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Introduction

A number of years ago, a friend, through joy and
struggle, asked for a hopeful story. Something with Pandora or the
Virgin Mary. Something about love.

What I wrote her was a series of very brief moments
mixing stories from various religions and slices of life. People
reaching for hope. Change.

Each included the basic element at the heart of the
Pandora story. The Garden of Eden too. There’s a fruit we’re not
supposed to eat. There’s a jar we’re not supposed to open.

The Divine put it there. Don’t look. Don’t open.
Don’t take.

Knowledge. Good. Evil.

We eat the fruit. We open the jar. We let evil into
the world. Hope too. We hope for the best. Strive for better. Slide
in the mud. Try again.

All of this is to provide some context for why I
thought of this story after the 2016 US presidential election—in
part because of an almost overwhelming urge to wrap my arms around
the earth and protect it somehow. Given the increase in activism,
I’m guessing that’s not a unique feeling. In part, because…okay,
here’s the thing: this book is and isn’t a response to Donald
Trump.

“That man” boasted about being able to assault women
with impunity, but he didn’t invent assault or the presumed
privilege of wealth. He mocked a disabled man to get a laugh from a
crowd, but he didn’t invent deficits in compassion. He played to
the racist fissures in our society, but they were already there. He
fanned the fires of people’s fears. Fear of being left behind. Of
being forgotten. Jobs. Work. People underwater deciding to take
poison gas for air.

I wanted to write something to wrap my arms around
the world. To wrap my head around the threads of racism, sexism,
isms. My own complicity as a white woman. A liberal Christian. Oh,
and think about global warming too. Compassion. Express an artistic
reaction to a moment that is the culmination of the moments that
came before it. I eventually settled on laying a sort of historical
foundation and then somewhat chronologically telling stories that
deal with these themes.

This book takes its structure (and some of the short
pieces) from that story I wrote for my friend long ago. The
religious to the mundane. It starts in Eden. Switches to a mother
with a sick child. Returns to a native woman growing kernels of
maize. Goes back and forth from there. It progresses
somewhat historically, with some mighty leaps in time.

This is much longer than I originally intended, but
that’s where it’s a response to that man. By being horrible, he
keeps reminding me of something I forgot. But here I stop, or the
book will be infinite and never seen.

Each short story peers into the forbidden jar. Takes
a bite of the forbidden fruit. Talks about the evil and the good.
There’s always hope.

Hopefully.

Purple

The red clay wall around the garden stretched taller
than the tallest tree. Eve climbed that tallest tree, a great
cedar, until she reached the last fragrant branch that would bear
her weight and then dared a higher branch still. It creaked beneath
her as she looked, but all she saw was the red wall above her.

The red wall had but one door of white stone, and
that gate was thick with green ivy. So thick that the door could
not be opened. The ivy climbed the wall, but only halfway. When Eve
tried to climb the ivy, she fell with such a heavy thud to earth
that it knocked the air from her lungs and she lay gasping up at
the birds.

The birds flew in and out of the garden, but they
could only tell her that outside was outside the garden.

Eve made a game of sitting by the door in the shadow
of the red wall and guessing with the deer or the wolves or the
rabbits or the lions as to what was on the other side.

Adam thought that game was silly. He preferred
running games or games where he rolled a hoop of bent branches over
the grass with a stick.

God didn’t come through the door. Either God was in
the garden, and it was easy to tell when that happened, or God was
not in the garden. The garden was large, but it was not that
large.

The garden was full of trees. Cedar trees and plum
trees. Cypress and oaks. Adam and Eve, they’d named them all. But
still, there was a center to the garden, and in that center, there
was a tree from which Eve must not eat. The serpent looped himself
darkly in the branches and said, “I personally haven’t done it, but
as I understand it, to eat of this fruit is to have the knowledge
of God. It is to know.”

