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  For Rosemary,

  Favorite Sister


  


  
    
      
            Pilate said to him, What is truth?


            John 18:38


            
              I write this history of what happened to us from that moment onward. So many will come after us, and none of them will have seen, and they must be assured of what
              we have seen.

            


            The Testament of Mary of Magdala,

            called Magdalene


            
              You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.

            


            Jesus, in John 8:32
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  PART ONE


  THE DEMONS


  


  ONE


  She was carried to a place she had never been. It was much more vivid than a dream, it had a depth and a color to it, and exquisite detail that made it seem more real than
  the time with her mother in the courtyard, more real than the dreamy hours she spent sometimes looking out at the great lake of Magdala, the one so grand they called it a sea: the Sea of
  Galilee.


  She was elevated, put on a high pillar or a platform, she could not tell which. And all around her were people, gathering at the base of it, looking up at her. She turned her head to the side
  and saw that other pillars had other people on them, that there was a whole row of them, stretching as far as she could see. The sky was a yellowish color, the color she had only seen once, when
  there was a sandstorm. The sun was blotted out, but there was still light, diffuse golden light.


  Then someone came to herwere they flying, was it an angel, how did they get there?and took her hand and said, Will you come? Will you come with us?


  She felt the hand holding hers, and it was smooth like a piece of marble, not cold, not hot, not sweaty, but perfect. She wanted to squeeze it but dared not.


  Yes, she finally said.


  And then the figureshe still did not know who it was, she dared not look at the face, only at the feet in golden sandalslifted her up and took her away, and the journey was so
  dizzying that she lost her balance and began to fall, to plummet, and it was very dark beneath her.


  She sat up with a jolt. The oil lamp had burned out. Outside she could hear the gentle sound of the water of the great lake, not far from her window, as it lapped the
  shore.


  She held out her hand, felt it. It was moist. Was that why the being had let her go, had dropped it? She rubbed it hard.


  No, let me cleanse my hand! she cried out, silently. Dont abandon me! I can wipe it off!


  Come back, she whispered.


  But the only answer was the stillness of the room and the sound of the water.


  She rushed into her mother and fathers room. They were sleeping soundly; they did not need a lamp, they slept in darkness.


  Mother! she cried, grabbing her shoulder. Mother! Without permission, she climbed into the bed and huddled under the warm covers next to her mother.


  What . . . what is it? Her mother struggled to form words. Mary?


  I have had such a strange dream, she cried. I was taken up . . . into some heaven, I dont know where, I only know it was not of this world, it had angels, I think, or
  . . . I dont know what . . . She paused, gasping for breath. I think I was . . . I was called. Called to join them, called to become part of their company . . . But it
  had been frightening, and she had not been sure she wanted to join them.


  Now her father sat up. Whats this? he said. A dream? A dream about being called?


  Nathan Marys mother reached out and tried to restrain him, by touching his shoulder.


  I dont know if I was being called, Mary said in a small voice. But there was this dream, and people up on high places, and


  High places! cried her father. That is where the ancient heathen idols were. In the high places!


  But not up on pedestals, Mary said. This was different. The people being honored were standing upon them, and they were people, not statues. . . .


  And you think youve been called? her father asked. Why?


  They asked if I would join them. They said, Will you come with us? Even as she recited it, she could hear the sweet voices.


  You must know, daughter, that all prophecy has ceased in our land, her father finally said. There has been no word uttered by a prophet since Malachi, and that was four
  hundred years ago. God does not speak to us that way any longer. He speaks only through his holy Law. And that is sufficient for us.


  But Mary knew what she had seen, the transcendent glory and warmth of it. But, Father, she said, the message, and the invitation, were so clear. She kept her voice
  low and respectful. But she was still shaking.


  Dear daughter, you have been misled. It was but a dream, brought on by our preparations for Jerusalem. God would not call you. Now return to your own bed.


  She clung to her mother, but her mother thrust her aside. Do as your father says, she ordered.


  Mary returned to her room, the majesty of the dream still enveloping her. It had been real. She knew it had been real.


  And if it was real, then her father was wrong.


  In the hours just before the sky would lighten, the household made ready for its pilgrimage to Jerusalem for the Feast of Weeks. Mary had been excited, because all the adults
  were so eager for the trip, and because all Jews were supposed to long for Jerusalem. But she had most looked forward to the journey itself, for the seven-year-old had never been outside Magdala,
  and there were sure to be adventures on the way. Her father had hinted at them when he told her, We will be traveling to Jerusalem by the short route, through Samaria, so it will take us
  only three days instead of four. But it is dangerous. There have been attacks on pilgrims going to Jerusalem. He shook his head. The Samaritans even still have idols, I have heard.
  Oh, not so openly any longer, not by the roadside, but . . .


  What kind of idol? Ive never seen an idol! she asked eagerly.


  Pray that you never do!


  But how will I know an idol if I see one?


  Youll know, her father said. And you must shun it!


  But


  Thats enough!


  Now Mary remembered this, but all her earlier curiosity about Jerusalem was eclipsed by the dream, still so vivid to her in the darkness.


  Busying herself with the final preparations, Marys mother, Zebidah, had suddenly broken off measuring grain into the travel sacks and bent down to her daughter. She did not mention the
  dream. Instead she said, Now, as for this trip, you must not mingle with any of the other families coming, except for the few I tell you are acceptable. So many people do not keep the Law
  and only want to go to Jerusalemand even the Temple!as some sort of holiday. Stay with the other observant families. Do you understand me? She looked hard at Mary. In that
  instant her pretty face was not pretty but forbidding.


  Yes, Mother, she said.


  We keep the Law zealously, and so it must be, her mother continued. Let all those other . . . transgressors look to themselves. It is not our duty to save them from their
  negligence. And mixing with them will contaminate us.


  Like mixing milk and meat? Mary asked. She knew this was absolutely forbidden, so much so that anything pertaining to them must be separated.


  Just so, her mother answered. And worse, because their influence does not fade away after a day or so, like that of the milk and meat. It stays with you, corrupting and
  corrupting.


  They were ready. The six families making the journey together waited, donkeys loaded, packs slung over their shoulders, on the road above Magdala for the larger groups from the
  nearby towns to join them for the trip to Jerusalem. Mary would start out riding a donkey: the youngest traveler in the family, she did not have the stamina to walk long distances. Perhaps on the
  return journey she would be so toughened that she would not have to ride at all. That was her hope.


  The dry season had begun, and already the sun felt hot on Marys face. It hung brazenly over the Sea of Galilee, where it had risen earlier from behind the mountains. At dawn those
  mountains across the lake had been the color of tender grapes; now they showed their true colors of dust and stone. They were quite bare, and looked, Mary thought, malevolent. But perhaps that was
  because the land of the old Ammonites had such a bad reputation as Israels ancient enemy.


