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PHOEBE: A STORY (WITH NOTES)





Chapter 1

Lydia was the opposite of joyful. The midsummer sun beat down relentlessly, its suffocating heat leaving her no option but to pant like her father’s elderly dog. Sweat covered every inch of her body. Her head pounded. Her vision swam, though it was hard to tell whether this was due to the sweat dripping incessantly into her eyes or to the baking heat shimmering upwards from the interminable Via Egnatia, which snaked onwards as far as her blurry eyes could see. Then, to cap it all, the ache that had lodged determinedly in her hip ever since the cart rumbled out of Neapolis the morning before, began seeping upwards and outwards, heading for the small of her back. Lydia shifted her position irritably, letting out a small, undignified grunt as she did so.

‘Let me guess,’ the dark brown eyes of the young woman sitting opposite her twinkled mischievously, ‘you’re too old for this?’

Lydia shrugged her acknowledgement. Even through the fog of her toweringly bad mood, she had to admit that this phrase had hung almost constantly on her lips since their small party had departed Thyatira a few weeks earlier.

Ruth, her brown-eyed companion, became suddenly serious. ‘When are we going to talk about the real reason you didn’t want to come?’

Lydia sighed. ‘I hate it – the travelling, the upheaval, the discomfort . . . all of it.’

Ruth moved to sit on the bench next to her and settled back with an exasperating appearance of comfort on the same hard wooden bench that was causing Lydia so much pain, her fluidity of movement suggesting that she would never be too old for . . . well . . . anything. ‘It’s a reason, but it isn’t the reason, is it?’

From his position at the front of the cart, John snorted and mumbled something inaudible. The horses picked up speed obediently in response, but Lydia had a suspicion that whatever he’d said was meant not for them but for her.

It was true that she had never felt as old and tired as she had in the past few weeks. The more excited and animated Ruth appeared at what lay ahead of them, the more stifling Lydia’s sense of dread had become. Fear crept into every corner of her waking mind and, most nights, her dreams too. Each morning she would wake exhausted, hardly any more rested than when she had gone to bed.

She should have said something all those weeks ago when it became clear that someone had to go to Philippi. Alexander, their faithful steward, who had taken over when Lydia had had to leave so suddenly all those years ago, had fallen ill and died suddenly. Over the years, he had run the business with such a graceful competence that Lydia hadn’t had to think much about it. But now he was gone, and with him the much needed income from Philippi’s love of all things purple. Someone needed to be there to run the business, and, try as she might, Lydia hadn’t been able to think of anyone else who could go. Her father really was too old to travel, and in any case was so deeply involved in the dyers’ guild of Thyatira that to remove him from it would have been like losing a limb. After the deaths of her three younger brothers and two sisters in their infancy, and then of her mother in a final ill-fated pregnancy, Lydia and her father had clung together and slowly remade their lives. The reality was that there was no one else to ask. Like it or not, Lydia would have to go. She’d made a half-hearted attempt to persuade Ruth to stay in Thyatira with her father, but her pleas had not worked. From the moment when they’d fled Philippi with only the clothes on their backs nearly ten years before, Ruth had barely left her side. And since Lydia found it impossible to put her sense of foreboding into words, how could she have made a case for Ruth to stay behind?

So she had kept silent, and had – or so she had thought – kept her fears to herself. Now Ruth’s inquisitive eyes and John’s censorious back suggested that she had been less successful than she had imagined. But how much did they know? John had lived all his life in Thyatira working alongside her father and becoming highly regarded as an expert dyer of purple; Ruth had been only a child when they had left Philippi, and so, Lydia sincerely hoped, remembered little of the events that had driven them out. After arriving back in the safety of her home town and sinking into the peaceful embrace of familiar sights, sounds and rhythms of life, Lydia had never mentioned the turbulent events to anyone, priding herself on a well-kept secret; her status as a brilliant businesswoman safely intact in everyone’s mind but her own.

As they had drawn nearer to Philippi, Lydia watched Ruth for signs of the stirrings of memories but there appeared to be none. There was, as far as she could tell, no apparent anxiety to mirror Lydia’s own. Throughout the gruelling cart ride to the coast, the boat voyage hopping from Samothrace to Thassos and onwards to Neapolis, Ruth was her usual relaxed self; poised on the brink of this new adventure as if it were the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her. Lydia looked at Ruth again now, but all she saw was gentle inquisitive concern for Lydia’s welfare, nothing more.

‘You’ll be afraid that what happened back then will happen again.’ John’s gruff tones broke into Lydia’s thoughts. It was probably the longest sentence, not connected to the art of dyeing, that Lydia had heard John utter in a long time.

‘Of course you are,’ said Ruth. ‘What we don’t understand is why you won’t talk about it.’

Lydia looked at her, astonished. She opened her mouth to speak a couple of times, but hesitated. At last she spoke in a tumble of words: ‘I thought you didn’t know. I didn’t want to worry you. I didn’t know how. I was so ashamed . . .’ She tailed off into silence.

‘I was there, of course I know,’ Ruth said. ‘You just never wanted to talk about it, so I talked to Tata instead.’ Although technically no blood relation, Lydia’s father – with a characteristic generosity – had gathered Ruth to his heart when they had reached Thyatira, weary after the long journey from Philippi. So it had seemed natural to everyone when she called him Father. No one could remember when she’d started doing it, it was so obviously the right name for him.

