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Part I:

Out In The World
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IMAGINE
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Imagine you are a goddess in a field of war. You look into the haunted eyes of someone dying, a young man, a beautiful man, dark hair, dark eyes, red blood, vast pain. And his soul begins to sing to you his ache before his vision is eclipsed. 

“They were so proud of me when I marched by in uniform. I wanted them to love me. And they did.” 

His soul is already beyond pain now, puzzled in light, but his mind still carries on with his wishes for anything but the knowledge of burst flesh, with his longing to be allowed to stay for the beauty of a future.

“They were so proud of me for volunteering to die.” 

Imagine you are a goddess walking a world where we adore each other for something other than sacrifice. Then you would surely sing.

You gently close his eclipsed eyes. 
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GOOD FRIDAY – MARY MAGDALEN
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And many women were there beholding afar off . . .
Matthew 27:55
. . . and, yes, I was with them. 

I speak to you from that shimmering distance. The cool of night has lifted. The sun burns into the sand. I speak to you from its hot wind shadows. I speak to you from its dolorous weight. God's son asks for water. I am too far away to hear. They torture him with vinegar.

For two thousand years you have celebrated this day of slaughter. What have you learned? 

I speak to you from a time of sorrow and weakness. Women were stoned for making love. Men were crucified for believing in God. What have we learned? And how did we ever learn to diminish, to kill each other so? 

My heart hangs twisted between hope and despair. Sacred lives trickle and shift like sand raked by wind. I do not want his sacrifice to be in vain.

“Master,” I said, “must there be sacrifice at all?”

He looked up from the sand in which he liked to trace shapes and words. “Beloved, some things in life are worth a sacrifice. Peace is, and love is. Sacrifice is never necessary. Sometimes, though, it is the price exacted.”

He could have stirred up rebellion. Many would have fought at his side. His life-blood message was, you do not increase peace or love by fighting. 

What does it feel like to watch your beloved prodded in the sun, thirsty, up the gritty hill, in order to be crucified?

Look around. Ask a woman whose husband is sent into action, whose son is sent to the front. 

There is a numbness, a distance of disbelief. Death slides between you like a pleading grin that hangs in your faces as you try to reassure one another. The truth is, he just got a one-way ticket to death. He might not return. 

You pray on your knees. You know that miracles exist. Riddled with doubt, you keep telling yourself that you believe. You pray so hard, you see stones glitter with pity. 

A miracle is something like a simple law of life. If no one nails his hands, his feet, to the cross, if no one raises the cross, then life continues. If no one raises these guns, these swords . . . so possible . . . the hammer not raised, the nail not nailed in. 

You keep praying. You make your private deals with God. You remember even men with stones all ready in their hands have laid them down again when fearless words were spoken. 

You would give your life if his could be spared that way. But your life is not wanted now. It is not nearly as important as his.

A mad thought grinds in the brains of people with clout, and you are helpless. 

What does it feel like to have your loved one nailed to the wood? 

I am numb. I am ill. I am so full of hope. 

My nerves have forgotten me. I place one foot in front of the other in the sand. This cannot be. This is my friend, my master. He touched. He ate, drank wine. He slept.

I am waiting for the miracle. What will it look like? God's will—I know this—cannot be slaughter. My heart knows this. 

Was I his lover? His wife? Does it matter? 

It was a man's world then. It is a man's world now. I was a footnote. Yes, and I sat at his feet like a child. I wanted to serve him forever. 

And so I got sprinkled into unauthorized texts—a few kisses on the mouth, a special love. Two thousand years later, women are still footnotes in this awkward version of reality—ciphers, trophies, curiosities. 

I stepped through the sand, heavy with dread and light with hope, tied to the reluctant muscle of my being. I wanted resolution. Not his death. I wanted to behold the miracle. 

I was so convinced that there would be a miracle. I stood with the women, afar off, to watch the miracle take place.

