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  Babylonia, the fabled region between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, is now located in Iraq. During its lengthy history it has been known as Mesopotamia, the Fertile Crescent, the Cradle of Civilization, and even the Garden of Eden. Land of Magi and Chaldeans, Babylonia has so long been associated with magic that even today it conjures images of flying carpets and genies in lamps.


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


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


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


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


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


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


  There are even a few women who appear in the Talmud: Em, Yalta, Beruriah, Choma, and more often than almost any other of her gender, Rav Hisda’s daughter.
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      	450 BCE

      	Ezra and some Jews return to Zion from Babylonia but many remain there.
    


    
      	332 BCE

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


    
      	167 BCE

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


    
      	130 BCE

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


    
      	63 BCE

      	Pompey conquers Hasmonean state; Judea now ruled by Rome.
    


    
      	ca. 40 BCE

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


    
      	37 BCE

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


    
      	6 CE

      	Judea becomes Roman province.
    


    
      	35

      	Jesus crucified.
    


    
      	66

      	Judean Jews rebel against Rome.
    


    
      	70

      	Judean rebellion fails; Temple in Jerusalem destroyed.
    


    
      	132

      	Bar Kokhba revolt in Judea against Rome.
    


    
      	135

      	Bar Kokhba revolt is crushed; Judea renamed Palestina.
    


    
      	200

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


    
      	220

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


    
      	226

      	Sasanian Persians conquer Parthia.
    


    
      	230

      	Hisda born in Babylonia.
    


    
      	241

      	Shapur I becomes king of Persia.
    


    
      	250

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


    
      	260

      	Shapur I defeats Rome, captures the emperor Valerian.
    


    
      	270

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


    
      	274

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


    
      	283

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


    
      	284

      	Diocletian becomes Roman emperor (through 305).
    


    
      	286

      	Diocletian resumes war with Bahram, invades Armenia.
    


    
      	292

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


    
      	295

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


    
      	296

      	Narseh declares war on Rome.
    


    
      	297

      	Narseh regains Mesopotamia from Rome, Galerius blamed.
    


    
      	298

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


    
      	299

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


    
      	301

      	Narseh abdicates in favor of son Hormizd.
    


    
      	307

      	Constantine, a Christian, becomes emperor of Rome.
    


    
      	309

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


    
      	310

      	Shapur II born and declared king of Persia.
    


    
      	313

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


    
      	323

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


    
      	325

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


    
      	339

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


    
      	350

      	Jerusalem Talmud complete.
    


    
      	361

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


    
      	363

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


    
      	380

      	Christianity established as Rome’s official religion.
    


    
      	400

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


    
      	424

      	Rav Ashi dies; redacting of Babylonian Talmud begins.
    


    
      	425

      	Rome abolishes office of Nasi (patriarch).
    


    
      	500

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


    
      	570

      	Birth of Mohammed.
    


    
      	630

      	Rise of Islam.
    


    
      	638

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


    
      	642

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


    
      	650/700

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


  Abaye—Rav Hisda’s student


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


  Alista—funeral keener in Sura


  Amemar—tenant farmer on Hisdadukh’s lands in Sura


  Ami—rabbi in Eretz Israel, heads school in Tiberias


  Assi—rabbi in Eretz Israel, heads school in Tiberias


  Avahu—rabbi in Eretz Israel, heads school in Caesarea


  Bahram II—king of Persia (274–293 CE)


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


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


  Chanina—Rabbi Avahu’s son, in Tiberias


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


  Choran—wife of Abba bar Joseph, in Machoza


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


  Diocletian—Roman emperor (284–305 CE)


  Em—Haviva’s friend, enchantress in Pumbedita


  Eliezer—Yochani’s son, in Tiberias


  Ezra—amulet maker in Caesarea


  Galerius—Roman general under Diocletian


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


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


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


  Haruta—Imarta’s daughter, slave-potter


  Haviva—Hisdadukh’s mother, wife of Rav Hisda


  Hisda—Babylonian rabbi, judge on beit din in Sura


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


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


  Imarta—Rahel’s slave, pottery maker


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


  Josiah—cosmetics peddler


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


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


  Kartir—Persian high priest under King Bahram


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


  Kimchit—amulet maker in Sura, Hisdadukh’s teacher


  Leuton—Hisdadukh’s maidservant


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


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


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


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


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


  Narseh—king of Persia (294–302 CE)


  Nehemiah—exilarch, ruler of Babylonia’s Jewish community


  Newandukh—Hisdadukh’s friend from synagogue


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


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


  Pushbi—widowed mother of Ukva and Rami bar Chama


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


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


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


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


  Salaman—mosaic-floor artisan in Sepphoris


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


  Shapur—king of Persia (240–270 CE)


  Shayla—wife of Hisdadukh’s brother Nachman, healer


  Sheshet—blind colleague of Rav Hisda in Nehardea


  Simeon—Yochani’s son, merchant in Tyre


  Susanna—Rabbi Avahu’s wife in Caesarea


  Tabita—Haviva’s friend, enchantress in Sura


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


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


  Timonus—Rav Hisda’s steward, captured Roman soldier


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


  Valerian—Roman emperor (253–260 CE)


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Yosef bar Hiyya—Rav Hisda’s colleague in Pumbedita


  Zahra—Hisdadukh’s maidservant


  Zeira—Rav Hisda’s student


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


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


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


  It pains me still to think of these things.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  And that is what came to pass.


  PART ONE
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  KING BAHRAM’S REIGN


  •(283–292 CE)•


  ONE
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  TENTH YEAR OF KING BAHRAM II’S REIGN


  •283 CE•


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “We don’t eat as well as we used to.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  And Kafri was only a few hours downstream of Sura via the Euphrates River.


  TWO
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  ELEVENTH YEAR OF KING BAHRAM II’S REIGN


  •284 CE•


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  And my bad dreams.


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


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


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


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


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


  “One for each kashafa,” I pointed out.


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


  “What does oyim mean?” I asked.


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


  “What happened next?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Why do judges need to know witchcraft?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  That week I made an effort to watch, surreptitiously I hoped, those of Father’s students who weren’t already betrothed. Pushing my anxiety aside, I made it a game. Nearly all of them would blush and promptly avert their eyes whenever I caught them looking at me. Rami, however, would smile whenever our eyes met, and if he were the one to discover me watching him, his grin might widen to display his perfect teeth. Abba didn’t look away either, but his smile was more wistful than cheery.


  Rami had to be nearly sixteen, the age when Father himself had married. Father often said this was the reason he was a better student than his peers, since being married kept his mind away from sinful thoughts. Not that any of my brothers were wed so young. Despite the teaching of Rabbi Yishmael that Elohim blasts the bones of any man who remains unmarried after the age of twenty, it seemed to me that all my brothers except Pinchas had done exactly that.


  I wondered if with my meager arithmetic skills I could sort out how old my brothers were when they married. Yenuka, now thirty-six, didn’t marry Devora until a few years before I was born, and since I was almost ten, he must have been around twenty-three. Nachman got married to Shayla a year later, when he was twenty-one. My brother Hanan, named for Grandfather, married Mariamme shortly after my birth, and since he was twenty years my senior, that’s how old he must have been then. I had a dim recollection of Mari and Rahel’s wedding, so I was probably around four at the time. And since Mari was born the year the Tadmorians destroyed Nehardea, he too married just past the age of twenty.


  I went over my calculations just to be sure. If I were to marry Rami, he too would be older than twenty, although only a little older. Nearly all my brothers had wed after twenty and none of their bones were blasted, so it was likely that Rami’s wouldn’t be either. I let out a sigh of relief. I wouldn’t want to marry anyone if Elohim was going to blast his bones.


  But if not Rami or Abba, who else? Abaye was a fine student as well as from a priestly family, like Father. But Abaye was already betrothed; I’d heard Father congratulating him. Rav Huna’s son Rabbah said he didn’t like Father’s teaching, and I wouldn’t want a husband who criticized my father. Definitely not Zeira; he was so ugly that no amount of Torah knowledge could make up for it. And while people considered it meritorious for a girl to marry an uncle or cousin, Torah forbade her from marrying a nephew. So I could not even consider Yenuka and Nachman’s oldest sons, no matter how much I might like them.


  Father was usually so serious. Was it possible that he’d been teasing me when he asked if I preferred to marry Rami or Abba? I was glad for the opportunity to ask him when I washed his feet after he returned from the date groves. Usually that was Mother’s job, but she was away in Sura. I waited until he was comfortable on one of the benches in the entry hall just outside the traklin. As always, there were jugs of water and empty basins waiting near each bench.


  “I was not joking,” he replied, as I poured streams of water over his feet. “Those two are my best students, and I want you to marry a Torah scholar.”


  Father was meticulous about washing, so I made sure even the smallest speck of dust had rinsed into the basin below. “Rami is from a priestly family,” I said. Abba was not.


  “Abba’s father heads the academy in Machoza, while Rami is an orphan.” Father let out his breath slowly and his body relaxed as I gently massaged his feet while drying them with a soft cloth. Then he cleared his throat. “Hisdadukh, what did you mean when you said you wanted to marry both of them?”


  To tell the truth, I had no idea why I’d said what I did; the words had suddenly jumped from my lips. But I had been expecting this question eventually, so I was ready with a proper answer, one that would satisfy Father and prove me a dutiful daughter. “I meant either of them, Father. I wanted you to know that I would be pleased with whichever one you chose for me.”


  He smiled and patted my head, but somehow his smile seemed skeptical.


  Kafri’s Jewish court met on the second and fifth days of the week, same as market days. Father was the chief judge, so he and his students spent the day listening to the litigants’ arguments. Then Father, sometimes along with Nachman, handed down decisions and explained the law to his students.


  So on those two days a week I didn’t listen to Father’s lectures. I spent a fruitless hour or so with my mathematics tutor, multiplying and dividing numbers over and over again on my wax tablet. I couldn’t understand, and neither did he, why I did so poorly at this, especially since Achti was so good at it. I knew the tables by heart, so I could immediately tell him what was six times seven or sixty-three divided by nine. But when it came to multiplying twelve by thirty-four or dividing one thousand sixty-four by nineteen, my mind went blank.


  When Achti was sitting with Devora or Mariamme, learning to keep accounts, I spent my time with my other sisters-in-law, Rahel and Beloria, accomplished linen weavers. Beloria also made baskets, Rahel’s decorated pottery was in constant demand, and Shayla was a healer. A stab of anxiety assailed me as I realized that each of my sisters-in-law had a skill in addition to spinning and weaving linen. My knowing how to study Mishna wouldn’t bring extra income to my future household, but I had no intention of stopping. Not when Grandfather needed my help.


  I did my weaving on Mother’s and my sisters’-in-law looms when they were not using them. I couldn’t weave as fast as they did, but at least they didn’t pull out my threads anymore. Soon I’d be tall enough to weave even at the very top of the loom instead of having to wait for someone else to finish the material. One of the best things about my weaving was that I no longer had to think about it and could concentrate on remembering Father’s lessons.


  That late-summer day the weather was so nice that the looms were set up in a shaded area of the courtyard. I could hear the regular slaps of uncooked loaves landing on the hot oven, and I breathed in deeply the mouthwatering smell of baking bread. Beloria and Rahel were already weaving when I came outside, and as always I was amazed at how two women with the same coloring could look so different. Both had dark wavy hair and olive skin, but Beloria was as short and awkward as a child, while Rahel was tall and graceful like a palm tree.


  They exchanged glances before Rahel moved over to Mother’s loom and motioned to me to take her place. I felt more relieved than offended, since Mother had been weaving a delicate fabric using the thinnest thread, where even a small imperfection would be noticeable. As much as I enjoyed Father’s classes, I felt more comfortable with women. Once I sat down and we were all busy weaving, Rahel and Beloria resumed their chat.


  “Did Pinchas say anything about how long it would be until the house is ready?” Rahel asked Beloria. My brother had just returned from Sura, where he and Hanan were making sure all was in readiness for the new brewery.


  “He said that they’re plastering, so it should be soon,” Beloria replied. “He and Hanan hope that we can move in after Sukkot, so they can make beer from the dates here in Kafri in addition to those in Sura.”


  I had to interrupt. “We’re going to make beer twice?”


  Beloria nodded. “That way Yenuka will have beer to sell here while the rest of us are in Sura.”


  I gulped down my disappointment. Nobody had told me that our family would be divided, that Yenuka and Devora were staying in Kafri. And Sukkot was only a month away.


  “I heard that most of the slaves will remain in Kafri,” Rahel said. “The younger ones, that is. Shayla plans to free the old ones at the New Year and then buy replacements in Sura.”


  I stared at the circle of maidservants sitting in the courtyard, grinding wheat in time to the songs they sang. It was grueling labor, twisting pestle against mortar from before sunrise through midday, until there was enough flour for all that day’s bread. Though I had already thanked Elohim in morning prayers for not making me a slave, I thanked Him again.


  The Mishna said that if a bride provides only one slave as her dowry, that slave grinds grain, bakes bread, and does laundry instead of the bride. And if she provides two slaves, the second one cooks and nurses the children. Apparently women too poor to bring even one slave as a dowry didn’t marry.


  But Father told us that this Mishna was contradicted by a Baraita, which taught that a wife is only for beauty and for having children, and thus not for tasks like grinding and baking that could mar her appearance. I was surprised that he’d made no attempt to resolve the contradiction between the Mishna and Baraita, for if a wife was only for beauty, what happened to the women who brought less than four slaves as a dowry?


  So I’d questioned Grandfather, who explained that while there was usually some way to reconcile opposing views, occasionally they belonged to two such prominent Sages that both opinions stood. According to Grandfather, Father agreed with the Baraita, which meant that Achti and I would certainly receive four slaves as part of our dowry. Those who followed the Mishna and supplied fewer slaves, their brides did the work themselves.


  “But what about the slaves I brought when Pinchas and I married?” Beloria protested. “And what about Pinchas’s old nurse, who cares for our children? He’s quite attached to her.”


  “Surely it’s to your advantage to have new young slaves,” Rahel replied. “You’ll get more years of work out of them than if you keep the old ones. As for your husband and his nurse, he should speak to Shayla himself.”


  “I suppose so,” Beloria said. “But I want to keep my personal maidservant. It took a long time to find one who does my hair exactly the way I like it.”


  “I’m looking forward to finding slaves who are skilled potters. We’ll need hundreds of jars for all the beer we’ll be brewing in Sura, and they must be strong and sturdy.” Rahel paused and grinned. “The slaves and the jars.”


  My sisters-in-law must have forgotten I was there, because Beloria looked up at Rahel and said, “I wonder if Yenuka and his sons will start bedding the slave girls once he becomes head of his own household.”


  “Mari told me that Yenuka used to lie with slaves when Rav Hisda was away studying, at least until he married Devora.” Rahel leaned over and whispered, “That’s why he didn’t become a rabbi.”


  Curious about my brother’s youthful indiscretions, I forced myself to sit perfectly still so they’d keep talking. Beloria continued with, “I expect that Devora will keep a sharp watch on her husband and sons.”


  “That’s one advantage of old slaves over young ones,” Rahel said. “And of course experienced cooks are always best.”


  “Speaking of cooks, Pinchas says the kitchen in Sura is twice the size of our current one,” Beloria said. “In fact, the place is more like a villa than a house since we’ll be the only family living there. There are two courtyards, gardens and orchards, and a tributary of the Sura Canal runs right outside the walls.”


  Rahel beamed with pleasure. “So we can immerse in the canal without leaving our family’s property.”


  “And nobody has to walk far to get water. Pinchas said one reason Hanan and their father chose the place was its excellent wells. Our water will make the finest beer in Bavel.”


  “I thought they wanted a house close to the prophet Ezekiel’s Synagogue,” Rahel said.


  There was no reason for me to remain silent, and this was my chance to ask the question that had bothered me all year. “Sura is even closer to Ctesiphon than Kafri. Won’t we be in danger if the Roman army comes back?”


  Rahel got up from her loom and put her arm around me, pulling me so close that I could smell her floral perfume. “Don’t worry. The Romans aren’t interested in lands south of the capital. It’s Machoza, Pumbedita, and Nehardea that must worry.”


  “Pinchas told me that Sura has very well-fortified walls.” Beloria reached over and took my hand. “If necessary, our family could find shelter in the city proper until any danger passed.”


  Suddenly the idea of marrying Rami, a resident of Sura, seemed far more appealing to me than marrying Abba, who lived in Machoza. And in Sura I’d be close to my family.


  I didn’t have much time to think about whom I would marry. Mother and Shayla arrived home a few days later, and Shayla and Pinchas promptly got into such a heated argument that the neighbors in the next courtyard must have heard it.


  It started when Pinchas told Shayla, quite reasonably I thought, “I know my nurse is getting old, but I don’t want her freed. She can move to Sura with us and care for my children.”


  “Your nurse is old, Pinchas.” Shayla emphasized the word “is.” “That is why we need to free her. Old slaves can’t do the same work as young ones, and it makes no sense to maintain a slave who can’t work.”


  Pinchas, evidently not expecting his sister-in-law to object, spoke a bit louder. “Nurse is perfectly capable of working. She knows how to manage children better than a slave half her age.”


  “But how long will she be able to carry them, lift them up, and change their swaddling?” Shayla’s voice, high pitched and squeaky to begin with, now sounded like a gull squawking. “Do you expect us to keep her until she’s lying on the bed and the children are feeding her?”


  “I’m not saying that all our slaves should stay on after they’re old, lolling on silk cushions,” Pinchas retorted. “I’m only talking about bringing my nurse to Sura.”


  “And what about our old donkeys, our old guard dogs? Shall we bring them to Sura?”


  Pinchas was so angry I was afraid he would ask her why Grandfather was being allowed to move to Sura. But instead he countered, in a voice as hard as iron, “Donkeys and dogs never stayed up all night with me, and my children, like my nurse did when we were ill…and when your children were sick, I bet you didn’t stay up with them either.”


  I started to think about all the ways Nurse cared for me and how unhappy I’d be if Shayla decided to sell her. But then Shayla hissed at Pinchas, “How dare you compare me to an animal.”


  She raised her hand to slap him, but he stepped back and crossed his arms over his chest. “If Nurse can’t come, I’m not moving to Sura either. I’m sure Yenuka can use another brewer here in Kafri.”


  Mother, who’d probably hoped that Shayla and Pinchas would settle their disagreement themselves, took a deep breath and stepped into the fray. “Since you bear her such affection, Pinchas, we can make an exception in your nurse’s case.”


  Shayla frowned at the crowd that had gathered, causing them to slink toward the exits. When she saw Mother staring at her expectantly, she sighed and added, “Very well. All of Nachman’s brothers may bring their nurses to Sura if they so desire.”


  Mother held out her arms to Pinchas, who hurried to embrace her. Then she beckoned for me to join them. “As long as you are all here, I am pleased to announce that once we are settled in our new home Hisdadukh will become betrothed to Rami bar Chama.”


  The room broke into cheers. I blushed at the attention and looked down at the floor. But inside I was bursting with joy, along with a good deal of relief. Father had confirmed my choice of bridegroom, and my future was assured. I was also filled with admiration at how Mother so adroitly changed an unpleasant situation into a sweet one.


  Before I knew it, Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur, and Sukkot were behind us, along with the hottest days of summer. The air was sweet with the scent of boiling pomegranate juice that Cook was distilling down to make the most delicious syrup. Pomegranate seeds appeared at every meal, and children delighted in sticking out their purple-stained tongues at one another. I was a betrothed maiden now, so I tried to keep the evidence of my pomegranate indulgences inside my mouth, although Keshisha’s teasing made that difficult.


  Finally moving day arrived. The household was in such commotion that I once again took refuge on the roof, safely out of the way of slaves toting heavy containers. Standing in the remains of our sukkah, where my family had dined and slept during the weeklong Sukkot festival, which celebrated how the Israelites had dwelt in similar shelters in the wilderness after their escape from Egypt, I had an excellent view of people hurrying to and fro below. No sooner had our slaves filled a cart with crates, baskets, and storage jars, than carters hitched up the donkeys and off they went.


  From my secluded perch, I could follow the cart as it wove its way through the crowded streets until it reached the dock, where porters loaded the contents onto a waiting boat. At the same time, an empty cart headed back to our house, where slaves waited with more items to fill it.


  The process was fascinating to watch, but the afternoon sun was warm and I eventually grew tired from running back and forth to keep the carts in sight. I sat down in a shady corner, and since I had been too excited to sleep well the previous night, I soon began to doze.


  I woke with a start at how much cooler it had become, and how much quieter. The sun was heading toward the horizon, and a glance below showed no activity in the courtyard. I frantically scanned the streets and saw no donkeys pulling carts either to or from our house. Our boat was sitting at the dock, but the porters were gone.


  Ha-Elohim! They’d finished loading everything and were ready to leave, but I was still on the roof.


  I scampered down the ladders and raced toward the courtyard gate, nearly colliding with a slave carrying water. She stared at me in dismay and after a moment of indecision ran into the house, calling for help. But I didn’t wait. I was convinced, based on my observations from the roof, that I could get to the canal quicker by myself.


  I bolted out into the street, turned left after two blocks, and then right after three more. But instead of finding myself in a small square with roads leading in each of four directions, I was staring into a crowded street lined with shops. I knew the canal was located on the other side of the souk, so I plunged in among the shoppers.


  That was a mistake, one of many I made that afternoon. At first I reveled in the myriad smells emanating from food sellers’ carts and open doorways—pungent spices, roasted meat, fried onions and garlic. But jostled by the crowd, I soon lost track of the direction I was going. I tried to see which way was west, but the streets were roofed, and it worried me that I couldn’t see the sun. It seemed a very long time before I finally broke free from the souk’s twisting alleyways, and my heart sank when, instead of water ahead, I saw only a narrow residential road lined by courtyard walls. I wandered through the neighborhood, coming to one dead end after another, until I gave up and decided to try crossing the souk again.


  If anything, it was even more congested than before. The noise of so many individuals shouting was deafening, and I nearly fainted from the odor of countless bodies, both animal and human, crammed so close together. Still, I fought down my rising panic. Surely I’d made a simple error that would be easy to rectify.


  This time I went more slowly and took note of specific merchants as I passed them. I could tell that people were staring and pointing at me, but I didn’t dare admit I was lost or ask for directions. That would only make my position more dangerous. Mother had drilled Achti and me to never go out on the street without at least one slave in attendance, and preferably with two. Desert Saracens liked to kidnap girls who walked alone, especially girls who looked like they had wealthy families to ransom them. Two of Rav Nachman’s daughters had been kidnapped, and it took so long to ransom them that they married their captors in the meantime.


  My heart was pounding so hard I was sure everyone in the souk could hear it, but I kept my head down. I stumbled among the alleys, trying desperately to avoid those I’d already passed through, while at the same time trying to notice if a stranger was following me.


  After an eternity, I detected the scent of water on a passing breeze, and a moment later I rounded a corner and glimpsed a liquid shimmer at the end of the street. I couldn’t have run faster if demons were chasing me, and I eventually burst out onto the canal’s tow road. There was the dock in the distance, but when I got close enough to see the boats, I stopped in horror.


  There was a different boat docked where my family’s had been. They had left without me.


  THREE


  [image: ]


  Tears streamed down my cheeks as I tried to remember how to get back to our house. I wasn’t sure which way to go, but I knew I had to get away from here immediately. I wasn’t wearing a slave’s collar, so I had to be either an escaped slave or the daughter of a free man. Exposed and vulnerable, I was surrounded by all sorts of dockworkers and disreputable men. I felt them watching, wondering about me.


  Suddenly I sensed someone approaching. In terror I bolted toward the nearest street that led back to town. But I had started too late. A strong masculine hand grabbed my arm, and as hard as I struggled to escape, my captor held me fast.


  “So there you are,” came a familiar voice. “We’ve been looking all over for you.”


  I looked up into my brother Yenuka’s round brown eyes and burst out sobbing.


  “Don’t worry, they haven’t left yet,” he said, drying my face with his sleeve. “The porters need this dock for loading, so our boat is waiting upstream.”


  I sniffed back tears as we walked together. “Mother and Father will be angry.”


  Yenuka couldn’t deny this but he squeezed my hand. “They’ll be more happy than angry, seeing you unharmed.”


  I shamefacedly climbed onboard; I couldn’t bear to meet anyone’s gaze. As Yenuka predicted, Mother clasped me to her generous bosom and a broad smile replaced Father’s worried visage. But surely they would still hold me responsible for delaying our departure and making everyone agonize over my disappearance. My apprehension heightened when Achti hissed that I deserved to get the switch this time and Keshisha, usually the one in trouble, shook his head in empathy.


  At first I was afraid that I had delayed our journey so long that we couldn’t leave until the next morning. But my lucky stars were shining. Just as the Euphrates and its canals flowed both day and night, so did traffic on their waters. Our boat set sail with enough time before sunset that I was able to observe quite a bit of the countryside before darkness descended.


  Not that there was much to see beyond the shore. The riverbanks were crowded with tall leafy trees and thick stands of reeds. Of course the water level was lower than the surrounding embankments, so even if there had been a magnificent palace on the other side, I wouldn’t have been able to see it. Occasionally we passed a dock where I caught a glimpse of a city or village, but they didn’t look much different from the waterfront in Kafri.


  What I did see were huge flocks of noisy birds silhouetted against the sky as they looked for a place to rest before dark. I watched in delight as birds swooped down as if to land, until suddenly, at some invisible signal, they pulled up and continued their flight. I marveled at the rustling of thousands of wings as the birds flew low across the sunset before dropping in unison onto the water.


  Who was their leader and how did the other birds choose him? What made them pick a certain spot to land yet reject others that looked similar? Only Elohim knew.


  The silence after the birds found their nests was a tremendous disappointment. I tried to keep the birds in my mind when Achti and I lay down on our sleeping mats at the boat’s stern. But I couldn’t avoid thoughts of the punishment that awaited me once we arrived in Sura. Even counting the multitude of stars overhead couldn’t distract me from my impending doom.


  Thus I was still awake when we came to a sudden halt. The sailors jumped ashore and tied the boat tightly to a shadowy dock. Someone lit a torch. Standing on deck out of the sailors’ way, I could see my parents’ faces peering into the distance as additional torches appeared, coming down the embankment.


  Once we disembarked, Father held my hand tightly as he led me up a small hill. I winced with shame when he whispered that he had no intention of letting me wander off by myself again.


  The torches soon illuminated a wall looming in the distance, and a short walk took us through an open gate. We arrived at a large room with woven mats on the floor, which I assumed was the traklin. Father announced we would all sleep there that night.


  I didn’t see Nurse or Achti among the women, so I looked hesitantly around for someone else to lie near. To my surprise, Mother beckoned me to her side, and we lay down together. I don’t recall ever having slept with her before, although I suppose I must have when I was a baby. It was very pleasant to snuggle up to her warm softness and then drift off while listening to her breath and smelling her fragrant jasmine perfume.


  In the morning I saw that the room where we’d spent the night was not the traklin at all but merely an anteroom or reception hall. An anteroom larger than our traklin in Kafri! The true traklin, I soon saw, was so big that fifty people could easily fit inside. Its floor was paved with wide, flat stones, unlike in Kafri, where our entire first floor was tamped earth. Here only the kitchen and storage rooms had dirt floors.


  After receiving permission from Mother, who said we could go wherever we wanted as long as we stayed within the villa’s walls, Achti and I set out to find our kiton upstairs. But the entire second floor seemed to consist of one bedroom after another, and we saw no way of discerning which was ours. Soon the house was crawling with slaves either carrying containers or unpacking them, so we headed outside, only to find the courtyard bustling with activity as well. Hoping we wouldn’t be in the way on the roof, we looked for the nearest ladder.


  And saw none. Instead of ladders there were actual staircases leading from the courtyard to balconies on the second story and then continuing to the roof. Of course every staircase had people either hurrying up or hurrying down, and sometimes both. So we walked through the courtyard to the gate at its far end, intending to continue along the house’s perimeter until we found a ladder.


  Suddenly, as we approached the well, it struck me that something was missing. Poultry, geese, and goats had roamed our courtyard in Kafri. “Achti, where are all the animals?”


  “They’re in the souk, silly child, waiting for Mother to buy them.” My sister’s dark curls shook as she laughed at my ignorance. “Did you expect animals to travel with us on the boat?”


  “Of course not.” I was chagrined that I had given my older sister yet another opportunity to emphasize that, compared to her, I was still a little girl. “I just thought she would have bought them already.”


  I stopped at the well, eager for my first taste of its sweet water. I wondered why there were no privies in the courtyard, but I didn’t want to invite more of Achti’s ridicule, so I said nothing until we exited the courtyard.


  I couldn’t suppress an awestruck, “Ha-Elohim!”


  I had expected the villa walls to run close to the house, with perhaps space for a small orchard. I never imagined the broad field of vegetables and row upon row of fruit trees stretching out before me. And that was just on the south side. Achti and I raced around to the west to enter a newly planted garden with paved paths, several of which led back to the house. I recognized jasmine vines and roses among the other bushes, but these wouldn’t flower until spring.


  We passed through the aromatic herb garden to the front of the house, where a wide track led from the heavy outer gate to the main courtyard entrance. Now there was only the east side of the villa to be investigated. As we approached, I grinned to hear that Achti was wrong about needing to buy animals. For immediately as we turned the corner, a cacophony of honking geese announced our presence.


  Between the house and the east wall was an outer courtyard, this one serving less savory functions. Here were chicken coops and a pond for geese. A second well stood not far from a door into the inner courtyard, and closer to the outer wall were four large pits with white plastered sides and floor. They looked like cisterns, but why would we need cisterns when we had two wells? And why did each pit contain a huge cylindrical stone?


  I might have asked Achti about this except that we had finally found our ladders. Several privies flanked an entry to the house, their doors and seats arranged so that an occupant’s back side faced away from Jerusalem. A ladder on one side of the privies led to the second floor and another on the other side went all the way to the roof.


  I raced Achti to the roof ladder and climbed to the top, gasping out another “Ha-Elohim!” at the view of date groves as far as the eye could see, our herd of goats wandering among the nearer ones. But where was Sura? I peered in every direction, but I couldn’t find the city; the date palms were too tall. My breath caught in my throat when I beheld the dome-shaped dovecote, which had its own ladder to facilitate catching doves in the upper roosts. Impatient to reach what had to be the highest spot on our property, I scrambled up and sent a flurry of doves into the air.


  “Achti, I can see the city from here,” I called out, triumphant. “And the Euphrates.” The town spread out like a giant mottled flatbread from the confluence of the river and the main Sura Canal. There were far too many buildings to tell which was Ezekiel’s Synagogue, but I still thrilled at the view.


  “Move over so I can see.” Achti squeezed me to the side. “Oh, look at all the fields and all the canals crossing them.”


  “Sura looks so far away. Do you think we’re within its Shabbat limits?” With only a few exceptions, Jewish Law prohibited walking more than two thousand cubits from one’s residence or town on the Day of Rest.


  “We must be.” Achti sounded confident. “Father wouldn’t build a home outside it.”


  There was no time for further discussion. Nurse was waving at us from the top of the ladder. “Come and wash up, you two. It’s time to eat.”


  There were thousands of dates drying on mats on the roof, along with figs and some fruits that could have been peaches or apricots. Enticed by the luscious fruity aroma, I grabbed a handful as we passed.


  Nurse wore a worried expression. “Don’t run off after the meal, Dada. Your mother wants to talk to you.”


  I stopped in alarm, aware that punishment still awaited me. Achti’s almond eyes narrowed in triumph and I knew she was thinking “I told you so.”


  I let Achti go on without me while I headed for the privy. When I was little, Nurse used to come in with me, but now she waited outside, drumming her fingers on the wall or kicking at some dirt. Demons like Nasus and Shayd shel BeitKisay were attracted to privies, which made them perilous to use alone or at night. Even at midday, with Nurse making her presence known nearby, I wanted to get out as soon as possible.


  Thankfully, Father had built our new privies in the Persian style, which harbored fewer demons. According to Persians, seven creations were susceptible to impurity: fire, water, earth, air, metal, animals, and of course, people. So they lined privies with stone to keep excrement, which Nasus polluted as soon as it left the body, from contact with the pure earth. And to minimize the excrement defiling the air, and the people above, the privy’s shaft sloped down at an angle.


  I knew the Torah said nothing about excrement causing impurity, as opposed to corpses and menstrual blood, which everyone agreed were most dangerous. But when it came to avoiding demons, it was best to take every precaution. That meant wiping myself with round stones rather than pottery shards and washing my hands with lots of water afterward. Father taught that he became prosperous because he always washed with copious amounts of water, and that he never wiped with a pottery shard because it would make him vulnerable to evil spells.


  Cook and the kitchen slaves outdid themselves to make our first meal in Sura special. There was roasted kid plus a savory goose stew redolent of onion and garlic, rich with floating globules of goose fat. There were even small fried fishes that had been taken from the fish trap in our canal that morning. Autumn’s harvest bounty was evident from all the squash, cucumber, and beet dishes.


  Knowing my punishment was imminent, I only picked at my food. Even the honeycombs and pomegranates for dessert couldn’t tempt me. As I feared, Mother and Father were waiting for me. All eyes followed as we solemnly walked outside, but by the time we reached the woodshed everyone had found something else to occupy them. While grateful that I wouldn’t be chastised in public, I wanted my parents to finish their scolding so my physical punishment would be over as soon as possible.


  Mother began her lecture first. “Hisdadukh, you will be betrothed soon. You should be old enough to understand that a pious girl from a good family never goes out without attendants, that to do so risks untold damage to her reputation.”


  I wasn’t sure exactly how it could damage my reputation, but this was no time to ask. So I nodded.


  “Just as she does not speak with men other than those in her family,” Mother said, “she also never goes out without covering her hair or with a tunic so short you can see her legs.”


  “Or with dashtana on her clothes,” I interjected. I still remembered how Mother and my sisters-in-law reacted when Achti came downstairs without noticing that menstrual bloodstains had leaked onto the back of her tunic. Achti told me that she would have died of shame if it had happened in synagogue, and for once I was glad to still be a young girl.


  “We were lucky that Rami was not here.” Mother sighed with relief. “And thank our lucky stars that your father’s students go home for the month of Tishrei.”


  That Rami might have canceled our betrothal made me realize the seriousness of my misconduct. I looked down at the ground and whispered, “I’m sorry.”


  Mother lifted my chin to look me in the eye. “In addition, you are never to leave the villa without an adult—not a slave—knowing where you are going and when you will return.”


  Then, without looking back, she left me with Father. He expounded on the importance of not bringing shame to myself or my family and of diligently protecting my and my family’s reputation, which was impossible to repair once tarnished. I squirmed as he reminded me how Saracens had kidnapped Rav Nachman’s daughters and how Parthians had captured Shmuel’s daughters. Without giving details, he made it clear that girls were particularly vulnerable to such crimes and the outcome for them could be ruinous, even if they were ransomed.


  I both dreaded and wished that he would stop talking, until his voice abruptly slowed and deepened to say, “Today there will be consequences for your misbehavior.”


  He unlocked the woodshed and pulled out a switch. I gritted my teeth and made no protest when he bent me over his knee and gave my behind several hard swats. That wasn’t so bad; at least he hadn’t struck my bare flesh. But my punishment was just beginning.


  “Come with me.” His voice brooked no questions. “See how a person’s misconduct can have repercussions beyond himself.”


  Without comprehension I followed him to the slave quarters, where all the nurses and tutors were standing in a circle around something I couldn’t see. They parted to let Father and I pass, and when we stopped, I looked up and let out a whimper. Timonus was holding a whip with several lashes at the end, and standing before him, naked to the waist, was Nurse.


  “If Hisdadukh’s nurse had been performing her duty,” Father declared, “my daughter would have been on the boat with the rest of my family, not left behind to panic and try to find the dock alone.” He turned to Timonus. “I will not tolerate a slave who neglects her duties, and even more so when it puts my child in danger. Twenty lashes should make this clear to everyone.”


  At least Father didn’t force me to watch. Not that it was necessary, when I could hear every swish of the whip and every thud as the lashes struck Nurse’s skin. Not when I could hear Nurse’s moans grow into screams as her beating continued.


  Mother returned and took me away before it was over. I was sobbing so hard that she made me drink an entire cup of date wine.


  “Compared to most masters, your father treats our slaves well. They eat the same food we do, sleep indoors when the weather is bad, and he provides healing when they are ill,” she said. “In return he expects them to be loyal and dutiful, and he will not allow thieving or lechery.”


  Why was Mother telling me this? Was there still more punishment to come? My heart began to pound again.


  “He wanted to sell your nurse…”


  I started to protest but Mother held up her hand to stop me. “I convinced him that she’s surely learned her lesson, that he should keep her to help tend to our many grandchildren.”


  “But who will take care of me?” At least Nurse wouldn’t be sold to strangers, or worse, freed and sent out to fend for herself.


  “Soon you’ll be betrothed,” Mother said. “You should have a maidservant to fix your hair in a style more appropriate for your age, to put on your makeup, and to help you dress.”


  A maidservant to watch me every waking moment and keep me out of trouble, I thought without enthusiasm. And to tell Mother if I did anything I wasn’t supposed to.


  That night I slept in my new kiton with Achti and her maidservant, the second time in my life, as far as I could recall, that I didn’t sleep with Nurse. The new floor mats weren’t as soft and pliant as our old ones in Kafri, so between my sore buttocks, memories of Nurse’s beating, and being poked by sharp pieces of reed, I feared that it would be a long, uncomfortable night.


  Suddenly there was the sound of soft footsteps, followed by several cushions dropping down next to me. “I thought you might appreciate some company tonight,” Grandfather said as he arranged the cushions for us to sleep on.


  How wise of him to understand how much I’d miss Nurse’s presence. I was appreciating the cushion’s softness when he asked me if I could remind him what Rabbi Simeon said about crowns in the fourth chapter of the Mishna volume called Tractate Avot.


  As soon as I heard the word “crowns,” I comprehended that I was about to receive another lecture about my reputation. “Rabbi Simeon said there are three crowns: the crown of Torah, the crown of priesthood, and the crown of royalty,” I said, and then added with emphasis, “Yet the crown of a good name excels them all.”


  “Do you realize that you yourself wear those three crowns?”


  “I do?” I knew that Father was from a priestly family; his full name was Hisda haKohen. People in Kafri had brought us priestly tithes even though the Holy Temple was destroyed more than three hundred years ago.


  “A priest’s daughter also wears the crown of priesthood,” Grandfather explained. “And a scholar’s daughter who knows Scripture and Mishna certainly wears the crown of Torah.”


  “But royalty?”


  “The exilarch is a direct descendant of King David,” he replied. “In fact, the exilarch’s entire family, including your mother, descends from the Davidic royal house.”


  “Mother is related to the exilarch?” I asked in astonishment. Was that why we’d been invited to his palace?


  Grandfather chuckled at my amazement. “Nehemiah, the current exilarch, is her cousin. Haviva doesn’t tout it, but her mother and Nehemiah’s mother were sisters.”


  I was silently considering this when he continued, “Do you see why maintaining your reputation, your good name, is so important? If you damage it, you have besmirched the priesthood, the Davidic dynasty, and the Torah itself.”


  “I understand, Grandfather.” I hoped he would let me go to sleep now. I was so very tired.


  But he had another point to make. “Bearing the name Hisdadukh, Hisda’s daughter, you must be especially careful. For if you injure your good name, you injure your father’s as well.”


  Finally I could ask the question that had puzzled me for years. “Why did Mother name me Hisdadukh? Nobody else in our family has a Persian name.”


  “Haviva already had grandchildren when you were born, and she was determined that no one should confuse you, your father’s youngest child, with them.” He was silent for a moment and I closed my eyes. “Now I have a question for you, child.”


  I forced my heavy eyelids open. “What is it?”


  “When your father asked you whether you wanted to marry Rami or Abba, why did you say ‘both of them’?”


  “It wasn’t because I thought a woman could have two husbands,” I replied vehemently, still smarting from how Keshisha had mocked me. How often would I keep having to answer this question?


  “Of course not,” he assured me.


  Despite a good deal of thought about it, I still didn’t know what had made me give that answer. But what I told Grandfather wasn’t untrue. “I didn’t want to shame either youth by rejecting him in front of all the others.”


  “So you do understand the importance of avoiding shame. I hope that means you understand why you should never do anything to shame Rav Hisda.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “Or his daughter.”
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  It was in Sura that I first learned about sorcery, as well as how to brew date beer—two skills I knew existed but had never seen practiced. We had been in our new home less than a week when Hanan and Pinchas, along with most of our household, began the brewing process. I immediately learned that what I thought were cisterns were the troughs where crushed dates and water would ferment into beer. Most important, I discovered that the roof was a perfect place to watch the entire procedure.


  In Kafri beer had been brewed in Father’s date groves, too far away and hidden by palm trees to see from the roof. Here in Sura I watched from the very beginning, when field hands brought in cartfuls of dates from beyond the walls. But instead of emptying the contents into the troughs, they dumped the fruit right in the middle of the courtyard.


  That was the end of merely watching, for Father called on everyone, free and slave, man and woman, to pit the dates. The job wasn’t difficult; even children could separate the pits and toss them into large baskets to be saved for animal feed. For the children, in fact, it was almost a game. We were never allowed to play with our food at meals, but the dates were soft and it was fun to squish them between our fingers. We were supposed to throw the pitted dates back into the carts, but a fair number of them got thrown at one another first. It was a cheerful occupation, with much singing and joking, and we could eat as we worked. Before I tired of it, we were finished.


  Father, accepting that children would be too excited to concentrate on their studies and that the boys would likely be performing this task themselves in several years, sent us up to the roof. “You are excused from your lessons today and may watch the workers instead.” He turned to the nurses and admonished them, “Keep your charges well away from the fermenting troughs.”


  Excited at finally seeing how dates turned into beer, I hurried to stake out a spot above the eastern wall. I watched with anticipation as cartloads of dates were dumped into the troughs, filling each about half-full. I thought adding water would come next, but I was wrong. Instead, three men, including my brothers, climbed down into each of the troughs and began pushing the stone cylinders. Keshisha looked puny next to tall Nachman and stocky Hanan, but I could understand why he refused to be left out. Judging by my brothers’ grunts and red faces, those huge rocks must have been very heavy, and it took some time before they began to move.


  Slowly at first, but faster as the crushed dates provided lubrication, the men rolled the cylinders back and forth over the dates. Soon only two men were necessary to do the pushing, and Keshisha shifted to the task of raking whole dates into the stone’s path and moving the crushed fruit away. It was still a strenuous, messy exercise, so much so that the men wore only loincloths on this warm day. It was also dangerous, as wayward feet could be crushed as easily as the dates.


  Noon brought only a pause to the rolling and crushing. Determined not to miss a thing, I grabbed my spindle along with some flax and resumed my watchful perch. I was not alone for long. First to arrive were Achti and Rahel, also equipped with spindles and baskets of flax. Mariamme and Beloria soon followed, each carrying a partly woven basket and an armful of young reeds. Both women were short and birdlike, although Mariamme resembled a plump hen while Beloria was as skinny as a sandpiper.


  It was no coincidence that we had all brought work that could be done without looking at it, for we were mesmerized by the activity below. In the morning I’d been interested in the process rather than in the workers themselves, but this time my sisters-in-laws’ appreciation for the nearly naked men below made me see them in a new way.