‘So he knew? Did everyone know?’ Lydia said, incredulously, as she attempted to readjust reality in her mind. What she thought a secret so well kept that no one knew of it was apparently a well-known tale that people avoided mentioning to protect her feelings.

‘Well not everyone obviously, but you must have known that people would wonder what had happened to the business in Philippi and why you had arrived unannounced with a young girl they’d never heard of before?’

Lydia closed her eyes as the memory of those first days back at home in Thyatira came flooding back to her. She had been so numb and tired when she had arrived back home that she had simply not wanted to talk to anyone. The few visitors she had seen had, she remembered, tried to ask her what had happened and whether she was all right, but each time she had changed the subject or sat in awkward silence until, eventually, they had given up and gone away. She had always imagined that this meant she had kept her secret; now she began to wonder whether her silence had been more eloquent than any words.

‘Tata tried to talk to you again when we made the plan to come back,’ Ruth went on, ‘but you just wouldn’t talk to him. He is so worried about you. We all are.’

Lydia cast her mind back to the numerous awkward exchanges she had had with her father over the preparations for leaving. Guiltily, she realised that she’d written him off as an old man who was reacting badly to change, when all along he’d seen her panic and had been trying to help. She looked back to Ruth. ‘Why didn’t you say?’

Ruth threw her hands upwards in exasperation. ‘I have been trying to talk to you for ten whole years.’ Travellers, trudging their way along the road weighed down by their heavy burdens, lifted their heads at the sound of her frustration. ‘You just won’t listen; you never listen.’

Normally, Lydia would have been horrified at the thought of the attention they were drawing to themselves. For once, however, she paid no notice to the commotion they were causing. The story she had told herself over the years of a serene closing of the door on everything that had been so difficult, leaving her reputation intact and Ruth blissfully ignorant of all that had taken place, had been snatched from her grasp. It had been replaced instead by a much less flattering tale of denial and self deceit.

Her emotions must have been written clearly on her face because Ruth threw herself into her arms. ‘Dee-dee,’ she reverted to the affectionate name she had first used for Lydia before she became too grown up for such childish terms, ‘don’t worry. None of us want you to worry. I talked it all through with Tata. I’m fine. He’s fine. We just want to make sure that you are too. It is so hard when you shut us out.’

‘But aren’t you even a little bit scared?’ Lydia was struggling to adjust to this new view of events. ‘You’re the reason we had to leave.’

Ruth grinned. Her frustration now vented, she seemed to have reverted to her usual sunny self. ‘Not the entire reason, there was that moment when you stood in the forum shouting at Caius and Julius in the marketplace so vehemently that you were nearly arrested on the spot.’

 ‘True, that didn’t exactly help.’ Despite the many anxieties jostling her, Lydia couldn’t help smiling at the memory of the time when she had lost all semblance of dignity and shouted as though she was possessed by a spirit. ‘So you remember it? And you’re still not afraid?’

‘I was a little girl, not a baby.’

‘But you were so quiet, you barely said a word afterwards.’

‘Not speaking is different from not remembering. Of course I remember it. Some of it is a little jumbled, but I do remember my old life.’

‘Do you remember us running away?’ Lydia asked.

‘How could I forget?’ said Ruth. ‘I’ve never run so fast or so far since, but surely our departure will be forgotten by now? Alexander has been there all this time tending the business. Surely people will love purple more than they care about something that happened years ago?’

Not for the first time, Lydia pondered Ruth’s youthful confidence. Following a traumatic early childhood and the catastrophic incident that had led to their flight, Ruth had been surrounded by people who loved her unquestioningly, and, nourished by that love, she had blossomed into the self-assured young woman she was today. But was she right? Would people have forgotten? Or were they heading back into the middle of the same storm from which she had fled all those years ago?

Her aching bones swayed along with the lurching cart as it headed northwards along the Via Egnatia, its sturdy wheels scattering hot, midsummer dust over the unfortunate travellers they passed on the way. It was, she realised, the shame that still clung to her, its fumes as noxious as her father’s dyeing workshop in the summer heat. She had called it fear and, while her stomach still lurched at the thought of that turbulent time all those years ago, what she had never acknowledged was the shame she felt. She had been so successful in Philippi. People across the city and beyond, almost despite themselves, looked up to her: a woman on her own in trade who had succeeded against the odds. She had a great reputation. She knew who she was. She had found her place in the world.

It had been her idea to go to Philippi in the first place. Some traders passing through Thyatira had laughed at the prices they asked, joking with each other about the profit they would make when they took their wares to the gullible Romans. People in places like Philippi, they said, would do almost anything for purple. They were, it turned out, entirely right. In Thyatira, where the madder plant grew abundantly and dye was produced in copious quantities, the price for purple was low and profits small, but in Philippi, a Roman colony, where demand for purple was high and purple sellers were rare, there were great profits to be made. At first her father had been reluctant to let her go. They only had each other, he said, and wasn’t that worth more than the profits they would make? But Lydia had set her heart on it and in the end he gave in. The business had grown and grown, and, although she missed her father, her success put all other thoughts out of her mind. There were other sellers of purple, but none so sought after as Lydia. She was a triumph . . . but then she had had to leave, abandoning not just the business but the hard-won admiration she had built up little by little over the years.

Ruth leant over and squeezed her hand. ‘We’ll be fine, Lydia, you’ll see.’

