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MAGGIE ANTON was born Margaret Antonofsky in Los Angeles, California, where she still resides. Raised in a secular, socialist household, she reached adulthood with little knowledge of her Jewish religion. All that changed when David Parkhurst, who was to become her husband, entered her life, and they both discovered Judaism as adults. That was the start of a lifetime of Jewish education, synagogue involvement, and ritual observance. This was in addition to raising their children, Emily and Ari, and working full-time as a clinical chemist.

In 1992 Anton learned about a women’s Talmud class taught by Rachel Adler, now a professor at Hebrew Union College in Los Angeles. To her surprise, she fell in love with Talmud, a passion that has continued unabated for twenty years. Intrigued that the great Talmudic scholar Rashi had no sons, only daughters, Anton researched the family and decided to write novels about them. Thus the award-winning trilogy, Rashi’s Daughters, was born.

Still studying women and Talmud, Anton has lectured all over North America and Israel about the history behind her novels. You can follow her blog and contact her at her Web site, www.maggieanton.com.


Praise for Rav Hisda’s Daughter

“This is more than a touching story of love and loss, a journey of an independent-minded woman, or a tale of magic and witchcraft. Anton’s imagination takes you into the lives of our Talmudic Sages—as young students and venerated teachers, shy fiancés and strong husbands, devoted sons and caring fathers. She also fills in the blank spaces for us—the rich and important lives of women and girls of those times. Researching her material well, Anton recreates Talmudic times, both the day-to-day ordinary existence and life fraught with danger and destruction, yet surviving to bring us Jewish law and wisdom unto this very day.”

—Blu Greenberg, Founding President of JOFA, the Jewish Orthodox Feminist Alliance; and author of On Women and Judaism: A View from Tradition

“This book is a truly wonderful endeavor to bring the Talmud, the second Jewish Scripture, particularly its Babylonian branch, to life for the reader, and makes it possible for her to come to terms with one serious and holistic attempt to interpret how it presents itself. If you are intrigued by what Judaism is, how it presents itself, and how it came to be what it is today; and if, at the same time, you are a fan of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, this is the book for you. There is little doubt that if you are patient enough, you will discover behind the unpronounceable Persian names and exotic setting on the Euphrates River both Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy.”

—Tal Ilan, Professor of Jewish Studies at the Freie Universität Berlin, author of A Feminist Commentary on the Babylonian Talmud

“Maggie Anton has written an imaginative and meticulously researched story, compelling and rich both intellectually and emotionally.”

—Rachel Adler, Professor of Jewish Religious Thought and Feminist Studies at HUC-JIR (Hebrew Union College–Jewish Institute of Religion) in Los Angeles, author of Engendering Judaism: An Inclusive Theology and Ethics

“Maggie Anton invites us to imagine the world behind the Talmud. She populates that world with engaging characters and interesting situations. Her work also introduces readers to the history and culture of Jews in Late Antiquity. Finally, Anton reminds us that women, whose voices are largely ignored in the Talmud, were part of the vibrant world that produced the greatest text of classical Judaism.”

—Rabbi Dvora E. Weisberg, PhD, Director of the School of Rabbinic Studies, Hebrew Union College–Jewish Institute of Religion

“Maggie Anton’s extensive research into rabbinic and other contemporaneous materials is evident throughout this novel. She skillfully weaves together multiple Talmudic sources to create a vivid picture of what life might have been like for the daughter of a prominent rabbinic family in Sasanian Babylonia and Roman Palestine in the late third century CE, wrapped in a story of love, loss, and a young woman’s quest to find her purpose and place in an androcentric world.”

—Gail Labovitz, Associate Professor of Rabbinics for the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies, American Jewish University; author of Marriage and Metaphor: Constructions of Gender in Rabbinic Literature

Praise for the Rashi’s Daughters Trilogy

“Miriam is well-researched and absolutely intriguing to read…what a wonderful story this is!”

—Rabbi Elliot N. Dorff, Rector and Distinguished Professor of Philosophy, American Jewish University, Los Angeles

“Miriam gives us a fascinating glimpse into the world of Jewish women long ago. A wonderful read!”

—Rabbi Elyse Goldstein, author of ReVisions: Seeing Torah Through a Feminist Lens

“Once again, Maggie Anton has delighted us with an engrossing story of the family and the circle of students around Rashi, the medieval commentator on the Bible and Talmud. Miriam is a unique historical novel that acquaints the readers with a variety of distinctive men and women who reflect upon and struggle with the powerful forces within and outside of them.”

—Jody Myers, Professor of the Department of Religious Studies, Coordinator of the Jewish Studies Program, California State University, Northridge

“No one who reads [Rashi’s Daughters, Book I] will ever read Rashi’s writings in the same way.”

—Dr. Neil Gillman, Professor of Jewish Philosophy, Jewish Theological Seminary of America; and author of Sacred Fragments: Recovering Theology for the Modern Jew

“Impressive…Rashi and his entire community spring to life in this intriguing novel.”

—Rabbi Laura Geller, Senior Rabbi, Temple Emanuel, Beverly Hills
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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


To my children, Emily and Ari,
who both chose to walk in their mother’s footsteps—
albeit on different paths
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Babylonia, the fabled region between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, is now located in Iraq. During its lengthy history it has been known as Mesopotamia, the Fertile Crescent, the Cradle of Civilization, and even the Garden of Eden. Land of Magi and Chaldeans, Babylonia has so long been associated with magic that even today it conjures images of flying carpets and genies in lamps.

Yet Babylonia was the cradle of monotheism, birthplace of Zoroastrianism and Judaism. Indeed, the two religions coexisted peacefully there since Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Israel’s first Temple and made captives of its population in 586 BCE. Enjoying autonomy under the tolerant Zoroastrians, many Jews remained in Babylonia even after they were permitted to return to Judea and rebuild the Temple with the prophet Ezra.

Unfortunately for their coreligionists in Judea, only the Jews of Babylonia continued to live in peace and prosperity. By the year 6 CE (not that anyone at that time would have known a new calendrical system was starting) Judea had become a Roman province. The Jews rebelled against their foreign masters sixty years later, but Rome crushed the revolt and, to the horror of Jews everywhere, destroyed the rebuilt Holy Temple.

In the power vacuum that resulted, the next hundred years saw a fierce competition between Judean sects—Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Samaritans, Gnostics, Zealots, Nazarenes, among others—for supremacy in a Judaism that struggled for life without its Temple-based few rituals. The majority of Jews, however, joined none of these groups. They prayed at local synagogues and followed the Torah as best they could.

