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PROLOGUE
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SHE FELL ON HER FACE and embraced his feet. They were covered in desert dust, and the sandals were so dusty that their original color could not be seen. He had been walking from afar. He had just entered the city. He raised his hand. The men accompanying him stopped and surrounded her. They looked at her, curious about the master’s reaction.

Some of them knew who she was. Mary, lady at Magdala, sister of Marta and Lazarus. Educated in Egyptian temples, a worldly woman, independent, confident, trusting her wisdom, convinced that she can do anything...intriguing, controversial, depraved. Wealthy, rebellious and free. On top of this, beautiful. Until recently.

For several months, it had been said that evil spirits had possessed her. That she was crazy, unstable, mad. She was seen in the desert and on the waterfronts, in the sketchy districts of the city, wandering aimlessly, alternately crying and laughing. She wailed softly and sobbed like a child or screamed, scratching, kicking and insulting everyone who tried to approach her. Raped, beaten, spat on, despised; a low life, an outcast, a possessed woman.

She howled like a badly injured animal. She alternately sprinkled sand on her head, screamed without restraint, tugged at her hair, scratched her face, ripped the remains of her dress. Saliva mixed with foam ran from her mouth. Her bloodshot eyes showed panic, fear, suffering and confusion, but also desperation mixed with resignation and powerlessness.

Her silk dress, once magnificent, was now frayed and stuck to the emaciated body. Mary Magdalene was sore and bruised. Old and fresh wounds covered her skin. Long hair, once so carefully cared for, had not seen a comb or oils for a long time. Matted, tousled and dirty, it completed the picture of a downfall.

The crowd was getting bigger. Those who had thrown stones at her and spat at her, until recently, were now looking at the master. The fame of a miracle worker, healer and teacher had followed him for a long time. Some proclaimed him the Messiah or even the Son of God. Students and onlookers wondered how the one who claimed love to be the most important commandment, would treat the one that should have been stoned long ago.

Mary had no strength. She couldn't keep going any longer. She was running away like a fatally wounded dove, with her wings broken, feathers torn out and her beak beaten. Hunched at his feet, she wanted to run away from cruelty, injustice, lack of understanding and the fate that had long seemed inevitable to her. She was on the edge. Injured to the limits of human endurance, she wanted to die.

At the same time, she had to make the last effort. She owed it to herself. Herself, her grandmother, High Priestess, father, mother, sister, brother, the past and the ideals, to which she remained faithful until recently. The priestesses who had taught her a lot, but did not say how cruel the world can be, how it rejects those who are different and condemns those who do not comply with the rules. 

"Adapt or die - should be the principle they teach the young at temples," she thought. She wanted to look in the eyes of the one who was not afraid to live his own way. Just as before, at Lake Kinnereth, when their eyes met for the first time when she saw in them the vastness of space and freedom that she missed. Now she wanted him to look at her again, touch her, cleanse or reject her, condemning her to non-existence. He was her last chance for a new life or a death, finally ending her suffering.

Jesus bent down. He reached out to her. She knelt. He put both hands on her head. He kept them like that for a while.

“Stand up! You are healthy,” he announced.

She rose and looked him straight in the eye. There was not a trace of insanity on her face anymore.

“I found the beloved of my soul, I held on to him and I will not let go...”
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CHAPTER I

THE PRIESTESS
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1. 

SHE WAS BORN IN A CAP, from under which dark and thick hair, quite long for a newborn, appeared. As soon as she was born, the midwife put her by the heart of her exhausted mother. “She is healthy, beautiful and strong, lady,” she said. “She'll be lucky in life. A cap guarantees this.”

“Can you hear me, baby?” Eucharia kissed the child's fingers.

“There's something else, lady,” the midwife made a mysterious face and pointed at the servants bustling in the chamber with her eyes.

“Girls, take the dishes with water, the dirty cloths, and leave,” Eucharia ordered, understanding that the woman did not want more people to find out what she had discovered. “Should I worry?” she asked when the door closed behind the servants.

“Quite the opposite...”

“So?”

“The lines on the girl's left hand are arranged so that they form a star,” said the midwife triumphantly.

Eucharia opened her daughter's hand. She saw regularly intersecting, strongly outlined lines, indeed arranged in the shape of a star. She knew that for those who received such a sign, it meant not only luck, but also special power, a destiny for higher spiritual purposes or for becoming a leader.

“That's not all, lady.” The midwife leaned forward and whispered, “She also has stars on the bottom of both feet!”

“Really?” Eucharia sat up on the bed. “Help me up, I'm very weak...”

The woman raised the girl so that her mother could see the marked places.

“Dear god! Indeed!” 

“Yes, lady. In newborn babies, the lines are rarely so clear. And here not only you can see them, but they are also shaped like stars!”

“Don't tell anyone about it,” Eucharia said after a moment's reflection. “Give me the black purse from the chest, please. Over there!” she pointed, and when the woman gave her what she had asked for, she took a gold coin from the pouch. “It's for your efforts. And perceptiveness,” she put the gold in the woman's hand. “And I am asking you for discretion. It is for the better that no one knows about it. People don't like those who are marked this way. These are wonderful signs.” The midwife was surprised. “God gives them only to those who are closest to Him.  I would like my daughter to decide about her fate someday. So that no signs would affect how others would treat her and what she would think about herself, you understand?”

“If that is your will, my lady, I will respect it, but at least the rabbi should know. Such a sign is, after all, a mark by Adonai.” 

“Let her grow up in peace. What is intended for her will happen even if the rabbi does not know about the stars, right?”

The midwife looked at the ceiling, which meant that she was counting on support from heaven, because she did not know what to think. She squeezed the coin more tightly and nodded as a sign that yes, she understood, and she agreed, even though maybe not convinced.

“Well. Let it be that way. But know, lady, that it is the first time in my life that I receive in this world a child with so many stars on hands and feet.”

* * *
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SYRO WAS KNEELING BY his wife's bed. The day before she gave birth to a healthy, strong daughter. Their first child together. He was crazy with joy. She was the sun, joy and support for him. He loved Eucharia like no one before, even though she was not Jewish. But he consoled himself that “according to old books,” which he liked to quote not always in line with their wording, “you cannot choose whom you fall in love with.”