I cannot understand how cruel we can be with one of our own. Never have I heard of lions joking and rolling dice at the foot of the cross of one of their own they have just nailed there to die. Never have I heard of tigers crucifying their males, stoning their females—savoring the spectacle, the agony, the body that keeps twitching with persistent will to live despite the pain, the depletion. 

My torment was that I was utterly helpless. 

Of course I was in love with him. There was nothing pious about my love, but it was sacred, oh, yes. He was a man with all of God's beauty. How could I not love him, and in him the glory of life? 

Such love—any love perhaps—is never deemed significant enough for history.

I loved him.

I would have given him all that I had and anything else he might ask of me, and more—oil, spice, my hair to dry his feet with a caress. He was a prince of peace among the paupers so intent on slaughter. 

I stumbled in the sand and fell to my knees. Today the women kneel on cold wood or carved stone—old women often, with kerchiefs on their hair, or respectable hats. They come in their sadness and offer empty, broken, shriveled, yearning lives. They come and believe—he hears them. They dream of a young God righting the unbalanced, toppling world, giving himself, doing what gods do, with reverence for life. 

They dream of redemption in this place where they were sent as girls to have a great weight placed upon their life's exuberance, a lid on the bubbles of joy that burst from the effervescence of being. They pray to be given back that beauty of being—alive.

Iraq, Vietnam, Korea, the Philippines, Tokyo, Paris, London, Dresden. A woman trembles in her lover's arms on the eve of his leaving. Later she only trembles with his memory, and with the dread of what it means to have a loved one called up to likely death. 

You walk up to Golgotha, one step, then another, with his mother by your side, your eyes on his body, bloody with torture and wretched with humiliation. 

Have we bred no end of cruelty into our men? Now they are forced to force themselves upon the beauty of life and make it count for nothing. Nothing is honored until long after death. 

The high sun breathes life-giving, but still indifferent power. Everywhere there is a cross, a death. The sand burns the soles of his feet, and mine. 

“Master, are you trying to prove that you can live your truth without shedding another man's blood? And can you do that without spilling your own?”

Is death just the ripeness of life tearing open to release its seed?

Am I the one he saved from being stoned to death? It makes a pretty story. I then followed him, a beautiful sinner, saved. 

“Woman, where are your accusers?” 

No one comes forward to accuse.

What is this preoccupation with sin? When just being alive seems already a sin, to love with touch is certainly unspeakable. 

I am in love. I wish I could change his terrible philosophy, his love for this stark father vision of God, for barren laws. I wish I could make him understand that light and life is our gift from God, so much more beautiful than any of us could have dreamed.

But we twist it and twist it and twist it, until it is a hewn length of tree standing up, reeking of blood, pain and fear, and not bearing fruit. 

Women often love a man in pain they hope to heal. So many of us stand at a cross, afar off, not daring to come closer. 

We offer water with our pitcher when he passes by. We sob. We wipe up the blood with our clothes. We scream in our helpless souls. 

“And still, Master, I do not want to stop you from doing what is so important to you.”

Here is my staggering dream: I reach the cross before the first nail goes in. I say, “Stop.” So simple. Just, “Stop.” Reaching out with an unbelievable hand.

Is there a knife in my back for dreaming too much?

In dreams I live in strength and tenderness. Footnotes contain the unwritten. Nothing is spelled out about the women watching from afar.

Yet once we enter the ritual circle of slaughter, we fear the knives in our backs, the stones poised to crush our skulls, our kidneys, our breasts, as though to teach us to practice for death all life long.

But death is easy. Our frailty is its guarantee. Life is what calls for mastery.

It's not as I thought it would be. The sky tears. It is raining. 

Among the women in the distance, I am too dizzy with dread to notice the soldiers roll dice for his clothes, or the vinegar sponge. 

We shiver with fear and with fever, first in the sun, then in the rain. We do not have the strength left for another step forward to lay a hand on the soldier's arm. We stand and we shiver. 

What would it look like a few steps closer?

Perhaps I would not have that knife in my back, but merely provoke a quick, humiliating scuffle. 

