
Judging Noa

Michal Strutin


Table of Contents

Title Page

Judging Noa

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

About the Author

Praise for Judging Noa . . .

––––––––
[image: ]


“Judging Noa is an impeccably researched and richly detailed story of one woman’s struggle against a patriarchal system that threatens not only her freedom but her life. Noa’s courage and determination make for an empowering and thought-provoking read.” — Rebecca Kanner, award-winning author of Esther: A Novel and Sinners and the Sea: the Untold Story of Noah’s Wife
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“Noa’s quest is the focus of this imaginative retelling of the brief biblical story of Zelophechad and his five daughters. With her immense knowledge of the flora and fauna of the wilderness, Michal Strutin took me on a multi-layered, sensual, and sense-laden journey.” — Peninnah Schram, teacher and renowned storyteller, whose most recent book is Jewish Stories of Love and Marriage: Folktales, Legends and Letters with Sandy Eisenberg Sasso
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“Michal Strutin’s debut novel, Judging Noa, brings the Exodus to life in language that is spare and lyrical. Noa seeks justice from a patriarchal society that is loath to change anything in the midst of the wrenching cultural upheaval that is turning them from slaves to a free people.” — Mary F. Burns, author of J - The Woman Who Wrote the Bible 
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There Is Nothing New under the Sun

—Ecclesiastes 1:9
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Some years ago, I joined a group of women organizing a weekend retreat at the Jewish Community Center ranch camp outside of Denver, Colorado. Sari Horovitz, friend and teacher, introduced Zelophechad’s daughters as the subject of one program. Through our exploration, Noa’s story opened for me.

Noa and her four sisters are mentioned in only a few biblical verses: Numbers 27:1-11; Numbers 36:5-12; Joshua 17:3-6. But I was intrigued by this glimpse of women’s rights dating back nearly 3,500 years. Looking at life through the lens of time is a reminder of how little human emotions and desires have changed. The people of that time pursued justice, wrestled with complex sibling relationships, endured religious fanaticism and political operatives, adopted technological innovations, and likely suffered battle fatigue and PTSD. 

I plunged into voluminous research: the Bible and its various translations,* The Torah: a Women’s Commentary, Robert Alter’s The Art of Biblical Narrative, works by biblical scholar Carol Meyers, Louis Ginzberg’s The Legends of the Jews, and many more. My knowledge of the location’s geography, flora, and fauna comes from research for my book Discovering Natural Israel and the help of many at the Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel.  

The following friends and writers provided my first critiques: Fran Rathburn, Jean Flanigan, Joan Coogan, and Molly MacRae, whose cozy mysteries are warm and witty. Molly’s sister Cam added a demonstration of drop spindles and looms. Judy Sandman, the insightful editor of Discovering Natural Israel, guided me then and now, urging me to stay focused on Noa’s pursuit of justice. Just as she has done for her rhetoric students, Chris Buchalter offered trenchant editorial suggestions.

Thanks to members of the Northern California chapter of the Historical Novel Society for advice and encouragement, with special thanks to Jo Haraf. Rabbi Daniel Pressman’s discussions on hope provided the philosophical pot of gold. I am grateful that, during the time I served as Santa Clara University Library’s science librarian, the university included me in a writers’ retreat at a critical point. Pilar Strutin-Belinoff provided suggestions and Ami Strutin-Belinoff helped me keep a schedule.

I am delighted to work with Bedazzled Ink Publishing, whose vision matches mine. Finally, many thanks to my husband, Michael Sinensky, for all-hours questions, from plotting and name choices to “Which adjective do you like better?” 
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* The five quotes based on or directly quoted from the Bible are from the Jewish Publication Society translation. 

Michal Strutin
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CHAPTER 1
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IN THE SHADOW OF MOUNT SINAI
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NOA WALKED ALONE, amid a chaos of bleating sheep, braying asses, clouds of dust, and a long shambling line of people. She preferred it. As the Israelites plodded into the desert, away from Egypt and slavery, being alone within the crowd gave Noa time to notice without being noticed.

Her mother saw her as ripe for marriage. At sixteen, Noa saw herself as ripe for the land her father promised, for streams splashing down verdant hills, for anything at all. She looked to the dry hills on the horizon, so different from the Nile delta. A tiny sunbird flashed overhead, catching her attention with its sapphire plumage. As she watched it fly to a red-flowered vine winding through a lone acacia tree, Noa heard a voice behind her.

“Like a jewel in flight . . . yes?” 

Noa turned and saw a young woman about her age, stunningly different from most. Freckles sprinkled her nose and the crests of her cheeks. Golden, wavy hair framed her face. Noa stared. She had never seen anyone so pale and shiny.

“Everyone stares . . . at first.” 

“I’m sorry, I did not mean . . .”

“I’m used to it,” she said. “My name is Yoela. Do you mind if I walk with you?”

Embarrassed that she had stared, Noa was, for once, without words, so simply said, “Please.”

“What do they call you?”

“Call me?” 

Noa could not seem to catch the rhythm of conversation.

“You know . . . your name,” Yoela urged.

“Noa. Noa! Oh, I’m not usually this blank.”

She looked at Yoela, who was biting the insides of her cheeks to keep from laughing. Then both burst into giggles.