He met her during one of his business trips to Egypt, at her parents' home. Like him, they belonged to the elite of their community because they were very wealthy merchants. He experienced something he didn't believe existed: he fell in love at first sight. His body and mind burned for the first time. As unexpectedly for him, he met with sincere reciprocity. Soon a marriage ceremony took place, despite the doubts and fears of her parents and those he had himself. Together for two years. The birth of their child was supposed to complete their happiness. He had two from his previous marriage. Marta was a 12-year-old, and Lazarus recently celebrated his tenth birthday. God had called to himself their mother, strict and essential, much earlier, before Syro's sad eyes saw the beautiful Egyptian.

Now, Syro held the hand of his beloved tightly. He was scared. He knew it didn't look good. For many hours the midwife could not stop the bleeding. The delivery seemed successful, but something apparently went wrong. Eucharia weakened with every hour. As people say in such situations, she was fading away. "Has Adonai punished us for uniting without obeying the Moses laws?" He thought. "Because I brought a non-Jewish girl into Israel's house? Did he punish me as he once did David, and then Solomon and others?"

However, there was no time to ponder. It was necessary to act. When on the second day after delivery, the midwife opened her arms helplessly, he immediately called for the best doctor. He examined the new mother, gave strengthening medicine, which at the same time limited the hemorrhage. On leaving, he sighed in resignation, “She has a fever. She is very weak. The blood loss was a lot. The only hope is in God. Pray.”

Children and servants gathered in the hall of the household. While awaiting the rabbi, everyone prayed quietly.

“I'm dying...” Eucharia was getting weaker. “Give me my daughter...” With the last of her strength, she hugged the baby to her heart. “Name her Mary,” she said. “It's beautiful and universal. I don't want her to change it someday, just like I had to.”

“I will, sweetheart.”  Syro felt his throat tighten.

“Promise me something else,” she nodded for him to lower his head. “When she's five, send her to my parents.

“She is my daughter, she should live here,” he protested weakly.

He loved his wife and was ready to fulfill her every request, especially since he felt how little time they had left.

“She will always be yours,” she assured tenderly. “But do it for me, for yourself and for her. Let my parents take care of her education. Have them send her to Philae. And after 10 years, Mary will decide for herself what her further path will be. Agree, please.”

“This is not a good idea...”

“You know Israel. It's not easy for women here. Let her go. Let her know the world and get an education. She will come back here, believe me. And she will always love you.”

He looked into her eyes that were getting foggy.

“I am also asking you, when one day you leave this world and I will be waiting for you on the other side, to leave her half of your property.” 

“Here an estate is inherited by boys...”

“Then write a separate document.”

“What about Marta and Lazarus?”

“They'll get the other half. After all they have each other. And when you are no longer around, Mary will be completely alone in Magdala. Such a division will ensure her peace and an adequate life in her fatherland. It will also protect Marta. This is my last will.”

When she raised her head with the remaining strength, a streamlet of blood came out of her mouth. “Swear it,” she bemoaned.

“I swear it,” he promised, stifling his tears. “I will send Mary to Egypt and leave her half the property.”

“Swear by your God.”

“I swear to Adonai.”

Marta and Lazarus stood by the bed and listened to the words of their father. Marta closed her eyes tightly. She didn't want to let tears flow.

2.

Mary was an extraordinary child. Ever since she was a baby, she seldom cried. The wet nurses and nannies employed by her father could not stop wondering. She did not wake up at night, she smiled at everyone, she was always babbling in her baby language, she was seemingly happy that she was in the world. She didn't get sick. She could lie in her bed for hours, giving the impression that she was thinking hard. When someone appeared next to her, she greeted them with a joyful squeak. At the sight of her father, she reached out as if she knew that she should show him love and support him in his loneliness and suffering.

“You are a beautiful girl,” Marta spoke to her tenderly when no one else was in the room. “I'm not as pretty as you.”

Marta didn't like showing emotions. Her mother was reticent. Always busy with important household matters, she loved her children more than anything, but she did not show them her feelings too often. She treated her husband similarly. She was devoted to him and ran the house with a commitment just like other exemplary wives and mothers did. Well organized, helpful, supportive, she got up first and lay down in bad last. She supervised the service, of whom there was always a lot on their property. Her husband thought that she could do with more rest, but she always wanted to personally take care of everything that happened at home.

Marta, even though she had not yet become a woman, was similar to her. She not only inherited raw beauty from her mother but also her character. She was hard-working, conscientious, rarely laughed, and when her mother died, she kept to herself even more. She experienced feminine exuberance and tenderness for the first time only when her father remarried.

He returned from one of his trips, after months of absence from home, with a stranger, whom he introduced as his wife.

“Her name is Eucharia,” he announced. “That's how you should call her.”

Marta knew only that her father's new wife was from Egypt, a land of depravity and decline. 

From the place better not talked about, because it was a hotbed of evil. Many gods were worshiped there, people not knowing that there was no other than Adonai. Women there dressed and behaved like open sinners, and many of them, as Marta once heard by accident during a conversation between her father and the rabbi, had their own estates and could study. 

From the overheard stories, she understood that Egypt was something like the old Sodom and Gomorrah, which God punished with destruction for fornication.

However, Eucharia did not seem to come from a place condemned by Adonai. Marta felt that with her. Joy appeared in their house that had never been there before, but also some strange secret, something fleeting, alluring, with the smell of a distant space, disturbing, distant, yet quite close. This elusive something caused anxiety for her heart's, trembling of her voice, a spinning in her head and a longing that could not be described in words.

One night, when Eucharia had already lived in their house for over a month, Marta woke up. It seemed to her that she could hear through the thin walls how her father talked to someone, but using a completely unknown foreign name. Who could be in his chamber at night?

“Who is Aset?” she asked Eucharia the next day.

“Why this question, honey?”

“At night, I thought I heard my father addressing someone with that name.”

“What did he say?”

"Aset, I love you."

Eucharia smiled brightly and took Marta's hand, “You're big already. I know that I can trust a wise girl like you. Right?”

“Of course.” Marta looked even more serious than usual. She was glad she would be someone's confidante. Especially an Egyptian, someone who certainly had a lot of secrets. She felt grown up.

“When I lived in Egypt, it was my name. But, as you know, it was a long time ago. For the love of your father, I became a follower of Adonai. I have been Eucharia since my marriage. I would prefer, my love, that nobody except your father and you know my former name. People in Magdala don't know that I changed my name, and faith together with it. Will you keep the secret?”

“Of course!” she said eagerly again. She kept her word. For the rest of her life.