  What was it the Ammonites had done that was so bad? King David had had trouble with them. But, then, he had trouble with everyone. And there was also that evil god they worshiped, although Mary
  could not at first remember his name. He made the Ammonites sacrifice their children to him, putting them into the flames. Mo . . . Mol . . . Molech. Yes, that was his name.


  She held up her hand and squinted across the lake. She certainly could not see any temples of Molech from here.


  She gave a shudder, even in the warm sun. I wont think any more about Molech, she told herself sternly. The lake, gleaming in the sun, seemed to agree. It was too beautiful for its blue
  waters to be stained with thoughts of a blood-dripping god; it was probably the most beautiful place in all Israel, Mary firmly believed. No matter what was claimed for Jerusalem, how could
  anything be lovelier that this oval body of water, bright blue, surrounded by hills cupping it protectively?


  She could see fishing boats out on the waters; there were a great many of them. It was fish that her town of Magdala was famous forhere they were salted, dried, traded, and shipped all
  over the world. Magdala fish were a presence on tables as far away as Damascus or Alexandria. And a presence in Marys own home, for her father, Nathan, was a leading processor of the fish
  hauled into his warehouse, and her oldest brother, Samuelalthough he had taken to calling himself the Greek name Silvanus for trading purposeswas the business manager, dealing with
  both local people and foreigners to arrange sales. Thus the big mosaic of a fishing boat that decorated their entrance hall indicated the source of their wealth. Every day as they stepped across it
  they could be reminded and give thanks for their good fortune and Gods multitude of fish in their sea.


  An east wind struck the waters of the lake and made the surface of the water tremble; she could see the ripples of water that did indeed look like harp strings. The old, poetic name for the lake
  was Lake Kinneret, Lake Harp, because of its shape and also because of the pattern of the wind on the water. Mary could almost hear the fine sound of plucked strings, singing to her across the
  water.


  Here they come! Marys father was gesturing to her to urge her donkey back toward the others. Down the dusty road she could see a very large caravan approaching, with even a
  camel or two besides donkeys and the mass of walkers.


  They must have celebrated the Sabbath too long yesterday, said Marys mother, tartly. She was frowning; the late start was a nuisance. What was the point of delaying the
  departure until after the Sabbath if they were to lose a half-day anyway? No one ever started a journey the day before the Sabbath, or even the day before that, if it was a long journey. The
  rabbinical law forbidding walking more than about a Roman mile on the Sabbath meant that would waste a dayas far as travel was concerned.


  The Sabbath is such an excuse to waste time, said Marys brother Silvanus loudly. This insistence on strict observance of the Sabbath is crippling us in the foreign
  trade; the Greeks and Phoenicians dont take one day off out of every seven!


  Yes, we know about your pagan sympathies, Samuel, said Marys other older brother, Eli. I suppose next youll be running naked in the gymnasium with all
  your Greek friends.


  Silvanusalias Samueljust glared at him. I havent time, he said coldly. I am too busy helping Father run the business. Its you, with all your
  spare time studying scripture and consulting with rabbis, who have the leisure to go to the gymnasium or any other place of amusement you want to.


  Eli flared, as Silvanus knew he would. The younger man had a hot temper, despite all his efforts in studying the ways and whys of Yahweh. With his fine, straight-nosed profile and noble bearing,
  he could pass for Greek, thought Silvanus. Whereas hehe almost laughedlooked more like the little scholars who were always bent over the Torah in the beth ha-Midrash, the House
  of Learning. Yahweh must have a mighty sense of humor.


  The study of Torah is the most important thing a man can do, Eli said stiffly. It supersedes all other activity in moral worth.


  Yes, and in your case it precludes all other activity.


  Eli snorted and turned away, pulling his donkey with him, so that its hindside was facing Silvanus, who merely laughed.


  Mary was used to hearing this exchange, in various forms, between her twenty-one-year-old and eighteen-year-old brothers. It was never resolved and it never even progressed. Marys family
  was deeply observant, adhering to all the rituals and religious strictures; only Silvanus seemed restless in what her father referred to as the perfect Law of the Lord.


  Mary wished she could study that Law at the little school attached to their synagogue, the beth ha-sefer, and see for herself. Or that she could steal the knowledge that Silvanus, who did
  not seem to want it, had acquired from his Torah schooling. But girls could not attend the school, since they could have no official place in religion. Her father had sternly repeated the
  rabbinical dictum, It would be better to see the Torah burnt than to hear its words upon the lips of women.


  You should learn Greek so you can read the Iliad, Silvanus had once suggested to Mary, with a laugh. Naturally Eli had countered with a shocked blast. But Silvanus had
  replied, If someone is shut out of her own literature and knowledge by stupid rulings, is she not then forced to turn to another?


  Silvanus had a point; the Greeks welcomed others into their culture, whereas the Jews guarded theirs like a secret. Each action was the result of thinking theirs was superior: the Greeks thought
  that one taste of Greek culture would instantly win anyone over, whereas the Jews felt theirs was so precious it could be desecrated by offering it to any and all passersby. Naturally this made
  Mary all the more curious about both of them. She would learn to read, she promised herself, and then she could tap into the magic and mystery of the holy writings herself.


  The two traveling parties met and merged on the fork of the road up from Magdalathere were now about twenty-five families to make the journey. Many were related,
  distantly or otherwise, so large numbers of third, fourth, fifth, and sixth cousins would meet and play en route. Marys family was traveling only alongside other very observant families. As
  they regrouped to form the procession, Eli could not resist one aside to Silvanus. I dont know why you are making this journey at all, he said, since you have no
  sympathy with our way of thought. Why go to Jerusalem?


  Instead of a sharp retort, Silvanus said thoughtfully, For the history, Eli, for the history. I love the stones of Jerusalem, each of which tells a storyand tells it clearer and
  finer than the words in the scrolls.


  Eli ignored his brothers solemnity. Its a story you wouldnt even know if it wasnt written in the very scriptures you scorn! It isnt stones who
  talk and tell us their tales, its scribes who record it for posterity.


  Im sorry that you credit only yourself with the finer feelings, Silvanus finally said. He halted and fell back into another group; he would not be traveling close to his
  brother on this journey.


  Mary did not know which one to keep near, so she went over to her parents. They were walking resolutely, their faces set for Jerusalem. The sun beat down, its brightness causing them to squint
  and shield their eyes.


  Clouds of dust were blowing. The startling green of the Galilean spring grass had begun to fade, replaced by a dun mat; the jewel-colored wildflowers that had dotted the hillsides had wilted and
  disappeared. From now until next spring, the landscape would become progressively browner, the glorious burst of natures love merely a memory. Galilee was the lushest part of the country,
  the nearest thing to a Persian garden paradise in the land of Israel.