  Of course I’d seen naked men before; after all, I had seven older brothers. But this was different in a way I couldn’t explain. Sweating, with muscles bulging as they strove to roll the heavy stones, the men, or rather their sturdy bodies, captivated my sisters-in-law. One after another would stop distractedly in the middle of the conversation, until she was prodded to continue speaking. Occasionally Beloria or Mariamme let out a squeal, having poked their own hands with a sharp reed.


  Their enthrallment was contagious, and I sensed that some new feeling had awakened within me. None of us dared to comment directly on what we saw or how the sight affected us. It was as if we had come upon a jar of honey that someone had left behind by accident and were silently stuffing ourselves before anyone arrived to take our prize away.


  So it came as a shock to hear Mother saying, “I do have some very attractive sons, don’t I?”


  I could feel my face blushing. I was focused on the six men who weren’t my brothers, plus trying to imagine what Rami would look like if he were working with the dates.


  Achti, who looked most like Nachman, giggled and opined that he was the best looking of her brothers. Since his wife, Shayla, was not among us, it was a safe thing to say.


  A chorus of female voices followed as each sister-in-law defended her own husband’s appearance, causing Mother to shake her head and chuckle. “Yet none of them can compare to their father. When Hisda was young…” She broke off with a sigh.


  “So that’s where you all went.” Shayla’s shrill tone made her censure clear. “At least you’re pretending to get some work done.”


  “Do you need something, Shayla?” Mother’s own disapproval was barely discernable.


  Flustered to find Mother on the roof too, Shayla muttered something about all the looms sitting empty and went back downstairs.


  “How long will it take to crush all the dates, Mother?” I asked. Maybe Rami would return in time to help.


  “Only a day. Just before sunset they’ll fill the troughs with water and stir the contents to start the fermentation.”


  “Oh,” I said slowly. After today there wouldn’t be anything interesting to watch.


  Mother must have heard my disappointment because she added, “Some men will keep stirring up the dates and water all week, until fermentation stops and the first batch of beer is ready.”


  Achti and Rahel didn’t know any more about brewing date beer than I did, and our curious expressions encouraged Mother to elaborate. “Then we siphon off the beer, add fresh water to the dates, and the brewing process begins again.”


  “Nachman says that sometimes we’ve gotten as many as six batches of beer from a single trough of dates,” Mariamme said, her head nodding like a hen pecking for bugs.


  Beloria had to show that she too knew about brewing. “I hope beer brewed with fresh well water won’t leave us with awful headaches the next day the way beer made from canal water does.” She grimaced at the memory.


  Once the men were relegated to stirring the fermenting date and water mixture, they began wearing tunics again, and my sisters-in-law resumed their responsibilities in the house or inner courtyard. I liked watching the bubbling troughs, with their heady aroma that tickled my nose, though not enough to stare at them all day. Besides, Father’s students had returned. I had to help Grandfather remember Mishna, I told myself, for I felt embarrassed about wanting to spend those hours with Rami.


  Now that he’d been chosen as my betrothed, my reaction bewildered me. As much as it gave me pleasure to see him, and to listen to his resonant voice, Heaven forbid that anyone, especially my brothers, should discover this. Despite all my hours in Father’s classroom, I now felt unaccountably shy in Rami’s presence. And though I enjoyed having him gaze at me, I would blush furiously whenever our eyes met.


  Watching the fermentation was a soothing escape from my confused feelings. When the fizzing slowed, it was time to clean the beer storage jars and check them for cracks. Rahel, who hadn’t found a sufficiently skilled slave potter yet, was busy from sunrise to sunset with these plus her own pottery. It was inevitable that some ceramics would get broken, but nobody expected Rahel to be injured.


  So we all came running when we heard her scream.


  “My hand, my hand!” she wailed, wrapping it in her skirt. “I thought this pot had cooled.” Pieces of the shattered pot lay at her feet, just outside the kiln’s door.


  Shayla raced up with the medicine basket. “Are you just burned or are you bleeding too? Let me see.”


  Tears of pain streamed down Rahel’s cheeks as she slowly opened her wounded palm to Shayla’s scrutiny. Mother joined the pair and made her own inspection.


  “The burn will likely blister,” Mother reported, “but at least the shards did not cut her.”


  Shayla motioned to the nearest slave, who was grinding wheat. “Girl, bring me a bucket of water fresh from the well.” To one who’d stopped working to watch the incident, she demanded, “You. Stop staring and bring us sesame oil and some clean rags.”


  The bucket arrived sooner than the rags, and as Mother whispered healing prayers, Rahel plunged her burned hand into the cool water. This must have helped somewhat, because although Rahel wore a pained expression, she was no longer crying. She yelped as Shayla anointed the wound with oil, but after that merely gritted her teeth while Shayla bound her hand with long strips of linen.


  “How often do you think the bandage should be checked?” Mother asked anxiously. “We must not disturb her wound by checking too often, but we need to be sure it doesn’t fester.”


  “We’ll look this afternoon, before sunset,” Shayla replied. “If the pain doesn’t worsen in the night, we can wait until first light to check again.” She turned to Rahel and added, “You should try to keep your arm elevated for a few days, maybe sleep with it on a cushion.”


  “An incantation to heal blisters would be appropriate,” Mother said.


  “By all means,” Shayla replied. “Use whichever one you think is best.”


  Her presence no longer needed, Shayla set an example for the onlookers and returned to the house. As annoying as I found her on occasion, I felt grateful that we had such a capable healer in our family. I would have gone with her, except that Grandfather wanted to use the privy. So when Achti lingered to hear what Mother had to say, I did too.


  Mother took Rahel’s injured hand in hers, closed her eyes, and murmured, “An unsheathed sword and a readied slingshot—its name is not Yochav, painful injuries.” She repeated the bizarre words twice more before lowering Rahel’s hand.


  “I can say it myself from now on,” Rahel said.


  “Once the blisters form, you will need to be careful not to break them,” Mother said. “But if all goes well and our voices are heard, you should be able to remove the bandage and have full use of your hand again in about three weeks.”


  “Three weeks!” Rahel gasped. “I have clients who need their bowls before then. I have to be able to write.”


  “Maybe Achti can help you.”


  I knew Rahel’s pottery was popular, but I was surprised that decorating it was so important that Mother would suggest Achti for the task when Achti’s wedding day was fast approaching.


  Rahel beckoned to my sister. “See that cup? Take this quill and write something on the inside of it.”


  Achti picked up the small bowl and awkwardly tried to hold the quill steady. “What shall I write?”


  “Anything, just make the letters as small as you can.”


  Achti started writing the alphabet, but Rahel stopped her after mem, muttering, “This won’t do, your letters are too big.”


  Before Achti could protest, I blurted out, “Let me try. My hands are smaller than hers.”


  Rahel rolled her eyes, but Mother took the cup and quill from Achti and gave them to me. I wanted to write something better than random letters and settled on the first line of the Targum, the Aramaic translation of Torah. It was a challenge to write the letters so tiny yet still have them legible, especially with both Mother and now Grandfather watching.


  I had written three lines when Mother stopped me and handed the cup to Rahel. “I think this will do nicely.” Mother lowered her voice and added, “Hisdadukh also has the advantage of not becoming dashtana and interrupting your work.”


  Rahel let out a sigh of relief. “Very well, Dada. From now until my hand is healed, your priority is to write what I tell you on my bowls. If you finish before sunset, which I doubt, then your time is your own.”


  I’d be glad to give up arithmetic and spinning linen thread, for this was the first time I’d done anything better than Achti. But I looked at Grandfather sadly, for there would likely be no Mishna study for at least three weeks.


  “I’m sure we can manage a little review in the evenings,” he said, and I could hear the pride in his voice.


  The next morning Rahel had me carry several wide flattish bowls to the garden, where a table with quills and an ink pot was set up next to some benches. It was a lovely autumn day, its heat mitigated by a gentle north wind. Butterflies and bees flitted from one flowering plant to another.


  “I hope your hand is better,” I said politely.


  Her response was curt. “It isn’t worse, which is apparently the best I can hope for at this time.”


  I looked at her with what I hoped was an attentive expression and waited for instructions. Part of me wanted to impress her while another part hoped I’d soon be back in Father’s classroom.


  “I hear that you have a good memory, which is fortunate, for you shall certainly need it.” She showed me a bowl whose interior was covered with concentric circles made up of letters too small to read from where I stood. “Your job will be to write what I say, exactly what I say, on the inside of these vessels, in such a way that the letters cover the entire surface.”


  “Can I write them on a wax tablet first or do I have to memorize them?” Surely the text couldn’t be too long if it had to fit on the inside of a bowl. But what if it wasn’t words at all, just random letters?


  “Use a wax tablet if you must, but you’ll be done sooner without it.”


  “I’ll start without one, then,” I said. No watching butterflies for me; I’d have to concentrate fully.


  “You will practice on these first, using any quill you like. They’re cheap vessels, not for any particular client, so it doesn’t matter if you make mistakes.”


  I nodded and picked up a quill at random, doubtful that the brisk and efficient Rahel would be a patient teacher. Thankfully, I’d be working outside where the light was good.


  “This is a short incantation to begin with, using your sister as an example so the names are familiar to you,” Rahel said. “Most will be longer, some much longer. Listen carefully and then repeat it back to me.”


  I startled at the word “incantation.” I’d assumed that I’d be writing poetry or perhaps some verses from Torah. But I didn’t dare ask for an explanation. I just hoped that Rahel would talk slower when she got to the text itself.


  “Sealed and doubly sealed are the house and threshold of Achti bat Haviva from all foul plagues, from all evil spirits, from monsters, from liliths, and from all demons and harmers,” Rahel said slowly and distinctly. “So they will not come near to her, to her house, and to the threshold of Achti bat Haviva, who is sealed with the three signet rings and doubly sealed with the seven seals from all foul plagues and from all evil spirits and from all species of liliths and from all demons. Amen and Amen. Selah.”


  Relieved that the words weren’t too difficult, I repeated them back to Rahel with only a few stumbles, which she gently corrected. She had me repeat it twice more. Then, satisfied that I didn’t need a wax tablet, she urged me to look at a bowl carefully and plan how I would make all the words fit inside.


  I ran out of room in the first bowl, and the second one had too much empty space left when I finished. When I proudly managed to make the words fit to Rahel’s satisfaction in the fourth bowl, she gave me another protective incantation, similar to the first but slightly longer, and told me I should practice for the rest of the day, writing the two versions on different-size vessels. She had to leave to install the bowl that she’d showed me earlier. She would check my work when she returned.


  As I wrote one incantation and then another, my mind whirled with the import of what I was doing. I now understood why all those women came to visit Rahel, why her pottery was so popular. These vessels weren’t regular soup or serving bowls, they were kasa d’charasha, enchanted bowls, which meant Rahel was an enchantress, a charasheta, maybe even a kashafa.


  But how could that be? I remembered Grandfather’s words: “The Torah says we do not allow a kashafa to live.” Yet Rahel was living right in our house. She was married to my brother Mari, who was so pious that the prophet Elijah visited his dreams.


  I stopped writing and gazed around the garden, hoping its peacefulness would soothe me. Rahel couldn’t be a kashafa. Kashafot were wicked. They cast evil spells, while hers were for protection from demons and other foul spirits. Why, one of her incantations was against evil spells and harmers, in other words, against kashafot. Besides, Mother knew about Rahel’s kasa d’charasha and she would never have let my brother marry a kashafa. Maybe my brother and Father didn’t know though.


  No matter how much I wanted to convince myself that there was nothing wrong with being Rahel’s temporary assistant, deep inside I was afraid.


  A week later, the fermentation had slowed in the brewing troughs. It was time to draw off the first batch of beer and add more water to the remaining date mush. Father’s tradition was that nobody tasted the new beer until the final batch was in its jars, at which time we sampled them all. This year my family was especially anxious. Though our income for the coming year depended on it, we had no inkling of how much beer, and of what quality, these dates would produce before their fermentation finally ran out.


  I had my own reasons for anxiety. I had sprouted two pubic hairs, the first sign of my impending womanhood. Mother told me that negotiations with Rami’s mother and brother were complete, and that my betrothal ceremony would take place after Rahel’s hand was healed. In addition, little more than a week after Rahel burned her hand, she had me inscribing bowls for real clients instead of just for practice.


  Two weeks later, jars labeled “aleph” and “bet” held the first two batches of date beer, and the third fermentation was bubbling strongly. But instead of looking forward to the end of my work with Rahel, I found myself dreading the day when her hand healed and I would be dismissed, leaving me with a skill I’d struggled to learn but could no longer practice. It seemed especially unfair that after inscribing all these vessels, I would never see what Rahel did with them.


  When Shayla examined Rahel’s hand and told her the bandage could come off for Shabbat, I became desperate.


  I waited until Rahel praised me for my most recent project, bowls inscribed with an incantation to protect a pregnant woman. “Rahel, I know you won’t need my help starting next week.” I tried to keep my voice steady. “While I was merely doing my duty and don’t deserve a reward, I beg you to grant me one request.”


  Rahel looked at me in surprise. “What reward do you want? A special bowl for your betrothal?”


  “I want to go with you when you do whatever it is you do with the bowls,” I blurted out. “I want to see them in use.”


  She chuckled softly, an inscrutable expression on her face. “I will gladly grant you that. You may accompany me tomorrow morning.”


  “Oh, thank you.” I gave her a fierce hug.


  “I want to warn you about something first.” Rahel must have seen the worry in my eyes because she promptly added, “Not about the incantation, but about afterward, when we take our midday meal with the clients.”


  “I’ll eat whatever you do, no matter how bad it tastes.”


  Rahel smiled at my interruption. “Ronai’s family are Jews, as are many of my clients, but they’re am-ha’aretz.”


  “Am-ha’aretz?” The Hebrew words meant “people of the land,” but the way she said them made them seem derogatory. “You mean they’re farmers?” I asked in confusion.


  “The am-ha’aretz are Jews who don’t follow how the Rabbis interpret Torah.” Rahel’s tone made her disapproval plain. “So they probably won’t wash their hands before they eat, nor say any blessings over the food and wine, and they might serve both meat and cheese at the same meal.”


  “The meat will be kosher, won’t it?”


  “Oh yes, but you’ll need to say your own blessings, which you must do quietly and tactfully.”


  “Why do you write kasa d’charasha for the am-ha’aretz if you don’t like them?”


  “The majority of Jews in Sura are am-ha’aretz, maybe as many as nine out of ten,” she replied. “If I limited my bowls to rabbinic families, I’d have very few clients.”


  I was awake before dawn and could barely keep still as Achti’s maidservant braided my hair with ribbons and dressed me in my striped Shabbat tunic and trousers. I was disappointed to find Rahel wearing plain linen clothes and no jewelry at all. Outside the gate, we mounted a waiting donkey. Then, along with two slaves to carry the bowls, we set off toward town. I could scarcely contain my glee. I was not only going to see Rahel do her enchantments, but this was my first trip to Sura.


  We didn’t get to see much of Sura, as Rahel’s client lived on the outskirts of the city. The house itself was located on a courtyard, much like our previous home in Kafri. Though Rahel had said that some of her clients weren’t Jewish, it was a relief to see the mezuzah on the doorpost. Ronai and her husband, a wheelwright, were both there, but I saw no sign of children. Their table was covered with a large amount of food, which Rahel declined, explaining that she would be fasting until after the bowls were installed.


  When Rahel introduced me as her apprentice, it took all the restraint I could muster not to hug her in gratitude, but I managed to maintain a suitably serious expression as we circled the house’s periphery. Once Rahel questioned Ronai about where the family slept, she directed her slaves to dig shallow holes outside that room and at the home’s threshold, one for each of the bowls I’d written on.


  “From this point on, there must be absolute silence until the bowls are completely buried,” Rahel admonished us.


  Ronai, her husband, and I nodded nervously. Rahel carefully placed each bowl upside down in its designated spot and covered it with earth. Then we returned to the threshold, where a slave helped Rahel don a white linen robe and veil. Most so-called white linen is actually pale beige, but Rahel’s outfit was dazzling in its pure whiteness.


  That was merely the beginning of her incredible transformation. Rahel might be tall for a woman, but as she girdled her robe and stood up straight, she seemed to tower over the rest of us, even the men. Her slaves sank to the ground as she raised her arms and addressed the unseen world in a voice that resonated with power and authority.


  “By the name of Shaddai Savaot Adonai, and by the power of the seven angels who are appointed over the seven days of the week: Michael, Gabriel, Samael, Raphael, Zadkiel, Anael, and Kafziel. That you should stand with all your might, power, and strength to withstand all those who damage and pain and inflict illness on the woman Ronai bat Maidukh.”


  Ronai and her husband fell to their knees as Rahel continued, “Cause all kinds of demons to flee from her, as well as liliths, ruchim, all kinds of fear, trembling, weakness of heart, and all kinds of pain so that she should be healthy and preserved and that she should not miscarry her fetus.”


  This was not a prayer; this was a command that even angels and demons must obey. The world was unnaturally quiet—no dog barked, no bird sang, no donkey brayed. Despite my trembling, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her.


  “I further adjure you, all kinds of liliths and ruchim that enter the entrails of women and spoil their offspring, in the name of Michael your master and Ashmedai your king, that you should move, go, flee, and keep away from this woman Ronai bat Maidukh and that you should not ever again come near to her. If you transgress against this, my adjuration, I shall strike you with iron rods that are the four holy mothers: Bilha, Rahel, Zilpa, Leah. Amen. Amen. Selah.”


  In the silence that followed, Rahel slowly lowered her arms and took off her white clothes. Her slaves helped the awestruck couple to their feet, and in a completely normal voice Rahel said, “If you please, I will break my fast now.”


  Rahel and the slaves ate with gusto, but I could have been eating date pits. All I could think was that I wanted to be a charasheta just like Rahel.
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  TWELFTH YEAR OF KING BAHRAM II’S REIGN


  •285 CE•


  I was thankful that Rahel felt no need for conversation on our way home, for my mind was fully occupied in planning my future. Clearly my best, perhaps only, means of becoming a charasheta was to continue as Rahel’s apprentice. But had Rahel actually intended for me to be her apprentice or had she merely introduced me that way to explain my presence?


  Next week I would be betrothed, and judging by Achti’s experience, I would soon be learning how to manage a scholar’s household. It wouldn’t matter whether Rahel accepted me as her apprentice if Mother thought it would interfere with my domestic studies. And what about helping Grandfather remember his Mishna? I didn’t want to give that up.


  My path was clear. First talk to Rahel, and if that went well, then talk to Mother. Or maybe have Rahel talk to Mother? In any case I needed to start soon, maybe even tomorrow.


  But I was too impatient. When Rahel gave me a new bowl and incantation that afternoon in the garden, I said a quick prayer for a successful enterprise and approached her. But my words weren’t the ones I’d carefully planned.


  “Rahel, did you mean it about me being your apprentice?”


  She hesitated, perhaps because she’d forgotten what she’d said earlier. “I suppose you are my apprentice.” Then she gazed at me intently. “Why do you ask?”


  The way she was examining me, I had to tell her the truth. “I don’t want to stop helping you with your kasa d’charasha. I want to be your apprentice and learn more about them.” Somehow I managed to not disclose my ultimate goal.


  Rahel was silent for a long time, so long that I was sure she was searching for a way to reject me without hurting my feelings.


  “I’ve never considered training an apprentice, at least not until I had a daughter old enough. But you have been useful, and it would be good to have help after this baby is born.” She patted the telltale bulge under her tunic, and I felt stupid for not noticing it earlier.


  “Please.” I tried not to whine.


  “It’s not my decision alone. We need to get your mother’s permission.”


  To my shock, Rahel took my hand and nearly dragged me into the house. I blinked a few times as my eyes adjusted to the change in light from the sunny garden to the dimly lit anteroom. Mother was sitting with a couple of older women I’d seen at synagogue and another, plumper one I didn’t recognize. Evidently they were Mother’s social equals, because all four sat on the same number of cushions. I would never have dared to disturb them, but Rahel strode right in. She greeted the visitors warmly, kissing each one’s wrinkled cheek in turn before beckoning me to join them. I kissed the women’s cheeks as well, but I was too frightened to speak.


  Rahel didn’t waste any words either. “Haviva, your daughter wishes to become my apprentice.”


  Mother and her companions all stared at me appraisingly, just as Rahel had done earlier. There was no escape from their scrutiny, and I would have been grateful if the earth had opened and swallowed me. Somehow I was compelled to speak, and again the words were not the ones I would have planned to say.


  “I want to learn more about magic, Mother.”


  Mother surprised me with her question. “And what about your Torah studies with your father and grandfather?”


  I answered truthfully, though I realized it made me seem like a dilettante. “I want to study Torah too.”


  The thinner women from synagogue rested her chin on her hand before turning to Mother. “Torah study could give your daughter merit, so her incantations would be more effective. But would she have time for both after she’s married?”


  To my further astonishment, Mother chuckled. “It’s lucky she’ll be living with her sister, then.” Like one sharing a small joke, she added, “Achti is already so proficient at managing a household that I doubt she will require, or appreciate, any assistance from Hisdadukh.”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. The visitors smiled and nodded in approval, and with tears streaming down my face, I rushed into Mother’s arms.


  Rahel gave me a few moments to savor my victory before saying, “Hisdadukh and I must return to our work.” She bowed slightly and pulled me toward the door. “Thank you for allowing us to interrupt. Now I’m sure you have other matters to discuss.”


  I was late getting up the second day of the following week, and by the time I came downstairs to break my fast, Father and his students had already left for court. Unlike midday and evening meals, eating in the morning was informal. Nobody would rouse sound sleepers unless it was an emergency, for what if they were in the middle of an important dream or their souls had difficulty returning? Mother ate early, but my sisters-in-law, especially those with babies who got up in the night, tended to wander in over a longer period of time than my brothers.


  Shayla, Rahel, and Achti were nowhere to be seen, but Beloria and Mariamme beckoned me to join them. A kitchen slave served me porridge and bread, the latter fresh and warm from the oven, and I drank in the wonderful aroma. Bread was always wheaten, but the porridge grain varied—sometimes wheat and sometimes barley. Today’s was my favorite, porridge prepared from wheat that had been roasted first, making it crunchy, with a nice toasty flavor.


  Both women were nearly done. Just as I resigned myself to eating alone, Rahel appeared at the top of the stairs. She waved and then quickly moved her hand to cover a yawn.


  Beloria smiled. “Those early months of pregnancy are so tiring, even if a woman sleeps from sunset to sunup and in the afternoon.”


  “She’ll be more tired later.” Mariamme’s head bobbed up and down in agreement. “Once the baby comes.”


  Rahel sat next to me, and after some polite questions about her health, our two companions left. Rahel’s appetite must have improved, because she was served twice as much porridge as I had eaten, plus some goat cheese for her bread. She had just finished the cheese when I looked up to see Mother bearing down on us.


  “I am relieved to see that I don’t have to wake you up.” Mother sounded pleased rather than annoyed. “My husband just sent word that a skilled potter cannot pay her karga, and that we should ask about her at the slave market today.”


  Rahel shoveled down her porridge in her eagerness to finish. “I’ll be ready to leave immediately.”


  Mother turned to me. “You can come and help choose your new maidservant.”


  We, along with our ubiquitous attendants, were soon on the road to central Sura, where Rahel and I had plenty of time to say our morning prayers as we walked. She had only taken me to one other bowl installation, and that house was also far from the city center, so I was bubbling over with excitement at my first chance to see Sura’s souk on a market day.


  But a question nagged at me. Not wanting to display my ignorance in front of the slaves, I approached Rahel and whispered, “What is a karga?”


  “Karga is the Persian poll tax,” she replied. “It’s the same amount for everyone aged fifteen through sixty, and only the Magi don’t pay it.” She paused for emphasis. “If you can’t, whoever pays it for you acquires you as a slave.”


  So that was how people got to be slaves. And why a slave like Nurse, who lived in a prosperous household, might not want to be freed. Unable to pay the karga herself, she’d just be sold into slavery again and could end up somewhere worse. I had to admit that our slaves’ presence made me feel more secure in the large city, in addition to proclaiming our high status.


  My thoughts were interrupted when Rahel continued talking. “The king also levies a land tax, tasqa, but only landowners pay that,” she said. “The owner pays with a share of his produce, so rich people pay more and tenant farmers, the aris who don’t actually own their land, owe nothing.”


  We entered a street where both sides were lined by plastered brick walls. Now and then we’d pass an open door or gate and I’d get a glimpse into the homes and courtyards behind those walls. At one intersection Mother consulted Rahel before turning to the right. We continued through a maze of roadways, and my throat constricted as I remembered how easily I’d gotten lost in the alleys of Kafri. I held tight to Rahel’s hand.


  There were other people out walking, most carrying baskets and jars, and we began to see shops interspersed among the houses. Soon the road narrowed into a shaded mavoi, shops outnumbered the houses, and I could smell spices and foodstuffs. Vendors yelled to us from their carts, the bold ones shoving their wares almost into Mother’s and Rahel’s faces. There were tall stacks of baskets, canvas sacks of every size hanging from hooks, and pyramids of fall produce like pomegranates, squashes, and root vegetables. I was surprised to see racks of ready-made sandals, since the cobbler always came to our home and measured each family member individually before making our shoes.


  But I was more surprised that almost none of the men were wearing tefillin. Grandfather, my brothers, Father, and all his students wore the small black leather boxes, one tied on the forehead and the other strapped on the hand. Inside each box was a piece of parchment inscribed with four Torah verses, including “bind them as a sign on your arm…and between your eyes,” “them” being words of Torah. They wore these all day, every day except Shabbat.


  Back when we lived in Kafri, my brothers used to tease one another by hiding their tefillin, so that at least once a month the day would start with someone yelling, “Who took my tefillin?” followed by much scuffling and chasing around until the errant items were retrieved. Now that we lived in Sura, however, the game had lost much of its popularity.


  Lingering in the souk was not on Mother’s schedule. She consulted with a slave, and we turned onto a narrower mavoi, and after a block, onto another even darker alley, one so narrow that we could only walk two abreast. Eventually we reached our destination, a walled compound closed with a heavy gate. Someone inside had heard us approach, because the gate creaked open a slit and a moon-faced man stuck his head out.


  “I understand that there is a skilled potter who cannot pay her karga,” Mother announced.


  “If the woman is to be believed, there are two.”


  Mother’s eyebrow rose. “Two?”


  “She says her daughter is almost as skilled as she is.”


  Rahel spoke up. “We need a potter’s wheel to test them.”


  “I’ll take you to her shop,” the man said. “You can see for yourself.”


  “Anyone with a shop should be able to pay their karga,” Mother said. “Is her husband a gambler or drunkard?”


  “Even worse,” he answered. “Her husband is a camel driver who hasn’t come home in almost two years.”


  Mother and Rahel let out simultaneous groans. “An agunah,” Rahel whispered. “No wonder she’s too poor to pay karga.”


  As we walked to the poor woman’s shop, I thought sadly of her plight, a Jewish woman’s worst nightmare. When a widow or divorcée’s marriage ended, she received sufficient funds for taxes from her ketuba, the money her marriage contract obligated her husband, or his estate, to pay her. A young widow or divorcée, especially one with a profession like pottery, would likely attract a second husband.


  But an agunah, whose husband has disappeared, was still considered his wife. She could neither collect her ketuba nor marry again. And if she had no family to help support her, she would eventually become impoverished.


  “I loaned her money for last year’s karga.” The man shrugged. “But she admits she cannot repay me, nor can she pay this year’s tax.”


  “I understand,” said Mother as we stopped in front of a table covered with ceramic vessels.


  Rahel immediately began to examine them, and a thin, tired-looking woman came out to greet us. Before she could speak, she noticed the slave dealer with us and tears welled in her eyes.


  “These pots look sturdy,” Rahel said to her. “But I would like to see how you make them.”


  Mother, Rahel, and I followed the potter into the shop, where an even thinner girl around my age was turning clay on a potter’s wheel. Rahel spoke gently to her, and the clay took on various shapes—a deep pot, a flat plate, a round bowl, a tall vase—before ending up as a wide-mouthed jar.


  Rahel nodded at Mother, who turned to the slave dealer and said, “The girl appears competent. How much for both of them?”


  The man named an amount that made Mother frown. “That will more than pay a year’s karga,” she protested. “I thought you said this year’s tax wasn’t paid yet.”


  “Skilled potters are worth more than ordinary slaves.” He looked back at the girl with a leer. “And the daughter is a virgin.”


  That was the wrong thing to say to Mother, especially with me, her own daughter of the same age, standing next to her. “My husband is Rav Hisda, who was recently appointed to Rav Huna’s beit din. I’m sure he would agree that since you merely loaned this woman the money for her karga, instead of paying it yourself, she merely needs to pay back what she owes you.” Mother’s voice was silky. “I assume you have the loan papers properly sealed and witnessed.”


  His moon face flushed with anger. “Very well, pay me what you think is appropriate.”


  Mother attempted to mollify him. “I also need a maidservant for my daughter.” Mother pointed at me. “Do you have anyone relatively young with experience in hairdressing and makeup? She needn’t be a virgin, but it would help if she could weave.”


  His expression brightened. “You are in luck. One of Sura’s most prominent matrons just sold me one of her own personal slaves. Apparently her husband found the girl too attractive.”


  Mother and Rahel exchanged glances, and the slave dealer quickly added, “She had only praise for the girl’s work and assured me that the fault was entirely her husband’s. Indeed, she was quite distraught about selling her.”


  “Let’s see her, then,” Mother said, “in addition to any others you have with those qualifications.”


  As soon as we entered the slave dealer’s courtyard, my initial enthusiasm was replaced by fear and revulsion. The slaves for sale were a piteous bunch who looked at us for the most part with longing or loathing, although some merely stared with vacant eyes. My heart broke for the poor potter and her young virgin daughter, and I couldn’t wait to get away from this horrible place.


  Rahel took my hand, and we followed Mother and the dealer to where the younger females were kept. I couldn’t bring myself to look, but after examining samples of their spun thread, Mother instructed three of them to undo my hair and style it anew.


  Without a mirror, I had no idea how I looked, but Rahel shrugged and said to Mother, “I don’t think there’s any question which is the best hairdresser.”


  “Hisda would prefer someone less attractive in our home,” Mother replied. “Not such a distraction for his students.”


  I forced my eyes up, and I knew immediately which one they meant. She was about Achti’s age and had similar coloring, but her features were just different enough to make her a beauty while my sister was merely pretty. Her eyes pleaded with me, begged me to rescue her.


  “I like her, Mother,” I announced. At least there was one slave here I could help.


  Mother hesitated, and I added, “Rahel said she’s the best.”


  “If she’s not too expensive,” Mother finally agreed.


  So we ended up with three new slaves—two for Rahel and one for me. Rahel’s were Imarta and her daughter, Haruta. Mine was called Zahra.


  During the walk home, I took the opportunity to ask Rahel, “Why don’t the men in Sura wear tefillin? You said that nearly everyone who lives here is Jewish.”


  “Only men in rabbinic families wear tefillin,” she replied. “That’s how people can recognize a rabbi when they see him.”


  Since I wasn’t allowed to wear makeup or a fancy hairstyle yet, having a personal maidservant wasn’t much different from having a nurse. Zahra slept with me, helped me dress, served my meals, and accompanied me nearly everyplace I went. When Zahra wasn’t serving me, she was either spinning thread or weaving it nearby. The one place she did not join me was Father’s lessons, where her beauty would be sure to distract his students.


  My presence in his classroom still seemed to be ignored, thank Heaven, and I tried to remain unobtrusive. However, shortly before we celebrated my betrothal to Rami, Father announced that he would teach a section of Mishna from Tractate Pesachim that dealt with betrothal feasts. As always, he quoted the text and made sure everyone understood the Hebrew words.


  “If he is on the way to slaughter his Pesach offering, or to circumcise his son, or to eat the betrothal meal at his father-in-law’s, and he remembers that he left hametz at home…,” Father began. “If he can go back and remove it, let him do that. But if not, he annuls it in his heart. However, if he is traveling for an optional purpose, he must return at once to remove it.”


  “Who is the ‘he’ the Mishna is talking about?” My brother Keshisha asked, apparently having forgotten that he’d learned this passage earlier from his tutor.


  I could see the annoyance in Father’s eyes, but he patiently replied, “Because the Mishna tells us that the feast is at his father-in-law’s house, we know we are dealing with the bridegroom himself, whose betrothal will lead him to fulfill the commandment to be fruitful and multiply.”


  What neither Father nor any student asked was why someone would schedule a betrothal feast during Pesach, when it was forbidden to eat hametz. It wouldn’t be much of a feast without leavened bread, pastries, or cakes.


  But there were no other questions, and I couldn’t ask mine, so Father looked at Rami, smiled, and asked, “Why are a betrothal feast, Pesach sacrifice, and circumcision listed together as different from an optional purpose?”


  Normally I was too timid to openly watch Rami in class, though I did steal glances at him from time to time. Today I was emboldened to give him an encouraging smile. After all, this discussion was in honor of our own betrothal feast. He didn’t look directly at me when he replied, but I knew the twinkle in his eye was for me.


  “The Pesach sacrifice and circumcising one’s son are mitzvot that must be performed at a specific time.” His voice was strong and confident. “Our Mishna teaches that celebrating a betrothal is a similar mitzvah that must not be delayed.”


  Leave it to Abba bar Joseph to find a problem. “But we have a Baraita that contradicts our Mishna.” I gritted my teeth as he objected, “It says: If he is going to eat the betrothal meal at his father-in-law’s or traveling for an optional purpose, he must return at once.” Abba repeated it several times for the class’s benefit, each time in a more commanding tone.


  Obviously this Baraita’s author did not consider betrothal an important mitzvah, even for the bridegroom, and thus his teaching explicitly contradicted the Mishna. I did not see how anyone could resolve such a clear conflict, not even Father.


  I was thankful when my brother Nachman spoke in Rami’s defense. “There is no difficulty. That Baraita is the view of Rabbi Yehuda, and the Mishna of Rabbi Yose.” He cleared his throat while the students considered this. “For we have another Baraita that states: A betrothal feast is optional, these are the words of Rabbi Yehuda; but Rabbi Yose says it is a mitzvah.”


  It is true, I reminded myself, that not all contradictions can be resolved. Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Yose were two Sages from the West who regularly disagreed. But because they had equal authority, Jews might follow either interpretation, the Mishna or the Baraita. In other words, both were correct.


  But Father shook his head. “While my son’s Baraita appears to resolve the problem, in truth the dispute between Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Yose concerns the second betrothal feast, when the bridegroom brings his gifts. All agree that the first feast, when the betrothal contract is witnessed, is a mitzvah.”


  He waited for questions or any other attempt to explain the contradiction. When there were none, he continued, staring right at Abba. “You might want to argue that both our Mishna and the first Baraita follow Rabbi Yehuda,” he said. “But even then there is no difficulty, for we can reply that our Mishna refers to the first betrothal feast and the Baraita to the second.”


  Rami now supported Father against Abba. “I know another Baraita where Rabbi Yehuda says, ‘I have heard that a betrothal feast is a mitzvah, but not the feast of gifts,’ while Rabbi Yose says, ‘I have heard that the feast of betrothal and of gifts are both mitzvot.’”


  Now it was Rami’s turn to repeat his Baraita as many times as the class needed to memorize it. His eyes met mine as he did, and I allowed my face to display my pleasure and pride at his triumph. Not only was his the final argument, but it was one that agreed with Father. I was also proud that, unlike some lessons, I had understood the entire discussion.


  But I did not like how Abba scowled at Rami after his argument lost.


  Father arranged my betrothal feast for after the autumn harvest but before the winter rains typically began. At first I was disappointed. I’d hoped for my first silk tunic and trousers but received a linen outfit trimmed in silk instead. Zahra did my hair in fashionable ringlets, yet the only makeup I was allowed was a trace of blue kohl to outline my eyes. I had imagined the celebration would be like a wedding, with dancing until late at night, and many people, including children, in attendance. But our guests went home at sunset, and the children ate separately.


  Yet this being my first adult meal made it special. My place between Father and Mother was a privileged position. Rami sat at Father’s right, beside his brother, Ukva. Seated next were three older men, whom Mother told me were Father’s colleagues—Rav Huna, Rav Sheshet, and Rav Nachman—two of whom would witness the betrothal agreement. Except for my brothers and Father’s students, those on the men’s side were strangers.


  To Mother’s left was Rami’s mother, Pushbi, then Achti, followed by my sisters-in-law and the other female guests. I noticed the two local women who had been visiting Mother the day I became Rahel’s apprentice, plus other women I knew from synagogue. But there were some I’d never seen before. I could tell the most honored guests because they—like my parents, Rami, and I—sat on three cushions. Other adults sat on two, and those with the least status, like the students, had only one.


  I wasn’t expecting to play a large part in the proceedings, and I didn’t. When everyone was seated at their small tables and Father blessed the wine, Rami handed the betrothal document and a small ring to Rav Huna and Rav Nachman. I suddenly realized that Rav Sheshet had been excluded as a witness because he was blind. I knew there was no reason to worry, but I still watched anxiously as the two rabbis examined both items. I sighed with relief when they signed the document and gave it to Father.


  Father stood up and addressed the room. “In Tractate Avot, Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai teaches that if three eat at one table and speak words of Torah over it, it is as if they have eaten from the Holy One’s own table.”


  Immediately, even the women’s chatter ceased. He continued, “We learn from a Baraita that if the husband-to-be wrote for the girl’s father ‘your daughter is sanctified to me, your daughter is betrothed to me,’ or ‘your daughter is a wife for me,’ then the girl is betrothed.”


  Rami spoke next, and I was impressed at how confident he sounded, his voice not wavering the slightest despite the large and distinguished audience. “You might think that the father should write the document himself, as he does if he sells her as a slave.” Rami waited for everyone to recognize the conflict. “But it is written in Torah, ‘when a man takes a wife,’ which clearly makes the husband the active agent.”


  “And Rami has written here,” Father held up the parchment, “Hisdadukh bat Rav Hisda haKohen is betrothed to me, Rami bar Chama.” Then he placed Rami’s ring on my finger and again quoted Torah, “I have given this man my daughter as wife.”


  I gazed at the plain gold band in awe and exultation. I was betrothed—properly and legally betrothed. Yet tonight was the only time I’d wear my betrothal ring until our wedding. Until that day, it would sit in Mother’s jewelry case for protection, and after that it would stay in mine. I was only a minor, so my consent wasn’t necessary, and in fact I could repudiate the betrothal when I came of age. But I still smiled at Rami and nodded.


  With the short ceremony concluded, our slaves served the celebratory meal. The food was better than on Shabbat or festivals. Roasted beef and kid, plus stews made from poultry and doves. No banquet would be complete without fried fishes and fish sauces for our bread. And what bread it was—baked from the finest flour, triple sifted. Some loaves were flavored with wine, oil, eggs, honey, plus various spices. My nose was overwhelmed with the wonderful smells.


  We all knew that Father didn’t like to eat vegetables, no matter how good Cook made them taste. He regularly told us how he’d only had vegetables to eat when he was a poor youth, and he’d hated to eat them because they just whetted his appetite. Now he said, “Where vegetables may enter, let fish and meat enter instead.”


  Still, there were squashes, cabbages, and beets, well seasoned with onions, leeks, and garlic, but also with expensive saffron and cumin. There was even a pungent mushroom dish. But what really made this a feast was the old wine, fat meat, and desserts. I had never drunk so much wine before, and I could feel the giddiness coming on. Rami and I each had our own honeycomb, and we could scarcely take our eyes off each other as we ate them—grinning and even giggling as we endeavored to keep the honey from dripping down our chins.


  Then I realized that our guests might consider me too brazen. So instead of continuing to gaze at Rami, I focused my attention on Pushbi and tried to figure out exactly what it was that made me dislike her even though I’d only just met her.


  SIX
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  Achti had told me that Pushbi was a widow who received most of her husband’s property as payment for her ketuba when he died. Though Ukva and Rami were already of age, there was little left in Chama’s estate for them to inherit. So they continued to live with their mother. But that was no reason to dislike my future mother-in-law. Other widows and their sons lived under similar circumstances.


  I tried to observe her without catching her eye. Pushbi had to be at least ten years younger than Mother, yet her skin was wrinkled and her hair streaked with gray while Mother’s face was unlined and only the hair at her temples had lost their color. Pushbi’s dark-green tunic seemed faded, but she was most likely planning to wear a new silk outfit for Ukva and Achti’s wedding. In any case, I chided myself, how she looked shouldn’t influence whether I liked her or not.


  It did irritate me that when Pushbi was speaking with Achti, she must have said three or four words to my sister’s one, but that wasn’t enough to explain the intense antipathy I felt. As the evening progressed, I began to think that maybe it was normal for a girl to dislike her future mother-in-law for no reason. It was only late in the meal, when Zahra brought me more sliced meat, that I realized what Pushbi did that upset me.


  Father taught that it was cruel to make a slave serve food throughout a lengthy meal, smelling all those delicious aromas, without giving him anything to eat. A pious man fed his slave from every course. My brother Mari was so pious that he gave his slave some of each course as he received it, not after he’d finished with it, and Father said this was the reason Elijah visited Mari’s dreams.


  So that was why I disliked Pushbi. As long as I watched her, she didn’t give her slave any food at all. Never mind that it wasn’t Pushbi’s food—it was my family’s, and we had more than enough for all the guests and their servants. Even if slaves had no more rights than animals, there was no reason to treat them harshly unless they deserved it.


  Abandoning any attempt at modest behavior, I observed Rami continuously until I was reassured that he was sharing his meal with his server each time my father did.


  When there was more talking than eating, the musicians switched to a livelier tempo. I wasn’t surprise when Mother jumped up to be the first to dance, but I was taken aback when she beckoned me to her side. Mother was an excellent dancer, and I knew I’d look awkward in comparison. Everyone agreed that she was the finest dancer in Kafri, and I expected that she was the best in Sura too.


  As she spun and swayed, her silks swirling around her lithe body, Father paused in his conversation to gaze at her. It was no secret in our family that long ago he’d seen her dancing at a wedding and immediately sought to marry her. Grandfather had not been enthusiastic about a match between this poor, young student and his only living child. But Chaldean astrologers had predicted that Father would be a great teacher, in addition to siring seven sons, so Grandfather acquiesced.


  I tried to imitate Mother’s moves and dance more elegantly, but I doubted my performance would similarly endear me to Rami. It wasn’t long before Achti and my sisters-in-law were dancing with us, and soon almost all the women had joined in, making the room a rainbow of shimmering silks. Even Pushbi was a decent dancer, although not with anything like Mother’s skill.


  One by one the women tired, leaving only Mother and me on our feet when the song ended. It was the men’s turn, and there was much clapping and shouting for Rami and Ukva to start them off. Now I could admire Rami for as long as I liked. Pushbi may not have bought new clothes for herself, but both brothers wore colorfully striped silk tunics and trousers. Few would expect a youth of sixteen years to dance gracefully, and Rami didn’t, but I was proud of how well he acquitted himself.


  Ukva and my brothers were all energetic dancers, but to my surprise Rav Nachman outshined them all. I asked Mother to point out his wife, but she said that Yalta hadn’t come with Rav Nachman and perhaps I would meet her at Achti’s wedding. Mother’s tone was disapproving, but I didn’t see what was wrong with Rav Nachman attending by himself. Rav Sheshet hadn’t brought a wife either.