Eve wrapped her arms around her legs in the shadow of
the red wall. “I shouldn’t even touch the tree.” She climbed up its
branches. She kicked her feet and lay on a white branch. The limbs
were thick with smooth blue fruit with soft skin. She touched one.
A bead of yellow juice dripped from the plump purple bottom of the
fruit. Eve not slowly licked her finger. It tasted like
tomorrow.

She ate the fruit, and she knew. Adam ate it too
because it was fair. They ate it, and they knew. God was in the
garden.

They went out through the gate stripped of its ivy
and out into the world with all its ills.

Willow

Lila brewed willow bark in water over a fire and made
tea of it. She gave the dark liquid to her daughter, Idna, to ease
the flush of fever in her cheeks. Idna looked at the tea in the
white clay cup with overbright eyes. “How do you know it’s
good?”

“Because my mother told me, as I am telling you. Now
drink your willow tea.” Lila pressed the cup into the girl’s
hands.

Idna traced her fingers over the faint designs of
waves on the side of the cup. “How did she know?”

Lila sighed. “Her mother told her, as I am telling
you.” She waited for the question as inevitable as the sun in the
sky.

Like the dawn, the question came. “But how did she
know?”

“Because her mother’s, mother’s, mother’s, mother’s,
mother’s mother brewed it in water and hoped it would bring
something good, which it did. Now drink your willow tea.” Lila
raised her eyebrows.

Idna drank her willow tea and made a face, for it was
bitter. “She probably died because it tasted so bad.” She drank it
all and fell asleep holding the cup.

Blood

Xquic was pregnant. She’d been picking gourds in a
tree with the skull of Hun-Hunahpu in it. The skull of Hun-Hunahpu
had said, “Stretch out your hand,” and she cursed herself that
she’d done it for he’d spat in her hand—vile skull of an idiot—and
it was done. She’d had the pleasure of throwing the skull of
Hun-Hunahpu out of the tree, though.

She put the skull of Hun-Hunahpu in her pack, because
her sons should know their father, fool of a man to have his head
cut off and stuck in a tree. She bore the burden of it because she
was a fool of a woman to reach out her hand when a skull asked
it.

She walked the long road to the house of the skull’s
wife, Xbaquiyalo. Xquic was pregnant with twins. She stopped often
on the way, because her back ached and her feet had blisters
beneath her swollen ankles.

She came to the river of blood, and the stone giant
that guarded the way said, “You cannot pass.”

Xquic said, “That is fine. I will have my children
here, and you can help raise them. It is my guess that they will be
trickster gods and a great pleasure every day.”

The stone giant lifted her across the river of blood,
and she went on her way.

She came to the crossroads of the red, black, white,
and yellow ways. The red road said, “I am the way of the serpent.”
She sighed for that was the way she had just come. The yellow road
said, “I am the way of the seed.” Xquic did not need more seeds.
The white road said, “I am the way of the flint.” It was a good
road, fair and open, but it was not the way she needed to go. The
black road said, “I am the way of the rainstorm,” and it was
raining in that direction. That is the way she went.

Still, it was slow going. She crossed torrential
rivers. She came to a great thicket of casaba trees full of thorns
that said, “You cannot pass.” She took out a cigar of fine tobacco
and sat beneath a great leaf as she lit it. She said, “That is
fine. I will have my children here, and they will play among your
thorns. It is my guess that they will be trickster gods and a great
pleasure every day.” As she said this, the tip of the cigar glowed
red, and she traced a shape in smoke in the air. The casaba trees
pulled back their thorns from the black road, and she put out the
cigar.

By the time she made it to Xbaquiyalo’s house, she
was very pregnant with her twins.

Xbaquiyalo said, “I can’t feed you. How do I even
know that those are Hun-Hunahpu’s children? For it is not very
likely that a skull put even one child in your belly. No, you must
provide the food.” She handed Xquic a digging stick.

Xquic sighed. She went to a mound with two ears of
maize. She said to the mound, “If the gods want me to give birth to
these twins in my belly, then they had better help with feeding
them.” She planted the maize in the ground. She sat on a log
because her feet hurt. She waited. The mound was first green with
blades and then stalks and then covered in maize with round kernels
of red and blue and yellow and white. Xquic crossed her arms and
waited. Black ants swarmed over the mound, and they cut down the
stalks. They ate the leaves until all that was left was a great
pile of maize.

