




Contents
CHAPTER1
CHAPTER2
CHAPTER3
CHAPTER4
CHAPTER5
CHAPTER6
CHAPTER7
CHAPTER8
CHAPTER9
CHAPTER10
CHAPTER11
CHAPTER12
CHAPTER13
CHAPTER14
CHAPTER15
CHAPTER16
CHAPTER17
CHAPTER18
Glossary of Terms
Discussion Guide
Recommended Reading

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.
 
Rahab’s Story: Women of the Bible
 
A Signet Book / published by arrangement with the author
 
All rights reserved.
Copyright © 2005 by Penguin Group (USA) Inc.
This book may not be reproduced in whole or part, by mimeograph or any other means, without permission. Making or distributing electronic copies of this book constitutes copyright infringement and could subject the infringer to criminal and civil liability.
For information address:
The Berkley Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Putnam Inc.,
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.
 
The Penguin Putnam Inc. World Wide Web site address is 
http://www.penguinputnam.com
 
ISBN: 978-1-1012-1996-6
 
A SIGNET BOOK®
Signet Books first published by The Signet Publishing Group, a member of Penguin Putnam Inc.,
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.
SIGNET and the “S” design are trademarks belonging to Penguin Putnam Inc.
 
Electronic edition: September, 2005


CHAPTER
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I first beheld the House of Palms on the same day that I was cast out from my home and family.
That morning my stepmother, Helsbah, returned too early from the market. Later I would learn that my father’s shop had been searched by the city guard during the night, and they had ripped the place apart. My rugs and tapestries had been trampled and torn, the best of them stolen. Never had my family been pilfered, not once in the twenty-three years since my father had built his first stall to sell the beautiful weavings from my mother’s looms.
Helsbah, who cared only for the amount of coin it would take to repair the damage, left my father to sort through the mess and stalked back to the merchants’ quarter. My stepmother’s brother served as a minor official at King Khormad’s court, and she likely came home to dictate a letter to the house scribe, one that would complain at length about such wanton destruction. Helsbah was an experienced complainer, and doubtless imagined her whining would inspire her brother to wheedle some sort of restitution from the commander of the city guard.
My father’s shop had not been the only one to be searched. The day before, the horrifying fate of a caravan, discovered smuggling Semites out of the city, had been made known to all. King Khormad ordered his guards to confiscate the caravan’s goods, slit the throats of all the pack animals, and then execute everyone who had traveled with the caravan, Semite or not. The decapitated heads had been placed in gruesome, prominent display around the city markets as a warning to any who might be tempted to sneak others through the great gates.
“No Semite in Riha is safe,” my father had said over our evening meal. “The king wants them all in chains, and to be caught aiding or harboring them . . .” He shook his head as if grieved. Unlike other Canaanites born in the city, Robur held no animosity toward the Semites or any other foreign race.
My stepmother, on the other hand, felt no such sympathy. “They are like snakes, the way they slither in our midst. May Baal swallow them all into his fiery gullet.”
I bit my tongue, knowing too well I could say nothing. The deep hatred Canaanites felt toward the Semites would never change. I silently resolved to pray as soon as possible for those who had been butchered, and beg Jehovah watch over me and my sister. We were half-Semite, something no one in my family, not even Robur, knew.
So deep was I in my prayers the next morning, I did not hear my stepmother return.
My sister, Tezi, whom I had been quietly teaching our faith, tried to divert Helsbah and warn me by calling out in an overloud voice, “The sun has barely risen. Why have you come home, Little Mother?”
“Little Mother” was what Helsbah insisted we call her, although the only thing small about her were her bead-sized eyes and fly speck of a heart. I went still, hoping she would go into the kitchens and torment the servants.
“Did our father forget something?” Tezi’s voice grew even louder, as though she were walking down the hall to my chamber. “But tell me and I shall find it for you.”
I heard Helsbah snap, “Out of my way, runt,” just before my door slammed open. “Rahab?”
By that moment I had shoved my clay tablets, which my mother had carefully inscribed with all the prayers she knew, under my rug. Before I could rise, however, my stepmother loomed over me. The metallic threads in her costly robe glittered as she turned this way and that, inspecting the small oil lamp, the smoking brazier, and the bulges under the plainly woven mat upon which I had been praying.
“So, Daughter.” Helsbah’s voice grew as soft as rainwater. “What weave you here? Spells, perhaps?”