With no Temple, the priests in Judea relinquished their leadership role to the Rabbis, heirs to the Pharisaic tradition. Torah study was the highest value for these men, and 150 years after the Temple’s destruction, when the Oral Law was codified as the Mishna, rabbinic scholars had set up schools in the cities of Caesarea, Sepphoris, and Tiberias. Shortly thereafter, similar schools were established in the Babylonian cities of Sura and Nehardea. Thus when Rome converted to a Christian empire in the fourth century and extinguished Jewish political power in the land renamed Palestina, Babylonia became the great center of Torah study. Historians have long believed, and many still do, that the Rabbis quickly established their hegemony, with the majority of Jews readily accepting the Mishna’s authority. But recent scholarship suggests that for generations, if not centuries, the Rabbis were a beleaguered minority whose teachings were either rejected or ignored by most Jews.

Yet it was this tiny group of men, perhaps a few hundred out of over a million Jews who resided between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers during the third to fifth centuries, whose discussions, debates, and stories were collected and redacted along with the Mishna into what is known as the Babylonian Talmud. Today, fifteen hundred years later, this sacred text continues to serve as the basis of Jewish Law, with the ironic result that the rules and traditions of Jews throughout the world were formed by a community of which little is known prior to the third centurty.

It is this small Babylonian community of learned men and their families whose names populate the Talmud. While not so well known as Sages from the Mishna, like Hillel and Shammai, some names appear more prominently than others: Hisda, Nachman, Sheshet, Yosef, Rami bar Chama, Abaye, and Rava.

There are even a few women who appear in the Talmud: Em, Yalta, Beruriah, Choma, and more often than almost any other of her gender, Rav Hisda’s daughter.
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	450 BCE
	Ezra and some Jews return to Zion from Babylonia but many remain there.



	332 BCE
	Alexander the Great defeats Persian king Darius; Judea and Babylonia become Greek provinces.



	167 BCE
	Hasmonean/Maccabean revolt in Judea (basis of Hanukah); Judea again ruled by Jewish kings.



	130 BCE
	Parthians conquer Babylonia; Jewish communities given autonomy under exilarch’s rule.



	63 BCE
	Pompey conquers Hasmonean state; Judea now ruled by Rome.



	ca. 40 BCE
	Hillel comes to Jerusalem from Babylonia and founds school to teach Torah.



	37 BCE
	Herod becomes client king of Judea, dies in 4 BCE.



	6 CE
	Judea becomes Roman province.



	35
	Jesus crucified.



	66
	Judean Jews rebel against Rome.



	70
	Judean rebellion fails; Temple in Jerusalem destroyed.



	132
	Bar Kokhba revolt in Judea against Rome.



	135
	Bar Kokhba revolt is crushed; Judea renamed Palestina.



	200           
	Mishna (Oral Law) redacted by patriarch Rabbi Judah haNasi in Sepphoris.



	220
	Rav (Abba Arikha) returns to Babylonia from Eretz Israel; he and Shmuel establish Torah schools in Sura and Pumbedita, respectively.



	226
	Sasanian Persians conquer Parthia.



	230
	Hisda born in Babylonia.



	241
	Shapur I becomes king of Persia.



	250
	Jews agree to accept Persian law in Jewish courts; Jews receive autonomy within that limitation.



	260
	Shapur I defeats Rome, captures the emperor Valerian.



	270
	Rava (Abba bar Joseph) born in Babylonia. Rav’s grandson Nehemiah becomes exilarch (through 313).



	274
	Bahram II becomes king of Persia; Zoroastrian Kartir becomes high priest.



	283
	Roman emperor Carus captures Persian capital Ctesiphon and dies the same year; King Bahram is busy fighting in Afghanistan.



	284
	Diocletian becomes Roman emperor (through 305).



	286
	Diocletian resumes war with Bahram, invades Armenia.



	292
	Bahram dies; his brother Narseh deposes Bahram’s son to become king of Persia.



	295
	Rav Huna dies; Rav Hisda to head school in Sura; Roman general Galerius begins persecuting Christians.



	296
	Narseh declares war on Rome.



	297
	Narseh regains Mesopotamia from Rome, Galerius blamed.



	298
	Galerius defeats Narseh; Persia loses Armenia and upper Euphrates in fall; Ctesiphon sacked in winter.



	299
	Narseh makes Peace of Nisibis with Rome; Galerius orders Roman army purged of Christians.



	301
	Narseh abdicates in favor of son Hormizd.



	307
	Constantine, a Christian, becomes emperor of Rome.



	309
	Hormizd dies; Persian crown placed on pregnant wife’s belly; Rav Hisda dies with no replacement for Sura school.



	310
	Shapur II born and declared king of Persia.



	313
	Mar Ukva becomes exilarch (through 337); Constantine issues Edict of Milan, makes Christianity an official religion in Rome; Persia begins persecution of Christians.



	323
	Rav Joseph dies; Abaye heads Pumbedita school while Rava moves to Machoza.



	325
	Shapur II crowned king of Persia; Roman Palestina becomes Christian and its Torah schools are closed.



	339
	Abaye dies; Rava remains at Machoza school to become senior Sage of all Israel.



	350
	Jerusalem Talmud complete.



	361
	Julian the Apostate becomes emperor of Rome, declares war against Persia, and begins to rebuild Temple in Jerusalem.



	363
	Earthquake in Israel destroys Sepphoris and partially built Temple in Jerusalem; Rome defeated at Samara, death of the emperor Julian.



	380
	Christianity established as Rome’s official religion.



	400
	Yazdgerd becomes king of Persia, marries Jewish princess, and inaugurates golden age of Sasanian kingdom.



	424
	Rav Ashi dies; redacting of Babylonian Talmud begins.



	425
	Rome abolishes office of Nasi (patriarch).



	500
	Death of Ravina, head of Sura school and last Sage named in Babylonian Talmud.



	570
	Birth of Mohammed.



	630
	Rise of Islam.



	638
	Omar captures Jerusalem; Jews allowed to live there for first time in nearly five hundred years.



	642
	Palestina, Syria, Egypt, and Babylonia fall to Muslim Arabs.



	650/700
	Stammaim (anonymous editors) produce the final form of Babylonian Talmud.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Abba bar Joseph (b.270)—a.k.a. Rava. Rav Hisda’s student, Hisdadukh’s suitor

Abaye—Rav Hisda’s student

Achti (b.269)—Hisdadukh’s older sister, wife of Ukva bar Chama

Alista—funeral keener in Sura

Amemar—tenant farmer on Hisdadukh’s lands in Sura

Ami—rabbi in Eretz Israel, heads school in Tiberias

Assi—rabbi in Eretz Israel, heads school in Tiberias

Avahu—rabbi in Eretz Israel, heads school in Caesarea

Bahram II—king of Persia (274–293 CE)

Beloria—wife of Hisdadukh’s brother Pinchas, basket weaver

Chama (b.291)—son of Hisdadukh and Rami bar Chama

Chanina—Rabbi Avahu’s son, in Tiberias

Claudia—wife of Roman centurion, God-fearer in Sepphoris

Choran—wife of Abba bar Joseph, in Machoza

Devora—wife of Hisdadukh’s brother Yenuka, in Kafri

Diocletian—Roman emperor (284–305 CE)