Xquic pushed herself to her feet and went back to the
house of Xbaquiyalo followed by the ants and the ears of maize.

Xbaquiyalo glared at the maize on the backs of the
ants and said, “Now there are ants in my house.”

Xquic lay down in the middle of the floor. “And now
there will be babies with trickster’s eyes.”

She had her boys there on the floor while Xbaquiyalo
glared at her and said, “You can’t do that here.”

Xquic had her children in the middle of the floor,
both of them. She named her first son Hunahpu, because he looked he
was blowing on a blowgun. She handed little Hunahpu to Xbaquiyalo
and said, “Here. Tell me if he looks like his father.” She had her
second son and named him Xbalanque, because he looked like a jaguar
sun to her. She looked at both her sons, and they looked at her.
She smiled at them, and tired as she was, she put the maize in the
empty jars that lined Xbaquiyalo’s walls.

She had them count the kernels as she did so to keep
them busy.

Soon they were drumming on the full jars. Trickster
gods—she taught them a song.

Maize

Falling woman dropped a kernel of maize in the black
earth of the field that she had made by burning back the jungle.
She poked another hole with her digging stick.

She only used the largest kernels from last year’s
crop as she had done the year before. As she had done the year
before that. She did as her mother had done before her and her
mother had done before that. She and her family ate only the
smallest kernels, but it was enough. Each year, the smallest grew
larger. That was what she worked toward.

When the field was planted, she pulled water from the
cenote that went down into the underground river that flowed
through the earth to Xibalba, the underworld. She could hear the
roar of a waterfall, but she knew the sound was deceiving. The
waterfall was only as high as her knee. She knew this because of
the time that she had climbed down into the cenote to pull water
from the river in the year that the rain did not fall.

Today there was plenty of water. She poured the water
from her jar on to the gray earth rich with ashes and hoped for the
best from the seeds that she had planted.

Umber

Hephaestus made the woman from umber clay. He gave
her the gift of beauty, because all things from his battered hands
were beautiful. He gave her tools too. For to his mind, everyone
needed tools.

Athena gave the woman cleverness and curiosity and
the skill to use those tools. Athena was old to the use of
tools.

Hermes gave the woman a clever tongue in her clever
head and words with which to speak. He was particularly proud of
the word “perspicacious.” Although, the play within the word
“gambol” also caught his fancy.

Artemis gave the woman a robe of white and the grace
to make those robes dance. She’d have given her a virgin’s gift
too, but that was not her father’s reason for causing her to be
made. Zeus was very angry over Prometheus’s theft and wanted to
punish humanity for the gift that had not been given to them.

Hera gave the woman a heart that longed and beat at
her blood. Aphrodite too. They worked upon the red heart and blood
together until they were perfect.

Hestia gave the woman a garland of ivy shaped like a
crown, but no fire. Prometheus had already stolen fire. She glanced
at her brother as she did this, but the crown did not displease
him.

Ares gave the woman a tilt to her eyebrows and eyes
that could see to the horizon. He spent some time on the other
rhythm that might make her blood beat fast. The beat of a drum on
the march.

Poseidon gave the woman a sail the color of the sea
and a ship with an arching prow to sail beneath it. He gave her the
skill to guide that ship through the lapping waves and to read the
stars above.

Demeter gave the woman two pithoi, of the earth. They
were empty when she gave them to her. One was of red clay, and it
was all over painted with blue waves and serpents on those waves.
The other was of white clay, and it was all over painted with
coiling black lines that were serpents upon the land.

Hades gave the woman the other gift that came as a
result of Hephaestus’s gift of life.

Apollo gave the woman a name, Pandora, which meant,
“She who gives gifts up.” It also meant “All gifted,” for all the
gods had given their gifts.