As they walked, they told what they had brought out of Egypt and what they expected to find at the end of their journey. 

“My father trained Malah and me to breed flocks for the best traits,” Noa said, leaking pride. “And he tells of the green land we are returning to. There I will lie on soft grasses under the shade of trees and watch goats I bred milk themselves.” 

A smile lit Yoela’s face, pleasing Noa. 

“You have a far different father than most. We have few sheep and goats, and no name to speak of. So, I will be happy with one tree. But anything is possible.”

They walked in silence for some moments, each imagining possibilities.

Then Yoela said, “I saw you with another maiden. Your sister?”

“Yes. That’s Malah. She ran up to walk with the daughters of Manasseh’s headmen. She prefers to walk with the highest of our tribe. My parents should have switched her name with my sister Milcah. Malah thinks she is the Queen.”

“So, there are more of you?”

“You ask a lot of questions. But, yes, three sisters besides Malah. Younger. And you?”

“A brother. Two years older.”

“Like my sister. But Malah would never marry a man with no name. Me? Noa is name enough for me.” 

“I knew a Noa. She was married to a mouse.”

“Impossible!” Noa laughed.

“Truly. But she, too, was a mouse. And what happened to them in Pharaoh’s storehouse?”

“Better than what happened to us, I hope.”

“Listen. I will tell you . . .”

Yoela bubbled like a spring in the desert and was full of stories that helped pass the time. 
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THE TWELVE TRIBES had traveled beyond the boundaries of Egypt days before. After the Angel of Death took Pharaoh’s first-born and the first-born of every Egyptian, Pharaoh finally released the Israelites. Setting out in darkness, their stomachs soured by fear, they took what goods they could and glanced furtively behind them. But the Egyptians were mourning their dead.

Zelophechad and his wife Ada kept their five daughters close, fearing Pharaoh’s revenge. After their two older daughters were born, Ada had prayed for a son. Yet, their third child was another daughter—Hoglah. When a boy-child came crying into the world, Ada thanked the goddess Asherah. But Pharaoh had decreed death for all Israel’s newborn males, a guarantee they would not rise up to challenge him. While her husband slaved in Pharaoh’s quarries, the Shadows of Pharaoh stole into their mudbrick home. Two held her down as the third smothered her baby. 

Ada birthed a fourth girl-child, Milcah. Then another baby boy, another death. Tirzah, the last of their children, was born writhing and bawling like a cornered cat. Ada favored her and let the honey-haired girl run wild, barely tamed by her sisters.

Exhausted by the trials of Egypt, Zelophechad spent the remnants of his energy on his two older daughters, pointing them to a future in their ancestral lands. 

“We will return to these lands,” he said, “where wheat and barley swell like the sea, watered by sweet streams. They are yours. Don’t forget. And if anything should happen to me . . .”

Malah spit against the Evil Eye.

“Nothing worse will happen,” she said, assuring herself.

“ . . . if anything should happen to me, pursue your share of our land.”

“But we are daughters, not sons,” Noa argued. “Who will hear us?”

“Vow that you will.”

Zelophechad planted seeds of the land he had never seen, and the need to claim it. 
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WHEN THE ISRAELITES reached the Sea of Reeds, the vast assemblage stopped. There, on the sandy banks, they huddled like animals, covered only by stars. 

Lulled by the waving plumes of reeds along the water’s marshy edges, Noa slept deep into the night, until she was startled awake by shouting.

“Up, up!” 

“The Egyptians . . . they have come for us.”

“We will die in the wilderness.” 

Surprised by the Egyptian army’s sudden appearance behind them, people panicked. They crowded forward toward the water in the pale light of the moon, afraid to go forward and drown, afraid to stay and be cut down by Pharaoh’s warriors.

Finally, one man, Nachshon, stepped into the water. As he pressed forward, the water rose to his waist, then his shoulders. 

“He will be smothered by the sea,” Noa gasped.

Hoglah and Milcah turned their heads so they would not see him die. 

Then the wind rose and stroked back the waters. Wind-charmed waters fell back from Nachshon’s shoulders, from his chest, until only a puddled path lay ahead. He turned and motioned for people to follow. They began to cross, feeling their way through the night with their feet. Sea creatures spangled the rich ooze. They slipped on the knobbed backs of starfish and smooth clamshells that cobbled the sandy bottom. Crabs pinched at the toes of the miracle-dazed people.

The tribes struggled across the sea bottom, they and their camels and asses loaded with goods, their sheep and goats agitated by the rumbling waters on either side. As they dragged themselves ashore in the emerging dawn, they heard the war cries of Egyptians pressing their chariot horses on. The chariots’ heavy wheels churned across the sandy bottom, then lurched to a stop, stuck halfway across. 

The soldiers and the people on the shore watched as the sea came roaring back, wrapping waves around warriors, horses, and chariots, white foam spewing furiously against dawn’s pink glow. When the waters calmed, all that remained was the sea’s placid face shining up at the new day.

In the miracle of morning, Miriam the prophet, Miriam the sister of Moses, sang a song. She danced, shouting God’s greatness. She danced, in a joyful fury. She danced, keeping the beat with the cymbals of her timbrel, the weight of her age lightened by holy ecstasy and survival. A ring of women wove themselves around her, ululating, shaking timbrels, stamping the drum of the earth. 