  It was only when Achti and I were in bed that I thought of asking her why Mother might have been angry about Rav Nachman’s wife not being there.


  Achti’s snort of disgust made me even more curious. “Rav Nachman often travels alone. And when he arrives in a new city, he asks them to find him a wife for the time he’ll be there.”


  “Rav Nachman marries a new wife in each city?” Had I understood correctly? “Ha-Elohim! He must have lots of wives.”


  “No, he doesn’t. He divorces each one when he leaves.”


  I was speechless. How could any man, let alone a rabbi, be so profligate? “What woman would agree to marry him for only a few days?”


  “A poor widow or divorcée,” Achti said. “Because Rav Nachman will pay her the standard ketuba. He considers it a way of giving them charity.” Achti’s sarcastic tone made it clear that she didn’t approve of this arrangement.


  It didn’t seem right to me either. Couldn’t he give these poor women charity without making them marry him for it? Being a wife for a few days wouldn’t be much better than being a harlot.


  “Mother told me his wife was named Yalta,” I said. “Is that his Sura wife’s name?”


  “I have no idea who his Sura wife is. Yalta is his regular wife, who lives with him in Nehardea.” Achti’s voice, already a whisper, softened until I could barely hear her. “Yalta is the exilarch’s daughter.”


  I fell asleep wondering what Yalta thought about her husband having all these other wives. Mother said the exilarch himself had many wives, so maybe Yalta was used to the practice. But Father and my brothers only had one wife each, though they could surely afford more. I was pretty sure that was the way Mother wanted it.


  But what about Rami? What would I do if he wanted another wife? What could I do? Torah and Mishna agreed that a man could marry more than one wife, especially if the first one was barren.


  Being betrothed brought mostly good changes to my life. I ate with the adults instead of with the children, which made me privy to information that I would never have learned before, or at least not right away. So I was worried to hear that, unlike during the tolerant reign of the late king Shapur, King Bahram allowed his ruthless high priest Kartir to harass Persia’s religious minorities. None of my family seemed concerned, probably because the Zoroastrian priests didn’t persecute Jews as they did the followers of Jesus or Mani. And while some fanatical Magi might insist on protecting the sanctity of fire, no one had heard of such incidents in Sura. Still, Father declared that we would light our Hanukah lamps inside the villa walls this year rather than risk a confrontation.


  Because Imarta and Haruta were still manufacturing beer jars, I knew that, even months after the first batch was siphoned into jars and sealed, fermentation was still going. But mealtime was where I learned that we’d brewed more batches than anticipated. Neither Hanan nor Pinchas would hazard a guess as to when the dates’ sugar content would be exhausted, so Father decided to delay Achti’s wedding until the week before Pesach instead of the middle of winter. Achti might be disappointed, but I was relieved that she wouldn’t be moving away so soon.


  Another nice effect of being betrothed was attending synagogue on weekdays with Mother, Achti, and my sisters-in-law. Between my brothers and Father’s students, there was nearly always a minyan of ten men in our house, giving them the quorum necessary to hold a service that took minimal time away from Torah study. Women weren’t forbidden to pray with the men in our home, but I never saw any of them doing so. Our custom was for women to go to synagogue.


  Rather than attending the famous synagogue of the prophet Ezekiel, we frequented one closer to our villa. It wasn’t as old or venerated as Ezekiel’s, but it had beautiful mosaic floors and frescoes on the walls depicting scenes from the Bible. Worshippers could sit on benches or cushions, men in the middle and women around the sides, as an elderly man chanted the service in a surprisingly strong voice. Slaves stood in the back, making themselves inconspicuous until it was time to leave.


  While I never doubted that Elohim would hear my prayers at home, I felt more confident of them rising to Heaven when accompanied by the congregation’s.


  I was thrust into a new world populated by women who weren’t related to me, and soon learned that for them synagogue was equal parts praying and socializing. Each of my sisters-in-law had her own circle of friends or colleagues, while Achti giggled and gossiped with other maidens who were soon to be wed. Only one girl appeared to be as young as I was, and for the first few weeks, she and I merely exchanged awkward glances, until Achti finally introduced us.


  “This is my sister, Hisdadukh.” Achti pushed me toward the girl. “She just became betrothed to Rami bar Chama.”


  The girl’s kohl-rimmed eyes opened wide and her red lips smiled broadly. “My name is Newandukh. I’m going to marry my mother’s younger brother.”


  My grin mirrored hers. “You’re the first girl I’ve met with a Persian name too.”


  “And you are also the first for me.” She took my hand and confided, “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you for some time.”


  “And I to meeting you.” I had to chuckle. “To think that I’ve been waiting for you to greet me, since I was new here.”


  Newandukh giggled in return. “And I thought that you should greet me because your father is so prominent.”


  Our conversation had barely progressed beyond describing our family members—a short process for her, with only a younger brother, and a longer one for me—when Mother put on her cloak and veil in preparation to leave.


  I followed suit and bid Newandukh farewell until next time. As we walked home I wondered what it would be like to have an acquaintance my own age, and when Mother would let me wear lip rouge and black kohl like Newandukh did. But mostly I worried how I would find time to attend synagogue, train as Rahel’s apprentice, and study Mishna with Grandfather.


  The betrothal change I enjoyed most was my new responsibility for washing Rami’s hands and feet when he arrived and removed his shoes, just as Mother performed this duty for Father, and my sisters-in-law for my brothers. Of course a wife wasn’t always available when her husband came in from outdoors. Then slaves did the washing, as they did for visitors. Until my betrothal, I washed my brother Keshisha’s feet, not that I objected, since it gave me an unparalleled opportunity to tickle him, but afterward, my maidservant, Zahra, washed his feet in addition to mine.


  The first time I washed Rami’s feet, I was glad for all the practice I’d had on Keshisha. For I was exquisitely aware that this pair of feet belonged to my future husband. I was terrified that my shaking hands would spill the water, my ragged nails might scratch him, or a hundred other disasters that I had not anticipated could occur. Despite the act’s intimacy, or perhaps because of it, I was too shy to look at him, let alone talk to him—at least at the beginning.


  If it had been up to me to initiate a conversation, I might still have been washing his feet in silence six months later. But after we’d been betrothed a week, I’d no sooner picked up the pitcher than I heard Rami clear his throat, followed by a horse whisper. “Uh…Hisdadukh…,” he trailed off.


  I nearly spilled the water, but keeping my eyes focused on his feet, I managed to reply, “Yes, Rami.”


  He hesitated for so long that I began to think something was wrong. But eventually he continued. “I noticed…that your brothers…uh, they don’t…” His sentence ended in a rush of words. “They don’t call you Hisdadukh.”


  What was the matter with Rami? He spoke perfectly well in class, yet now he could scarcely string three words together. I looked up and saw that his face was bright pink, a color that only deepened as his eyes met mine.


  I promptly looked down again. “Only my parents and grandfather call me that.” I could feel my face blushing in return. “The rest of my family calls me Dada for short.”


  “What…What should I call you?” He swallowed and then corrected himself. “I mean…uh, what do you…want me to call you?”


  I had never given this any thought. “I guess you could call me Dada too,” I said uncertainly.


  “Would you…Would you mind?” He paused again, but this time I started washing his feet while I waited for him to finish what he wanted to say. “Uh…I’d rather call you…Dodi.”


  After my initial surprise, I felt myself warming with pleasure. Dodi was Hebrew for “my beloved,” a word I knew from the Song of Songs in Torah, and I felt certain that Rami’s choice of names was not an impulsive one. Wondering how long he’d been thinking of me as his beloved, I looked up and smiled. “I would like that.”


  He sighed in relief and his whole body relaxed.


  I finished his feet and moved up to wash his hands. “Is there anything special you want me to call you?”


  Immediately he tensed up again. “Uh, no…nothing special.” He paused to think. “I mean…you can still call me…uh, Rami.”


  ...


  By the following week, I was confident enough in my actions to notice how smooth and soft the skin on the top of Rami’s feet felt compared to the calluses on his heels and how pale his palms looked compared to the skin on the backs of his hands. I also noticed that he seemed a little more relaxed than during the first few days, when my slightest touch made him jump.


  But it was excruciatingly difficult to talk with him. He hesitated and then repeated himself and seemed to become tongue-tied at the simplest question. Yet it felt as though that he wanted to talk to me, and figuring that it should be easier for him to discuss Torah, I asked where he’d studied before and what he’d learned there. I soon discovered that Rami’s father had been one of his first teachers, and though Rav Chama had died five years ago, Rami still missed him terribly.


  So I encouraged Rami to talk about his father as I washed his feet. I told myself that I wanted to be diligent, to ensure that not a speck of dirt or a drop of rinse water remained when I was finished, and that’s why I drew out the process, not because my heart beat faster at Rami’s nearness and I wanted to prolong the feeling. I sensed that Rami appreciated a lighter touch, and I wanted to please him, so I tried to stroke his hands and feet rather than scrub them.


  Until he told me later, after our wedding, I was too innocent to realize what effect my efforts might be having on other parts of his body. For me, pleasure came from the moments when our hands touched as I washed his, and especially at the dazzling smile Rami bestowed on me when I gave his hands a gentle squeeze to signal that I was done.


  If only Keshisha hadn’t told me about the jealous scowl Abba wore whenever I was washing Rami’s hands and feet. After my betrothal to Rami, the other students paid no attention to my presence at Father’s lectures, or at least they convincingly pretended to do so. But not Abba. I often sensed him gazing at me in class or at meals, no matter how determined I was to ignore him.


  It was well after Hanukah when the tenth and final fermentation was siphoned into the last of Imarta’s jars. Mother made a small celebration out of our first tasting, and we all got to drink as much of the different batches as we liked. Despite Beloria’s hopes, however, the good water from our wells made little difference in how badly anyone’s head ached the next morning. I resolved to drink my beer diluted with plenty of water from then on.


  I couldn’t tell the difference between any of the batches; they all tasted good to me. Father and my brothers could though, and after a long discussion, they finally agreed on how much to charge for each. Beer was cheapest in the fall, when it was most plentiful, and the price gradually rose as the supply dwindled. Hanan and Pinchas preferred to sell our beer in the spring, but they couldn’t turn away the Sura dealers whose carts lined up outside our gate that week. Good news traveled fast.


  That night I was startled awake while it was still dark. “Wake up, wake up!” Zahra was pushing my shoulder, her voice urgent in my ear. “Hurry, we must go outside right away.”


  My head still hurting from too much strong beer, I reluctantly cracked an eye open. A lamp was burning in the kiton, but otherwise it was pitch black. My heart began to pound. “What’s the matter? Is there a fire?”


  “Nothing’s wrong,” Achti called out. “The canal is blocked and we need to hurry to collect the fish.”


  I breathed a sigh of relief and let Zahra pull my tunic into place and lace my sandals. Then we ran downstairs, jostling others on the staircase. Beloria handed us each a basket, and we hurried out the courtyard gate. The winter sky was pinkish gray with the approaching dawn and I shivered.


  Zahra took my hand and urged me to move faster. “Don’t worry. You’ll soon be too busy to feel the cold.”


  “What’s happening? Why is everyone in such a rush?”


  “Your canals never got stopped up in Kafri?” she asked in disbelief.


  “I don’t know. We didn’t live next to one.”


  “All canals get blocked with debris eventually,” she explained. “If it’s downstream, the canal overflows its banks, leaving fish all over the fields.”


  Suddenly one of our slaves ran past me, a basket full of squirming fish in her arms.


  “Oh no! They’re tossing up fish from in the canal itself,” Zahra said. “It must be blocked upstream.”


  “What’s wrong with that?” At least I wouldn’t be slogging through a muddy field.


  “It’s dangerous for those in the canal. When the debris is cleared upstream, a giant wave will come rushing down.”


  The sky had lightened sufficiently that I could make out the slight rise of the embankment ahead. Zahra had just bent down to scoop up a fish when, splat, a large one landed at my feet. Ashamed of standing around watching while everyone was working so hard, I quickly threw it in my basket and set about gathering more.


  Zahra was right about not feeling cold. Between running to pick up fish and then racing home with them, I was in constant motion. The sun was just peeking over the date palms when a woman on the embankment shouted, “The canal is cleared. Hurry, the water is coming!”


  Men raced to help our workers out of the muddy canal. Our lookout must have had keen eyesight, because it was several moments before I could distinguish, in the early morning light, the approaching brown water from the equally brown mud.


  Some of our crew delayed, to grab just one more fish, until Father began yelling, “Everyone out now!”


  I watched with increasing anxiety as several men struggled to wrench their legs from the ooze that kept sucking them down. Hands reached out and a chain of men strained to pull their comrades free. I could hear the gushing water closing in when the last of our workers scrambled up the embankment and collapsed at the top. I let out my breath in relief to see that my brothers and Father’s students, especially Rami, were safe.


  Once back in the courtyard, we waited silently near the wells while slaves brought us warm bread and washed our muddy hands and feet. Our work with the fish wasn’t finished, however; they still needed to be gutted, cleaned, salted, and dried. The best fish disappeared whole into the kitchen, where they would undoubtedly become ingredients in the next few days’ meals.


  When it was time to carry the clean fish halves up to the roof, Father, his students, and my brothers made a hasty exit. The courtyard cats, whom I thought would have eaten their fill of fish entrails, headed to the roof, winding between the legs of those going upstairs. Since even Mother was hefting baskets of fish on her shoulders, I knew I wouldn’t be excused yet.


  Once on the roof, I saw that someone had anticipated our task by laying out woven hemp mats and covering them with salt. Zahra was already seated, placing the fish tightly together on the salt until the mat was completely covered. Then Shayla poured more salt over the fish, and Zahra began another layer. Though nobody fed the cats, they circled the mats and meowed hopefully.


  Finally I had a task that didn’t involve running. I sat down opposite Zahra and began depositing fish at the mat’s far end, but instead of adding more salt when we finished that layer, this time a new hemp mat went on first. And so it went: mat, salt, fish, salt, fish, and then another mat. The process repeated until the stack of fish and salt reached our chests, at which time heavy boards were hefted on top to press out the brine and close any gaps. Imarta and Haruta built another pile next to us, and with all the women working together, the roof was almost completely covered with towers of salted fish when it came time for our evening meal.


  Thankfully, my job was finished. The piles stood outside for a week, after which they were turned over to cure longer. Then kitchen slaves hung the salted fish to dry until the moisture, and the fishy smell, evaporated. This took weeks in the rainy season, and only then was the cured salt fish stored away. By that time it was almost spring.


  The week before Achti’s wedding, Father surprised me by including me in his premarital-advice lecture to Achti in the garden, where the land was verdant with new growth. The roses weren’t blooming yet, but tulips and buttercups put on a colorful show.


  “Your mother and I have been blessed with a good and fruitful marriage,” he began. “From all our years together, I have acquired some wisdom on the subject, which I hope will benefit you and your husbands.”


  “Yes, Father,” Achti replied, while I merely nodded.


  “It is important that a man not come to desire another woman, especially when he and his wife are in bed together.”


  Achti blushed at his mention of the marital bed, and I felt my face warming too. Surely Father didn’t intend to discuss sexual matters with us. Not that I was innocent of these things. I had seen our goats mating.


  “Thus you should be careful that he does not find anything repulsive about you.” His tone was so serious that I began to worry about what examples he would tell us next.


  “Do not eat herbs at night, lest your husband smell your foul breath. Nor drink beer, which will make you flatulent.” Achti let out a nervous giggle, while I barely managed to suppress mine. “Don’t eat dates or other dried fruit at night, lest you suffer diarrhea. For your husband will certainly be disgusted when he hears you using the chamber pot.”


  Naturally Father found those things repulsive. He was so fastidious that while most scholars would pray once they were four cubits away from excrement in the street, Father insisted on standing four cubits away from where the air no longer stank.


  Sure enough, Father added, “And if you need to relieve yourself outdoors, do it where your husband will see neither you nor any trace of your excrement.”


  Was Father only going to talk about how to avoid repulsing our husbands? Maybe he noticed that we were viewing him with anxiety, because he said, “A wife also needs to make herself attractive to her husband in addition to not offending him.”


  Achti and I looked at him with more interest. “A woman should always be modest before her husband, keeping parts of her body hidden,” he said. “So he will not become too familiar with her and take her for granted.”


  “I don’t understand,” Achti said. “I thought we aren’t supposed to use the bed in our clothes like the Persians do.”


  I was both impressed and shocked that my sister knew what Persians did in their beds. Father, however, answered her in the same calm and serious tone he’d been using. “You are quite correct that a husband and wife should perform the holy deed naked, but that doesn’t mean she flaunts her body before him.”


  He reached into his purse and pulled out a large pearl in his right hand. “Here is an example to explain what I mean.”


  Achti and I crowded close to see it. “It’s beautiful,” she said, while I merely sighed with delight.


  Then he put his left hand into his purse, but kept his fist clenched when he removed it.


  “What do you have there, Father?” Achti asked eagerly. “Is it another pearl?”


  Father smiled and kept his hand closed. “Maybe it’s a different jewel?” I said, wondering if it was a ruby or a sapphire. “Won’t you let us see it?”


  He waited until we were begging to see the treasure in his hand. Then abruptly he acquiesced, but on his open palm sat a lump of charcoal.


  As we gave voice to our disappointment and irritation, Father chuckled. “In your eagerness to see what I had hidden, though it was merely an ugly piece of burnt wood, you ignored the beautiful pearl that was sitting right in plain sight.”


  “Oh.” Achti’s eyes open wide as she nodded.


  I too understood his lesson. “A husband may come to disregard even the most beautiful wife if she is always on display,” I said.


  “And he may come to covet another woman, even an ugly one, who hides herself from him,” Achti continued.


  “Exactly,” Father said. “Now you must learn how much to conceal or reveal, and when, so your husband will desire you and only you.”


  First he tossed the charcoal into the bushes. Then he turned to Achti and placed the pearl in her hand. “This is my wedding present to you, so you should remember my advice whenever you see it.”


  As soon as Achti and I went upstairs, I was determined to hear how she learned what the Persians did in bed.


  “Some women at synagogue are converts,” she replied. “And I know lots more than that.”


  “What do you mean?” Had Achti been with Ukva already?


  “You’re not the only one who likes to spy on people from the roof. I’ve seen Timonus with the head laundress, as well as our nephews’ tutors with the kitchen slaves.”


  Too shocked to question her further, I closed my eyes and said my evening prayers. It didn’t seem fair that just when Achti was starting to talk to me like an equal, she’d be getting married and living somewhere else.


  For a moment a terrible thought assailed me. What if I weren’t allowed to attend her wedding at Ukva’s? After all, children almost never went to banquets away from home, for fear that some stranger would admire them and, Heaven forbid, provoke the Evil Eye against them.


  Everyone knew that the Evil Eye was responsible for a great deal of misery in the world. Rav, Father’s teacher, once went to a cemetery and cast a spell that let him talk to the dead. Ninety-nine told him they’d died from the Evil Eye, and only one from bad air.


  SEVEN
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  THIRTEENTH YEAR OF KING BAHRAM II’S REIGN


  •286 CE•


  Just as my betrothal brought me into other adult venues, it privileged me to attend Achti’s wonderful wedding. My fun started when mother let Zahra make my hair and makeup as fancy as she liked, then continued with the arrival of musicians who accompanied the wedding party all the way from our house to Ukva’s. As the sun slowly set behind us, Achti rode in a litter like a princess, while the rest of us walked with torches.


  There were so many people that even the courtyard was crowded, and their laughter and banter filled the air. The women dressed in gorgeous silks, and most of the men too. Achti and Ukva disappeared under the bridal canopy soon after the mitzvah meal, and then the dancing really got lively. I thought my feet were going to melt and it wasn’t yet midnight. I wanted to celebrate until dawn, like my brothers, but I was so tired that I went home early in the litter with Rahel, who was so hugely pregnant that everyone was surprised to see her there.


  The next day, however, I learned that my parents didn’t find the wedding so wonderful at all. And since most of the family, and all Father’s students, were still asleep, he and Mother felt no need to censor their criticism.


  “Ha-Elohim! I have never been so ashamed in my life.” Father shuddered. “To think that they almost ran out of food at my daughter’s wedding.”


  “I thought we’d given more than our share by supplying the beer, kids, and poultry,” Mother said. “Thank Heaven I noticed the dearth of meat and had time to send for more kids.”


  Father brandished a piece of flatbread at Mother. “There was scarcely sufficient old wine for the groom’s blessings.”


  “Perhaps Pushbi didn’t realize how many guests would attend because of your prominence, Father.” For Rami’s sake, I felt I should make some defense of his mother. “She’s never had a wedding at her house before.”


  “It’s generous of you to make excuses for her,” Father said. “But Sura is a big city, and I’m sure Pushbi has attended many weddings here.”


  Mother shook her head and frowned. “Enough to know that the bride’s musicians only play for the procession from her house to her husband’s. The groom’s musicians are supposed to be responsible for accompanying the dancing.”


  “Except there weren’t any groom’s musicians.” Father slapped his hand on the table, causing both of them to wince at the sudden noise. “It is well that we had those extra fermentations of beer this year—to pay for our musicians to stay all night.”


  “And for the extra food,” Mother added. “Plus we’ll likely have to host a brit milah banquet in less than a month, although I hope the baby can wait long enough that we won’t have to host it during Pesach.”


  I gazed at her in amazement. “How do you know Rahel is having a boy? Did she ask the Chaldeans?”


  This made my parents smile and exchange knowing glances. “There was no need consult astrologers,” Father said with just a hint of pride. “Boys tend to run in our family.”


  Now that he mentioned it, I not only had seven brothers compared with one sister, but I also had quite a few more nephews than nieces. I continued eating in silence while my parents muttered about how Pushbi’s beef was tough and lean, her bread baked from coarsely sifted flour, her desserts of insufficient variety, and made a myriad of other complaints. I didn’t know if I should be worried about my future in her household or if no one could meet my parents’ impossibly high standards.


  Finally Mother let out a sigh. “At least Ukva performed his marital duty well. Achti was quite satisfied with his efforts in that area.”


  Before they could say more on that subject, Rav Nachman shuffled in and sat by Father, followed by his wife Yalta, who sank onto the cushion next to Mother. Both appeared to be in their midthirties, and somehow they reminded me of a pair of sleek, well-fed cats. Immediately a pair of slaves brought out washing bowls, a second pair set up their tables, and another brought out bread and wine to start their meal. I felt proud that our family knew how to host such prominent guests.


  Nachman groaned and, careful not to mess his well-oiled hairstyle, held his head in his hands. “I must have drank too much wine last night.”


  To my surprise, Yalta interrupted him. “You didn’t drink too much. The wine they served wasn’t old enough. That’s why your head hurts.” I’d never heard a woman speak to her husband with such authority, but, then, Yalta was a princess.


  Mother raised an eyebrow at Father and quickly filled Yalta’s wine cup. “We mix our wine with water from our own well, which everyone agrees is exceptionally sweet.”


  “And is this lovely girl your younger daughter?” Yalta was at once charming and patronizing. “Or a granddaughter?”


  “Hisdadukh is our youngest child,” Mother said. “She was recently betrothed to Rami bar Chama, Ukva’s brother.”


  With a sly grin, Yalta moved her cushion closer to Mother. Though Yalta lowered her voice, I was able to make out enough words to understand the gist of the gossip she was imparting. “Pushbi…full of herself…bragging…daughters-in-law…family…rich…scholars…priests…exilarch…her control.”


  Mother’s eyes blazed. “Not if I can help it.”


  If Yalta had any more to say, I didn’t get to hear it because we were joined by Grandfather and Keshisha, and then, slowly but surely, the rest of my brothers and their wives. Last to arrive were Father’s students, who had slept at Ukva’s house. I decided to follow Father’s advice about not being on constant display, so just when Rami sat down, I excused myself to work on a kasa d’charasha that I’d started the day before.


  I was surprised to find Rahel already up. She was sitting awkwardly on a bench and telling Imarta and Haruta what types of pottery they should produce next.


  She interrupted her instructions and waved at me to come closer. “Once the baby comes, I won’t be able to write or install any bowls until I’ve stopped bleeding and then immersed,” she told me.


  “Do you want me to write them?” I asked, wondering if perhaps another charasheta would do the installations.


  She looked me in the eye. “You said you wanted to learn magic, so I’ve arranged for you to study with an amulet scribe.”


  Attending synagogue, I’d noticed that many women, and nearly all children, wore amulets around their necks or wrists. Curious, I’d asked Newandukh to show me hers, which was a small bronze cylinder hanging on a red silken ribbon. Newandukh admitted not knowing what was written on the papyrus inside, only that its purpose was to protect her from demons. She used to have a different amulet when she was sick, but after she recovered, her mother placed it under the ark that held the synagogue’s Torah scrolls for thanksgiving.


  When I asked Mother why nobody in our household wore amulets, she assured me that Heaven protected Torah scholars and their families. In fact, wearing one would be tantamount to declaring our lack of faith in the power of Torah study.


  “Rahel, who is going to teach me about amulets?” I could hardly contain my enthusiasm. “Will she come here or will I go to her home? How long will I study with her?” Of course the amulet maker would be a woman. A man would never be allowed to teach a betrothed maiden like myself.


  “I’m glad you’re so eager to begin your studies,” she said. “You’ll go to Kimchit’s shop to begin with, but once you’ve mastered the process, I expect you’ll be able to inscribe them here. You’re too young for installing kasa d’charasha, but your age is irrelevant if your amulets prove effective.”


  “When will I go there?”


  “It depends. Usually after synagogue.”


  “Will Kimchit’s daughters-in-law be teaching me too?”


  “Not likely. Neither of them can read or write.” Rahel must have noticed my surprise, because she added, “You may be a Torah scholar, Dada, but there is still so much you don’t know about the world. For instance, it’s a rare woman who can even tell an aleph from a bet.”


  I blinked in astonishment. “But the Torah commands Israel to teach these words diligently to your children.”


  “Most Jews think that means teaching them to your sons, not to your daughters. Your father is unusual in this regard.”


  “How did you learn to read and write?”


  “I don’t have any brothers, so in order to fulfill the commandment, my father taught me and my sister,” she said. “But even in sophisticated Machoza, what he did is uncommon.”


  It took me quite some time to realize the enormity of what Rahel said—that nearly every Jewish woman in Bavel was illiterate and thus could only learn things they were told.


  To everyone’s relief, Rahel was still pregnant on the eve of Pesach. Preparing for the festive meal with all its ritual foods was a major undertaking, with the kitchen slaves up before dawn to make sufficient matzah for the feast. The day before it had taken them hours to cleanse the house of hametz. Others took almost as long to chop the nuts, dates, and dried fruits like figs, peaches, and apricots that went into Cook’s special haroset. Several heads of lettuce had been allowed to go to seed and their bitter leaves harvested. Two large hearths in the courtyard had been burning for hours, producing a hotbed of coals beneath their still-empty grills.


  With the sun approaching the horizon on the Fourteenth of Nissan, the men in our family had ritually immersed in the canal, and all the foodstuffs except the most important were ready. Shayla led in the two yearling male kids she’d been fattening for just this purpose. Nachman and Hanan, the most expert among my brothers at kosher slaughter, dispatched the two kids and carefully collected their blood as commanded in the Torah. Then, while the other children and I watched, Father dipped some hyssop sprigs into the blood and outlined the doorway with it. When we turned around, the kitchen slaves had already skinned the kids and started roasting them.


  We followed Father into the traklin, where the appetizers were waiting. The children, eagerly anticipating the festive meal, settled noisily on their cushions. Already the savory aroma of roasting meat wafted in from the courtyard, making my mouth water. Slaves brought out pitchers and bowls to wash our hands, and Father blessed the first cup of wine. Next they served us the bitter lettuce, dipped in salt water. Then the fun began.


  Instead of slaves serving us the matzah, which were piled up on trays before us, Father picked up a piece and tossed it at Tachlifa, who caught it one-handed and tossed it to Keshisha while Grandfather tossed one to me. The next instant the room was filled with laughter as my brothers and their wives not only threw matzah at their children and one another but, once the trays were empty, proceeded to snatch away matzah from whomever they sat next to. This went on until Father signaled the slaves to serve the haroset.


  Now came my favorite part. Father, in that tone of voice an adult uses to address children, asked the room, “What is different tonight compared to other nights?”


  We waited for the littlest to go first. A few of the older children, familiar with the procedure and impatient for their turns, whispered hints to their younger siblings until one of them piped up, “Where’s the bread? Why do we only have matzah?”


  Another soon asked, “Why do we eat old bitter lettuce instead of young leaves?” followed by, “And why dip them in salt water instead of something tasty?”


  The questions came faster: Why don’t we get any stews to eat? Why only roasted meat? Why did you put the blood on the doorposts? Why are we wearing shoes when we eat? What are all those staffs for?


  Finally I asked my favorite. “Why can’t we have haroset more than once a year? It tastes so good.”


  Father beamed with pride. “So many good questions. Now listen carefully while I tell you a story that answers them.”


  He proceeded to recount the history of the Exodus from Egypt, emphasizing how Elohim commanded us to commemorate our freedom from slavery by slaughtering a yearling kid at twilight on this day. “We mark our doorposts with its blood to protect us from evil spirits, as our ancestors marked theirs so the tenth plague would kill only the Egyptian firstborn,” he explained solemnly.


  Yenuka interjected, “So we can drink as much wine as we like without worrying about whether we’ve had an even or odd number of cups.” I knew that drinking pairs left a person vulnerable to demonic attack, but the younger children might not.


  Father ignored my brother’s irreverent interruption. “We are further commanded to eat the meat roasted, not cooked in water, along with unleavened bread and bitter herbs, the latter dipped in salt water because the Egyptians embittered our ancestors’ lives as slaves in Egypt.” He gestured toward the staffs leaning against the wall. “And to remind us of how hurriedly they fled, Elohim commanded us to eat quickly, with sandals on our feet and staffs in our hands.”


  “However, for safety’s sake we keep our staffs at hand instead,” Grandfather said. It had happened before I was born, but he’d told me about the debacle that ensued when Father allowed my brothers to each have his own staff at the meal.


  Mother held up the haroset. “We serve haroset only on Pesach so you’ll look forward to eating it, and then appreciate it all the more.”


  “But why do we all throw the matzah at one another?” my eldest niece, Guria, asked. “That isn’t in the Torah.”


  “But the Torah does say: ‘When your children ask you about this ritual, you shall tell them it is because Elohim passed over the Israelites’ dwellings when He smote the Egyptians, but saved ours,’” Father replied. “Thus we do many odd things tonight to encourage children to ask questions.”


  The slaves were quick to serve the roasted kid and the rest of the festival meal when Father completed his narrative. “Our Sages teach that because reclining while eating is the sign of a free man, we are all required to recline tonight, at a minimum while eating an olive’s worth of matzah.”


  As always, this was when Timonus would ask, “Even a slave in the presence of his master and a woman in the presence of her husband?”


  And Father would answer, “Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi teaches that both slaves and women are required to recline, at least for the time it takes to eat their matzah.”


  This was the signal for our slaves to sit down for a little while to eat, even the laundresses and others who weren’t normally involved in serving meals. As Zahra ate her portion, she whispered how grateful Father’s slaves were that they weren’t making bricks in Egypt instead.


  The younger children went to bed when we began singing the psalms that made up Hallel, and nearly all were asleep when the last verse was sung. I was determined to stay awake long enough to hear the men discuss some of the laws of Pesach, even if I wouldn’t be able to last until they finished after midnight.


  Rahel had her baby two days later, and it was indeed a boy. A week after that, I was awake every time he cried during the night, not because he was particularly noisy, but because I was so excited about starting my amulet education in the morning. I immediately found that my schedule at Kimchit’s would be quite erratic. Though we might inscribe Rahel’s bowls anytime except on Shabbat, there were strict rules about when amulets could be written.


  The first thing I learned was that, because of various astrological and angelic influences, there were just seven propitious dates during the month when amulets could be inscribed at any hour during the day and eleven additional dates when we were restricted to the morning. Kimchit explained these to me at synagogue, and I took care to memorize their anomalies. For instance, since Third Day was under the influence of the planet Mars, which predisposes the world to war and misfortune, one would never write a healing or protective amulet on that day of the week, no matter what the date.


  There were also a few particularly auspicious times: First Day during the seventh hour, Second Day in the fifth hour, Fourth Day in the second hour, Fifth Day in the fourth hour, and Sixth Day during the fifth and tenth hours. These should be reserved for the most favored clients or those willing to pay extra. Kimchit admitted not understanding all the reasons why amulets should be written at certain times and not at others but assured me that other scribes, in Sura at least, worked under the same restrictions. Those who didn’t, she warned, were quickly ostracized after their failures were made public.


  Thus I became well acquainted with the Jewish calendar, as Kimchit expected me to spend every appropriate hour composing amulets. She chose my first session at the beginning of Iyar for two reasons: Fifth Day was under the influence of Jupiter and thus propitious for beginning a new enterprise, plus the waxing moon encouraged growth and development.


  That morning, Kimchit and I, along with her daughters-in-law and Zahra, left synagogue early to ensure plenty of time before the all-important fourth hour. She was a short woman with a slightly humped back, who shuffled as we walked. On the way, she impressed upon me the importance of the scribe.


  “Before we begin, you need to understand a critical difference between inscribing bowls and amulets.” Her voice was solemn. “While you certainly wouldn’t inscribe Rahel’s vessels in a state of impurity, their power comes from her when she chants the incantation and buries them.”


  When I nodded, she continued. “An amulet’s power comes from the scribe’s ability to adjure certain angels to follow the spell’s instructions for the client’s good health or to force demons to desist their evil against the client.” Kimchit locked eyes with me. “My previous apprentice ran out of space on the papyrus once and left off ‘liliths,’ and the client miscarried.”


  My throat tightened. “But I don’t have any power over angels or demons.” Writing the incantation accurately should be simple, but I had little confidence in the other part of my job.


  “You have more than you think,” she said confidently. “Your family must have powerful protection against liliths. What else explains how your mother not only survived the births of nine children, seven of them boys, but that all nine are still alive?”


  “I don’t know,” I whispered. I’d never considered Mother’s history unusual before.


  “None of your sisters-in-law has succumbed in childbirth either.” Kimchit’s tone was an accusation. “And the children in your household don’t wear amulets, yet they are rarely ill.”


  “My father is a pious Torah scholar. His studies protect us.”


  “Your father prays for rain and it comes,” she said. “But surely all the prayers of your pious family are heard on high.”


  “Inscribing an amulet is like praying?”


  Kimchit stared at me with her small, beady eyes. “Exactly. Once you’ve met the clients and heard their sad stories, you’ll want to help them,” she said. “As you write the protective spell, you pray with all your heart that Heaven heed your words, so your compassion imbues the amulet with healing power.”


  “I will try,” I replied.


  “Your first client will be waiting for us when we arrive. During the fourth hour, you will inscribe a simple amulet, already proven, to protect her child against illness.”


  “Doesn’t the child already have such an amulet?”


  “He was recently cured of a fever,” Kimchit replied. “Some of his amulet’s original power was diminished when it healed him.”


  Kimchit’s family, like most inhabitants of Sura, lived in one of several dwellings surrounding a common courtyard. Two men working at a forge outside greeted us, while inside a young woman holding a toddler’s hand hurried to meet us at the door.


  “I’m sorry if I’m early…,” the woman began.


  Kimchit waved aside the apology. “Of course you’re anxious for your son to receive his new amulet as soon as possible.”


  A slave brought in some cushions and rearranged the tables to make space for all of us in the crowded main room. I had to be careful not to kick or poke anyone as I sat down, and the little boy squirmed in his mother’s lap.


  “Hisdadukh, this is Esther,” Kimchit said. “You will be inscribing an amulet for her son, Dimi.”


  Relief coursed through me when Esther looked at me with interest instead of alarm. “Shalom aleichem,” I said politely, and Esther returned my greeting.


  Kimchit handed me a well-worn piece of parchment, along with a blank piece of papyrus. “If you use the same size letters, you should be able to copy the spell during the time allotted.”


  I gulped hard. Was everyone, including Esther, going to watch while I wrote? I could feel the sweat on my forehead.


  Thankfully, Kimchit continued, “Come with me to the workroom. The light is better there.”


  I followed her to a small courtyard separate from the main one, where a workbench littered with scraps of papyrus, bottles of ink, and assorted quills awaited us.


  Kimchit waited until I found a satisfactory quill. “It’s almost time,” she said, eyeing the shadows. “Keep a clear image of the boy in your mind as you write. You may say the words aloud if you like.”


  Abruptly she was gone. I sat quietly for a few moments to compose myself, and remembered the prayer Hashkivenu, which Father taught me to say at bedtime for protection against demons during the night. As clearly as if I were with them, I envisioned shining angels fashioning an impervious yet transparent sukkah to shelter Dimi bar Esther as he slept and played.


  Then I began to write: “This good amulet is from Savaot Adonai for Dimi bar Esther to save him from evil tormentors, from mazikim, from the Evil Eye, from shaydim, from impure spirits. If you will obey YHVH your God, doing what is right in His eyes, giving ear to His commandments, and keeping His laws, then I will not bring upon you any of the diseases that I brought upon the Egyptians, for I am YHVH your healer. In the name of the holy and mighty Anael, prince of archangels, may Dimi bar Esther be guarded by night and by day. Amen. Amen. Selah.”


  I wrote slowly and deliberately. When the angelic images had dissolved completely, I sat for a moment in wonder before making sure there were no errors. Still, I easily finished in time since the spell was similar to those I’d inscribed on Rahel’s vessels. Of course I recognized the verses from the fifteenth chapter of Exodus. Mother and Nurse had whispered them over my bed when I was sick. But why Anael and not more important archangels like Michael, Raphael, or Gabriel?


  After Kimchit pronounced my amulet acceptable, one of her sons rolled it up and inserted it into a small metal tube that Esther eagerly tied around Dimi’s neck with a red ribbon. Money changed hands, though I couldn’t see how much, and once Esther was gone, Kimchit’s slaves served the midday meal.


  Though Rahel had warned me about her am-ha’aretz clients, I was surprised, nay, shocked, when Kimchit’s family began eating without any blessings at all. Father always blessed the bread and wine at home, and the rest of us followed by saying amen. If for some reason Father wasn’t there, one of my brothers did it. At Kimchit’s I had no choice but to make the bread blessing myself, which I did as quietly and unobtrusively as I could. I was expecting to also say the grace after meals by myself, but the family recited a thanksgiving prayer I’d never heard before. I responded, “Amen,” anyway.


  Dimi’s was the only amulet I inscribed that day. In the afternoon I watched as Kimchit wrote a nearly identical pair for two pregnant women, both spells being quite a bit longer than what I’d written earlier. On our way home, she asked if I had any questions.


  “What is the difference between evil tormentors, mazikim, shaydim, and impure spirits that we have to write all of them in the amulet? Why not just write ‘demons’ and save ink?”


  Kimchit looked around suspiciously, but everyone on the road looked innocuous. “Evil tormentors are human beings, kashafot and such, who cast malevolent spells. Mazikim, shaydim, and ruchim, or spirits, are three different kinds of demons,” she said. “An amulet is most effective when the specific type of demon is named, so for general protection it’s best to name as many as possible.”


  “I see.” Mazikim were the imps of demons, more mischievous than wicked, while ruchim were spirits of evil people who had died. Worst of all were shaydim, the minions of Nasus and Ashmedai, whose sole purpose was to plague humanity.


  We were passing field workers returning to the city when I remembered the question I had about Anael.


  Kimchit replied without hesitation. “When an amulet is written during one of the six auspicious hours, invoking the archangel who rules that hour makes it more powerful.”


  “Who rules the other hours?” Could I possibly have received a vision of Anael because I’d appealed to him then?


  “Michael rules the fifth hour of Second Day, Kafziel the second hour of Fourth Day, Zadkiel the fifth hour, and Gabriel the tenth hour of Sixth Day.”


  “What about the seventh hour of First Day?” I was too naive to realize that she had deliberately skipped it.


  “That hour is ruled by Samael,” she whispered. “Those who sell curse tablets inscribe them then, and that’s all I will say on the subject.”


  Samael was the Angel of Death. No wonder Kimchit didn’t write curse tablets, or even want to mention them.


  Father must have heard about my new project, because the next week he taught a Mishna from Tractate Shabbat that discussed amulets. “This subject is complicated, as it tries to ascertain which amulets are permitted on Shabbat,” he said. “As you know, it is forbidden to carry anything into the public domain on Shabbat, unless it is necessary to save someone’s life.”


  My brother Nachman added, “That is why we are permitted to violate Shabbat to heat water and bring jars of oil for a woman in childbirth.”


  Father nodded. “I want all of you to pay careful attention and to question me immediately if you don’t understand anything. As always, be sure to share any Baraita you’ve learned on the subject.” He paused for a moment and then quoted the Mishna. “None may go out on Shabbat with…an amulet not made by one who is skilled.”


  He had repeated only it twice before several students raised their hands to interrogate him, including Rami and Abba. Father smiled and continued, “First, this does not mean that the only amulets permitted on Shabbat must be written by a skilled scribe and be proven effective.” He emphasized the word “and.”


  Oh no. How could I tell if Kimchit were skilled or if her amulets were proven effective? I’d just assumed they were.


  My brother Mari asked, “So as long as the scribe is an expert, her amulets may be carried on Shabbat, even unproven ones?”


  After Father nodded, Abba, his voice abruptly switching between high pitched and low, supported him. “This is because our Mishna only mentions the skilled scribe. It says nothing about the amulet’s efficacy.”


  As usual, Rami disagreed with Abba. “But there’s a Baraita that one may go out on Shabbat with a proven amulet.”


  Abaye was also eager to challenge Abba. “This same Baraita teaches that a proven amulet spell is one that has cured three times. It may be worn on Shabbat by one who has fallen ill, and also so he does not fall ill.”


  Father had Abaye repeat the Baraita until everyone knew it. It was plain to me that between the Mishna and this Baraita both proven amulets and those written by expert scribes were permitted on Shabbat. But I was impatient to learn what it was that made an amulet scribe skilled or an amulet’s incantation effective.


  Refusing to be cowed, Abba jumped back into the argument. “But it is taught in another Baraita: What is a reliable amulet? One that has cured three people.”


  Father held up his hand for quiet. “So what are we dealing with here? The first Baraita says that a reliable amulet healed three times, even if each time it cured the same person, while the second Baraita says that it healed three different people.”


  I thought of the incantation I’d written at Kimchit’s. It had cured Esther’s son Dimi at least three times, and surely many more children besides. So it was an effective amulet under either definition. But there was still the conflict between the two Baraita to settle, although Father’s confident voice made it clear that he was about to do so.


  “There is no difficulty,” he said. “The first Baraita teaches that the amulet incantation is proven effective after it cures three times.” He waited to make sure no one had questions. “The second, on healing three people, teaches how we prove that the scribe is skilled.”


  “So if a scribe writes three different amulets for three people, and each one is cured three times,” Rami suggested, “then the scribe is deemed skilled and the amulets reliable.”


  “But if she writes three different amulets for three people and each is cured just once,” Abaye added, “then she is deemed an expert and all her amulets are permitted on Shabbat. However, none of the three amulets are proven effective and they may not be worn on Shabbat if written by someone else.”


  The room was silent as we all pondered this, none more concerned than me. There was no question that Dimi’s amulet was proven, but was Kimchit an expert because it had healed three different children?