Zeus filled the jars. He said, “One jar is full of
all the ills of the world and one jar is filled with all that is
good. You must never open either of them.” He set Pandora on her
ship, and she sailed across the lapping sea.

She came to where kind Epimetheus waved a rake at the
birds hovering over his brother chained to a wave-kissed rock.

She said, “I am Pandora.” She looked at him from the
corner of her eye. He was pleasing. “The gods made me to be your
wife.” Pandora held her jars in both arms. They were her dowry. She
stared out at the horizon. Her heart beat very quickly to meet her
husband.

Prometheus from his rock called out, “Brother, do not
accept the gifts of the gods.”

Epimetheus did not listen. He accepted Pandora into
his house. He gave her a rake of her own. She sometimes went with
Epimetheus into the fields to pick up the food that grew in
plenty.

She sometimes sat with Prometheus on his rock. She
spoke with Prometheus about the sky in its blueness. She spoke with
him about the waves that kissed his rocks. They had many pleasant
conversations as she used her rake to beat the birds that sought to
eat his liver and with the file of Hephaestus cut into the chain
that held down his right hand.

Prometheus said, “You must never open either
jar.”

Epimetheus had no opinion on the subject.

Pandora looked to the far horizon. She hit a bird
hard enough to kill it with her rake. That bird would be dinner.
She said, “I think I have divined what to do.”

Prometheus called out as she left him to go to the
house with the bird. “It’s all hubris.” He glared at the birds on
the rocks. He waved the rake with his freed right hand at the
birds.

When she came back, she said, “Hubris too was the
gift of the gods.” She had both jars. She threw them on the far
side of the rocks and listened to them both shatter as they fell
into the sea.

She thought they made a pretty sound.

Prometheus said, “That was not wise.”

Pandora said, “Neither was stealing fire,” and went
to cook dinner.

Sand

They wrapped strips of fine cloth from the bottoms of
their finely embroidered robes around their faces to hold the
desert’s dust out of their mouths of honey. Not the clothing for a
desert journey. It was all the priestesses had been able to grab as
they fled out the temple’s windows.

Eni’s feet were used to walking on hard-pounded clay.
Her feet were not used to loose stones that threatened her balance.
Her arms were used to holding ritual baskets. To pouring urns of
river water over the high priestess, Enheduanna, while she sang the
hymns that asked the gods for rain upon the mountains. Rain that
fed the rivers. Watered the wide fields so the gain would grow for
bread and beer.

Hymns that Nanna, god of the moon, had ignored these
last two seasons. Instead there were fires in the mountains. Sickly
grain that curled in the caked earth under cedar-smoke haze.

That was how Lugal-Ane, Eni’s brother, son of the
last ruler of Ur, would-be king, had cast Enheduanna out. As a
foreigner. As the daughter of their conqueror. As a woman unfit to
sing the sacred hymns. Said in a loud voice that Enheduanna wasn’t
even her name. Merely the name she’d taken on when the great king
of Akkad gave her the holy cloister. That Ur would no longer be
under Akkad’s boot.

The fragrant cedar beams of the temple burned.

That was why Eni was holding a skin of water. Exiled
from the city of her birth. Denied by her brother. Named
traitor.

No.

Enheduanna wrote the hymns that Eni sang. Put her
name to them as none had ever done.

That was why Eni followed.

Enheduanna walked ahead of them all. Her steps were
sure despite the brambles catching at her ankles. She was composing
a poem condemning Nanna, the moon. Calling on Inanna, Queen of the
Stars, for the terrible dance that would restore Enheduanna to the
holy cloister of Ur.

Eni’s arms ached. Her chest ached. Her heart ached.
She was certain that Inanna could not fail to hear such a powerful
song. Certainly, Enheduanna’s brother, the great king of Akkad,
would hear her.

Ur was Akkad’s basket of bread.

Enheduanna turned to face the string of priestesses.
She pulled the rag from over her honey mouth. She held up a sword
in one hand and a dagger in the other. She said, “Nanna gave me
this dagger and this sword. He wants me to turn them against my own
body. Should I?”