‘You’d better be,’ said John, ‘we’re nearly there.’

And he was right. Through the shimmering haze it was possible to pick out the faintest outline of the city walls.





Chapter 10

Lydia sat waiting, sensing that Artemis would begin again when she was ready. She knew Epaphroditus had gone to see Paul in prison, but beyond that knew very few details of why he had gone or of what had happened next.

After a few moments, Artemis began speaking again. ‘It all started to go wrong before he went really. We’d heard about what happened to Paul in Jerusalem and how he was being sent by ship to Rome.’

Lydia nodded; they’d heard about that in Thyatira too. Timothy and Silvanus sent letters from time to time telling people news of Paul and what he had been doing. They would be copied and passed from hand to hand around all the churches he’d founded, and, as in the case of Thyatira, those he hadn’t founded too. They’d been horrified to hear of Paul’s arrest; horrified again when he was sent to Rome, despite Timothy’s reassurance that it was what Paul had planned; terrified while they waited for what felt like endless months for news of his arrival; relieved to hear he had arrived safely in Rome, but, at the same time, worried not just for him, but for themselves too. What would happen to them all if Paul was condemned to death? What if, when Paul saw the emperor, he declared faith in Jesus Christ to be against Rome and Roman values? What would they do then? Back in Thyatira they’d talked about it for hours. It wasn’t as though any of them, other than Lydia, had ever met Paul, but he represented something even to them, and they weren’t sure what they would do without him.

‘We were so cross with Paul,’ Artemis continued. ‘Timothy passed through one day, after Paul had been arrested. He told us not to worry; going to Rome was what Paul had wanted all along. He had taken the good news of Jesus to the ends of the earth – and had plans of even going further, to Spain, once he’d been to Rome – and now was taking it to the centre of the known world. Timothy was usually so level-headed and calm, but even his eyes sparkled as he told us about how Paul was going to speak to the emperor to tell him the good news of Jesus. We were gathered together that day, the overseers and deacons from across the whole city, to talk to Timothy and hear the news. I remember Euodia exploding with rage at Paul’s selfishness, gambling with the safety of us all by going to the heart of power for what she saw as a vanity project. What would happen to us all if it went wrong? What if the emperor Nero took against us? What would happen then? We’d heard stories about Nero, about his mood swings and unpredictability. What if followers of the Way drew his attention? What would happen to us then?

‘Euodia gave a long and impassioned speech about the importance of us distancing ourselves from Paul. Putting space between us and him, and then if anything happened, people would know we were different. “We aren’t, though, are we?” Epaphroditus had said. “We aren’t different. We follow the same Jesus Christ as Paul. And even if we were, the Romans wouldn’t see it. Surely you remember how they expelled the Jews from Rome because of arguments about Christ? If they can’t tell a Jew from a follower of the Way, how will they tell the difference between Paul and us?” He then scolded us all for our selfishness. He’d grown by then, from my hesitant little brother into a tower of integrity and justice. He was still his sweet gentle self, but he fought for what he thought was right with single-mindedness and passion. He was, he said, horrified by our self-centredness and negligence. Paul was in prison, for proclaiming the Gospel, and all we could think about was whether we would suffer as a result. He seemed to grow a hand’s breadth or so in his indignation,’ Artemis recalled, ‘and we all squirmed in the heat of his fury . . . well almost all of us did. Euodia didn’t. She was adamant that Paul had let his pride run away with him and refused to listen to Epaphroditus’s impassioned pleas.

‘Then Syntyche stepped in. Her gentle presence usually calmed the most vicious of arguments, but not this time. Euodia looked really frightened. She knew what happened when you became an enemy of the Romans, and she was convinced that what she called Paul’s vanity project would bring the full wrath of Rome down on us all. She was, she declared, done with Paul. He would get no more help from us in Philippi . . . ever. Timothy left that day empty-handed, a little deflated and chastened. He used all the persuasive powers available to him – and Timothy could be very persuasive when he wanted – but it was to no avail. Euodia and a few others were intractable, and no amount of coaxing would get them to change their view.

‘The next we heard of Paul was when he had arrived in Rome and was set up in a small house near the Pantheon, along with the solider that was looking after him. Epaphroditus and Syntyche worried about him constantly: concerned that he had to take care of himself in a strange city where he couldn’t go out to meet people; anxious that he would grow weak and tired, kept inside without access to fresh air and good food; troubled at the thought of him running out of money. They wore away people’s reluctance with their persistence, visiting person after person until they had gathered a sizeable gift ready to send to Paul in Rome. Euodia never came around and refused to have anything to do with the scheme, but almost everyone else did, and before long we waved Epaphroditus off on his long winter journey from Philippi to Rome.

‘I couldn’t help thinking,’ Artemis said, ‘as I waved him off, that if he’d gone when Timothy had first visited, he would have been leaving in June and could have gone by ship in half the time. The delays and endless arguments meant that by the time Epaphroditus was finally ready to leave it was January and far too dangerous to navigate the seas. So he trudged off to Rome down the Via Egnatia, the money bound to his body. In April, we received a letter telling us that he’d safely arrived. After a couple of months, we got another letter. Then just before you got here I got a note from Timothy telling me that Epaphroditus was seriously ill and might not survive. And since then,’ Artemis’ voice wavered, ‘nothing. Day after day I have waited for news, and day after day there is nothing. It’s the waiting . . . it’s never ending. He might already be dead. I tell myself I’d know if he died, but he’s so far away, maybe I wouldn’t.’ She tailed off, her heartache written clearly all over her face.

