the God who prophesies to me come and let him not go away until I dismiss him.’ Oh, this is good, Mariamne, listen! Elpheo’n tabao’th kirasina lampsoure’ iaboe ablamathanalba krammachamarei!”

“Is there blood involved?” asks Tata, who has not understood a word, either Greek or Egyptian. “Blood is full of power.” She is looking over Salome’s shoulder, and at the same time shielding her from anyone who might take undue interest.

“No,” says Salome, “but there is dung and there is spittle. ‘Anoint your right eye with water from a shipwreck and the left with Egyptian eye paint with the same water. If you cannot find water from a shipwreck, then from a sunken skiff.’”

“Dung is good, spittle is better, blood is best” says Tata. It is here that a heavy hand comes down on my shoulder. Ananias! He has come up behind us, sneak that he is. His stink is so unique, I am surprised he has surprised me. Quickly, he reaches for the scroll, but quicker yet I shove it into Tata’s basket.

Salome moves away, followed by Tata, who is followed by me.

Ananias follows along behind us, as we all know he will. I look hard at Tata. She is fierce and she is brave. Why does she not shoo him away?

Neither Salome nor I have the slightest idea how old Tata is, or who her people are. All we know of Tata is what she has been pleased to tell us, and she is pleased to tell us a great deal, but none of it about herself. We do know she is a Jebusite from the blood of the Canaanites. It is written that the Hebrew are sprung from the seed of Abraham and Sarah. It is written that David captured Jerusalem. It is written that David’s son Solomon built the First Temple. But it is also written that long before David and Solomon, and long before Abraham’s god offered him the Land of Canaan, Tata’s people were here.

When Salome first heard this, and being no more than six years of age, she asked aloud how Abraham’s personal god could offer what was neither his nor Abraham’s, but Tata’s?

Father first stared at her, then sent her to our rooms.

Unshooed by Tata, Ananias trots along beside us on fat legs, wheezing as he keeps up with the pace Salome has set. He looks ridiculous. And he never stops talking. “I despaired of the hope,” he is saying, “that Josephus allowed his women out of his house.” Here he wheezes, a long squeaky exhale. “But here you are and here am I, and if we could just go to the end of this street and turn left?”

It so happens that Salome, now quite a bit ahead of us, but within earshot, does turn left, but whether to please Ananias or by mere happenstance, I do not know.

We are moving up a steep street beyond the inner wall, each of us following Salome who now seems to be going somewhere, but where? Here the haze of cooking fires and the stench of man and his beasts, and worse, their incessant wastes, is less. We move toward the high white walls of the Temple Mount, which means that the houses crowded on either side of us grow whiter and whiter, which means richer and richer. Salome has turned right. Up ahead there is a terraced rise and on top of that a low wall and in the wall a small and private gate. I am amazed to see Salome pass through.

Ananias is still babbling away. “Yes, that’s it, that’s the gate. Now, do you see the third door along? Turn there.” These hills are killing him. If we can just keep moving, he is bound to collapse in a quivering heap and that will be the end of this foolishness.

By now, my heart beats from more than Salome’s fast pace; it beats from a growing fear that we shall find ourselves slaves in some foreign land, that Salome is walking us, no, running us into a trap. I catch Tata’s eye. For once, it is she who knows my thoughts and alarm darkens her face.

A woman who waits at the gate has taken Salome’s hand, has pulled her through into a dim passageway. I dash in after them—and come to a sudden halt. We are in a marble courtyard shaded by the sweetest of almond trees. There is a pool of water held in a shell of blue stone and near the pool sits a man as old as Father. A younger man sits at his side. With bankers’ eyes they watch us make our confused and unhappy entrance. What adult is interested in children? Every day, unwanted pagan babies, sometimes even males, are thrown on dung heaps, and only a few of these are plucked from death among the garbage so they might grow into slaves. Yea Balaam! These two must think we shall bring them some fabulous price.

“Are these the ones spoken of?” the older man asks Ananias.

“Yes, Heli, these are the two I promised.”

I look at Salome and she looks at me; we both expect Ananias to name his price now, to collect the money he has earned for bringing us to this slave trader. The man, Heli, is pushing aside Salome’s head shawl. “So young,” he says, “and the other, the taller one?”

“Younger,” says Ananias.

“God’s ways are God’s ways. Addai, what do you think?” He asks this of the younger man still seated on the stone bench. “Does the Jebusite woman stay or go?”