Em—Haviva’s friend, enchantress in Pumbedita

Eliezer—Yochani’s son, in Tiberias

Ezra—amulet maker in Caesarea

Galerius—Roman general under Diocletian

Guria—Yenuka’s daughter, wife of Hisdadukh’s brother Keshisha

Hanan (b.255)—Rav Hisda’s son and third-oldest child, brewer

Hanan bar Rabbah—Hisdadukh’s grandfather, Haviva’s father

Haruta—Imarta’s daughter, slave-potter

Haviva—Hisdadukh’s mother, wife of Rav Hisda

Hisda—Babylonian rabbi, judge on beit din in Sura

Hisdadukh (b.275)—Rav Hisda’s daughter and youngest child, nicknamed Dada

Huna—colleague of Rav Hisda, heads beit din in Sura

Imarta—Rahel’s slave, pottery maker

Jacob—runaway slave, tutor for Rav Hisda’s grandsons

Josiah—cosmetics peddler

Judah Nesiah—patriarch, ruler of Eretz Israel’s Jewish community

Julia—wife of Roman centurion, God-fearer in Sepphoris

Kartir—Persian high priest under King Bahram

Keshisha (b.272)—Rav Hisda’s son and second-youngest child

Kimchit—amulet maker in Sura, Hisdadukh’s teacher

Leuton—Hisdadukh’s maidservant

Mari (b.259)—Rav Hisda’s son and fourth-oldest child, flax dealer

Mariamme—wife of Hisdadukh’s brother Hanan, household treasurer

Nachman (b.251)—Rav Hisda’s son and second-oldest child, judge

Nachman bar Jacob—colleague of Rav Hisda, heads beit din in Nehardea

Nanai—Achti’s daughter, named for Pushbi’s mother

Narseh—king of Persia (294–302 CE)

Nehemiah—exilarch, ruler of Babylonia’s Jewish community

Newandukh—Hisdadukh’s friend from synagogue

Pazi—wife of Hisdadukh’s brother Tachlifa, weaves silk

Pinchas (b.263)—Rav Hisda’s son and fifth-oldest child, brewer

Pushbi—widowed mother of Ukva and Rami bar Chama

Rabbah bar Huna—Rav Hisda’s student, son of Rav Huna

Rahel—wife of Hisdadukh’s brother Mari, inscribes magic bowls

Rami bar Chama (b.268)—Rav Hisda’s student, Hisdadukh’s husband

Reish Lakish—Rabbi Yohanan’s study partner in Sepphoris, Yochani’s father

Salaman—mosaic-floor artisan in Sepphoris

Samuel—Tachlifa’s business partner and brother-in-law

Shapur—king of Persia (240–270 CE)

Shayla—wife of Hisdadukh’s brother Nachman, healer

Sheshet—blind colleague of Rav Hisda in Nehardea

Simeon—Yochani’s son, merchant in Tyre

Susanna—Rabbi Avahu’s wife in Caesarea

Tabita—Haviva’s friend, enchantress in Sura

Tachlifa (b.266)—Rav Hisda’s son and fifth-oldest child, merchant

Tazi—Pazi’s twin sister, Samuel’s wife

Timonus—Rav Hisda’s steward, captured Roman soldier

Ukva bar Chama—Achti’s husband, Rami’s older brother

Valerian—Roman emperor (253–260 CE)

Yalta—Rav Nachman’s wife, exilarch’s daughter

Yehezkel—son of Keshisha and slave Zahra, raised by Achti and Ukva

Yehudit (b.294)—daughter of Hisdadukh and Rami bar Chama

Yenuka (b.248)—Rav Hisda’s son and oldest child, brewer in Kafri

Yochani—Hisdadukh’s friend in Sepphoris, daughter of Reish Lakish

Yohanan—Yochani’s rabbi uncle in Sepphoris, Reish Lakish’s study partner and brother-in-law

Yosef bar Hiyya—Rav Hisda’s colleague in Pumbedita

Zahra—Hisdadukh’s maidservant

Zeira—Rav Hisda’s student


PROLOGUE
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I have always been blessed with a good memory. This gift from Elohim, which has allowed me to memorize the entire Torah and Mishna, as well as a myriad of incantations and spells, has also given me knowledge and power of the unseen world. Because of this, I am considered a wise woman by many in Babylonia: Jews, Zoroastrians, and enchantresses of both religions. And especially by my husband.

My knowledge, my memories, and my friendship with Queen Ifra Hormizd allowed me a voice at court as well, albeit a small one. The Persian nobility and Zoroastrian priests, called the Magi, respect me, and some even consult me on occasion.

But a good memory may also be a curse. I will always carry the burden of seeing the beloved husband of my youth stolen away by the Angel of Death before we’d been married five years. And the agony of losing a cherished child at the tender age of four, a budding blossom never to bear fruit.

It pains me still to think of these things.

Even as a girl I found it easy to remember, though my strongest memory from childhood is one I’ve heard retold by so many people that I don’t know where their stories stop and my actual recollection begins. Father, Grandfather, my brothers, and of course Rami and Abba, each had a slightly different account of what happened. Even Mother had her own version, although she only heard about it from Father.

I must have been about nine years old, sitting next to Father as he taught Torah. It was almost time for the midday meal when Rami bar Chama and Abba bar Joseph approached him. As Rami and Abba were his two best students, the others gathered around to hear what questions they had for the master.

Instead, Father put his arm around my shoulder and asked me, “Which of these two do you want for a husband?”

To this day I don’t know if I was a prophet, as Abba believes, or as my older sister, Achti, maintains, a greedy little girl presented with a choice of sweets. I do recall that I was astonished by Father’s question. Naturally I’d expected him and Mother to choose a husband for me as they had for my sister, as all caring parents do for their daughters. Even if he had wanted to take the unusual step of consulting me, I could never have imagined that he would do so in public, in front of the candidates themselves.

But judging from the mouths that dropped when I replied, my astonishment was nothing compared to everyone else’s.

For when I looked up at Father, the words that came out of my mouth were, “Both of them.”

Father’s eyes were questioning, but not angry. The silence that followed stretched out until Abba finally responded, “I want to be the last one.”

And that is what came to pass.


PART ONE
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KING BAHRAM’S REIGN

•     (283–292 CE)     •


ONE
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TENTH YEAR OF KING BAHRAM II’S REIGN

•     283 CE     •

I recall very well when Abba first came to study with Father. We lived in Kafri at the time, a largish city located on the southernmost tributary of the Euphrates River, whose population consisted almost entirely of Jews. Rami was already a student in our home, which was to be expected since Achti was betrothed to his brother, Ukva.

Fear has a way of fixing memories strongly in place, and for years afterward my stomach tightened whenever I thought of those nerve-racking days.