  Abba answered my unspoken question. “And if she writes one amulet for three people with the same illness, each of whom is cured, then the amulet is reliable, no matter who writes it, but the scribe has not proved her expertise.”


  “Excellent.” Father beamed at the class, his eyes crinkling with pleasure. “But what about the case where she writes three different amulets for one person and cures him of three diverse diseases?”


  When the students stared at him blankly, Father answered, “The amulets are not proven, for each has only cured once. But though the scribe has achieved three cures, we do not know if this is due to her skill or to the patient’s merit. To be deemed skilled, the scribe must cure three different people.”


  I wanted to point out that while a proven amulet spell healed three times, the amulet itself grew weaker each time it cured someone, and thus might only work once or twice. But I said nothing. I was already pleased enough that Father had validated my new lessons by teaching that the Rabbis not only deemed amulets effective and recognized expert practitioners, but that they also provided criteria for this.


  Before Grandfather and I went to bed, we reviewed the discussion about amulets until I was sure I understood it.


  “So far I’ve only written one type of amulet, a proven protective spell for children,” I told him as I helped him up the stairs to our kiton.


  “I wonder how one proves a protective spell. Clearly it doesn’t work if the child becomes sick immediately, but how long must he remain well?” he asked. “A month? A year?”


  “I don’t know about a month, but surely a year should be enough,” I said. “Even if he gets sick right away, I believe the amulet would be considered effective if he recovers.”


  Grandfather watched Zahra set up our beds. “So, Hisdadukh, you have one effective amulet to your credit. Now you need to inscribe two other kinds, and have them proven, in order to be considered skilled.”


  “But Kimchit only seems to know two different spells, one for protecting children and the other for protecting pregnant women,” I complained. “I could write a hundred amulets like that and I still won’t be an expert.”


  “Surely she knows a few more, even if she rarely uses them. You must wait patiently until you see her write one and then ask her to let you do it the next time.”


  “I will.”


  “But you must be careful that you have the correct spell for the circumstances. For example, sorb trees in the city harbor sixty shaydim, while rural sorbs only have one.” I could tell he was about to tell a story so I leaned closer.


  “Once a city guard was standing near a sorb tree and the shaydim attacked him. A young rabbi came along who didn’t know this and wrote him an amulet for only one demon, which was so ineffective that the shaydim began tormenting the rabbi too. Luckily another rabbi arrived who knew about city sorb trees and wrote an amulet against sixty demons. This caused the shaydim to flee immediately, just in time to save both men’s lives.”


  “Grandfather, where do the shaydim come from?” I asked. They weren’t mentioned in the first chapter of Torah where Elohim created the world.


  He cleared his throat before answering. “A pair of demons, Ashmedai and Machlat, was created at sunset on the final day of creation,” he said in a low voice.


  “So all the others come from them?” I whispered.


  He shook his head. “When Adam saw that his sin had brought death to the world, he abstained from relations with Eve for 130 years as a penance. But during that time, Machlat came to him at night and stole his semen, forcing him to father ruchim, shaydim, and liliths.”


  No wonder Rahel wrote bowls to protect men from liliths at night. I shivered at the thought that Rami might be vulnerable to their attack until we were married.


  Grandfather must have noticed my reaction, because he immediately had us say the bedtime Shema and antidemonic Ninety-First Psalm.


  I gave him a hug before slipping into bed. “I’m glad you’re sleeping in my room now. It was lonely without Achti.”


  He leaned down to kiss my forehead and his beard tickled my nose. “I thought it might be.”


  During the two months I worked with Kimchit, I also learned things that had nothing to do with amulets. Assuming that her customers were representative of Sura’s residents, the city was inhabited predominantly by Jews, with Persians in the minority. This I’d also seen from Rahel’s clients, but at Kimchit’s I came to comprehend that Rahel was right. Jews who followed Father’s interpretation of Torah were as much a minority of the Jewish population as Persians were compared to Jews.


  More important, I realized how uniquely blessed and fortunate my family was. True, we were wealthy enough to wear silks in addition to fine linens, to eat meat at every meal while most had it only for Shabbat or festivals, and to live in a fine villa when many families were content with four rooms around a shared courtyard. But there were other rich people in Sura, some more affluent than us.


  What set us apart was our phenomenal good health. Every woman who commissioned a child’s amulet from Kimchit had seen one or more of her children die. At first I thought it was only these unlucky mothers who wanted amulets to protect their remaining children, but I eventually came to see that any woman who lived long enough would eventually bury a child.


  Except Mother.


  Then there were the pregnant clients who wanted amulets to save them from a miscarriage or stillbirth, evidently a near universal occurrence, and from death in childbirth, a not uncommon event. Between Kimchit’s clients and the women at synagogue, every woman had suffered an unsuccessful pregnancy, and most had seen relatives die from childbirth.


  Except Mother.


  Worst was the barren woman, whose womb had never quickened with life. Her husband divorced her, took a second wife, or even abandoned her. She had no one to support her when she got old. A woman’s status depended on having children, especially sons, and a childless woman lived in perpetual shame.


  Mother had seven sons, and many more grandsons.


  Unfortunately there was no amulet proven to cure the childless. Kimchit and Rahel agreed that barrenness was caused by the Evil Eye, or possibly a kashafa’s curse. Rahel thought that the right kasa d’charasha incantation might prevent it, but only Elohim Himself, as He did for Sarah, Rivka, and Hannah, could remove such an affliction once it was established.


  And that, I realized, was the truly amazing thing about our family. Despite all our good fortune, which should have attracted the Evil Eye like garbage draws flies, somehow it had no power over us.


  EIGHT
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  “Grandfather’s feeling tired this morning,” I told a kitchen slave when I came downstairs. “I’d like to bring him some porridge in our kiton.”


  Father’s eyes blazed. “Hanan is sleeping in your kiton?” When I nodded, he demanded, “For how long?”


  “Since Achti got married,” I squeaked out. I couldn’t imagine why Father was suddenly so angry. What could possibly be wrong with Grandfather sharing a room with me?


  “I will speak to him immediately.” Father jumped up and headed for the stairs, Mother right behind him.


  I grabbed the bowl of porridge and followed.


  I could hear Father’s voice before I reached the door. “Are you unaware that Hisdadukh is betrothed?”


  Grandfather couldn’t have been too tired, because he responded immediately, “That is because you have violated the teaching of Rav, who says it is forbidden for a man to betroth his daughter while she is still a child. He must wait until she grows up and says, ‘I want this man for my husband.’”


  I had named the man I wanted to marry, but that didn’t mean I was grown up. Achti would say the very fact that I’d wanted to marry two men proved that I was still a child.


  Father’s face grew red. “You have transgressed the teaching of Shmuel, who says it is forbidden to fraternize with a woman. And worse, a betrothed woman.”


  “Hisdadukh is a child, not a grown woman,” Grandfather retorted. “And I hold with another of Shmuel’s teachings: All is permitted when performed for the sake of Heaven.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “I sleep here not for my own gratification but because my granddaughter was lonely after Achti married.”


  And I appreciated his company. I didn’t think he’d done anything improper. My eyes pleaded with Father to relent.


  Father hesitated, and I thought he’d concede until Mother entered the conversation. “I understand that my father’s presence consoles Hisdadukh at night, but I think a better solution would be for Imarta and Haruta to sleep with her.”


  “Ah yes, the new slaves who make pottery for Rahel,” he said. “A good idea. The young one in particular should sleep apart from the other slaves, as she is still a virgin.”


  Grandfather let out a sigh when he realized that even his daughter wasn’t going to support him. I wasn’t happy about his sleeping elsewhere, and leaving me with no one to talk to at bedtime either. The porridge was still in my hand, so I offered it to him.


  “I’ll eat downstairs,” he grumbled. “That’s one place they can’t prevent us from sharing.”


  I had barely begun my studies with Kimchit when, a month after Pesach, I learned that there would soon be four inauspicious days in a row for inscribing amulets. I was looking forward to spending time with Grandfather, when my brother Mari surprised me by announcing that I should accompany him to see the beginning of the flax harvest on my land.


  “My land? Since when do I have any land? How did I acquire it?” This was the first time I’d walked toward the fields instead of into town, and I was eager to see them up close.


  He smiled at my excited questions. “Actually, it’s still Grandfather’s land. Because Mother is his only heir, he has made her his partner,” Mari said. “Mother, in turn, has divided the property in half—one part each for you and Achti—with me managing it. Do you understand?”


  I nodded slowly as the implication of his astonishing words reached me. “This is Mother’s way of ensuring that Achti and I receive some of our family’s property.” Jewish Law held that only sons inherited from their father; daughters did so only if they had no brothers.


  A sudden gust of hot air swirled road dust around my legs. The dreaded east wind, so common in the spring, was rising, and despite its warmth I shivered. Sometimes blowing for days without end, the east wind sucked all moisture from the air and replaced it with dust and sand. Wicker baskets loosened and wall pegs fell out. My sisters-in-law whispered that women miscarried and men’s seed dried out in the womb because of it, while Timonus told tales of entire armies buried in huge sandstorms. Nobody wanted to be outdoors when the east wind blew.


  Mari took no notice of the wind, although he increased our pace slightly. “To protect your and Achti’s lands from your husbands’ potential misuse, and to save it for his own descendants, Grandfather made a vow that your husbands may not benefit from it.”


  As we walked, I marveled at Grandfather’s cleverness. The Mishna taught that a husband had usufruct over any property a wife acquired during her lifetime and he inherited it after her death. But vows were part of Torah law, so they took precedence over rabbinic rulings, should they conflict. If I died before Rami, my land would go to my children, not to him or any children he might have with other wives.


  Eager to see my land, I started walking faster. “So where is this property?” My voice rose excitedly. “What grows there?”


  “Your land isn’t far, though I’m not sure you can see it from the roof,” he replied with a grin. “It’s an ordinary field, not date groves or orchards. A third is planted with flax, a third with wheat, and a third with legumes.”


  “Why legumes instead of flax?” Everyone knew that flax brought in greater income.


  He pointed out a flax field on our left, where waist-high stalks topped with blue flowers swayed in the wind, looking like a rippling lake. “Flax exhausts the soil’s fertility, so we plant wheat the season before and legumes after.”


  “Why do I need to observe the flax harvest if you’ll be managing everything?” I tried not to sound petulant. I did want to see the process, but I was also keen to get home before the wind strengthened.


  “Mother says it’s good for a woman to know what grows on her land, and all the more so when the crop is flax, since she is responsible for spinning and weaving it.”


  We passed fields of golden wheat and even more flax fields in flower. But little flax was being harvested. The sun was high overhead and I was grateful Zahra had made me wear a wide-brimmed hat to protect my fair skin.


  We had just crossed a small bridge over an irrigation canal when Mari stopped. “Here, along this waterway, is your land.” His outstretched arm indicated the field planted one-third with ripening wheat, one-third with flowering flax, and one-third fallow where legumes had already been harvested.


  A man who’d been working with two youths in the flax field began walking toward us, waving his hand as he made his way through the sheaves of harvested flax stalks.


  “That’s Amemar, your aris,” Mari said. “We’ve recently negotiated a five-year lease.”


  My tenant farmer was tanned and fit, with broad shoulders and bulging biceps, exactly how a man who labored hard outdoors all day ought to look. “What are the terms?” I asked. After all, this would be my livelihood.


  “The usual for Jews. He provides the seeds, tools, and labor. I pay the tasqa, and we each receive half the produce.”


  We accompanied Amemar to a small cluster of slender green plants, more stems than leaves. He grabbed a handful just beneath the flower head, gave it a quick tug, and held the flax up for me to admire. “We pull from the top to avoid any weeds.”


  “Harvesting flax may seem easy,” my brother said. “But so much bending over and pulling can be backbreaking.”


  “My sons have it easier than I do.” Amemar pointed to two youths shaking dirt from the roots of an armful of flax before adding them to the edge of an already fat sheave. “Especially with green flax. About a month from now, when the plants are yellow and fully grown, we will harvest the rest of the field.”


  “What’s the difference between green and yellow flax?” I asked. “And why harvest both kinds?”


  “The longer the crop is left in the ground, the taller the stalks and the coarser the fiber inside them,” Mari replied. “Green flax is pulled almost immediately after flowering, to obtain the fine and supple fibers that Mother prefers.”


  I nodded. So this was where Mother got the thin thread that she wove into her most delicate linens, from green flax fibers.


  “If we only harvested when green, we’d have less flax and no seeds,” my aris added. “Not only are the seeds necessary for next year’s crop, but their oil brings extra profit.”


  “Flax from yellow stalks is perfectly satisfactory for spinning common linen thread,” Mari said. “But you know how Mother is—everything has to be the best.”


  I sighed, doubtful that I would ever be skilled enough to weave from green flax thread.


  The wind was stronger on our walk home, and I held tight to Mari’s arm. “Wouldn’t cutting with a scythe be faster and easier?”


  “Unfortunately, cutting exposes the fibers, which interferes with the next stage of the process.”


  “The next stage?” I thought harvesting the stalks was all we needed to do.


  “You’ll understand soon, because that stage begins when the sheaves you saw in the field today are delivered to the villa tomorrow.” Mari squinted to keep the gusts of sand out of his eyes. “Or whenever this blasted windstorm subsides.”


  Early in the morning two days later, as the slaves hustled to sweep and shake out all the dust the east wind had blown into our house, a wagon full of green flax sheaves rolled into the outer courtyard. There Mari and my other brothers dropped the stalks into the troughs we’d used for fermenting beer. The wind was still blowing, but not hard enough for the flax to fly away. I wished I could be inside studying with Grandfather, but unless I understood how flax became linen, my ignorance would leave me vulnerable to those who wanted to cheat me or were merely incompetent. So I watched carefully.


  “Now we cover the flax with mud,” Mari said. “Once the sun warms it, the outer bark will begin to rot and separate from the fibers inside.”


  “During which time the stench is horrific,” Keshisha added. “Pray for a strong east wind to blow it away from the house.”


  Mari shot Keshisha a look of annoyance. “After four or five days, we examine the stems. The test is to pull one between the nails of your thumb and index finger.” Mari demonstrated on an imaginary stalk. “When it’s ready, the outer straw falls away easily.”


  “And when it does?” I was beginning to sense that the process of turning flax plants into linen thread was far more complicated than I’d anticipated. Back in Kafri all this work had been done near the flax fields, not at our home.


  “Then we remove the flax and flush the foul solution out of the troughs as quickly as possible.” Keshisha scrunched up his nose in disgust for emphasis. “And make sure the slaves clean out every trace of it unless we want to taste it in our beer this fall.”


  “Nobody needs to clean them out until we’ve finished with the yellow flax next month,” Mari told Keshisha, sounding exactly like Achti when she knew something I didn’t.


  “If this flax weren’t Mother’s, none of us would stand for you polluting our beer troughs.” Keshisha emptied a bucket of mud into the nearest trough and stomped off toward the house.


  By the time the stalks were completely buried with mud, it was time for the midday meal. I ate in silence, increasingly annoyed with Keshisha’s complaints. Was he upset because the flax came from my and Achti’s fields? It was too bad if he didn’t like doing all that work; he benefited from Mother’s fine linen as much as anyone in our family.


  Keshisha hadn’t been exaggerating about the stink, however. I never thought I would welcome the east wind, but within a week I was thankful at how effectively the dry desert air dissipated the stench. When Mari and Mother agreed that it was time, my brothers tied rags across their noses as they dragged the stalks out and trampled them, while our slaves simultaneously rinsed them with clean well water.


  Just when everyone was looking forward to being rid of the stench, Mother had a shock for us.


  “While the troughs are still full, I want the entire household to bathe in them,” she announced. “First the men, then the women and children, and finally the slaves.”


  It wasn’t only Keshisha who howled in protest. My brothers objected so vigorously that Father had to quash the near mutiny himself. “You will all do as your mother orders.” He spoke in a voice that brooked no opposition. “I am going to get undressed now, and anyone who is not in a trough by the time I’m soaking will be thrown in.”


  With that, I left along with the other women. But I stayed within earshot, just beyond the south wall. I could hear some indistinct grumbling, and it seemed that my brothers and Father’s students must have obeyed him. But I was wrong.


  “No!” Keshisha yelled. “You’re not getting me in there.”


  There was a great deal of scuffling, followed by a loud splash and much masculine laughter. I peeked around the corner and nearly burst out laughing myself. Only the men’s heads could be seen above the flax water, and each one was holding his nose.


  It wasn’t too long before Mother came outside, and I darted back behind the wall. “You may all get out now,” she directed them. “Rinse off here first. Then go down to the canal and soak there until you no longer stink.”


  There was a flurry of activity, with much water being splashed around. Then I heard Tachlifa call out, “Race you to the canal,” and in a few moments, all was silent.


  Now it was the women’s turn. Under Mother’s watchful eye, I gingerly lowered myself into the foul water and then, holding my nose, held out my other hand to help Rahel in.


  “I assume there is an imperative reason for this,” Shayla said to Mother.


  “Flax water has great healing power, especially for skin disorders.” Mother leaned back cautiously so her hair and scalp was submerged. “And it makes one’s hair look most attractive.”


  We all followed her, each helping another ensure that their hair was thoroughly wet. Just when I thought I couldn’t stand the stench any longer, Mother stood up.


  Once outside the troughs, we quickly grabbed the buckets and doused ourselves with well water. The men were making so much noise in the canal that it was easy to find a sheltered spot well away from them for our ablutions. Between the broiling sun and my desire to rinse out every trace of flax water, I couldn’t get into the canal fast enough.


  But afterward I had to marvel at my hair’s silkiness and how soft and smooth my skin felt. And when I washed Rami’s hands and feet later, the sensation of his clean skin against mine was so agreeable that I didn’t want to let go.


  The next day, just in time for Shabbat, the troughs were empty and the green flax drying on the roof. Mari warned that danger of decay was over only when the woody core was completely dry, which usually took a few days. After that we could delay breaking the fibers as long as we liked, although he preferred that we finish the green flax before the yellow flax harvest began. Breaking the fibers produced no evil odors, but I dreaded having to endure the stench again when the yellow flax was rotting in the troughs.


  By then the east wind season would be nearly finished.


  There was no sign of Achti or Pushbi at synagogue that Shabbat, and guilt shot through me when I realized I hadn’t seen them since Pesach. The likely reason was that Pushbi went to a different synagogue than we did, one closer to her home, and that Achti now attended services with her mother-in-law. After all, if Achti had married into a family from another city, I wouldn’t expect to see her again, except on rare occasions.


  I didn’t know how far Pushbi lived from Kimchit, but I resolved to visit Achti the next time I had an afternoon free after writing amulets in the morning. That would be just before Shavuot, the festival seven weeks after Pesach, when Jews celebrate receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai. By then the green flax fibers would be processed, so I could tell Achti all about it.


  With the end of spring, the east wind seldom blew for more than one day at a time and rarely with the intensity of earlier in the season. So too ended any chance of rain until winter storms returned. It was a perfect time for flax to dry.


  The next step was rather fun, especially for the children. The dried flax needed to be broken in order to separate the fibers from the bark and pith. This involved laying the bundles on a hard surface, and then beating them vigorously. A lusty competition as to who could break the most bark the fastest immediately ensued, with the women spending only slightly more time beating flax than they did preventing the boys from hitting one another.


  Eventually the waste piled up on the floor, leaving the long, clean fibers in the beaters’ hands. Now we waited anxiously as Mother surveyed the scene. If the flax had not been properly rotted in the troughs earlier, the excessive amount of waste would make our failure apparent to all. It seemed to me that there was a great deal of waste, which wasn’t actually wasted but would be further processed into rougher, sturdier thread for weaving canvas. But Mother was beaming, so she must have been pleased with our efforts.


  Now we were almost done. The final procedure, always women’s work, involved passing the remaining bundles through flax combs to separate the individual fibers. Mother made us use three different-size combs: first a coarse one with its nails set fairly far apart, then one with medium separation, and finally the finest, with short, slender tines set close together. Over and over I drew the flax through the tines, until my arm hurt from the continual motion and every short fiber had fallen away.


  It might be months before all the flax was combed, especially once the yellow flax had been harvested, and any woman who found herself with spare time would continue the process. When the east winds returned in the fall and made it impossible to work outdoors, we would congregate in an interior room to comb, spin, and weave. The ultimate result would be lengths of fibers that were separated, smoothed, and aligned in parallel, as thin and soft as human hair—ready to spin into linen thread that was both incredibly fine and strong.


  Two days before Shavuot, I spent the afternoon on the roof watching for the boat that would bring my eldest brother and his family to Sura to celebrate the festival. When the Temple still stood, Shavuot was when Jews in Eretz Israel brought the first fruits of the wheat harvest as a thanksgiving sacrifice. Here in Bavel, pilgrims came to Ezekiel’s Synagogue, especially after the Rabbis established that Shavuot was the very day that Moses had received the Torah.


  The sun was low on the horizon when I saw a barge slow and finally stop at the dock near our villa. I raced down to the canal and threw myself into my eldest brother’s arms. “Yenuka, it’s so good to see you. Father only told us today that you’d be coming for Shavuot.”


  “That’s because he knew you’d spend every moment on the roof looking for our boat,” he replied.


  Blushing, I grabbed Guria’s hands and helped her up the bank. Seeing Yenuka again made me realize that I’d missed him, even though I was now big enough that he no longer had to protect me from my other brothers’ pranks and teasing.


  “I can’t wait to see all the pilgrims at Ezekiel’s Synagogue.” My words came out in a rush. “Father says that thousands and thousands of people come to celebrate the festival at his tomb. Imagine hearing the Ten Commandments and Ezekiel’s own words read from scrolls written by the prophet himself.”


  While all that was true, I also looked forward to Shavuot as a chance to see Achti and find out what her married life was like. Between visiting my land, which Mari wanted me to do weekly while the wheat and flax were nearing harvest, and writing amulets, I’d had little free time to find Pushbi’s house. And when I finally did, she and Achti weren’t home. At least that’s what their doorkeeper said. I slunk away, wondering if he didn’t know who I was or didn’t care.


  I felt guilty to acknowledge it, but I was relieved that Abba bar Joseph had gone home to Machoza for Shavuot. Nearly every session I could feel his eyes boring into me, and the temptation to peek at him was surely equal to the one that compelled Lot’s wife to look back at burning Sodom. When I failed and let my gaze meet his, I tried to scowl with displeasure, but his expression registered only triumph.


  Oddly, Abba almost never looked at Rami, even when Rami was speaking. And when the two of them argued over how to interpret a certain Mishna or Baraita, which was often, Abba’s voice would rise with anger while he stared obdurately at the floor. Rami, who had studied long enough that he could usually best Abba in these contests, was not a magnanimous victor, and I found myself torn between satisfaction and sympathy at Abba’s humiliation.


  I wished Abba would go study somewhere else.


  Yenuka’s family wasn’t the only one to stay with us for Shavuot. Tachlifa’s betrothed, Pazi, arrived the next day with her twin sister, Tazi, and Tazi’s husband, Samuel. I couldn’t take my eyes off the twins, who looked so similar that I could only tell which was which because of Tazi’s pregnancy. Not that Pazi was particularly slender; both were short, plump, and bubbly, regularly giggling behind their hands. I was surprised to find that I was taller than my soon-to-be sister-in-law. I hadn’t realized how much I’d grown recently.


  Since it wouldn’t be proper for unmarried Pazi to share a room with Samuel and Tazi, that evening brought me another roommate—one with an extravagant wardrobe. My mouth dropped in amazement the next morning when she let me see the gifts she’d brought our family.


  “I know I shouldn’t be giving these out until just before the wedding.” Pazi displayed one magnificent silk after another, every color of the rainbow and more that weren’t even in rainbows. “But I don’t think my sisters-in-law would like it if I wore a beautiful new outfit for the festival while they wore their regular clothes.”


  “They probably wouldn’t,” I said, nearly speechless with awe. Where had Pazi gotten all these gorgeous fabrics? Not only were they perfectly dyed, but each had a distinct pattern in its weave. Some were woven with various sized stripes, others with chevrons, squares, and other geometric designs. They had to be worth a fortune.


  “Besides,” Pazi said with a giggle. “I have more silk for wedding clothes.”


  I gasped. “You’re giving each of us two outfits?”


  Pazi nodded. “Since Tazi and I will be living in Sura with you, we don’t want anyone in your family giving us the Evil Eye from envy.”


  I was dumbstruck with so many questions that I didn’t know which to ask first.


  Pazi must have noticed my dismay because she asked, “You didn’t know we’d both be moving here? I hope you don’t mind.”


  I shook my head. “I assumed that you’d be living here, but I didn’t know about Samuel and your sister.”


  “But your brother will become partners with Samuel in our family’s silk business,” Pazi explained. “This way Tazi and I won’t be left alone when our husbands travel.”


  “Your family deals in silk?” Of course they did, I told myself in annoyance. Hadn’t Pazi just said that? No wonder she had all this dazzling material.


  “They’ve been traveling the Silk Road for years, first my grandfather and his brothers, then my father’s generation, and now my brothers and cousins.” Pazi giggled again. “But I don’t think they’ll send Tachlifa and Samuel farther than Syria or India, at least not until Tazi and I have had some children.”


  My hand involuntarily reached out to stroke the nearest silk, and I marveled at how incredibly soft and smooth it felt. “It’s all so beautiful.”


  Pazi put her arm around me and whispered conspiratorially, “Help me decide which ones to give to which of your brothers’ wives. I don’t want them to fight over them first.”


  I gulped at such responsibility. “Shouldn’t we ask Mother?”


  “Never. I want to impress her with how astutely I match each woman with just the right fabric.” Pazi’s eyes were full of hope. “You’re the youngest. You’ve been watching them for years. You must know which color and pattern each will prefer.”


  Zahra could not restrain herself. “I’ll help too. I know what noble ladies like.”


  Pazi could see I was tempted. “It will be fun,” she said with a grin. “Think of the pleasure you’ll receive when I distribute them.”


  It was fun, and with Zahra’s help not as difficult as I anticipated. Of course the two finest silks, each dyed a different shade of purple, would go to Mother. Bright green, blue, and fuchsia for Devora, Mariamme, and Rahel, to complement their dark hair and olive skin, while Shayla and Beloria, whose coloring was lighter, would look well in turquoise and deep red.


  Eventually Pazi held up a length of rose-colored silk whose complicated weave suggested a mass of flowers. “Few women in Bavel can wear this color well, Dada, because hair and skin as fair as yours is so rare.”


  Zahra sighed. “It would be perfect for her wedding day.”


  Pazi clapped her hands with delight. “Then we must find another for Shavuot.” She turned to me and flung her hand over the remaining silks. “Choose…and don’t disappoint me.”


  “What about Achti?”


  “Who?” Pazi looked at me in confusion.


  “My sister.”


  “But isn’t she married already?”


  With a sigh, I nodded. Yes, Achti was married, which meant she was part of Ukva’s family now, not ours. After all, my sisters-in-laws rarely saw any members of their natal family.


  “I thought it might be different because she lives in Sura,” I said abjectly.


  Pazi was firm in her rejection. “Any silk I gave her would only cause enmity between her and other women in her household.”


  I tried to regain my former enthusiasm as I viewed the piles of silk. But I couldn’t forget that one day soon I too would be estranged from everyone here, seeing them only at the most important family events. Picking out material for myself was different from picking for others. My first instinct was to take something of modest quality, not that any silk could be called modest, but somehow I understood that it would reflect badly on Pazi if I selected anything less luxurious than what I’d chosen for my sisters-in-laws.


  “What happens to the rest of these?” I asked. It was like trying to choose one pastry from a trayful.


  “Samuel will sell them to the pilgrims who come to pray at Ezekiel’s tomb and shop at the Saracen traders’ fair.”


  Zahra rescued me by pointing to a bright-blue fabric the color of the sky on a clear day.


  “It’s perfect for you,” Pazi squealed as I caressed the smooth silk, woven to suggest a series of waves.


  I smiled in agreement, for it was also the same color as flax flowers. But I felt bad about Achti, who would have to admire all our new clothes when she received none.


  Father and my brothers looked ready to burst with pride as they surveyed our family’s women arrayed in new silks, and none more so than Tachlifa, who would wed Pazi the day before Sukkot, date harvest or not. I knew it was a long way to Ezekiel’s Synagogue, but it was still a pleasant surprise that Father had arranged for litters to carry the women.


  I settled in with Mother, and soon I could hear the crowd, a low humming in the distance. The brightly embroidered curtains swung back and forth as the litter rocked, giving me tantalizing glimpses of the people we passed.


  Eventually our progress slowed, and Timonus began to call out, “Make way for Rav Hisda haKohen.”


  I peeked out and quickly dropped the curtain back in place. A sea of people surrounded us, and judging by the rude comments being muttered as Timonus increased his cries for folks to let us pass, many had little regard for rabbis or the priesthood. I could just make out the cupola that crowned Ezekiel’s Synagogue in the distance, and I couldn’t imagine how even a tenth of these pilgrims would fit inside.


  Disappointment filled me as I realized how unlikely it would be to find Achti or Rami in this mass of humanity.


  We moved at a crawl, and despite Timonus admonishing the crowd that here was a judge on Sura’s highest beit din, the litter eventually came to a halt. Voices outside grew increasingly frustrated and angry, until there was a distinct tone of menace. Men shouted and women screamed in panic for guards to help, that people were going to be crushed.


  Our litter began to rock violently, and I grabbed Mother’s arm in alarm. I didn’t care about praying at Ezekiel’s tomb, showing off my new blue silk, or even seeing Achti again.


  I wanted to go home.


  NINE
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  Abruptly our litter righted itself, the curtain opened, and Father stuck his head in. “There are too many people to get into the synagogue.” His voice was resigned. “We might still be able to pray in the courtyard.”


  I must have been too frightened to think properly, because I blurted out, “Can’t you cast a spell to help us?”


  Father and Mother exchanged glances, and then he began to chuckle. “It’s not quite so easy as that.”


  The two of them were silent for a moment. Suddenly there was a new commotion outside and Father turned to see what it was. But even I could hear the deep voices yelling, “Out of the way, you locusts. Let the exilarch pass.”


  The noble procession drew closer, and then there was Father’s voice, louder than I’d ever heard it before. “Mar Nehemiah!” he cried out the exilarch’s name. “Mar Nehemiah.”


  Immediately I pulled the curtain back to look out, and just in time since everything happened so quickly. The exilarch, resplendent on a white horse, waved at Father and shouted in return, “Rav Hisda, my teacher, what are you doing here?”


  “Same as you, trying to worship at Ezekiel’s tomb.” Father spoke in a more normal tone of voice. “We live in Sura now.”


  The exilarch said something to his men, and they began to push people out of the way so we could reach his entourage. They were none too gentle about it, using sticks and clubs to force the crowd back. Eventually we fell in line behind the exilarch’s litters, but not before Mother motioned Keshisha to her side.


  “Run home and tell Cook that the exilarch will be dining with us after services,” she said. “We’ll need to feed perhaps thirty extra people.”


  Keshisha and I gaped at her in astonishment. “How do you know?” he asked.


  “Never mind that. Just tell Cook what I told you. She will know what to do.”


  Mother leaned back on her cushions and gave a sigh of relief. I was about to peek out again when she shook her finger at me. “You need to act like you belong to a noble family now, Hisdadukh, not like you live in a forest.”


  “Yes, Mother.” I was quiet only a moment. “Mother, the exilarch called Father his teacher. When was that?”


  “When Mar Nehemiah was young, your father taught him Torah in Kafri,” she said proudly. “Before you were born.”


  The litter slowed again and soon stopped. The curtains were drawn aside as it was lowered for Mother and me to alight. We, and perhaps twenty other women, were surrounded by men in an enormous courtyard. There were a few date and fig trees inside, where brick walls and colonnades towered above us.


  A green wooden door opened and we were ushered inside. The walls and ceiling were covered with magnificent floral patterns and occasional Hebrew lettering. The floor was a colorful mosaic, but it was impossible to discern the design with so many people standing on it. A tiny door in the corner had an inscription above that read, “This is the tomb of our prophet Ezekiel bar Buzi haKohen; may his virtue defend us and all Israel. Amen.”


  A lamp was burning inside the tomb, and I shivered at how close I was to the ancient prophet’s bones.


  There was no time to think about that. Prayers had begun a while ago, but we were in time to hear the Torah read. This was the high point of the service—chanting from a Torah scroll written by Ezekiel’s own hand. For a moment I wondered if Father would receive the first aliyah, the honor reserved for men from priestly families.


  Evidently there was a more venerated priestly family than ours in Sura, because a wizened old man with a surprisingly loud voice began chanting the Ten Commandments, the special portion for Shavuot. When he finished, a younger man recited the opening verses of the scroll of Ezekiel so powerfully that I could almost see the prophet’s vision of Elohim’s fiery chariot. No wonder so many people wanted to worship at Ezekiel’s Synagogue on Shavuot.


  As it came time for services to end, I grew nervous. This was when the leader called out, “Kohanim,” summoning those of priestly heritage to ascend the platform and bless the people. At other synagogues, every Kohen in attendance went up, but I wasn’t sure about the protocol here. Maybe the blessing was reserved for only a certain family of priests, those who had the first aliyah?


  Would Father and my brothers go up even if it were against local custom?


  My heart was pounding when the Kohanim call rang out, and I thought it would burst when Father proudly climbed up the steps, followed by all my brothers, including Keshisha, who had somehow run to the villa and back in time. The congregation marveled at the awesome scene—a priestly father and seven sons, each handsome, fit, and beautifully dressed. The other priests seemed to shrink in comparison.


  With great solemnity, Father and my brothers recited the preparatory blessing, “Blessed are You, Adonai our God, King of the universe, Who makes us holy with the holiness of Aaron and has commanded us to bless Your people Israel with love.”


  The other priests looked at Father in confusion, and it was clear that his blessing was new to them. But he immediately raised his hands, forcing my brothers and the other priests to do so as well, and they continued in unison with the benediction that came from Bamidbar, the fourth book of Torah.


  “Adonai bless you and protect you; Adonai make His face shine upon you and be gracious to you; Adonai lift up His countenance upon you and give you peace.”


  At that instant, the sun lit up the sanctuary in such a way that it appeared as though the light was coming from between the priests’ outstretched fingers. The stunned congregation was silent for a few moments before responding with the traditional amen.


  I was so overcome with emotion that I began to cry.


  In the litter on our way home, I gushed to Mother about how proud I felt at Father and my brothers blessing the people so beautifully, and amazingly, how the exilarch had showed up just in time to take us with him and would soon be dining in our very own traklin. I wanted to ask if Father had used some of his priestly magic to make those things happen, but I didn’t dare.


  Mother smiled at my enthusiasm. “You have too much energy to sit still and be carried. Why don’t you walk the rest of the way with your brothers?” She gave me a linen cloak to protect my new silk clothes and helped me down from the litter. “Try to stay in the date groves’ shade. It will protect your complexion from the sun.”


  I caught up to Yenuka, who seemed to be in less high spirits than the rest of my brothers. “Is anything wrong?” I asked him.


  He startled at my question and then sighed. “Blessing the people together makes me miss how we all used to live together.”


  A question popped into my mind that had never before occurred to me. “Yenuka, why didn’t you become a rabbi?”


  He hesitated, and I worried that I had shamed him. “I used to think it was because Father was so poor when I was young that he needed my help to make the beer that supported us,” he said. “By the time we were prosperous enough that I had time to study Torah, I would have been far behind Nachman and Hanan.”


  “But you don’t think so now?”


  “If I’d had the right temperament, I could have caught up with my brothers.” He shrugged in resignation. “But I wasn’t the pious type, like Mari and Pinchas. I wanted to enjoy myself, not memorize Mishna.”


  I reached over and hugged him. “You’re a good father and make excellent beer. Not everyone can be a rabbi.” I couldn’t.


  “I must still be a disappointment for Father.”


  “I doubt that. Your sons study Mishna, and from what I see, they’re good students.”


  “That reminds me.” Yenuka lowered his voice so I could barely hear him. “I want you to keep an eye on Keshisha. I’m afraid he’s going the way I did, and he doesn’t have the excuse of needing to help support the family.”


  “What makes you say that?” How could someone who’d only seen Keshisha a few times since we moved know something that those who lived with him didn’t?


  “Maybe I’m wrong, but he’s too interested in the slave girls and not interested enough in his studies.”


  I thought of how Keshisha almost never asked questions in class or volunteered anything new. I also recalled how eager he was for Zahra to wash his feet. “Why so concerned about Keshisha? Let Father worry about him.”


  “Father and I have just agreed that Keshisha will marry Guria.” Yenuka didn’t sound too happy about this. “She’s my only daughter and this way she won’t be separated from our family.”


  Now I understood. “What should I do if you’re right?”


  “Send me a message and I’ll come up to take him in hand.”


  We waited as the exilarch’s party rode past us on the dusty road, and I silently thanked Mother for giving me the linen cloak. My admiration for her grew when I saw the magnificent feast awaiting us. Mar Nehemiah’s entourage was smaller than she’d expected, as his court had been in the middle of moving to his summer palace in the north when he suddenly realized how close he was to Ezekiel’s tomb on Shavuot. On a whim, he’d decided to stop and worship there while his other boats continued up the Euphrates.


  I was only too glad to sleep on the roof and give up my kiton to our guests on such a lovely warm night. Hosting the exilarch brought us new prominence, as the next morning we were received at Ezekiel’s Synagogue with deference and escorted to an honored place near the reading platform. To my surprise, when it was time to read Torah, they called Father up first.


  Mar Nehemiah gently declined to dine with us after services, insisting that his boat needed to get moving again. Tired from all the festival’s excitement, I rode home in Mother’s litter. The gentle movement was lulling me to sleep when I remembered something I could only ask her in private.


  “Mother, wasn’t it incredible how Mar Nehemiah showed up just in time to get us into Ezekiel’s Synagogue?”


  She looked at me with an inscrutable expression. “It must have been Elohim’s desire that we worship there.”


  “You don’t think Father cast a spell, then?”


  A smile played around her lips. “He may have prayed for help from Heaven, but it isn’t prudent to discuss such things.”


  Chastened, I changed the subject. “Do you think Mar Nehemiah will come again next Shavuot?”


  “I doubt it,” she replied. “Next year will be a leap year, so Shavuot will be later in the season. He’ll probably be at his summer palace already.”


  I stared at Mother in shock. Father taught that Jews living in Bavel were supposed to wait until the rabbis in Eretz Israel announced a leap year. “How do you know that already?”


  “Arithmetic may not be your strength, but think about it, Hisdadukh,” she said with a chuckle. “This year Pesach came only a week after the spring equinox. Twelve months contain 354 days and there are 365 days between two spring equinoxes.”


  She waited for me to do the calculations in my head, but it was futile. I shook my head in shame and she continued. “Unless the Rabbis add an extra month of Adar next year, Pesach will come before the spring equinox, which the Torah does not allow. It’s not so difficult to figure out.”


  How clever of the Babylonian Jews. Though it was forbidden for anyone except the Jewish patriarch to intercalate the New Year, we did it ourselves and just waited for official word to come from the West to confirm what we already knew.


  Father’s lessons resumed once his students returned from celebrating Shavuot. I was already waiting at the gate for Rami to arrive, and as soon as he sat down for me to wash his feet, I whispered that I needed to speak with him right away, in private.


  He tensed and looked at me in alarm. “What’s wrong…I mean, uh…what’s the matter, Dodi?”


  I smiled inwardly at his anxiety over my displeasure, but I said calmly, “Nothing’s the matter. I need you to take a message to my sister.”


  His relief was palpable. “Can’t you tell me now?”


  I shook my head. “It’s best if people don’t see us talking together.” The person I had in mind was Abba.


  He thought for a moment as I massaged his feet. “I could…leave the midday meal early and, uh, meet you near the privies.” He cleared his throat and added, “It would…look like we met by accident.”


  Other maidens might have been irritated by his flustered speech, but I found his shyness endearing. “No, we’re starting to rot the yellow flax this week and it will reek something awful,” I replied. “What about the garden? Near the roses?” At least the stink wouldn’t be quite so bad there.


  He smiled, perhaps enjoying the intrigue, and leaned over so close that I could smell his hair oil. “Do you want to leave first and I’ll join you…or the other way around?”


  I smiled back. This might be fun. “I’ll leave first, so if anyone notices, it won’t look like I’m chasing you.”


  I finished drying his feet and washed his hands. I liked the idea of us sneaking off to meet in the garden. I’d have to start sending more messages to Achti.


  I toyed with not meeting Rami in the garden, to make him more eager for it, but decided it was more important to arrange a time to see Achti. It was almost summer, so I would only be making amulets for Kimchit in the morning, before the midday heat sent everyone indoors to rest. I would no longer be dining there either, as that would mean having to walk home at the hottest time of day.


  So I ate quickly, and, the moment a debate broke out between Abaye and my brother Nachman, I quietly left my seat and headed for the courtyard. Zahra followed me, and making no effort to avoid her, I hurried through the south courtyard gate, my heart beating wildly. She was about to catch up with me when I turned the corner into the garden and saw Rami pacing the path near the rose bushes. Zahra halted immediately and then waited to follow until a decent distance opened between us. Rami’s manservant maintained his position at the doorway of the house.


  “How is my sister? Is she well?” Trying to hide my excitement, I quickly added, “How are your mother and brother? We missed your family at Ezekiel’s Synagogue for Shavuot.”


  “Uh…Mother doesn’t like to pray there when it’s so crowded.” He’d cleared his throat first, but got the entire sentence out afterward. Was he only tongue-tied while having his feet washed?


  “I understand. We never would have gotten in ourselves if the exilarch hadn’t shown up.” I told Rami the story of our rescue, leaving out that I’d asked Father to cast a spell.


  “You were lucky,” Rami said in awe.


  I took a deep breath of the sweet rose-scented air and sighed. “He probably won’t be here again next year though.” I carefully repeated Mother’s explanation and was rewarded by Rami’s look of admiration.


  “To answer your questions…both Achti and Ukva are fine,” he replied. “Mother is, uh, doing as well as can be expected.”


  “I miss Achti and I want to see her, but I only come into town occasionally, and the last time I was there your slaves wouldn’t let me in because no one was home.”


  Rami gave me an odd look, as though what I said didn’t make sense, and I noticed how his hair curled near his ears. “Perhaps you should have arranged a specific day and time for your visit,” he said slowly.


  “Exactly. That’s why I need your help. Next week I can come in the late morning on Second Day or Fourth Day.”


  Rami didn’t ask why those days were best, saving me from having to explain about my writing amulets. It wasn’t a secret, but I wasn’t sure how he’d feel about marrying a charasheta.


  “I’ll ask her when I get home,” he promised. “And if she’s…busy both those days, what about the following week?”


  “I can come on both First and Second Day,” I said, impressed with Rami’s shrewdness. With four days to choose from, it would be inexcusably rude not to invite me for one of them.


  I wanted to ask more about how Achti was doing, or anything to keep us talking together, but Zahra began to cough. Pushing his way past Rami’s slave, Abba strode into the garden. Fury welled up in me as I waited until Zahra reached my side. Ignoring both Rami and Abba, I walked among the roses, leaning down to smell one every now and then as if it were a coincidence that we all happened to be in the garden at the same time.


  “They’ve gone back inside, Mistress,” Zahra said softly.


  I turned and headed briskly for the outer courtyard. “Good, I need to use the privy.”