He means Tata, and finally, Tata’s wits are about her. She slips her hand under her cloak seeking the knife I know she carries there.

The man called Addai, says, “She stays. We have no need of scaring children.”

His voice is heavily accented. Is it a Peraean accent? Galilean? Big of belly and bowed of leg, his nose is as flat as his face and his mouth is as wide as a jar. As for his robe, it is poor. And his feet—bare. But the man Heli is dressed in a white robe almost as fine as one of Father’s. Two such men speaking as equals? Such a thing would not happen in Father’s house, and that is a certainty!

Heli speaks to Salome. “Ananias tells us you are a witch. He tells us the other one is also a witch.”

Tata shoots Ananias a look of such malevolence it ought to make his nose fall off. Salome turns pale and does not answer. Witches! For all of Father’s influence, if we are witches, Salome and I might be put to death by stoning. For if we are witches, do we not practice kishuf? Are we each not a ba’al ‘ob, meaning two who allow the dead into their bodies? Or so these men must think, for all who do not know feed on what they think they know, making great leaps of dreadful imagination. A ba’al ‘ob like Megas of Ephesus is almost untouchable. A magician and miracle worker like the great Hanina ben Dosa is almost a rabbi. But Salome and I are not either of these. Does Ananias hate witches? Is this why he mentioned Megas at Father’s table, to entrap us? Oh Isis! Do we stand before men who would abide by the commandment in Exodus that thou should not suffer a witch to live?

I look at the man Addai; I reach into his mind. How his moon-eyes widen! He can tell I have entered him…and I am so startled, I pull away. He is a short man, but he looks as solid as a bullock. “If you would know what I think, little one, you must come out and ask me.”

Unnerved, I stand as proudly as my knees permit. “Who are you?”

“I am Addai of Shechem.”

“And Shechem is where?”

“At the foot of Mount Gerizim.”

By the stars, a Samaritan! Father reviles the Samaritans. He says they are a mongrel stock, a horrid mix of Israelites and Assyrians. He says they accept scripture only up until Moses, but no further, and claim all later prophecy is false. He says—no, he shouts!—that they once built a temple atop Mount Gerizim they claimed was the true Temple. “The true Temple! Thank Yahweh that the Maccabees destroyed the thing, an abomination!”

The only time I worry over Father’s health is when he discusses the Samaritans.

“What are you?” I ask this, this…Samaritan.

“A stone carver. I learned my trade in Samaria but perfected it in Galilee.”

A stone carver? Father would haul us from this house in gibbering apoplexy. A lowly stone carver addresses the blood of his blood? I am my father’s daughter, and as I stand in this house of strangers, I find myself full of his feelings and teachings, angers and passions. A Samaritan is worse than a Galilean, and as Father would say, a Galilean is bad enough. Even Father’s slaves have more distinction than this man. “I know what a stone mason is,” I say, knowing I insult him by the use of the word mason instead of carver.

Salome, high-handed as ever, asks, “Whose house is this?”

“This is the house of Heli bar Nehushtan who is of the Way.”

Salome dips her head toward the older man. “That is Heli bar Nehushtan?”

“It is. And unlike myself, he follows an honorable calling, which means he amasses money. Like your guardian, he too is a merchant. Among other priceless spices, Heli exports the juice of the balsam plant. The woman at the gate is Dinah, his wife.”

“What is the Way?”

“Ah, we come to the crux of it.” Addai’s voice is light. Amused, he says, “To know more is to endanger the innocent, by whom I mean you. Not to mention the guilty, by which I mean me.”

“Why did Heli bar Nehushtan ask Ananias to bring us here? He has no right to bring us anywhere.”

Addai looks back at Ananias. “You are right. These are not mere children. Heli asked to meet you because Ananias has sung your praises from here to Jericho.”

“As witches?”

“Heli misspoke. Not as witches, but as prophets.”

Salome and I shudder as one. More than the word witch, the word prophet rings on our ears like doom. Once, prophets were those who made clear God’s wishes. These days, prophets are men of business. Where Ananias sells sponges and Father sells glass, prophets now sell visions; for a fee they answer personal questions. These days, the common people are as infected with prophets as a dog is with ticks. If they hear one marketplace crackpot, they endure ten, each one telling them they must follow the Law to its last tittle and dot, must strive for more moral fervor, or perish by the hand of Yahweh.

“Prophets?” My voice squeaks like a small hinge.