  The branches of the fruit trees were laden with new apples and pomegranates; the bright-green early figs were peeking from under their leaves. People were gathering them; new figs never remained
  on the trees long.


  The unwieldy group lumbered up over the crest of the hills surrounding the lake, where Mary could glimpse it one last time before it disappeared from sight.


  Farewell, Lake Harp! she sang to herself. There was no pang of goodbye, only anticipation of what lay ahead. They were on their way, the road was calling them, and soon all the hills Mary had
  seen from her earliest-remembered days would vanish, to be replaced by things she had never seen. How wonderful it would be, like getting an extraordinary present, opening a box filled with
  glittering new objects.


  They soon joined the wider road, the Via Marisone of the main thoroughfares across the land since ancient times. It was busy, toocrowded with Jewish merchants; lean, hawkeyed
  Nabateans on their camels; Babylonian businessmen swathed in silk and sporting gold earrings that looked painfully heavy to Mary. Greeks were there aplenty, mingling with the pilgrims heading
  south. But there was one sort of traveler to whom everyone else gave a wide berth: Romans.


  The soldiers she could recognize by their uniforms, those odd skirts with leather strips that bared their big hairy legs; the ordinary Roman was harder to spot. But the adults had no problem
  identifying them.


  A Roman! her father hissed, gesturing for her to fall back behind him in line as a nondescript man approached. Even though the road was crowded, Mary noticed that no one jostled
  him. As they passed, he seemed to turn his head and look at her with a sort of curiosity. She looked back mildly.


  How did you know he was a Roman? Mary asked eagerly.


  Its the hair, he explained. And being so cleanshaven. I admit, the cloak and sandals could belong to a Greek or any other foreigner.


  Its the look in their eyes, her mother suddenly said. Its the look of someone who owns everything he sees.


  They came out onto a flat plain, wide and beckoning. Scattered trees made pools of shadows that looked cool; the sun was now standing almost directly overhead. There were
  isolated mountains on either side of the road: to the right, Mount Tabor, and to the left, Mount Moreh.


  As they approached the flanks of Mount Moreh, Silvanus appeared by her side and pointed vaguely at it. Look out for the witch! he teased her. The witch of Endor!


  When Mary looked puzzled, he confided, The witch that King Saul consulted to bring up Samuels spirit. This is where she had her quarters. They say its still haunted. Why, if
  you were to leave us and go there and sit under a tree and wait . . . who knows what spirit might be summoned?


  Is that true? asked Mary. Now, tell me, dont tease. It seemed an awesome thing to be able to call up spirits, especially of people who had died.


  His smile faded. I dont know if its really true, he admitted. Its written in the holy books, buthe shruggedso is the claim
  that Samson killed a thousand men with the jawbone of an ass.


  How would I know a spirit? Mary persisted, not to be put off by the jawbone.


  They say you know them by the fear they instill in you, Silvanus said. Seriously, if you ever see one, Id advise you to run in the opposite direction. The one thing
  everyone knows is that theyre dangerous. They want to mislead, destroy. I suppose thats why Moses forbade any contact with them. Again he was skeptical: If he really
  did.


  Why do you keep saying that? Dont you believe its true?


  Oh . . . He hesitated. Yes, I believe its true. And if not strictly true that Moses said it, its still a good idea. Most of the things Moses said are a good
  idea.


  Mary laughed. Sometimes you do sound like a Greek.


  If being Greek means thinking about things carefully, then Id be proud to be labeled such. He laughed, too.


  Down past more mountains, larger in fame than in actual size: Mount Gilboa on the left, where Saul took his last stand and perished at the hands of the Philistines; and far to
  the right, visible across the plain, Megiddo, rearing itself up like a tower, where the battle at the end of time would be fought.


  Not far beyond Mount Gilboa, they crossed the boundary into Samaria. Samaria! Mary gripped the reins of the donkey and clung hard to its flanks. Danger! Danger! Was it dangerous? She looked
  around alertly, but the landscape was the same as that they had just leftthe same rocky hills, dusty plains, and lone trees. She had been told that there were bandits and rebels who used the
  caves near Magdala for hideouts, but she had never seen any near her home. Now she hoped to see something, for they were venturing into enemy territory.


  They did not have long to wait. They had not gone more than a short way before a group of jeering youths were lining the road, throwing stones, and yelling in deep guttural voices, insult after
  insult: Dogs . . . Filth of Galilee . . . Perverters of the holy books of Moses . . . Some of them spat. Marys mother and father looked straight ahead, pretending not to see or
  hear them, which just provoked them further.


  Deaf, are you? Take this! And they blew jarring blasts from a rams horn, and gave shrill, unhuman-sounding whistles that must have come from someplace deeper than their
  throats. The hatred quivered in the air. Still the Galileans did not look at them or answer the insults. Mary was trembling on her donkey as she came within almost an arms length of one knot
  of taunters. Then, mercifully, they passed beyond themfirst beyond sight of them, then, finally, beyond earshot of them.


  That was terrible! Mary cried when she could safely make a sound. Why do they hate us so much?


  Its an ancient feud, her father said. Nor is it likely to change in our lifetimes.


  But why? Where did it come from? Mary persisted.


  Its a long story, her father said wearily.


  Ill tell it, said Silvanus, striding fast alongside the donkey. Now, you know about King David, right? And King Solomon?


  Yes indeed, she said proudly. One was the greatest warrior king we ever had, and the other the wisest!


  He wasnt wise enough to have a very wise son, Silvanus said. His son made his subjects so angry that ten of the twelve tribes of Israel broke away from the kingdom
  and set up their own in the north. They chose an overseer for their king, Jeroboam.


  Jeroboam. She had heard of him, and whatever it was, it wasnt good.


  Since the people in the north couldnt go to the Temple in Jerusalem any longer, Jeroboam set up new altars for them, with golden calves for them to worship. God didnt care
  for that, so he punished them by sending the Assyrians to destroy their country and carry them off into captivity. And that was the end of ten of the tribes of Israel. They just vanished into
  Assyria and never came back. Goodbye, Reuben; goodbye, Simeon; goodbye, Dan and Asher . . .


  But Samaria isnt empty now, said Mary. Who are these nasty people yelling at us?


  The Assyrians brought in pagans to settle here! Eli cried, overhearing the conversation. They mingled with the few Jews left behind and produced this dreadful mix of the
  true faith of Moses and of paganism. An abomination! His face contorted with disgust. And dont tell me they had no choice!


  Mary drew back. She had not been about to tell him any such thing.