Malah watched from afar and shook her head.

“So unseemly.”  

Noa grabbed Tirzah’s small hand, and together they ran to join the ring of women.
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THE ISRAELITES MOVED south from the Sea of Reeds into arid desert. Their tongues swelled in their mouths for lack of water. Their stomachs growled, and they forgot all of the miracles that brought them out of Egypt. 

“What good are miracles when our children cry for food?”

Some of the old and weak fell prey to the tribe of Amalek, who swept down on easy targets. Behind bands of Amalekites, jackals, hyenas, and leopards waited their turn. 

Parents feared predators, human and animal. Some put a hand on a son’s back or kissed a daughter’s forehead to communicate reassurance they did not feel. Their children were exhilarated by the drama.

Day after day, Noa and Yoela found each other, happy to share their hopes and plans, and forget their dry, cracked lips and the stones in their sandals. 

“All my mother talks about is marriage,” Noa said. “The best matches, the best bride prices. The way she talks, it’s like when my father bought our donkey.”

“So, you are the donkey!” 

Yoela brayed, causing those around to look and Noa to laugh.  

“Of course, no one asks me what I want.”

“We’re so poor, my family will be happy with whoever tumbles into our tent. Not me. I want nothing to do with it.”

“The same. Let us see what the promised land brings before we submit.”

They spit on their thumbs, bound them together, and vowed to remain steadfast. The day they vowed was the day the Israelites stopped on a plain before the great mountain—Sinai. There, tribe by tribe, they set their tents.
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THE LAST LIGHT of day seeped through the entrance of Zelophechad’s tent as the wind curled around the tent pegs, beginning its nightly dance. Outside, pebbles from the desert floor clicked by, driven by the wind toward the great mountain that filled their view of the north. Here Moses had promised an event that would change all of their lives. 

Ada rested her arthritic back against piled-up sleeping rugs, wearily watching her daughters settle themselves after storing cooking pots from the evening meal. In the dim light of a clay lamp, they spun thread from baskets full of wool. Tirzah, only eight, sucked her thumb sleepily, her drop-spindle buried in her bedding. 

“We’ve heard so many promises,” Ada muttered. “Yet, with five daughters and no sons . . .”

“ . . . I am the unluckiest daughter of the tribe of Manasseh.” Noa completed her mother’s sentence, drenching the words with drama.

“Finally, you understand,” Ada said.

“Mother,” said Malah, “Noa is mocking you.”

“I am not. But are we not as good as sons?”

“Noa, it is the way of things. Your father and I must make suitable matches for five daughters—five. To secure your future.”

“Egypt is behind us, and we are on the way to the land of our ancestors. The land we have been promised. We will be settled by the next full moon. What could happen?”

“Oh, daughter, I have seen many things happen. In Egypt, we were toys of Pharaoh. And now we are toys of this One God.”

Malah pulled Noa’s arm and whispered, “Must you always argue?” 

“We are between childhood and the life of a wife. Between rulers. Never will our strength be greater,” Noa hissed back.

“But why not use your strength quietly. As I do. More cunning, and more powerful.” 

“That’s not what father does.”

“And sometimes it gets him into trouble. As it does you.”

“Malah, stop whispering and bring your father some tea,” Ada said.

Malah rose to ladle lemon-scented tea from the pot simmering on coals just outside the tent. With silky skin stretched over a body that bespoke childbearing, Malah was at the height of her attractiveness. She carried cups to her father’s compartment, where he lounged, conversing with his younger brother, Boaz. Zelophechad, who spoke like a prophet, looked up at Malah and bestowed a distracted smile. Unlike his brother, Boaz was a man of common sense and an eye for beauty. As Malah turned to go, Boaz nodded at her with approval.

Malah blushed and returned to the women’s side to hear Noa declare, “We must tie our fortunes to the tribe of Manasseh and press for our rights to father’s small fortunes. After he is gone, the jackals of the tribe will try to strip us.” 

“Don’t tempt the Angel of Death to find your father,” Ada demanded. 

“But our claim to father’s lands would be just, and justice shines like the sun, burning away all objections.”

Malah arched her eyebrow, but said nothing.  

“Noa could be a judge, like uncle Boaz,” said Milcah.

Hoglah picked at a callous on her foot, then looked up to say, “She can’t. She’s not a man.”  

Malah rolled her eyes at the obvious and reached to untie a small clay pot that hung from a tent pole along with spoons, awls, and waterskins. She handed the pot to Hoglah, who dipped in a finger and rubbed thick sheep fat on the cracked callus. 

“You wind your reasoning as tightly as you wind your thread,” Malah said to Noa. “Which often snaps. But, you could help father negotiate a good bride price for me.”

“Why don’t you marry Gaddi’s son? That’s what mother wants,” Tirzah said to Malah. “His spears arc like anything.” 

“You know nothing about this,” scolded Malah. “You’re just a baby.” 

“I’m not. I threw Adam down and made him eat dirt.” 

Tirzah ground her spindle into the earthen floor to demonstrate. Her hair, wild like her, was full of knots and bits of feather from the bird she had tracked and killed that day. 

“A just ruling of inheritance would protect us,” Noa continued, ignoring Tirzah. “ . . . even if our husbands died. Even if we never married.”  