Addai laughs like the swinging wide of a great door. His warmth would melt stone. “To be a Deborah or a Miriam or a Noadiah or a Huldah? Is this so terrible?”

Says Salome, “There are no more true prophets, not since the Exile.”

Heli rounds on her. “There speaks the ward of an influential man. The influential have no need of prophets.”

I look at Addai. “But you are a Samaritan. You cannot believe in prophets?”

“What has been,” says he, “can be again.” And here he smiles a smile as wide as his wide face, and I cannot help it, I smile back. There is no maintaining fear and foreboding before him. I redeem myself by saying, “Prophets are as common as rocks. Why wish to be another rock?”

The people laugh. In the midst of this laughter, Heli of the Way calls forth a servant, a woman he names Rhoda, and in her hands she bears a tray. My laughter dries in my throat.

There are stones on the tray. There is a pendulum. Heli signals the woman to place the tray on a small stone table, saying, “Ananias has described these things to us. As humbly made as they are, I hope they will serve you as your own.”

Tata has come forward, but Salome stays her, “You expect us to perform kishuf?” Her color and her voice are high. Not to mention her eyebrows.

“I had hoped,” replies Heli, “you would favor us with your gifts.”

“Hope is a flown bird.”

But I find I trust Addai, stone carver and Samaritan. And if there is yet danger here, I have thought of something that will release us from it.

“I will,” I say, and enjoy the surprise followed by the disapproval that clamps down on Salome’s face, the shock on Tata’s. I pick up the pebbles, arrange them any which way. I take the pendulum, nothing like ours in balance and weight. Everyone has gone quiet. The men lean forward. The wife Dinah leans back. With this, my Salome is returned. I can see it in the curve of her lip as she struggles to keep a straight face; adults have only three reactions to things they do not understand: they fear it or they worship it or they deny it.

Perhaps the first two are the same reaction. The third as well.

The pendulum does not move. I throw it down as if I am exasperated. I slip the silver chain from my neck with its small vial of spikenard. With a flourish, I use this for a pendulum. But this too hangs like a dead thing.

What comes is exactly nothing. Just as I meant to do. Nothing.

I swear I will not be stoned for a witch.

Ananias is ashamed that he has praised us so, and I am pleased to see it. So too am I pleased to see the disappointment of Heli bar Nehushtan and of Dinah, his wife. Though it does not please me that Addai might be cast down. But if not to stone us as witches, what then did they all expect? That Isaiah or Ezekial or Elijah had come among them as a female child? As two female children?

But Salome cannot stand it, she simply cannot. She snatches the alabastron from my hand, rearranges the pebbles in their proper order. What can I do? Salome is Salome. Right away the alabastron steadies under her hand, then begins to slowly swing, picking out one letter at a time. All lean forward in earnest, even the servant Rhoda. I wonder they do not bump heads. If they mean us ill, we are sunk.

The first thing the alabastron spells is the word silence. Then in a rush, “Lo, comes the Angel of Silence. Hear ye, children, hearken to the unheard.” Salome reads it aloud so that they do not miss a word. I have not heard this before. I catch Salome’s eye. Rather than pretend to fail, does Salome pretend to succeed too well, so that she makes no sense at all, thereby confusing and confounding? Ananias is repeating the words under his breath, “The Angel of Silence. Hear ye, children. Hearken to the unheard.” Meaning what? he thinks. Is this great profundity? Or great foolishness?

But Addai of Shechem has been staring at Salome; instead of puzzling out the words, he has taken up the mirror from the tray. He has been turning it this way and that, and now he turns to me. The shape is in the mirror again. Something that seems a coiled snake moves like smoke across its surface. I gasp. Salome’s eyes dart from the stones to the mirror. As do the eyes of Ananias. “See! Did I not say my little fish were full of wonders?”

“Salome,” I gush, “where is the new spell?” I have forgotten that every word we say is witnessed. I have forgotten all but the mirror. We make Tata fish the magical papyrus of Hermas of Ephesus out of her basket, though Salome has to yank on it before Tata lets it go.

“What shall we do for eye paint and the water of a shipwreck?” ask I.

“Words carry more power than any of these things,” answers Salome.

I nod—of course! Perhaps no magician would agree, but we have come to think it is not the trappings of magic that make magic but rather the intent to make magic that makes magic. But there must be power behind the intent. And it must be done in perfect confidence. Others might believe that this power comes in the form of demons, or from gods. Others might think one must allow a demon to enter one’s body, to take on its power, but we do not believe this. We believe power comes from our own intent.

