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A NOTE ON THIS BOOK
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For two thousand years, Mary Magdalene has been called a prostitute. She was not.

That designation was invented in 591 CE by Pope Gregory I, who merged three separate women from the Gospels into one composite sinner — a theological sleight of hand that served the interests of a male-dominated church and silenced one of the most significant voices in early Christianity. The Catholic Church formally acknowledged this error in 1969. The correction came quietly. The damage had already been done across centuries of paintings, sermons, and stories.

What we know of the real Mary Magdalene comes from scripture itself. She was a woman of means, who funded Jesus and his disciples from her own resources. She was present at the crucifixion when most of the male disciples had fled. She was the first witness to the resurrection — the first to be sent to tell the world. In the Gospel of John, the risen Jesus speaks her name, and she recognizes him. In the Gospel of Mary, a Gnostic text, she is depicted as the closest of all disciples, entrusted with teachings the others had not received.

This book imagines what it would sound like if Mary herself could finally speak — not through the filter of those who feared her, silenced her, or misnamed her, but in her own voice. It is a work of historical imagination rooted in scholarship, scripture, and a deep respect for the woman who was there at the beginning, and at the end, and at the beginning again.

She was not a sinner. She was a witness. And witnesses deserve to be heard.

⁂
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The world before the world changed

— — —
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“Let the one who seeks not stop seeking until she finds. When she finds, she will be troubled. When she is troubled, she will marvel.”

— The Gospel of Thomas

I want to tell you about the smell of fish.

That is where I begin, not with visions or prophecy, not with the moment my life cracked open and light poured in — but with fish. With the Sea of Galilee at dawn, with the boats coming in heavy and silver, with the sound of men calling out to one another across the water and the smell that never fully left the stones of Magdala, no matter how many times the rains came.

I was born into that smell. My father’s family had traded in salted fish for three generations. We were prosperous by the standards of Galilee, which is to say we were not wealthy but we were not hungry, and the distinction between those two conditions is the whole of what most people in this world have ever asked for. We had a house with two rooms. We had a cistern. We had enough.

I tell you this because they will tell you other things. They will tell you I was a woman of the streets, that I sold myself, that I was the sinner whose sins were many and whose tears watered the feet of a holy man. They have been telling this story for centuries and they will not easily stop. But before you hear their story, I want you to hear mine, and mine begins with a house that smelled of fish and a father who taught me to count and a mother who taught me to pray and a childhood that was unremarkable in every way except the one that mattered most:

I paid attention.

That was my nature from the beginning. While other girls learned to keep their eyes soft and their thoughts quiet, I kept mine sharp. I watched the way merchants weighted their scales, the way Roman soldiers moved through the market with their eyes that saw everything and acknowledged nothing, the way the synagogue leaders prayed loudly at street corners while their wives walked three steps behind them with downcast faces. I watched all of it. I catalogued it the way my father catalogued inventory: carefully, without sentiment, without yet knowing what I would do with what I had learned.

The rabbis did not teach girls. I knew this. I had accepted it the way one accepts the shape of the hills or the direction of the wind — as fact, not injustice. Injustice requires comparison. I had nothing to compare my life to yet.

That would come.

⁂

I was perhaps twenty-two or twenty-three when I first became ill — though ill is not quite the right word for what happened to me, and the word they later used for it is less right still.

What I will say is this: there were periods of time that I could not account for. Stretches of hours, sometimes days, in which I was present in my body but absent from myself. I would find myself in rooms I had not walked into, mid-task, with no memory of beginning. I would speak and hear my own voice as though it came from someone else. I would wake from sleep certain I was somewhere I was not, and it would take long minutes for the room around me to reassemble itself into something I recognized.

My family was frightened. Frightened people reach for explanations, and in my time and place the explanation that was reached for was possession. Seven demons, they would later say. Seven.

I was a woman in a state they could not understand, so they named it evil.

I do not say this with bitterness. Bitterness is a luxury of people who have time to spare for their grievances, and I have spent my long silence doing something more useful with mine. But I want you to understand what it meant to carry that name — possessed — through a village where everyone had known you since childhood. To walk to the well and feel the slight shift in the women’s posture. To see your father’s face move through love and fear and grief in the space of a single glance. To be looked at and through, simultaneously. To become a kind of warning.

That was my world, before the world changed.

That was the woman who walked out of Magdala one morning, following a rumor, following something she could not have named if she had tried — some pull in the chest, some sense that there was a direction and that she had not yet found it.

I was that woman. I want you to keep her in mind.

Because they forgot her entirely.

⁂
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I.  MAGDALA
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My city, my name, my inheritance

— — —
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“She who has ears to hear, let her hear.”
— The Gospel of Mary

My name is not an accident.

Magdalene means “of Magdala,” and Magdala means tower. I have thought about this often in the long centuries since my name became synonymous with a fall — the irony of a tower-woman made low, a woman of height brought down to her knees in the telling. Language does things like this. Names become cages or they become wings, depending on who holds the key.

I have decided my name is wings.

Magdala sat on the western shore of the Sea of Galilee, roughly halfway between Tiberias and Capernaum. It was not a holy city. It was a working city — a city of docks and nets and the particular shouted Hebrew of men who spend their lives outdoors. The Romans had a name for it: Taricheae, which meant “place of salted fish.” They were not wrong, but they were not fully right either, because cities are always more than the industry they export.

What else was Magdala? It was the sound of Aramaic and Greek tangled together in the market, neither language fully winning. It was the way the light came off the water in the early morning, flat and silver, before it warmed to gold. It was the synagogue where I sat behind the screen as a girl and tried to see through the lattice-work to where the men were learning, tried to follow the words
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