“No,” whispered Eni. Her tongue like sand against
teeth of stone. She drank a swallow of water. Offered her sister
priestesses water to wet their mouths of dust, honey no more.
Repeated, “No!”

“Inanna will return us to our holy palace. All will
be restored.” Enheduanna put the sword and dagger into some fold of
her long robes. They continued on the dust trail.

Eni’s heart ached. She followed. The scent of burning
cedar strong in her mouth such that even milk would not have washed
away the taste.

Royal

She’d tried everything. Tattooed the eye of the
goddess Sekhmet on her belly. She’d added to the name Masika, born
during rain, with the name Nebmaatra, which meant beloved of
Sekhmet, to tempt that goddess to fill her belly. Added to that
name Arnekhamani, which means beloved of Isis. Had her handmaidens
waft her nether regions with sweet scents to tempt a child to
remain.

But always the floods came.

Her brother-husband, Seti, was patient and kind, but
Pharaoh must have a son.

She went to the waters of the Nile to bathe. To make
an offering to Sobek, god of the Nile. God of fertility, chaos, and
crocodiles. A dangerous course. Egypt was not built on chaos.

She was there, bathing and praying to Sobek, when a
glimmer of light caught her eyes. A fire on the water. There and
gone to reveal a crocodile swimming some ways off. That was when
she saw the basket. Heard a baby’s cry. An offering to Sobek,
perhaps. An answer to her heart.

She reached out without thought. At least sixty
cubits away. A great distance. Her arms stretched, while she was
unmoving. The baby plucked damp from his basket before the
crocodile reached the basket. She held the baby, gurgling.
Laughing.

All around her, her slaves babbled in amazement. She
only had eyes for the baby. He was circumcised like the Hebrew
slaves were said to do. Hungry. Strong. Beautiful. Alive. Warm in
her arms. In the water, crocodiles waited for their offering. There
was also Pharaoh’s orders waiting to be fulfilled to reduce the
number of the Hebrew slaves.

“I have no milk for you little one.”

He wrinkled his brows at her. Popped a bubble of spit
as if to let her know she could do better.

He was warm.

Alive.

The answer to the longing in her heart.

“I know a woman,” said a small voice. A little girl.
She was dressed in the garb of a Hebrew slave. “She has milk. She
has just lost a child.”

Arnekhamani knew this child must have been sacrificed
to Pharaoh’s order so the slaves would not overrun the two lands of
Egypt.

In that moment, there was a war within Arnekhamani.
Voices telling her to place the child back into the waters. That
this was not the heir Pharaoh needed. That Egypt needed.

But what of her need came the answer. What of the
miracle she’d just experienced.

She was a daughter of Pharaoh. A sister-wife of
Pharaoh. She killed the voices that counseled her to do what she
did not want to do. She held the child fast and vowed to love
him.

She said, “Bring this woman to me.”

She told Seti to choose a concubine or ten to get an
heir. She was done with chasing gods.

She laughed when soon after she found herself with a
child. She told her toddling bundle of joy from the river, her
little Moshe, “You will be a brother. A big brother.”

When she had a son, she asked Moshe’s wet nurse the
name of her god, for surely Arnekhamani had been blessed by the god
of the slaves for her act of love.

Arnekhamani added the name Bythra, daughter of Ya, to
her list of names. She told her sons, Ramses and Moshe, “You’ll be
brothers to each other and love each other in all things.”

She meant it.

Pearl

Caihong felt far from home.

Here wells brought up nothing but dust.

At home, the moon would have shattered on the river.
A pearl beyond price.

Here the land was dry. Wide. The space between rivers
distant. Here they must capture rain in stone pits thatched to keep
off the sun’s prying eyes. Here she lived in the shadow of the Long
Wall.

Home.

Caihong must set aside such thoughts. This was home
now. She and her husband, Liu, would make it a home. Their family
would make it a home. The emperor had cleared the land of the
Xiongnu, who had roamed wild with their horses. Uncivilized.