Lydia reached for words, but found none that would fit. She wanted to tell Artemis that everything would be all right, but had to admit she had no idea whether it would be. She wanted to reassure her that Epaphroditus was alive and well, but didn’t know if he was. She wanted to comfort Artemis with the knowledge that whatever happened she would get through this, but had to admit she had no idea if that were true. In the end she gave up reaching for words and sat quietly next to Artemis, grasping Artemis’ hand in her own. She felt useless, frustrated by her own inarticulacy. After a long period, Artemis heaved a shaky sigh and turned to Lydia to thank her.

‘But I did nothing,’ Lydia protested.

‘You did everything,’ said Artemis. ‘I needed to know I was not alone. Now I do.’

She patted Lydia’s hand and got up to return to the kitchen, looking visibly lighter in spirit. Lydia shook her head in bemusement, glad to have helped, but unable to work out what she had done. A moment later, Ruth burst into the atrium, her eyes sparkling. Lydia’s gaze flicked instinctively towards the front of the house where the two shops were located – if she and Ruth were here, who was in the shop?

Ruth catching and correctly interpreting her eye movement said, ‘Don’t worry, the boys are in there. Rufus is telling a Roman gentleman the story of Hercules’ dog and the discovery of purple.’

Lydia was only mildly reassured. Rufus’s love of storytelling, combined with his equal fascination for gore, loved to turn the gentle story about the hero Hercules, who was strolling along the beach near Tyre one day with his dog, which ate a murex shellfish, turning its saliva purple, into a horror story of the dog foaming at the mouth with red drool before dropping down nearly dead at Hercules’ feet. Lydia acknowledged, however, that the shops were in safe hands, and that she could wait long enough to discover what had made Ruth’s eyes sparkle so brightly before rescuing the Roman gentleman in question.

‘Tell me a story,’ she said, slipping into the well-worn question from Ruth’s childhood. Ruth had started it when they had first arrived back in Thyatira and had often been left at home while Lydia went to see old friends and business acquaintances. Thirsty for knowledge of Lydia’s life she would ask her what she had been doing and when she answered in a simple sentence would object. ‘No, a story,’ she would say, demanding that Lydia take time to give shape and texture to her tale, to describe the people she had met and the interactions she had had. It didn’t come naturally to Lydia, but over time she grew to appreciate Ruth’s insistence. She would pay more attention to her surroundings and store up the treasure of a small detail here or turn of phrase there that would entrance Ruth later in the telling.

She was, therefore, doubly astounded when Ruth said simply, ‘I’ve been chatting to Caius.’ It took her a moment to form her words, and even then all she could squeeze out was ‘No, a story’.

Ruth leant over and grasped her hand. ‘It’s all right,  Dee-dee, you don’t need to worry, he’s all right, I’m all right.’ But then she relented and started at the beginning. Lydia, happily absorbed in her work in the shops, and feeling awkward about her relationship with Clement, had not noticed that Caius had begun working in Clement’s shop next door. He was, Ruth reported, a natural. His love of performance and of fancy things meant he could find exactly the right brooch or hairpin for the fastidious Roman ladies who dropped in on the way out of Lydia’s shop. He had become quite a draw, and no one, other than Clement, Lydia and Ruth, appeared to have connected him with the Caius who had left the city in shame so many years before. Lydia hadn’t noticed his regular appearances in the shop, but Ruth had. Her sharp eyes had observed his arrival day after day, until one day she had decided to go and see him.

‘Why didn’t you say anything?’ Lydia exclaimed. ‘I would have come too.’

‘That wouldn’t have worked. You would have glowered at him and he would have got defensive and I would have said nothing.’

Lydia had to acknowledge that this was probably true. One of the passages from the Scripture that she’d always loved was the prophet Hosea talking about God being like a mother bear robbed of her cubs. It summed up perfectly her emotions towards Ruth. Whenever she thought of the thoughtless, selfish way that Caius and Julius had used and discarded Ruth, she could easily imagine rearing up on her hind legs, a clawed hand ready to rip them to shreds.

‘But I was always safe. You’ve taught me above all to look after myself and be safe.’

Lydia smiled, despite herself. After what had happened to Ruth as a child, she worried that she would become prey for other unscrupulous men looking to take advantage of a young girl, so she had spent hours schooling her in what to look out for, how to be safe in a savage and uncaring world.

‘First I talked it over with Alexandra, then with Clement, and today, when the time was right, I talked to Caius. Alexandra and Clement never left me alone with him, I was always safe. Dee-dee, I’m so glad I did.’ Ruth turned to her, her eyes sparkling again. ‘I told him how he’d made me feel. I told him the effect his behaviour had had on me. I don’t think he’d ever thought about it. He and Julius had been so caught up in the money and the excitement, they’d forgotten that I was a person, not a “thing”. We talked for hours. I think he understands. He asked me to forgive him. I don’t know if I can. I told him that I’d try. So I will . . . I will try. It might take some time though.’ Ruth paused and looked thoughtful, then reached over and took Lydia’s hand in hers. ‘I’d like you to try too.’