The Egyptian woman was completely different from her mother and the women she knew. Not only did she wear colorful, beautiful clothes, but early in the mornings, she sang, danced, laughed and gifted good words to the world. If Marta were to describe her in one sentence, she would say that she is a colorful, tweeting, happy bird. She brought with her a strange cat who did not leave her for one step, made the house full of flowers, took in a stray dog, tenderly stroked her father's face. She also hugged her and Lazarus, played with them, invented games, and Marta particularly liked the one she brought from Egypt. It was called senet.

When her father was not at home, in the evening, they sat on the roof of the house, where a large terrace was located, and played. 

“When I was a child, I got it as a gift from my father,”  Eucharia said, setting the stone box on a low table for the first time. “He taught me the rules.”

“ Did you play with him?” Marta was in disbelief.

She couldn't imagine her father playing anything with her, or even having a long talk with her. Syro did not look after the children, and if he paid attention to any of them, it was Lazarus. He sometimes took him with himself on trips. He explained to him the intricacies of the world. He sent him to study with the rabbi.

“Of course. He taught me not only the rules of senet,” Eucharia assured her, placing the pieces on a stone board. “In Egypt, girls are treated equally with boys. Because, dear Marta, think about it, dear, why couldn't they study, for example? After all, in order to do business, they need to know mathematics, to heal they should know herbs and how the human body works, and to function well in the world, they should know the rules that govern it. Let's play senet because it teaches us how to think and use unconventional solutions. You are very smart, you will learn quickly, you will see.”

Marta liked this game not only because she indeed understood the rules immediately, but above all she could spend time with the person who was not only like a new world for her, but also devoted the time to her stepdaughter. She listened to her attentively like nobody else before, wanting to know what the girl was thinking and feeling. She inquired about local customs and opened her eyes wide in surprise, finding out how much the reality in which her husband and his children grew up and lived differed from the Egyptian one.

Eucharia never once told anyone about it, but she believed that Israel, in relation to Egypt, is like a retarded, distant, closed, gray world. Only men rule it. Women don't even have the opportunity to pray to their goddess because she just isn't there. Not only is she gone, there are no temples or followers, or even places where women could study. It wasn't exactly news to her, because her parents, priestesses, and friends warned her before leaving Egypt that she would be going to a terrible place where she would not have much to say. But she thought she knew better. She was in love and nothing else was important to her.

Eucharia spent only two years in Magdala. She died shortly after giving birth, leaving behind despair, sadness, a silent home, trunks filled with colorful dresses and papyri, boxes full of jewelry, box and pawns for playing senet, the cat, fond memories and...the baby.

* * *
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MARTA BECAME MARY'S guardian. Wet nurses and nannies fed her, changed her clothes, put her to sleep, but it was Marta who gave her love. The baby spent the first months of her life in a cradle in the middle of the chamber that belonged to Eucharia. Her wet nurse laid a mat right next to it, in accordance with the master's ordinance, ready to give breast to the child at her every request. Syro rarely visited there. But when he came, he stood in silence and never took the little one in his arms. He watched. Sometimes tears flowed down his cheeks, not seen by anybody.

When Mary was two years old, thanks to the express request of Marta, Syro decided that the sisters should live in one room. Since then, the wet nurse came only three times a day, and the girl began to eat also other foods apart from milk.

Marta looked after her like a mother. She was 14 already and had had her feminine days for almost two years now. She felt responsible for Mary; she could hug her and stroke her to her heart's content, giving and receiving the love they both needed. They were together, huddled and staring at each other, like two closest persons. Marta behaved like a very young mother in love with a tiny daughter.

As soon as she started to walk, Mary quickly learned the layout of the rooms in the house, the location of trees, bushes and the herb and vegetable garden. During the day, Marta sometimes left her under the care of a nanny, playing in the shade of the trees. She did not like to take her eyes off her, but at the same time, like her mother before, she wanted to take care of everything that was happening in the house. She was always walking back and forth between the kitchen, pantry, utility rooms, living quarters and garden. She was only 14, and she managed the property like an experienced woman. More and more often, her father left the house under her supervision. First for a few days, then weeks, and sometimes even for several months.

One day, when Marta came to check on Mary, who was playing in the garden, she saw her little sister leaning down and speaking to someone in her clumsy childish language.

“What do you have there, darling?”

Marta used the word "darling" only in relation to Mary. She remembered how much she liked it when Eucharia called her this way. She felt special and distinguished then. Eucharia used this term also in relation to her father and Lazarus, no one else. With this word, she marked who belonged to the family and who was closest to her.

Mary looked up. She looked at her sister. “A birdie is sleeping. Sleep, sleeeeep, my little...” she repeated the words of the lullaby she heard every night before falling asleep.

A dead white dove was lying on the grass. Marta sat down next to her. “You're right, she is sleeping. Do not disturb her,”  she said, knowing that one should not touch dead animals because they are unclean and carry the plague. “Let's go home. It's time to eat something.”  She wanted to tear her away from the dangerous play. The girl did not react, staring at the bird, so she added encouragingly, “You'll eat something delicious. Yum yum...Come on!”

But the little one did not move. To Marta's dismay, she reached out and put her little hands in front of her and laid them on the dove. Marta froze.

"What if she catches some nasty disease?" she thought.

“Don't sleep,” Mary said. “Fly! Fly my darling!”

Then something happened that both Marta and the nanny, who watched the event from aside, later recalled many times. The dove shifted, shook, stretched its wings and flew. 

Mary jumped up from the grass, hopped happily and clapped her hands, “She's not sleeping!”

Marta was so amazed at what happened that she didn't even chastise the nanny, who, after all, should not let the child walk one step away. Instead, prior to her watching the miracle, the nanny was taking a nap under the tree.

“You should know that Mary has revived a dead dove,” she tried to tell her father about the unusual incident.

He cut her tale off even before she really began it. “Things like that happen, Marta. The bird was only looking dead. As a woman, you have the right to exaltation and fantasy, I know that. But don't mess with Mary, okay? She should have a clear mind and think logically. Don't put rubbish in her head!”

“Yes.” Marta gave a word to her father and herself that she would be prudent and rational. She understood well that if the dove were really dead, she wouldn't fly. Father was right. What she saw was just a coincidence. She promised herself solemnly that she would never think magically again. At least she would try.

But it would not be given to her. Not a year passed, and she found Mary in a situation that seemed perhaps not as moving as the incident with the dove. But for her, for very personal reasons, it was much more touching.