“I would be happy for a husband. One who is kind,” said Hoglah.

At fourteen, already the tallest, Hoglah could control nothing about her developing body. Her feet flapped ahead of her like ducks. Now that her menses had begun, she wore a long, modest robe.  She complained that her right breast was growing larger than the left. To compensate, she held her left shoulder a little higher.

Hoglah did not mind that Malah considered herself the queen, but it was hard being in Noa’s shadow. Noa was blessed with a probing mind, luminous eyes, and sculpted cheekbones the equal of Nefertiti’s.

“Asherah squeezed all her beauty into the first two,” Hoglah sighed. “And what of Milcah and me?” 

On this and most else, Milcah kept her thoughts to herself. 

The reed mats covering the floor were spread with bedding at night so that each daughter had a nest where she sat. Noa married hers to Milcah’s and watched as Milcah worked a bone hook to weave black and red threads into a unicorn medallion. 

“The sign of Manasseh,” Noa whispered as Malah held forth on which was more important in a husband, power or wealth. “Milcah, you have a gift. Stories told in thread.”

“Malah, we will get you both. And, now, enough,” said Ada.

After her daughters wrapped themselves in coverings and closed their eyes, she smothered the lamp, entered her husband’s compartment, and lay down beside him. 

In Egypt, before the worst of the Israelites’ slavery, Zelophechad had taken Malah and Noa everywhere: to the fields where he taught them how to care for flocks, to meetings where they heard tribal politics and their father’s well-reasoned arguments. Yet, for all his logic, when he lost his sandals in folds of the rugs, Ada was the one he appealed to. It was she who picked bits of wool from his beard before he went out to greet the day and anyone who might pass his tent door.

“Zelophechad,” she whispered. “Malah must be married. Her shine will not last forever. Get a good match. The son of Gaddi ben Susi—he is the one. And Noa, who you think is so clever, she is not far behind.” 

His eyes heavy, Zelophechad mumbled, “Ummm.” 

Piercing his sleep, Ada said, “You train Noa for trouble. She will have trouble...and be trouble. If only you could see that you have daughters, not sons.”

He did not answer. From the other side of the curtain separating the compartments, she heard Malah and Noa whispering.

“ . . . and, when it comes to marriage,” said Malah, “the most important thing is how to change father’s mind if the man he chooses is completely unacceptable.”

Tired of marriage talk, Noa anticipated tomorrow’s great gathering. “‘Make yourselves pure,’ Moses warned us. That will be difficult in this desert.”

“Perhaps Moses meant more than our bodies,” suggested Malah. 

“And what do you know of purity?” Noa challenged. 

Malah and Noa whispered knowingly of purity as if it were like scrubbing a garment. Ada listened as she drifted to sleep. Talk of purity made her think its opposite. She remembered the feel of Zelophechad’s hand on her thigh, the warmth that spread from the quick of her. Wrapped in her robe, she rubbed her own hand along her thigh, feeling something of death there, the skin yellow and thick as a camel bag. 
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WREATHED IN SMOKE & FIRE  
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MALAH, NOA, AND Hoglah stood at the foot of the great mountain, waiting for the revelation Moses had promised. Behind them, the black goat-hair tents looked like shards of flint, arranged in dark, elliptical necklaces across the bleak beige plain. Ahead, the central peak rose sharp and gray against an overcast sky. 

“Hoglah, can you see Moses?” Malah asked. “Do you see what he is doing?”

“No, just people. What should we expect?”

“Nothing,” said Noa. “Then you won’t be disappointed.” Nodding toward the mountain, she added, “They’ve picked a bad day for this. A storm is coming.”

Milcah and Tirzah ran up to join them. 

“Where’s mother?” Hoglah asked.

“Her back hurts. You are to watch us and we will tell her all that happens.”

Their uncle Boaz approached. 

“Stay behind your father, me, and the men of our house,” he cautioned. “We want to be able to find you should something happen,” he added to Malah specifically.

Gathered on the lower slopes of the mountain, Moses, Aaron, and the elders were hidden by low-lying clouds. The people waited. The sun arced into afternoon. They became hungry. Stomachs growled. They waited, but were no longer patient. Small bursts of activity erupted. Some ran to fetch a cloak as the day cooled under the darkening sky. Some drifted toward the tents, feeling they had been played for fools.

Suddenly Malah noticed the clouds atop the mountain had changed.

“Look!” 

As they watched, dense clouds roiled over the central peak. None had ever seen such clouds, flashing with lightning then rumbling and groaning as though both light and sound came from deep within the heart of the mountain.

The people drew back from the mountain, now wreathed with fiery smoke. They feared that Moses and Aaron must be consumed, leaving them alone with a monstrous, angry mountain. Then, the blast of an unearthly ram’s horn called them closer. Mesmerized, they approached. 

The air became still. A white breath rose from the top of the mountain, curled around the darkened peak, then gathered strength as it spiraled down the mountain until it swelled and burst. 

The land undulated. Malah fell, groping for Tirzah, blinded by a holy light.

Noa heard an unearthly voice: “Justice. Pursue justice.” 

Hoglah was caressed by the sweet odor of broom blossoms. 

