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I get asked frequently, how did you come up with the idea for this book?
As a child, the existence of the Garden of Eden fascinated me. 
I read about it as much as I could find, searching maps for clues to its location. As an adult, the general location came to remembrance during the Iraq war in 1991.

“The war was in the same valley as the Garden of Eden.  Are the animals in the Garden aware?” After all, the Garden is still there, right? 

Why else would God guard the entrance with Cherubims? 

Logically, that realm still exists, complete with

‘all the creations that were first created’. 
My imagination moved forward in thought. Who could see the Garden? The last humans, who were able to, were without sin and of a pure heart.  What if...a person had a pure heart, could they see and enter it?
~ 
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He drove the man out and stationed east of the Garden of Eden the cherubim and the fiery ever-turning sword, 
to guard the way to the tree of life. 

Genesis 3:24

~
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“Good Morning”

––––––––
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Zahra tossed and turned all night, and awoke from a vivid dream to the sound of the morning bell. Her mind was still swirling with fleeting glimpses of creatures and shimmering colors. She found herself in the reality of the orphanage where she lived. As she sat up she brushed her hand through her hair, only to discover a few delicate flower petals entwined in the strands. Confused, she wondered how they had gotten there. Little did she know that these petals were but a mere whisper. 
Zahra forced herself out of bed. Today was the day she would go with her teacher on an outing to another orphanage. Not just any orphanage but ‘Susa’ near the Susha Valley Market place which is filled with exotic clothing and delicacies. For once she wasn’t so upset to not have a family to visit. She daydreamed about flying carpets and magic lamps when the sound of the first breakfast bell startled her back to reality.
Breakfast was chaotic and the cafeteria was buzzing with excitement. A list had been posted that would direct each child to a table where their group was meeting. Some were going to the airport, others were being picked up by family, and Zahra’s group would be taking a bus. Each child would be assigned a partner. Miss Clausen would be accompanying the group to another orphanage. She explained that a basket had been prepared for each child to reach in and choose a slip of paper that would have their partner's name on it. Zahra was last in line, and she could see who might be her partner as children chose their slips, leaving those that were left waiting yet to be chosen.

Please...oh please don’t pair me with Janay, Zahra said to herself. Janay was a terrible-wicked bully. She was also the favorite of the head director Ms. Wallen. Janay often made up stories about other children to get them in trouble with Ms. Wallen. She always had to have her way, and if you crossed her she would find a way to get even. Janay moved to the front of the line and chose her slip of paper with a name on it. She glanced up and smiled a wicked grin.

“Zuleica!” she said out loud.

Zuleica mumbled loud enough for others to hear, “Oh great.”

She wasn’t a nice girl either, but not near as mean as Janay. Together though, they were a formidable pair.

As the choices became smaller it occurred to Zahra, that she might not have a partner. That came true when all the slips of paper were gone but one.

Miss Clausen said “I have my partner” as she chose the last slip in the basket, and pointed right at Zahra.

Zahra thought to herself, What a relief! Miss Clausen was her favorite person at the orphanage, next to Doc the school handyman. As the children paired up a loud voice rang out in the cafeteria.

“Hush!” Ms.Wallen yelled over the loudspeaker.

She was instructing the children on the rules of the trip.

“You will have plenty of time to visit each other,”— she grimaced, "Please return to your rooms, finish packing, and have your luggage outside your door, for the next morning. Mr. Adil (Doc) will pick up your luggage to take to the bus at 8 am.,” She said.

The next morning Zahra woke before the alarm went off, and finished packing her suitcase, making sure to bring her journal. As she lifted the journal from the drawer a photograph fell from the pages. A photo of two women, one older than the other. This was the only link to her past she owned, she always imagined the photo was of her Mother and Grandmother. The photo was found in her pocket when she was found as a small child, alone at the edge of a river.

As she ran her finger along the faces she noticed it was two photos, she had never realized there were two photos stuck together! She gently peeled them apart. The second photo was of a mud house, and standing in the doorway was a young girl with her hand outstretched with a beautiful Blue butterfly. I wonder who that is.  She turned the photo over and there were strange markings on it that looked like scratches. [image: image]She tucked the photos back into her journal and finished packing.

Zahra carried her suitcase to the door just in time to see Doc coming down the hallway with a cart, collecting luggage. As he neared Zahra’s door, he saw the children pairing up, and Zahra standing alone with her suitcase.

“Hop on, and I will give you a ride to the bus,” Doc said.

Zahra hopped on, and as the cart began to move,  it reminded her of the magic carpet ride she dreamed about, and she held her arms out as the cart swooshed down the corridor.