  Everyone has a choice! he continued. Some members of those ten tribes were loyal to Jerusalem. And so they werent punished and taken off to Assyria. Thats what
  our family did. We werewe are!of the tribe of Naphtali. But we were faithful! His voice had risen dreadfully loud and he seemed furious. And we must guard that
  faith!


  Yes, Eli, she said, meekly. She wondered how she would do that.


  Way over therehe pointed southwardon their special hill of Gerizim, they carry out their heretical rites!


  He still hadnt answered her question, so she asked it again. But why do they hate us?


  Silvanus inclined his head toward his brother. Because we hate them, and make it so obvious.


  All was calm for the remainder of the day. As they passed by fields and small villages, people lined the road and stared, but did not call out or attempt to hinder them.


  The sun swung over Marys left shoulder and began its downward descent. The tiny pools of shadows under the wayside trees, modest little skirts at midday, now stretched far out, like
  princes trains, beyond the trunks.


  Up ahead, the caravan slowed to begin searching for a place to camp for the night. They needed enough daylight to secure a safe place, and there was likely to be trouble with the water.


  Wells were always a problem: locating one in the first place that could water a company as large as this one, and then the possibility of hostility from the owners of the well. People were
  killed over well disputes. The Samaritans were not likely to welcome the travelers to their wells, hand them buckets, and say, Drink all you like, and water your animals as well.


  The leaders of the group had selected a wide, flat area back from the road with several wells. It was an ideal spotprovided they were left in peace to enjoy it. For the moment there were
  few people about, and the Galileans were able to set up their tents unhindered, water their pack animals, and draw water for their own uses. Once everyone was settled, sentries were stationed
  around the boundaries.


  The campfire crackled and spat, the way Mary liked it. It meant the fire had a personality, and was trying to speak to them. At least that is how she had always imagined it. The huge
  goats-hair tent was big enough for all of them, and that was also as she liked it. It was good to be able to sit around the fire, to know that everyone was in the same circle.


  Now, as she looked at themat her handsome brother, Eli, and her less handsome but fascinating brother, Silvanus, she had a sudden fear that this time next year one of them would be
  married, and maybe even have a baby, and would be no longer in the family tent but in a tent of his own. She didnt like that. She wanted everything to stay just the way it was, with
  them all gathered together, forever and ever, protecting one another. This little family, this little circle, so strong, and so consoling, must remain forever. And in the cooling twilight of the
  Samaritan spring, it felt as if that could be true.


  Deep night. Mary had been asleep for what seemed a long time, the thick blanket under her, her warm cloak over her. Outside the tent flap the embers of a small guardian fire
  were pulsing slowly, gently, like the breathing of a dragon. Then, suddenly, she was wide awake, a peculiar sort of wakefulness, like a very sharp dream. She raised her head slowly and looked
  around; everything was very fuzzy in the dim light, but she could hear the breathing of the others nearby. Though her heart was pounding, she could not remember having had a bad dream. Why was she
  so excited?


  Go back to sleep, she told herself. Go back to sleep. Look, outside its still completely dark. You can see all the stars yet.


  But she was quiveringly awake. She wiggled and tried to find a completely comfortable spot, turning on the blanket and moving the wadded material that served as her pillow. As she struggled to
  realign the blanket, her hands felt an obstruction just beside her pillow. It had sharp edges. Curiously, she felt around it, and it did not feel like a rock, but something smaller and finer,
  although not an arrowhead or a sickle or anything metal. She dug a bit with her fingers, and could feel ridges in it. More eager now, she took the hardened edge of her sandal strap and used that as
  a trowel to excavate the object. When, finally, she had it free, she could see it was something carved. It was also pale, and too lightweight to be stone. She held it up and turned it this way and
  that, but could not make it out. She would have to wait until dawn.


  Then, suddenly, almost miraculously, she fell fast asleep.


  Daylight flooded the eastern sky, and Mary blinked awake. Her family was up and stirring, folding the blankets and tent. She felt groggy, as though she had not slept. And as
  she pushed the covering cloak back, she felt the thing she was clutching in her hand. Puzzled for a moment, she held it out and squinted at it.


  It still retained a slight covering of earth, like a veil that hides a beautiful womans nakedness; but shining through the dullness was a face, a face of exquisite beauty.


  An idol!


  Just as her father had said, she knew it even though she had never seen one.


  And you must shun it, he had said.


  But instead she could not take her eyes away. The thing drew her, compelled her to look. The dreamy eyes, half lidded; the full, sensual lips with a curve of a smile; the thick hair pulled back,
  revealing a slender neck as fine as an ivory scepter . . .


  Ivory. Yes, that was what this . . . idol . . . was made of. It was yellowed, and even had some brown spots, but it was ivory, creamy and almost translucent. That was why it was both light and
  delicate, and even its hard edges were not sharp.


  Who are you? Mary asked it, staring at the eyes. How long have you been buried here?


  Her father was stepping over the saddlebags near her, and she quickly hid her hand under the blanket.


  Time to go, he said briskly, leaning down. Mary reopened her eyes, pretending that she had just awakened.


  Trudging along beside the donkeyher mother was riding him this timeMary kept fingering the new possession, which she had thrust into the long wound bolt of cloth serving as her
  belt. She knew she ought to have shown it to her father on the spot, but she did not want to. She wanted to keep it, and she knew he would make her throw it away, probably with a curse.

  
  She felt very protective of it.


  This time, at noon, when the sun was at its hottest, they had to make a detour around a well guarded by Samaritans. Again there were the threats and gibes, which the pilgrims
  attempted to ignore. It was good that they had been able to use the wells in the place where they had stopped. Only one more night in Samaria; only one more set of wells to find.


  And to think our ancestors dug these wells, and now we are not even allowed to drink from them! muttered Eli. Dotted all across the land are wells that should rightfully
  belong to us!


  Peace, Eli, said Nathan. Someday, perhaps, it will all return to its rightful owner. Or the Samaritans will return to the true religion.


  Eli looked disgusted. I know of no scripture that prophesies that.


  Oh, Im sure its in there somewhere, said Silvanus, who had been sticking close to his family that morning. Everything seems to be. There is a wealth of
  promises, from the Messiah to the well situation. The problem lies in interpreting them. It seems that Yahweh did not wish to make his messages too easy for his faithful to understand.


  Eli was poised for a retort, but suddenly there was a commotion up ahead, and the caravan halted. Nathan detached himself and hurried on. But the word of what it was spread faster along the
  group than Nathan could walk.


  Idols! A whole cache of idols!


  Soon the caravan had turned into a milling mass as everyone rushed up front to see the idols. High excitement reignedfor who among them had actually seen an ancient idol? There
  were the modern Roman ones about, of course, although even they were confined to the pagan towns like Sepphoris in Galilee, which few people in the caravan had ventured into.