A scarf of bats fluttered past Tirzah, the wind from their wings tickling her arms, causing her to laugh before they vanished back into the mountain. 

Laws for living were revealed and the Spirit was made known to each person. Some saw sounds. Others heard visions. One man covered his eyes and wept. Another understood an aleph and, from that first letter, understood everything.

A young man heard a terrible tintinnabulation and ran screaming from the foot of the mountain, past the tents, past the Midianite traders at the far edges of the camp. He ran into the wilderness howling, his hands stanching ears bleeding with holy noise.

In time, the wind that had roared from the mountain slowed. It became a breath, a sigh. Black clouds effaced to gray. Tentatively, people gathered themselves, returning to a different day than the one they woke to. Some would forget what they heard by the evening meal. Others could not remember what had happened, but were transformed. Some remembered everything.

Exhausted and dazed, Zelophechad’s daughters walked wordlessly to their tent. Their mother sat rolling balls of dough for the evening meal. At the edge of the fire pit a pot of red lentils mixed with onions bubbled quietly. She stretched the first ball of dough, before slapping it onto an ashy rock in the fire pit, then looked up and noticed her daughters’ shining eyes and drained faces.

“What happened? Tell me.” She waited. “Tell me!”

Unusually hesitant, Malah began, “It is hard to tell. A storm of sound . . . light . . . I can’t exactly . . .”  

The others could do no better. Milcah had neither seen, nor heard, nor felt anything extraordinary. Ashamed to admit she lacked vision or belief, she vowed to live her life as if she had.

Finally, Tirzah said, “It was too much for us, uncle Boaz said. So Moses went up.”

Noa explained, “Moses went up on the mountain, through the clouds and the lightning, to bring back something we can better understand. No one knows how long he will be gone.”

“Well . . . quite a day, it sounds,” their mother said with a chirpy finality that hinted it was time to prepare the evening meal.
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WHILE WAITING FOR Moses to return with God’s laws, people heard wisps of the new laws, but no one was certain. 

“One God,” said some.

“No, one God above all other gods,” said others. 

“No stealing, that’s certain.”

“But what about borrowing?”

“The Sabbath is a day of rest. Work is unlawful.”

“Ah, but for me, carving a toy for my child is restful.”

“No,” said another, “rest is rest.”

A group of Levites took it upon themselves to decide what was right and what was not. They called themselves the Guardians of Truth.

“We cannot live without the rule of law, even until Moses returns,” they said. 

What they said made sense, so people allowed them to make decisions while Aaron waited for Moses at the foot of the mountain. The Guardians of Truth ruled that making an image of God was false, thus evil. 

“Yes, this makes sense,” people said, although they continued to keep small idols in their tents.

“And what of Asherah?” Ada asked her husband. “Who will bring fertility when Malah marries if not Asherah?” 

“Ah,” Zelophechad said. “That is just a little idol. A goddess for one purpose. No great God would be troubled over her.” 

Yet, they spoke quietly about it, in their own home. 

No one in the camp raised a voice against the Guardians of Truth, so their authority grew quickly. Their ruling against images of God came to include images of people because, they said, “We are created in God’s image and to create images of people is to create images of God.”

Tribal councils met and agreed, “We can abide by this.” But they said so reluctantly.

The Guardians of Truth extended the prohibition to images of anything that experienced birth and death. They warned that women avoid any male outside their immediate family to prevent the excitement female presence provoked. And, they added, a female must obey when a male speaks to her.  

One father mocked, “Does this mean when my four-year-old stamps his feet and shouts to his mother, ‘I won’t go to sleep,’ she must bow and mumble, ‘Anything you say, my honored son’? Will I have such power, too?”

His family laughed, and an older brother threw a pillow at the little boy, but they all behaved more carefully when the Guardians were near. None stood against the Guardians of Truth, who warned that those who strayed from their rules would be banished into the desert-without-end. 

Bezalel, the great artist, who worked exquisite designs in metal and wood, was warned to halt his evil craft. An apprentice, angered to see Bezalel aggrieved for the loss of his artistry, chiseled a gazelle’s head for his mentor, in defiance of the Guardians. When they heard of the figure the apprentice had fashioned, the Guardians of Truth cut off his thumbs as a warning to others.  Bezalel found him bleeding and took him home to heal him. He seethed at what they had done to his ardent apprentice. But Bezalel was an artist, not a warrior. There were no warriors among this crushed people.

The Levites argued over how to confront the Guardians and their assault on Levitic authority. Korach, a cousin of Moses and among the most intelligent of them, was disgusted by the Levites’ indecisive arguing and began planning his own solution. 
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CHAPTER 3
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GUARDIANS OF TRUTH
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UNUSED TO THE responsibilities of freedom, the tribes tolerated the Guardians of Truth. The Guardians, at least, offered a sense of structure.  

The sect’s devotion to the Sabbath was particularly fierce. Those who dwelled near the Guardians of Truth were careful not to break their rules, and the number of rules increased continually. At the western edge of the camp, the tribe of Manasseh had little fear of attracting attention.

Early one Sabbath morning, before dawn awakened the world, Ada felt the brush of an unearthly hand.

“It is the Shadows of Pharaoh, the death-dealers, following us,” she whispered fearfully.