“No, Little Mother.” I rose to my feet. “Just untangling my thoughts.”
I could hardly tell her the truth. My mother, Jezere, had been born Semite, but had concealed her faith from all. Such was the price to be paid, she had told me, for loving a Canaanite. Before my mother had died of lung fever, she had secretly taught me her faith, that of the One God, Jehovah. It was an outlawed religion, especially here in Riha, where Baal and many other bloodthirsty gods were feared and worshipped. Mother warned me to take care and keep my faith concealed, even from my father.
“Robur is a good man, but he fears the king and his Baal priests,” Jezere told me a few days before her end, her voice nearly gone from the endless weeks of coughing. “That is why I told him I am Maon, not Semite. Thank the One God that all my family is dead.”
“Why did you lie to Father? Why do the king and his priests hate Semites so much?” I asked, confused by the need for secrecy.
“Our God forbids the worship of demons and false gods, as well as sodomy and the sacrifice of children, all of which the Canaanites practice. Such laws were given by Jehovah directly to Moses.”
My mother had already told me of Moses, the Egyptian prince turned prophet, who had freed Israel from crushing bondage as slaves to Pharaoh. It was one of the most exciting stories I had ever heard, and I felt privileged to know the blood of such holy men also ran in my veins. “But Mother, the Canaanites do not follow the law of the One God. Why do they care if we do?”
“Beneath their hatred is fear, Rahab. Ours is a true faith, and by killing Semites, the Canaanites think to destroy the righteousness of Jehovah’s word.” Jezere coughed again, bringing up blood as well as phlegm. The fever had drained the dregs of her strength, yet when I tried to ease her back onto her pallet, she found enough to seize my wrist. “Swear to me now, Daughter. Swear you will teach Tezi, and never reveal your faith to anyone but another Semite.”
I loved my mother, and I swore that I would obey her wishes. I had been very careful to do so from that day forth, never speaking of the faith to anyone but Tezi.
Now I would have to lie to keep that vow.
“I was meditating on the hokhmah of Moloch,” I told her, although she knew I avoided the temple, her friends from it, and everyone else who worshipped there.
“That was not Moloch’s wisdom. You were speaking strange words. Foreign, evil-sounding words.” My stepmother was a lazy, greedy woman, but her eyes were not ignorant, and neither were her ears. “Where did you learn this pig’s tongue?”
Temper rose inside me, hot and fierce. “It is not—” I clenched my hands and jaw and stared hard at my feet. “It was a simple prayer of praise taught to me by a merchant.” It was not a falsehood. I had been giving praise to Jehovah, and while she had spent most of her day at her loom, my mother had occasionally gone to the shop during festival days to help my father sell.
“Lift up the rug,” Helsbah said.
I swallowed. My prayer she might not understand, but the tablets were written plainly in Hebrew. “It is nothing, Little Mother; I beg you not trouble yourself—”
Helsbah’s broad hand flashed out and slapped my face. The heavy silver ring she wore collided with my nose, and I felt the warm wetness of blood trickle over my lips.
It was not as if I could not strike back. At seventeen years old, I stood a head taller than Helsbah. I had not half her bulk, but years of lifting and winding heavy skeins and rugs had left my hands and arms strong. I had two years of anger built up inside me, anger at her endless complaints, at her greed for my father’s wealth, at her careless treatment of Tezi.
No, I could hit her, and I could hurt her. Had not Helsbah been beating me ever since Father had married her? Such was my anger that I felt sure that with one blow, I could send my stepmother to her knees. That was something I wanted to do, and see, badly. I could wrap my hands around her thick neck, and then . . .
“I could kill you,” I said, more out of amazement at myself than any threat. I lifted my hands and stared at them. “It would be so easy.”
Tezi appeared at my side. “Rabi, no,” she whispered, clutching at my arm, working at my fist with her small fingers. She knew how angry I was; only eight years old, and yet she always sensed so much. “You must not.”
I had sworn to uphold my mother’s faith, and it commanded me to honor my parents. Helsbah would never be mother to me, but I could not strike the woman my father had chosen as wife. I certainly could not kill her.
As if she knew my thoughts, Helsbah slapped me a second time. “Lift the rug, or are you deaf as well as addled?”
I tasted blood in my mouth, in my heart. She is not my mother. “Leave us, Little Sister.”