  But ancient ones! The legendary ones that the prophets had thundered against, that had brought first the northern kingdom of Israel and then her sister kingdom Judah to ruin and exile. Even
  their names were tinged with a titillating sort of fear: Baal. Ashtart. Molech. Dagon. Melkart. Baal-zebul.


  A rabbi from Bethsaida was standing by an outcropping of stone along the path, with a small crevice where two of his assistants were pawing and bringing out wrapped bundles. A line of them was
  already on the ground, laid out like dead warriors.


  The seal was plainly visible! the rabbi cried, pointing at the stone that had covered the little entrance of the hole.


  Why did he feel he had the right to open it? Mary wondered.


  I knew it was evil! he pronounced, answering her unspoken question. These must have been hidden long ago, in hopes that their owners would return and restore them to
  theirtheir high places, or wherever they were served and worshiped. But they probably perished in Assyria, which was only right. Unwrap them! he suddenly ordered his assistants.
  Unwrap them, so we can smash and destroy them! Abomination! Idols! All abominations must be destroyed!


  The yellowed old bandagelike cloths had deteriorated so badly that it was difficult to unroll them, so the rabbi and the others cut them off with knives. Little clay figures emerged, crude
  things with bulging eyes and sticklike arms and legs.


  Mary clutched her own treasure tight inside her belt. Hers was not ugly like these, but beautiful.


  When the rabbi started smashing the figures, swinging down on them with a club, Mary wondered if she should throw hers onto the pile, too. But the thought of that lovely face being destroyed was
  too painful. So she stood and watched as pieces of the helpless idols flew all around her like rain. One tiny, detached arm landed on her sleeve, and she picked it up and looked at it. Just a
  little chickenlike limb. It even seemed to have claws.


  Without thinking about it, she stuck this in her belt as well.


  Who do you suppose they were? asked Silvanus offhandedly. Maybe they were Canaanite gods. They could be almost anything. A shower of idol pieces fell on them.
  Well, whatever they were, they arent any longer. Pouf, they have vanished.


  But could a god vanish? Could a god be destroyed? Mary wondered.


  Woe to him who says to wood, Awake!, to dumb stone, Arise! cried the rabbi, pounding the idols for one last masterstroke.
  Can such a thing give oracles? See, it is overlaid with gold and silver, but there is no life breath in it. He paused and rested his club, nodding with satisfaction.
  Then he gestured toward Jerusalem, and his voice surged with joy as he quoted the next verses of the prophet Habakkuk. But the Lord is in his holy Temple; silence before him, all the
  earth! He raised his staff. Tomorrow, my friends! Tomorrow we see that holy Temple! Blessed be God, the one and eternal I AM.


  He spat on what was left of the idols.


  


  TWO


  One more sunset, one more camp before Jerusalem. As they settled in to pass the night, Mary could feel the excitement of the adults now that they were drawing near to the
  city.


  This time the soil around Marys pallet was firm and smooth, indicating there was nothing just below it. She was a bit disappointed, as if she had been expecting every stop in this alien
  landscape to yield something exotic and forbidden. She had carefully untied her belt, where her carving was, and kept it rolled near her head. She did not dare risk taking it out when so many
  people were about. And the little severed god-limb stayed in its pocket, too. But she was aware of them all the time, as if they were calling her, drawing her.


  Fighting off sleep, she wondered what they would find at the Temple. Around the cookfire, Eli had said, I suppose our entire caravan will be searched just because were
  Galileans.


  Yes, and there will probably be extra guards at the Temple, said Nathan. Lots of them.


  Apparently there had been trouble recently, caused by some rebel from Galilee.


  Judas the Galilean and his band of bandits! said Silvanus. What did he hope to accomplish by his rebellion? We are under the control of the Romans, and if they decide to tax
  us, there is nothing we can do about it. He and his pathetic resistance just made it harder for all of us who are left.


  Still . . . Eli took his time chewing before he finished his thought. Sometimes the feeling of hopelessness and helplessness can overwhelm a man and then any action, even a
  futile one, can feel necessary.


  It will be quiet in Jerusalem this festival, said Silvanus. Oh, yes. The Romans will make sure of that. He paused. It makes you glad that we have our nice
  young king Herod Antipas watching over us in dear old Galilee, doesnt it?


  Eli snorted.


  Well, he is a Jew, said Silvanus, but in a tone that Mary knew meant the opposite.


  A poor sort of imitation one, like his father! Eli had risen to the bait. The son of a Samaritan woman by an Indumaean father! A descendant of Esau! To think we are forced
  to pretend that


  Silence, warned Nathan. Dont speak so loudly outside our own household walls. He laughed, to make a joke out of it. Now, how can you say his father
  wasnt a good Jew? Didnt he build us a fine Temple?


  It wasnt necessary, snapped Eli. The original one was good enough.


  Perhaps for God, agreed Nathan. But people want their gods to be housed as finely as their kings. God wants both more, and less, than we usually wish to give him.


  A deep silence fell as the offhanded comment struck each of them with its truth.


  Mary, tell us what the Feast of Weeks is, Eli commanded, breaking the quiet. After all, its what we are going to Jerusalem to celebrate.


  Being singled out made her feel defensive. Anyone else could have answered the question better than she. Itsits one of the three big celebrations our people
  observe, she said.


  But what is it? persisted Eli, bearing down on her like an examiner.


  Indeed, what exactly was it? There was something about the grain being ripe, and being so many days after Passover. . . . Its fifty days after Passover, Mary said, trying to
  remember. It has something to do with the grain getting ripe.


  What kind of grain?


  Eli, stop it! said Silvanus. Even you would not have known that when you were seven.


  Its . . . barley, or wheat, I think, Mary guessed.


  Wheat! And we are presenting the first of the harvest to God, said Eli. Thats what it is all about. The offerings will be set before him up in the Temple.


  What does he do with them? Mary imagined that a great devouring fire would shoot out and God would consume them.


  After the ritual, they are returned to the worshipers.


  Oh. How disappointing. So they were journeying all this way just to present some grain, which would then be returned to them untouched? I see, she finally said. But we
  dont grow grain, she pointed out. Perhaps we should have brought fish? The fish we cure?


  Its symbolic, said Eli shortly.


  The Temple, said Silvanus. Perhaps its better if we talk about that. Its simpler.


  And so, as the sun vanished and withdrew its warm rays from their shoulders, they discussed the Temple. How important it was to the Jewish people. How this was the third one to be built, the
  other two having been destroyed. In fact, it was so important that it was the first thing the exiles rebuilt upon returning from Babylon, five hundred years ago.


  We are the Temple, and the Temple is us, said Nathan. We cannot exist as a people without it.