Their family, all the families that the emperor had
brought to this place, must clear the land and must civilize it.
Fill the earth with fields.

Liu leveled the earth. Caihong planted seeds in the
field. Her daughters planted seeds. Her sons planted seeds. Liu
lifted the gate that would let in water into their field. So little
water for crops to grow.

At home, the moon would have shattered on the wet
mud. A pearl without price. At home, wide rice fields would have
filled every hill. Here, the earth gobbled their water. Here rice
could not grow so far from the kingdom of Qin.

No.

The emperor had declared they were China now. Not a
hundred kingdoms. There must be no more walls except the one he
built. The Long Wall.

Outside was chaos.

Here was China.

The carts came from all over China. The emperor built
roads. All to bring stones to the Long Wall.

Caihong watched them. She watched them tamp down
stones and dirt in the Long Wall. She wondered if the cherry trees
Liu had planted would ever bear fruit. If the Long Wall would hold
off the cold wind this year that stripped the blossoms from the
trees. She wondered.

She went back to planting.

Wine

Imma carried the water, which was heavy, while her
mother carried the fresh bread, which was light. They were going to
visit Imma’s brothers and sister in Capernum by the Sea of Galilee.
A relief after an endless week visiting their cousin’s farm in the
hills above Capernum.

Father had suggested for all their sakes that they go
down into Capernum for the day.

Imma was not a child. She merely was the youngest.
This didn’t mean that she missed her sister, Martha, since she’d
married a man from Capernum. This didn’t mean that she missed her
brothers since they’d left Nazareth. This did not mean that she
missed her oldest brother in particular.

No matter what her mother said.

Anyway, it wasn’t certain that her brothers would be
there. They came and went all the time. Sometimes out in the
desert. Sometimes in the towns strung like beads on the fringe of
the shore.

Mother stepped over a rock in the path and adjusted
her hold on the satchel of bread. “We have to take it on faith that
they’ll be there.” She winked at Imma, who didn’t think that was
very funny. “Oh, my serious little one.” She hugged Imma, who
squirmed and pretended that she didn’t enjoy the hug.

“I’m not a child,” said Imma desperately reaching for
the rags of her dignity even as the Roman soldiers on their patrol
of the road laughed at her plight. “You were not much older than I
am when you had Yeshua.”

Mother laughed. She looked up at the searing arch of
the sky. “I don’t think our Father in Heaven sees time in quite the
same way that we do.” She skidded on some loose, white shale rock
but did not fall. She laughed. “Oh, Lord, protect me from falling,
or”—she grinned at Imma—“let me keep my eyes on the path.”

Imma groaned. Mother was terrible.

It was late in the afternoon when they finally made
it to Capernum. The bored Roman guards at the city walls let them
inside the city with only a few questions.

From there, it was not far to Martha’s house. Martha
said, “Mother, you didn’t have to bring bread.”

“I know.” Mother put the bread down on the table. “Or
fish I hear. I was there for the wedding. I know about the
wine.”

Imma looked at her sister. She said, “Please make her
stop.”

Martha sighed. “Mother, please.” She was preparing a
tray of food. She put a dipper into an amphora of olive oil and
filled a small dish.

“Is he here?” asked Imma, halfway hoping the answer
would be no.

Mother smiled knowingly. Annoyingly. “Imma, I
remember when you followed him around like a puppy.”

Imma sniffed because that had never happened. She
never had. She had perhaps liked to lurk in her oldest brother’s
workshop and listen to him talk, but she’d never been a puppy. A
cat that came and went where it wanted but not a puppy.

“Yeshua is here. The others will be here tomorrow,”
said Martha. “Although, come to think of it, the bread could be
useful. There’s a lot of Pharisees gathered in my courtyard to talk
to Yeshua about curing Centurion Novius’s…umm…his”—she glanced at
Imma—“pais.”

Imma scowled. “I know what a pais is. I’m twelve. I’m
not stupid.”