I sensed that something was wrong when Mother burst into my and Achti’s kiton, our bedroom, while we were still getting dressed. It was not her way to burst in anywhere; Mother’s usual entrances were calm and deliberate. Most days I didn’t even see Mother until the midday meal, and sometimes not even then since I still had to eat with my brothers’ children and their nurses.

“Girl,” Mother addressed Achti’s maidservant. “Pack my daughter’s things, bedding included, and move them into Pinchas and Beloria’s kiton.” She turned to my nurse and added, “The same for Hisdadukh.”

She scowled when the two slaves hesitated. “Move them now, Achti and Hisdadukh can braid each other’s hair.”

“But, Mother, Beloria’s baby will keep me up all night.” Achti, whose name meant “my sister,” was fourteen, almost six years older than me. Yet she whined like a toddler. “Can’t I stay with Yenuka?” Yenuka was our oldest brother, whose wife, Devora, wouldn’t be having their baby for several months.

“Devora’s sisters and their families will be sharing her kiton.” Mother’s voice was curt. “In fact, relatives will be staying with all your sisters-in-law.”

Evidently more people were going to be staying in our room. “Can I sleep on the roof, then?” I asked timidly. I loved nighttime on the roof, with its twinkling stars and cool breezes. I could feel the angels watching over me.

Mother hurried to the door. “Absolutely not. That is where the men will be sleeping.” Then she was gone, her jasmine perfume trailing in her wake.

Originally our house had only two floors, like everyone else’s, but when my elder brother Keshisha, Mother’s seventh son, was born, it became clear that there would be a need for more room once the older ones started families. So Father built a third story on top of the second, making our house one of the tallest in Kafri. Nurse said I could climb to the roof before I could walk, and that she would always find me there whenever I disappeared.

Not that I was always trying to hide from Nurse, rather that the roof was the best place to see what lay beyond our courtyard walls—walls I never passed through except to attend synagogue. From its heights I could watch workers in Father’s date groves, merchants and farmers bringing produce to market, shoppers coming and going from the souk, or porters loading and unloading barges on the Hinde Canal. On a clear day I might spy Saracen nomads in the western desert or boats on the Euphrates River in the east. Even during the hottest days of summer, there was usually a breeze.

I sighed with resignation. My connection to the outside world was severed, and who knew when I’d be allowed up there again?

Something was wrong. Just last year our house had overflowed with guests for my brother Pinchas’s wedding to Beloria, but this crowding was too sudden, and Mother was clearly not in a celebratory mood. By week’s end so many cousins and cousins of cousins had arrived that Mother made all the slaves sleep in the courtyard.

Father soon acquired a number of new students whose homes were far from Kafri: Zeira and Abaye from Pumbedita, Rabbah bar Huna from Sura, and of course Abba bar Joseph from Machoza. Abba, who at thirteen was just old enough to be obligated to perform mitzvot, was short and wiry, with big eyes, a small chin, and a child’s reedy voice. I had only seen a monkey once—when Father took us to visit the exilarch’s court for Sukkot, a noble lady there had one as a pet—but Abba immediately reminded me of that monkey. Not that he was bad looking. To the contrary, he was an attractive boy. But he had a restless energy that demanded constant movement, and he seemed to be taking in everything with those big eyes.

Rami, who was slightly younger than my brother Tachlifa, had been studying with Father for years. He was one of the oldest students who wasn’t one of my brothers. He was taller than the others too, as tall as Nachman, my second-oldest brother, with a pleasant, resonant voice. Rami’s best features were his perfect white teeth and how his face seemed to light up whenever he smiled. Rami was an excellent student, sharper than my brothers, and it seemed to me that he would make a great rabbi. Yet there was a keenness to Abba bar Joseph’s questions that made me think he might be more brilliant than any of them.

Nobody would discuss whatever was upsetting everyone, and I was too frightened to ask. Ominous signs were everywhere. Women with worried expressions whispered furtively to one another, only to abruptly separate when I approached. We used to have meat, or at least fish, every day, but now there were days when only the men ate it, and even days when all we had was bread and vegetables. Father always took pride that his family and slaves both ate bread baked from fine wheat flour, but now the slaves’ bread was made from coarse flour. And after a while that changed to barley.

I finally found the courage to ask Devora about our finances. Yenuka ran our family’s brewery business for Father; that is to say he was responsible for brewing and selling the date beer. But his wife, Devora, was treasurer, keeping the accounts and seeing that bills were paid. I hated to interrupt as she wrote in her ledgers, but she was never alone otherwise.

“Devora.” I kept my voice steady. “May I ask a question?”

She looked up in annoyance and my heart sank at the thought that she’d send me away. But instead she sighed and said, “If it’s a quick one.”

I took a deep breath. “Has Naval attacked our family and chased Nakid away?” Naval was the Demon of Poverty, Nakid the Angel of Sustenance.

“Of course not. Whatever makes you think that?”

“We don’t eat as well as we used to.”

Devora smiled wanly. “Don’t worry, Dada. Nakid is still blessing us, and in fact we are selling more beer than ever. It’s just that there’s less food in the souk to buy these days.” She promptly returned to her work.

Dada was what my siblings called me, all because Keshisha couldn’t pronounce Hisdadukh properly when I was born. I wanted to ask why there was less food, but Devora’s action was a clear dismissal and I slunk away knowing little more than before. I was so frustrated that I grabbed a fly swatter from the kitchen and headed for the garbage pit in the courtyard. In addition to making baskets, Beloria also wove reeds into sturdy devices for killing flies and other noxious insects that served the Corpse Demoness, Nasus.

Fearsome Nasus was responsible for death, decay, and impurity in corpses, excrement, and people—especially women. They said that Nasus took the form of a giant fly, which was why flies were the most reviled among her minions. Killing them decreased the amount of evil in the world, and provided me with an outlet for my aggravation.

As usual, there was a cloud of flies hovering over the pit’s cover. Not as many as around the privies, but swatting flies was sure to disturb whoever might be using them. I took careful aim, and, thwack, I brought down three in one blow. I kept at it until I managed to kill six at the same time, and by then I was feeling a little better.

One place I knew I wouldn’t learn anything was during lessons with our tutor. Keshisha had moved up to study with Father two years ago, leaving Achti and I behind with our nieces and nephews. The curriculum was the same as when I started: reading and writing in both Hebrew and Aramaic, with the Torah as our text, plus some occasional arithmetic. All subjects I had memorized by last year.

Achti didn’t mind helping the little ones with their learning, but I was so bored that I tried to escape whenever I could. Usually I fled to the roof, but if Grandfather was in the traklin, the large room where adults took their meals and Father taught from the Mishna, the compendium of Jewish Oral Law, then I was assured a place either on Grandfather’s lap or on the cushion next to him.

The traklin floor was littered with feather-stuffed cushions, so many that every diner, even guests, could have their own. During his classes, Father’s status as teacher meant he sat on three cushions, while his students only got one. Normally Grandfather’s position as father-in-law granted him three cushions at meals, but here in class he acquiesced to Father’s authority and sat on two.