  What a frightening thought: that a building must stand in order for the Jews to exist. Mary shivered. What would happen if it were destroyed? But surely that would never happen. God would not
  allow it to.


  Our ancestor Huram was a worker in Solomons Temple, Nathan said. He fumbled for something around his neck and drew out a tiny brass pomegranate on a cord. This is
  what he made, he said, pulling it off and handing it to Silvanus, who studied it with a thoughtful face before passing it on to Eli.


  Oh, he made many other things, large thingsbronze pillars and capitals, cast in huge clay moldsbut this is what he made for his wife. A thousand years ago. And we have
  guarded it and passed it down among ourselves ever since. We even took it with us to Babylon, and brought it back.


  When it reached Mary, she held it reverently. It seemed immensely holy, if only because of its great age.


  My great-great-greatmany times greatgrandfather made this, and with his own hands, she thought. His hands, now dust, made this.


  She held it up, rotated it slowly on its thong. The dying light played on its surfaces, on the rounded body of the fruit, and on the four forked protrusions at the apex, representing the stem.
  He had captured the shape of the pomegranate while casting it in its perfect form, symmetrical and ideal.


  Not daring to breathe in its presence, she handed it back to her father. He draped it around his neck and tucked it in his bosom again.


  So you see, our pilgrimage is no light thing, he finally said, patting the place under his robes were the talisman resided. We go in the name of Huram and the last thousand
  years.


  Early dawn, and the tents nearby were being taken down, the pack animals loaded, and mothers were calling their children. When Mary awoke, she had the strange feeling of having
  actually already been to the Temple, and also of remembering rows of goddess statues . . . in a grove of tall trees, whose dark-green tops were waving gently in a breeze. The Temple was calling to
  her, but so was the rustle of the wind in the cypress grove.


  They were up and on their way quickly. The entire caravan was moving energetically, as if they had just started out rather than having been on the road three days. The spell of Jerusalem was
  drawing them.


  By late afternoon, they had reached the top of one of the ridges overlooking the holy city, and the entire caravan halted to look. Spread out below them lay Jerusalem, its stones tawny and
  golden in the evening sun. Within its walls, the city rose and fell with the changing level of the land. Here and there were white flecks, which were marble palaces set among the limestone
  buildings; and rising on its flat plateau in gold-and-white splendor was the Temple with its grounds.


  A hushed silence fell over them all. Mary stared, too young to feel the rush of religious awe that her elders did, seeing only the pure white of the Temple, the golden light that seemed
  different from any she had ever seen, coming down from the sky with long hands to touch the city.


  Other groups were gathered on the ridge. A number of decorated carts, containing the symbolic offerings of first-fruits from towns that could send no pilgrims that year, were also clustered
  together there. The carts had been loaded as tradition dictated: barley at the bottom, then wheat and dates, then pomegranates, then figs and olives, and, crowning the top, grapes. Soon they would
  rumble into Jerusalem and be presented to the priests.


  Song! Song! cried someone. Let us sing with joy that we are allowed to come to God and his holy Temple!


  And at once a thousand voices began to sing the Psalms they knew so well, the ones celebrating the ascent to Jerusalem.


  
    
      Our feet are standing in your gates, O Jerusalem.


      That is where the tribes go up, the tribes of the Lord, according to the statute given to Israel.


      Pray for the peace of Jerusalem:


      May those who love you be secure.


      May there be peace within your walls, and security within your citadels.

    

  


  Eagerly, waving palm branches, they descended the last hillside to converge on Jerusalem. The walls, and the gate they would enter, loomed ahead.


  The tumult seemed to multiply as the groups approached the city, and their ranks swelled as they were crushed together. It was a happy and joyful mass, propelled by a
  combination of awe and fervor. Ahead, more carts were jouncing down the incline, and other songs of pilgrimage rose in the air, to the clashing of cymbals and ringing of tambourines. The great
  northern gate stood open; around it beggars and lepers clustered, wailing and crying for alms; but they were almost crushed by the oncoming crowds.


  Mary saw a few mounted Roman soldiers watching from the sidelines, alert for any trouble. Their crested helmets looked fierce against the bright-blue sky.


  The travelers slowed almost to a tortoise crawl when they came to the gate; Marys mother held her close as the crushing pressure built around them; an immense squeeze came, and then they
  were through the gate and in Jerusalem itself. But there was no time to stop and admire; the mass coming up behind pushed them forward.


  Ahh, people were murmuring all around her, in rapt admiration.


  That night, they camped outside the city walls with thousands of other pilgrims, stretching almost around the city to make an outer set of walls. It was this way at all the
  great festivals; sometimes half a million pilgrims converged on the city, which could not possibly house them all. And so a second Jerusalem sprang up around it.


  Excited laughter, song, and voices came from the other tents and campfires, as people visited one another, hunting for relatives or friends from other villages. And the foreign Jews, who had
  traveled great distances to worship at the Temple, emerged from their strange-looking tents: domed ones, silken pavilions, fringed-door ones. Some of them had lived away from their ancestral lands
  for ten generations, yet they considered the Temple their spiritual home.


  Mary closed her eyes, trying to sleep. But it was hard with this great party going on all around her.


  Instead of Jerusalem, she dreamed again of the mysterious grove of trees and the statues within it, the white of the statues on their marble bases visible in the dream-moonlight, floating like
  foam on an ocean wave. The whispering of the trees, the glory of the moonlit marble, the promise of lost secrets swirled around her sleep.


  While it was still dark, they arose and began to make ready to enter the city again, this time for the observance of the feast. Mary was so curious to see the Temple, she was
  almost trembling.


  The crowds were even thicker today, the actual feast day. Rivers of people were jamming the streets, pressing so hard against the walls of the houses that it almost seemed the stones could be
  pushed back. And such curious-looking pilgrims: some from Phrygia sweating under heavy goats-hair cloaks; others, from Persia, with gold-brocaded silk; Phoenicians with tunics and striped
  pants; Babylonians in dour black robes. Although they were all eagerly pressing toward the Temple, they seemed less pious than ravenous, as if there were something up there they were ready to
  devour.


  At the same time, the noises of the city mingled and fought. The cries of the water-sellerssure to do a brisk business nowthe singing pilgrims, the shouting of tradesmen who hoped
  to sell trinkets or headcoverings, and above all the bleating of flocks of sacrificial animals being driven toward the Temple, all created an almost painful din. From somewhere far away came the
  blast of the silver Temple trumpets proclaiming the celebration.


  Stay with us! Marys father warned her. Her mother grasped her hand and pulled her close. Almost braided together, they shuffled along the streets, past the enormous Roman
  fortress called the Antonia that broodedand acted as watchdogover the Temple and its grounds. Rows of Roman soldiers stood on the steps, in full military gear, spears at the ready,
  watching them impassively.