As they filed onto the bus, each pair of children sat with one another, and Zahra was left standing alone and a little confused.

Miss Clausen sitting in the very front of the bus, smiled and patted the seat next to her “We are partners, remember?  

As the bus pulled away, Miss Clausen stood and turned towards the children and began to explain the rules and where they would be staying.

“Stay with your partners, and always wait for your partner should you become separated. Do not talk to strangers, especially in the market. Stay with your group” She said.

After Miss Clausen was finished with the rules she sat down, and saw that Zahra was staring out of the window. Reaching into her book bag she pulled out a pamphlet about the town of Susa and the Marketplace and handed it to Zahra.

Zahra took the pamphlet and looked at the photos: Susa is the center of Susiana, and it was among the greatest cities of ancient Persia. Located in the southwest of Iran, at the foot of the Zagros Mountains between the Karkheh and Dez Rivers, Susa was the chief city of Susiana and one of the capitals of the Achaemenid empire, and has yielded a wealth of archaeological and epigraphic material. A  small museum set in a garden contains many objects found at Susa and elsewhere in Khuzestan.

The bus ride was long and hot. Falling asleep for a moment, the bus hit potholes jarring Zahra awake. Looking out of the window she saw people walking with their animals along the side of the road.

Doc saw Zahra looking out of the window and said, “Those soldiers with jeeps and tents are at many checkpoints. Now that the war is over many families have returned, and are attempting to find their loved ones.” Zahra wondered if she would ever find her own family.

Finally, the bus stopped in a small town, and the children were allowed to get off the bus. Zahra stayed with Miss Clausen and they entered a red building that looked like it was made out of mud. The walls were beautifully covered with tiles creating colorful scenes.

Many people were standing all around a large poster board that was affixed to the wall. Families who were looking for their missing loved ones searched posters on the wall and on another board where they could place a photo and name of their own missing loved ones. A map of the area directing travelers to the local hospital, and another map of the area that included special places of interest, were on a nearby sign.

“Are we going there?” Zahra asked Miss Clausen, as she pointed to “Susa” on the map.  

Miss Clausen pointed to an area just outside of Susa, at the foot of the Zagros Mountains near a river and a valley. The orphanage was built separately from Susa.

“How long before we get there?” Zahra asked.

Miss Clausen replied, “It is a long ride, all day and part of the night.”
It was a long trip to the orphanage. It was boring looking out of the window at the vast desert, it all looked the same. Occasional mud buildings speckled the landscape, they were run down and abandoned. How could anyone live here? Zahra thought. She pulled her journal out and tried to write, but the bus hit pothole after pothole, and made it impossible to write. 
Zahra remembered the pamphlet Miss Clausen gave her and began to read about the town of Susa: “Susa is an ancient city in the lower Zagros Mountains east of the Tigris and Dez Rivers in Iran. The ancient battle of Susa in 647 BC was a battle involving Assyrians and Elamites. When Assyrian king Ashurbanipal decided to destroy Susa, he completely leveled the city. A tablet unearthed in 1854 in Nineveh reveals Ashurbanipal as an avenger, seeking retribution for the humiliations the Elamites had inflicted on the Mesopotamians over the centuries.  

Ashurbanipal dictates Assyrian retribution after his successful siege of Susa. The tablet reads:“Susa, the great holy city, the abode of their gods, the seat of their mysteries, I conquered. I entered its palaces, I opened their treasuries where silver and gold, goods and wealth were amassed.... I destroyed the ziggurat of Susa. I smashed its shining copper horns. I reduced the temples of Elam to naught; their gods and goddesses I scattered to the winds. The tombs of their ancient and recent kings I devastated, I exposed to the sun, and I carried away their bones toward the land of Ashur. I devastated the provinces of Elam and on their lands I sowed salt.  — Ashurbanipal”
Zahra didn’t understand most of what she read, but she could see the destruction that the war had left behind from the images in the pamphlet of ancient ruins.
Looking up and out of her window, the people she saw looked very poor. Many people were wandering, and others were sleeping under occasional trees alongside the road. Donkeys were tied with the belongings of families who traveled along the side of the road. Dust covered them from the bus as they traveled past them.

“Why are we going to the orphanage, Miss Clausen?”