These days Father was teaching from Tractate Bava Batra, the volume of Mishna that dealt with injuries, damages, and other such complicated legal subjects. Because of all the new students, he began with an explanation of his teaching methods.

“Despite the circumstances, I am pleased to see so many new faces before me. I expect that all of you have studied, and hopefully memorized, the Mishna, even if you’re not quite sure what it all means,” he said with a smile. “That is our task here, to recite and repeat, and then to discuss and analyze until everyone, including me, understands its meaning.”

He paused to let this sink in. “For some of you, what I say next will be new, but do not let it dismay you,” he said gently. “In truth, the Mishna does not contain the entirety of Oral Law, which was given to Moses on Mount Sinai along with the written Torah. In addition to those teachings compiled in Mishna, our Sages in Eretz Israel taught many other things. These additional sayings are called Baraita, and though they are outside the Mishna, they are equally authoritative.”

One of my nephews called out, “How many Baraita are there?”

Father chuckled. “I don’t know, for no scholar has learned them all. But I do know that there are many more Baraita than there are Mishna,” he replied. “Those that I and my sons know, we will impart when the subject arises, and I expect you to learn them.”

He gazed around the room, locking eyes with Rami, Abaye, Rabbah, Zeira, and Abba in turn. “I implore those of you who have studied with other teachers to share any Baraita you have learned, even if you don’t understand them, even if they appear to contradict the Mishna or another Baraita.”

“Especially if they appear to contradict the Mishna or another Baraita,” my brother Nachman interjected.

Father nodded. “My son is correct, for it is only by a thorough discussion of the reasoning behind the different Mishna and Baraita that we can resolve any apparent contradictions and thus make the law clear,” he said. “If you learn how to do this well, the exilarch may appoint you to one of his courts, where it will be your decision that metes out justice.”

Since there were no more questions or comments, he continued where we’d left off the day before. “The Mishna we’ve been studying deals with various activities that may impinge on neighbors’ property rights, some of which are permitted and others prohibited.”

The students nodded their readiness to begin. Previously we had learned that it was forbidden to set up a bakery, dye shop, or cattle barn under another’s storehouse because the smoke and stink would damage the goods stored above. Today we’d study a section on whether those sharing a courtyard may limit what vocations the other residents could practice there.

I girded myself for what I feared would be a difficult topic.

As always, Father first quoted the Mishna: “No one may restrict another’s livelihood by claiming ‘I cannot sleep because of his noisy hammer, his noisy millstones, or his noisy children.’”

Then he had the students repeat it with him until he was satisfied that they all knew it. The Mishna was in Hebrew, but everyone here in Bavel spoke Aramaic, so Father next asked who needed any words explained.

This time I understood the Hebrew, since all the words were also in the Torah, but I wouldn’t have asked for help in any case. Elohim had commanded us to: “Teach these words diligently to your sons, recite them when you sit in your house and when you walk on the road, when you lie down and when you rise up…that your days and the days of your sons may increase.” Even though “sons” could also be read as “children,” girls were still considered exempt from Torah study. So I sat quietly near Grandfather and avoided drawing attention to my presence.

When nobody had a question, Father sat back, placed his hands on his stout belly, and asked, “We see that carpenters and millers may practice their professions despite the neighbors’ objections. But whose occupation is the Mishna referring to by ‘noisy children’?”

Rami spoke first. “A teacher, and the noisy children are his students.”

My brother Nachman promptly challenged this. “But our Sages taught in a Baraita: If a courtyard resident wishes to become a mohel, a bloodletter, or a teacher of children, the other residents can prevent him.” He emphasized the word “can.” “So the Mishna’s noisy children can’t be a teacher’s students or it would conflict with this Baraita.”

One of my nephews asked Nachman to repeat the Baraita, and he did so. Again I understood all the words, but I also knew, despite being a girl and the youngest in class, that a Baraita was not supposed to contradict the Mishna. This was the part of Father’s lessons I liked best: when he and his students worked to resolve seeming contradictions.

Abba’s hand shot up in protest. “But our Sages mandated that every town must provide teachers for its children. So how can anyone in the courtyard object to a teacher?”

Father’s brown eyes warmed with pleasure at his students’ vigorous arguments. “Rami is correct. We are indeed discussing teachers here,” he said. “Nachman has quoted a teaching from our Sages that allows a courtyard to prevent teachers, while Abba has pointed out that the Sages also require Jewish teachers in every town. So what are we dealing with here?”

Sure that Father would solve the problem, I waited eagerly to see how this would happen.

Abba defended his opinion. “Perhaps the Mishna refers to Jewish children while the Baraita deals with Persian children, students of the Magi. Then we would have no contradiction.”

“Yet another Baraita teaches: one who owns a house in a courtyard may not rent it to a mohel, a bloodletter, a Jewish teacher, or a non-Jewish teacher.” Rami smiled with pride at how he had refuted Abba.

Father gestured for Rami to repeat the Baraita until everyone learned it. “That is an excellent teaching.” He paused as Rami beamed at being praised. “However, the Jewish teacher it refers to is the head teacher of the town, who will have many more people—children, parents, other teachers—going in and out of the courtyard than an ordinary Jewish teacher.”

Abba half rose from his cushion, eager to state the resolution he had championed, but Father called on my brother Mari to close the discussion. “So there is no contradiction. The Mishna and Nachman’s Baraita refer to different situations,” Mari concluded. “The noisy children who must be tolerated in our Mishna are students of a Jewish teacher, while in the Baraita it is a pagan who may be prevented from teaching in the courtyard.”

I was still trying to understand the entire argument when I realized that Father hadn’t dismissed the class. Instead, he put his arm around me and waited for Rami and Abba to approach. The two students shifted their weight from one leg to the other and looked from Father to me and back to Father again.

Father wasn’t angry, yet I was filled with apprehension. I couldn’t imagine why I was being singled out in front of the class. Had I done something wrong? Was he going to demand an explanation for my presence or forbid me from returning? And why were Rami and Abba just standing there in silence instead of showering him with questions? Surely Father wouldn’t chastise me in front of his students, or them in front of me. I tried desperately to conquer my dread as I waited for him to speak.

“Hisdadukh.” Father’s voice was gentle. “Which of these two would you like to marry?”

The silence as everyone awaited my answer pushed hard against my chest, threatening to suffocate me. My throat was so constricted it was all I could do to whisper, “Both of them.”

No one was more astounded than I at what I’d said. I was so desperate to escape the scrutiny that followed that I barely heard Abba declare that he wanted to be last.

The next day Grandfather told Mother that he wanted me to study with him rather than with the children’s tutor. I’m sure she never would have agreed if I had asked, but she couldn’t very well say no to her own father.

Her response was to mutter, “I suppose you would be unwilling to sit with her in Pinchas’s class.”