  Festival time meant a full alert for the army, to head off any disturbances or misguided attempts on the part of some self-styled Messiah to cause an uprising. The key central areas of Judaea,
  Samaria, and Idumaea were under direct Roman rule. And that included Jerusalem, the biggest prize of all. The Roman procurator, who normally resided in the seaside city of Caesarea, grudgingly came
  to Jerusalem at the time of the big pilgrimage festivals.


  So it was that the Temple was guarded by a fortress of Roman soldiers, with pagans looking down upon the holy site.


  Marys family was caught in the stream of pilgrims, moving more rapidly now, sweeping up to the Temple itself. Rising high into the sky, the holiest site in Judaism called to all her
  faithful. A huge wall of white marble surrounded the actual buildings and the platform; in the morning sunlight it was dazzlingly white. One corner parapet, where the trumpeters stood, was
  supposedly the highest point in all Jerusalem.


  This way! Eli jerked the donkeys bridle and they swung toward the great stairway that would carry them up to the level of the Temple.


  And then into the holy Temple precincts, the shining place.


  The flat site was enormous, and would have seemed even more enormous had it not been crammed with pilgrims. Herod the Great had enlarged it to double its natural size by
  building a huge extension wall, as if that would double the glory of the placeand his own name. But he did not change the dimensions of the Temple itself, housing the Holy of Holies, which
  had been decreed by Solomon, so it seemed small set down on Herods vast platform.


  Herod had not stinted on the decorationsthe building was a jewel of architectural excess. Golden spikes protruded from the roof, reflecting the sunlight. The sumptuous building was raised
  above the level of the plateau so that the faithful must mount by a series of steps to reach it. The huge outer Court of the Gentiles admitted anyone. Then came an area only for Jews. The next
  barrier held back the Jewish women, so that only male Israelites could pass through into the next area. Finally, only priests were allowed to ascend to the altar and the sacrificial places. As for
  the sanctuary proper, all priests were barred except ones chosen by lot to be on duty that week; and the Holy of Holies could only be entered once a year by the high priest. Should any repairs be
  required on it, workmen would be lowered in a cage that prevented them from seeing anything in the Holy of Holies itself. The Holy of Holies: where the spirit of God dwelt in emptiness and
  solitude, an enclosed chamber at the very heart of the Temple, where no light could penetrate, windowless, and hung with a thick curtain.


  But all Mary could see was the vastness of the place, and the sea of people swarming all around her. Huge flocks of sacrificial animalscattle, goats, sheepbleated and bellowed in
  one corner, while the coos and chirps from the cages of cheaper bird sacrifices sent a note of sweetness above the other noises. Merchants yelled from the covered porticoes that ran around the edge
  of the platform, gesturing and trying to entice customers.


  Money-changer! Money-changer! one cried. No unauthorized coins allowed in the Temple! Change here! Change here!


  Cursed be he who brings in banned currency! My rates are better! another claimed.


  Shut them up! muttered Eli, clapping his hands over his ears. Is there no way to shut them up? They desecrate the place!


  As they came to the gate, Mary saw that there were signs in both Greek and Latin posted at regular intervals all along it. If only she could read! As it was, she had to tug at Silvanuss
  coat and ask him what it said.


  Anyone who is taken shall be killed, and he alone shall be answerable for his death, he quoted. Its absolutely forbidden for any non-Jew to pass through
  this gate.


  Had people really been killed for trying? Death seemed an extreme punishment for curiosity.


  We would like to think that God is more . . . enlightened than some of his followers, said Silvanus, as if he had read her thoughts. I imagine he would welcome a pagan
  curious to discover another way of worship, but his priests dont see it that way. Silvanus took her hand to keep her close in the milling crowd. Here, lets go
  in.


  They passed unhindered through a huge bronze door opening into the walled courtyard, which, like the one outside, had porticoes all around it, and other structures built into the corners. But
  Mary was not looking at thatshe saw only the Temple, elevated by a series of steps beyond the courtyard.


  Great and mighty it reared up, the grandest building she had ever seen or imagined. Its white marble, hit by the morning sun, sparkled like snow, and its imposing lintel, with the gold frieze
  above its massive doors, seemed like a portal to another world. It projected power and cried out that the Lord Almighty, King of Kings, was far more formidable than any earthly king, any king of
  Babylon or Persia or Assyria. And, indeed, that was what it looked likea huge palace for an Eastern king.


  When she beheld it, all that came to mind were the stories and songs about God smashing his enemies. Here, before her, were quivering minions presenting booty to this terrible kingthat
  was how the sacrificial animals, the offerings, and the clouds of incense struck her. They spoke of fear.


  If you stepped into the wrong enclosure, you could be killed. If you used the wrong coins, you could be punished. And for anyone who transgressed into the sanctuary itself, there was punishment
  beyond death itself.


  She wanted to feel love, possessive pride, and worshipful awe for her deity, but instead there was only this fear.


  A large group of Levitical priests, clad in immaculate garments, stood on the flight of steps dividing the Court of the Women from the Court of the Israelites. To the accompaniment of flutes,
  they were chanting exquisitely beautiful hymns, and underlying their own deep voices were the sweet, high voices of their children, who were also allowed to sing.


  Priests stood by to receive the offerings and lead the sacrificial animals away to the ramps and altars. The new-grain loaves were presented on flat paddles, to be waved before the
  Lord in a special ceremony. Behind the priests heads, Mary could see smoke rising from the altar, where the consuming fire burned the offerings. The pungent smell of the incense mingled
  withbut did not maskthe stench of burning flesh and fat.


  As their Galilean groups offerings (seven male lambs, two rams, a bull, a basket of fruit, and two loaves of bread made of flour from new grain) were being carried away, Mary suddenly
  felt that she should quietly add the ivory idol-face to them. Let her rid herself of itnow. Was it sacrilege to have brought it here? It seemed to be almost burning her through the layers of
  cloth in which she had hidden it. But, of course, that was her imagination.


  Once I surrender it, I will never have it again, she thought. It will be gone forever. And perhaps it would be an insult to God to mix it in with his offerings. I will keep it snug in my pocket
  now. And when I get home, I will look at it once more to remember it, and then I will throw it out, before my father sees it and punishes me.


  Winding their way out through the main gate, called the Beautiful, Mary and her family passed through the Court of the Gentiles again. It was all so grand, so
  dizzying, so unlike anything in ordinary life.


  If I could go inside the Temple, would I see the Ark of the Covenant, and the stone tablets with the Ten Commandments? Mary asked Silvanus. And what about the jar of
  preserved manna, and Aarons rod? Just thinking of these ancient things gave her a tingle.