I struggle, slip, and stumble on the sand. “No. Let me be. Let him be. Let me go to him. He has done nothing to die for.”

“Just look at the bitch! She has the hots for him still. Hey, bitch, he can't do it to you any longer. But I'll be happy to.” 

A soldier grabs my shoulders, rips my black shawl. I spill from torn cloth to the sand. They spit with laughter. If I am lucky, one of the other soldiers stops him, saying, “Cool it, Tertius. Let her be.” 

The other women shiver and look on with dread and love from afar off.

It's not that God is indifferent. He yearns for our love as much as we yearn for his.

Look how heavy his sky is with thunder and downpour, how sparkling his sand is in the sun, the dust in his air. 

Can you not see that God isn't the one destined to save his son from human hands? This was my loved one's mission, to stop the slaughter by making it visible. If he doesn't succeed, who will?

How much I want to reach for him. 

After the death, the women dance their agony. They trample the green wheat of spring. How dare you, God? They sway at the altars, buckling in their knees, their spines. How dare you, God? 

But God's laws are simple, you see. Sons are not killed by God's will, but by human bullets, nails, swords, bombs. Husbands, brothers, fathers, neighbors. 

You haven't come this far merely to poke in my suffering for jewels. 

Why don't you seek my joy instead? Why don't you ever come to seek my joy, the spring blossom pleasure, the quivering lantern of dragonfly wings? 

I know the answer of course. 

I am one of you, twisted, and seduced by death, seduced for thousands of years, by a suffering that compels us to love, to wish that we could heal, allowing wounds, accepting the burden of soothing. 

The women, the footnotes, are always funding the truth, some with their broken passions, some with frigidity, and some with money. And all the men seem so in love with pain.

“I wish you could love life enough to stay with us, my lord.”

It is not God who forsakes my beloved. 

God is as helpless as the women lurking in the distance.

I beg you, women of the future, reach back into my past, give me the courage to step farther still. 

God is as powerful and as helpless as the sun. We have to finish the reality. That's the contract we enter when we accept the prize of life.

God, give me the courage for one more step, for speech instead of silence.

Women hang back in the shadow with useless wisdom, huge-eyed like caged monkeys, oblivious to power, which has become a very complicated dance. Wisdom whispers it doesn't have to be this way. Tradition spins, projecting and protecting, moneys, status, things, importance, impotence, and jealousies. 

He loves. He is loved. He has the wealth of unbelievable power. Let's cut him down a notch, or two. This is how power will always be stopped. For some, it is the hardest to forgive that someone else can draw from the wellspring of love while they have long forgotten the taste. Money tastes more familiar, doesn't it? The taste of laws and ownership is easy to remember. 

Oh, let the law be love. And if it isn't, let it become so.

The miracle is looking at each other, each by each, and starting to obey the simple laws of God. If you do not slaughter your brothers, your sisters, they need not die a violent death. There is no bargaining with this. 

And there is this, the toughest law of God: God, too, obeys his own laws. God has no shortcuts. God can only nurture what reality has set in motion. The miracle is in my hands. My hands are tied. Oh, let my hands be unbound.

How far is the glistening arm of the Roman soldier? How much sand between me and his muscle? 

God cannot intercede. Remember that. 

Ecce homo. He wants to prove that peace is possible. What more could we want? Life is who we are. Life is what we wanted. There is no reason for rage in this world. There is no reason for love in this world. Why then choose rage over love? 

Sometimes a restless woman paces far away, as though she smells a possibility beyond the fence of fear. But mostly the women stand still, huge-eyed and helpless.

Even if I am wrong, I must walk with courage. 

My body trembled for him in artless desire. If only I could show him the joy of this world, I thought, perhaps he would choose to stay, for my sake, for the sake of celebrating life. 

But he was too taken with sorrow for that. 

When all our avenues for ecstasy are blocked, then sorrow seeps in, like seeds of depression attaching themselves to our DNA. And suddenly the law is all there is. 