My brother Pinchas taught the beginners’ Mishna class to my nephews once they’d become proficient in scripture. After a few years memorizing Mishna there, they moved up to study with Father.

Grandfather’s bushy gray eyebrows narrowed with such disdain that no answer was necessary.

Mother shook her head in exasperation, but not so hard as to disarrange her dark curls, and at that moment I could see the likeness that marked them as father and daughter. Both had the same narrow jaw and long regal neck, although Grandfather’s were slightly obscured by his beard. Nurse said that I shared these features as well.

“I thought not,” Mother said. “Still, Hisdadukh must spend two mornings a week with her arithmetic tutor, until she knows multiplication and division.”

When he nodded, she turned to me. “There is no reason why you cannot spin flax thread during your new studies.”

I held up my spindle and distaff in agreement. Grandfather then walked us to the kiton he shared with my nephews—he was too old and they too young to climb three ladders to the roof—and showed me a beautifully bound codex. Unlike a scroll, whose pages were sewn to one another at the sides, the codex pages were all sewn together at one edge, thus making it simple to turn to whatever page one wanted.

He thumbed through it to find his place and handed it to me. “Can you please read aloud from the top of this page?”

It was written in Hebrew, not Aramaic, and it was not from the Torah. “A pool for steeping flax may not be kept near vegetables.” I slowly sounded out the unfamiliar words.

“Continue.” Grandfather gestured to me to go on.

After a few more words, I looked up at Grandfather and smiled. “This is what Father was teaching today, but he didn’t read from a book.”

“Indeed not. My son-in-law knows the entire Mishna by heart.” Grandfather sat down on a cushion next to me. “You will be responsible for ensuring that I still know it too.”

We continued through the second chapter of Bava Batra, with Grandfather reciting and me following along in the codex, correcting him as necessary.

“Nor onions kept near leeks, nor mustard plants near bees,” said Grandfather. “Rabbi Yohanan permits mustard plants.”

I didn’t want to embarrass him, but that wasn’t exactly how the Mishna was written. I knew he would insist on avoiding even the smallest error, so I took a deep breath and corrected him. “Nor leeks kept near onions,” I said slowly. “And Rabbi Yose permits mustard plants, not Rabbi Yohanan.”

To my relief, Grandfather wasn’t angry. He merely repeated the words after me several times before we continued to the next Mishna, which he also remembered somewhat incorrectly. But I patiently supplied the accurate text and continued to do so whenever he stumbled, grateful that Grandfather’s shame at his faltering memory had made him turn to me for help rather than any of the males in our family. As we continued, I fervently thanked Elohim for this incredible opportunity.

Perusing the book later, I again thanked Elohim for providing me with its written text. It would help me remember Father’s lesson afterward, and even better, I could read ahead and see what Mishna he was going to teach next. Studying Mishna was going to be more exciting than learning Torah with my tutor, plus it was a way to spend time with my beloved grandfather.

Despite my studies with Grandfather, I still ate in the kitchen with the young children and their nurses. When Achti became betrothed to Ukva, the same year Keshisha began studying with Father, they were both allowed to join our parents, our six older brothers and their wives, plus Father’s students, in formal meals. The entire family dined together only on Shabbat.

But it wasn’t long before Keshisha was back in the kitchen, teasing me. “Just because Abraham had two wives, Dada thinks she can have two husbands.”

Keshisha was only a few years older than me, but nobody would have taken him for my brother. He and Achti had dark olive skin and a square jaw like Father, while my pale skin and narrow jaw matched Mother’s. In addition, they had Mother’s prominent nose while mine was nondescript like Father’s.

I replied, “Did you come back here to bother me, or do they think you’re too childish to eat with the adults?”

“Dada, you have no idea how long and dull the speeches are in there.” He gestured toward the traklin. “I’ll take old Timonus’s war stories any day.”

Timonus had been Father’s slave for over twenty years, starting as doorkeeper and working his way up to steward. Before that he had been a soldier, and the children, especially the boys, asked again and again about his adventures in the Roman army. He never told the same story twice, or at least not in the same way. I was fascinated with his early years stationed in Jerusalem, where his unit was responsible for preventing Jews from entering the city.

That he had actually stood on such holy ground gave him a special stature in our household, even if he was a slave. But his stories about Jerusalem were never solemn; they usually involved the myriad ways he had acted as guide for those Jews with sufficient funds to bribe him for a look at the ruins of the Holy Temple.

“Jerusalem was the ideal post for a clever soldier,” Timonus said. “No danger from an opposing army, and always Jews willing to pay well for a tour of the city.”

“We’ve heard a hundred stories about Jerusalem,” Keshisha interrupted. “Tell everyone about the war between Persia and Rome, when King Shapur defeated Valerian and you were captured and sold to Father.”

Timonus eyed the roomful of children warily, but his hesitation was overcome by a chorus of encouragement from the other boys. And not just the younger boys, for several of Father’s students had joined us—including Abba bar Joseph.

“Eventually my luck ran out and I lost my post in Jerusalem.” Timonus waited to make sure he had everyone’s attention. “But I would have lost that post in any case, for the new emperor, Valerian, ordered the entire legion mobilized for another campaign against Persia. He was determined to regain the territories that King Shapur had conquered and to revenge the humiliating defeat that forced the emperor Philip to pay Shapur over five hundred thousand golden dinars.”

As always, Timonus’s audience gasped in awe at the enormous ransom. The children in my immediate family all knew how our king Shapur had first defeated Rome forty years ago, but perhaps the newcomers did not.

“The stars were lucky for me,” Timonus continued. “My regiment wasn’t called up until after the Persians sacked Syria.

“Emperor Valerian was so furious at how the upstart Persia had triumphed over Rome, mightiest nation in the world, that he accused his generals of incompetence and insisted on leading the next battle personally. He gathered a huge army, seventy thousand strong including myself, and marched us to Edessa to teach Shapur a lesson.”

A nephew waved his arm to get the steward’s attention. “Did you have your own sword or did they give you one?”

“A soldier always has his own armor and sword,” Timonus said firmly. “Along with the others, I was issued a shield and javelin after the army assembled. Nearly all of us were infantry on foot, though we had a small cavalry. However, this time our forces included the elite Praetorian Guards, the emperor’s own bodyguards and the most feared soldiers in Rome.”

He stopped to drink another cup of wine. “Shapur, on the other hand, had only about forty thousand troops, nearly all of them on horseback. Naturally Valerian assumed, as did the rest of us, that Rome’s superior numbers would be decisive. We all looked forward to easy pickings.”

Timonus’s tone made it clear that the Roman assumptions were wrong. “Nobody realized the power of the Persian cavalry. I remember that battle as if it were yesterday. The centurion woke us just before dawn. The air smelled of campfire smoke and the sky was as pink as a harlot’s cheeks. I was worried about my shield since the leather strap had begun to fray, but there was no time to get a replacement.”