Lydia opened and shut her mouth a few times. This was not something she had been expecting, and she had no idea how to respond. She’d never thought of Caius as someone to forgive. He was the person responsible for driving both her and Ruth from Philippi all those years ago. He was someone from whom she needed to protect Ruth. He was selfish and arrogant. He was thoughtless and careless. He was not someone she had ever thought of as a person worthy of forgiveness.

‘Will you try?’ Ruth asked.

Lydia nodded reluctantly. It was all she was able to do.

Ruth jumped up and ran next door before Lydia had time to express any of the doubts that were already flooding her mind. She followed her to the street door, her mind a tangle of uncertainty and fear.





Chapter 11

As Lydia stood at the door waiting for Ruth’s return, her attention was caught by the man in the shop, who was still talking to Rufus, Marcus and Tertius. She looked over, wondering whether their tale of Hercules and his dog was proving interminable. It was not. In fact, he was regaling them with a story, and on each of their faces was a look of pure delight. It was the look they always had when a story, well told, was unfolded expertly before them.

The man had a rugged, sun-beaten face. Lydia thought he might be around sixty, but he could have been younger. His bearing indicated that he was a veteran of the Roman army. There were so many in Philippi, Lydia had learnt to identify them at a single glance. In her experience, years marching in the sun combined with what they had seen and done as soldiers often meant that they looked considerably older than they were. Not only that, but their years in the army made them tough and argumentative. As a rule, Lydia feared their presence in her shop. All too often, frightened by their aggressive confidence, she would end up selling them what they wanted for less than it was worth.

This veteran seemed different. Rather than driving a hard bargain and leaving swiftly, he was sitting down, apparently enjoying the boys’ company, his face alight as he was describing something to them. Their faces mirrored his every expression. Even the naturally reticent Tertius seemed to be joining in. They turned as they became aware of Lydia’s presence in the doorway to the shop. The veteran rose politely to his feet and came forward to greet her. His name, he said, was Manius, and he had heard in the city that she might be able to tell him more about a ‘Jesus of Nazareth’. Lydia started in alarm. Romans – especially ex-soldiers such as this man – were often hostile to followers of the Way. People like her were labelled ‘un-Roman’. It suddenly dawned on her that if it were so widely known in Philippi that she was a follower of the Way then she might be chased out of Philippi for a second time. She felt sick with fear. Ten years on, she had only just come to terms with the devastation of having to leave Philippi the first time. She wasn’t sure she had the strength to do it again.

Seeing her troubled face, Manius smiled gently. ‘Don’t worry, the people I spoke to were talking about your return after all these years, after the visit of a wandering prophet called Paul. They were delighted to have their purveyor of purple back in the city, even more delighted that you had returned with even better purple than before. They couldn’t tell me why you left in the first place. I just put two and two together and hoped I was right. Your fine boys here confirmed that I was.’

Lydia glanced over at them. She would have to remind them to be more careful in future. Manius seemed innocent enough, but too little caution could land them all in trouble. She was saved from answering further by the arrival of Caius and Clement from next door. Clement entered the shop with Caius on his heels. Manius turned to them and, recognising fellow Romans, greeted them in sufficiently simple Latin that Lydia could keep up. After a few sentences, however, he reverted to Greek.

Manius shrugged his apology. ‘I was an auxiliary not a legionary. I never became fluent in Latin.’

‘I was born in Philippi,’ said Clement. ‘I speak taberna Latin, but no more.’

Caius was noticeably silent. Lydia surmised that he was a Roman citizen from birth – the most Roman of them all – and that his mother tongue probably was Latin.

An awkward silence fell on them. Lydia was aware of the conversation she had promised to have with Caius, but was less and less enthusiastic about the prospect as the seconds marched by; at the same time Manius had asked to know more about Jesus Christ, but she wasn’t sure whether this could be talked of in front of Caius. The more she thought about it the less able she became to break the silence.

It was the three boys who had been watching the adults from the far side of the shop who spoke first.

‘Manius killed Jesus,’ said Rufus.

‘Crucified him,’ added Marcus, ‘till he was dead, quite dead.’ Tertius gravely nodded his assent.

They all looked at Manius, assuming that this was just one of the boys’ latest tall tales, but Manius raised his hands in a gesture of surrender.

‘Well it’s not quite how I wanted to tell you, but it is true. I’ve never forgotten it. It’s played on my mind ever since. I crucified so many people back when I was a soldier that I couldn’t tell you a thing about most of them. They’ve all blended into one, a single memory of pain and screams, sweat and agony. But not this man, Jesus. He stood out. There was something about him, even when he was dying, that captured my attention. When I left the army, I received my citizenship, and have wandered ever since. I can’t seem to settle anywhere, and everywhere I go I hear of this Paul and that he talks about this Jesus Christ of Nazareth. I keep on wanting to ask who he really was, but have never found the right person. Will you tell me about him? Will you? He’s been in my mind for nearly thirty years. I just have to know who he was. The question won’t leave me alone.’

Clement, ever big-hearted and responsive, grinned from ear to ear. ‘You’ve come to the right place. We can tell you everything you need to know.’ Watching him, Lydia realised how much she had missed his simple, open generosity.

‘Clement is quite right. Come into the house . . . all of you,’ Lydia added, conscious that Caius had drawn back a touch, suddenly aware that if she was to try to forgive Caius as she had promised Ruth she would, then this was the moment to begin. ‘We will tell you everything you want to know. There’s quite a lot we’d like to learn too. We can shut the shop,’ she said to the boys, whose crestfallen faces indicated that they hated the thought of being left out, even though they had heard something of this story already.