It was dawning. The sun was just coming out from behind the horizon. The house was still asleep. She didn't cover the window for the night. At this time of year, bothersome mosquitoes were not flying around yet, nights and days were cold. The light and crisp air made it easy to breathe and sleep. However, in order not to get cold, you had to cover yourself with a thick duvet and put additional warm blankets over it. She woke up and saw that Mary's bed was empty. She thought that maybe it only seems so, and the child was simply buried somewhere under several covers, with which she carefully wrapped her in the evening. She came closer to check it. She stroked the quilt gently, but strong enough to see if there was a small body underneath. There wasn't.

“Oh, Lord!”

She looked around the room. One could hardly see anything in the dark, even though it was already dawning. She slipped her sandals on. She lit a lamp. Looking into every corner was just a formality; she knew that she would not find her there. She ran through the neighboring rooms. Their father was not home, so his chamber was empty, but she also entered there, because sometimes Mary would sneak out at night and go to her father's bed to hug him, to his great surprise. She wasn't there. Their father's bed was empty. Lazarus slept peacefully in the next room. She went down to the servant’s rooms. Nobody was up yet. It was early.

She went out in front of the house. Nothing. She looked between the trees, reached the garden through a narrow path. Not a soul. The birds were starting to wake up, the sun was getting up. Then she saw her. She was standing on the roof of the house, on the terrace, where often in the evenings, they spent time waiting on comfortable beds for the night. Her arms were outstretched as if to fly. Marta knew she couldn't scream because she would scare her. She took a breath and rushed to the roof, as quietly as possible, trying not to make noise with her sandals.

When she got on the terrace, Mary was still standing in the position in which she noticed her from the garden. Except that she bent in different directions, pretending to be flying. She was humming.

“What are you doing, darling?” she asked friendly, when she was right behind her, making sure that if something bad were to happen, she would catch her.

“I want to be a bird,” said the little girl resolutely. “Like the dove that fell asleep in the garden, remember?”

“And you, do you remember?”

“Yes. It flew away to other countries. I want to fly like her,” she confessed with childish honesty. “I'm trying.”

“Girls don't fly, you know that?” she laughed, trying not to offend her. “People don't fly. God gave wings only to birds. We walk the earth. We have legs. Look,” she pointed to her feet.

“I will fly. You will see!” Mary assured her. “I will soar high. Over there!” she pointed to the sky.

“Maybe...”  Marta was happy that nothing bad happened. She still remembered her father's words not to involve Mary in magical or, as he said, feminine thinking, so she didn't want to tease her. 

“Let's go, you must be cold?”

“No. I'm here because my mom said you would teach me how to play senet,”  she turned and walked over to the cabinet.

“Mom, said that?”

“Yes, at night.”

“You dreamed about it?”

“I wasn't dreaming. She came, took my hand and brought me here. She showed me that there is a game in the cabinet,” she opened the cabinet door, long unused by anyone. She took out a turquoise stone box. “It is here!” she said with joy. “Will you teach me?” she began to set up pawns as if she had done it before.

“Mary, you have just recently turned three,” Marta protested in a shaky voice, shocked by what she heard. She wanted to mask her surprise and terror somehow. For, how could a little girl, her beloved Mary, know the name of the game, and know where it was kept? Did her mother really visit her at night? If not, how did she know something she had no right to ever even have heard?

“Little girls don't play games,” she whispered.

“I play,” Mary said seriously. “Will you teach me?”

“Okay, I'll teach you,” she agreed uncertainly. “But tell me, please, how do you know the name of this game?”

“I told you, my mom told me. She was in my room tonight, showed me where the box was and promised that you would teach me,” she squinted her eyes because the sun had just shone with all its might.

Marta spent the morning teaching Mary the rules of the game. She did not tell her father about the incident. Many years later, she wondered what was more important that morning – Mary's story about Eucharia's visit and learning the Egyptian game, or maybe her assuring that she would fly someday

* * *
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ANOTHER YEAR PASSED. Mary grew up to be a beautiful girl. She had the noble, regular features of her mother's face, and her father's pointed chin. She was very smart, learned quickly, talked a lot, was mature beyond her age.

Syro continued to travel. He did business in many countries, brokered trade between Egypt and the world east of Israel. He often spent the night away from home. When he was in his homeland, he most often chose to rest in the house in Bethany instead of his estate in Magdala. It was small but comfortable. With a small garden and orchard, it did not require much input. Syro only kept five servants there. That’s where he had peace and quiet. He could cut himself off from the children, no one asked him questions or bothered him. He could be alone. As Marta, although still very young, managed Magdala skillfully, he did not hesitate to leave the property under her supervision. Sometimes he felt that the household members were doing better without him and that they were not looking forward to their master's to return. However, as a father and the head of the family, he felt obliged to be there. Especially that he noticed with joy how well Mary was developing. She was extremely smart, open, direct and cheerful. She resembled her mother in her behavior. He and everyone around him noticed that.

One day, while he was in Magdala, Syro found his younger daughter in his chamber. She was kneeling on the floor, where she arranged parchments and a dozen rolls of papyrus next to each other.

“Mary, don't you think you shouldn't touch my stuff?” he asked, surprised and amused, but also pleased to see how gentle she was and how carefully she looked at them.

“Father, teach me to decipher them,” she asked, getting up as if she didn't see anything inappropriate in her presence in this place.

Her father didn't spend much time with her. Most often, he was not at home, and even when he was, he did not pay attention to children. It was as if he didn't notice them.

“You're too small to be interested in such things.” To his surprise, he crouched beside her, “Besides, you're a girl. Such activities don't befit girls.”

“They do befit!” She liked the word, so she repeated it, “Befit, befit. Will you teach me?”  She put her arms around his neck, “Please!”

“Certainly not today.”

He was surprised by her direct behavior, but he did not break free from her hug. He was experiencing something pleasant, hearing his daughter's little heart beating so close, and feeling her breath on his cheek.

“Maybe you will?” she whispered straight into his ear. “I'm asking you sooo much! At least a little bit.”

“Okay, a little bit,” he gave in, not sure why. “So be it. I will teach you a few letters. Come.”

He wanted to get up, but she embraced him even more. 

“Thank you, thank you!” she covered his face with child kisses. “I love you.”

He got up and wiped away a tear so that Mary would not notice. Since the times of his beloved Eucharia, no one had ever used such words with him.

“Father?”

“Yes?”

She nodded at him, asking him to bend down, and when he did, she grabbed him tenderly, but firmly with her small fingers by both cheeks, stretching them as if for a smile.