Tezi looked up into my face, and then fled.
Helsbah smiled at me as if she knew and enjoyed my dilemma. “Lift the rug, Rahab, and show me this secret work you do when you should be weaving.”
Although it tore at me to do it, I lifted one leg and brought my foot down hard and heavy upon the rug’s bulge. Pain speared through my sole, and sun-dried clay cracked. “Do you mean this rug?”
My stepmother’s gaze followed the sound, and her fat cheeks reddened. “Show what you hide, now, or I shall call for the rod.”
Helsbah was on her third rod. She had broken the first two on my back.
I had never before invited pain upon myself—indeed, I had done much to avoid it—but something inside me had broken. Like her rods.
She was a stupid pig of a woman, and I wasn’t going to be afraid of her anymore.
“Oh, Little Mother, please do not beat me,” I said, my plea delivered in an insolent drawl. At the same time, I casually shifted my weight, grinding the broken pieces under the rug until I felt them crumble. Distantly I felt grateful that I had not baked them, or I would not have been able to destroy them so easily. “I only wish to please you.”
Helsbah finally saw that I had no intention of lifting the rug, no matter what she threatened to do, and knocked me aside. She yanked back the edge. My tablets, each carefully inscribed by Jezere’s own hand, had been reduced to unreadable gravel.
“You might piece them back together,” I said. “Should I fetch the glue?”
She jerked up her head, and lines of hatred formed around her nose and mouth. “You will not dwell another day under my roof.”
“It is my father’s roof,” I informed her, feeling oddly calm, “and you do not decide who lives here.” This time she would complain too much, too loudly, and my father would see her for what she was and cast her aside.
“Do I not? We shall see.” She tugged me into her arms, pressing my face to her bosom before I could wriggle free, and then shoved me away and walked out of my room.
I should have followed her, but I was too angry. How dare she embrace me like that? I went out to the courtyard, and stood for a few moments letting the rising sun bake off some of my ire before I went to the small chamber where I worked on my mother’s looms. There I stayed, working the threads and praying for calm I could not feel.
An hour after Helsbah’s return, I heard someone from the courtyard call my name.
Hoping my father had returned, I walked out. My eyes had to adjust from the cool shadowed room to the bright light of the midmorning sun. Thus at first I did not see the people who filled our courtyard. When I could, I saw that most were Helsbah’s kin and friends, who seemed equally as attractive as my stepmother. This is to say that they resembled a herd of richly dressed swine.
Helsbah’s cronies were not the only ones gathered there. To my surprise, I saw my uncle and his family standing in one corner with Tezi and my father. My uncle lived on the other side of the city, and rarely came to visit.
“Father?” I did not halt until I saw the family scroll in the hands of Jotha, our house scribe.
The family scroll contained the names of all blood kin to Robur, and as such was the most valued document in our home. Kept sealed away in a copper tube, it occupied the place of honor above my father’s altar to Anat, the fertility goddess. The scribe rolled it open, something I had only seen once, after Tezi’s birth. It was a long scroll, but it was a lengthy list, the names inscribed on it dating back to ancient times. It had been recopied onto new parchment every generation, but the names on the scroll were never changed unless there was a birth, a death, or . . .
“Father?” I looked over at him, but he would not meet my gaze. “What are you doing?”
“Rahab of Riha,” the scribe announced, “you were found to be in possession of articles of witchery. You have beaten Helsbah, wife of Robur, and threatened to use such articles to work harm upon her. This renders you unclean and, as such, unworthy of this noble family.”
Witchery? Beaten? Unclean? “You’re speaking nonsense, Jotha. Are you drunk again?”
“I would see proof,” my uncle demanded. He was a wine merchant and had a reputation for being stern but fair.
“Here.” My stepmother stepped out and revealed why she had embraced me before. A substantial amount of dried blood—my blood—spattered the front of her robe. She had smeared some of it around her mouth and nostrils as well. As I gaped, she tossed a handful of knuckle bones, carved short sticks, and some strangely fashioned medallions onto the courtyard stones.
Even I recognized the diviner tools of a Chaldean witch. Some Canaanites tolerated their presence, but my father had been cheated by such a diviner and subsequently loathed them all. To find his wife bloodied by one of his daughters, who was also dabbling in Chaldean witchery . . .
Helsbah had chosen her weapons carefully. She must have planned this moment for a long time. “The blood on her robe is mine, Father, but those things are not.” He would believe me. He had to.