“It is the wind,” Zelophechad soothed.

“Yes, you must be right,” she agreed, but huddled closer to her husband. 

In the light of day, Zelophechad saw that Ada looked upset, so had taken her for a stroll. With a walking stick in one hand, she leaned on his arm as he escorted her to visit friends. When she was young, she had Malah’s broad cheekbones and full lips and Tirzah’s fiery eyes as well as her temperament. But the trial of too many daughters, dead babies, and endless pain had defeated her. He did not judge her, nor she him. Daily life had ground them down to worn familiarity.

The twenty-odd tents of their clan formed a large oval on the desert plain. At night, the open area at the center of the tents protected camels and asses, tethered to stakes. During the day, it provided children a safe place to play.  

When Zelophechad and Ada walked out, they passed Boaz’s tent and nodded coolly to Seglit, his wife. Then they moved on, spending time with this one and that. Ada wanted to make one more stop, at the tent of Gaddi. Gaddi was second only to Gamaliel, Manasseh’s tribal leader. Gaddi’s wife, Tamar, knew all the news of the camp. More important, her oldest son, Hur, was the match Ada sought for Malah. Here she planned to linger. 

The men of Gaddi’s family were out, except for the deaf grandfather, who sat warming his old bones in the sun. Zelophechad excused himself, saying he would be back in good time, then walked toward low hills that edged the western side of the camp. 

Where hills met the plain, narrow valleys led into steep-walled canyons floored with ochre sands. Zelophechad wandered in the direction of one such canyon, whistling tunelessly, picking up pieces of dark flint and glittering quartz, examining the stones, then tossing them back. He walked through a sandy defile where blue-green caper plants grew from cracks in the rock walls. Zelophechad pinched off an unopened caper bud, popped it in his mouth, then pinched off another.

He wandered on, spotted a dead branch on the ground, and picked it up. It was dense for deadwood. He looked around and saw more. Firewood was hard to come by, so he gathered the caperwood. After he had gathered an armload, he decided to circle back to camp through a more open route. He heard voices in what seemed the right direction and headed toward them.

A narrow neck of canyon turned sharply to the right and opened into a broad basin.  On one side of the basin, a group of ten or so young men sat on tumbled-down rocks, talking. It was their voices he had heard. He recognized a few as Guardians of Truth, just as they noticed him. He nodded, deferentially, and continued to cross the basin, the wood held in his arms like an offering. A dart of fear pricked his back, and he veered toward the opposite side of the basin. 

“Here. You,” called one.

Zelophechad tilted his head again, but kept walking. 

“I said, ‘You.’ Are you deaf?”

“He heard,” another shouted, loud enough for Zelophechad to hear. 

“Don’t you know this is the Sabbath? Don’t you know it is forbidden to work, to collect wood?”

Not knowing how to answer, Zelophechad smiled as if he were dumb, but kept walking.

“Stop there.” The two who had yelled jumped up and strode toward Zelophechad. The others turned to watch, some rising to their feet. 

The two Guardians with angry beards strode toward him, shouting, “No work on the Sabbath. No wood on the Sabbath.” 

Others took up the cry. Zelophechad stopped, dropped the load of wood at his feet, and turned to his pursuers as if he had just heard them. He opened his now-empty arms toward them and smiled again.

“Good Sabbath to you,” Zelophechad said with as much cheer as he could muster.

“You mock us?”

“No. No. Not at all. I am a forgetful old man. I have a poor mind.”

“You mock us and now you lie to us. We know you as a leader of Manasseh. Are you telling us Manasseh is led by stupid old men?”

Zelophechad backed away, saying, “I only tell you the truth. I am what I said.”

“We know there are those who talk against us. Perhaps you are one,” said a red-faced Guardian, picking up a small stone and tossing it back and forth between his cupped hands. The others had gathered behind the first two.

“No. Guarding the law is a sacred duty,” Zelophechad insisted, knowing the words, in the larger sense, were true.

The first man tossed the stone to his companion, who pinged it at Zelophechad, lightly hitting his robed upper arm. 

“Eh. Maybe a small lesson will teach you. Something your poor mind won’t forget. Don’t forget, this is the Sabbath.”

He tried to tease out Zelophechad’s fear, but the man’s twisted logic turned Zelophechad’s trepidation to anger.

Zelophechad stooped to pick up the stone and pointed it at him. “ . . . and don’t you.” He instantly regretted giving in to his anger, but he had a feeling that no matter what he did the conclusion might be the same.

Now the first man threw a small stone, “What’s a stone? A little stone? It can’t hurt. But it can teach.”

The two men moved toward Zelophechad and the group behind them moved too, becoming more a mob than men. Zelophechad saw the hard, blank looks and backed away. He was breathing hard, as if he had run.

One of the faceless group standing behind the first two men picked up a larger rock and threw it at Zelophechad’s chest, deflating what little breath he had. Without thinking, Zelophechad turned and ran toward the far canyon wall. Another man aimed, threw, then laughed, as if he were taking a practice shot at a rat. The rock hit Zelophechad squarely in the back and he tripped, catching a foot on a half-buried bone. The sun-dried thong on his right sandal snapped and he pitched forward onto the ground. 