Salome and I quickly speak the words on the papyrus, not taking our eyes from the shape in the mirror, and I see that it responds to us—it responds! But Addai has stepped forward, he has taken the mirror from us, uttering two very foreign words, words that sound as the ripping of cloth. And with that, the mirror is clear. He says, “From this day on, if allowed, I shall care for these two prophets as if they were my own beloved daughters.”

I stare at Addai. Salome glares at him. But Heli smiles. “They have endured enough of us,” he says. “Take these children home.”

As Rhoda ushers us away, as Tata follows a pace behind, I hear Addai speaking to Ananias. “You have spoken truly, my friend, these are indeed bat qol. Go. Tell our friends. Have our friends tell friends. But shun the collaborators. Shun even the Poor who await the fall of the Kittim.”

I know who the Kittim are; they are the Romans. The Poor are surely those Father made such good fun of at table the night we met Ananias. But I am not sure whom he means by the collaborators. Does he mean Father and Father’s friends? I think he does.

Just as we would step through the door, Heli stops us, saying, “Let me show you something.” At this, he pulls back a woven cloth that hides the entryway into another room. “Behold,” he says. And we do. We see a treasure of books such as we have never seen in one place. “When you return,” he says, “you may read as many as you wish.”

Return? We shall return?

On the way back to Father’s house, I walk on air at the thought of so many books.

Eventually, I ask Salome why she would lead us to Heli bar Nehushtan’s house. She answers, “I have no answer, Mariamne.”

         

And so it begins, our new life. Not that we know it is our new life. What we think, Salome and I, is that it is a grand adventure, and that like all childhood’s adventures, it shall pass and we will remain where we are and who we are: young females waiting for the day Father arranges our futures by arranging our marriages.

From this day forward, we pester Ananias to take us to Heli bar Nehushtan’s as often as he can. Because we are so often disregarded in my father’s huge house, it is as easy to do this as Salome once said it would be. And if Ananias cannot take us, then Tata does. Through Heli and Dinah’s wonderful home come men of learning, the educated of all nations, men who teach philosophies, men who write poetry, men who wonder at the sun and the moon and the stars and who question the nature of the gods. And there are women! These are not many, but they talk as the men, debate as the men, teach and write as the men. My head spins with the thought of being a woman like these.

We escape Father’s white marble house in the Upper City of Zion whenever we can. How exciting to bind our hair, to dress as boys, to follow Tata’s instructions in how to move, how to lower our voices, how not to lower our eyes. I need no longer envy Salome her treasures. Tata binds them tight, tight enough to make Salome wince. We do all this so that we may go unnoticed as we make our way down from our high hill and through the streets to Heli’s house. This goes on for many months, from the dry season of Iyar to the rains of Marchesvan.

We do not think of how it will feel when it all must end.

As, of course, it must.

         

I wait behind a door that opens onto Heli’s courtyard on this evening in the month of the olive harvest and I prepare myself to speak. Israelites come from everywhere; there are members of a sect who call themselves the Congregation, there is the Brotherhood, the Yahad, the Covenant of Unity. There are the Friends, and the Meek, and the Little Ones, and the Dawn Bathers, and the First, and the Many—and just as Father said, the Many also call themselves the Poor. There is, of course, the Way, though as Addai says, almost every sect from here to Egypt names itself the Way. I have asked him why then do he and his friends do the same? He has not answered.

One can get a headache from all this, trying to know who is who, and why.

I peek out to see who is here. Tonight there are a few Haberim, whom the people call Pharisee, curious to see what the fuss is about, though these are careful to keep themselves apart for fear of being defiled by the touch of the am ha-aretz, or “people of the land,” the unlearned farmers and fishermen and herdsmen and laborers and such. In return, the am ha-aretz turn eyes full of loathing on the Pharisee. I see countless more am ha-aretz than Pharisee.

There are a handful of scribes, and for one fearful moment I wonder if any of these know Father, or he them. Then I remember that here we are as boys. Even should they know Father, they would not know Father’s daughter or ward in either of us. There are also two Doers of the Law, the Osims or Essenes, in white robes and girdles. Father laughs at the Essene; I once heard him tell Nicodemus that these are so devoted to the exact ritual fulfillment of Torah they do not allow themselves to excrete on the Sabbath. We have never seen one of Father’s Sadducee here, but this is not surprising. Father and his friends are rich and powerful, so what need they of change? Besides, they do not believe in angels and rewards and punishments in the world to come. Though it is curious that they do seem to believe in demons.