And then the law starts growing out of proportion, a powerful vine, choking the heart. 

My loved one knew how to heal, how to pick wheat on the Sabbath, how to outwit the pious crowd of men intent on murder who came to test him with a woman who, the law decreed, had to be stoned with stones till she died.

Laws have always circled harsh around women, chaining us to years and tears of silence. You cannot commit adultery alone. But you dare not repeat such thoughts to the inflamed. They only punish you more then. For being a woman, for being wrong, for being their awkward, ever-present temptation. It's faster to kill the temptation than to enlighten the tempted. 

Do you wonder that we stand feverish and watch, like sad crows from the distance, skittish like starving cats? We have grown smaller, stunted in the distance, ugly with fear, like monkeys scattering at a clap of hands. 

My body was flooded with fear. Also with hope. I didn't want to believe that a decree of men of little consequence would triumph over his power, his life; or that he, like one addicted in his DNA to suffering, should choose the solemn sacrifice over the wild dance and dignity of life. 

I, too, am subject to the laws of God. 

I didn't believe he would go and let himself get slaughtered. Something, at the last moment, would happen to save him. I knew it. By the time I realized that nothing miraculous was going to take place unless I made it happen, it was too late. I was too weak with disbelief. 

I was that miracle, you see, and I was too weak to happen. 

We all dream that in the core of our being we can bring the seed of salvation to troubled men we love. We are not wrong. 

Of course he was the son of God. Of course you and I are the sons and the daughters of life.

In my attention to grief I became one of the sinners, witness to all this, first flooded with sorrow, then calm with acceptance that we took this life, this God, and shredded him to pieces. 

Why did I not step in front of his precious body? 

I was so small, confused, befuddled, and I kept believing against reason that it wouldn't happen. In my distance, I even believed in the ability of God to do something so powerful that my beloved wouldn't die, to act like a parent who has the magic to fix what we have broken.

Well, your church masters say triumphantly, he didn't die, did he? He is still with us. 

Only, he was never human again. We believe in a savior who will not be human again. Do we then also believe in a salvation that will never be human again? 

Ask the women with men at war how they pray, what miracles they beg for, how they believe their men will return, against all odds, and in the face of all reality. 

I knew from the first I would be wounded by loving him, and by his love for a jealous God who excluded all else, especially all things of earth. Should he, in the desert, have chosen the green earth that Satan offered him, rather than the elusive love of God? 

True God is not jealous. True God is not at war with angels. 

I could feel both his passion and his errors. That was perhaps my greatest sin: to know his errors and not speak of them, for fear of embarrassing him, for fear of stopping the passion together with the mistake. 

I also felt his blessing ways. Each moment in his presence was a gift. Keeping respectful silence seemed a small price to pay. And yet it was too great. 

When he was dead, yes, I went to the cross to touch, too late, the lifeless feet, the blood-crusted flesh. The flies sipped the last bit of life from his blood, which smelled metallic in coagulation. I remember the stench of fear. And still I kissed his stained feet. Behold, this is my beloved.

The diamond grains of sand ground into my knees, into the palms of my hands.

Did I rage against God?

No, God raged against me. 

When my loved one cried out on the cross, did he realize at last that he had prayed at the wrong altar? It was not God he should have prayed to, but the men, the hearts of the men that had condemned him from senseless envy, the ones who were his equals, the ones who could have turned the tide. 

And he should have prayed to the women who were on his side all along because they were on the side of love and of life all along . . . but so far off in their fears.

You seem to care a lot whether we lay together in love. Is that so important? 

I wanted nothing so much as to touch him, to love my lord. The love was important, not how he chose to receive it. 

I wanted to kiss him, even his lifeless flesh.

I didn't want him to be gone. I did not want to be apart from him.

Sadder than all is that, near two thousand years later, not much has been learned. 

Be gentle with each other. 