Even I, who’d heard this tale many times, leaned forward to hear better. The boys around me sat rapt with attention.

“As usual Valerian deployed us in square formations and marched us straight at the enemy. I was positioned in the middle, but I still had a good view when the Persians sent forward their horse archers, who only inflicted minimal casualties before pulling back.”

Timonus’s eyes shone with excitement, and it seemed to me that he was telling this story with more enthusiasm than usual. “We immediately broke ranks to pursue them, but then, as the archers rode away, I witnessed the most astounding sight. They turned around in their saddles and loosed thousands of arrows at us, all while continuing to ride at full speed. Their accuracy was incredible. All around me men went down, Persian arrows piercing our wooden shields and armor with ease. Thank my lucky stars I wasn’t hit.”

“So the Persians had only been feigning retreat?” A boy asked.

Timonus nodded vigorously. “Not only that, but Shapur had kept the heavy cavalry behind. It was only then, with our casualties mounting, that the Persian cavalry charged. Throwing spears as they rode us down, they cut through the Roman formations like a knife through cheese.”

I could hear the awe in Timonus’s voice as he continued to describe Shapur’s army. “My comrades and I had only short stabbing swords and thin javelins, so we were completely unequipped to fight horsemen swinging maces and long swords. A few of us on the ground tried to use their spears against them, but it was useless. Before we knew it, they had utterly devastated our legion.”

Timonus paused to catch his breath. “The entire seventy-thousand-strong Roman force was slain or captured, while Shapur’s army suffered only mild casualties. Valerian was led away in chains. My lucky stars were still protecting me, however, for I merely suffered a spear wound on my arm instead of one through my belly.”

A student raised his hand. “So how did you enter Rav Hisda’s household?”

“Shapur sent the captured soldiers, including Valerian, to settle new cities in the east,” Timonus replied. “Heaven knows where I would have ended up if I hadn’t gotten dysentery. They abandoned me in Pumbedita, where Master Hisda bought me to be his bodyguard.”

The other boys soon returned to their meal. But when Abba bar Joseph, a far too serious expression on his youthful face, approached our steward, I moved near enough to hear their conversation.

“Does the emperor Carus intend to sack Ctesiphon and its suburbs as retribution for how King Shapur humiliated Valerian?” Abba asked urgently. I recalled maps of Persia our tutor had shown us and realized that Abba’s home city of Machoza was just across the Tigris River from the capital, Ctesiphon.

Timonus looked around in alarm, then put his finger to his lips. “We don’t discuss this in front of the children,” he whispered. “We don’t want to upset them.”

Abba stood where he was, waiting. Finally Timonus gestured for Abba to follow him to the pantry. Desperate for information about the big mystery, I tiptoed along behind them. I couldn’t see them, but I could hear Timonus distinctly.

“If Carus is smart, he’ll sack Ctesiphon while King Bahram and the Persian army are still far away in the east attacking Afghanistan,” he told Abba. “But I doubt the Romans would stay to occupy the capital. They’ll loot and pillage, hoping to escape with their plunder before our soldiers return.”

“What about the people?” Abba’s high-pitched voice rose higher with fear. “Will the Romans enslave everyone like they did when they destroyed Jerusalem?”

Poor Abba. He must have been afraid for his home and family. My heart began to pound as I realized that my home and family in Kafri might also be in danger.

“That would take too much time, and the Persian army could easily overtake them,” Timonus assured him. “Remember that the Romans are on foot while the Persians are on horseback.”

Abba might be reassured by this, but I was not.

“You know the city guards,” Abba said. “Have you heard how far the Romans have come?”

I held my breath, both impatient and terrified to hear Timonus’s answer.

“Apparently Carus was at Pumbedita a few weeks ago, and they promptly surrendered when he offered to spare the inhabitants, most of whom had already fled. Though his men stripped the surrounding fields and orchards of their produce, it seems that the city wasn’t pillaged too badly. The Romans can expect far richer plunder in the capital.”

I could hear Abba’s gasp, followed by the sounds of muffled crying. Tears ran down my own cheeks, but I remained quiet.

“Do you want me to continue?” Timonus asked. “There’s not much more to tell.”

Abba blew his nose and must have nodded, because Timonus continued, “There are rumors that Carus reached Nehardea and that his army is still trying to breach the city walls. Others say that the Persian cavalry is less than a week away, so Carus immediately sent his soldiers on to Ctesiphon rather than attempt a lengthy siege.”

My throat tightened. If a week passed before King Bahram and his men returned, the Romans could have enough time to sack the twin cities.

“So our army might arrive first?” Abba suggested, clearly more optimistic than I was. “Until I hear otherwise, I shall pray diligently for it.”

If I had waited for Timonus to reply, he and Abba would have caught me eavesdropping. But I’d heard more than enough to explain the many people staying with us, the shortage of food, and the heavy undercurrent of anxiety in our household.

Ha-Elohim! The Roman army was attacking Persia and very likely, the most populous Babylonian Jewish communities were either destroyed or about to be. If King Bahram were delayed, Carus would surely attack Sura, where Rami’s family lived, once he was done pillaging Machoza and Ctesiphon.

And Kafri was only a few hours downstream of Sura via the Euphrates River.
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ELEVENTH YEAR OF KING BAHRAM II’S REIGN

•     284 CE     •

The din was earsplitting. People shouting at the top of their lungs as they ran past me—men yelling, mothers calling for their children, and children crying for their mothers. We fled into the date groves, the Roman army right behind us. But I couldn’t keep up. I kept tripping over fallen palm fronds, and each time I fell it was harder to get up. I could hear the clang of metal on metal growing closer.

“Dada, wake up.” Nurse’s urgent voice penetrated into my mind. “Wake up.”

I bolted awake, my heart pounding, and stared up into the peaceful canopy of the starry night.

“It’s all right, Dada.” Nurse tried to comfort me. “There’s nothing to fear. You were having a bad dream.”

I let her stroke my hair as I looked around. We were on the roof, surrounded by the bundled bodies of my household on their sleeping mats. Grandfather was snoring nearby, and I could hear others breathing heavily farther away. The scene could not have been more peaceful.

Nurse lay down next to me. “Go back to sleep now.”

I snuggled down in my linens and closed my eyes, but sleep would not come. I knew I was safe, but my blood was racing too fast for me to relax. It had been a year since Elohim answered our prayers and the Persian army rode into Ctesiphon before the Romans were able to plunder the city, but I still had nightmares about those frightening days.

Never mind that Emperor Carus died mysteriously—some said he’d been struck by lightning—just as our cavalry began its charge; or that Carus’s son Numerian, who immediately made peace with King Bahram, lived scarcely a year before he too was struck down. Though some said Rome was just waiting for an opportunity to attack us, life in Kafri returned to normal.