There is now begun to be a group of scruffy, fierce-looking men who gather in the back, keeping to the walls of the courtyard, and always near the exit. These men wear the roughest of robes, and over their shoulders seem to carry all they own in leather bags. Salome thinks they might be Cynics, followers of the philosopher Diogenes, who believed in living as an animal lives, with great naturalness, and if so, she should like to know them.

I think that the more people who come, the worse the smell.

It does not occur to us to fear what is happening by making our voices public. It does not occur to us what these people might be thinking of us or what they might eventually want from us. We are yet children, and nothing occurs to us but our own happiness at having all these people think us boys, and that we are now listened to.

We make our way through the hot press of people, who hush as they see us, and we seat ourselves on the stone bench by Heli’s shell pool. This evening it is Salome who speaks. “A spirit came to me,” she begins, “and it said, ‘You, son of man, though you have bound yourself in flesh, know that you are a being of Light. There are none who do not walk in the Light.’ Do you doubt this?”

And right away a man bent by the years speaks up. “I, Ahad Haam, of the Yahad, doubt this. For he who would walk in shame and corruption cannot also walk in the Light.”

We are used to these interruptions; the things the voices say always cause a ruckus. More than once Ananias has cried out for silence, saying that we were nabi’im, the mouthpieces of Adonai. People must believe him, because more and more come to hear us. The voice in Salome rises against the old man of the Yahad. “There is not a soul in or under the heavens who is not beloved in the sight of God. Even you, old man, are beloved of God.”

By Isis, but comes such muttered concern! Some are full of hope that this is true, and some are furious, for what is the purpose of the Law if all are beloved?

I gaze out over the faces who stare at Salome as she is transported by the voice and my sight comes to rest on someone who is like no other. He is very handsome. He is very young, though not a youth. He has no beard, but shaves as the Romans and Greeks and Egyptians do. Like the Essenes, his clothes are white. His nose is bent. I like his bent nose; it makes him more handsome rather than less. I keep my eyes on him just as he now keeps his eyes on Salome. What is her voice saying? God loves all his creatures? I am surprised. No voice of ours has ever spoken for a god. For which god does it speak? It cannot be Yahweh, for he would not say such a thing. Salome and I know many gods and goddesses. Would any of these say such a thing? What of the pagans among us who do not give a fig for Yahweh against their own Baal or Dagon or Milkom or Chemosh or Qos? Perhaps it is one of these?

“No!” shouts Ahad Haam, whose friends are urging him on. “This boy does not speak under the power of the Holy Spirit, for we all know that God does not shine on one and all!”

“Not on them, old man, but in them,” says the voice in Salome.

“Blasphemy!”

“How do you know what is blasphemy and what is not? Do you speak for God?”

“I know what the Law says!”

“You may know what it says, but do you know what it means?”

Salome seems to be growing taller. She is certainly getting louder. But then, so is Ahad Haam. He shrieks, “In Jeremiah, the Lord says: ‘I have heard what the prophets have said, who prophesy lies in my name!’”

Salome’s voice overrides that of Ahad Haam as a river overrides a rill. “Hear me! He who presumes to know aught for certain knows nothing. And he who presumes to know nothing, stands at the brink of gnosis.”

The heat of the people rises. The voice has used a Greek word, gnosis. Most do not understand it, but Ahad Haam understands it well enough. Gnosis means more than knowledge. It means insight into the divine.

I am not alone when I wonder who speaks here.

“I will not listen to this,” says Ahad.

“You will not hear. And yet my voice is all around you. You will not look, yet my face shines in yours.”

I press closer to Salome. The face of Ahad Haam is as dark as Father’s face when he is crossed by someone of no importance. His breath is like the breath of a winded horse. Behind him, his friends make a show of threat. I catch sight of the handsome young man. His hand is in his robe. Does he carry a Persian dagger at his belt? I reach into his mind to see what it is he sees. I reach further…and further…and then I no longer know if it is night or day, past or present or future. I turn away as fast as I can, only to find myself standing. I do not remember standing up. But I am on my feet and I am shouting louder than Ahad Haam of the Yahad or Salome. Much louder. “BEHOLD! I AM COME AMONG THEE ISRA-EL!”