“Do brrrr," she said.

He was surprised, but he fulfilled her request.

“Brrrr,” he made a sound as she wished.

“Very nice, good job,” she praised him. “Now we shall see how I will do at reading.

Come.”

He sat in a chair at the wide table he usually worked at. She climbed on his knees without asking.

“Alef, bet, gimel, dalet, he, vav,” he said the first letters of the alphabet, pointing to them on the written parchment. “Can you repeat that?”

“Say again, only more slowly,” she responded.

He sighed heavily, expecting the teaching would not be successful, but he repeated.

She took a deep breath and flawlessly pointed at the letters he had said, “Alef, bet, gimel, dalet, he, vav.”

Syro shifted in his chair. He did not believe what he heard and saw.

“Can you do it again?”

She did as he asked.

"Oh, Lord, how is that possible?" he asked himself in spirit.

“Zayin, het, tet, yod, kaf, lamed, mem, nun...” he pointed to the letters, at the same time giving their names out loud.

She repeated flawlessly.

“Samekh, ayin, pe, tsadi, qof, resh, shin, tav,” he finished reading the Aramaic alphabet.

With joyful squeaking, seeing the great pleasure she gave her father, she repeated everything, at the same time pointing to the right letters.

“Baby!” Syro raised her high. “God has given you an extraordinary talent!” he called triumphantly.

“Can I read already?” she asked with a disarming smile.

“Not yet, but you'll surely learn very quickly.”

He kissed her on both cheeks and set her on the floor.

“Mom thinks so too,” she assured him.

“Mom?” he asked in a worried voice.

“She visits me at night and we talk,” she confessed.

“Do you dream about her?” he asked hopefully.

“Yes. I dream about her,” she replied reassuringly, remembering the impression her confession made on Marta. From that time, she knew that it was better to say that she spoke to her mother in dreams. Why bother your loved ones?

Syro hugged his daughter tenderly. From that day on, they began learning each morning. It went just as he predicted. Reading was not a problem for Mary. After a month, she could do it completely on her own.

"What now?” he wondered. “I won't tell the rabbi that a four-year-old can read. How will I explain this? Of course, she is my daughter, so she must be smart, that's a given. And I taught her how to read myself. But how do I explain to the world that she has such a gift?"

* * *
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LAZARUS WAS A QUIET child and did not cause problems. Polite and orderly, he stayed away from disputes and conflicts. Since his mother's death, he had fully surrendered to Marta, recognizing her as the one who cares for him and whom he is to listen to. The absolute power was obviously exercised by their father. Lazarus looked up to him and did not question any of his decisions.

He even liked it when his father returned home from one of his distant journeys with the woman he introduced as his wife. He didn't remember his mother at all, so he didn't mind anyone taking her place, especially someone as nice and joyful as Eucharia. He liked her, and because she stroked him, called him "sweetheart", and often played with him, he gave her his childhood heart without hesitation. When she left, he was sad, but he did not despair too much. He accepted God's will just as he had in the case of his mother's death. He accepted the baby's presence without emotion. He didn't mind the little one. He didn't care about her; she didn't belong to his male world.

Following the custom and Syro's decision, he learned to read the Book in the synagogue along with other boys his age almost every day. He traveled with his father and also learned accounting. He was convinced that it was only him who counted for his parent. That he was his natural successor in business and his beloved son. So, when Syro began his morning lessons with Mary, Lazarus felt a twinge of jealousy. Also, when he heard how proudly his father spoke about his younger daughter, and with how much love he looked at her, he understood that she overwhelmed his heart without the slightest effort and that she occupied the space which he, as a boy, should naturally be in. Just as he had been indifferent to her before, he now more and more often looked at her as a rival. However, something happened that changed his perspective.

* * *
[image: ]


“WHO DID IT?” THEIR angry father stood over the broken bust.

It was a valuable souvenir from a trip to Greece. It stood in his chamber in a place of honor among the most important trophies. Marta, Mary and Lazarus stood before their father.

“Who broke Plato?” he repeated.

“I didn't and I don't know who did it.” Marta, as always, made things clear.

”You come here most often, Mary. Maybe it happened to you?” Syro leaned over his daughter.

”No, it was not me,” she raised her head. ”But I guess who could have done it.”

Droplets of sweat appeared on Lazarus' forehead. In a moment, it would come to light that he was the culprit. He was sure that this would mean falling out of favor with his father. He was scared; not of the punishment, but of the rejection, that even this bit of interest and attention Syro gave him, will be taken away. "She must have seen me," he thought.

”Yes? And will you tell us?” asked Syro.

”Yes,” she said with a smile.

Lazarus closed his eyes.

”Maybe it's the ghost of the cat,” she confessed. ”I saw it walk on the dresser. It squeezed between the bust and the vase. Unintentionally, it could have happened to the ghost, father.”

Syro looked at her closely,” You think so?”

”Yes.”

”What if someone else did it, who does not want to admit it?” he asked without looking at his son.

”Maybe this someone is afraid that if you find out that he did it, you will stop loving him?”

Lazarus breathed a sigh of relief.

Syro was speechless. “Who is this child?" he thought. "She reads, speaks and behaves like an adult, and in addition, has such a good heart. It is true that she also has a powerful imagination, but when she grows up, she will probably outgrow it. Children are like that."

He knew that Lazarus had broken his bust. He just didn't understand why he was afraid to admit it. He was already 14, his mustache was showing, he was looking at girls, but he could not admit his guilt? In a single sentence, Mary explained to him why it was so. She was right. Lazarus, like every person, needed love and he was afraid of losing it.

“Go now. And you, Mary, call me next time you see the ghost of the cat. I will have a talk with him,” he laughed.

A day later, Lazarus admitted his guilt. Father didn't scream. He didn't even punish him in any way. Instead, he told him about Plato and promised that they would once go to Greece together and bring a new bust from there.

* * *
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A FEW WEEKS LATER, something happened that further changed Lazarus' attitude to Mary. It also significantly affected the rest of his life. It was summer, early afternoon. Mary, as every day, was napping after dinner. Marta and the servants took care of the kitchen. Lazarus had just returned from the morning classes in the city. He had not yet entered his chamber when he heard the scream of his younger sister. He threw his bag on the floor and rushed to see what was happening. The girl was curled up in a corner of the room. She covered her head with her hands as if she wanted to defend herself against something. She screamed.

“What's going on?” he knelt beside her, warding off the insects that circled over her.