“Yet I found you casting them, and Tezi heard you threaten my life,” Helsbah said, and turned to my little sister. “Did you not, child?”
“But—but—Rahab didn’t mean it!” She buried her face in my father’s side.
Helsbah gestured, and two burly city guards stepped out of a shadowy alcove. To them, she said, “Take her.”
I was as swift as I was strong, but the guards anticipated me, and caught me between them before I had taken ten steps. Their leather gauntlets bruised my skin as they stripped me out of my robes and forced me naked onto my knees.
Outrage and embarrassment nearly made me scream—I had never been naked before the men in my family—but I held my tongue and did not attempt to hide my body with my hands. The guards refused to release my arms, anyway.
Helsbah approached and reached out to caress my head in a strange way.
“I shall sell it,” she murmured to me. At first I thought she truly meant my head, until I felt her fingering my hair. The long, straight red hair I had inherited from my mother. “It should fetch an excellent price from the wig maker.” She held out her other hand, and one of her cronies placed a shearing knife in her hand.
I felt my throat tighten, but managed, “Father? Whatever Helsbah told you about me, she lied. Believe me, I beg you.”
Robur said nothing, did nothing. My stepmother yanked up a handful of my hair and cut it off close to my scalp. I was so shocked that I could not speak.
There before the eyes of my kin, Helsbah sheared me like a sheep. She did it slowly and carefully, dropping each shorn tress into the hands of a waiting servant. I knew that cutting off my hair was a ritual, intended to mark me with the shame I had brought upon my house.
Although I had no words for what was being done to me, I did not make the task a simple one. Throughout it, I twisted in silence, trying to work myself free. The guards’ hands grew sweaty trying to keep me in place. Several times they cuffed me hard, thinking pain might coerce me to acquiesce, yet still I fought. Only when my head was bare, and blood ran freely from my nose and mouth, did Helsbah step back.
“You are cast out.” She took my hair from her servant and stroked the bright locks the way she would a cat. “I speak not your name, nor do I see or hear you.” My stepmother leaned close, as if to kiss me. “If you show yourself here again, I shall see you,” she said for my ears alone. “I shall see you dead.”
The guards released me. I stood and turned to my father. It took me two tries before I could speak. “You condemn me, your own daughter, on her lies? Father, how could you do this?”
Surely he would give me the chance to defend myself. All I had to do was tell him of Helsbah’s lies and that I had been worshipping Jehovah, the way my mother had, and he would forgive me and drive my stepmother from our house.
No Semite in Riha is safe. The king wants them all in chains.
Robur came to me, stumbling over his feet. He finally looked at me, tears running down his lean cheeks, and in his eyes was such pain that I nearly wept myself.
“Why?” he asked, his voice tearing a wound in my heart.
I could not tell him the truth. I could think of no lies to counter those told by my stepmother. I only shook my head.
My father opened his mouth, made a strangled sound, and tossed a servant’s frayed, dirty robe at my feet. His last words to me were, “You are cast out.” He turned and dragged Tezi, who was crying out my name, into the house.
Somehow I pulled the robe over my nakedness and stood tall. I looked at every face and watched them as they turned away from me. Finally I made to leave, only the echo of my little sister’s helpless sobs from the house making me cringe.
“May you die slowly,” Helsbah called after me in a pleasant voice, “in the gutters with the other dogs.”
“Pray that I do, Little Mother.” I did not look back at her. “Pray that I do.”
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I wandered, knowing not where I walked or caring much of my direction. What did it matter where I ended? I had been publicly shamed, shorn. From this day forth, I was forever outcast among my kin. I would never again be known as Rahab, eldest daughter of Robur the Rug Seller, sister of Tezi, or even Rahab the Weaver. Helsbah and her jealousy and her lies had reduced me to Rahab the Witch, Rahab the Pariah. I reached up and touched the uneven stubble covering my scalp; my hair had been my only real beauty, and she had even taken that from me.
Rahab the Outcast. Rahab the Bald.
I turned corners and walked through archways, uncaring where they led me, deaf to the jeers and laughter of those who spied my shorn head and enjoyed my humiliation. There was a numb logic to my movement. I had nowhere to go. Where I stopped, I would drop. Where I dropped, I would likely die. If I wanted to end it quickly, all I had to do was find a guard and confess to being a Semite. He would probably take some initiative and behead me on the spot.