She answered, “To pick up children who were left behind to bring them to our school.” 
Zahra looked down at her pamphlet and read more about Susa, and its history:
“It is thought to be the place of the Tomb of Daniel. Susa contains several layers of urban settlements in a continuous succession from the late 5th millennium BCE until the 13th century CE. The site bears exceptional testimony to local cultural traditions, which have largely disappeared. Susa is located around 160 miles east of the famous Tigris River. Exit the Susa Museum gardens via the left gate and ascend the ramp. Dominating the landscape on the right is the fortress-like Chateau de Morgan (Shush Castle), built on the bones of an Elamite acropolis by the French in the early 20th century to protect their loot from marauding tribesmen. It's not open to the public, but there are fine views from the path around the base, including a view of the Tomb of Daniel from the southern side.”
The pamphlet included a fold-out map of the area.
Zahra continued to read the pamphlet, and as she turned the page she saw a photo of a mud tablet with odd writing. Oh! she thought. It was the same writing on my photograph! She turned to Miss Clausen to ask her a question, but she was leaning up against the seat, fast asleep. 

[image: 330px-Reverse._The_story_of_Lugalbanda_in_the_Mountain_Cave,_Old-Babylonian_period,_from_southern_Iraq._Sulaymaniyah_Museum,_Iraqi_Kurdistan.jpg]
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Chapter Two
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“Magic Carpet”

––––––––
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Finally, we are here! Pulling into the rear of the orphanage, children standing in a long line greeted the weary travelers with drinks and a late supper prepared on a long table. Zahra stayed close to Miss Clausen who was warmly greeted by a woman wearing a shimmering gown.

Introducing herself, she took both of Zahra’s hands and held them both in hers gently, and kissed them.

“You are a special child, aren’t you?”

Embarrassed, looking down at the ground, Zahra thought that was an odd thing for her to say. Zahra quickly slid behind Miss Clausen as if to hide.

The woman smiled and said to Zahra, “You may call me Leila.”

After supper was done, they were directed to their rooms to put their things away. Zahra was pleased that Miss Clausen was her partner, as she watched Janay glaring at her from her room across the hall. Janay then whispered something to Zuleica, and then they both laughed at their secret.

Just then, someone touched Zahra from behind. It was Paul.

“Watch those two,” he said, “I overheard them on the bus planning something”

“Oh?” she said. “What did you hear?”

“I am not sure, but I heard them say your name. I couldn’t hear all of it but you better watch yourself, and stick close to Miss Clausen or me, they are up to no good.”

Paul is an older orphan, but you wouldn’t know it. He has been in the orphanage since he was a toddler and oftentimes is mistaken for a teacher.

Miss Clausen broke the conversation when she rounded the corner with her luggage.

“Did you pick the bed you wanted, Zahra?” as she — entered their room.

“I’ll take the one by the window!” Zahra replied.

It was late, and they all fell asleep quickly. The next morning as they were getting ready for their day, Miss Clausen told Zahra that they were going to the market to get supplies. Zahra leaped with excitement. She had saved every penny she earned helping Doc with chores for a whole year, saving it for vacation. She rushed to get ready and placed her money in a hidden pocket inside her journal cover.

Arriving at the desert market, Zahra was surprised to see how big it was, and so many people! Out in the middle of nowhere, where did they all come from?  She saw clothing, baskets, rugs, tapestries, food, and lamps! She had never seen so many shops in one place. Children running around, and camels, goats, and dogs! Miss Clausen reminded the children of the rules, and how to stay with their partners. She reminded them to put their names on their lunch baskets and to not forget them on the bus.

She also instructed the children to stay on the main market path and not leave that path. Under the guidance of Doc, some of the children squealed and headed for the play area near the front of the market. There was a fruit stand with delicious treats near there, and children were counting their change to buy a treat. Zahra stayed with Miss Clausen to do the shopping for the orphanage with Leila accompanying them. They headed towards the back of the market where the bulk groceries were stored.

Passing in front of the shops, Zahra stopped briefly to look at an item. Whispering to herself, “Oh! A magic carpet, and genie lamps!” Miss Clausen, seeing that Zahra was interested in a shop near the bulk storefront, allowed her to go in the shop if she promised to not leave while she was putting in her order. Zahra promised.

Purple tapestries, and old books that smelled funny, lined the open walls. Fabrics that glimmered with jewels and sparkled in the breeze hung all along the shop. Lamps of all sizes and colors hung above and covered the ceiling. A sweet aroma caught her attention and made her go to the back of the store to see where it was coming from. There in the back was an old woman sitting beyond a veiled curtain.

The old woman caught sight of Zahra. “Come here my child,” and Zahra went to her.

“My name is Inanna. What is your name, child?”

“Zahra,” she replied.

The old woman sat back in her chair and went silent for a few moments.

“This is your given name; do you know what it means?”