After a short hiatus, in which Artemis, who had emerged from the back of the house at the sound of new arrivals, scurried off to find food, and Ruth was sent running to bring Alexandra from the shop next door, they gathered again in the atrium; the place where so many stories had been told and heard over the past few weeks and months. Lydia reflected, not for the first time, on how sacred it felt to offer and receive each other’s stories. It reminded her of the moment when they broke bread together and told the story of Jesus’ last supper with his friends. In that moment, the many became one. Moments like this reminded her partially of that event, when in giving and receiving, lives were woven together with unbreakable bonds. Even then, Lydia thought as she looked around the room, they ended up knowing so little about each other.

At first Manius struggled to find the words, but before long, after gentle but expert questioning by Ruth, his story began to take shape. He had grown up in Jerusalem, his father a soldier first in the court of Herod the Great and then of his son Archelaus. They were a family that asked few questions and simply did as they were told, so, although they were aware of some of the excesses of the Herodians, it didn’t really trouble them. His father’s motto had always been ‘don’t ask questions if you think you won’t like the answers’. It turned out that, when it came to working for Archelaus, it was wiser to ask no questions at all. When the Judeans deposed Archelaus as king and begged the Romans to take over because even Gentile Romans would be better than him, his father had become an auxiliary in the Roman army. Even Manius’s supremely pragmatic father had hesitated before joining the enemy force, but, in the end, he shrugged and got on with it. How much worse could it be than working for the Herodians? It had been pretty bad, Manius admitted, but they just lived their lives and got on with things.

When he was fifteen, Manius’s father had been killed in one of the many riots that would flare up in Jerusalem as surely as the sun would rise in the morning. In need of money to support his mother and sisters, and after only minimal thought, he too had become an auxiliary. Like his father, he had done what was requested of him without question. Any questions he might have wanted to ask he consigned to the darkest recesses of his mind. It turned out he was good at the job and soon rose to the rank of centurion. When asked what ‘the job’ was, he squirmed a little. He said over and over again that, at the time, he just did what needed to be done and tried not to think about it too much. He looked around the small group, his face pleading for understanding.

Clement clapped him on the shoulder and nodded his understanding. ‘We’ve all done things we’re not proud of.’ His face revealed that he too was thinking about what unspeakable things he had done in the past without thought or question.

 ‘Now I think back on it I simply don’t know how I did it,’ Manius said quietly.

‘But what was the “it” that you did?’ asked Ruth.

‘I was in charge of the crucifixions,’ said Manius.

‘Surely not all of the time?’ asked Alexandra.

‘Most of it,’ Manius replied. ‘There were constant riots and unrest. The Romans felt control slipping away. Public displays of brutality were the only way to impose peace. I was in charge of the prisoners from the moment they knew life would end to the moment it did. Most of the time I just did my job and never questioned it, until one day . . . that day I did, and now I can’t stop thinking about it at all.’ He tailed off into silence, his brow furrowed.

‘What day was that?’ asked Ruth, gently prompting him to carry on.

‘It had been a difficult week. Festivals usually were. People would cram into the city from north and south, east and west. Tempers would fray and riots break out. But this event started oddly. Most of the time the crowd at a crucifixion would be sullen and resentful, as we intended them to be – they were meant to feel the full weight of Roman peace. The Pax Romana: peace won with an iron fist. On this occasion the crowd were thrilled, booing and jeering the prisoner constantly. I didn’t understand it. He hadn’t robbed or killed anyone. Not like the person we let go instead of him – Barabbas I think his name was – who’d robbed and killed so many people that no one could remember the number. This man – Jesus from Nazareth – was clearly innocent, but he had frightened and annoyed people, and was now suffering the consequences. Even then they couldn’t quite agree on exactly what it was that he had said or done that aggravated them so much.

‘All around him people were yelling and shouting, pushing and shoving, but he stood in the middle of them, as calm as you like, watching it all unfold around him. Even when we scourged him, he made almost no sound whatsoever, just the odd grunt here or there. We dressed him in a purple cloak, you know.’ He said this directly to Lydia, assuming, correctly, a professional interest in the detail. She nodded. She had heard before that Jesus had been dressed in a purple robe and had always wanted to ask where they’d got it from. Full purple robes were rare and expensive. So, although gripped by Manius’s story, she took her opportunity.

‘Where did you find it – the cloak?’

Manius grinned. ‘It’s funny you should ask. I can’t remember. Maybe we used a soldier’s cloak, or maybe we found a bit of purple cloth or a rug hanging about. We were mocking him, dressing him up like he was actually a king, but what we used I just can’t remember. What I can remember is thinking how pointless the mocking was. You mock someone to shame them, to bring them down and humiliate them. But with this man nothing we said or did dented his dignity. I felt humiliated, but he wasn’t. I kept watching him on the way to the crucifixion. He seemed consumed with sorrow, but not frightened or shamed in any way.’

‘Did you watch him die?’ Clement asked, almost in a whisper.