No, I could not even give myself that ghastly but swift end. Word of my confession might travel, or people might recognize my face from whatever pike upon which they left my head. Word that might lead the city guard back to my home. While I cared little for a father who had so readily abandoned me, and nothing for Helsbah, I could not let them take Tezi.
I might die out here, alone and reviled, but my silence would buy my little sister’s life.
Some unconscious part of me guided my feet toward the southeast corner of the city, to Meshnedef. It was an appropriate destination, this place of lost hope, the one quarter to which my mother had always forbidden me go. In Meshnedef, she had told me, the poorest of the city dwelled in perpetual filth and squalor, ever preyed upon by thieves and madmen. Decent folk never walked its dark and narrow streets, which Mother claimed ran thick with offal and rats, or patronized its shops, which Mother assured me sold only diseased meat and stolen goods.
I became aware of my surroundings only shortly after I had crossed into Meshnedef. It was as if I had stepped over an invisible line that divided the virtuous from the reprehensible, the decent from the licentious. Not that there were written warnings posted, or guards to keep the rabble from intruding on the respectable. Yet the signs were all around me, from the deplorable condition of the unpaved, pitted road to the rotten thatch of the roofs sagging overhead.
The first thing I noticed were the little piles of scat, fresh and old, whole and smeared, that littered the street. Some obviously had been left behind by the four-legged, but others, dropped in nooks and corners, surely had been deposited by those who walked on two.
Raised in a house with an old-fashioned but functional privy, I found the sight repugnant and rather unbelievable. Even in the poorest neighborhoods of my quarter, there were public rest houses for servants and latrine pits for slaves. Were there none here? If not, still, how could one simply relieve oneself so openly, out here in the street?
A pair of skinny stray dogs trotted past me, not bothering to sniff at my hem, intent on a rat slinking out from a pile of rubbish. They cooperated as they went at it, one cornering and driving it out to the other.
Caught as I was between Helsbah and Meshnedef, I could sympathize with the rat.
The chase was silent but brief, and only when its wriggling body lay clenched between the jaws of one dog did the other explode with sharp, indignant barking. The rat catcher swallowed his prize with two jerks of his head and ran off, pursued by his unhappy, unsatisfied companion.
If I was to die in the gutter with those two, I thought, recalling Helsbah’s curse, I would likely have something of a wait.
I tried to dispel my gloom by focusing again on my surroundings. Here nothing appeared to be maintained for even basic sanitary reasons; yet it was not as bad as Mother had led me to believe. Filth did indeed crowd the gutters, but time and rainwater had reduced it to an anonymous sludge. The houses were small, cramped, and poorly thatched, but as I moved into the market, I saw no diseased meats or goods of any kind. The absence of front stalls offering goods on display—perhaps to remove temptation from passing thieves—made the shops seem somewhat tidier than those at our market. Cool shade came from the shops’ proximity to the city’s towering outer wall, where they were nestled like eggs against a warm feathered breast. The wall itself was wide enough to sport a row of shops high upon its battlements, and formed a barrier against the dry desert wind, which often came off the sands as scorchingly hot as the sun.
The most striking difference was in the dress of the people of Meshnedef. Few people walked the street, and those who did ignored me. I saw no signs of wealth, no fine jewels or collars or medallions of any kind. Indeed, most of the men and women who crossed my path wore no ornaments whatsoever, and dressed in very plain, aged robes, the kind my stepmother would have thought only appropriate for scullery servants or slaves.
As I wondered on exactly what the inhabitants of Meshnedef spent their coin, I turned a corner and heard the sound of trickling, splashing water. Sweat broke out, prickling over my near-naked scalp, while my throat felt as if I had swallowed a pan filled with hearth sweepings. I had not stopped or rested since leaving my father’s house, and my bare feet ached. Perhaps I could beg a drink from the source of the water.
As I followed the sound, I came to the end of the row of shops. There, standing in the deep shadow of the city’s great wall was a modest structure, two stories in height. Rather than sharing a wall or two with neighboring buildings, as all of the other shops had, it alone occupied the center of a small, barren patch of land.
I saw no fountain, but someone had planted two palms on the sunny side of the house. The sight of them was almost as cooling as a dipper from a well, and I smiled a little as I watched their wide fronds trail green fingers over trumpet-shaped arcs of plump brown dates that had been protected from the birds by cones of parchment. Small streams of water trickled over them from an odd sort of irrigation spout hanging from the roof of the house over the palms.