He was surprised that there were flies in their home. Thanks to the right herbs distributed in the corners and meshes mounted in the windows, flies were rarely indoors. But that wasn't his concern now.

Mary looked up. Her big dark eyes were looking at something in horror. “Black wings!” she pointed at the space above herself.

He looked up.

“They want to take me!” she called desperately.

“There is nothing there. Only a few flies,” he noted calmly. “No need to be afraid.”

“Black wings want to take me!”

He saw fear in her eyes. “Come to me,” he held out his hands to her. “I'll protect you.” 

She only hesitated for a moment. He felt her face, wet from crying, snuggle trustingly into his neck. He felt grown up. He knew that he could and should protect her against the black wings she invented and against anyone who would want to hurt her. He was her older brother. The blood of one father flowed through their veins.

“Don't be afraid anymore. Everything will be fine. I'll protect you. If the black wings were to take someone, they would take me first, you understand?”

She nodded.

“Hey you, black wings, can you hear? If you want to take Mary, you have to catch me first!” he called, threatening invisible enemies with his fist.

Mary rested her head on his chest. She sighed and closed her eyes. She was now calm, snuggled into her brother. Soon, she began to fall asleep.

Suddenly, Lazarus flinched. His back curved backward unnaturally. He released Mary from his arms. He fell to the floor, and his body began to shiver. Mary stood over him, terrified.

“Nooo!” she shouted with all her might.

Her voice reached the kitchen. Marta heard it, dropped everything she had in her hands and a moment she was with Mary. She found her brother writhing on the floor, pushing away a nonexistent opponent, and Mary stood over him and screamed with all her might. Her arms were straight and raised, her fingers trying to capture something invisible.

Marta froze, not knowing what to do. She knelt beside her brother and tried to grab his hands, but she couldn't do it. She had the impression that she was just making things more difficult for him. So, she gave up and looked at what was happening with horror and powerlessness.

Mary finally caught the invisible entity. With her eyelids lowered, focused, she slowly lowered her hands. She raised them above Lazarus' head and began to speak something in a language completely unknown to Marta. She repeated the same formula three times, and finally took a deep breath and blew as hard as she could at her brother. A draft could be felt in the chamber. Marta closed her eyes.

When she opened them, Lazarus was lying calmly with his eyes open. He was all wet. Mary knelt over him and stroked his cheek.

“Thank you. You saved me.”

“You saved me,” he answered in a breaking voice.

“The black wings came for me. You are my protector.”

“And I'll be for the rest of my life.”

* * *
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ONE MORNING, WHEN THE daily lessons were about to start, Marta ran into Syro's chamber instead of Mary.

“Father, Mary disappeared!” she called, stopping in front of the table he was working at.

She was agitated. When he saw her, he got up immediately.

“How come?” he grabbed her shoulders and shook her hard. “You haven't watched her!”

She stepped back and proudly raised her chin. “I know that she is your beloved daughter, but maybe she is closer to me than to you!” she said proudly. “She's not here. She disappeared!”

“Where is she?”

He was struck by Marta's self-confidence, and at the same time, by her belief that she was someone much more special to Mary than he was, but he knew it was not the time to focus on it.

“I don't know,” she admitted, spreading her hands.

“What do you know?” He got angry. “Do you know anything, woman?”

“You'd be surprised how much,” she said softly but feisty.

He didn't listen to her anyway.

“Did you look at home?”  He stepped out of the room with a decisive step. He stood in the middle of the hall. “Everyone here!” he ordered loudly. “Immediately!”

“I looked everywhere,” Marta said, but he no longer paid her any more attention. ”She is neither at home nor in the garden. I checked personally.”

”Who saw Mary today?” he looked at his servants.

Silence answered him.

”No one?” He made sure.

The servants had not seen their master so alarmed for a long time - most often, he was calm, did not shout nor even raise his voice. They thought of him as a just and prudent man. They respected him.

Mary was his beloved daughter and everyone's favorite. Now that she was missing, they understood that everyone, as they were standing there, would go search for her, and that's what happened. Syro efficiently divided the service into pairs and ordered who should go in which direction. He and Marta went toward the lake.

* * *
[image: ]


MAGDALA LAY ON ITS shore. The Gennesaret was so extensive that many called it the sea. Others called the lake Kinneret because of its harp-like shape. The Jordan River and many small seasonal streams flowed into and out of it, surrounded by picturesque hills. The waterfront was overgrown with lush, colorful vegetation for half of the year. Flowers bloomed here, trees grew, also fruit ones and the grass on the banks were green, especially after the rainy season. Almost all the plants that Galilea knew grew near the water and on the hills surrounding it. These were olive and fig trees, sycamores, walnuts, almond trees, date palms, evergreen cypresses, rock oaks, pine trees, plane trees, poplars, willows, terebinths and a large number of all others that thrived there, taking advantage of the abundant water resources. Reed and bulrush overgrew the shores, and in the flowering season it was colorful with flowers. Poppies, chamomiles, pyrethrums, buttercups, anemones, and in the gardens lilies, tulips, hyssops and roses, among which ivy meandered, meant that the area of ​​Gennesaret was considered the most beautiful in Galilee.

The lake was known for being wayward. Often, unexpected sharp winds blew over it and the weather changed. However, life was good there.

Apart from Magdala, Bethsaida, Capernaum, Korazin, Gadara, Gennesaret and Tiberias were also situated there. The inhabitants of all these towns lived mainly from trade and fishing. For centuries, merchant routes leading to Egypt had been passing there. It was thanks to them that Syro's fortune was created. He skillfully brokered the trade, and also participated in it himself, like his father and grandfather before. People said that these areas were already inhabited in times not even mentioned by even the oldest papyri.

Syro's estate, the largest and most magnificent villa in the whole of Magdala, was located a short distance from the lake. However, only part of its waters could be seen from the house, and only from the roof terrace.

The Galilean walked very quickly. He was almost running. Marta couldn't keep up with him, but he never turned around, as if he had forgotten that his older daughter was with him. Restricted by a long dress, she jogged as fast as she could. After a while, they saw the reservoir in full glory.

Mary was sitting on the shore, very close to the water. From a distance, she seemed even smaller than she really was. She put her arms around her curled legs and stared into the distance.

They approached her as quietly as possible.

”Mary?” Syro called to her.

Marta stood without a word, a few steps behind her father, surprised by his calmness. She was convinced that he would show his disapproval. However, happy to see his daughter safe and sound, he just sat down next to her.