  Two days later Rami squeezed my hand as I washed his and whispered that he had news from my sister. Again, I finished my meal early, but this time I exited to the garden directly. To my displeasure, Abba was already there, pretending to smell the roses. But I was too eager to hear about Achti to stalk away, so I restrained my annoyance and waited for Rami to approach.


  “What are we going to do about him?” I hissed.


  “Nothing. We’re not doing anything wrong.”


  “I don’t like him watching us.”


  “Ignore him.” Rami leaned closer to me. “He’s only causing himself pain, and we shouldn’t let him disturb us.”


  Rami was right, but I wasn’t sure I could follow his advice for long. Abba’s presence had completely spoiled the rose garden’s romantic atmosphere. “So what news of my sister?”


  “Mother says you’re to come next week on Fourth Day.”


  My mood brightened. “Thank you so much for helping me. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”


  “Glad to do it, Dodi.” Rami smiled and leaned closer again. “You should see how your obvious joy is making Abba glower.”


  I glanced in Abba’s direction just in time to see his attention return to the roses. “We must continue to meet, then,” I said, my heart swelling whenever Rami called me Dodi. “If our happiness makes him miserable enough, maybe he’ll leave us alone.”


  My happiness lasted exactly one week, until Rami met me in the garden on Third Day and reluctantly informed me that his mother wasn’t feeling well enough for visitors the next day.


  “But I’m visiting Achti,” I protested loudly, “not your mother.” I could feel my anger rising.


  Rami looked at me helplessly.


  “And I’m not a visitor. I’m family.” I tried to contain my frustration, which was difficult because Abba was still spying on us, this time from merely one row of roses away.


  “Uh, I know it upsets you…but what can I do?” Rami asked plaintively.


  Something snapped and I burst into tears. “You’re such a clever scholar. You find a solution,” I shot back as I fled.


  All I could think of was how close Achti and I had become before her wedding, talking about all sorts of things, and now I couldn’t talk to her at all. Zahra caught up with me outside the south gate and walked with me among the pomegranates and etrog trees until I’d stopped crying.


  “Come with me,” she said. “I know what will make you feel better.”


  She led me to where piles of dried flax stalks remained to be beaten, and dumped an armful on the stone ground. I grabbed the nearest flail and assaulted the flax without mercy, sometimes imagining Pushbi under my attack and sometimes Rami. When I finished that batch, Zahra lay down more, and I continued until my arm was too heavy to lift. Covered with sweat, I paused to catch my breath and transfer the flail to my other hand.


  That’s when I saw Abba walking toward us. Ha-Elohim! What did he want? I didn’t understand why his presence always bothered me. Why couldn’t I just ignore him?


  He approached tentatively, gauging my reaction. “You should know that you don’t have to marry Rami if you don’t want to.” He spoke hurriedly, as if trying to forestall my interrupting him. “You were betrothed as a minor, so if you choose, you can repudiate the marriage when you become an adult.”


  My mouth dropped open. How dare he be so presumptuous? “And you, of course, would be willing to marry me then?” I meant this as sarcasm, but it sounded more like a plea.


  “I would,” he replied. “That’s why I’m not betrothed yet.”


  I stared at him in astonishment. We stood there in silence, close enough that I could discern the small tufts of beard sprouting on his weak chin. Finally Abba walked away, and I realized that his voice was now lower than Rami’s. And I recalled that his mother was no longer living.


  The next morning, I worked at Kimchit’s while Father and his students were at court, Abba’s words refusing to leave my mind. I had avoided Rami while eating my morning porridge, in addition to ignoring him during yesterday’s meals. But there was no escape from washing his feet.


  “Dodi.” His whisper was urgent. “I must speak with you.”


  I remained silent and concentrated on completing my task as fast as I could.


  “Please, Dodi. It’s important.”


  I sighed with resignation. “Very well, I will meet you in the rose garden.”


  I made no effort to eat quickly, and took some pleasure in observing Rami’s increasing impatience. Finally I stood up and leisurely made my way outside. The roses were past their prime, but their fragrance still lingered.


  “You are to visit on Second Day,” he said immediately. “I guarantee it.”


  “Even if your mother isn’t well?”


  He gave me a proud smile. “I told Mother that I would come home to dine with the family after court that day. So even if she takes to her bed, you and I can visit with Achti and Ukva.”


  I gazed at Rami with gratitude. He had challenged his mother on my behalf and won. “Oh, thank you.”


  “So you’re not…not angry anymore?” his voice pleaded.


  I looked at Abba, who was pretending to examine some nearby flowers, and shook my head in exasperation. “Don’t worry. I’m not angry with you.” I emphasized the word “you.”


  While I was pleased with Rami for standing up to his mother, I would reserve judgment until after I’d actually met with my sister.


  True to his word, Rami was waiting outside his family’s courtyard gate on Second Day. And inside, busy at her loom, was Achti. I ran to embrace her, noting with relief her pink cheeks and quick gait. She was the very picture of good health.


  “Where’s Pushbi?” I whispered, divulging my ambivalence at seeing my future mother-in-law.


  “Oh, she’ll be joining us soon.” Achti gave me a wink. “She couldn’t abide us dining without her.”


  “So how are you? How is married life?”


  “Come.” She took me by the arm. “You must need to use the privy.”


  I followed her to the far corner of the courtyard, afraid that her marriage was so awful that she needed to tell me privately. “Ukva is an excellent husband, but he is away supervising his lands much of the time…”


  Achti hesitated so long that I had to prompt her. “And?”


  “Pushbi is hateful,” Achti blurted out. “She treats the slave girls I brought as if they were hers, and I might as well be a slave myself the way she orders me around and won’t let me do anything without her permission. She even feeds me like a slave, saving most of the meat for Ukva and Rami even though she has plenty of money to buy enough for all of us.”


  “Ukva is the master of the house,” I said firmly. “That means you, his wife, are mistress here, not his mother.”


  “Tell that to Pushbi. She keeps the keys and manages the money.” Achti spat in disgust. “All the time I spent learning how to keep accounts with Mariamme was wasted.”


  “What does Ukva say about it?”


  “I haven’t complained to him yet,” Achti admitted. “I keep hoping he’ll notice and say something to her himself.”


  “Does Pushbi know Grandfather vowed that your husband gets no benefit from your lands?” I asked. “Maybe that’s why she’s unhappy with you.”


  She stopped to think. “I’m not sure Ukva knows, although you’d think Father wouldn’t arrange my betrothal without informing my husband of something so vital.” She slipped her arm around me. “Let’s not talk about Pushbi. What have you been doing?”


  Achti was so fascinated with my amulet studies that I talked about them until Zahra waved for us to return. I didn’t see how complaining to Ukva would help Achti at all; it would only force him into the unenviable position of having to choose between his wife and his mother. Rami had supported me because he didn’t want me to repudiate our betrothal. After we were married, I’d have no such power, but that would be the same even if I married Abba.


  Achti complained about being treated as a slave, but that’s what a female was—first belonging to her father and then to her husband. Most women could only hope for kindness, but at least Achti and I had Grandfather’s lands for protection.


  Ukva had just arrived, and I waited while Achti washed his hands and feet. Then I took my seat and said amen after Ukva made the appropriate blessings. It felt strange to eat with so few people; whatever anyone said would be heard by all of us.


  Rami shared the case he’d heard in court that morning, a complicated situation involving false witnesses. While everyone agreed that their evidence must be disregarded, the problem was whether that applied only to this one case or was evidence they’d given in earlier cases now tainted? And what about in the future—were they forever prohibited from acting as witnesses? Rami explained all the arguments very well, and I marveled at how eloquently he spoke when it wasn’t just the two of us.


  Achti was right about the meat, which was poorly seasoned and lacked salt. Since I could eat as much as I liked at home, I made a point of giving her my small portion. I could feel Pushbi’s eyes boring into me and I prepared to explain why I’d refused her main course. But she said nothing about my actions. I grew increasingly uncomfortable. I was wondering if I could leave early instead of waiting until Rami decided it was time for him to return to Father’s lectures, when I noticed that Achti brushed Ukva’s arm as she refilled his cup.


  I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was a week since the full moon and Achti, regular as the moon itself, had always become dashtana just after it began to wane. I watched for any sign that Achti was avoiding physical contact with Ukva and then recalled that she had washed his feet when he came home.


  But how was that possible? She should have been niddah, when intimacy between husband and wife was forbidden.


  My heart leapt in exultation. Achti had to be pregnant. I commended myself for giving her my meat. Of course Achti wouldn’t say anything; it was far too early. Perhaps she wasn’t sure herself. But when it was finally time to leave, and I found a private moment to ask how long ago she’d immersed in the mikvah, her blushing cheeks were all the answer I needed.


  I said nothing about my discovery, for fear of inciting the Evil Eye. Achti wasn’t living under Father’s roof anymore and had likely lost any protection his piety provided the rest of us, so I became determined to prepare an amulet for her and to deliver it without anyone knowing. Achti mustn’t lose this pregnancy—and not only because of the joy a baby would bring her. Once Achti was a mother herself, Pushbi’s place in the family hierarchy would have to change.


  A few days later, I learned that I had less than a week remaining if I wanted to write Achti’s amulet, for there would be a hiatus in my training at Kimchit’s during the month of Tammuz. Of course there would be, I chided myself, for no one goes outside during that month between the fourth and ninth hours, when the heat is strongest and the demon Ketev Meriri is active. Just the thought of encountering the hideous thing, a huge flaming ball with one enormous eye, made me shudder.


  Justice could not be delayed an entire month, however, so Father and his students would arrive in court well before the fourth hour and then stay beyond the ninth. But my training was not so important to risk exposing me to a demon so dangerous that a mere glimpse of it caused a person to collapse.


  At first I considered waiting until after Tammuz to make Achti’s amulet. But while discussing an entirely different topic with Kimchit, I found that delaying wasn’t a good option either.


  “Why does this mother keep buying new amulets?” I asked when I noticed that I was writing the exact same incantation I’d written for her only months before. “We both know that her son has been healthy the entire time.”


  “Just because a child appears healthy, we can’t assume that his amulet is still effective,” Kimchit replied. “Amulets lose power over time, since presumably they are fighting demons and illnesses on occasion.”


  “How can anyone know when they need a new one?”


  “Obviously a new amulet is necessary after recovering from an illness.” Kimchit’s voice grew somber. “But for a woman like our client, who has seen three of her four sons succumb, it is evident that her remaining boy is the target of powerful demons. His amulets, under regular attack, will weaken more rapidly.”


  The poor child—all those awful shaydim assaulting him again and again. But then I had a less benevolent thought.


  “How long do amulets usually last?” If even healthy people needed to buy new amulets periodically, inscribing amulets could be a lucrative business.


  “Careful folks, and wealthy ones, replace them yearly, before Rosh Hashana.” Kimchit’s tone made it clear that this was an admirable habit. “Others do so less often, usually to their regret.”


  “You must get a good deal of business in Av and Elul,” I said. These were the months preceding the New Year.


  “So much that all the most auspicious days and times are already spoken for,” she replied proudly.


  “But I need to inscribe one for my pregnant sister.” My voice rose in alarm.


  “Then you have one opportunity left before Tammuz begins, and luckily for your sister nobody has claimed it.”


  I had no choice, for liliths might be closing in on Achti even now. Second Day at the fifth hour, under the influence of Michael, was when I’d write an amulet to protect her pregnancy. But that would leave me only three days to deliver it to her.
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  In the end I was forced to trust the amulet to Rami. As usual, I met him in the garden, and as usual, Abba was there to spy on us. Again I couldn’t understand why Rami’s presence filled me with joy while Abba’s made me so uncomfortable.


  “Rami, I need an important favor from you.” I hoped I sounded sufficiently piteous to stir his compassion. “Can you deliver something to Achti without anyone knowing, not even her slaves? Also without looking to see what it is or asking me any questions about it?”


  “No questions at all, Dodi?”


  I couldn’t tell if he was serious or teasing me, so I assumed the latter. “This isn’t very promising.” I playfully shook my finger at him. “The first thing you do is ask me a question.”


  “So how can I know when to deliver this object or…uh, how to get it from you?” He grinned and added, “Oh no, I just asked more questions.”


  “Will you do it, then?”


  “As long as I don’t have to lie to Mother or Ukva.”


  “You shouldn’t, especially if you are successful.”


  “Is this item…I mean, I hope it’s not very large.”


  I smiled at how he’d avoided asking a question. “It will come in a linen bag, small enough to fit in your hand.”


  “To be delivered as soon as possible, I assume.”


  I nodded. “You needn’t say anything to Achti when you give it to her. She’ll know it’s from me. But you must put it into her hand—don’t just leave it among her things.”


  He scratched his head in thought. “I’ll do it just before Shabbat. Mother will be out shopping much of the day.”


  Thankfully, nothing interfered with Rami fulfilling this task for me.


  As summer came to a close, I began to suspect that Kimchit was using me, that she had no intention of teaching me the third amulet that would make me an expert. Not only was she collecting payment for the amulets I inscribed, but I would also be her solution to the problem of how her family could make their living once she was no longer able to write. Her sons and daughters-in-law prepared the physical parts of the amulets: the small pieces of papyrus or parchment, the wood or metal tubes, and the red ribbons and thread. But none of them were sufficiently literate to write an amulet.


  The shorter the day, the more my frustration seethed. Once Sukkot was over, I wouldn’t be training with Kimchit any longer. I’d return to inscribing bowls for Rahel, doing only occasional amulets when Kimchit was especially busy, and those I’d write at home. So I decided to confront her directly.


  “Kimchit.” I made my voice as sweet as honey. “Are there any other amulet spells I can learn besides these two?”


  I must have sounded too sweet because her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Why do you ask?”


  “My father says that to be an expert at writing amulets, the scribe needs to write three different kinds…”


  I never got a chance to finish because Kimchit’s eyes blazed. “Your father says…,” she fumed. “Just because he’s a rabbi who knows kosher meat doesn’t mean he knows about amulets. These rabbis are getting too arrogant, trying to regulate things that are none of their business.”


  I cringed as she stomped around the room. “How dare he, or any rabbi, decide what makes an expert amulet scribe? Who made them authorities on the subject? I’ve been writing amulets for years, yet in his eyes I’m not an expert because I specialize in two types?” She was puffed up like an angry cat defending its territory from another feline. “And you, a girl who hasn’t grown breasts yet, who has only been writing them a few months, would suddenly become an expert if you wrote three?”


  “Maybe I misunderstood,” I said meekly. “He was talking about the Rabbis in Eretz Israel and probably that’s what they believe.” It was a shock to hear a Jew, even an am-ha’aretz, venting such resentment. It never occurred to me that they might begrudge rabbis just as Rahel did.


  “I’m not surprised. When it comes to fighting demons, nobody in the West knows anything compared to us Chaldeans.”


  “I’m sure my family wouldn’t have sent me to study with you if you weren’t an expert.” I hoped that would mollify her.


  Luckily Kimchit was someone whose anger burned quickly, only to cool just as fast. By the time I was ready to leave, her outburst against rabbis was long over. But as I walked home, I mulled over the implications of her tirade. The am-ha’aretz in Sura might know that Father was a pious man and that his court didn’t take bribes, but most were content to merely follow what the Torah said. They neither knew what the Rabbis taught nor cared to know. Maybe there were even some who knew but rejected it. I would have to be careful what I said around the am-ha’aretz.


  My suspicion of being used lessened as I reconsidered what would happen in the future. As long as I continued to write proven amulets, Kimchit’s family would have a source of income producing the paraphernalia that accompanied them. At first I thought that they were getting the better bargain, but then I realized that this was a skill I could practice after Rami and I were married, one that did not require me to say any spells aloud or even leave my house. But I still wanted to learn a third spell, so Father and his colleagues would consider me an expert at writing amulets, and my failure to accomplish this gnawed at me.


  Other things also conspired to irritate me. Pazi and Tazi were trained silk weavers, whose specialty was the colorful silk ribbons Persians loved to wear. Since red silk ribbons were highly sought after for tying amulets to children’s arms or necks, I begged the twins to teach me the skill. Both were pleased to do so, but unfortunately I found weaving silk even more painstaking than Mother’s finest linen. The silk thread was thinner than any we spun from green flax, and incredibly slippery. As much as I wished I’d never begun the endeavor, quitting was too shameful to contemplate. So I struggled on, furious at myself for overreaching.


  Worse, the weather was scorching, with only a rare reprieve when the south wind blew in cooler air from the ocean that lay beyond the southern marshes. Sleeping on the roof offered minimal relief, and with so many hot, drowsy people confined to the same space, tempers were short and arguments frequent.


  Father’s students were no exception, which may explain why Rami and Abba got into such a heated battle over a simple piece of Mishna. The passage from Tractate Bava Batra was concerned with rules for building, and enlarging, doors and windows that open into a courtyard shared by several families.


  Father began with the Mishna, as usual. “In a communal courtyard, a man may not build one door directly opposite another’s, nor a window opposite another’s window. If it is small, he may not enlarge it. If it is a single opening, he may not make it into two.”


  After he was sure the students had memorized this, he asked how this rule is derived from Torah. My brother Nachman answered, “From the passage in Bamidbar where Bilam tries to curse Israel and praises them instead, saying, ‘How goodly are your tents, O Jacob, how fair your dwellings, Israel.’”


  Before Nachman could explain what was so good and fair about Israel’s dwellings, Abba interrupted. “Bilam saw that their tents were set up in such a fashion that no doorway faced another, thus giving each family privacy.”


  Rami looked at Abba with disdain. “Is this true?” he asked scornfully. “Perhaps the prohibition on enlarging doorways is to prevent a man from claiming a larger piece of land in the courtyard, since if he widens his door from four cubits to eight, he becomes entitled to the eight-cubit-wide swath that leads to his door.”


  Abba stood up and put his hands on his hips. “But then enlarging his door from two cubits to four would be permitted,” he shot back. “Since even the smallest door is entitled to four cubits of land in front of it.”


  The next instant Rami was on his feet and glaring at Abba. “How can this be about privacy?” His voice dripped sarcasm. “The residents’ actions inside can just as easily be seen through a small doorway as through a large one.”


  Abba took a step toward Rami and shook his head in exasperation. “You have it backward. It is the other occupants who lose their privacy when someone enlarges his doorway.” His eyes shot daggers at Rami. “For it is more difficult for me to conceal my activities from neighbors who have a large doorway than from those with a small opening.”


  The other students, roused from their heat-induced torpor by this unexpected show of hostility, waited anxiously to see how Rami would respond. But none more anxiously than me. My heart was in my throat as I hoped Rami would redeem himself.


  “This Mishna is not just about privacy.” His voice hard as stone, Rami clenched his fists and took two steps toward Abba. “If a man converts his four-cubit-wide doorway into two two-cubit-wide doorways, he will then take eight cubits of land from the courtyard instead of the four he had previously.”


  Abba clenched his fists too, and for a few moments it looked as though he might physically attack Rami. Father exchanged glances with Nachman and Mari, who positioned themselves where they could separate the two combatants if necessary. Horrified at the scene unfolding before me, I closed my eyes.


  The next thing I heard was Abba lecturing Rami as if he were speaking to a particularly dull child. “As I told you before, if this ruling were about land, then converting an eight-cubit-wide doorway into two four-cubit-wide doorways would be permitted, since he gains nothing.”


  I opened my eyes to see Abba smirking. “But our Mishna prohibits making any single doorway into two,” he declared.


  Rami looked down at the floor in defeat, and my heart sank. But Abba had to humiliate him further. I knew snakes don’t smile, but the triumphant grin on Abba’s face made me think of a snake gloating over its victim before biting it.


  “It certainly is about privacy,” Abba said so smugly that I wanted to hit him. “For I am more able to conceal my activities from neighbors with one doorway than from those with two.”


  Father quickly interrupted with the next part of the Mishna, “But one may open into the public domain.” This, he pointed out, validated both Rami’s and Abba’s arguments. “For the man with a door opening onto the street is neither entitled to any land in front of it,” he said soothingly, “nor does he have any expectation of privacy.”


  I felt so furious at Abba’s arrogance and so wretched for Rami’s shame that I didn’t know which I wanted to do more, slap Abba’s smug face or give Rami a hug. Instead, I deliberately left the midday meal early, knowing Rami would follow me to the garden. There I intended to confide in him about Achti’s pregnancy, which would surely put him into a better mood.


  It was so hot outside that I was confident we’d be alone. Yet before I could tell Rami anything, there was Abba advancing toward us with that smirk still on his face. Abba stopped so close that I knew he’d hear anything I said. My accumulated frustration boiled over and I completely lost my head.


  I threw my arms around Rami, kissing him long and hard. He must have been surprised at first, but he soon returned my embrace in kind, and I was transported to a place where nothing existed except his lips and mine. When we finally stepped apart, Abba was gone.


  That night sleep would not come, as I replayed the day’s events over and over. What had possessed me to kiss Rami in public like that? For not only Abba and Rami knew about my breach of modesty, but Zahra and who knows how many slaves had been watching too. This meant that Mother, and maybe even Father, would soon hear about it.


  “Dada?” Pazi whispered. “Is that you tossing and turning?”


  “It’s too hot to sleep,” I lied.


  “It’s been this hot for days, and you’ve never had trouble sleeping.” She moved her bedding close to mine. “What’s the matter?”


  The concern in her voice made me start crying, and after I finally sniffed away my tears, I told her about Rami and Abba and what I’d done in the garden. “I don’t know what to do,” I concluded, fresh tears filling my eyes.


  There was a lengthy silence, until Pazi whispered, “Zahra, are you awake too?”


  “Yes, Mistress,” my maidservant responded. “It happened exactly like Dada told you, except that Abba fled long before she and Rami stopped kissing.”


  I was so embarrassed I wanted to melt into the floor. But I had to ask her, “Did you tell anyone?”


  “Please don’t be angry, but I had to tell your mother.” Zahra’s voice shook with fear. “I couldn’t risk her hearing it from someone else and knowing I’d concealed it from her. I did tell her in private though.”


  “And what did she say?” Pazi asked.


  “Nothing,” Zahra said with surprise. “She listened calmly until I finished and then dismissed me.”


  I didn’t know whether this was good or not. But before I could consider Mother’s reaction further, Pazi had another question for me.


  “And what exactly has Abba bar Joseph done to make you hate him?” She paused and her voice sharpened. “Other than want to marry you.”


  I started to complain about Abba’s egregious behavior and stopped abruptly. “But if he wants to marry me, why does he keep making me angry?”


  Pazi chuckled, and maybe Zahra did too. “He’s too young to know better.” Then Pazi’s voice turned serious: “For a girl with seven brothers, you don’t know much about men. If you’re going to have two suitors, you must learn how to handle them.”


  “Are you going to teach me?”


  “I look forward to it,” Pazi replied.


  “I’ll help too,” Zahra added.


  Pazi cleared her throat. “First thing tomorrow, you’re going to apologize to Abba. And from then on, you’re going to be nice to him.”


  “Apologize to him?” My voice rose in dismay. “What for?”


  “Hush,” Zahra whispered. “You’ll wake the others.”


  “Nothing specific. Just tell him you’re sorry for how you’ve treated him,” Pazi replied. “You are sorry, aren’t you?”


  “It won’t be easy, but I suppose I can say that I need to beg his forgiveness before Yom Kippur.”


  “Say nothing to Rami about the kiss,” she continued. “Act as though it never happened.”


  “What if she encouraged the two of them to be friends?” Zahra asked tentatively.


  “An excellent idea,” Pazi said. “At a minimum you can insist that they be cordial to each other.”


  “I insist?” I asked incredulously.


  “Until you are actually married, you are in a position of unique power,” Pazi said. “Each one will want to please you.”


  “I could suggest that they study together,” I began.


  “You should say that you’d be pleased if they studied together,” Pazi corrected me.


  “Rami is her betrothed, so she has to give him priority,” Zahra said. “But she should give Abba some attention too, so Rami doesn’t feel so sure of his position.”


  “Sometimes I’ll ignore both of them,” I added, recalling how much I wanted the charcoal when Father hid it in his hand and made me think it was a jewel.


  “There, it sounds like you’re feeling better,” Pazi said. “But before you try to get some sleep, I have an important question for you.”


  What could be more important than what we’d just discussed? Still, I replied, “What is it?”


  To my surprise, Pazi stifled a giggle. “While you were kissing Rami, did you enjoy it? Was he any good at it?”


  I could feel my face flaming and thanked my lucky stars it was too dark for anyone to see my reaction. “I’ve been too worried about the repercussions to think about it.”


  Both Pazi and Zahra snickered at this, until Pazi finally said, “Then think about it now. It’s important.”


  I let my mind go back to the afternoon, savoring the recollection of Rami’s arms pulling me close, his lips pressed against mine, even the scent of his hair. “I suppose I did enjoy it,” I admitted, reluctant to share the extent of my pleasure. “And I think he was good at it, not that I have anyone to compare him with.”


  Zahra sighed with relief. “I assure you that Rami enjoyed your kisses so much that he is not only having trouble sleeping tonight, but he won’t sleep well again until after the wedding.”


  Pazi’s comment was not so lecherous. “My sister informs me that it bodes well for a marriage if the woman enjoys her husband’s kisses.”


  Neither Mother nor Father said anything to me about kissing Rami, but it couldn’t have been a coincidence when a few days later, Father taught about the yetzer hara, the evil inclination. Not that yetzer hara meant evil in general; rather it commonly referred to a man’s sexual urges.


  “Today, instead of studying a specific Mishna, I have a question for you,” Father said, after which the students looked up at him with a mixture of curiosity and trepidation. “What is the meaning of the verse ‘And Elohim formed man from the dust of the earth,’ with the word ‘formed’ spelled with two yods?” He emphasized the aberrant spelling.


  Most of the students, myself included, looked at him blankly. But my brother Nachman knew the answer. “This shows that Elohim created man with two inclinations, one good, the yetzer tov, and one evil, the yetzer hara.”


  “But what about beasts?” Abba challenged him. “In their creation the word ‘formed’ has only one yod, yet we see that they angrily bite and kick, so surely they have a yetzer hara.”


  “A good question,” Father replied. “But beasts are not created with two different yetzerim that they can choose between. They act as they do with no knowledge of good and evil.”


  Rami was quick to support my brother. “I learned a Baraita that teaches, ‘People have two kidneys. The right one urges him toward good and the left one urges him toward evil.’” He continued, “As it says in Kohelet, ‘The wise man’s heart is to his right and the fool’s heart is to his left.’ Thus we see that people were created with both yetzerim.”


  Father nodded his approval, and Rami got to repeat the Baraita until the class learned it.


  “Why did Elohim create man with a yetzer hara?” Abaye asked. “Why not just the yetzer tov?”


  Father smiled. “The pious ones of old fasted for three days to receive an answer to this very question. They raged at Heaven, asking if the yetzer hara had been created for any reason other than giving reward to those who overcome it.” He cleared his throat and continued, “They declared that they wanted neither the yetzer hara nor the reward for resisting it, and immediately the yetzer hara was delivered into their hands.”


  After the students exhibited various degrees of surprise, Father finished the tale. “They were about to drown it when the yetzer hara warned that the world would become desolate if they did. So they imprisoned it instead.” He paused for a moment to build up suspense. “Three days later, they could not find a newly laid egg in all of Eretz Israel. Realizing that killing the yetzer hara would make the world barren, they settled for blinding it, and thus men became less inclined to incest.”


  “The yetzer hara is like a fly of death, corrupting even the finest oil,” Abba said vehemently. “How do we fight it?”


  I was surprised that Abba, so much younger than the others, was having such difficulty overcoming his yetzer hara.


  Father nodded gravely. “The Merciful One gave us Torah as its antidote, as we learn from a Baraita of Rabbi Yishmael. If this yetzer hara engages you, pull him into where you study Torah. If he is like stone, he will dissolve, for as it is written in Job, as water wears down stones, so too will the water of Torah study wear him down.” He took a breath and continued: “If he is like iron, he will break, for as the prophet Jeremiah says, as a hammer shatters iron, so too words of Torah are like a hammer that shatters rock.”


  The Baraita’s words were already firm in my mind while Abba and Rami were still whispering them under their breaths in their attempt to memorize them. I was both surprised and proud to see that I had a better memory than either of them.


  Next Nachman quoted a Midrash on Creation. “Elohim saw all that He had made and found it very good. ‘Good’ refers to the yetzer tov but ‘very good’ refers to the yetzer hara. Why is this?” he asked, plainly not expecting an answer. “Because were it not for the yetzer hara, a man would not build a house, take a wife, beget children, or engage in commerce.”


  Of course my brother would find the yetzer hara very good; he and Shayla had five children. But most of Father’s students did not yet have an outlet for their urges.


  “An excellent point,” Father said. “Studying Torah is how we can control the yetzer hara, rather than allowing it to control us. In truth, this is the Torah’s very purpose.”


  I considered Father’s words for some time before concluding that if I wanted to avoid another incident like when I’d kissed Rami in the garden, I would need to study a good deal more Torah. But since most women had no such option, what could a woman do to control her yetzer hara?


  It look me a few days, but I finally found Abba alone and apologized to him, insisting that I could never face Yom Kippur unless I knew he’d accepted my remorse and forgiven me.


  He was silent for some time, during which I could see him struggling inwardly, but eventually he not only forgave me but also asked me to forgive him. This was my opportunity to praise his scholarship and express my desire that he and Rami should be study partners rather than adversaries.


  Of course I chose a place where Rami would likely discover us, and to my gratification he could not restrain his curiosity about our conversation. Still, I waited two days, until a cooling south wind was blowing, before I met Rami in the garden. To my surprised relief, Abba was not there.


  “What were you and Abba talking about so ardently?” Rami demanded. There was no hesitation in his voice.


  I gazed up at Rami with what I hoped looked like innocence. “We were obtaining each other’s forgiveness in preparation for Yom Kippur.” Rami was taken aback by my pious reply, and I continued, “I hope that you and Abba will also find a way to reconcile.”


  “After he attacked me in class, I doubt it.”


  “But Rami, you must be the magnanimous one. You’re older and you’re betrothed already,” I pleaded. “Look, hasn’t he taken the first step by leaving us in peace here?”


  Rami surveyed the garden and, satisfied that Abba was not lurking in the vicinity, said, “Very well, I will approach him.”


  “And I must ask your forgiveness too.”


  “What for?” His eyes narrowed with suspicion.


  “I don’t think I’m washing your hands and feet properly anymore. You used to relax and maybe even enjoy it a little,” I said. “But now you seem so agitated, and you squirm so when I touch you. I must be doing something wrong.”


  He blushed a deep crimson. “You’re not doing anything wrong, Dodi,” he mumbled. “Honestly.”


  Apparently my bad mood had been more obvious than I thought, because one morning Grandfather asked if anything was bothering me. I wasn’t going to tell him about kissing Rami, and my frustration with weaving silk seemed too petty. So I shared Kimchit’s complaints about rabbis deciding matters that weren’t their business.


  “Ah,” Grandfather sighed. “Unfortunately she is far from alone in feeling that way. Even in cities like Pumbedita, Nehardea, Machoza, and Sura, where we have rabbinic courts and schools, most Jews are am-ha’aretz, who do not recognize our authority to interpret Jewish Law according to the Mishna. And in the rest of Bavel, many Jews have heard neither of rabbis nor the Mishna.”


  “But…but….” I stumbled over my words trying to grasp the enormity of what I’d just heard. “But who makes the law for them? Who judges their litigation?”


  “Outside of our cities, child, I don’t know,” he replied. “Maybe they go to a respected elder in their town or use Persian courts. But even those who bring cases to rabbinic courts in Sura don’t follow all the same rules we do.”


  A slave brought us porridge and bread, which Grandfather blessed. “Kimchit’s family doesn’t bless the bread and wine before they eat,” I told him.


  He nodded. “The am-ha’aretz don’t make any blessings and they don’t write a ketuba for their wives—along with myriad other Mishna laws they don’t observe. More important, they don’t study Torah or think it’s important to do so.”


  “Yet they follow the Torah.” It was more a question than a statement. “They observe Shabbat, eat kosher meat, and don’t lie with their wives when they’re niddah.”


  “For the most part they do, only not as the Mishna requires.” He helped himself to more bread and breathed in its aroma before taking a large bite. “The am-ha’aretz don’t want rabbis deciding the details of what a Jew can and can’t do on Shabbat, what makes an animal kosher or not, or when exactly a woman is niddah.” He sighed and added, “Your father excommunicated the butchers in the town of Hutzal twenty-two years ago, but the am-ha’aretz still buy their meat.”


  “But without rabbis, every Jew would decide these things for himself,” I protested. “There’d be so many disagreements that we wouldn’t be able to live together in peace.”


  Grandfather smiled and patted my hand. “Rabbis study many years to become experts in interpreting Torah—for the express purpose of ensuring that we all follow the mitzvot properly.”


  “How do rabbis make other Jews accept their authority?” We were such a beleaguered minority that it seemed impossible.


  “We can’t, child,” he replied. “We can only convince them by our words and deeds that this is what Elohim wants.”


  I felt proud of having such an adult conversation with Grandfather, and that he saw me as worthy of discussing this significant subject. So when he asked if anything else was wrong, I admitted how disappointed I was that Kimchit had only two proven amulets to teach me.


  His eyes twinkled at me. “I believe your Father can solve this difficulty.”


  Grandfather led me to the table where Father was still eating porridge. There, with some gentle prompting, I explained the situation, being careful not to upset him by disclosing how Kimchit had disparaged rabbis.


  Father stroked his beard and scrutinized me. “If becoming an expert amulet scribe is so important to you, I will have to teach you a proven amulet myself.”


  “You know one?” I asked eagerly.


  He nodded. “Despite the dangers, people continue to travel, often for long distances. This is what you would inscribe on an amulet for your brother to protect him on a journey.”


  I focused my attention to remember Father’s words the first time he said them.


  “May it be Your will, Adonai Savaot, that You conduct Tachlifa bar Haviva in peace, direct his footsteps in peace, and uphold him in peace. Deliver him from the hand of every foe and ambush along the way. Send blessing on his handiwork and grant him grace, loving-kindness, and mercy in Your eyes and in the eyes of all who behold Tachlifa bar Haviva. Blessed are You, Adonai, who harkens unto prayer. Amen. Amen. Selah.”


  I threw my arms around him. “Oh, thank you, Father. If I inscribe amulets for Tachlifa and Samuel, I’ll only need to find one more traveler to write it for.”


  “With all the merchants coming to Tachlifa’s wedding,” Grandfather said, “you’ll have no difficulty finding travelers who need protection.”


  Grandfather was right about all the guests coming to Tachlifa’s wedding. Yenuka’s family had been with us since Rosh Hashana, while Pazi’s began arriving the week before Sukkot, filling two of Sura’s finest inns. I learned this from Pazi when she moved out of my kiton to join them. Since the bride’s public procession from her parents’ house to her husband’s, with her hair loose and crowned with garlands of flowers, was considered evidence that she had married as a virgin, she couldn’t just walk downstairs. Besides, it was best if Tachlifa didn’t see her for a while before they wed.


  I made an effort to avoid the kitchen, as Shayla and Cook had the place in a tumult of preparation for a meal even more lavish than what they’d served the exilarch. Mother was determined that after this feast nobody would remember the food at Achti’s wedding. She further declared that my wedding would be at our home whether Pushbi were alive or not.


  Rav Josiah, the cosmetics and perfume peddler, made his appearance the day before the wedding. Recommended by Rav Huna, Josiah possessed both excellent wares and an excellent reputation, the latter rare in a trade that sold directly to women in their homes, often when their husbands were away.


  After one afternoon in his company, I could see why his pious reputation was deserved. He joked with Mother and my sisters-in-laws, praised their wedding outfits, and advised which perfume or color makeup would make them most attractive. He shared the latest gossip from other clients. Even Zahra, who looked for an excuse to leave when confronted by a strange man, seemed at ease with Josiah. Merely the idea of him seducing married women while selling them cosmetics was ludicrous.


  I was delighted when he persuaded Mother to allow him to recommend some cosmetics for me, just a few, he said, and only what would enhance my natural, youthful beauty. Just the smallest bit of blue kohl around my eyes, plus a touch of pink rouge for my cheeks and lips. As for my perfume, only the most delicate and subtle floral scent would do. He rummaged through his baskets, rejecting a rose fragrance as too heavy, lily as too sultry, and lotus as too pungent. Finally he held up a small bottle in triumph. Only after Mother approved did he trickle a drop onto each wrist, assuring me in a whisper that it would strengthen with time.


  I went to sleep that night with my hand tucked under my neck, the sweet citrusy smell of etrog blossoms permeating my dreams. Tomorrow morning Mother would unlock her jewelry box and decide what she and my sisters-in-law would wear at the wedding. Maybe there would be a piece for me.


  ELEVEN
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  When I came downstairs to break my fast, Mother and the others were already dressing. Father was sitting with Rav Huna and the students who’d stayed with us for Sukkot and Tachlifa’s wedding. I was just in time to hear him praise Rami and Abba for how well they studied together now.


  “I want all my students to emulate the way they first review my teaching with each other,” he said proudly. “And then, after learning it, they analyze the reasoning behind the law.”


  Hearing this so pleased me that I barely noticed when Rav Nachman and Yalta arrived. I was eating hurriedly so I’d be able to join Mother before she’d distributed all the jewels, and thus my mouth was full of porridge when Yalta asked where the women were.


  Father looked at me questioningly, and I gulped down my food to answer her. “Mother and my sisters are upstairs adorning themselves. I can take you there in a few moments.”


  “Your mother is adorning herself?” Rav Huna scowled. “When the Mishna says that a woman may make her adornments during the intervening days of a festival, this only applies to young women. An old woman is not permitted to do so.”


  Father’s eyes flashed. “Ha-Elohim! Even your mother, and your grandmother, and even a woman standing on her grave may adorn herself.” He rose from his seat and said knowingly to Nachman, “Six or sixty, they all run to dance when they hear the sound of timbrels.”


  Nachman chuckled in agreement. I could feel him, and likely the whole room, watching as Yalta and I rushed up the stairs.


  I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that although Mother and my sisters-in-law were wearing their silks, their hair and makeup were still being fixed by the slave girls. Zahra frowned at my late arrival and, while helping me into my blue silk outfit, whispered that I shouldn’t blame her if I looked less than perfect, because she had to hurry her handiwork.


  “Look,” Shayla exclaimed, pointing at me. “Dada’s breasts have started growing.”


  I peered down at my naked chest, which looked just as flat as it always had. Of course everyone turned to scrutinize me.


  “How old are you now, Dada?” Yenuka’s wife, Devora, asked, her gaze alternating between me and her daughter, Guria.


  “I am in my twelfth year,” I replied proudly, cognizant that I would soon be considered an adult woman, one whose father could no longer control her assets, annul her vows, or sell her as a slave. Guria was about a year younger, but since she wasn’t wearing makeup, Devora evidently still considered her a child.


  My face flamed as my sisters-in-law directed me to turn this way and that, and to bend over, until a consensus was reached that my breasts had indeed begun to mature. For my part, it was a relief when Zahra slipped my tunic over my head and everyone returned to their own adornments.


  Mother waved at Yalta to join her. “Thank Heaven you’re here early. Tachlifa’s bride comes from a family of silk traders, so of course they also deal in precious jewels from India and China,” Mother said. “I have no hope of matching what their women will be wearing, but with your advice, my daughters will not be ashamed in their presence.”


  I held my head still as Zahra braided blue silk ribbons—nice ones, not anything I’d woven—through my hair. Pazi wasn’t merely being generous with her gifts of silk; she was ensuring that our clothes would not pale in comparison with her family’s.


  Mother unlocked the chest next to her bed and took out the jewel case. I craned my neck to see better, only to have Zahra tilt my head back so she could continue applying kohl around my eyes. I could hear women’s voices oohing in delighted awe, but unless I wanted a blue-streaked face, I had to wait until Zahra stopped to take a look myself.


  When I did, I gasped in awe. Mother’s bed was littered with jewelry: necklaces, earrings, bracelets, anklets, and rings. Most of it was gold, but there were some stones or pearls strung together. I knew our family was wealthy, but I had no idea Mother had such an extensive collection. One by one, she called up her daughters-in-law and, after consultation with Yalta, apportioned certain pieces to each of them.


  Zahra was putting rouge on my cheeks when Mother asked Yalta, “What do you think would be appropriate for Hisdadukh?”


  “She’s still too young for elaborate earrings or necklaces,” Yalta replied, and I resigned myself to wearing the same plain gold circlets that had pierced my earlobes for as long as I could remember.


  “Perhaps Dada can wear some simple bracelets or anklets,” Rahel suggested. “To catch the light when she dances.”


  “Mother, are these new?” I pointed at a pair of anklets studded with lapis lazuli. “I don’t remember anyone wearing them at Achti’s wedding.”


  “You will never see anyone wear them, or most of what is displayed here, outside your home,” Yalta said.


  I looked at Mother with incredulity, and she replied, “Here, in your Father’s house, his piety protects us. But to parade such riches in public would arouse envy and tempt the Evil Eye, along with robbers and thieves.”


  Yalta grinned. “Unless one is of the exilarch’s household and thus expected to wear expensive jewels.”


  The room quieted with everyone glancing back and forth between me and the lapis anklets, as we awaited Mother’s verdict. The stones perfectly matched my silk outfit, but nobody could call these anklets simple. Mother hadn’t immediately rejected the idea, however; she was considering it. But, then, Guria wasn’t wearing any jewelry.


  Finally Mother sighed and addressed the room. “I suppose I’ve waited too long to reject Rahel’s request without disappointing you all.”


  My sisters-in-law were all smiles as Mother held up the lapis anklets and motioned for me to sit on the bed so Zahra could fasten them on properly. Then Mother surprised everyone by picking up two gold bracelets and indicating that Devora should put them on Guria.


  “But before we start feeling too vain over our jewels,” Mother added, “perhaps Yalta will show us what a woman in the exilarch’s household wears.”


  Until that moment, I hadn’t realized that Yalta was carrying a purple silk purse. Preening before her audience, Yalta opened the purse and put on, first, a set of pearl and garnet earrings so long that they almost reached her shoulders. Several gold bracelets studded with pearls followed. But what came last made everyone’s jaw, except Mother’s, drop in awe: a gold filigree necklace from which hung a red stone, either a ruby or garnet, as large as a dove’s egg.


  I was sure I’d never see such an incredible piece of jewelry again, but I was proved wrong when Pazi’s family arrived. Our villa was crowded with wedding guests eager for the festivities to begin, most of whom raced outside to greet the bride when they heard her musicians in the distance. As hosts, our family remained inside the villa walls, although Keshisha and some of our nephews climbed to the roof, from which they shouted down news of the procession’s progress. I compromised by standing on the second-floor balcony, where I had a good view of the courtyard while remaining somewhat secluded.


  From my vantage point, I saw Rami and Ukva leading Pushbi and Achti toward the house; however, they were too far away for me to discern any evidence of Achti’s pregnancy. Kimchit’s sons were also here, drinking and sharing appetizers with their wives. Moments later I was shocked to see Abba bar Joseph accompanied by two men, one older and one younger, who, judging by their resemblance to Abba, had to be his father and brother. I’d assumed they’d all be home in Machoza for Sukkot. I recognized other rabbis and students as well, and surmised that Father had invited all his colleagues.