Ahad Haam, Salome, the crowd itself, fall silent. At this moment, a dove winging home to Dinah’s dovecote lands on the tall wall keeping out the steep and narrow street beyond. I see this as if I were no more than a cubit away, yet I am across the courtyard. I see every feather in its breast, the tender blue skin around its eye. A number of the big bearded men in the back are moving toward us, pushing people aside. There is an antique among them, an old man with skin as dark as wet leather and eyes as bright as the dove’s eye. Tall as a ladder, skinny as a rung, he seems to push harder than the younger men, and when they see it is he, they step back as if he were a leper, or a high priest. My heart is throwing itself against my chest as if it would escape me. I do not want this shouting voice to come. It has not come at Heli’s before. Wildly, I look around—there is Salome, as surprised as I. There is Tata and Ananias and Addai and Heli and Dinah and Rhoda. There is the handsome young man. I close my eyes, grind down on my teeth. I will not speak again, I will not, will not.

“HEAR YE, SONS AND DAUGHTERS OF ISSA-RA-EL. FROM THE MOUTHS OF CHILDREN COME I. PREPARE FOR THE COMING DAY. I SHALL MAKE MYSELF KNOWN THROUGH ONE WHO APPEARS AS A SHEPHERD AMONG LAMBS, THROUGH ONE WHO STANDS FORTH AS A LION.”

What am I saying? I do not want to hear.

I look around me, the Voice of Voices strong in my throat, and I cannot move. “DID ISSA NOT WALK WITH ME? AND IS THE WORD NOT MY WORD?”

At that, I faint dead away. Later Salome, bathing my face and hands in aromatic oil, tells me that the first to reach my side was the handsome young man. He lifted me and took me to Dinah’s private room. His name is Seth, and she tells me he comes from Mount Carmel, which is far to the north. He is a Nazorean, who are not the Many but the Few. But no doubt, this is a play on words, a jest.

As I am put into my own bed in Father’s house this night, I ask Tata what she makes of the shouting voice. “I think,” says Tata, fussing with my bedding, “that we shall have to find a new courtyard. Perhaps we might try Herod’s amphitheater.”
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Pinning up my hair so that I might seem a boy is a tedious process. Still, Tata manages it. She and I are about to walk out a side entrance of Father’s house when I realize I have forgotten my stones. “Tata,” I say, “run back and fetch them.”

Salome, bundled against the cold rain in a hooded Arabic burnoose, is already outside. As is Ananias, wearing his thick wool mantle and head shawl. They are near the door in the north wall of Father’s house, along which runs the side street that climbs up our steep and terraced hill to Herod’s palace and the Upper Market. I remember something else I have forgotten, but Tata is already gone. I poke my nose out the door so I might tell Salome and Ananias to wait just a few moments longer even though Ananias is made nervous by the night. Our merchant believes in demons, and demons come out after dark, especially the Queen of Demons, Agrath, daughter of Mahlath.

Just then, a figure enters the street from below, to come striding up the hill, and oh, I would know Father anywhere. I am so terrified I think I might pee myself, but I cannot run away. Perhaps Father will not notice Salome and Ananias? But of course he notices them. What man of property would not take note of two robed figures lingering by his door as the night draws down? Father stops and confronts them. But neither Salome nor Ananias can answer him, for if they do he shall immediately know them. I feel Tata come up behind me; I feel her tremble with the same terror I know.

Ananias is Father’s guest and he is standing in the street with Salome. Young females are not allowed out without escort, are not allowed out in the company of men other than their father or their brother or their husband. Father reaches out and violently jerks back the hood of Salome’s burnoose, pulling loose her pinned hair. Did he think it was me?

I know what will happen now. What will happen is that my life will change forever. Salome’s life will change forever. Father is a proud man, and quick to judge. Ananias is already condemned. Salome is already banished. I am already bereft. Eloi! Eloi! I would rush into the street and plead for Salome if I thought Father would listen. I would do anything to stop what is about to happen. But there is nothing I can do, so I do nothing.

“Defiler of children!” Father shouts. “Foul betrayer! Get away from my house. And take this, take this, this—” Father is so monumentally outraged he cannot find a word strong enough, bad enough. He spits, “this female with you before I kill you both!”

Ananias can do nothing. To tell the truth would accomplish naught but the betrayal of Heli and Dinah and Addai.