“No,” said Zahra.

“Bright, brilliant, blooming like a radiant flower,” she said.

“Give me your hands.” The old woman reached out —with her weathered shaking hands, and took Zahra’s hands. She turned her hands over and reached onto her table sitting next to her chair. She brought out a White Gemstone that had writing on it and placed it in Zahra’s hands.

The old woman said, “This is the way inside.”  

Zahra looked at the Gemstone and said, “I have seen those scratches before! They are on the back of a photograph in my journal.” She reached for it to show her and just then, Zahra noticed her journal was gone! She quickly turned and —ran out of the shop, still holding the Gemstone in her hand. She ran back along the long path through the market. There were so many people in the way. As she searched the ground, moving feet were everywhere, covered in sand and dust. She pushed her way through the crowd, frantically searching. All at once, she realized she didn’t know where she was. She stood very still, looking around. Not only had she lost her journal, she had lost herself. 
Meanwhile, Miss Clausen and Leila returned to the shop where they had left Zahra, and called out to her as they moved through the shop. Reaching the back, they saw the old woman sitting in the back of the shop. 
Miss Clausen asked, “Have you seen a little girl about this tall?” —holding her hand up to her shoulder.
“Yes, she was here one moment, and then turned” —lifting her hand pointing to the front of the shop—“and ran out,” said the old woman.
Miss Clausen and Leila turned to leave the shop. Before they left the old woman grabbed Leila’s skirt as she turned, stopping her. 

“That child does not travel alone,” she said.

Leila smiled when she realized what the old woman meant.  

“Blessed?” she asked.

“Oh, much more than that,” said the old woman. “Blessed with the curse of Tehora.”

Leila gave a curious glance and smiled, and quickly left to search for Zahra. Tehora Leila said to herself, it means pure and clean. Leila was not surprised to hear of myths and stories from within this market; after all, it is centered inside the oldest city on earth, which is also thought to be the foundation grounds of religion itself. Leila shrugged the words of the old woman off and continued to search for Zahra.

The teachers searched through the market. After searching the main path, they realized that Zahra had left the main walkway and was probably deeper inside the market.

“We need help and it is getting late,” said Leila.

Meanwhile, Zahra stood frightened, not knowing which way to go. As she turned she noticed an animal market. She saw cages of chickens, and some goats tied nearby. One cage had a large scraggly blackbird perched in it. As it stared at her, it gave out a loud “CAW!”

As she neared its cage, she noticed the door to the cage was open, yet the blackbird did not leave. Curious, she went closer to the cage, just as an unusually large Blue Butterfly gently wafted down and landed on her. It remained there for a few moments, flew a few feet away, and Zahra followed it. It seemed to stop now and then as if it were waiting for her. She followed the Butterfly through the market until it landed on the ground. When Zahra bent down to look at it closer, she spotted her journal! She quickly picked it up and looked where the butterfly had landed, but it was gone. Happy to have found her journal, even though she was still lost inside the crowded market.

Meanwhile, Miss Clausen and Leila had made their way to the front of the market and found Doc with the rest of the children. They decided to load the children onto the bus and resume looking for Zahra. It was late afternoon, and the market was starting to close some of the shops. The market did not have officers; instead, they relied on the helpers in the missionary tent to help them.
After describing what Zahra looked like, several adults assisted in looking for Zahra throughout the market, to no avail. It was now dusk and the bus was loaded with tired children. They decided to take the children back to the orphanage and one adult would stay behind and continue to look for Zahra. Leila decided, since she was familiar with the market and the language, to volunteer and remained behind.   
As the bus pulled away, Leila joined the evening search with the missionaries. The market is very large, almost the size of two football fields. Not only was the area very large, but it was also not laid out in an orderly fashion. Many of the families who owned the markets also lived there during the hot season, which created a confusing atmosphere. Leila decided to retrace her steps back to the old woman, hoping Zahra had found her way back there.

After nearly four hours of searching, the missionaries returned to their tent and along the way, they crossed paths with Leila.

“We will continue searching in the morning,” they said.

Leila thanked them for their help and continued toward the old woman. Zahra meanwhile, was on the far side of the market.  

Clutching her journal as she walked carefully out of the way of the throngs of people, who were shutting down their markets, and moving products inside, she had no idea which way to go. When she asked a shopkeeper to help her, he answered in a language she did not understand.

Zahra was getting very sleepy and decided to sit down and rest. Looking around she saw the Blue Butterfly had landed on top of a pile of burlap sacks by a fruit market! Happy to see her friend, she climbed on top to see it
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