Don't weep with me or for me today. Rather, reach back in time and give me the courage I need to step out of the shadows and put my hand on the Roman soldier's arm. And pray for me to reach forward in time to give you the courage for a future of peace.

Pray with me at the foot of the cross of my lord. Pray that we may not just receive the blessings of his teaching like children do, but that we may also start to grow with them, as adults, as God's sons and God's daughters, strong against the sin of silence.

Pray to step forward from among the women watching from afar, who have been ridiculed, who have been trivialized, who have been humiliated, and yet, who still go forth and celebrate the beauty of life.

This is where the tears fade, the smudges, the odor of fear, the slime of carnage. This is the truth of a woman who wanted to love and be loved. To live. To protect. 

You've seen me, red-cloaked at times in your salacious fantasies, kneeling in despair, in tragedy, in sorrow. Don't look there anymore. Look where my love for him was tenderness. I wanted to sit in the curl of his arm. I wanted to sit beside him and worship, for he taught me everything that he believed. 

The walk was long up to the cross. 

I am on my knees in the sand. If there is heckling, I can't hear it. I only dream of standing up, of claiming my desire. 

Come closer. I would offer you the future. Your hand on the soldier's arm. Your word pregnant with power. 

“Stop.”
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ONE YEAR
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I should have started sooner writing this down. There's so little time now. I want to hold on to everything. I don't want things to change. Again. But they will. Maybe there will be an extra day if a train goes off schedule. Not likely. Before I know it, Monika will be here to pick me up. Then I'll once again be the respectable widow, mother of three, old lady, good citizen.

I want to hold on to the freedom of this last year. 

I don't really want to go back to tedious respectability. But I will. 

Okay, no time to waste. Only just enough time to look up at the sliver moon through the window. Soon it will fade into day.

The moon was full when I arrived. Good thing, because I didn't even have a flashlight. Matches in a tin canister, yes, but they don't do much good outside. I had a stump of a candle, too. But I'm no pilgrim marching along with a lit candle in hand, the way we used to march as children in the first week of advent with our cardboard lanterns. I do like the idea, though: Pilgrim Mina. 

I can't remember if it was windy the night I got here. Probably not, otherwise I would remember the pleasure of finding shelter. 

I had said goodbye to Amelia. I had to. She didn't want us to split up. True, it would have been safer to keep on traveling together. She even invited me to come live with her at her cousin's home in a place called Waldsee. She offered to share her room with me until I found my own family again. Unfortunately, she was driving me crazy. 

I said I'd stay in touch, but I didn't. By then she probably was offended anyway. No matter what polite justifications I thought up, I'm sure she could sense I was simply fed up with her company. 

In my defense, I stayed with her until she had only a day's journey left to get to her cousin's. It wasn't as though I abandoned her in the wild somewhere. And there was that other group she joined in the end. Yes, it would have been safer, and, yes, I lied, telling her and everyone else that I had a lead on finding some of my family up north. I didn't. In fact, what lead I had was that Marianne and the kids were heading to Bavaria when they left my house. I went in the opposite direction on purpose, heading north. 

I'd already lost everything, my house, my workshop. My family was gone to destinations as yet unknown. The one thing I wanted to hold on to was my little bit of autonomy—not an easy prospect in our world, war or no war. 

I suppose you could say I went crazy. The hunger. A sixty-one-year-old woman wandering on country roads with her small bundle, sleeping on haystacks, hiding in trees. Truth? I was gleefully proud to still be able to climb up a tree. Most women my age were too large or lately too weak to climb anything.

It was just my knapsack and me. Yes, you could say I was crazy. I didn't feel crazy, though. Despite the hunger and the grime, I felt delicious. The air was mine. I had room to expand in it. I didn't have to constrict myself around it. For the first time in my life, I was truly free. 

Hunger is a mean thing, though. It gnaws at you. It was too early for ripe grain. I tried. There were kernels already. They tasted liquid and green. At times I ate them anyway. Once I passed through a town where everybody stood in line for a tablespoon of sugar. I didn't want sugar. I wanted bread. But the English doled out sugar, so I took sugar. And in the fields the unripe grain. I remember I got some milk a few times, too. Milk always made me happy. Skim milk tasting of miracles.