“Leave my house and never return. You, Salome! You will take nothing away with you. You will never speak to Mariamne again.”

Salome does not cry and she does not plead. She does not bring up the name of her father, Coron of Memphis, to remind my father of his promise to care for her. She will walk away though she is only thirteen. Where will she go? And who will marry her now?

I can feel Father turn in his mind; the black and bitter rage centered on Ananias and Salome now looks for me. He wonders how much I have been involved in this abomination to his name and to his house. He wonders if I too have been defiled. He wonders what he must do about it.

I spin on my heels and I rush toward our quarters, not stopping to see what Tata does with herself. I tear off the boy’s clothes I am wearing, kick them under a clothes chest. I work at my hair, pulling it down as fast as I can. I struggle into my night things, and I manage all this only moments before Father strides into Salome’s and my room. I have never seen him like this, never felt him like this. Inside he is like a cave of winds; he does not want to banish me, I am all there is left of my mother. He is terrified that he must punish me as severely as his Law commands him to. A man cannot have the females in his house behave as he believes Salome has behaved. Father lives for the good regard of others. If he thinks I have also behaved in this way, or if I have been of help to Ananias and to Salome, then he has no choice, he must shun me.

I stand silent before him, my head down, my mouth dry, my skin crawling with dread. I could not speak now if it meant my life. I have never been more afraid.

Father has decided I am guilty. Over the years, there is nothing that Salome has done in our house that I have not done as well. I can hear him thinking—rapid, desperate thoughts. Salome is thirteen and expected to know what is moral and what is not. But I am yet under the age of twelve and therefore cannot be legally held to such a standard, and in this he finds a loophole. And a solution: he will pretend he does not suspect me. He will send me away. But not too far and not for too long. Though it shall be far and long enough.

“Mariamne,” he says, and I know how much it costs him to control the shaking of his voice. “You will never see Salome again. In the morning you are to travel to Bethany. Tata will accompany you.” I almost collapse; I was sure he would have Tata beaten for this. It is her responsibility to watch over Salome and me. “You will live quietly in my brother-in-law’s house. You will be a sister to his children.” He takes note of the books scattered over table and couch and floor. “There shall be no books!” He ignores my stricken look. “This comes from indulging you with books! There will be no more indulgences from an overly fond father! You will be gone by the time I awake. In time, I will send for you. And for Tata.”

I find my voice. It is a very small voice. “How long, Father?”

Father does not look at me. “You will not be a child when you set foot in this house again. Nor will you be without a husband.”

With that, he turns his back on me and walks away.

Not until he is gone do I feel Tata grip my shoulder and shake me hard. “Mariamne! Child! What shall we do?”

For the first time I realize how helpless she is. I am only a child, yet a woman asks me what we shall do. Not because she is not strong, not because she cannot think for herself, but because she is a slave and has no right to choose the events in her life. In the midst of all else, I am struck rigid by this discovery; I have never once thought of it. My poor fierce Tata, to be born both a female and a slave. Until now, I have thought nothing save what shall I do? Now I think: what shall we do?

Father’s brother-in-law is the husband of my dead mother’s sister, Rachel. He is almost as serious as Nicodemus of Bethphage. Their only son, my cousin Eleazar, is a sickly little thing. To live in the house of Uncle Pinhas and Aunt Rachel is to grow old while I am yet a child. Tata will be a slave among slaves, inferior to those who serve the master’s own children. My father is rich and important; therefore my female cousin cannot ill treat me. But she shall certainly make Tata and me pay for the shame brought on their house by my presence. And Tata more than me. I have met my cousin Martha. I know this will be so.

And no books! Cicero said that a room without books is like a body without a soul. I cannot live without my soul. Still, to do as my father bids me is the sum total of my duty. What else can I do? What is Salome doing right this very moment? She is going to Heli of the Way’s house, that is what she is doing. And then I think this thought: if Salome can go to Heli’s house, Tata and I can go to Heli’s house.

It is as if all the stars in the sky fall into my mind. I do not have to do what Father tells me. I can feel my heart beating in the tips of my fingers and at the roots of my hair and at the base of my spine. I love Father. I know he loves me. But Father is trapped in his Law and in how he is required to behave. And did not Addai of Shechem say he should care for me as if I were his own beloved daughter?

“Tata, pack a basket with whatever you value most. Then help me pack my things and Salome’s things. We are taking as many baskets as we can carry, for we are leaving Father’s house.”