  The sun was almost at its zenith when the musicians arrived outside the courtyard gate, playing with pomp as the litters disgorged their occupants. I listened carefully and made out the sounds of timbrels, lyres, lutes, reed pipes, flutes, and drums. Pazi’s family hadn’t stinted on the music. Only two litters entered the courtyard proper; the first let out Tazi and an older woman who must have been her mother. I craned my neck to view their jewelry, but they were too heavily veiled.


  Finally Pazi’s litter halted outside the traklin door, at which time Tachlifa, accompanied by Father and my brothers, went out to meet her. Pazi’s father opened the litter door and gently helped her descend. At that moment I realized that I should be downstairs with Mother and my sisters to welcome her, and I nearly knocked over several nieces in my race down the stairs.


  Thankfully, my place was at the end of the line. That, along with Pazi’s and her relatives’ slow pace, meant that I wasn’t even breathing hard when they reached me. Pazi’s and her mother’s jewels were indeed impressive, with intricately patterned gold pieces containing pearls and stones almost as large as Yalta’s. But it was their clothing that took my breath away. Pazi’s silk seemed to be woven of spun gold, while her mother’s gleamed like moonlight. Pazi’s bridal veil was delicate and frothy, a glittering golden cloud. In comparison, her mother’s was merely protection for what was underneath—an iridescent silver tunic woven all through with tiny pearls.


  Not that our nine females greeting them were any less striking in our array of vibrant colors. And of course Father and my brothers were imposing by sheer numbers alone. But they too looked impressive in tunics and trousers sewn from a variety of widths and colors of silken stripes—especially Tachlifa, who appeared to be dressed in a shimmering rainbow. I decided that between the jewelry and the silks, our two families had given the guests something to gossip about for years.


  Once the bride and groom were seated, everyone took their places and the banquet was served. I had made sure to secure a table next to mine for Achti, and to my relief Pushbi was unable to find a spot near enough to eavesdrop on us. Not that it would be easy to hear conversations over the music.


  Achti clandestinely lifted the sleeve of her tunic to reveal my amulet tied just above her elbow. “Thank you so much,” she whispered. “Did you make it yourself?”


  I speared slices of roast calf for both of us and nodded. “Is it working? Are you well?”


  “I can’t abide strong smells, especially in the afternoon, and I fall asleep right after the evening meal, but otherwise I feel perfectly fine.” She bit into the meat and sighed. “This calf is seasoned to perfection.”


  “Who knows besides you and me?” I took a bite, and then another. Achti was right. Cook had outdone herself; the meat was so tender it melted in my mouth.


  “Ukva surely knows, since I haven’t been niddah for almost four months, but he hasn’t said anything yet.”


  “What about Pushbi? She must have noticed.”


  “I’m not sure. I don’t think my belly is that much bigger.” Achti scooped her bread into the dove stew and stopped to think. “Yet she is feeding me better, giving me almost as much meat as Ukva. But that could be because you shamed her when you gave me yours that time.”


  “Pregnant women walk in a certain way that experienced people can recognize.” At Kimchit’s I’d written amulets for so many that I could easily identify them as they crossed her courtyard. “I’ll watch when you go to use the privy and see if it’s obvious.”


  “It doesn’t really matter. Everyone will know soon enough.” She helped herself to vegetables and another slice of calf, and gestured for a slave to bring more.


  I felt someone’s eyes on me, and sure enough Rami was gazing longingly at me from across the room. I flashed him a smile and wondered if he had opened the bag before giving it to Achti. If so, he must have surmised what the amulet was for. Still, I had to admit that he gave no indication of having discovered our secret.


  Achti pointed at Tazi struggling to rise from her seat. “I’m at the perfect stage of pregnancy for a banquet—ravenously hungry but not so big that my stomach can’t hold all that food. She looks ready to deliver any day.”


  One of the slaves helped Tazi to her feet, causing her tunic to cling briefly to her enormous belly. “Soon enough that her mother will continue to stay with us after the wedding week,” I said. “So she’ll be here when the baby comes.”


  “I’m so glad Mother is nearby, so she can come right away when I need her.”


  “You should have your baby here, where Father’s piety can protect you.”


  Achti sighed. “That would be nice, but I’m not sure Ukva and Pushbi would agree.”


  Either someone gave a signal or the musicians decided that everyone had eaten long enough, because the drums and timbrels abruptly grew louder and faster. My brothers and the other young men sprang into the center of a widening space in front of the newly wed couple, where they tried to outperform one another in dances showcasing their speed and athleticism.


  Mother directed our slaves to move the eating tables away, but instead of expanding their dances into the cleared area, my brothers held back and gestured for Mother to come up. She, in turn, invited Pazi’s mother to join her. I smiled at Achti in anticipation, confident that no matter how fine the other woman’s jewels and clothing, Mother’s dancing would be superior. Her audience watching with admiration, Mother demonstrated her skills just long enough that no one could complain that she’d usurped the dance floor.


  She curtsied to Tachlifa and Pazi, and then motioned for others to dance. I grabbed Achti’s hand, but she demurred, pleading that she’d rather not draw attention to herself. Before I could choose a new partner, I heard a girl’s voice behind me, asking me to dance with her.


  “Newandukh!” I exclaimed. “How nice that you could come.”


  “Nobody in Sura would dream of missing this wedding. Your mother is a wonderful dancer, and her clothes are so beautiful,” she gushed. “In fact, your outfit is lovely too. I wish I could wear silk before I’m married.”


  “I probably wouldn’t be if Pazi hadn’t given me this as a present,” I replied. “But her family is in the silk trade, you see.” I wasn’t sure how to explain Pazi’s generosity without bragging.


  “No wonder she and her mother have such gorgeous outfits.” Newandukh sighed. “If only I could have wedding clothes like that, I wouldn’t mind getting married next year.”


  “So soon?” I couldn’t hide my shock. Newandukh and I were the same age.


  “Rami can wait a few years since he’s still young, but my uncle is almost thirty,” she explained. “He’s been waiting a long time already.”


  I didn’t know how to respond. It seemed improper, somehow, for a man to marry a girl less than half his age, and I silently thanked Father for choosing me a youthful husband. But Newandukh wasn’t the only girl to marry so young. Several of the mothers I’d inscribed amulets for were only slightly older than me. We danced together until Devora brought Guria over to make a threesome, and we continued circling and twirling with the other women until I was so tired that it was a relief when the men reclaimed the dance floor.


  Before I knew it, the sun was setting and it was time for the evening meal. The musicians who’d accompanied Pazi’s litter were replaced by a new group who’d play until dawn. I was so hungry after all the dancing that it was only when Achti praised the food that I realized the menu we were being served was different from earlier. Beer and wine flowed like the Tigris and Euphrates, while the guests’ conversations sounded more boisterous as the time drew closer for Tachlifa and Pazi to leave the banquet and enter the huppah.


  Abaye was juggling so many balls that I couldn’t count them, when the music suddenly stopped. Father stood up, welcomed all the guests, and recited the seven wedding blessings for the newly married couple. Then, almost stealthily, Pazi, Tazi, and their mother departed from the traklin, leaving Tachlifa alone at the bridal table.


  Aware that Tazi and her mother were preparing Pazi to receive her new husband in the marital bed for the first time, the women’s mood grew sober, shattered only by an occasional giggle or nervous laugh. Those with children took their youngsters upstairs to bed, while others decided it was a good time to use the privy or get some fresh air in the moonlit garden. Zahra begged me to excuse her, promising to be in our kiton when I needed help undressing later.


  I was debating what to do, when the men began teasing Tachlifa about how to perform under the huppah, each comment more lewd than the last. The men’s backs were toward me, so I kept near the wall and listened. I could clearly hear their jokes and songs, whose content all related to sexual matters. My face burned as the most obscene of these came from my brothers, who taunted Tachlifa mercilessly. Ukva was slapping his thigh and laughing uproariously, but Rami looked more uncomfortable than enthusiastic.


  Part of me was appalled and wanted to leave, but another curious part wouldn’t let my legs move. So I remained rooted to the spot until my brother Keshisha discovered me.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “Same as you, listening and learning.”


  “This is for men only…not for girls.” His words were slightly slurred, and I could smell the wine on his breath.


  I knew that was true but I wasn’t going to let him bully me. “And what are you going to do about it?”


  He grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the door. “If you don’t leave, I’m going to tell Mother and Father.”


  I fled toward the room that Mother used for visitors. It had a door to the garden that I intended to use as soon as possible. But the room wasn’t empty. Instead of the usual cushions on the floor, an enormous curtained bed was illuminated by a woman holding a lamp.


  I could hear Mother’s voice addressing someone within. “Shall I go tell Tachlifa that his bride awaits him, or does Pazi need more time to prepare herself?”


  A muffled reply came from behind the curtains. “Just a little longer. She’s almost ready.”


  I couldn’t get to the garden this way, and I didn’t dare return to the traklin. So I waited and hoped that Mother wouldn’t think I’d been spying.


  When Mother eventually did come out, she seemed surprised to see me, but not angry. I accompanied her partway into the traklin, where a path through the throng of men opened for her. With a jerk of her chin, Mother indicated that I should head for the kitchen, where I found the musicians gulping down their evening meal.


  “Has the bridegroom left yet?” one of them called to me.


  “Not yet, but Mother went to get him.”


  “Hurry men,” the lead musician urged them. “We don’t have much time until we have to start playing again.”


  Dancing and drinking continued well into the night, both in the torch-lit traklin and in the courtyard bright under the nearly full moon. Guests shed their excess clothing, with mounds of men’s tunics and women’s veils piling up against the walls. Some women even removed their trousers, but as much as I wanted to show off my jeweled anklets, I was too shy to emulate them. Instead I hiked the legs up and created some fancy footwork to draw attention to my ankles as I danced.


  The moon was high overhead when I was finally so tired that I could barely keep my eyes open. This was the latest I’d ever stayed up and definitely the most I’d danced, and drunk, in one day. I staggered up the stairs and headed for my kiton. I couldn’t wait for Zahra to get these silks off me so I could go to bed.


  My hand against the wall to guide me in the dark, I stumbled down the hall until I came to a doorway. Shafts of moonlight outlined two people within, and I peeked in to get a better view.


  Ha-Elohim! It was a man and woman—embracing like Tachlifa and Pazi were supposed to be doing in that big curtained bed downstairs.


  I couldn’t tear my eyes away. The couple shifted position, and I had to stifle a gasp. The man was my brother Keshisha, and I was afraid that the woman was my niece Guria. I was wondering what I could possibly say to Yenuka in the morning, when the couple moved again and I recognized that the woman was not Guria at all but my slave Zahra.


  Without thinking, I ducked into the next room, where I could make out Imarta and Haruta asleep in their bed. Thank Heaven I’d found my kiton. My head may have been dull with drink, but I knew I had to get Zahra away from my brother.


  “Zahra,” I called as if she were inside my room. “Wake up, Zahra! I can’t get these clothes off without your help.”


  Sure enough, in an instant Zahra was responding, “I’m here, Mistress. Shall I light a lamp?”


  “Not if you can undress me without it.” Heaven forbid Zahra should see the expression on my face, or I see hers.


  She expertly removed my silks and hung them up. Tomorrow morning she’d see if they needed to be cleaned or repaired. But I couldn’t decide what to do about tonight. Part of me wanted to drag Keshisha downstairs and turn him over to Father and Yenuka’s wrath. But I was only a girl. What authority did I have to chastise him in front of our guests and spoil Tachlifa’s wedding? Keshisha hadn’t actually broken any laws, so I might be the one to get in trouble, for violating his privacy.


  Too upset to lie down, I was still fuming when Zahra threw her arms around me and burst into tears.


  “Thank you so much for rescuing me,” she whispered.


  “I rescued you?” It hadn’t looked like she needed rescuing.


  “If you hadn’t showed up just then and called for me—and yes, I could see it was you in the doorway—I don’t know how much longer I could have endured it.”


  “Did my brother hurt you?” My choice was easy—I would have to tell Yenuka if Keshisha had mistreated Zahra.


  “No,” she replied with a sniff. “He was quite gentle, considering how drunk he was. But it brought back so many horrible memories.” She hesitated for so long that I was surprised when she continued, “That’s why I asked you to let me go upstairs early. Because he was there.”


  I had to ask who “he” was.


  “My former master.” Her voice was bitter. “Once he saw me, I knew I had to escape before he found a way to get me alone and assault me.”


  My anger flared even more than with Keshisha. “He wouldn’t dare do such a thing. You belong to us now, not him.”


  “A slave is a slave.” She sniffed again. “Any man who wants to can just take her. And if she’s not his slave, so what? Should the owner object, the worst that happens is that he pays the owner for the slave’s time.”


  I knew that was true, which only made me more upset.


  “You have no idea how unusual your father is,” she continued. “I know masters who make their slave girls dance naked at banquets, and then encourage the guests to use them however they want.” The way she shuddered made me realize that this had happened to her, probably many times.


  “Not rabbis,” I protested. “My father and his colleagues would never do anything so immoral.”


  “Your father, no. But I don’t trust his friends.” She leaned closer and whispered, “Rav Nachman has his male slaves bed the females, making them switch partners each time so they don’t get too fond of each other. Rav Sheshet prostitutes his female slaves to the Arabs.”


  Zahra’s tone was so fierce that she had to be telling the truth. I nearly choked on my outrage and disgust, yet I was helpless when it came to these men. Keshisha, however, was a different matter. “What am I going to do about my brother?”


  “I don’t think he will bother me once he’s sober, and with any luck, in the morning he won’t even remember what happened.” Zahra squeezed my hand. “I’ll have to try to avoid him at banquets from now on though.”


  It infuriated me that Keshisha would escape any repercussions, but I didn’t want Zahra blamed for seducing him. “Do you need something from Shayla so you don’t get pregnant?” Father didn’t like our slaves having babies; it would be years before the children could be productive and in the meantime he had to feed and clothe them.


  Zahra yawned and lay down. “Let’s wait to see if I’m late.”


  I yawned widely in response. I would deal with these things in the morning, if necessary. I quickly said my bedtime prayers, adding the blessing thanking Elohim for not making me a slave.


  As it turned out, I didn’t have to do anything. Keshisha continued to act toward Zahra exactly as he had before that night, and Zahra became dashtana before we’d finished celebrating the seven days of Tachlifa’s wedding. After some consideration, I decided not to tell Yenuka what I’d seen. That way I’d have a weapon in reserve the next time Keshisha threatened to tell Mother or Father about my misbehavior.


  Also within that week, Tazi gave birth to a healthy baby girl, which saved Mother from having to host all these people another week for a brit milah. As Grandfather predicted, several of Pazi’s relatives were pleased to receive a proven traveler’s amulet from me. All I needed to do was wait to hear that three of them had completed successful journeys, and then I’d be an expert amulet scribe.


  Once our guests finally left, it was time to harvest dates, and after that to begin brewing beer from them. By the time all our beer was sealed in its jars, Achti’s pregnancy was obvious. But just when I could visit her without advance notice, because she rarely left home, I scarcely had any opportunity to do so.


  All winter long I rarely got to see Achti, and when I did, it was under Pushbi’s watchful eye. I came to rely on Rami to keep me informed about my sister’s condition, though I knew Achti would never entrust him with any complaints, especially about his mother. In less than a year I would be too old to revoke our betrothal, and how Pushbi treated Achti after the baby was born could well influence my decision.


  When we celebrated the new moon of Adar, Achti was starting to have mild contractions. The entire household waited eagerly each morning for Rami to arrive, hoping for news of her progress. A week went by, then another, but the baby didn’t come. We all knew that Mother preferred that Achti give birth at our villa, just as we knew that Mother’s desire would likely be thwarted. My sisters-in-law performed their tasks quickly and quietly, and if possible, someplace away from her presence. Mari and I visited my land to watch the tenant farmers plant flax seeds and to gauge how well the wheat crop was growing.


  Sometime that night I was awakened by our geese honking wildly. The racket increased, and I heard men running about downstairs. When light appeared from below, I slipped on a tunic and peeked out to see what had caused the commotion.


  To my shock, Rami was standing in the entry hall, breathing heavily while Timonus interrogated him. The next instant, Mother raced past me, fully dressed. Shayla was close on her heels, carrying the medicine basket, followed by Mariamme, Beloria, and two older slave women. Before I could catch my breath, Timonus grabbed a torch and they followed Rami out.


  Oh no! Achti must be in labor at Pushbi’s—where Father’s piety couldn’t protect her.
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  The next morning, after a nearly sleepless night, I persuaded Father to let me and Zahra leave for Pushbi’s at first light. He lectured me sternly to stay out of the lying-in room if Achti hadn’t given birth yet and made Imarta accompany us for good measure. But he needn’t have worried; we met Rami halfway there.


  Rami’s face lit up when he saw us, and he rushed to share the good news. “A baby girl, Dodi, strong and healthy, delivered sometime after midnight.” He paused and added, “Achti is in good health as well.”


  I wanted to hug him, but of course I couldn’t, not on the road. “So Mother was there when the baby was born.”


  His face clouded. “She was extremely grateful that I’d come to get her, but…but, I’m afraid that my mother was incensed by my impetuous behavior.”


  “I suppose it would be upsetting to have all these people barge into her house in the middle of the night,” I said, displaying sympathy I did not feel.


  He swallowed hard. “And now even more are coming.”


  “Should I go home?” I asked, hoping he would disagree.


  “You may as well go see your sister. Uh…the damage is done. Besides, I suppose women will be stopping by all day to see the new baby.”


  Besides women from our household, there were several visitors who’d dropped by on their way to synagogue. Mother seemed unsurprised at my appearance and, whispering that Achti was now awake, ushered me in to see her. I was taken aback to find Pushbi holding the sleeping baby instead of my sister. The child, so tightly swaddled that only the top of her head was visible, looked much like any other newborn. As far as my experience went, the only difference between babies at this age was whether they had hair or not. This one did not.


  At first I thought it would be impossible to have a private conversation with Achti. Pushbi seemed glued to her seat, and a continuous stream of women ebbed and flowed through the room. But eventually Mother stifled a yawn and announced that they needed to get back home, and slowly the other women left for synagogue or the souk. I was the only one remaining when the baby woke with a piercing cry, forcing Pushbi to hurriedly relinquish her to Achti.


  The infant knew where to find nourishment, and Achti sank back on the pillow with a look of contentment I’d never seen on her face before. Lulled by the soothing sound of the baby nursing, Pushbi’s eyelids began to droop. Mine did too, but I was determined to stay awake. My hopes were fulfilled when Pushbi stood up, stretched, and told the nearest slave that she was going upstairs to rest and didn’t want to be disturbed.


  I waited a few moments to make sure she wasn’t coming back, and then sat down next to the bed. Achti waited even longer before whispering, “If it weren’t for your Rami, Mother wouldn’t have been here in time. I don’t know how to thank him.”


  “When did you go into labor?” I made no effort to hide my suspicion.


  She locked eyes with me. “At the midday meal my pains were so strong that I didn’t want to eat anything.”


  We said nothing more on the subject but we knew the truth. Pushbi could easily have sent word before sunset and had deliberately delayed in hopes that Achti would give birth without Mother in attendance.


  “Was it very painful for you?”


  “It’s strange. I know that it was terribly painful at times, particularly near the end, but now I can’t quite recall how bad it felt.” She gazed down at her new daughter in awe. “Isn’t she beautiful?”


  “If you say so.”


  Achti giggled. “I must sound like every mother who’s just given birth, thinking her baby is the sweetest child in all the world.”


  “Do you want me to make her an amulet? I doubt you’ll be able to hide it like the one for your pregnancy though.”


  “I’ll talk to Ukva about it, although I expect he’ll want her to have one. After all, he’s not studying Torah all the time like Father does.”


  “If you want me to inscribe it without Pushbi knowing, just order one from Kimchit,” I said. “I write them at home for her now.”


  There was a knock on the door and a slave entered, carrying a bowl of what smelled like chicken soup. Achti shifted the drowsy baby to her other breast and drank it down in one long gulp. I suddenly realized that I was hungry too, but I couldn’t leave my sister and niece alone for fear of demons. Newborns and their mothers were especially vulnerable to liliths, who resented new human life so much that they waited like vultures for an opportunity to end it. I was pressing my hands against my stomach to keep it from growling when the door opened again, and this time the slave had bowls of soup for Achti and for me.


  I visited Achti nearly every day the first week. Then, confident that all was well, Mother decided that it would be best if I went to see her on the two days that Father and his students attended court, and then returned home with him. It was on Second Day, a month later, when I heard the rain clattering on Pushbi’s roof, a sound that both cheered and annoyed me.


  Despite living between the mighty Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, with their many canals, Babylonians all feared drought. So much so that Jews prayed for rain three times a day during the rainy season between Sukkot in the fall and Pesach in the spring. And though the Persians objected to fasting as an affront to their benevolent god, our sages didn’t hesitate to declare a communal fast if a drought lasted too long. In fact, there was an entire chapter of the Mishna, Taanit, which dealt with the laws concerning fasts.


  So while everyone in Sura was happy and relieved when rain came, they preferred it at night when they wouldn’t have to be outside in it. Ukva, who usually didn’t come back from his fields until it was time to eat the midday meal, returned at least an hour early. Father and the students arrived soon after that, soggy as wet dogs, and were in no discernible hurry to leave.


  Pushbi, understandably dismayed at the possibility of having to suddenly feed all these extra mouths, didn’t dare insult Father. “Will you be dining with us?” she asked, managing to sound more gracious than she probably felt.


  Father, recognizing that providing the main meal for this many growing youths could be a hardship for a household that consisted of three adults and a few slaves, shook his head. “We’ll just stay until there’s a break in the storm.”


  There was an awkward silence until Achti came out carrying the baby. “Father, I thought I heard your voice,” she said. “Would you like to hold Nanai while you’re here?”


  Father lifted the child with expert hands and examined her closely. Then he addressed Ukva: “You’re a lucky man. I’ve always taught that a firstborn daughter is a good omen for sons who follow.” He smiled at Achti and me before adding, “I myself prefer daughters to sons.”


  Every face turned to Father in surprise. How could a man who fathered six sons before a girl came along say such a thing? Surely everyone wanted their first child to be male, and many probably preferred no daughters at all.


  My brother Nachman, however, was the only one willing to question him. “Why is that, Father?”


  Instead of answering, Father smiled and asked the students to guess his reasons.


  “My older sister helped raise me and my brother after our mother died,” Abba said. “So it was well for my father that he had a girl to begin with.”


  Achti and I cringed at this, but Father nodded and waited for more responses.


  Rami couldn’t let Abba have the last word. “If a daughter is oldest, then the Evil Eye will not have power over the sons, since people normally envy those who have a boy first.”


  “And because a firstborn son inherits twice as much as his brothers,” Ukva added, “having a daughter first prevents the younger sons from envying the eldest and thus provoking the Evil Eye against him.”


  “You are both correct,” Father declared.


  Pushbi beamed at his praise of Rami and Ukva, and I recalled that they had an older sister married to a rabbi in Pumbedita, the northernmost city on the Euphrates still considered part of Bavel. I had only met her once, at Achti and Ukva’s wedding, as she rarely left home.


  I was wondering if Yenuka had received the house and lands in Kafri for his inheritance, and whether my other brothers envied him for this, when I realized that it was no longer raining. Taking advantage of this lull in the storm, Father gave his newest granddaughter back to Achti and urged those accompanying him to don their cloaks. Finding mine was simple; it was the only one still dry. But when we reached the villa, it was as wet as all the others.


  When the skies cleared a week later, Mari suggested taking this opportunity to see how my land had fared during the recent rainstorms. I didn’t know what to expect, and thus was relieved to see all the new flax shoots sprouting in my field. The section where flax had grown last year was now covered with golden wheat. When Mari and I returned, I was surprised to find Rami waiting outside. He did not seem happy to see me.


  “Meet me…meet me in the garden as soon as you’re done eating,” he whispered. He did not call me Dodi.


  My first thought was that something had happened to Achti or the baby, but then I realized that he would not need to talk privately about such a thing. I ate as fast as I could, but he was faster.


  I hurried to where he was pacing. “What’s the matter?”


  “How long until you’re an adult?”


  “Less than a year. I was born in the second year of the second king Bahram.” I waited while he continued pacing back and forth. What was so important to tell me, yet so difficult?


  Rami turned to face me and sighed deeply. “If you want…to revoke our betrothal…after hearing what I’m going to say…well, I’ll understand.”


  Immediately my stomach tightened into a knot.


  “My mother has disinherited me, Dodi.” His chin quivered as he fought back tears. “That is, she has gifted all her property to Ukva.”


  I gulped in dismay before blurting out, “Why?” How could a mother disinherit her own son? What had Rami done to so offend her?


  “She wouldn’t say why.” He shook his head in disbelief. “All I can think of is my going to get your mother when Achti was having the baby.”


  He looked so miserable that I was frantic for something to make him feel better. So I spoke without thinking. “I don’t care if you have any property or not. I have plenty of my own land.” I added proudly, “From my grandfather.”


  Rami’s eyes widened and he gazed at me so fondly that I was sure he wanted to kiss me. I suddenly realized that I actually wanted to marry him, that though I now had a good reason to revoke our betrothal, I had no intention of doing so. It wasn’t just Father who had chosen Rami; I was choosing him myself, in spite of his horrid mother.


  Then I recognized how I’d misspoken. While it was true that I had property, Grandfather had ensured that my husband couldn’t use it. Now it was my turn to squirm while I considered how I’d share what Rami would have to deem bad news. I had to say something; I couldn’t leave him with such a misleading impression.


  “Rami,” I said gently. “About my land…”


  “What about it, Dodi?”


  “Grandfather made a vow that my husband couldn’t derive any benefit from it. Achti’s land is restricted the same way.”


  He stood paralyzed in thought for what seemed like forever. “When Mother learns about this,” he said slowly, “she’s going to be even angrier than she is at me.”


  “But it doesn’t matter,” I said. “Our children will inherit my property exactly the same way as if it were yours.”


  “Unless you too decide to favor one over the others with gifts before you die.”


  I almost said that I would never be as mean as Pushbi but stopped just in time. “You could do the same thing.”


  Surprisingly, he grinned, exposing those perfect white teeth. “Look at us, Dodi, quarreling over money and we’re not even wed.” Then his expression grew serious. “The laws governing a married woman’s property are complicated. I’m going to ask your father to explain them.”


  “I want to be there when he does.”


  Before I went to help Rahel with another kasa d’charasha, I stood for a while in the garden, admiring how many more tulips and buttercups were blooming this year. Rami’s smile continued to warm my heart, and I could still hear him calling me Dodi. I didn’t want to spoil the feeling by thinking about his mother.


  Father addressed the subject the very next day. “It has come to my attention that we need to review the laws of marital property, particularly in regard to what the wife brings to the marriage,” he said. “Most of these are addressed in Tractate Ketubot, and I would like to start with a Mishna at the beginning of the sixth chapter.”


  In theory, all his students should be familiar with this, but Father quoted it anyway. “Everything found by a wife, and anything she earns, these belong to her husband,” he began. “In addition, anything she inherits, her husband has usufruct during her lifetime.”


  “What’s usufruct?” Keshisha asked.


  Mari rolled his eyes at our youngest brother’s ignorance. “Usufruct is the legal right to use and profit from another’s property, as long as the property is not damaged.”


  Before Father could continue, Nachman interrupted. “But I learned a Baraita in which Rabbi Akiva says a wife’s extra earnings are hers, while the Sages hold that they belong to her husband.”


  Several students asked what constitutes extra earnings, and Father held up his hand. “The Mishna specifies what income a wife must earn for her husband, in return for him maintaining her, ransoming her, and burying her,” he explained. “Rabbi Akiva and the Sages are disputing what happens to any amount above that minimum.”


  “What is the law?” Abba asked. “Does she keep it or not?”


  “Rabbi Akiva and the Sages each maintain their own opinion,” Father replied. “Thus the couple’s marriage contract may stipulate that the wife keeps her surplus income.”


  I sat up straight to pay better attention. My amulets and silk ribbons would surely bring me extra income.


  Rami now had his chance to ask a question. “What happens to property she acquired before marriage?”


  “This is her melog property,” Father replied. “After she marries, her husband controls it and receives usufruct of it. But he does not inherit it, as he does any property she receives after they’re married. Her children do.”


  “Can he relinquish these rights?” Rami asked.


  Before Father could reply, Abba interjected, “Why would he want to?” His sarcastic tone of voice made clear his belief that this was a stupid thing for a husband to do.


  Father turned to Rami and said, “We have another Mishna that explains exactly how a man may declare to his wife, in writing, that he will have neither claim nor right to her property, nor to its produce.”


  Then, to my surprise, he turned to Grandfather. “I believe my wife’s father can answer Abba’s question.”


  Grandfather chuckled. “Many years ago, my father-in-law, the great scholar Rav, decided on a whim to visit my home. He happened to arrive in the middle of my daughter’s wedding feast, to which he had not been invited. He was so outraged at whom she’d married that he refused to eat anything.” When Grandfather saw the students looking at him in surprise, he continued, “Rav had not been invited to his granddaughter’s wedding because I knew very well that he disapproved of her husband.”


  Father interrupted with a small cough. “The bridegroom Rav found objectionable was, of course, myself.” We all stared at him in amazement, so he explained, “I was a callow youth of sixteen, an impoverished student, who had the audacity to marry not only a scholar’s daughter but one whose mother was sister to the exilarch’s wife.”


  “Hisda convinced me that he had no interest in my daughter’s wealth by agreeing to write just such a stipulation as our Mishna requires,” Grandfather said. “He also understood that I would make a vow forbidding him any benefit from property I gave her, as is detailed in a Mishna from Tractate Nedarim.”


  Father shrugged. “Then I went to study with Rav, who eventually reconciled with my wife’s family.”


  “I admit that everything worked out admirably,” Grandfather said proudly. “However, in the event that Hisda became a drunkard or a swindler, or merely an incompetent businessman, my daughter’s property was protected. Perhaps more important, since a husband inherits from his wife but not she from him, if my daughter were to die before they had any sons, my patrimony would not devolve to Hisda’s children by another wife.”


  “Lest you think me an infatuated fool,” Father addressed the room, but his gaze was focused on Abba, “what difference did it make to me who had usufruct of my wife’s property? The flax from her fields was woven into clothes my household wore, her wheat baked into bread they ate. As for our sons’ inheritance, does it matter if they receive it from her or from me?”


  I was so proud of Father that I wanted to hug him.


  “Another Mishna in Ketubot gives a third way in which a father can protect his daughter’s property,” Zeira said. “He may place it with a trustworthy custodian, who manages it for her benefit.”


  The students were sitting in silence, contemplating all they’d heard, when my father asked, “Any questions?”


  Rami was ready. “Regarding her melog property, let’s say a man rented a cow from a woman and subsequently married her,” he postulated. “Is the husband considered a borrower, who is liable for any mishap that befalls the cow, or is he still considered a renter, and thus not liable?”


  The other students were trying to figure this out when Abba snorted. “Because of the quickness of his mind, Rami has made an error. A borrower is not liable when the owner is in service to him, as a wife is to her husband. So the result is the same as for a renter.”


  Rami blushed at the criticism and cleared his throat. “I meant to ask, what is the law when a single woman rents a cow from others, and then she marries? Is her husband a borrower or a renter?”


  “Neither,” Abba snapped, his tone so caustic that the other students winced. “Rather, he is like a purchaser and is exempt from all liability, even theft and loss.”


  Father put up his hand to stop the argument, and then guided the discussion back to more practical applications.


  After that day, the truce between Rami and Abba never returned. It took months, until summer’s end, before everyone’s questions on the topic were thoroughly examined. Still, between my hours in the classroom and those I spent reviewing the material with Grandfather, I felt confident that I had learned everything the Rabbis taught about a husband’s rights, or lack thereof, over his wife’s property.


  Equally important, I learned that Abba bar Joseph thought a husband should exercise control over all his wife’s property, no matter how or when acquired. And should she attempt to hide any property from him, Abba was quite willing to trick her into revealing it.


  Our beer was finished brewing when I confirmed to Father that I still wanted to marry Rami bar Chama. After all, Achti and I should be able to outwit Pushbi together. There was no ceremony to mark my reaching adulthood, but I celebrated inside when Rami told me that Pushbi had reinstated him as her heir and disinherited his brother. Apparently Ukva had brought down Pushbi’s wrath by refusing to hire a wet nurse for Achti, which would have freed her to become pregnant again sooner.


  When I finally got a chance to deliver the new amulet I’d inscribed for little Nanai at the New Year, I learned that Achti was grateful Ukva had defied Pushbi over the wet nurse. As for being disinherited, Ukva shrugged it off, saying that this was neither the first nor the last time his mother would change her bequests. He and Rami would work things out when the time came, an attitude that heartened me greatly.


  With the New Year rush for new amulets over, I was able to concentrate on inscribing bowls for Rahel. Over the previous year, she had me write longer and more complicated spells on larger vessels. I was again thankful for my good memory. Knowing three proven amulet inscriptions might make me an expert in the Rabbis’ eyes, but there were no such criteria for expertise on kasa d’charasha. According to Grandfather, the Mishna never mentions using pottery for such a purpose.


  As far as Rahel was concerned, it was important for me to know as many spells as possible. She told me this as we sat in the garden one morning, several large bowls stacked nearby. “I don’t want to imply that smaller bowls are less effective, but I believe that the more spells and imprecations we cast against the demons, the better.”


  I started to feel confused. Even after studying with Rahel for two years, I could only write exactly what she told me. Unlike amulets, which used identical wording except for the client’s name, each bowl seemed to have its own unique spell.


  “How do you decide which incantation to use?”


  “You still have some years until your wedding,” Rahel replied. “If you are diligent, you should be capable of composing your own by then.”


  “Compose my own?” My voice rose with dismay. “You mean there are no standard texts?”


  “There are definitely standards, but there is room for originality,” she said. “Think of all the incantations you’ve inscribed. How are they similar?”


  “They generally end with ‘amen’ and ‘selah.’”


  Rahel nodded. “More than that, each spell contains distinct parts, which are always recited in the same order.” She picked up the bowl I’d inscribed the day before. “Let’s use this one as an example.”


  The text read: “Health and guarding and sealing from Heaven for Ahai bar Mevrat and Kiomta bat Horan, their house, possessions, sons, daughters, and fetus. By the ban of Bugdana, king of shaydim and satans, ruler of liliths, whether male or female, I adjure you that you be struck in the membrane of your heart by the spear of Tikas the Mighty, who has control over shaydim and liliths. In the name of Metatron, Prince of the Countenance, I suspend from the house and prohibit from the semen and seed, the sons and daughters, of Ahai bar Mevrat and Kiomta bat Horan, all you evil ruchim, plagues, satans, liliths, and shaydim. Depart, go out, flee, and do not appear to them in daytime visions or in nighttime dreams. Sealed with the signet ring of Solomon ben David, King of Israel. Amen. Amen. Amen. Selah.”


  “The clients are mentioned right at the beginning,” I said slowly. “And the ban of Bugdana comes next.” Not every kasa d’charasha called upon Bugdana, but on those that did, his ban followed closely after the clients were named.


  “Correct,” she said. “The spell always starts with the names of the client and what kind of protection we seek for them. Next we list the demons to be adjured and the holy Names by whose authority this will be done.”


  “How do you choose the holy Names?”


  Rahel stopped to think. “The ban of King Bugdana is sealed with Solomon’s ring, but we don’t name both Bugdana and Ashmedai in the same bowl.”


  “If the king of demons has two names, why not use both of them?” Hadn’t Grandfather told me how important it was to use the correct demons’ names?


  “Dada!” Rahel’s voice was stern. “Just as the Torah gives us laws that Israel obeys without question, so too are kasa d’charasha governed by rules that must be followed absolutely.”


  She waited until I nodded in submission. “Dealings with demons and liliths are extremely dangerous. Violating their rules can have terrible consequences. For example, you wouldn’t want to accidently conjure the king of demons and be incinerated into a pile of ashes.”


  I shuddered at the thought. “What about the angels?” Cowed, I kept my voice low.


  “Don’t worry, you can call upon whichever angels you please.” She held up the bowl for me to see. “I chose Metatron alone and not a greater number of angels because of the bowl’s small size. With a large vessel, you should have many angels, because hearing all their names will reassure your clients.”


  “The more angels I entreat, the more likely the demons will flee,” I suggested hopefully. And if I somehow summoned an angel, even one as important as Metatron, the only angel permitted to see Elohim’s Countenance, it shouldn’t be as disastrous as conjuring a demon.


  “Perhaps.” Rahel’s expression grew serious again. “Next the demons and liliths are addressed directly, followed by a detailed warning of how they will be punished if they don’t flee the clients’ home and leave them in peace,” she continued. “It is important to list as many types of demons as possible, to ensure that the one troubling the client is named specifically.”


  “And if the demon isn’t named properly?”


  Rahel shook her head. “Then the spell is useless and the client is left vulnerable to attack.”


  I worked in silence on three more bowls for Ahai bar Mevrat and Kiomta bat Horan. I envisioned the mighty Metatron, the very angel who saved Isaac from being sacrificed, hurling balls of fire against all the demons listed, compelling them to flee. When I came to the third, it was manifest that I would run out of room on the small bowl before I’d written the entire incantation. Frustrated at not noticing that this vessel was a little smaller than the others, I made ready to break it before starting on a new one.


  “Wait.” Rahel stopped me. “You don’t need to destroy the bowl. Just continue writing on the outside.”


  “That’s allowed?” I’d never seen her do it.


  “Oh yes. That’s why we start writing at the center of the inner surface,” she said.


  Rahel was evidently in a teaching mood, so I asked her a question that had puzzled me for some time. “Many of your and Kimchit’s clients are Jewish, but not all of them. Yet your incantations address Adonai Savaot or King Solomon, appeal to Jewish angels, and quote words of Torah. How can a Persian expect help from such explicitly Jewish sources?”


  That made her stop to think. “I’m no expert on amulets, but the authority in my vessels comes from me, a Jew, so I call upon powers from my religion.” She shrugged. “For the most part, customers don’t care if the incantation invokes Adonai or Ahura Mazda, as long as it works. That’s why some Jews use bowls from the Magi and some Persians come to me.”


  For a moment I was surprised that the Magi also produced kasa d’charasha, but then I realized that as much as Persians hated demons, they would have their own weapons to fight them.


  I had just finished writing when a woman screamed in the courtyard. When no further screams followed, Rahel rolled her eyes in annoyance and went back to her work, but I jumped up and ran through the gate. A knot of slaves huddled anxiously around something near the grain jars, so I raced in that direction and squirmed between them to see what was so exciting.


  I stopped abruptly when I reached the periphery. Cowering in the center, surrounded by scattered ground wheat, a young kitchen slave had dropped her mortar and pestle. Her gaze was riveted on a black snake slowly slithering in her direction.


  I started to jump back when somebody grabbed my arm and whispered, “Don’t move. Any sudden noise and it will attack.”


  We stood there paralyzed and helpless until a gray blur suddenly dashed past. The next moment, the snake was thrashing around wildly, its head firmly grasped in the jaws of a large striped cat. The slave girl collapsed in another slave’s arms, while the cat took its time killing and finally eating its prey. Not that the cat needed rewarding, but Cook soon arrived with a fish head for it.


  I rejoined Rahel, whose reaction to my tale was to shudder and say, “I hate snakes, especially black snakes. They’re even more poisonous than scorpions.”


  I remembered something else I wanted to know. Earlier, at synagogue, Newandukh’s wedding date had been announced. Yet nobody in my family was making any plans to attend. “Why aren’t we going to Newandukh’s wedding? She came to Tachlifa’s, and I’d like to celebrate with her.”


  Rahel sighed. “Your father prefers that we don’t socialize with the am-ha’aretz.”


  Newandukh was already at synagogue when I finally saw her a month later. She grimaced as I squeezed in next to her, forcing her to slide over a little. I whispered an apology for disturbing her. It was only when services were over that I realized something was wrong. There were dark circles under her eyes, and she had such difficulty standing that I had to help her. By the time she reached her full height, she was blinking back tears from the painful effort.


  “You’re hurt. What happened?”


  Newandukh continued to lean on my arm. “I got married.”


  Shocked by the bitterness in her voice, I could only say, “I don’t understand.”


  “Of course not. You’re still a virgin.”


  I couldn’t believe I’d heard her right. “Your husband did this to you?” I waited until she nodded, and then, despite my dread at what she’d say, I asked, “In bed?”


  She nodded again. “Imagine getting kicked between your legs by a donkey every night, several times a night, with no time to heal.” She groaned as she shifted her weight. “Sometimes he doesn’t even wait for nighttime.”


  I gasped in horror. “But surely he doesn’t bother you when you’re niddah?”


  “I haven’t become dashtana yet.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “So who knows how long this torture will continue!”


  Suddenly Newandukh’s face went rigid with fear. I turned and saw a man standing next to her mother, beckoning to her. Walking had to be difficult for her, so I put my arm around Newandukh’s waist and supported her weight as she headed toward them. The man chuckled at her mincing gait, and I was overwhelmed with the desire to strike him.


  I was desperate to escape, but I couldn’t let the poor girl stagger on unassisted. So I kept my expression calm no matter how much Newandukh winced with each new step. Once she reached him, I couldn’t get away from her husband’s smug face fast enough.


  “That’s why we don’t socialize with am-ha’aretz,” Rahel hissed as we put on our cloaks. “So our daughters won’t marry such beasts.”


  Grandfather hadn’t mentioned that difference between our men and theirs. But couldn’t some rabbinic husbands act like Newandukh’s? Look how badly Rav Nachman and Rav Sheshet treated their female slaves. True, Achti and Pazi hadn’t evidenced any such injuries after their weddings. At least none I was aware of.
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  For the next two years, I was grateful that nearly every waking hour was filled with studies, either incantations with Rahel or Mishna with Father and Grandfather, for they helped keep thoughts of Newandukh’s misfortune at bay. It wasn’t only how she’d suffered her husband’s abuse for months after her wedding but that a year later she died after several agonizing days of trying, unsuccessfully, to give birth to his child.


  As my own wedding day grew inexorably closer, I tried to shut my mind against the possibility that Newandukh and I might share the same sad fate, as I too had not yet become dashtana. Only too aware of how fleeting my remaining days of studying were, I forced myself to learn as much as I could. But at night I was haunted by her description of marital relations, “kicked between your legs by a donkey,” and could only pray for Elohim to spare me such a fate.


  I was so focused on my worries that it wasn’t until Father began teaching from Tractate Taanit that I realized it hadn’t rained since we’d celebrated Sukkot, over a month ago.


  As always, he quoted the Mishna first. “If the Seventeenth of Cheshvan has come and no rain has fallen, pious individuals begin a series of three fasts. But they may eat and drink after nightfall and are permitted to work.”


  It was now the Twenty-seventh of Cheshvan and nobody was fasting, so the students looked at Father for an explanation.


  “Here in Bavel, we follow the Baraita of Rabbi Yose, which teaches that the pious do not begin fasting until the month of Kislev arrives,” he said. “We also learn in a Mishna that if no rain has fallen by two weeks after that, the court imposes three fasts on the community, who may eat and drink after nightfall.”


  This would happen if it didn’t rain by the end of Hanukah, not that I could remember it ever not raining by then.


  “Who exactly are the pious ones who fast before the community does?” Rami asked.


  “Rav Huna says they are the rabbis,” Father replied.