His running and fall triggered something primitive in the men. Their arms burned with the hunger of the hunt. As Zelophechad fell, they grabbed rocks and ran after him, howling and throwing. Rocks hit his back, his arms, his legs. Some hit soft muscle, others broke bones.

Zelophechad rolled into a ball and covered his head with his arms, trying to escape the pain. But two of the men grabbed his arms, pulled them wide, and laid him open. They took turns with a long shepherd’s staff, beating him again and again.

Their howling sounded far away. A strange quiet enfolded him. Now, today, he would die. It was so unexpected. His daughters. His beloved daughters. How could he tell Ada? The bracelet he had meant to give her. Where was it where was it where was . . . 

He tasted blood, thick and salty, running into his mouth. His split and bleeding head exploded with pain as the staff caught him again, above the ear, red running in bloody streaks down his face. Zelophechad sobbed, gasping. Then he was still.
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“UNCLE BOAZ SAYS maybe you will marry Gaddi’s son. If you do, will he teach me to throw spears? I’ll do anything you want if you ask him to teach me,” Tirzah begged, jittering in front of Malah and Noa, who kneeled under the eaves of the tent, grinding barley.

Covered with barley flour, each bent over her grindstone, crushing the grain a few handfuls at a time. They talked, sang, and made up stories to counter the tedious work of grinding grain with a handheld stone. It was Tirzah’s job to pour kernels from a sack into each concave grindstone, then scrape the flour into a pot.

The sides of the tent were rolled up to admit breeze and the day’s fading light. Near the fire pit, Hoglah and Milcah sorted and parched grain for tomorrow’s breakfast porridge, overseen by their mother.

“Tirzah, no one has decided anything,” Malah chided. “I’m sure Uncle Boaz only said that because you were hanging on his arm, pulling and chattering in his ear until you drove him crazy.”

“God is going to turn you into a boy,” Hoglah shouted from within.

“Good.” Tirzah picked up a long tail of tent rope and tied it around her waist with the loose end flapping in front. She waggled her penis-rope into the tent. “Then I’ll pee on you.”

“Mother, make her stop!” Hoglah screamed.

Noa spluttered with laughter.

“Don’t encourage her,” Malah warned.

“Where is father? He was supposed to bring mother home, not us.” 

“He’ll come when he comes. My arms are so tired. How much more?”

Tirzah showed them the contents of the flour pot, half-filled with flour. 

“A bit more and there’ll be plenty of barley cakes for dinner . . . if no one eats more than her share.” Malah eyed Tirzah. “Would you give me a sip of water so I don’t have to clean my hands?”

“ . . . and wipe the sweat from my forehead, please,” added Noa.

“Tirzah do this. Tirzah do that. I am not your slave.” She stamped her foot. 

“Would you like to trade places . . .”

“All right, I’m going.” Tirzah danced away just as a man ran up, breathing hard.

“Your father, your father . . .” was all he managed before a coughing fit overcame him.

Sensing trouble and mindless of their flour-covered arms, Malah and Noa ran in separate directions: Malah to fetch Boaz, Noa to fetch water for the man.

When the man recovered, he pulled Boaz into Zelophechad’s side of the tent and told him he had found his brother’s body. When Boaz pressed, the man said he believed Zelophechad had been attacked, implying beasts of the wilderness. Boaz gathered men from their clan and headed toward the rock-walled basin, while the women waited.

When they thought they could wait no longer, the sisters saw Boaz and his men in the distance, carrying something on a rug. Malah and Noa said nothing, but each knew what it was. Boaz saw Malah and nodded toward their father’s side of the tent. She and Noa ran to inform their mother, explaining what little they knew as gently as they could. Her eyes widened and her face collapsed. The three younger girls heard, but looked blank. To have a father in the morning and none by evening . . .  

Malah and Noa, who lost both a father and a teacher, wiped their tear-streaked faces with floury hands and arms. Their grieving white masks frightened Tirzah, and she ran for the cloth and tried to wipe their faces clean even as they cried, holding her, making her job difficult. 

In the privacy of his quarters, clanswomen washed what was left of Zelophechad and covered him with a white shroud. 

“My husband,” Ada said, “set his heart on the land of his fathers. I don’t want him to lie here, alone. No one will be able to honor him here.”

They sympathized, but they buried him nonetheless.

Anger and grief gave Noa a voice.

“Mother, I vow to you, we will carry father’s bones to the land of our ancestors, to the land we have been promised.” 
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BY THE TIME of Zelophechad’s burial, word of what the Guardians had done had spread throughout the camp. Boaz called a meeting.

“If the Guardians did not hesitate to kill my brother, a peaceful and honorable man, they would not hesitate to kill any of us. If we don’t stop them now, our slavery will simply be transferred from the Egyptians to these . . . these . . .” Boaz spat his contempt.

Boaz met with other judges and leaders. The meetings spread surreptitiously throughout the camp. 

Korach the Levite heard, and said to members of the priestly clan, “How would it look if we simply waited, quibbling among ourselves, while others cleanse us of this plague? We, the true leaders of Israel, must lead.”

Korach approached Boaz. The Levites would, Korach said, offer their good name and lead the fight. Seeing the benefit of collective action, Boaz assented.