Manius nodded. ‘He died quite quickly in the end. It wasn’t surprising really. We had taken our frustration at not being able to shame him out in our flogging. I was astonished he could stand up at all. Shortly after we nailed his crossbeam to the stake, it had gone dark, for no reason that any of us could fathom. It felt as though all the light in the world had been snuffed out. And then he died. When he did, I felt such an overwhelming bleakness that I thought I’d never feel joy ever again. I said the first thing that came into my head.’

‘I think we know what you said,’ Clement said.

Manius looked astonished. ‘How could you possibly know that?’

‘You were overheard,’ said Clement. ‘Some of the women who followed Jesus were there. They heard you say “Truly this man was God’s Son!” ’

Manius was quiet for a while, the moment clearly playing on his mind. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘that is exactly what I said.’

‘But what we have always wanted to know,’ said Alexandra, ‘is what you meant.’





Chapter 12

Manius looked at them blankly. ‘What do you mean, what did I mean? I meant he really was God’s Son.’

‘But,’ Clement leant forward in his enthusiasm, ‘did you mean he was a son of a god – a special man – or did you mean that he was the Son of the God – the Son of God? We’ve discussed it for hours and hours.’

He was right, thought Lydia – they had. The account of what the women had overheard had travelled with the story of Jesus’ death to many followers of the Way, and they had in turn wrestled with the question of what the centurion had really meant. Watching Manius’s face, Lydia realised that they had, perhaps, missed the point. Manius had responded in the moment with words from his heart, and their earnest attempts to understand what he had meant had given his statement more weight than it deserved. Or maybe not. It was fascinating that thirty years later the moment had stayed with him, had driven him mad with an itch that just would not be satisfied. Perhaps he had made a statement that he was, at last, ready to grow into.

So together, turn and turnabout, they explained to Manius who Jesus was. They explained about his teaching and ministry in Galilee; they explained about his death and his resurrection; they explained about his followers taking the good news to the ends of the earth; they explained about Paul and his imprisonment. All the time, Manius sat listening, taking it all in. After a while tears started pouring down his cheeks. ‘What did I do?’ he said, over and over again. ‘I killed the Saviour of the world. What have I done?’

In the end, and a little to Lydia’s surprise, it was Caius who found the words to break through Manius’s utter horror. ‘We all – every last one of us – get caught up with things that we don’t really understand. And when we do, we cause such damage to people, to the world, that it spills outwards all over the place. Sometimes we even know what we’re doing is wrong,’ here he looked sadly at Ruth, ‘but we do it anyway. There’s not a single person here who hasn’t done something or been part of something that causes harm. You are no worse than the rest of us.’ They all nodded their woeful agreement. ‘But do you know the most wonderful thing of all? The part of Jesus’ teaching that changes everything?’

He really had Manius’s attention now. ‘Tell me,’ he demanded.

‘At the heart of everything Jesus said and did was forgiveness. He came to call people to turn around, to live differently and to be forgiven. No one was ever written off. No one.’

Lydia felt a twinge of guilt. She had written Caius off, consigned him in her mind to weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth, when all along he had been learning the lessons of forgiveness far more powerfully than she ever had.

Manius shook his head sadly. ‘Not me. I’m sure it doesn’t apply to the person who actually killed him.’

‘I think it does.’ Lydia was surprised to discover that it was Tertius, the quietest of the three boys, who was speaking. He started to tell the story of Peter, who denied Jesus and was forgiven. Lydia watched him, her heart full. He was so young and so reticent most of the time, but today he spoke with a quiet confidence, his eyes shining.

They talked well into the night. As they talked, Lydia found herself gripped once again by Jesus, the one they all followed. She realised as they talked that, though she had remained faithful all these years, her faith had worn thin. Her unspoken shame at leaving Philippi; the uncertainties of what and what not to believe that she had encountered in the community in Thyatira; the years of not talking about how she really felt and the pressures of just simply living had worn away her focus and passion until, she now recognised, she would have been hard-pressed to remember why faith in Jesus had so changed her life in the first place. She had become so accustomed to the outward demands of faith that she had forgotten Jesus himself. The Jesus whom Manius had actually met in person – albeit not, given the choice, how he would have chosen to meet him – who gave his life in love, who in his deeds as well as his words showed a different way of being, who turned the world upside down: that was the Jesus she first followed. 

As they all parted that night they agreed to meet again first thing the next morning.

 

They gathered just outside the Neapolis gate; near the stream where Lydia herself had been baptised ten years or so ago. Word had got around and it wasn’t just those who had been there the day before. Syntyche was there, and so were others of those who gathered in Lydia’s house. There were also people Lydia didn’t recognise but assumed met with Clement and Alexandra, about twenty of them in all. Among them was Caius. He told Lydia with no small pride that he had been baptised the month before.

Syntyche baptised Manius in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. As he came back up out of the water, Clement started singing a psalm: ‘Blessed are those whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered . . .’ And Manius stood there, water dripping off him, sobbing as though his heart would break. A few voices joined in with Clement as he sang, but the psalm was not well known and the sound was reedy and thin. Then suddenly voices from behind them picked up the tune. Lydia turned and there, standing outside the place of meeting, was the man she had seen when she first arrived back in Philippi, with about ten others. Their voices were rich and melodious, the sound hauntingly beautiful as it swirled around them in the early morning air.