Martha clicked her tongue. “Imma, you are not yet
married. The Gentiles are degenerate in ways you can’t understand
yet.”

“But I’ll understand degeneracy when I marry?” asked
Imma. “And Matthias seemed so nice.”

“Imma!” Martha was very easy to needle.

Mother asked, “Is Miletius ill? He seems like such a
nice boy.”

Martha put the dish of oil on the tray sharply,
spilling golden beads of liquid. “When did you meet Centurion
Novius’s pais?”

“I should talk to Yeshua.” Mother sliced the bread.
“Miletius is a lovely boy.”

Martha said, “The Pharisees…I have to live in
Capernaum. Mother, don’t do anything that will—”

Mother smiled softly. “Miletius told me that he’s
been lonely since his master, Opiter, was transferred from Corinth
to Capernaum. Miletius, not Yeshua. Obviously, Yeshua hasn’t been
to Corinth. He was a handful when we were refugees in Cairo.”

A cloud crossed Mother’s face. Always the same dark
cloud when she thought of when she and Father had to flee to Egypt
with Yeshua when he was a baby. The cloud passed, as it always did
with a puff of Mother’s breath.

She said, “I cannot imagine him in Corinth.” She
picked up the tray and headed down the hall. “Yeshua, not Miletius,
who was born in Corinth after all.”

“Mother!” Martha tried to make Mother stop by
knitting her hands together. As if she could put her in an amphora
by rubbing her hands.

Imma really wanted to know when Mother had met the
centurion’s pais. If he was shaved to be smooth as a girl. If he
was handsome. If she’d seen him kiss the centurion.

She opened the door into the courtyard for Mother.
The bright sunshine almost hurt after the dark rooms. Men were
talking over each other.

“It would be advantageous if you were to help the
centurion’s beloved servant.”

“Not that we think that you can help him.”

“He paid to have our synagogue rebuilt.”

“He’s a Gentile. If you go to his house, you’ll be
unclean.”

“He’s a good man.”

“He’s Roman. You know what they get up to.”

“They should let them marry…women. Their own
women.”

“They should leave.”

They were almost shouting. Waving their arms. Trying
to get Yeshua’s attention, as if they thought he wasn’t taking all
of this in. He always did.

Not that Imma believed he cared. Not anymore. Yeshua
had given all sorts of excuses, but he wouldn’t have left if he
cared.

“Mother, please.” Martha didn’t quite reach out to
stop their Mother.

Yeshua took the tray from Mother and kissed her
cheek. “You are just in time.” He smiled that smile that could
light the world, which it couldn’t because Imma was still angry and
she didn’t miss him. Not at all.

No matter what Mother said.

“Of course, I’m just in time,” said Mother, who
retook the tray and put it on the table. “Well.” She raised her
eyebrows until they disappeared under her headscarf.

Yeshua laughed.

Imma didn’t know what he thought was funny. Yeshua
said to a very gray-bearded man, “Since you’ll be unclean if you
go, stay and eat. It will fill one hollow, if not the other.”

Martha coughed. “Our Mother baked the bread this
morning.”

Imma wasn’t going to follow when Yeshua put his arm
through Mother’s. She wasn’t following like a puppy when he went
out on to the street. She was walking with her family.

They were halfway down the street when Yeshua
stopped. He looked at a sparrow on the white branch of a fig
tree.

Mother tsk-tsked. “Not the fig trees again.”

While they stood in the fig tree’s shade, some men
ran down from the centurion’s house on the hill. The man in front
was a Roman. Red-faced from heat and sunburn. “You there, stop.” He
huffed for breath in the heat of the day. “No, you don’t need to
come to the centurion’s house.”

“But that lovely young man of his is ill,” said
Mother. “Doesn’t he want my son to heal him?”

The Roman was followed by a local man, smart enough
to run slower at midday, who said, “Yes, but—” He glanced at all
the eyes watching a Jew lead a parade to the house of a Gentile. To
the house of one of the most powerful man in the region. “Centurion
Novius said that he knows what it is to give an order and have it
be obeyed. If he, um”—he gestured at himself—“tells a man to go, he
goes. If he tells a man to come back, he returns. If you say his
pais will be healed, then he’ll be healed.”