They did not wait until the end of the mourning period. Led by the Levites, tribal leaders and young men hungry for battle gathered knives, clubs, whatever weapons were at hand and marched on the tents of the Guardians of Truth. At the sight of hundreds of armed men approaching, the leaders of the Guardians abandoned their sacred mission and their followers as fast as it took them to squeeze under the backs of their tents and race for the empty desert. 

––––––––
[image: ]


THEY HAD COVERED their mother with a soft sheepskin and she snored softly in a corner. She slept on the women’s side every night now that her husband slept with his fathers. 

Following the week of mourning, they were relieved to return to work, replacing the hole in their lives with familiar busyness. Hoglah and Tirzah tended the flocks, watering them at the end of the day, then driving them into brush enclosures where Boaz’s men guarded the animals from jackals and wolves.  Milcah sat at the loom, weaving under the eaves, while Malah and Noa patched tents, sewed clothes, and endlessly prepared food: grinding grain, cooking, milking sheep and goats, draining curds of whey. 

After dinner, they teased wool into thread, winding it onto their spindles in an almost continuous motion, their fingers seeing what their eyes could not in the dim light. Before, they chattered about anything. Now they were subdued by death.

One evening, Noa gave vent to her anger. “The Levites did not confront the Guardians until our father’s murder and Boaz forced them to. I say the Princes of Israel were cowards.”

Tirzah sat in the V between Hoglah’s outstretched legs as Hoglah combed out the tangles in her sister’s hair. 

“I would chase them down and slit their throats,” Tirzah swore.  

“Tirzah,” Noa scolded. “As for Boaz, mother said he will speak with Gaddi ben Susi tomorrow, to make Malah a match with his son Hur.”

“Hur may be more suited for Tirzah than for me. He’s too young, too untested.”

“Spear-thrower—I’ll take him,” Tirzah said, pulling forward so that Hoglah’s comb tore out a handful of hair, causing Tirzah to howl.

The sisters laughed at the thought of Tirzah subjugating Hur. Malah shushed them, nodding to their sleeping mother.

They lapsed into silence, until Noa cleared her throat. 

“Remember when we talked about getting our rights when father was gone? Well, now he is gone and if we don’t speak up for what was due him—and us—we will never get a share in the land to come. Not all of us will be lucky. Marriage is not assured. Husbands die. Without inheritance, who knows which of us may become bondswomen, a step above a slave.”

“Remember Abigail?” said Malah. “Her parents indentured her to a family who remained in Egypt. Even when she’s free to leave, how will she find her family? She will be alone, with nothing and no one.”

“The further we get from father’s good name, the closer we get to servitude. People forget . . . quickly. That’s why mother wants to marry us off fast. Our family fortunes may crumble like dust unless we find a way to hold them through inheritance.”

“How will we get our share of land?” Hoglah asked. 

“We’ll go straight to the top,” Malah cut in. “We will talk with Moses.”

“Moses is still on the mountain,” Milcah reminded them.

“Wait,” interrupted Noa. “We must build legitimacy. What are we to Moses? Before we convince Moses and the Judges of Thousands, we must first convince the Judges of Tens. We must climb the ladder of the courts.

“The count is based on the size of the tribe,” Noa continued. “The bigger the tribe, the more land. Manasseh needs us for the count.” 

“Well, of course, we know the numbers.” Malah sniffed.

“Do we have to speak?” asked Hoglah nervously. 

“Hoglah, all you have to do is stand tall as a date palm,” Noa said, smiling affectionately, remembering how awkward she, too, felt when every part of her body seemed to grow at a different rate.

“I’m like Hoglah,” said Milcah. “I want to honor father, but I could not speak before judges.” 

“I could. You two,” Tirzah pointed her spindle at Milcah and Hoglah, “are like beetles that run when they see a shadow.” 

“You, Tirzah, probably shouldn’t speak.”

Noa tilted her head thoughtfully and said, as if to herself, “This will take patience and determination. We have a just request. But we are women, and such a request may never have been granted a woman.”

“Noa is right,” said Malah. “This will not be easy. But if the land promised to Israel is a land of milk and honey, having land in our father’s name will be even sweeter.”

“Noa must be our leader in the law,” said Hoglah.

“I am happy to take on the legal arguments, but Malah must be the battle leader,” Noa said deferentially. “Malah knows Manasseh. With Uncle Boaz’s help, she will get us to the Judges of Tens.”

“What will our jobs be?” Hoglah asked.

Noa looked at them. “Milcah, you can still run in and out of tents. Once our path is known, you can tell us what people are saying.” 

“What can I do?” repeated Hoglah.

“You can test the waterskin to make sure it will not leak.” Noa poked at an imaginary skin. “Look for the holes in my argument before I stand in front of the judges. This will be a battle of wits.”

Hoglah grinned, pleased to be elevated to the level of her older sisters.

“Will you promise I won’t need to speak before the judges,” insisted Milcah.

“That is not a vow I can make, but here is one we all must make. For land in our father’s name, each of us must play a part. Who will vow?” Noa challenged.

They all vowed, not knowing how far and where their commitment might take them. 

Tirzah broke the solemnity. “If this is a battle, we need a war song.” 

“Fine. Your job, Tirzah, is to make the military side dishes to this legal feast.”

“Side dish? My part will be the roasted meat in the middle of the platter!” 
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