“To Bethany?” she asks.

“No, not to Bethany.”

Tata’s spirit would escape out the top of her head if more joy crowded in. Or more fear.

[image: image]



Tata and I arrive breathless at Heli’s gate at the second hour of the night, to find all in turmoil. Immediately we are bundled from sight, sent to join Salome who greets us with shrieks of relief and delight. Salome and I cling to each other and await our fate.

In the fourth hour, we are told to rise up and prepare ourselves for travel.

We shall go as males. It seems we are leaving Jerusalem. Having no more to lose, neither Salome nor I object. So it is that we five—Addai the Samaritan, Ananias the merchant, Tata the runaway slave, and two “youths,” both outcasts—set off east through the streets of Jerusalem, watched from the shadows by Heli and Dinah of the Way as well as by others we do not know and cannot see. Heli presses a book into my hand as I pass. It is one he treasures, and I weep to receive it. We walk toward the Gihon Spring Gate and the Kidron Valley.

Beyond that, I do not know where we go. I merely follow Addai.

We walk all through the night. Somewhere on the way down through the steeply dropping country to the east of Jerusalem, I fell asleep and Addai picked me up as if I were a swaddled babe. He has carried me now most of the way. Ananias and Tata have walked, a donkey between them bearing our worldly goods. Our worldly goods are not much. Salome has ridden a second, smaller donkey. Barefoot, Addai travels with all that is his, his tools and the female donkey Salome rides. He calls her Eio. Salome whispers that eio is Egyptian for ass. I am still surprised at the sponge merchant joining us. Does he not have goods to protect, servants to see to, the Queen of Demons to avoid? But there have been no explanations.

Where are we going? All I know is that we go east, and that the east is the Holy Land, for the east is the place of the coming forth of Helios, the sun. Addai leads us; we follow no path. Even in the dark I can tell the land we travel is as barren as Sarah’s womb. From the heights of Jerusalem we have dropped down and down, following the folds in the hills, some of which are as narrow as the streets of Jerusalem and some of which are as deep as tombs. The rain comes and the rain goes, but never enough to wet us through. The night air smells of dirt once baked and now steaming with damp. Tata is not used to such walking, and Ananias frets that we are being led into worse danger than the danger we flee. They both grumble at the thorns that catch at their clothes, the abuse to their feet. Addai shifts my weight and I ask him if I should walk. “Hush, child,” he says, “we are very near.”

“Near where?”

But he does not answer me. We are walking down a steep nahal in the dark, a ravine of bare rocks rising to either side, and only a thin strip of stars to light our way. The air changes. The smell of the air changes. It stinks of rotten teeth. “Addai, what is that nasty smell?”

“Home! This is the land of Damascus.”

Damascus? We could not be anywhere near Damascus. Damascus is a hard nine or ten days walk, at best, to the north. But I am too tired to bother with this puzzle. I lay my head back on his shoulder. We drop through a final nahal, and before us in the starlight, far as the eye can see, shimmers a still flat sea. It is the sea that stinks.

“Behold,” says Addai, “we are where we meant to be.”

I behold. Addai points to our left. Perched on sheer steep bluffs of powdery rock is a village. Or maybe it is a fortress. Whatever it is, it looks carved from the soft rock itself. If Addai had not pointed right at it, we might never have seen this place.

It is another hour of hard climbing before we find ourselves near. Addai has led us around a stone wall, and I think there is no gate, until there is. The sun is touching the tops of the mountains on the far side of the flat and stinking sea when we pass through this gate. We are in a courtyard, as deep as it is wide. Beside us rises a stone tower the height of many men. Over to our right, there are steps leading to a huge stone pool. And right in the middle of the courtyard is a simple sundial on a dais. Father’s sundial is twice as big, but Father prefers that things of value be seen. Straight ahead there is another gate that leads out of the courtyard into what looks to be a narrow street.

Leaving our donkeys tethered to a post beside a small cistern, Addai leads us to this gate and through it. Where are we? Is there anyone here at all?

My question is answered a moment later.

Out of the shadows cast by the rising of the sun from beyond the stinking sea steps the handsome man in the perfect white linen tunic.

“How welcome you are, Ananias of Alexandria,” says the man who has called himself one of the Few. “I see you have brought our children home.”

Salome and I dart startled looks at each other. Remember what the Voice said, she is saying. Remember? Ananias is come to take you home.

I remember.
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