  Abba bar Joseph waved his hand. Both he and Rami had grown in recent years, but Rami was still a head taller. Last year Abba had betrothed a wealthy merchant’s daughter named Choran, and Father’s students had gone to Machoza for the banquet. Rami told me he’d never seen a more unattractive female, and Keshisha snickered that the amount of Choran’s ketuba was so high that Abba would never be able to repay it if he wanted to divorce her. After what Abba had said about a husband controlling his wife’s property, it didn’t surprise me at all that he’d married for money. That was undoubtedly why he’d wanted to marry me.


  “We learn in a Baraita that their three fasts are on Second Day, Fifth Day, and the following Second Day,” Abba said.


  Father gazed around the room, a stern expression on his face. “Another Baraita teaches: A man should not say ‘I am only a student and not worthy of being thought a pious individual.’ Rather, all Torah students are considered pious ones.”


  “If he may eat and drink after nightfall, does that mean he can spend the entire night eating and drinking?” Zeira asked skeptically. “Even until dawn?”


  I was pleased that Rami knew the answer. “There’s a Baraita that poses this exact question and answers that Rebbi says ‘until the first light of dawn,’ while Rabbi Eliezer says ‘until the rooster crows.’”


  Father’s expression grew more solemn as he continued with the Mishna. “If these days pass and their prayers are not answered, the court imposes three more fasts on the community, who may not eat or drink even at night. Work is forbidden, as is washing, anointing, wearing shoes, and marital relations.”


  I frowned. By that time, my newly sown wheat would dry and shrivel unless it was watered by hand from the canals.


  But Father wasn’t done with the Mishna. His voice deepened to a threatening rumble. “If these days pass with no answer, the court imposes more fasts on the community, more stringent than the first. They may not engage in building and planting, nor hold betrothals and weddings.”


  No weddings! I tried to calculate how many weeks must pass without rain before my wedding would be affected. But before I could figure it out, I realized that my pious father would not hold my nuptials after marital relations became forbidden. Not that I wanted a drought, but it would be a relief if my wedding were postponed on account of one.


  On Second Day the following week, Father, his students, and my brothers were up before dawn for their last opportunity to eat before the fast. The east wind was blowing strongly and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. One week later, they fasted again under cloudy skies, but not a drop of rain fell.


  After celebrating Hanukah under clear skies, Rav Huna called for the communal fast. Despite the many disagreements between rabbinic Jews and am-ha’aretz, everyone recognized that the rabbis’ prayers could bring rain if enough people fasted along with them. Word spread quickly through Sura’s synagogues, for only when the rabbis beseeched Heaven for mercy and the people had atoned for their sins would the drought end.


  Father’s students not only fasted, they began debating what sins Elohim was punishing us for. Father opened the discussion by saying that rain was withheld when people neglected to give priests their proper tithes.


  “Because they speak lashon hara, complaints and gossip about one another,” said Rami.


  “When they are brazen and visit harlots,” offered Rav Huna’s son Rabbah.


  Abaye said, “Because of theft and cheating in business.”


  “Rav Yosef teaches that rain is withheld when Torah study is neglected,” Abba said confidently.


  I suspected that plenty of men gossiped, cheated, and neglected Torah study, yet Father hadn’t needed to pray for rain in years. Had people suddenly become more sinful, or had the accumulated years of sinning finally forced Elohim to take drastic measures?


  For two weeks we were teased with gray clouds that passed overhead and disappeared over the horizon with not a drop of rain to show for them. The water level in the Euphrates dropped so low that its smaller canals were drying up. Rav Huna called for everyone to observe the stricter fast and to repent their sins. When Father told me sadly that my wedding must be postponed, I briefly wondered if Elohim had answered my prayers, only to promptly feel ashamed for harboring such selfish thoughts. But I did not feel guilty for wondering why, if Father’s prayers for rain were always answered in Kafri, they weren’t equally effective in Sura.


  A month later we began seeing results of the continued drought. Nearly all the canals were dry, and fighting broke out when people tried to block them in an attempt to irrigate their fields upriver. Only one of our wells still gave water, but it was better than the brackish liquid most people had to drink. Father and his students wore sackcloth and put ashes on their heads on the days when we all fasted, and Rav Huna ordered the shofar blown at synagogues. Yet even if rain came, it would be too late for this year’s wheat crop.


  With draught came pestilence. The demon Nega spread plagues through the population, his deadly minions attacking by night. Young children, his favorite target, were hit the hardest. One day they’d seem well; then a few days later they’d be burning with fever, and by week’s end it was too late. Every auspicious hour found me writing amulets against Nega and his shaydim for Kimchit’s clients, while Rahel’s bowls were in such demand that we worked by lamplight during the long winter nights. She taught me a short spell that was particularly useful during plagues, as it took little time to inscribe and thus fit on small vessels that everyone could afford.


  I was amazed to learn that just as the Mishna was strict about the procedure a Jewish husband must follow when divorcing his wife, there was also a specific formula inscribed on a kasa d’charasha in order to divorce a demon. Who would have thought that shaydim might use a get, a divorce document, to divorce their wives the same way men did?


  “This is the get for shaydim, ruchim, plagues, satans, and liliths in order to banish them from the house of Hormiz bar Sama and the entire household. By the ban of Bugdana, king of shaydim and satans, ruler of liliths, I adjure you. Just as demons write deeds of divorce and give them to their wives and do not return to them again, take your get, accept your ketuba, and go, flee, leave and depart from the house of Hormiz bar Sama. Sealed with the signet ring of Solomon upon which is the great Ineffable Name. Amen. Amen. Amen. Selah.”


  Every day except Shabbat I wrote this spell on vessel after vessel. Only the clients’ names changed as I imagined myself, Rahel, and countless other enchantresses as warriors forcing our enemies to flee before us. I vacillated between exhilaration at my part in battling the demons and despair when Nega claimed another victim. Our household remained untouched by illness, so Rami began spending nights at the villa, going home only for Shabbat.


  When he returned on First Day, Rami brought news that two of their slaves and Achti’s little girl had been stricken. Mother questioned him about Nanai’s symptoms as Shayla chose which medicines to take with them, and thus I learned that Nega’s minions attacked with fever, vomiting, and diarrhea. When Rami acknowledged that Achti had recently weaned the child, Mother and Shayla exchanged ominous looks.


  We had just finished saying the blessings after our midday meal when a crestfallen Shayla walked in and immediately headed for the table where her husband, Nachman, sat with Father. Moments later Father was still sitting down, his head in his hands, as Nachman announced that the women should prepare themselves for the funeral of Ukva and Achti’s daughter that afternoon.


  I was dumbstruck at how quickly it had happened, and I suddenly realized that I’d never been to a funeral. Zahra offered consoling words as she helped me dress, but all I could think of was my guilt. Hadn’t I asked Elohim to postpone my wedding? Hadn’t I neglected to write a new amulet for Nanai at the New Year? I should be dressed in sackcloth and ashes, not the plain linen I’d be wearing for Achti’s week of mourning.


  When we came back downstairs, my sisters-in-law were dressed with similar lack of adornment. My brothers gathered around Father and Rami, murmuring in somber voices. None of them would be coming to the cemetery; men of priestly descent were forbidden to defile themselves for the dead, except for their seven closest relatives. Grandfather and Timonus were the only men who went with us.


  The sky was overcast as we trudged toward Ukva’s house. I shivered and pulled my cloak tighter. We had nearly reached our destination when I heard an eerie keening sound. I held tight to Grandfather’s hand as Shayla picked up the pace. We turned the corner to see the funeral procession just ahead, and my sisters-in-law hurried to join the women weeping and wailing alongside Pushbi, Mother, and Achti.


  I held back, transfixed by the linen-shrouded burden in Ukva’s arms. This was my doing, and so I was unworthy to lament among the official mourners. Tears streamed down my face, but I remained silent even as we entered the cemetery and passed by the many other burials proceeding around us. As much as I wanted to hide my face against Grandfather’s chest, I forced myself to watch as Ukva knelt down and gently placed Nanai’s small body in its shallow grave. Then, as we took turns filling in the hole, I heard men’s heavy sobs in the distance.


  I turned to look, and there, just on the other side of the low stone wall, stood Father and Rami. Rami’s chin lay on his chest as he wept, but Father, silhouetted against the gray sky, held his arms up in the air. His hands were open, beseeching the Heavens. I had never seen Father cry, and before I knew it, I was clambering over the stones. I threw my arms around him and together, accompanied by the souls of those recently buried too young, we bewailed our loss toward the uncaring clouds.


  When it came time for the evening meal, I didn’t feel well. My head ached and my belly hurt too. Shayla made me drink a dose of some evil-smelling medicine and sent me to bed. I woke in the morning, moaning with stomach cramps.


  Zahra was there in an instant, her hand on my forehead. “At least you have no fever,” she said with relief.


  I groaned and clutched my belly as another cramp seized me.


  “Do you need to use the chamber pot?” she asked anxiously.


  “I don’t feel like I have diarrhea,” I replied. “But I would like to relieve myself.”


  I emptied my bladder and bowels into the pot, then wiped myself with a round stone. I peered down to see if I needed to wipe again and gasped. “The pestilence is attacking me.” I stood up and thrust the stone at Zahra. “Look at the blood.”


  But Zahra was staring at my bed linens and grinning. “You’re not ill,” she declared a moment before embracing me. “You’re dashtana. You’ve become a woman.”


  I followed her gaze, and my bloodstained bedding corroborated her words. Blood was also trickling down my legs. I winced as another cramp seized me. “Is it always going to hurt like this?”


  Zahra handed me a linen rag to stanch the flow. “Only for the first few months. You shouldn’t feel pain once you’re married.” She smiled and added, “I have more good news. Your sister is expecting another child.”


  Overwhelmed with emotions, I fell silent as Zahra prepared my sinar, the special apron stuffed with worn linen that would catch my menstrual flow and prevent it from staining my clothes. Rami told me that Pushbi had reinstated Ukva as her heir, which I surmised was because she’d learned that Achti was pregnant again. Suddenly I recognized a sound I hadn’t heard in far too many months. I rushed to the window and opened the shutters.


  Father’s prayers had been heard. It was raining.


  It was still raining when I bled again the following month, and I chafed at my confinement. My first flow had been exciting. Mother beamed and explained that from now on I should carefully note the phase of the moon when my bleeding started. My sisters-in-laws smiled and told me about when they’d first become dashtana. I wore my sinar proudly and was careful to change the rags regularly. I made a point of not washing Rami’s hands and feet, and of avoiding Father’s lectures. I stayed indoors to weave silk ribbons with Pazi and Tazi, and listened attentively when they discussed husbands and babies.


  The month after that I was bored. There was no Mishna study with Father and his students while I bled, nor could I inscribe amulets or kasa d’charasha. Not that I needed to. The pestilence was waning, and Rahel avoided installations when it rained.


  I had resigned myself to a few more days of weaving ribbons, when I heard a commotion at the front door. Along with everyone else upstairs, I raced to the landing. A litter stood empty in the courtyard, and coming up the stairs, supported by Mother and Shayla, was my sister, Achti. Her eyes were closed and her face was as pale as milk.


  They laid her gently on my bed, and Shayla said fiercely, “Do not leave her alone for an instant.”


  I closed my eyes to concentrate on reciting psalms, especially the antidemonic Ninety-first. “Adonai, my refuge and fortress…. He will save you…you need not fear the terror by night, the arrow that flies by day, the plague that stalks the darkness, the scourge that ravages at noon…no harm shall befall you, no pestilence touch your house, for He will order His angels to guard you.”


  Pazi and Tazi brought their small looms, and said amen when I completed each verse. Just as I did when inscribing amulets, I envisioned encircling angels shielding my sister from the demons named in the psalm: Fahad, terror; Hez, arrow; Dever, plague; Ketev, scourge; and Nega, pestilence.


  We didn’t find out what was wrong with Achti until Beloria, joining us with her basket-making supplies, whispered, “She miscarried yesterday—another girl.”


  Poor Achti, first Nanai and now this. What could she possibly have done to provoke the Evil Eye so harshly?


  All that day women in my family crept in, stayed for a while, and crept out again. The pitter-patter of raindrops on the roof mingled with our murmured prayers. Achti’s maidservant tenderly changed the bloody linens and fed her bowls of nourishing meat broth.


  The only good thing was that Grandfather spent the night with us, first sharing the Mishna that Father was teaching, and then continuing to chant psalms after I fell asleep.


  “I thought Father wouldn’t let you sleep with me anymore,” I said when I saw Zahra laying out his bedding.


  Grandfather gave me a wan smile. “He thought that your need for comfort tonight outweighed Shmuel’s disapproval.”


  “Did you see him at the funeral, standing outside the cemetery?” When Grandfather nodded, I asked the question that had been haunting me. “I think it was his prayers that brought the rain.”


  “Without a doubt,” he replied. “We never had droughts the entire time I lived with him in Kafri.”


  “Why did he wait so long?”


  “Rav Huna is the head rabbi in Sura, so your father must defer to him. It would be presumptuous for Hisda to imply that his prayers would bring rain when Huna’s didn’t.”


  My anger flared. “So all those children had to die first?”


  Grandfather sighed. “Many years ago, when your father was Rav Huna’s student, they quarreled. Hisda suggested that a teacher needed a bright student more than the student needed a certain teacher.”


  “So Rav Huna thought Father had insulted him?”


  “Huna did indeed. He said that he didn’t need Hisda, rather that Hisda would need him until the age of forty.”


  “What happened?”


  “Your father moved to Kafri and gathered his own students,” Grandfather said. “For many years he and Rav Huna bore such resentment that they would not even visit each other.”


  “But Rav Huna asked Father to be on Sura’s beit din with him,” I protested. “His son Rabbah studies with Father.” Surely they must have reconciled.


  “Even so, Hisda never overturns one of Huna’s rulings.” His voice, already low so as not to wake the others, grew softer. “And your father is very careful about what he teaches his students.”


  So because of some petty quarrel years ago, Father wouldn’t pray for rain until Nega took his own granddaughter. Between my sorrow and anger, it took me a long time to fall asleep.


  After two days in my room, Achti’s bleeding had slowed, and she was able to sit up and eat some solid food.


  “I wish I could make her a healing amulet,” I said.


  Rahel looked at me with alarm, and I quickly added, “I know. I can’t inscribe one while I’m dashtana. I can scarcely do anything while I’m dashtana.” I felt helpless and useless.


  “You shouldn’t complain. Persian women have far more restrictions.” Zahra waited until she had our attention. “And I should know. My parents were Persian.”


  Before anyone could comment on Zahra being a convert, I asked eagerly, “Tell us.”


  The other women leaned in closer. “When my mother became dashtana—that’s what Persians call it too—she put on certain old clothes that she only wore then,” Zahra began. “She had to stay at least fifteen paces from fire and water, and three paces away from other people.”


  “Do Persians really worship fire?” Pazi asked.


  “Of course not,” Rahel replied. “They worship one God, creator of everything, as we do. They just call him a different name, Ahura Mazda.” Many of Rahel’s clients were Persian, so she knew about their religion.


  “Fire, water, air, and earth are his holy creations,” Zahra added. “Persians don’t want them polluted.”


  Before anyone could change the subject, I asked, “How could she cook anything if she is kept away from fire and water?”


  “A woman who is dashtana doesn’t stay at home,” Zahra said. “Her gaze causes pollution as far as she can see, so she stays in a small, windowless hut.”


  I gasped in horror. Locked up alone in a small, windowless hut for at least a week? How did Persian women stand it?


  “No water and no fire,” Beloria said slowly. “It must be miserable when the weather gets very hot or cold.”


  “My older sister did the cooking, and it was my job to bring Mother’s food and drink to her.” Zahra’s face saddened at the memory. “She wasn’t allowed to consume much.”


  “How long did she have to stay there?” I asked.


  “After three days without bleeding, she underwent some ritual with the Magi. Then she was pure again and came home.”


  We silently considered this until Rahel said, “Persians are commanded to procreate too, so their women are probably pregnant or nursing much of the time and thus don’t have to worry about being dashtana.”


  Even so, I thought it was a cruel thing to do to women. The next morning I gratefully recited the daily prayer that thanked Elohim for making me a Jew.


  It was still raining daily when my flow was due again, but there were hours when the sky cleared intermittently. Pushbi had taken ill, so Ukva agreed that Achti should stay with us for Pesach and, if necessary, until her eighty days of impurity for miscarrying a girl had passed. Judging by her improved color and appetite, my sister had nearly regained her health. I expected that she’d feel sad and cry occasionally, but instead she was moody and sullen. Instead of coming outdoors when the weather improved, Achti stayed in bed. She preferred the rain, spending hours at our window staring at it fall.


  I was outside in the garden with Rahel, trying to take advantage of some sunshine to finish inscribing a bowl, when Achti surprised me by joining us.


  A determined look on her face, she said to Rahel, “I need you to make a kasa d’charasha for me.”


  “As soon as you’re ready to go home, I’ll be glad to,” Rahel replied. “Some protective spells would be a good thing after all that’s happened.”


  Achti stared into the distance instead of meeting Rahel’s gaze. “I don’t want one for healing or protection.” Her voice was hard as stone. “I want a curse bowl.”


  I nearly dropped the quill I was holding.


  Rahel, however, showed no surprise. “I don’t make curse bowls.” Her voice was just as hard as my sister’s. “Not for you, Achti, not for anyone.”


  Achti threw herself at Rahel’s feet. “But you have to. She’ll murder me next if we don’t stop her.”


  Achti was shaking with fear as I helped her up. “Who are you so afraid of? Maybe we can help you another way.”


  This time Achti locked eyes with me, and my stomach knotted in fear as I realized what she was going to say. “There is no other way. The woman is Pushbi, my husband’s mother.”


  Rahel and I listened in shock as my sister poured out her wrath. “She’s a kashafa, I tell you. She knew I was pregnant with a girl so she made me miscarry,” Achti insisted. “All she wants is a grandson, even if it kills me. And since Ukva won’t divorce me, she’s determined to get rid of me herself.”


  Rahel and I exchanged skeptical looks. “You’re not well, Achti,” I said soothingly. “Why don’t I help you go upstairs to rest?” My poor sister must be mad with grief.


  “You don’t believe me?” she accused us. “She gave me balsam oil for anointing my hair and then offered to let me light the lamp for Shabbat. She didn’t tell me what it was though, and when I recognized the scent, all she said was that she must have made a mistake.”


  We stared at her in horror. Balsam oil smelled nice but was highly flammable. Mother wouldn’t let anyone use it for anointing, not since a kitchen slave was badly burned by walking too close to the hearth after using it.


  “Ask my maidservant,” Achti pleaded. “She’ll vouch for everything I told you, and more.”


  I didn’t want to, but I believed her. Nobody could make up such a horrible story. But this was Rami’s mother, and after we married I’d be living under her roof. Would she try to set me on fire, or maybe something worse, if I didn’t give her a grandson? It was too late to change my mind and choose Abba for my husband; Rami would never agree to divorce me and Jewish Law didn’t allow a woman to divorce her husband. I thought of Rami’s wonderful smile and how I’d enjoyed kissing him, and knew I wanted to marry him. That meant dealing with Pushbi.


  Rahel questioned Achti’s slave girl, to be certain, but still refused to write a curse bowl for her.


  “I’ve never written one. I don’t know how,” Rahel admitted. “But I can send you to someone who does.”


  “You can? You will?” Tears streamed down Achti’s cheeks. “Oh, thank you. You’ve saved my life.”


  “I can’t guarantee she’ll help you. You’ll have to let her decide.”


  Achti grabbed my arm. “Let’s go now, before it starts raining again.”


  I stood up and turned to Rahel. “Where does the woman live? How do we get there?”


  Rahel beckoned to Imarta, who was bringing a new supply of pots. The two women conferred, and Rahel said the potter would take us there. It wasn’t too far for Achti to walk, and the fresh air would likely do her good, but her maidservant and Zahra must come with us.


  “The woman you want to see is called Tabita,” Rahel said, as she walked us to the courtyard gate.


  “What if Mother or Father asks about us?” I was having doubts about this quest and we hadn’t even left yet.


  “I’ll say that I sent you to buy more ink for me—which Tabita does sell.” Rahel handed me her purse. “In fact, you may as well get some while you’re there. It will save me a trip.”


  “What if she’s not there?”


  “She’ll be home. Tabita hates to get her feet muddy.”


  As we walked toward Sura, all I could do was worry. What were we getting ourselves into, two grief-stricken sisters who wanted to curse their mother-in-law? What would the charasheta think of us? Would she even consider Achti’s request or would she refuse just as Rahel had? Maybe she would curse us instead? What if she told Pushbi? What if she told Mother? I kept telling myself that we had no choice. Pushbi had tried to kill Achti.


  Yet as we passed the synagogue we usually attended, I had to admit that I was curious, and more than a little excited. I was going to meet a powerful charasheta, one who practiced dark magic. According to Imarta, Tabita was an elderly widow who lived with a large extended family. Their house was located in a prosperous neighborhood on the outskirts of Sura, about a half hour away. That was a relief. At least she wasn’t a kashafa who lived all alone in a decrepit hovel.


  For a woman who’d just risen from her sickbed, Achti kept us at a surprisingly fast pace. Before I knew it, we were surrounded by the walls of residences that, judging from the distance between one gate and the next, sat on large swaths of land. Imarta was in the lead now, confidently directing us to continue straight or turn here. Abruptly she stopped in front of a gate with a white crescent moon painted in the middle.


  I wasn’t sure what to do; I’d never gone to a stranger’s home where I wasn’t expected. But Achti confidently banged on the door, and we were soon confronted by one of the biggest men I’d ever seen. I took a step back in alarm and then noticed that he was wearing a slave’s collar. Oh, the doorkeeper.


  “We’re here to see Tabita,” Achti announced. “Rahel, wife of Rav Mari haKohen, son of Rav Hisda, the judge, sent us.”


  To my relief, he let us in. Slaves hanging up laundry gave us a quick glance before returning to their work, and those grinding grain didn’t even look up. Another slave met us halfway across the large courtyard, conferred with the doorkeeper, and rushed back indoors.


  When we reached the house proper, a woman around Imarta’s age greeted us. “Come in. Anyone recommended by Rav Hisda’s family is welcome here.”


  That was a relief. Even if this wasn’t a rabbinic family, at least they had some respect for rabbis. The woman led us into the salon, which was already prepared for us. A cushion each for me and Achti on the stone floor, none for the slaves, and two silk cushions that had to be for Tabita. I slowly took my seat, my heart pounding. I had imagined that strange and evil aromas might linger in the charasheta’s home, but the room smelled perfectly ordinary.


  We didn’t have to wait much longer. No sooner had Achti sat down than there was a rustle of silk at the inner door. Assisted by a maidservant, a thin, gray-haired woman entered and surveyed us with frank curiosity. This had to be Tabita.


  Abruptly she smiled and held out her hand to me. “Hisdadukh, how nice to see you again.”
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  I nearly fell off my cushion. Tabita was a friend of Mother’s. She’d been visiting the day that Rahel made me her apprentice. She had been the one to say that my incantations would be more powerful because I studied Torah.


  I stood and kissed her cheek. She still wore the same lotus flower perfume. “And to see you again, Tabita.”


  “I hope that your studies are going well.”


  I nodded and wondered if my being an apprentice charasheta would work for or against us. Then Achti coughed and I remembered my manners. “This is my sister, Achti. She’s the one who needs your help.”


  Tabita turned her penetrating gaze on Achti, who proceeded to tell the charasheta what she’d already told Rahel. Tabita questioned the maidservant briefly, and then came back to me. “This woman is your mother-in-law too. Do you agree that she should be cursed?”


  I could feel my panic growing. What was I doing here? I wanted to go home and pretend I’d never come. But one look at my sister’s furious visage and I knew it was too late to back out. “I’d prefer that it doesn’t kill her.” I already had one death on my conscience. “Could you just make her so sick or weak that she doesn’t have the strength to bother us?” I pleaded.


  “What is her name? Including her matronymic.”


  “Pushbi bat Nanai.”


  “Oh dear.” Tabita rested her chin on her hand. “I didn’t realize your mother-in-law was a charasheta too. This will complicate matters.”


  Achti elbowed me. “I told you she was a kashafa.”


  Tabita shot Achti a withering look. “That is not a word to use in this house, especially if you want my assistance.”


  Achti began a litany of apologies, but Tabita waved them away. “I would like to help you, but in this situation I must consult with the head charasheta.”


  Achti and I blurted out our questions simultaneously.


  “How long will that take?” my sister wanted to know.


  “There’s a head charasheta?” I asked. “Who is she?”


  Tabita ignored my question. “I should know within a week. In the meantime, there are two items I’ll need you to procure: some menstrual blood and a potsherd with Pushbi’s excrement. Plus, of course, my fee.”


  Achti’s face fell. “Pushbi is still bedridden with plague, so obtaining her excrement shouldn’t be difficult,” she said slowly. “But I don’t know about money…”


  “Will you take some silk ribbons for payment?” I had quite a few left from the ones I’d woven. “As for the blood, I should be dashtana any day now.” I forced myself not to imagine the evil spirits that could be conjured with feces and dashtana. I was too worried already.


  “You didn’t mention that Pushbi was ill. That changes everything,” Tabita said sharply. “We must work quickly while her star is still compromised.”


  Achti and I waited as Tabita paced the room mumbling to herself. Finally she addressed me, “If you bring what I need by next Third Day, I can inscribe it then.”


  “At the eighth hour,” I whispered as a shiver went down my spine. “When Samael rules the day and hour.”


  “You have been studying.” Her tone was approving. “Very well. You may assist me when I bury the bowl.”


  Astonishment nearly left me speechless. “But what about the head charasheta?” I stammered.


  “We will be cursing Pushbi,” Tabita reassured us. “I merely need to consult her about which spell to use.”


  The following Third Day I was invited to Tabita’s home after synagogue services. Pushbi remained ill, and Achti surprised everyone except me by insisting on looking in on her to fulfill the mitzvah of visiting the sick. Rain still fell daily, but only during the night, and every field we passed was green and lush with new spring growth. It was a stark contrast to the dark and treacherous deed I was about to undertake.


  Like Rahel, Tabita inscribed her kasa d’charasha outside. After our midday meal, to pass the time until the eighth hour, she showed me the workshop where her slaves produced ink.


  “For this curse bowl, I’ll be using special ink.” She showed me a small pot containing a dark, viscous liquid. “A mixture of regular ink and menstrual blood.”


  I forced myself not to draw back in disgust. “How do you use the excrement?”


  “I rubbed it onto the bowl earlier, so it would have time to dry before I inscribe the spell.”


  I swallowed hard. Until that moment I hadn’t known how Tabita would use the excrement and menstrual blood. A bowl covered with them would attract who knows how many demons. The Ninety-first Psalm named just a few of Ashmedai’s minions, and Nasus had her own as well. Father taught that there were so many shaydim around us that people would faint in terror if they could see them all. I knew this procedure could be dangerous, but I hadn’t considered how dangerous, especially for a novice like me.


  It was a relief when the eighth hour arrived and Tabita let me watch as she inscribed the incantation. Despite my anxiety, I observed closely and memorized the words. Tabita must not have thought I could learn the spell so easily, for she made no attempt to hide what she wrote.


  “To the ruchim who reside in the cemetery. May Pushbi bat Nanai be cursed so that sulfur and fire burn in her, that she be banned, broken, lost, finished, vanquished, and that shivers seize her. May the following verse apply to her: ‘They shall fall and not rise, and there will be no healing to their affliction, their eyes shall grow dim, so they cannot see. Pour out Your wrath on them, may Your blazing anger overtake them.’ And may the following verse apply to Pushbi bat Nanai: ‘Adonai shall smite you with madness, blindness, and dismay. Adonai will not spare you but rather the anger of Adonai shall rage against you, until all the curses that are in this book come down upon you. So may there be done to her swift judgment and misfortune.’ In the names of Mot and Yarod and Anahid, and the ruchim who reside in the cemetery, all this should be done to Pushbi bat Nanai.”


  I shuddered in dread at the frightful words, and at the enormity of the evil I was about to do to Pushbi if she were to suffer even a tenth of what the incantation called for. But I had to show Tabita that I wasn’t too afraid to help her. So I said, “This spell has Torah verses from Psalms and Devarim in it. Is the head charasheta Jewish?”


  She took a long time to reply. “To protect her and her family, only a privileged few know her identity.”


  Curiosity overcame my fear and guilt. “How does someone become head charasheta?”


  “Like a rabbi becoming head of the beit din, she devotes herself to many years of study,” Tabita said. “Just as the Persian king of kings rules over all his vassal kings, so too does she lead all the sorceresses in Bavel.”


  Before I could ask any more questions, she said, “We need to leave if we’re going to bury this bowl before sunset.”


  Accompanied by slaves carrying the shovel and foul-smelling bowl, Tabita, Zahra, and I passed workers hurrying home to their evening meal. I imagined that our pollution would be palpable, but no one gave us a second glance.


  “How are you going to bury the bowl at Pushbi’s house without anyone knowing?”


  “Curse bowls are hidden in the cemetery, not at anyone’s home,” Tabita said. “Near the grave of someone who died young. That is the primary reason why you’re coming along, to show me where Achti’s daughter is interred.”


  Ha-Elohim! That’s why the spell was directed toward the ruchim who reside in the cemetery. Heaven protect me. I was going into the cemetery with this demon-luring bowl on the day ruled by Samael, Angel of Death. And we’d be burying it at the grave of the very child for whose death I bore guilt. I clutched Zahra’s hand, and she squeezed mine tightly in return.


  The closer we came to the cemetery, the harder my heart pounded, and by the time we reached Nanai’s grave I was sweating with fright. The air smelled of damp earth and rotted leaves. It was nearly sunset and all funerals that day were finished, leaving us alone among the tombs. That is, we were the only people there. Surely demons and evil spirits were lurking among the long, bizarre shadows cast by the yet leafless trees.


  A slave dug the hole, and the charasheta herself placed the bowl inside and buried it. But instead of shouting the curse, as Rahel did, Tabita muttered it in such a muted voice that I wouldn’t have understood her if I hadn’t memorized what she had written. Though the early spring air was warm, I shivered violently as I sensed the ruchim approaching and surrounding us.


  Abruptly Tabita astonished me by turning and leading us away with such a calm, unruffled demeanor that we could have been leaving the souk. How could she be so unaffected? Or was she a master of hiding her true emotions?


  The sun was low in the sky, but there was sufficient time to get home before dark. Zahra and I said nothing until we were inside my family’s villa. Rahel had been waiting for us, and when Zahra saw her, my slave took a deep breath and let go of my hand, saying, “I hope that curse worked, because I do not want to do this again.”


  Rahel nodded. “Now you know why I won’t learn how to inscribe curse bowls.”


  When I went to bed that night, safe in my own kiton, I recited the bedtime Shema and the Ninety-first Psalm with thankful fervor until all the afternoon’s terror had dissipated. But unlike Rahel and Zahra, I thought only that I would not want to do this again until I was older and wiser, when I could do it with Tabita’s aplomb. I fell asleep wondering what magic she had used to communicate with the head charasheta so quickly.


  By the time we celebrated Pesach, rain was falling once or twice a week. I suffered several attacks of remorse over what Achti and I had done before I visited Pushbi and, to my disappointment, found her recovering from her illness. Then I felt guilty for having ruined the spell somehow, until Rami told me that, though his mother was no longer actually ill, she was still too weak to stand for longer than it took to use the chamber pot.


  At my next visit I saw that Pushbi, while insisting it was merely temporary, had turned the household management over to Achti. Then, when Achti’s years of training under Shayla and Mariamme’s tutelage proved more than adequate for the task, Pushbi reinstated Ukva as her heir. Achti never asked me about the curse bowl, and I never mentioned it, but the suspicious looks Pushbi cast my way made me wonder if it were the true reason why Rami had been disinherited. After all, Pushbi was a charasheta too, and perhaps her training made her sensitive to dark magic. Even worse, maybe she could sense who’d created it.


  I spent rainy days reading the Mishna to Grandfather, who now complained that the damp weather made his bones ache. On sunny days Mari and I toured the land that Grandfather had set aside for me. The Euphrates was a raging torrent and even the canals were flowing dangerously fast. None of the bridges we needed to cross were out, but others had washed away. It was a relief to see that the flax had sprouted well in the moist soil, and to my surprise grain was waving in the breeze on the other side of the road.


  I pointed out the vigorous plants to my brother. “I thought no wheat survived the drought.”


  “That’s barley, not wheat,” Mari replied. “It sprouts rapidly and ripens in less than two months, so Amemar sowed it as soon as rain began.”


  “That was quick thinking on his part.”


  The subject of our praise broke off weeding the flax field with his two sons and headed toward us. Mari threw his arm around our aris’s shoulders. “Planting barley was a good idea.”


  “It was a gamble,” Amemar admitted. “For all I knew, that first storm was all the rain we’d receive.”


  “With no wheat harvest, it will bring a good price,” Mari said. “We should be able to pay our taxes and clear a profit.”


  “I was thinking the same thing.” Amemar looked down and shuffled his feet. “I figured I’d be able to afford the karga for another person…” He hesitated before saying quickly, “My oldest son is of age to marry, and I’d appreciate your help in finding him a bride.”


  Mari looked surprised. “My help?”


  “You know more people than I do, and I’d trust any maiden you recommended.” His eyes were wide with hope. “Maybe one with a trade of her own.”


  “I will discuss it with Father.”


  While Amemar poured out his thanks, I watched with appreciation as his son worked in the flax. The young man was tall, fit, and handsome enough that no prospective bride would be disappointed. I felt my heart flutter. It wasn’t quite the same yearning as when Rami smiled at me or called me Dodi, but I recognized that I’d put off marriage too long. And with Pushbi no longer a threat, there was one less reason to delay. Also Grandfather’s health was failing, and I couldn’t bear it if he were to die before my wedding.


  Yet there was no avoiding it; getting married meant using the bed with my husband. And while I longed to be Rami’s wife, a part of me feared what that entailed. I tried to convince myself that it shouldn’t be as bad as with Newandukh. I was older, and now that I’d become dashtana, there’d be at least one week a month when I wouldn’t be “kicked between my legs by a donkey.”


  First I had to tell Rami that I was training to be a charasheta. Not that I intended to divulge my part in cursing his mother, but I feared what might happen if Rami discovered my profession after we were married. Fortune smiled on me when Rami asked me to meet him in the garden.


  At first we wandered among the spring flowers in silence. I was noticing how his hair curled in the damp weather, when he spoke up. “The drought is over, Dodi. Have your parents said anything about a new wedding date?”


  I shook my head. “I’ve already begun to bleed monthly, so I don’t know what they’re waiting for.”


  Rami blushed at my forthright mention of my womanhood. “We should ask your father about it…I mean, we should ask him together.”


  “Before we do, there’s something else I should tell you.”


  When his face clouded, I hurriedly added, “Rahel is training me to be a charasheta.”


  “I know that. I’ve seen you two working on kasa d’charasha. That’s what you wanted to tell me?”


  Relief coursed through me. “I wanted to be sure you knew. And that you didn’t mind.”


  “Why should I mind? My mother was a charasheta.” His face warmed as he spoke. “I still recall how she wrote an amulet to protect me from demons in the privy when I was little.”


  “Was a charasheta?” I asked. “I thought it was like being a rabbi. Once you became one, you continued to be one.”


  “I suppose she still is one, then, but I haven’t seen her write any amulets for some time.”


  “I also inscribe amulets,” I said proudly. “I’m expert at three kinds—to protect travelers, children, and pregnant women.”


  Rami’s eyes widened with understanding. “So that’s the secret item you had me give to your sister.”


  I smiled and squeezed his hand. Though he could have done so with impunity, Rami had not cheated and looked in the pouch. At the moment he had no objection to my continued training, but he didn’t know what I’d learned from Tabita.


  It was so frustrating. Now that I was ready to set our wedding date, Father preferred to wait until the roads were dry.


  I appealed to Mother, who had a more compelling argument not to wait.


  “If we have to wait until after Hisdadukh is niddah again, it will be Sivan already and summer’s heat might well be upon us.”


  “My dowry is already packed,” I said. “Everything has been ready to send to Rami’s house since autumn.” I said nothing about Grandfather’s poor health, however. That would only provoke the Evil Eye to injure him further.


  Father didn’t need much persuading. “Far be it from me to delay my daughter’s wedding and keep Rami from performing this mitzvah.” He turned to Mother and raised his hands in defeat. “Set the date for as soon as you can make the preparations.”


  Suddenly, after months of waiting, Rami and I were to be wed in two weeks. Again I vacillated between hope and trepidation.


  Mari wasted no time either, because a few days later he and Father came out to the garden where Rahel and I were inscribing kasa d’charasha. Imarta and Haruta were at their potter’s wheels nearby, working at a furious pace. To ensure that our Pesach eating and cooking utensils were not contaminated with leaven, Father insisted that our entire previous year’s supply of pottery be replaced.


  The recent rainy months had prevented our two potters from working, and they hurried to make new vessels while the weather was dry. So neither Imarta nor Haruta looked up when the men approached.


  Father apologized to Rahel for interrupting her, and then continued. “It has come to my attention that one of my female slaves, a virgin of marriageable age, could enable a suitable young man to fulfill the mitzvah of procreation,” Father said. “Facilitating this would be a way to thank the Merciful One for His myriad blessings upon my house.”


  Rahel and I looked at Haruta, who was surely the only virgin among his female slaves. She, aware somehow that she was being discussed, gazed back at us, and I realized that Father had been talking about Amemar’s son.


  Mari explained the situation. “It’s not as though you would lose a potter, Rahel. The dowry Father provides Haruta will include a potter’s wheel and kiln, so she’ll continue to make bowls for you.”


  Rahel beckoned the two slaves to join us. “She and Imarta should hear this.”


  Their faces betrayed such trepidation that at first I felt pity for them. But I couldn’t wait to see their expressions change to joy when Father announced that he was freeing Haruta to marry.


  Haruta’s jaw dropped in astonishment and Imarta burst into tears. “Thank you, gracious master.” Imarta knelt and kissed Father’s hand. “My daughter a free woman and a bride. I thought I’d never live to see the day. May Elohim bless you.”


  Haruta was speechless until her mother’s swift elbow forced her to whisper, “Thank you, Master, for your great kindness.”


  Father, looking very pleased with himself, replied, “Your wedding will take place after the harvest is complete. That should be sufficient time to arrange for your dowry.”


  He and Mari then returned to the house, leaving the four of us stunned with the suddenness of his decision. I was filled with pride at Father’s generosity. Tears welled up in Haruta’s eyes, probably a mixture of happy and sad, since in establishing a new home she would be leaving her mother.


  I walked over and gave her a hug. “I have seen your future husband. He is both a hard worker and nice looking.” At least I could reassure her on that matter.


  “I gave up hoping I could marry,” she whispered. “I thought I’d be a slave forever.”


  “There are few men more pious and munificent than my husband’s father,” Rahel said. “Imagine freeing such a valuable slave and providing her dowry solely to perform a mitzvah. You won’t find an am-ha’aretz doing something like that.”


  Two days before my wedding, Father took me aside and presented me with a large pearl identical to the one he’d given Achti before she got married. I assured him that I remembered what he’d taught me about being modest with my husband.


  Later that day, Rav Josiah arrived with his eagerly awaited supply of cosmetics and perfumes. The other women in my family knew what they wanted and quickly made their selections, but I, the bride, was like a blank wax tablet. Zahra showed him my pink silk wedding clothes and the two of them consulted for some time before he made his suggestions to Mother.


  “With your daughter’s fair complexion and light-colored outfit, I recommend only the subtlest of cosmetics,” Josiah said. “We don’t need to make her beautiful, only to enhance her natural beauty.”


  Mother hushed him. “Shh, don’t provoke the Evil Eye.”


  He nodded and held up some pink rouge and bluish gray kohl for her approval.


  When she left us to check something with Cook, I voiced my disappointment. “But that’s for girls. If I can’t wear red on my lips and cheeks, can’t I at least have black kohl for my eyes?”


  Josiah leaned closer and lowered his voice. “People say all brides are beautiful, but some are more so than others. With a face as lovely as yours, I’d put very little extra color on it.”


  I blushed at his compliment, but inside I thought he was just saying it to be nice.


  “Next to all the painted women at your wedding, your lightly adorned face will make you look like an angel.”


  “Don’t worry,” Zahra whispered. “I’ll add a little black kohl around your eyes if I think you need it.”


  If Josiah heard this, he ignored it. He opened up a different box and said, “Now, what fragrance do you want? We need to pick just the right one so you can wear it for years and your husband will always recall your wedding when he smells it.”


  I thought of kissing Rami in the rose garden. “Roses. I want to smell like roses.”


  He chuckled and handed me some bottles. “So do many women—which is why I have several to choose from.”


  I sniffed each one in turn. “They all smell like roses, yet they’re not the same.” Some were heavy and some had another scent mixed in. I eventually settled on one that while delicate was strongly redolent of roses.


  Josiah was packing up his wares when I realized that, in his profession, he had probably met more brides and attended more weddings than anyone. I cleared my throat softly until he looked up at me. “May I ask something?”


  He sat down next to me. “What do you want to know?”


  His kindly demeanor gave me courage to broach the subject my mother and sisters-in-law seem to be avoiding. “All these brides, do you think they worry about getting married?”


  “Of course they do. It’s a big change, moving from your father’s house to your husband’s.” He saw my face cloud and sighed. “Yes, they also worry about their virginity.”


  “Then it is as the Mishna says in Moed Katan: ‘We do not marry during a festival because it is rejoicing for him,’” I recited, “‘but not rejoicing for her.’”


  My earlier question may not have surprised Rav Josiah, but my quoting Mishna did. Yet he recovered his equanimity quickly.


  “From what I’ve seen, I would have to agree,” he said soberly. “At least where the wedding night is concerned.”


  After that I stayed sequestered upstairs, where a minimum of four people kept me company at all times. Mostly these were women, but Grandfather and my brothers joined us on occasion. All day long I was assaulted by cheerful conversation, and when night finally fell, I quickly slipped into an exhausted sleep. If there was a conspiracy to prevent me from having time alone to worry about my wedding night, it was successful.


  As the day before my wedding drew to a close and I prepared to immerse in the mikvah for the first time, it was impossible not to think about it. For the entire purpose of my immersion was to remove my menstrual impurity and make me permitted to my husband. For the rest of my married life, Rami would expect to lie with me the night I used the mikvah. But surely I wouldn’t suffer as Newandukh had; Rami was a rabbi, not one of the am-ha’aretz.


  Mother, Achti, and my sisters-in-law accompanied me to the canal. Rami’s sister came too, all the way from Pumbedita. Her task was to observe my unclothed body for any defects and report them to her brothers. Without that inspection, Rami might be able to divorce me on the grounds that I had hidden flaws.


  Months ago, when the canal was flowing so fast that anything in it would have been swept away, Father’s workers had dug out a pond a short distance away for my sisters-in-law to use as a mikvah. Fed from the canal by a small channel, it was surrounded by tall reed mats, which today would provide me privacy plus someplace to hang my clothing.


  Several large jugs full of water stood heating in the sun, and nearby there were small bowls of sand, soapwort, and aloe for washing. The Sages taught that before a woman immersed in the mikvah, every part of her body must be clean, even the secret and folded places. Nothing may come between her skin or hair and the mikvah waters.


  To make that easier, and so they looked more attractive to their husbands, Jewish wives removed both the hair in their armpits and between their legs. Naturally I had never done this before, and Shayla showed me how to spread just the right amount of depilatory lotion so the hair would come off without irritating my skin. I couldn’t see my armpits very well, but it was strange to view my suddenly denuded pubic area.