I studied the trees. If I could somehow climb the nubbly trunks, I might gather a few dates to go along with my drink. “But do I wish to be a beggar, or a thief?”
A pretty laugh rang out behind me. “Gods, child, such dismal choices. Is there nothing else you can do?”
It was the laugh, not the question, which made me turn around.
Behind me stood a woman in a plain cloak and modest robes. A linen veil concealed her face. The veil also seemed quite simple, but it possessed a finer weave than any I had ever seen. No beggar was she, and when she stepped closer, I backed away.
“No need to be afraid,” she said. “I mean you no harm. I am Tiamat.” She made an elegant movement with one hand to indicate the house by the palms. “This is my home. It is from me that you consider begging or stealing.”
“I shall do neither.” I felt her gaze on my bare scalp, and my humiliation stabbed me anew. “Forgive me my words. I was only . . .” Why was I babbling on like this to her? “I shall not trouble you.”
Tiamat took a step closer. “I would offer you food and drink,” she said. Her eyes were very black in color, and yet gentle, as my mother’s had been. “That would not be trouble, now, would it?”
“Yes. No.” I would not cry, but the bile coming up in my throat might otherwise disgrace me. “I cannot accept.”
“I am zanna, child,” Tiamat said. “It is my business to provide for others.”
I did not know what zanna meant, or why she would offer hesed to one who so obviously did not deserve any such kindness, but I was tired, and thirsty, and so hungry that the very thought of food made my belly clench.
“I cannot pay you for the meal. All I have is what you see.” A filthy robe, a bald head, and empty hands.
“That is fortunate, as I ask for nothing in payment.” She was beside me now, and she smelled of some dark, sweetly fragrant wood. “I have not yet had my afternoon meal. If we are to dine together, I should know how to call you.”
Who was I now, without a home, without family? “Rahab.”
“Rahab.” She said it with a certain lilt that made me think Canaanite might not be her native tongue. “It means one who embraces all, does it not?”
“Not really. It means wide, like the river.” I shrugged. “Like my shoulders.”
“I see.” She began walking and guiding me toward the side door of the house. “You were admiring my date palms. The window of my sleeping room is just there, between them.” She pointed. “They whisper to me in the night, in harmony with the mountain winds. They try to tell me their hokhmah nisteret.”
I studied the palms again. They stood tall and healthy and fruitful, but they were only palms. “Trees cannot talk. They know no secrets.”
“This pair can,” Tiamat assured me as she opened the wooden door to the house. “It would be a fine thing to know what they are saying, for they have been here much longer than I. Alas, I cannot speak date palm.”
I hesitated just beyond the threshold. “I was driven out of my home today.”
Rather than the revulsion I feared, she showed only concern. “Are you hurt? Have you been beaten? There is a healer—”
“No, I am well.” The words I had to say burned in my throat. “My family has cast me out. That is why . . .” I touched my shorn head and dragged in a deep breath. “I would not bring my boset into your home.”
“Then you may do as I do with the shame inflicted by others, Rahab,” she said, without a trace of disgust or pity. “Leave it outside in the yard.”
We entered the kitchen of the house, which contained a very large, stone-encircled cooking pit, tall grain jars, and a ladder rack to which drying bunches of herbs and flowers had been tied. An unfamiliar contraption held a bubbling pot suspended over the coals glowing in the cooking pit. There were baskets of dark green leaves with small yellow flowers; scarlet pomegranates and flat loaves of lehem on a low table by the wall; and a shelf of spice pots and olive oil jars above it. From a strangely colored stone jar, ladles, carved spoons, and whisks sprouted like oddish flowers. Woven mats covered the windows, and thin strips of wood coated with some sort of brown sticky substance hung above our heads. From the few dead insects stuck on them, I realized that they were flycatchers.
I saw many things made of copper, bronze, and silver, which indicated this as a fairly wealthy household. But here, in Meshnedef? How could it be thus? My mother had been so adamant about the poverty and deprivation known in this part of the city.
“My throat is parched, but wine on a hot day and an empty belly make my head ache,” Tiamat told me as she brought a jug of sweet water to the table and poured a measure into two hammered-bronze cups. She handed one to me, and I saw the glitter of golden scarab rings on her fingers. “Sit down.”