Clement, grinning from ear to ear, waved heartily to the newcomer, and he returned the wave in an equally friendly manner but with a greater air of dignity. When the psalm was finished, the gathering began to disperse. Caius and Manius headed back into town together, deep in conversation. Lydia turned to go, but found next to her the man to whom Clement had just waved. He bowed politely, and introduced himself. His name, he said, was Jonathan. He was the leader of the synagogue here – he pointed in the direction of the small place of prayer that Lydia had known so well – and his assistant was Akiva, again he pointed in the direction of the small group of people who had accompanied the psalm so beautifully a few moments before. They were all members of the people of Israel, he told her, a note of pride in his voice, but also followers of Jesus the Messiah.

He apologised for not having come to greet her before. He had travelled to Jerusalem for the Feast of Weeks and had only just returned. Lydia sensed in this a slight evasion, something that didn’t quite ring true. It was odd. Jonathan struck her as a man of deep integrity, but this explanation wasn’t the whole truth. There was something she couldn’t put her finger on that made her wonder what he wasn’t saying. She didn’t know what it was and she didn’t know why she knew it. She just did. Lydia made a deliberate effort to lay down this thought and turned her attention back to what he was saying. He was telling her a story about the fringes on his robe, and an accident, a broken door hinge had ripped some of them as he was passing one day, and he was wondering if he and Akiva might come and buy more dye of just the right colour. Lydia suggested a visit the next day when she could be confident that John could be there. She was sure that in Jonathan’s case ‘just the right colour’ did not mean ‘a shade close in colour’, and felt the need of John’s expert eye to ensure that she could offer what had been requested.

Lydia found herself looking longingly in the direction of the place of prayer, memories crowding around her of the happiest of times spent there, reading and debating the Scripture. Jonathan, catching her glance, enquired if she would like to come and see. Again an air of hesitancy, of something left unsaid, fell over them, but Lydia was so excited to see the place again that, one more time, she laid her suspicions aside. She followed Jonathan and then Akiva into the place. It was, as it always had been, small – no more than a single room. When Lydia, Syntyche, Euodia and their friends had gathered there, it had been sparsely furnished. There was a bench on either side of the room, but little else. The location of the room so near to the river meant that it had a musty smell, not to mention the ever present spiders.

Now, however, the room was transformed. It was cleaner than Lydia thought it possible for it to be. There were cushions and other furnishings, but what really made Lydia’s jaw drop in wonder were the paintings. All around the walls were the stories of the people of God. There was Moses receiving the law, and there David anointed by Samuel; there was Ruth and Esther; the prophets, Isaiah and Jeremiah, all captured in vibrant detail. Right in the middle, at the front, was the story of Jesus: his life, his death, his resurrection and ascension.

Lydia became aware that Jonathan and Akiva were watching her, waiting for a reaction. They were not disappointed. Lydia’s mouth dropped open in admiration and astonishment. Jonathan nodded in the direction of Akiva.

Akiva shrugged modestly, though his eyes glowed, revealing the delight he was trying hard not to show. ‘I think in pictures more than words. The pictures have been in me since I was a small child. One day I was here tidying up and felt the overwhelming desire to paint the walls with what I see when I hear the stories. I started a picture, a small one in the corner, and then found I couldn’t stop.’

‘They’re beautiful. Why has no one else told me about them?’

The heavy awkwardness fell once more. ‘I doubt they know they are here. We don’t mix much with the other followers of the Way any more.’

Lydia realised she had known that they would say something like this, but was half hoping that she was wrong. ‘Did something happen?’

Jonathan spread his hands expressively. ‘Nothing specific. Just lots of small things. Jokes made here. Comments made there. Invites not offered, from us as well as them. Epaphroditus was so good at including us. He always would make sure we knew we were welcome. If we didn’t come to something he would come straight down here and check if we were all right. Once he went to see Paul, that all stopped. No one invited us to gather all together any more, so we didn’t go. And now months have passed and the gap has widened. We only came today because we heard the sound of the psalm and thought we would join in.’

Lydia shook her head sadly. It had never occurred to her before how easily bonds of friendship could become worn and frayed. She reached for words that might provide balm for the pain, a solution for the problem, but all she could come up with was, ‘Shall we meet tomorrow, late morning in the shop? I’ll make sure John is there.’

All the way back to her shop she chided herself. An appointment to buy purple was hardly the reconciliation that was needed.





Chapter 13

The encounter with Jonathan and Akiva lurked in Lydia’s mind all day, troubling her. How had relationships broken down so badly? Surely there was something they could do? She talked first to Clement and Alexandra, then to Syntyche and Artemis, but each, in turn, said how difficult it was to do anything. ‘It’s more complicated than you think,’ was the answer that Lydia received over and over again. She didn’t understand, and no one seemed willing to talk about it. In the end it was Ruth, noting her frustration, who tried to help her unpick what was going on. Ruth’s natural ability to fall into conversation with almost anyone she met, coupled with her love of weaving stories together into a coherent whole, meant that she had gained a good sense of what had taken place without ever asking anyone directly. As they talked, Lydia marvelled, not for the first time, at her wisdom, remembering the small, unconfident child she had first met all those years ago.

From what she’d picked up from various people, Ruth said, she thought that relationships had begun to sour with the incident that had happened between Epaphroditus and Euodia at Timothy’s last visit. Everyone said how much the disagreement had rocked the small tight-knit community. Until then they had lived together harmoniously, even as the numbers of those following the Way had grown and grown. The trust that had existed between the overseers and deacons had smoothed
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