”What are you doing here?” he put his arm around her small back.

”I look far away,” she smiled.

”And what do you see?”

”People who live over there. I want to see them up close.”

”We can sail there if you want.”

”I want to fly like a dove from the garden.”

”What dove?”

”The one who had been sleeping and then woke up and flew to see the world.”

Father,” Marta interjected quietly. “I once mentioned to you what happened in the garden. Do you remember?”

He remembered the story of the bird miraculously brought back to life, which seemed ridiculous to him. He scolded Marta for it. He ordered her not to tell similar things again. Now, he understood how firmly that experience was stuck in his little daughter's memory. 

She put her hand in his. The gesture touched him. She was tiny and so similar to his beloved wife. She had dark hair and eyes that were always beaming, she was joyful, and at the same time calm and balanced. She acted like an adult as if someone else lived in her tiny body, much older, experienced and wise.

”I want to float above the ground, see what is somewhere else. I want to fly.”

“ My little girl...” his voice broke off because tears welled up in his eyes. “Listen to what I tell you...” She rested her head on his knees. ”I loved your mother very much. When she was leaving, I promised her that when you are five, I would take you to your grandparents. We never talked about it because I thought you were still too small. The truth is also that I tried to postpone this day as long as possible because I would like you to be always with me. But it's time.

“Mom also says it's time,” she confirmed shyly.

“Have you dreamt of her again?”

She knew that she could not say that they were not dreams, because her mother really visited her. But she remembered the impression such confession made on Marta. So she preferred not to worry about her father.

“Yes, she often comes to me.”

“What does she tell you?”

“That you will take me to Egypt.”

“It will be so. I'll take you.”

They both looked at the calm surface of the lake. There was not a single boat on the shore, all of them went out fishing.

“I'll be back,” Mary said, feeling she should calm him down.

Marta, who listened to the conversation, once again in her life concluded that her sister really was not an ordinary child. She spoke and acted as if she were not younger, but much older than her.

“Water means the beginning of new things. My dove has flown away, but she will come back here, you'll see her at this lake, Father.”

She spoke again as if an adult was speaking through her. When she realized that Syro was looking at her with concern and worry, she babbled happily, just like children do, so as not to worry him:

“I'll come back here too. I'll just need to learn to fly.”

She stood up, jumped happily, and started running toward the house, arms spread sideways.

3.

“My beloved little one,” a beautiful woman called, extending her arms in greeting. “How good that you are finally here!”

She was standing before the great gates of the house, which looked like a palace. She had black, good eyes and long, dark, straight hair. She was dressed in a blue, simple dress and her slender neck was decorated with a menat. Mary saw gold sandals on her feet.

The woman was accompanied by a tall, thin, gray-haired man. He was wearing a white tunic reaching below his knees, girded with a wide leather belt. His sandals were simple, brown.

“They're your mother's parents.”

Father ordered the driver to stop the cart drawn by mules.

Jews did not travel by horse. Romans, Egyptians and other nations rode horses, but the Israelites considered horses unclean.

“Peace be with you, Syro,” the man said.”

“Peace with you,” the woman smiled brightly.

“Peace be with you,” answered Syro, handing Mary to them and hopping off the cart.

“Our little Aset is finally with us.” The woman closed the girl in her embrace. “Thanks be to the gods!”

“I'm not Aset. My name is Mary,” the girl looked carefully in her grandmother's eyes.

“Yes, honey, I know.” The woman's voice broke, she hugged her granddaughter even tighter and cried.

Mary wrapped her small arms around her neck. ”I'm not Aset, but I love you, you know?” she whispered.

* * *
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”YOUR MOTHER USED TO live here. The bed, tables, cabinets and other furniture, a bathhouse and a terrace, everything is just like it was then,” Aida led her granddaughter into a spacious chamber. ”Apart from painting and refreshing, we haven't changed anything. It's just like it was seven years ago.

”Very nice,” Mary looked around.

”It's all yours now. This is your room.”

The chamber looked completely different from the one she occupied in Magdala. It was bright and big. Much more furniture was placed here, and it was different from the furniture she was used to. The legs of the bed, the chests of drawers, and chairs were so curved that Mary was surprised that they were standing at all. They were painted gold, and on the back supports there were colorful paintings depicting figures, animals and plants. The walls were high, each decorated with flowers. Some of them were painted, while others – alive – stood in wide clay pots.

Mary was used to comfort, but her father's estate, the most impressive in Magdala, seemed modest compared to the place she was in. She liked the room very much, but that was not the most important thing. She was glad because the people she knew to be her closest family, received her so warmly that from the first moment she felt that they had been waiting for her with love, just as her father had assured her.

”In Magdala I shared the room with Marta. Who can I live with here?

”You'll be alone. However, not completely. I live close, see,” Aida pointed at the small, almost invisible door by the exit to the terrace. ”You can come to my room this way,” she said, walking to door.

Mary pushed the door open. It opened slightly.

”Go ahead,” Aida encouraged her, and when the little girl crossed over, she lowered her head to fit in the low passage and followed her. ”It's my space,” she explained. “Whenever you want to be with me, all you have to do is open the door. If it is closed, knock and then I will soon come out to you. You can also lock it from your side. There is a latch. If you lock it, I won't bother you. Everyone needs to be alone sometimes, right?”

Aida's chamber was larger than the one meant for Mary and differently decorated. Everything that was carved in heavy wood was richly decorated, inlaid and elaborate. In addition to the huge bed, there was also furniture that Mary had never seen before: a sofa lined with soft cushions, wide chairs lined with shiny fabrics, footrests, a dressing table with dozens of tiny bottles, colorful boxes and multicolored purses, as well as a special wide and long stand on which colorful dresses hung. There were also dried gourds, with wigs in fanciful shapes and in different colors on them. The bathroom area was separated from the bedroom space by a wall made of live bushes and flowers, and a large mirror of polished silver was placed in the place that led to it. The walls of the chamber were covered with paintings depicting, as Mary later learned, gods and goddesses. The central place was occupied by a woman in blue with wings spread wide.

“Who is this lady?” Mary pointed at her.

“That's Isis. The patron of women, the Great Goddess, the giver of life, wife of Osiris, mother of Horus, the one we worship and in whose care we entrust ourselves.”

“The only god is Adonai, don't you know it?”

Aida looked at her granddaughter with love and concern. She knew where and how she had been brought up for the first five years of her life. She was also sure that the first day in a new home was not the right time to raise religious topics.