  Youd see nothing! Silvanus now sounded bitter. It was a tone Mary had seldom heard from him. Its all gone. Destroyed when the rest of Solomons Temple
  was destroyed by the Babylonians. Although, of course, theres a legend that the Ark is buried somewhere on the grounds. Of course. We always want to believe that we havent really lost
  something, not really, not forever. He looked sad in the midst of all the rejoicing pilgrims around him. But we have.


  So what is in there?


  Nothing. It is empty.


  Empty? All this housing, all this grandeur, all these rules and regulationsto honor nothing? That cant be! Mary burst out. It would make no sense.


  Thats what the Roman general Pompey thought when he conquered Jerusalem fifty years ago. So he had to peek inside himself. And when he saw nothing, he was baffled by the Jews. Our
  God is mysterious. Even we dont understand him, and by serving him, we have become a people no one else can understand. He paused.


  Mary was not to be put off. But why do we even have a temple, then, if the precious things inside it that honored God are gone? Did God ask us to build it?


  No. But we imagined he did, because all the other nations had temples, and we wanted to be like them.


  Really? It seemed extremely important to Mary to know about this.


  The noise of all the people around them made it hard for her to hear his answer. God gave no instructions to Solomon or David about a temple. And Solomon himself, praying at the
  dedication, admitted as much when he said, But will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the highest heavens, cannot contain you. How much less this Temple I have built! Now,
  will that satisfy you? He looked at her affectionately. If you werent a girl, I would think you were bound to become a scholarone of the scribes. They study these things
  all day long.


  It was true she wanted to know all about God and his requirements, but she had no wish to spend all her time poringand arguingover documents, like the scribes and scholars they
  knew at Magdala, men simultaneously comical and frighteningly powerful in the community. Even Eli did not aspire to join their ranks.


  It isnt that . . . she started to explain. What was there to worship in an empty temple? was what she really wanted to ask Silvanus. But he might not have understood.


  


  THREE


  The journey home seemed to go faster. The vast company set out from the ridge overlooking Jerusalem as soon as it had gathered itself and its leaders had counted families to
  make sure everyone was there. Then, with a signal, the first carts rumbled forward, headed northward, northward to Galilee. Others went west to Joppa, and others east to Jericho, but Marys
  familys company was directed like an arrow back toward the Sea of Galilee.


  There seemed to be more confusion now, more mixing. Marys family and the other five observant families from Magdala drew themselves up tightly like a little knot, but Mary watched for a
  chance to escape. Suddenly she was curious to see their neighbors around the lakeshore, and this would be her only chance. She already knew the names of the towns: Capernaum and Bethsaida, and ones
  inland, like Nazareth. She wanted to meet the people from those places. There were no young children in her Magdala group besides her third cousins Sarah and Rachel, and they were as eager to
  explore as she.


  Lets slip away! she whispered to them. Lets sneak into one of the other groups!


  Yes, lets!


  For a moment, it surprised her that Sarah, two years older, and Rachel, even older than that, would obey her, but she was too pleased to give it further thought. They were with her, and that was
  all that counted.


  They ducked around the groaning wheels of the carts and the wheezing donkeys. It did not take them long to find the Capernaum group. It was the largest, and made up of elderly people and
  grownups, trudging along and sighing. There were few children in this group, so Mary and her friends did not linger among them. Capernaum was the largest town on the Sea of Galilee, situated right
  on its northernmost shore, but if its pilgrims were any indication, it was a staid and dull place.


  The group from Bethsaida seemed to be composed mainly of the religioushad not the idol-smashing rabbi come from there?and that also held little interest for the children.


  Dancing through those groups, the band of little explorers was approaching a contingent that looked completely unfamiliarwith all the excitement that promisedwhen Mary became aware
  of a girl about her own age trailing behind them. She whirled around to face her and stood staring at a girl with a mass of red hair, ineffectively tied up in ribbons.


  Who are you? she demanded. It should have fallen to the older members of the group, her cousins Rachel and Sarah, to demand this identification, but since they stood silent, it was
  up to Mary.


  Keziah, she said stoutly. It means cassiaflower of cinnamon.


  Mary stared at her. She was exotic-looking, with her dark-red curly hair and her golden-brown eyes. Cassia certainly fitted her.


  Where are you from? asked Mary.


  From Magdala, she replied.


  Magdala! And your father?


  Benjamin, she said.


  But Benjamin and his family had never been mentioned by Marys family. And they did not travel in the company of the six families. That meant they were not observant, were inappropriate
  company for her. There was so much in Magdala that she did not know, that she suddenly wanted badly to know. And where do you live?


  We live in the northern part of town, on the slope by the road. . . .


  In the new section. The section where the recently rich, the friends of Rome, gathered. And yet . . . if they had made this pilgrimage, they could not be entirely friends of Rome.


  Keziah, she said solemnlyas solemnly as a seven-year-old couldI welcome you.


  Oh, thank you! The girl tossed her glorious hair, and Mary felt a jolt of envy. If I had hair like that, Mother would make over me. She would. As it is, she can dismiss me as
  plain. Her own hair is thicker and more shining than mine. But if I had Keziahs hair


  What are you staring at? Keziah asked. Then she laughed and held out her hand. Come, lets explore!


  They made their way over to another group that seemed self-contained, and when they heard it came from Nazareth, they laughed.


  Oh, said Sarah. No one pays any attention to the Nazareans. They simply dont count.


  Why? In what way? asked Mary. She kept her new friend, Keziah, close by her side, as if she had found a treasure by the roadside and would not yield it.


  Nazareths a little village with poor people, said Sarah. Its a wonder they could get together a group to travel to Jerusalem.


  But there are a lot of camels with them, said Mary. She thought people who owned camels must be more interesting than those with donkeys, since camels had more personality than
  donkeys.


  True, Keziah admitted. All right, then, let us try to enter the group. We can judge for ourselves what they are like.


  They cautiously approached the group, sidling up and falling in with one family as its members trudged along. They attempted to strike up a conversation, asking about Nazareth. They were given
  straightforward, dull answers.


  We dont have many foreigners in Nazareth, they said. Nazareth was quiet. Very good for raising a family, they stated.


  Perhaps because there is nothing else to do, children cannot get into trouble, a wizened woman said. Like that family over there. She pointed toward a large group
  walking together, with two young children on the family donkey. Those people. Joseph and his kin.


  Mary looked over to see who they were talking about. A young and pleasant-looking man was stepping along smartly, followed by his wife, presumably, and several other people, with the donkey and
  the youngsters bringing up the rear.


  Carpenter, said a youth. He doesnt go every year, but often enough. Pause. The rest of the time, hes overseeing his shop and his clan. He had a
  brother in Capernaum whose sons went wild. Joined those insurrections. I suppose Joseph wants to avoid
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