I took a grateful swallow from the cup and lowered myself gingerly into one of the small chairs. It had no arms, so it was more like a stool, and the legs were carved from a black wood to resemble dogs with pointed ears and thin snouts. Bits of shell and bone were hammered into the wood, as well as tiny sparkling stones for the dog’s eyes.
Tiamat removed her outer cloak and hung it on a peg before unwinding her linen head veil. The weave of her clothing made me wonder who had made them; the quality was far superior to what could be had at market. Long hair, as jet black as her eyes, fell to her elbows. Tiny beads glittered along the narrow braided cables scattered through her hair. Her features were older, and her skin more golden than I had expected, but that was not what riveted my gaze.
A straight fringe of hair covered Tiamat’s brow, and cosmetics tinted her eyelids, cheeks, and lips. Studs with polished stones of lapis twinkled in the long lobes of her ears, and a wide lapis and onyx beaded collar lay around her throat. The color of her skin and the gleaming lines of green-black kohl that rimmed her eyes and extended out onto her temples, however, made her heritage apparent.
“You are Egyptian,” I said, bewildered. I knew of her exotic people, a few of whom lived in Riha, but I had never actually seen one up close. Such important foreigners were very wealthy and lived within the citadel walls, where they had ready access to the king and his court.
“I was born here, in Jericho,” Tiamat said, using the outsider’s name for our city. “My mother came from Luxor.” She folded her head veil and set it on a smaller table near the door. “She was nursemaid to the children of the house of Imohatep, near the court of your king.” She came to sit beside me.
Just how wealthy and influential was this woman? What in Jehovah’s name was she doing living here? “Did your father serve the king?”
“I cannot say, as I never met him.” Tiamat’s red lips curved as she handed me a round of lehem and a bowl of figs. Her three scarab rings were carved from lapis, jade, and onyx, and had small gold dots in the center of each stone. “Now, eat.”
Tiamat ate little herself, but talked a great deal. She spoke of inconsequential things, such as the rising cost of flax, and the poor quality of the wine brought in from the south, thanks to the winter drought. She spoke in a light, wry manner, as if the world around her served as nothing more than a mild amusement.
Knowing it might be a long time before I had food again, I ate as much as I could, but the thought of returning to the streets of Meshnedef made it hard to swallow. Now that there were no eyes but Tiamat’s upon me, I felt as if the strength had been leeched from my bones. Before I grew too ill and tired to stand, I thanked her for the meal and rose.
“It was nothing, I assure you.” Her easy smile faded. “Where will you go now?”
“I do not know.” I had never gone anywhere without my family or a proper chaperon. “Are there outcasts here in Meshnedef?”
“The miskin live on the street, or in the shadows of the wall,” she told me. “I cannot recommend any place the poor and miserable frequent as safe for a young woman.”
I looked through the window at the heavy sprigs of dates hanging from her lovely palm trees. “Perhaps that is best.”
“There is no chance of you returning to your family? They will not reconsider their decision against you?” Tiamat asked.
“No.” I would not crawl back to beg for forgiveness. Not from Helsbah and her snake’s tongue, and not from the father who had shut me out of his heart. I looked around, aware that I was no better than the miskin, and yet I had intruded on this kind woman’s life. “I must go.”
“To beg, or thieve, or die?” Tiamat shook her head. “My mother faced such choices, when she was cast out of the house of Imohatep. It was what brought her here.” She, too, looked out at the two palms. “I am the child of her choice.”
“I do not understand.”
“You are so young.” She studied me with her black eyes. “Rahab, do you wish to live?”
“I cannot say.” I thought of Tezi and, strangely, of my mother. “I have lost everything dear to me, except . . .” As kind as she had been, I could not tell her I was a Semite. “My faith.”
“Faith alone can be a formidable thing. I once worshipped my mother’s gods, but I have found over the years that they are cold and silent, indifferent to all suffering. Perhaps they know my nature is not that of a sycophant.” She held out her hand. “I would show you the rest of my house before you go.”
“Why?”
Tiamat smiled. “Only so that you may know another choice.”
I felt suspicious. There were worshippers of Moloch who sacrificed children and virgins to their fire god. Most were taken to one of the six temples around the city, where it was said a tall bronze statue of the calf-headed god stood. Fresh blood was “fed” to the statue
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