Once I ate fresh bread until the hiccups came. I didn't care. The bread in my mouth felt wonderful. 

I found a man on the road. At first I thought he was sleeping, but he was dead. I went through his knapsack and found several tins of Kommissbrot and a roll of dried pea soup. I took them. I left him there. I had to trust that someone else would find and bury him. It wasn't something I could do all by myself. I was afraid he would haunt me for leaving him there, but the only time I ever think of him, I feel gratitude, as though he were telling me: You did well. 

I didn't know where to go, so I just went.

I hoped the children were okay, and my three little grandchildren, but I didn't give them a lot of thought. I had no desire to go find them. Strange, isn't it? I deliberately went in the other direction.

It was beautiful for the first days alone on the road. Nobody bothered me. Then came a few days of rain. It wasn't too bad. It was still summer. I sat under trees to wait out the rain. I wasn't afraid of lightning. I figured if the Lord had saved me this far, He wouldn't let me die from a bolt of lightning unless He had a good reason.

And then I saw Gerhard's farm. I was wet. I watched the farmhouse for a while. No sign of life. So I went to the barn.

I didn't care for anything anymore. By then my favorite time of day was whenever I was exhausted enough to fall asleep.

I was delirious.

He brought me beef broth.

I apparently babbled in my delirium and called out for Erich.

“Gerhard,” he told me he kept saying, assuming I had misunderstood him the first time. “My name is Gerhard.”

“But where is Erich?” I asked.

“Who is Erich?”

“My husband of course.” How could he be so dense?

Potatoes. He had potatoes in the cellar, with eyes sprouting, but they were okay. We could eat them, boiled, fried, turned into potato dumplings, potato pancakes. Even potato cake.

The first thing he got was chickens.

Then a cow.

I had nothing to give him.

When Tillmann's wife left my house, she forgot to take the six tins of Kommissbrot Tillman had brought as a gift for her the winter before. They were still good. They were supposed to last forever. 

I told him my name. Wilhelmina Weber. 

“Are you a weaver?” Gerhard asked.

“No, but close. I'm a dressmaker. Perhaps I should say I was a dressmaker. There's not going to be a lot of demand for new dresses in the near future.”

“You never know,” he said.

He came down from the attic with curtain materials. “There,” he said. “Sew something.” I appreciated his gentle generosity. He knew I didn't want to be just a charity case. 

While I was on the road, I never slept in trees. I slept in haystacks at times, though, like a cat. With the trees, though I could climb them, I was afraid I would fall out, never mind all the fairy tales I had read with grandmother witches sitting up in trees. Nobody ever mentioned any of them actually sleeping in those trees. As for me, I was sure I would fall out.

Gerhard had a rickety motorcycle. One day he came with a huge jar of pickled herring. 

He always told me I ate too little. Half a slice of bread with butter and a leaf of lettuce. Bread and butter. Bread with sugar. With goose drippings or pork drippings. One of my favorites was milk rice when we had milk.

I am paralyzed. I am frantic. I wanted to write down everything all at once. All that freedom this past year. I want to keep every morsel of it alive. 

When Marianne left with the children, I should have gone too, but I didn't want to. I didn't have a lot of use for Marianne. I thought she was a silly little thing. I don't know what possessed Tillmann to bring her to me in the middle of a war. I guess for her and the children's safety. I guess he knew I wouldn't abandon her or kick her out. She should have stayed with her own parents, but I didn't have a way of saying so without sounding mean. She didn't have a trade. Nothing. Her cooking was marginal, too. I'm just saying—what good was she then? She once wanted to be a teacher. Would probably have done okay with that, come to think of it, but her father had said no. I am grateful my father let me learn his trade. I am grateful I had at least something useful to offer the world. 

But here was little Marianne. The year she lived
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