“Not fig trees again.” Yeshua tapped Mother’s nose.
“I haven’t found such faith in all of Israel.”

Mother laughed. “Is that any way to speak to the
mother who held back a loaf of bread for you? Who brought her
eldest fig jam?”

Yeshua kissed Mother’s cheek. Whispered something in
her ear that had her laughing, which was never that hard anyway. He
and Mother herded the crowd back to Martha’s house.

Imma should follow them, but she wasn’t a puppy. She
was a cat, who went where she wanted.

She went to the market where she bought the smallest
fish she could find for dinner. Roman soldiers came to the market
and everyone tensed, but the soldiers shouted that every house in
Capernaum was to be given an amphoral quadrant’s worth of wine to
be paid by the centurion in celebration for the miracle that had
cured his beloved this day.

Imma filled a small green amphora with water from the
well. Her brother could take care of the wine. He was good at
miracles.

Indigo

Marcia read the letter from her youngest son. Her
baby. Sometimes she had trouble imagining that he could carry all
that armor. Much less command troops. But he was a man grown. A
fact that he reminded her of in his letter. Although, she had to
smile at his request. Her baby. This grown man who was cold way up
north in the back of beyond.

He was stationed in Britannia along the wall.
Hadrian’s, not Antoine’s, which her son told her had fallen into
disrepair and not many troops were stationed there.

He reassured her that the people north of the wall
didn’t have armor and did not ride horses when they attacked. Just
as often, they came to trade. He mentioned a woman who often came
down from the north to his fort to sell cheese. She’d brought him
wine-soaked cheese on her last visit.

Marcia mentioned the woman to her daughter-in-law,
Aurelia, when she came with the grandchildren.

“He can’t marry till his twenty years of service is
complete,” said Aurelia.

“Pff. Grandchildren don’t have to wait for marriage.
Look at my cousin Miletus.”

“Would you want him to have grandchildren with a
foreigner? Don’t the Picts worship trees and sacrifice babies?”
Aurelia shuddered and let that future stretch like the dough that
she was tugging. “Then again, there is your cousin Novius.”

“True, my baby’s very close to that shield-mate of
his.” Marcia sighed over the little ones closer to hand. Praised
them. Gave them sweets. Sent them to play.

The women prayed to Vestia of the hearth. They prayed
for safety and good fortune for all their loved ones. They made
bread.

The next day, Marcia pulled out a sheet of thin wood
and carefully composed a letter. She enclosed a package with two
socks and two pairs of underpants, per her baby’s request. Bread
could not survive such a journey. She sent what she could with the
letter and all her love to the edge of the empire with her
unwritten hope that all would be well.

Green

The people of Mecca asked Fatima’s father for a
miracle to prove himself.

Nusaybah Bint Ka’ab got very angry at the insult and
put a hand on her sword.

But her mother said, “I was a merchant for many
years, and few lasting trade relationships were made with a
sword.”

Her father looked at Fatima and said, “What would you
do?”

She didn’t have to think long. “I would go ride on
the horses.” She loved horses and riding. She loved her father’s
horse, Buraq, best of all. The mare glowed like a full moon when
her father curried him in the stables.

Her mother laughed. “Sometimes a trade is made by
walking away.”

Aunt Halah said, “And no surprise that would be
Fatima’s answer.”

“And it is what we are doing,” said Father. Fatima
got to ride with her father in front of him on his saddle. They
rode in the












Sorrel



















Russet















































Shamrock


















































Glaucous





























Midnight































Liberty
















































Tan

















































Ochre







































































Brick


































































































Iron






























Lavender



























































Smoke













































Linen































Ebony



























































Violet



























Sunflower



























 Orange




































 Jade
















 Jasper








































 Bistre















































 Cloud
























 Seafoam










































































 Navy
















cover.jpg
1“"
stal Carrgll
o A,