“Certainly we will talk about it many times, I promise,” she assured gently. “Now I invite you to the banquet area. Your grandfather and father are waiting for us there. You will meet your teachers, servants and other household members. Besides, it's time to eat something. Are you hungry?”

“Not really.”

“At least you can drink something. Caring for the body's needs is our duty and privilege. We got it when we were born, and we should care for it properly.”

Mary listened to her grandmother in surprise. No one had ever told her such things before.

* * *
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THE GRANDPARENTS' VILLA had two levels. On the upper one, chambers of family members were located, each equipped with a small bathroom and a large terrace. There were also rooms for guests of whom there were always many at home. A few times a year, the sons of the hosts lived in them, when they came from Alexandria for business purposes, or when family meetings were held on the occasion of the holidays. At that time, the house was filled with cheerful bustle and the screams of children, because the sons of Aida and Karim, both older than Mary's mother, had their families and three children each.

The largest part on the ground floor was a big living room, serving as a place for meetings, play, feasts and parties, as well as daily meals. There was also a kitchen in which dishes prepared earlier in the large and very comfortable main kitchen were finished and decorated. It was in a separate building, located on the side of the villa so that the smells and noises that could come from there would not cause discomfort to the household members. There was also an extensive office downstairs, in which the master of the house received important clients. In addition to comfortable seats and tables for work, there were also souvenirs from numerous travels, as well as papyri, maps, parchments and clay tablets with bills.

The living room opened into the partially roofed garden, whose central point was the blue-tiled swimming pool. Artificial brooks flowed into it in cascades, flowing through the garden down snake-shaped routes.

Aida and Mary entered the living room, holding hands. Karim and Syro were sitting on wide chairs arranged in the middle of it. They held goblets of colored glass filled with wine. Servants stood by the walls. They waited for the landlady or landlord to introduce them to the newly arrived.

“This is Sithathor, from today your main teacher and guardian,” Aida pointed at a beautiful girl in a simple white dress that reached to her feet. “She was a priestess in the temple of Isis. She will teach you Egyptian and Latin.”

The girl bowed her head in greeting, and Mary gave her a bright smile.

“And this is Stephanie. She comes from Greece,” she indicated to a tall blue-eyed beauty with fair hair pinned at the top of her head. “She usually helps your grandfather with everyday duties, but from today, she will be your second teacher. She can only speak Greek with you. As you probably know, in Egypt the most important language in our spheres is Greek. Your grandfather and I usually use it between us.”

“I don't know it very well,” Mary confessed, admiring the looks of both teachers. They were refined, taut as harp strings, smiling, and looking very pleased with themselves. She had never seen such beautiful women in Magdala.

“You'll learn quickly,” Aida said. “Over the next few days, you will rest and explore the area, mostly with me, but Sithathor and Stephanie will sometimes accompany us. Everyone wants you to feel good here. Once you settle in, we'll decide together what to do next. Do you agree?

“What does "together" mean?”

Aida was surprised by the question, but she tried not to show it, remembering where her granddaughter came from.

“Together, that is you, your grandfather and I. We're a family after all. We make decisions that concern us together.”

“I understand and thank you.”

Mary looked slightly flustered with information about what awaited her, and the rules that were completely new to her, but she did not want to show how much she was amazed at this world, unusual for her, and how much she liked it already on the first day. She was also delighted that she would participate in making decisions. So far, her father or Marta did it for her.

“Here is your home,” added Karim. “You are our granddaughter. The will of your mother, our beloved daughter, was for you to be raised and educated here. We will do everything to satisfy her wish.”

Syro, who accompanied Karim since the arrival at the villa while Aida showed Mary her chamber, bowed his head respectfully.

“I admit I will be reluctant to part with my daughter,” he said. “I'd rather have her with me in Galilee. However, I would not dare not respect the will of my beloved wife. I entrust Mary to you, also because she will be able to develop and learn under your protection. I also hope that this way, with your help, she will discover even better what is best in her.

“But before you leave her here, you'll stay with us a little, won't you?” Aida was concerned. “We haven't seen each other for several years.”

“Yes, I visited you last time bringing the tragic news.” Syro's memories returned to his wife's death.

“That was five years ago.”

“How time flies...” summed up Karim. He used the words that people around the world usually use on such occasions when they are not sure of what to say and when there are sad topics that need to be addressed. But they are painful for the interlocutors when something irreversible happened when we miss someone we loved. We would like him to be with us, but we know that it is impossible. By saying them, we try to hide the sorrow, sadness and lack of word resources that would convey what our aching heart would like to express.

“I would like to take advantage of your hospitality to take a rest here after the journey, but not too long. Marta and Lazarus are waiting for me at home.”

“How long has it been since you left?” Aida worried, looking tenderly at her tired granddaughter.

”Almost 20 days.”

”My baby,” Aida embraced her. ”We are so happy you arrived safe and sound!”

It seemed to Mary that she saw everything as if she were in a dream. Fatigue began to make itself felt more and more. She still heard the beautiful woman who was her grandmother say that she would present her to the rest of the servants the next day and that it was time to rest. Then she felt her father take her in his arms. She snuggled into the source of the smell she associated with stability and security.

* * *
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SEVEN DAYS HAD PASSED since they came to Egypt. They both had time to rest, and Mary slowly began to get used to the rhythm of the day and the customs in her new home. She slept well in the huge bed with a soft mattress and rollers under her head, filled with swan feathers. She fell asleep immediately and got up at dawn. However, that evening was different. She woke up unexpectedly in the middle of the night. She lay there staring at the flowers decorating the walls, then decided to look into her grandmother's chamber, and as she could not find her there, she went out into the corridor. She heard voices below. Her father was talking with her grandparents.

”I never tried to hide that I wasn't delighted when my only daughter moved to Israel, you know that.” 

“Grandma wasn't very kind.”

“From a country where science and art are valued, where civilization has flourished for thousands of years or more, she suddenly moved to the world of barbarians, shepherds and fishermen.”

”Don't exaggerate,” father protested, straightening up in his chair.

”She loved you very much and that's why we agreed.” Aida didn't give in.” However, I imagine the shock she must have experienced when she saw how people lived there.”

Mary sat on the stairs. She was surprised by what she heard, but the strangest thing was the way adults talked to each other when they thought she couldn't hear them. It seemed that the beautiful grandmother did not like her beloved dad very much.

”She didn't complain,” her father said defensively. ”She was well. And above all, she was happy, and this is the most important thing
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