Our house had rapidly emptied as the cousins, and cousins of cousins, returned to their homes. Meat appeared on our table again, along with fine wheaten bread. Soon the only reminder of those frightening days were the new students who remained to study with Father after the rest of the refugees were gone.

And my bad dreams.

The hot weather continued, so a few days later Grandfather had us review that day’s Mishna lesson on the roof before bedtime. When we finished, he asked, “Would you like a story tonight?”

“As long as it doesn’t have any kings or soldiers in it,” I replied with a shudder.

“Very well, child. I’ll tell you how Rabbi Shimon ben Shetach vanquished the wicked kashafot of Ashkelon.”

Grandfather had told me many tales of rabbis and demons, but never one with kashafot, witches. Intrigued, I nodded my agreement, and he began the story.

“After Rabbi Shimon became head of the high court in Jerusalem, the people of Ashkelon complained that eighty wicked kashafot in a nearby cave were working to destroy the world. So he waited for a rainy day, then gathered eighty tall young men and gave them each a jug containing a clean, dry cloak.” Grandfather emphasized the word “tall” so I knew this would be important.

“One for each kashafa,” I pointed out.

“Admonishing the men to keep their cloaks dry, Rabbi Shimon led them to the cave.” Grandfather tiptoed across the room, pretending to be Rabbi Shimon. “‘When I whistle once, put on your cloaks,’ he told them, ‘and when I whistle again, enter the cave together, each pick up a kashafa and begin dancing with her, being careful not to let her feet touch the ground.’ Then he put on his dry cloak and went inside, calling out, ‘Oyim, oyim, let me in for I am one of you.’”

“What does oyim mean?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Grandfather said. “It’s something kashafot say when they summon one another.”

“What happened next?”

“Immediately the head kashafa accosted him and asked how he stayed dry in the rainstorm, and he explained that he’d walked between the raindrops. ‘Show us what else you can do,’ they demanded, but he said they should show him something first.

“So one kashafa uttered a magic word and bread appeared.” Now Grandfather gestured in the air, imitating the kashafot. “A second uttered another word and meat appeared, and a third uttered yet a different word and wine appeared. Then they turned to Shimon and asked him what he could do.”

“He’s going to make the eighty men appear,” I said, my excitement growing.

Grandfather chuckled. “That’s right. Rabbi Shimon told them that if he whistled twice, eighty handsome young men would appear to entertain them. ‘Oh, do bring them,’ the kashafot said eagerly. So Shimon whistled once, waited a few moments, and whistled again. Immediately the men raced in, all wearing dry cloaks.” Grandfather danced around the room, an imaginary woman in his arms. “Each one swept a kashafa off her feet, spun her around, and carried her away to be hanged. For kashafot can only use their evil powers when their feet are touching the earth.”

“Without any trial or witnesses?” I hadn’t listened to Father’s lectures for long, but I knew that nobody could be executed under Jewish Law unless two witnesses testified and a court convicted them.

His voice became solemn and he sat down. “The Torah says we do not allow a kashafa to live. You know that, Hisdadukh.”

I didn’t want to argue with Grandfather, but I felt sorry for the kashafot. “Speaking of knowing things, how did Rabbi Shimon know that kashafot lose their powers if their feet are off the ground?”

“When I was studying in the West, Rabbi Yohanan taught that all judges on Jerusalem’s high court must have knowledge of witchcraft,” Grandfather said. “So surely Rabbi Shimon, as head of the court, would have been a master of their secrets.”

“Why do judges need to know witchcraft?”

“Some say it’s so they can distinguish between real sorcerers and those who merely create illusions. Others say that judges must know how to counter any spells that kashafot may cast against them.”

I leaned closer and whispered, “Achti says that Father is going to be a judge on Rav Huna’s court, and that’s why we’re moving to Sura. Does Father know about witchcraft?”

“My son-in-law certainly knows about sorcery,” Grandfather said proudly. “Once he was on a boat with Rav Huna’s son when a woman from the exilarch’s court demanded that they take her with them. When they refused, she cast a spell that brought the boat to a halt.”

The exilarch, a descendant of King David, was the head of our community. A member of that noble family had led the Babylonian Jews for a thousand years, since Nebuchadnezzar sent us into exile. When Persia annexed Bavel from the Parthians, the king recognized the exilarch as a vassal lord and allowed us to continue our traditional self-rule. How could a woman from the exilarch’s court be a kashafa?

I had to verify what he said. “She made the boat stop right in the water?” It must have been a powerful spell.

Grandfather nodded. “But Rav Hisda recited his own magic words to start the boat moving again.”

I didn’t know which was more amazing, that Father knew about sorcery or that a Jewish noblewoman did. “Where did he learn such things?”

“When the Holy Temple stood in Jerusalem, its priests were privy to all sorts of secret knowledge,” he said. “Knowledge that had been passed down for generations.”

“But Father’s family has lived in Bavel for centuries,” I protested. “How could they know what was done in the Temple?”

Grandfather smiled. “A father taught his sons, who taught their sons, and so on. Your father comes from a long line of priests, who made sure their wisdom was not lost.”

What other magic did Father know? How did his spells differ from kashafot’s? Did Mother know about this? There were so many questions in my mind that I didn’t know which to ask next.

Before I could say anything, Grandfather stood up and stretched. “That’s enough about spells. Haviva won’t like it if I keep you up past bedtime.”

I looked up, where the darkening sky was sprinkled with stars. “Mother won’t know. She’s in Sura with Shayla, getting our new house ready. They won’t be home for days.”

Shayla was married to my brother Nachman, who was also going to be a judge in Sura, although not on such an important court as Rav Huna’s. Mother used to supervise the household herself, but lately she’d given Shayla more responsibilities.

“She’ll know if your nurse tells her.”

A sudden hope filled me. Rami’s family lived in Sura. “Do you think Mother is arranging my betrothal to Rami bar Chama while she’s there?”

“Not without your father.” Grandfather lowered his voice as though to impart a secret. “Besides, I’m not certain they’ve agreed on Rami. Haviva told me that one good thing about Rome’s attack on Ctesiphon was the additional suitors you might have from among the new students.”

I swallowed hard. I thought Father’s questioning me meant that he’d decided I should marry Rami, or if not him, Abba. Not some strange new student I’d never even considered. It wasn’t fair. Just when I thought the question of my future husband was settled, Mother wanted to consider more possibilities.

A few moments later Nurse stretched out on her mat next to mine, a clear signal that story time was over. Grandfather kissed my forehead and headed for his own bedding. I drifted to sleep picturing Father’s students, and with much trepidation considered which of them I might want to marry if not Rami or Abba. But what if Father didn’t ask my opinion this time? Had he gotten my hopes up only to dash them later?

That week I made an effort to watch, surreptitiously I hoped, those of Father’s students who weren’t already betrothed. Pushing my anxiety aside, I made it a game. Nearly all of them would blush and promptly avert their eyes whenever I caught them looking at me. Rami, however, would smile
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