  After Mother made sure I was completely clean, I slowly stepped down into the mikvah. It was cooler than the washing water and refreshing in the hot afternoon. As I let myself sink below the surface, I could feel the gentle currents caress my skin. I tried to imagine Rami’s hands caressing me, which he would be doing the very next night, and I hoped just as gently. Slightly over twenty-four hours remained, and no one had yet explained to me what to expect—except for Newandukh.


  The next morning was a whirlwind of activity. My sisters-in-law, nieces, and even more extended female relations crowded into my kiton as Mother doled out the jewelry our family would wear. They oohed and aahed over the pearl necklace and earrings I’d be wearing, which everyone agreed would perfectly set off my light hair and complexion. Zahra helped me into the rose-pink silk outfit that Pazi had given me before her wedding, and then concentrated on my makeup, winking as she applied just a touch of black kohl around my eyes. Matching silk ribbons wove through my loosened tresses, and Mother held a garland of pink roses that would soon crown my head.


  The three signs of a virgin bride were her loose, uncovered hair, the floral garland on her head, and a musical procession from her parents’ home to the groom’s. The best my parents could improvise for the last requirement was musicians accompanying me as I slowly descended the stairs to where Rami waited to lead me to the head table.


  I sighed with delight at how magnificent he looked in his brilliant green silk tunic and trousers, his hair and beard oiled and curled like a king’s. His entire face had lit up when he first saw me on the stairs, and as he took my arm, he leaned over to whisper, “I can’t believe how beautiful you are. I am the most fortunate man in Bavel.”


  Despite his smiles when guests came over to congratulate him, he didn’t seem happy. If anything, he looked so anxious that I was almost more worried about him than about me. Music and dancing continued while we ate, although I could not have told anyone what dishes we’d been served or what songs had been sung. By the time the evening meal was served, my appetite was gone and I noticed that Rami had scarcely touched his food.


  Father must have seen that we weren’t eating, because he stood up and began the seven wedding blessings. Suddenly Mother was behind me, her hand on my arm, encouraging me to come with her. The guests pretended to look elsewhere as we walked slowly toward the door, Achti and Pazi following in our wake.


  My heart was pounding from a combination of curiosity, excitement, and dread when we reached Mother’s receiving room. As for Pazi’s wedding, it had been transformed into the nuptial bedchamber. This was where Rami and I would reside for the seven days of wedding celebration, after which I would move into his home.


  Thank Heaven the bed curtains provided a screen so Zahra could undress me privately, but I could hear the musicians and celebrants clearly through the open doorway. Judging by the raucous bursts of masculine laughter, my brothers and the other men had begun their ritual taunting of the new bridegroom.


  I waited nervously until Zahra had removed my jewelry and the ribbons from my hair. Then, wearing only my tunic, I sat down on the feather bed. Achti and Pazi took places on either side, and when they looked up at Mother expectantly, I did too.


  Mother didn’t waste any words on euphemisms. “Before your husband lies with you, his member will harden until it becomes rigid. Then he will push it into your womb, which will break your virginity and likely cause you to bleed.”


  I tried to conquer my fear, but I had to ask, “How much will it hurt?”


  Mother sighed. “It depends on many things: the size of Rami’s member compared to your womb’s opening, how strongly he enters, whether you welcome the holy act or resist.” She turned to Achti and Pazi, nodding for them to speak.


  “Ukva was very gentle,” Achti said. “I’d call it discomfort rather than actual pain. Now giving birth—that was pain.”


  It was no solace knowing that my first time with Rami wouldn’t hurt as much as childbirth.


  “Tachlifa caressed me in such a way that he evoked a great desire in me,” Pazi said. “I was so eager for him to enter that I scarcely noticed any pain when he did.”


  “In any case, the pain was over quickly,” Achti said. “Like the prick of a bloodletter’s knife.”


  Mother continued her lecture. “Once you bleed, your husband must wait until you heal before he lies with you again.”


  “So it shouldn’t hurt the next time,” Pazi assured me. But I noticed that she’d said “shouldn’t,” not “wouldn’t.”


  I suddenly remembered a Mishna I’d read with Grandfather, one that he hurried over and said we’d study later. But we never did, and I never heard Father teach it to his students either. It was from the tenth chapter of Tractate Niddah, which taught: “If she had already bled while in her father’s house, Shammai says she is allowed the initial mitzvah act only. Hillel gives her the entire first night.”


  The entire first night? Ha-Elohim! Whether being kicked between my legs by a donkey or pricked by a bloodletter’s knife, I’d be fortunate to be able to walk tomorrow morning.


  Mother interrupted my reverie. “Do you have any questions?”


  I was sorry I’d asked about the pain. So I asked Pazi, “What kind of caresses evoke desire?”


  Only a small lamp kept the room from total darkness, but I could see Pazi blush. “A gentle squeezing around your nipples and the folds at the opening of your womb.”


  Achti nodded her agreement, and to my astonishment, Mother added, “But sometimes a woman prefers stronger pressure, maybe even a pinch.”


  Achti and Pazi giggled, but Mother continued, “A woman will not emit seed unless she feels desire, and the way to bear a son is for the wife to emit seed before her husband does.” Mother should certainly be an expert on bearing sons.


  “How will I know when I’ve emitted seed?”


  “Believe me, you’ll know.” I couldn’t see Mother’s face, but I knew she was smiling. “It is extremely pleasurable.”


  Before I could think of any more questions, Rami’s sister called out, “Is my brother’s bride ready?”


  The last thing I felt was ready, but Mother replied, “Yes, she is.”


  With that, Achti and Pazi kissed my cheeks and slid off the bed. Mother waited until Zahra pulled off my tunic and anointed me with my new rose perfume. Then the two of them tucked me, naked, beneath the linens. Zahra gave me a fierce hug and then she too was gone. I could hear the music and men’s voices growing louder as Rami was escorted to the doorway.


  Suddenly, on the side of the bed opposite the door, Mother was speaking and Rami was responding. Then she was gone. The lamp was still lit, and overcome by curiosity I peeked through a narrow opening where the bed curtains didn’t quite meet. Rami, his back to the bed, was getting undressed. I watched wide-eyed as he removed his trousers and his tunic. Wearing only the thin girdle that separated a man’s spiritual upper body from the carnal parts below, he paused. His shoulders and buttocks were well shaped, and my breathing quickened. Then he whispered something I couldn’t hear, although I felt certain that he was praying.


  He untied the girdle, turned around, and stepped toward the bed. I hurriedly lay down and pulled up the linens, my mind reeling with confusion and disappointment. Rami’s member wasn’t the least bit swollen or rigid. To make matters worse, the commotion outside the door hadn’t gone away. If anything, the songs and catcalls had gotten louder.


  Then the lamp was extinguished.
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  I heard the bed curtains opening, and next thing I knew Rami’s naked body was lying next to mine, so close that I could smell the musky fragrance in his hair. Now what was I to do? Obviously Rami wasn’t ready to enter me, but wouldn’t he think me brazen if I turned over to hug him or kiss him? Thankful for the darkness that hid my consternation, I waited…and waited, while the men shouted lusty encouragement from what seemed to be quite nearby. Ha-Elohim! Surely they weren’t going to come in and surround the bed.


  I realized that Rami had said something, but the clamor was so loud that I hadn’t heard him. I had no choice but to slide closer and turn to face him. “What did you say?”


  Instead of answering, he put his arms around me and began kissing me. I returned his kisses with all the enthusiasm I could muster, but it was difficult to relax and enjoy his attention with all that yelling directed at us. We kissed for so long that I started feeling squished by his tight embrace. Yet Rami made no attempt to move his hands to the sensitive places Pazi had mentioned.


  Abruptly he pulled away and rolled onto his back. “I’m sorry, Dodi. I can’t do it.” He sounded ready to cry.


  No wonder his kisses didn’t feel as good as I remembered. “What do you mean? Have demons bound you?” Immediately I regretted my words, for this was not something to say in the bridal chamber.


  “I don’t think so.” Rami hesitated before continuing, “When you wash my feet…especially as your hands move up my legs…sometimes I, uh, I get so aroused it’s all I can do…not to spill my seed right then.”


  That gave me an idea. “I could massage your legs now.”


  Before he could answer, a rude shout rose from the doorway. “The bed curtains aren’t moving. Have you finished already?”


  “Let him rest awhile.” I recognized Tachlifa’s voice. “Remember that Hillel gives him the whole night.”


  At the first taunt, Rami had twitched defensively and with the second, his body stiffened. Well, not every part of his body. My emotions wavered between fright and fury at this flagrant invasion of our privacy.


  “How can Father allow this?” I demanded.


  Rami sighed. “It’s like that at all weddings. It’s a wonder how any man is able to deflower his bride with all this noise going on just outside.”


  “I don’t understand. The musicians were just as noisy, but you didn’t have any trouble dancing.”


  “It’s difficult to explain…especially to a woman. That, uh, member isn’t like the other limbs of my body. I can’t just will it to behave the way I want.” He cleared his throat, and I could tell he was thinking. “I mean, it’s more like your heart. Sometimes, when you’re excited or scared, it beats faster and harder. But you can’t make it pound by deciding that you want it to.”


  “You can make your heart pound by running or some other exertion.” I was surprised by how calm I felt.


  Rami stopped to think again. “True, and usually men get aroused by thinking about using the bed.”


  “Isn’t that what you’re thinking about?”


  He sighed again. “I can’t think about it in the right way when I’m so distracted.”


  This was fascinating. From what I’d read in Torah or Mishna, I never imagined that men found cohabitation so problematic. I tried to suppress a yawn, but it had been an exhausting several days. “Maybe we should try to get some sleep. Then we can wake up early when it’s quiet and try again.”


  Rami yawned too. “The rest of my body appreciates lying here next to you and holding you close.”


  Thankful for the reprieve I’d received, I snuggled up next to him. “So does mine.” To my relief, it really did.


  I woke the next morning to the bustle of kitchen slaves. Rami was fast asleep, hair disheveled and his mouth slightly open, and I felt a wave of affection for him. Peeking through the bed curtains, I could see that the sun had been up for some time. When I’d proposed that we wait until just before dawn, I hadn’t considered how short the nights were at this time of year.


  “Rami, wake up.” I pushed his shoulder. “It’s morning already.”


  His eyes opened wide and then his face fell. “We can’t do it now. Rabbi Yohanan says it’s forbidden in the daytime.”


  An alarming thought entered my mind. “If there’s no blood on the linens, people will think I wasn’t a virgin.”


  “Most likely they’ll assume the truth…that I was not able to do it.” Rami took his head in his hands. “And if you thought the teasing last night was bad…just wait until that becomes common knowledge.”


  I would not let it happen. No matter what the consequences, I would not allow my brothers to humiliate him. “Then we have to break my virginity,” I said firmly, hoping the determination in my voice would convince him. “And soon.”


  “You’re sure, Dodi?” He sounded awed and surprised. “We won’t be able to try again until you’re healed.”


  “I’m actually relieved to wait.” And because he’d been so forthcoming with me, I told him about Newandukh.


  “Heaven forbid I should ever hurt you,” he said softly.


  “Good, because the only way I can think of to break my virginity right now is for you to do it with your finger.”


  Rami gulped. “I suppose so.”


  I lay back down, closed my eyes, and spread my legs. Just as I began to wonder if he lacked courage or had changed his mind, I felt his finger at the mouth of my womb. He pushed in slowly and then halted.


  “I think I’m there. Are you ready?”


  It would hurt more if I were tense, so I tried to relax. “I’m ready.”


  I felt him pushing again, and then suddenly, I let out a gasp as a sharp pain stabbed me inside. Tears filled my eyes but I didn’t cry out.


  Immediately his finger was gone and his other arm was around me. “I hurt you, Dodi, I know it. I’m so sorry.”


  “Am I bleeding?” His concern was gratifying, but I had to know if the pain had been worth it.


  “Yes.” He wiped his hand on the linen. “You are.”


  I sighed with relief, both at the success of our subterfuge and because the pain was already receding. Maybe now it wouldn’t hurt when we did use the bed.


  But I didn’t know what to think. I’d heard such different descriptions of what it felt like: kicked between your legs by a donkey, the prick of a bloodletter’s blade, and—should I emit seed—extremely pleasurable. The only thing I knew for sure was that Rami’s finger in my womb had evoked no desire in me whatsoever. And it didn’t seem to have evoked any in him either.


  Almost no one was awake except Grandfather, the slaves, and small children when Rami and I ventured out to break our fast. Rami was immediately surrounded by my numerous nephews, who insisted that he come play with them. Relieved that my husband would be too occupied to dwell on his failure, I went to talk with Grandfather.


  No longer able to climb stairs, Grandfather now slept on the ground floor, in a room that opened onto the garden. The weather outside looked lovely, so I took his arm and helped him to a bench in the sun. Though winter was long over, Grandfather always felt cold. But once we sat down together, I didn’t know what to say.


  Grandfather surveyed my less than cheerful demeanor and sighed. “I surmise that your wedding night was not a pleasure for you,” he said. “That’s true for many women, although it’s also true that most come to enjoy it eventually.”


  I couldn’t deceive Grandfather. “Unfortunately it wasn’t a pleasure for my husband either.”


  “That is also not uncommon.”


  Now was my chance to ask my earlier question to someone who might actually know the answer. “Why does father allow his students and sons to behave so outrageously right outside our bedchamber? Rami and I were almost paralyzed with fright.”


  “That is an ancient problem,” he replied. “The prophet Isaiah says that Elohim will not spare those youths whose every mouth speaks impiety. And what does this verse teach us?”


  I shook my head dumbly.


  “We all know why the bride enters the huppah, but anyone who perverts his mouth to joke or sing about it…” Grandfather’s normally calm voice hardened in anger. “Even if the Heavenly Court originally decreed a long life for him, it will reverse it and seal for him an evil decree.”


  I made no effort to hide my frustration. “Father teaches that Gehenna is made deeper for anyone who speaks obscenely, but that didn’t stop them either.”


  “I’m sorry, child.” Grandfather took my hand and squeezed it. “A teacher has only so much authority over his students, and he loses it if he forbids them something he knows they intend to do anyway.”


  “Just as a judge should not impose a law if he knows the people will disobey it,” I said with resignation.


  “Your brothers mean no harm. They merely act the way others did at their weddings.” Grandfather gave me a wan smile.


  I consoled myself that they would probably tire of bothering us by the time I finished bleeding.


  I bled for two days, and then found a chance to talk to Rahel privately near the kiln, where she was inspecting some recently fired pottery. Without giving details, I explained what happened, and what didn’t, on my wedding night. “Can you teach me a spell to unbind him?” I asked. “Just in case.”


  Rahel put down one bowl and picked up another. “You don’t need any spells, Dada, not yet.” Then she chuckled. “It took Mari the entire seven days of wedding banquets before he could deflower me. Rami sounds like a similarly sensitive soul.”


  “Really?” That was a relief.


  “You were clever to break your virginity right away. I thought my poor husband was going to die of shame once everyone knew I was still a virgin three days after our wedding.”


  “What did you do?” Rahel’s voice suggested that she had done something to rescue my brother.


  “Rami said your hand on his leg aroused him,” she said softly. “Well, if you put your hand right on his member, that should unbind him better than any spell.”


  To my surprise, I felt a sudden heat below, merely thinking about touching him there. That gave me the idea that I could tell Rami what he should do to kindle my desire. Hadn’t he told me that men got aroused by thinking about using the bed?


  So I would make him think about it.


  It was easier said than done, however. The night I finally stopped bleeding, I doused myself with perfume. But though the wedding guests were quieter and we spent a great deal of time kissing, Rami was still unable to become sufficiently aroused. And despite my earlier determination, I felt too shy to either touch him or ask him to touch me in such an intimate manner.


  Worse, when I asked if he liked my perfume, he replied that his sister wore the same fragrance. His sister! I reminded him of his sister. I found Rav Josiah among the guests and he willingly exchanged the rose perfume for the etrog blossom scent I’d worn before.


  The next day I chastised myself for being such a coward. Despite my lack of experience in such matters, I suspected that the longer Rami suffered this problem, the more intractable it would be. I’d inscribed more than a few bowls whose incantations demanded that demons and evil spirits unbind a certain man and never attack him again.


  That night I encouraged Rami to come to bed shortly after the evening meal. My brothers chortled and made a few lewd comments as we left, but thankfully nobody followed us. Rami didn’t seem particularly eager and in fact gave up after far less kissing than the previous night, despite my new perfume. But I had my plan of action ready.


  “Rami,” I said gently. “Before the wedding, my sisters-in-law explained what kinds of things they liked their husbands to do in bed.”


  As I’d hoped, he was intrigued. “What did they tell you?”


  “Let me show you.”


  “Very well.” But there was skepticism in his voice.


  I took a deep breath and placed his hand on my breast. “They recommended squeezing my nipples, and kissing them too.”


  Rami had no difficulty discerning what to do, but I was completely unprepared for the astonishing sensation his fingers created. Pleasure shot from my breast, down my belly to that secret place below. My breathing quickened and I couldn’t suppress a soft moan of desire.


  He pulled his hand away. “Are you hurt?”


  “Don’t stop,” was all I could whisper.


  He brought his hand back to manipulate my nipple and then surprised me by leaning over to kiss the other one. The heat between my thighs flared, and I felt an intense yearning unlike anything I had ever known.


  My heart was racing and my breath was coming faster. Desire coursed through me, and the aching between my legs intensified. I didn’t understand how his fingers and lips on my breasts could have such delicious effects below, only that I yearned for more.


  This time I didn’t use words to tell him what to do. While his lips remained busy on one breast, I took his hand and forced it down my torso and over my hips, to rest between my legs. As he stroked the skin of my inner thighs, I gasped and squirmed sensuously. Desperate to quench the fire that was now burning just beyond his reach, I sought his hand and urged it upward.


  Either someone had instructed him or it was instinctive, but Rami’s fingers expertly explored my hidden crevices and folds. I had never imagined that such delights existed. Every time he tongued my nipple, a jolt of heat seemed to shoot directly down to where his hand was kneading the mouth of my womb. My excitement threatening to overwhelm me, I whimpered and groaned whenever he found a particularly sensitive spot.


  He quickly discovered how to bring about my greatest response, and further caresses made my ardor flare until I was lost in desire. I was panting now, and with each breath came a blissful moan. Just when I thought I was going to die of rapture, my body was seized with paroxysms of ecstasy. I cried out and thrashed around the bed, but Rami kept his fingers working until I could bear no more and abruptly pulled away.


  “That was incredible,” I whispered when I was finally calm enough to speak. “Nobody told me…”


  He closed my mouth with a kiss, one whose fierceness was utterly unlike the tame kisses we’d shared earlier. I reached down to stroke his thigh and was rewarded by his sudden intake of breath. He made no effort to remove my hand, so my fingers crept slowly upward until they found his member, rigid and throbbing in my grip.


  In a moment he was on top of me and my legs were straddling his buttocks. Then he was inside me, pushing and withdrawing with increasing strength. My passion was instantly rekindled, so that each time he drew back, my legs urged him back in. My breath came faster and I moaned with pleasure as he reached my full depth.


  Almost immediately he felt even bigger and harder, and he began driving into me again, and again, seemingly in frenzy. A second time I was overcome with ecstasy, and soon afterward he cried out softly and collapsed on top of me. Overwhelmed by the experience, I had no sense of how long we lay there coupled together, my heart pounding in my chest and my womb throbbing below. I had emitted seed not once but twice. Not only was there no pain, Mother’s description, “extremely pleasurable,” was utterly inadequate to express what I’d experienced.


  “Dodi li va’ani lo.” I nuzzled Rami’s neck and murmured the verse from Song of Songs in his ear—“My beloved is mine and I am his.”


  “How sweet is your love, my bride,” he whispered further verses back to me. “Your love is finer than wine.”


  A pleasant lethargy was seeping through me, and I barely noticed when Rami’s weight lifted off me. I dimly felt his arms encircle me and pull me closer before I slipped into sleep.


  Mutual need forced us awake well before dawn, when we had plenty of time to assure ourselves that our earlier delights were not a stroke of luck but were, in fact, easily repeated. All that day we gazed at each other in wonder, and as soon as the sun set, we hurried to our nuptial chamber to revel in our newly discovered pleasures.


  I was happily contemplating my future as Rami’s wife while Zahra and I packed our things for the move to his home, when Zahra abruptly stopped and grabbed her belly. She did it again a short while later, so I observed her closely until a sudden suspicion filled me with dismay.


  “Zahra, would you lift up your tunic?”


  Her face blanched and it was soon evident why she was reluctant to show her body. Zahra was pregnant. While I watched, a tiny ripple of movement gave evidence of the baby she carried. My heart sank when I realized who the father had to be.


  “Keshisha?”


  She nodded, her eyes wide with fear. “I swear I did nothing to encourage him. Don’t sell me, I beg you.”


  “When is the baby due?” I asked. Only married Jewish women used the mikvah, not slaves, and I’d been too preoccupied recently to notice that Zahra hadn’t been dashtana.


  “In early Elul,” she choked out.


  “Stay here until I return,” I ordered her.


  All thoughts of marital happiness fled. I had neglected my duty to Yenuka. Right under my nose, my brother Keshisha had continued to lie with my maidservant, and this was the result. It didn’t matter who encouraged whom. I had no choice but to find my eldest brother, admit my failure, and hope he’d know how to remedy this fiasco.


  It was a relief to find the two of them together downstairs, discussing beer making. I didn’t dare make my announcement in public, so all I said was, “I need both of you to come up to my kiton. It’s important.”


  Was it my imagination or did trepidation briefly cloud Keshisha’s face? Zahra was crying when we reached my room, and she shrank back as soon as she saw who was with me. Keshisha stood rooted to the spot, his gaze switching between Zahra and Yenuka, whose hands had clenched into fists.


  “He said he loved me,” she exclaimed. “That he’d free me and marry me.”


  I knew Zahra was telling the truth, but I doubted my brother had been.


  Yenuka’s face grew red with anger. He grabbed Keshisha by the tunic and yanked him so their faces were almost touching. “You told her that? Are you insane?”


  Keshisha broke away. “Why shouldn’t we marry? Father just freed the potter’s daughter so she could.”


  How could my brother be so stupid? “Haven’t you paid attention to anything in Father’s lectures?” I asked with disgust. “A Kohen is forbidden to marry a zonah. And even if Zahra hadn’t been with other men before you, a Kohen is also forbidden to marry a convert.”


  “Let her be my concubine, then,” Keshisha begged.


  Yenuka banged his fist against the wall. “I refuse to let my daughter marry anyone who would place a rival in her house. And I’m sure most fathers would feel the same.”


  I almost began to pity my youngest brother. “Keshisha,” I said gently, “it’s one thing for our aris to marry a freed slave, but your situation is different.”


  “We’ll run away together.” His voice wasn’t so insistent as when he’d said he loved Zahra.


  “What’s this I hear about Keshisha running away?” Mother stood in the doorway, hands on her hips.


  Yenuka quickly explained the situation, and everyone remained silent while Mother considered the problem.


  “Of course they cannot marry. Hisdadukh is quite right,” she concluded. “And Yenuka is also right. No decent family will let their daughter marry Keshisha if he comes with a concubine.”


  “Mother!” Keshisha whined like a child. “What am I to do?”


  “You will give up this foolishness and marry your cousin Guria.” She turned her attention to Yenuka. “I suggest that you take him back with you to Kafri tomorrow.”


  “I agree,” said Yenuka. “He’ll quickly forget the zonah once the two of them are separated.”


  I wanted to protest that it wasn’t Zahra’s fault that she was a zonah, but Keshisha spoke first. “You can’t do this. I’ll go to Father.”


  Mother rolled her eyes. “As you wish, Son, but you will not like his response any better.”


  Obviously my brother’s yetzer hara had conquered him. Mother was being quite reasonable, considering the circumstances. Father was sure to lose his temper and punish not only Keshisha but Zahra too.


  “Mother, what will happen to Zahra?” I asked.


  “She cannot continue to live here, so the easiest thing would be to sell her.” Mother must have seen my stricken expression because she quickly added, “But I suppose you will be taking her to your new home, which also solves the problem.”


  I had no intention of selling Zahra and going to the slave market to buy a new maidservant. “What about the baby?”


  “You are a married woman, Hisdadukh,” she said. “As part of your dowry, Zahra belongs to you. If you do not want your slave to have children, talk to Shayla about stopping the pregnancy.”


  “She’s already felt life. Wouldn’t that be dangerous?”


  “Don’t do it!” Keshisha cried out. “Don’t kill my child.”


  Mother glared at Keshisha. “You should have considered the consequences before you seduced one of your father’s slaves.”


  “And if I don’t stop the pregnancy?” I asked.


  “You will not be living alone. At a minimum you should speak with Rami and, better yet, with Ukva and Achti.”


  Yenuka took Keshisha by the arm and, none too gently, led him away. Mother directed me not to allow Zahra to leave my room, except when she was serving my meals. At night the door would be guarded.


  Weighed down with guilt, I first searched for Rami and then brought him to Ukva and Achti, who were on the roof watching a golden sunset. A cooling south wind blew gently, and the scene was so peaceful that I hated to disturb them. This debacle was my fault, a result of my lack of vigilance. All I could do was present my predicament and apologize. Ukva was the head of my new household. His decision would be final.


  To my surprise, and relief, Ukva said that he’d heard good things about my maidservant. He saw no reason to risk her health by trying to end her pregnancy, especially since they’d not yet replaced the two slaves who had died during the drought’s pestilence. My joy at his decision made me realize that Zahra was a bond with my parents’ home that I could take with me.


  Another surprise, Achti hugged Ukva gratefully and said that she would be happy to have a baby in the house again. Privately Achti told me that this infant might fool the Evil Eye that had kept her from getting pregnant again. Either that or the Evil Eye might target Zahra’s child instead of her own. In any case Zahra did hair and makeup better than any of the slaves they currently owned. As for how Pushbi would react, she might adore the child or she might loathe it.


  Rami rose higher in my esteem when Father called the entire family, along with all his students, into the traklin for an announcement. They undoubtedly expected that he would give a farewell speech to me and Rami, and then bestow his blessing on me as I left for my new husband’s home. But when I saw Keshisha standing stone-faced next to Father, I knew that we were about to witness my brother’s public ordeal.


  First Father berated Keshisha for being an indifferent student, the worst by far of any he had taught. Then he shamed him further by demonstrating Keshisha’s ignorance of such basic Torah knowledge as whom a Kohen may marry and whom he may not. I could see my brothers and the students looking away and squirming in embarrassment as Keshisha was so openly humiliated.


  Next Father accused him of failing to curb his yetzer hara. Worse than visiting harlots, Keshisha had lain with one of his father’s slaves, in his own home, sneaking about at night like a thief. And when reprimanded for his lechery, he had blamed his sister for not guarding her slave better.


  Father went on criticizing Keshisha, but I didn’t hear him. My blood was boiling. How dare my brother try to deflect his sins onto me! And after I’d arranged to spare his unborn child. I continued to fume until my inner fury was interrupted by Father’s decision on how Keshisha would be punished.


  “My son is too old to be beaten,” he said soberly. “But a slave may be whipped at any age.”


  Ha-Elohim! Father intended to punish Zahra in front of my brother just as he’d done with Nurse and me years ago. My throat tightened and I clutched Rami’s hand as I remembered being forced to watch as Timonus beat Nurse for my misbehavior. No matter how much I hated my brother at that instant, I couldn’t allow Zahra to be whipped to punish him.


  I stood up and addressed the room. “Zahra is my slave now. Father can rebuke my brother however he likes, but he has no authority to chastise her.” I paused and added. “Or to sell her.”


  Rami stood and squeezed my hand in support. “The slave Zahra, part of my wife’s dowry, has come under my control. My brother and I agree that she will not be subjected to any punishment that endangers her or the fetus she carries.”


  Father’s eyes narrowed with frustration, but he knew we were correct. So he turned his rage against Keshisha. “So that you never shame our family again, you are banished from this house and this city. You may collect your things and take a manservant with you. Timonus will give you money for one night’s lodging. Tomorrow morning you are to leave Sura.”


  I glanced at Yenuka, who was exchanging nods with Mother, and then sank back onto my cushion in relief. Keshisha wouldn’t actually be banished; Yenuka would take him back to Kafri. There neither Zahra nor I would have to deal with him.


  Yenuka waited until Rami and I were up and dressed before taking his leave. “I’m sure some hard work harvesting dates will curb our little brother’s yetzer hara. Guria will not marry him until he has fully repented.”


  We walked together down to the canal where the barge carrying his family was docked. “I’m sorry I let you down. I hope Guria doesn’t have to wait too long.”


  “She won’t,” he said. “Keshisha’s rebellious nature will subside when he doesn’t have Father there to rebel against.”


  I watched until their barge disappeared from sight before heading back to the villa. A donkey stood at the courtyard gate, hitched to a cart loaded with chests and baskets containing my belongings.


  It was time to say good-bye to Grandfather. Rami and I approached the bed where he spent much of his time these days, and I sighed with relief when he opened his eyes.


  “So, Hisdadukh, you are leaving me.”


  Tears filled my eyes. “I will miss you, Grandfather.”


  He took my hand, and I startled at how dry and fragile his skin felt. “Promise that you will come to visit on Shabbat.”


  I looked up at Rami, who smiled in agreement. “We will come every week,” I said, leaning over to drop a kiss on Grandfather’s creased forehead.


  My new life was beginning, and part of my old one was ending.


  SIXTEEN
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  I couldn’t help but feel disappointed when I became niddah the very next week. The earliest I could visit the mikvah was after sunset on Sixth Day, and thankfully Rami agreed that I could return to the villa with him after Father and the students finished at court. Then I’d have an extra day to spend with Grandfather, and Rahel might even have a bowl for me to inscribe.


  Not that I was unhappy at Rami’s house. True it was smaller and the furniture was old, but when he was home, I often felt as though I would overflow with happiness. Recalling Father’s advice, I tried to appear diffident and hide the pleasure that came merely from being in my husband’s presence. Whenever Rami smiled at me, which thankfully he did often, my heart would swell with such joy that it was almost painful.


  One of my favorite times of day was when Rami returned from Father’s lectures and I washed his feet. Knowing how it inflamed him, I’d feign innocence while my fingers moved sensuously up his legs. My game continued until he grabbed my hands to end the teasing. Often he’d pull me upstairs to use the bed right then.


  Using the bed was a previously unimagined delight—one I never tired of. I made no attempt to hide my pleasure, for it was clear that the more enjoyment I exhibited, the more it excited Rami. Then, after we were sated, I lay in his arms while he related what had happened in Father’s class that day.


  Yet when Rami was gone, I didn’t feel alone. After all, my sister lived there too, and I was able to see Mother and my sisters-in-law nearly every day at synagogue. The four slaves I brought as part of my dowry made the domestic drudgery less onerous on the others, although two of them would hopefully be adding nursemaid to their responsibilities in the near future.


  It was strange to be part of such a small household, one with no children at all. Pushbi took her meals in her room, so only Ukva, Achti, and I dined together at midday. Rami joined us in the evening, when he regaled us with what he’d learned in court or from Father’s lectures.


  We ate well. Achti saw to that, although our food came from the souk and not, as at Father’s villa, predominantly from our own land. Thus my world opened up, and I reveled in the opportunity to go shopping nearly every day. Sura lay at my feet, and there was no one to make me stay home. Achti took pleasure in instructing me how to identify the finest meats, the freshest vegetables, the best-tasting fruits and cheeses. I knew it reinforced her opinion that studying Mishna had prevented me from learning subjects more appropriate and practical for my gender, but I so enjoyed wandering the city that I accepted her gibes at my ignorance. I was ignorant, and happy to remedy it.


  Now that Rami was married, Rav Huna appointed him a market inspector. His new responsibilities included ensuring that meat was slaughtered according to Jewish Law, that all weights and measures were accurate, and that only authorized local sellers set up stalls in the souk. It was impossible for me to avoid the merchants under his jurisdiction, and though I tried to avert being given any special treatment, Achti had no such scruples.


  Achti may have thought my Mishna learning was a waste, but she had no complaints about my magic studies, not after she saw how much my amulets sold for. Thank Heaven I couldn’t inscribe them on inauspicious days, or she would have sent me to Kimchit’s daily. Our slaves were eager to accompany me there, since all they had to do was sit and spin flax while I wrote. None of them complained to Achti when I made us take longer-than-necessary routes coming and going, as I sought out new streets to explore, new shops to visit.


  And not just food sellers. There were entire streets populated by metal smiths, leatherworkers, cobblers, and tailors, each with its own smell. Plus there were wheelwrights, rope makers, and workers who manufactured bricks. Carpenters’ products ranged from plain boxes to elaborately carved furniture. Sura’s location on the Euphrates meant that near the docks there were shipbuilders and sailcloth weavers. Every store fascinated me, and my diligent exploration ensured that I would never get lost in the souk.


  Rahel was delighted when I arrived back at the villa with Father. “Tomorrow will be the perfect time to teach you a new incantation,” she said after giving me a hug. “Sixth Day is ruled by Venus, and you’ll have just immersed. But most important, you are no longer a virgin.”


  With this intriguing introduction in my mind, and following a night of renewed ardor with Rami, I was brimming with curiosity the next morning.


  “Do you remember how I burned my hand, years ago, while crafting a kasa d’charasha?” Rahel asked.


  I recalled it perfectly. “Of course. That is how I became your apprentice.”


  “I never explained what I was doing with that bowl, why it was being burned.”


  “I thought it was a new pot, fresh from the kiln.” I stopped to review what I knew about making pottery. “But aren’t new vessels usually left in the kiln until they cool?”


  “That’s right.” She nodded her approval. “That particular bowl had already been inscribed, and both burning and breaking it were part of the magical procedure. My mistake was grabbing it by hand instead of with tongs.”


  “What kind of incantation was on it?”


  “It was a love spell, for the purpose of making a certain man desire a certain woman, or perhaps the other way around.”


  “Both men and women buy these kinds of bowls?”


  Rahel smiled and nodded.


  Imagining how exciting it might feel to create such erotic magic, I couldn’t hide my eagerness. “And today I’m going to inscribe one.”


  Rahel handed me the small bowl, whose clay was still damp, and a stylus instead of the usual choice of quills and ink. The bowl was scored from top to bottom in several places, and I looked at her for elucidation.


  “The kasa is designed to easily break into predetermined pieces,” she explained. “You must write so that a word stays entirely on one piece.”


  I nodded and she started reciting the incantation. “In Your name, Adonai, Creator of heaven and earth, this bowl is designated for Zabim bar Duti so he may become inflamed, heated, and long after Sarka bat Alista. Just as this piece of pottery burns, so shall the heart of Zabim bar Duti burn for Sarka bat Alista. Upon her let him lie down, with her let him spend his nights. In the names of Rahmiel, the Angel of Compassion, and of Nuriel, the angel appointed over loveliness and grace, bring down a fire from Your fire and kindle the heart of Zabim bar Duti. In the name of Abrasax the great angel who overturned Sodom and Gomorrah, so You should turn the heart of Zabim bar Duti after Sarka bat Alista. Amen. Amen. Selah. Hallelujah.”


  I repeated the words to show that I remembered them, and when Rahel complimented my memory, I said, “I can see why you’d have a married charasheta write this kind of thing.” I colored at the thought of what would happen when Zabim suddenly became inflamed with passion for Sarka.


  “Especially one who has experienced love and desire.” Rahel grinned at my flaming cheeks.


  When I finished inscribing the love spell into the damp clay, I carefully handed it over for her approval. “I never thanked you for your advice after my wedding,” I said.


  “No need.” She chuckled. “Your happiness is thanks enough.”


  I felt so embarrassed at how visible my marital pleasure was that I promptly brought the subject back to the bowl I’d just written. “Now what happens to the kasa?”


  “As the incantation instructs, we fire it in the kiln and then break it into pieces,” she replied, “which we bury individually, either at the home of the spell’s object or at the synagogue.”


  “Isn’t it difficult to bury them at someone’s home without anyone knowing?” I asked, thinking of how Tabita had buried Pushbi’s curse bowl in the cemetery. “Not that the synagogue would be any more private.”


  Rahel chuckled again. “Sometimes the buyer doesn’t want the bowl to be a secret, particularly if the couple is eager to marry but a father disapproves.”


  “I can see how a reluctant father might not want to oppose the angels Rahmiel, Nuriel, and Abrasax.”


  “Especially as the latter was responsible for destroying Sodom and Gomorrah.”


  “How do you chant the incantation?” I recalled how boldly she’d addressed the demons her bowls adjured. “Tabita mumbled the curse spell so quietly I could barely understand her.”


  “A love spell is cast softly and seductively, as appropriate for such gentle angels as Rahmiel and Nuriel.”


  I thought of Keshisha and Zahra. “What if the woman is a convert and the man a priest?”


  “I won’t write a love spell unless the couple mentioned is fit to marry,” she replied. “Although there are some who will do so for anyone, even if one of them is already married, if the price is high enough.”


  After the clay hardened in the kiln, Rahel used tongs to hold it over the fire until its sides were dark with soot. Then she carefully tapped it against a stone until it shattered. I was gratified to see that it broke exactly along the marks she had scored earlier.


  But I couldn’t help but feel disgust for any sorcerer or kashafa who would write such a terrible spell as to make a married woman love a man who wasn’t her husband.


  The month of Tammuz was a sorrowful time in Bavel. On the Seventeenth, the day that the Romans breached Jerusalem’s walls in their quest to destroy the city, Jews began three weeks of mourning for the destruction of the Holy Temple, culminating in a daylong fast on the Ninth of Av, the following month. Zahra insisted that Persians had no such solemn festivals, and in fact were forbidden to mourn on their holidays. Yet old traditions survived, and one that refused to disappear was women’s mourning during Tammuz.


  Kimchit explained it to me at her amulet shop. “In days long ago when Babylonians worshipped many gods, the handsome shepherd Tammuz was the lover of Ishtar, queen of heaven,” she began. “But demons, jealous of the youth’s beauty and Ishtar’s love for him, killed Tammuz as the sun rose on the longest day of the year. Immediately the weather became so hot and dry that all vegetation perished.”


  “Which is how the month of Tammuz got its name,” I suggested.


  Kimchit ignored my interruption. “Thus Tammuz, the month of the summer tekufa, begins the long, dry season.”


  I wrinkled my nose in repugnance. “So all the women who mourn during this month are bewailing some pagan shepherd who died aeons ago?” What strange ideas these idol worshippers had.


  Kimchit shook her head. “Not exactly. According to legend, Ishtar continued to grieve for her lover during the month named for him, so other women grieved with her. Today women still mourn—for children who died young, for young men who died in battle before they could marry, and for husbands who died in the prime of life, like Tammuz himself.”


  “Ezekiel complained about that.” I quoted the prophet’s words: “Then He brought me to the entrance of the north gate of Adonai’s House; behold, there sat women weeping for Tammuz.”


  “I doubt he’s pleased to see women still crying over Tammuz, especially right outside his tomb.”


  “Jewish women perform their idolatry there?” Merely the thought of it appalled me.


  “Women, Jewish and Persian, mourn at all the cemeteries,” Kimchit said. “And Ezekiel’s tomb is the oldest one in Sura.”


  Every morning during the first week of Tammuz, even on Shabbat, I observed women crying in the streets. At services their swollen eyes and tear-streaked faces made it easy to identify those who had come directly from the cemetery. But the next week I lost interest in the mourners.


  According to my calculations, I should have become niddah around the sixth of Tammuz. As the Sages taught, I diligently examined myself twice a day by inserting a clean linen cloth into the mouth of my womb. Yet even on the fifteenth of Tammuz, when the full moon made the date obvious even to those without a calendar, there was no sign of blood on my cloths. So far my flow had always started well before the full moon and in fact was usually finished by then. But I said nothing, for such a happy announcement would surely provoke the Evil Eye.


  I wondered when Rami would notice that almost a month had passed since my previous immersion and how I should respond if he mentioned it. I had my answer the next day.


  “Dodi,” he began, and then coughed, his face blushing. “Do you, uh, usually bleed at the same time every month?”


  I could feel my face grow warm as well. “Yes, when the moon is waxing.”


  He gazed down at my flat belly and then quickly looked away. He had tried to hide it, but I saw a brief burst of joy in his eyes before his expression clouded. “What are you going to do when it’s time to immerse again?”


  “That will be a problem,” I admitted. My immersion at Father’s the previous month meant that my entire family knew when I’d be due to use the mikvah again. “Would it be dishonest if I went to the villa as expected but merely bathed in the pond instead of immersing?”


  “The weather has been hot.” Rami took my hand and squeezed it gently. “So you have a good excuse for bathing.”


  “I wouldn’t be trying to deceive my family,” I said, feeling more confident about the subterfuge. “Rather, I wouldn’t want the Evil Eye to notice that I hadn’t been to the mikvah.”


  “Or any people who might give you the Evil Eye.”


  “It’s a good thing this hot weather is likely to continue for months.” I gave his hand a squeeze in return. “It will probably become too cold for bathing just about the time people would notice anyway.”


  “I suppose I should inform my mother,” Rami said tentatively. “Or we could just wait until she notices.”


  Pushbi was still bedridden, but otherwise her health seemed no worse than it was six months ago. Ukva kept her informed on their land’s productivity, and guests still came to visit her. Achti and I made an effort to each sit with her daily, although I preferred to do so in Rami’s company, when she chatted with him and ignored me. Of course Pushbi would be happy with the news, but I didn’t want to be the one to tell her.


  Though Rami and I continued to visit my family for Shabbat, every four weeks we arrived on the afternoon of Fifth Day so I could bathe in the pond. I felt remorse as they tried to hide their disappointment but consoled myself that their delight with the truth would erase their earlier sadness. Rahel continued to have bowls waiting for me to write, although there were no more love spells. Some were incantations to adjure the evil ruchim and liliths that caused miscarriage, and those I inscribed with special kavanah, focusing my entire intention as I imagined the fetus growing in my womb.


  In addition to my concerns for the baby, I also worried about Grandfather, who seemed frailer each time I saw him. Was it because I visited only once a week that his decline seemed more apparent or was he truly failing that quickly? Or perhaps my pregnancy made me more aware of the decaying odor that emanated from his sickbed.


  Hopeful that learning about the baby would give him strength, I relented and told him when I came to bathe in Elul. “I need to ask your forgiveness, Grandfather.” I tried to look serious, but it was difficult to keep a smile off my face.


  His brows knitted in concern. “Surely you’re not afraid that I won’t live until Yom Kippur?”


  Actually I was, but I continued with what I wanted to say. “I’ve been deceiving you and I want you to know the truth.”


  “You, lying to your grandfather? Impossible.”


  I explained how I’d led everyone to believe that I was using the mikvah when really I hadn’t needed to immerse for three months. “Only the first time was for real.”


  Beaming with happiness, he sat up and held out his arms. As he hugged me, he whispered, “How are you feeling, child? Are you well?”


  “Very well,” I whispered back. “A little queasiness in the morning, but otherwise I feel quite healthy.” I also tired early in the evening, but people attributed our going to bed shortly after sunset to our newlywed status.


  He chuckled softly and gave me another hug. “Clever girl, tricking the Evil Eye this way.”


  “Please don’t tell anyone yet.”


  “How long will you keep it secret?”


  “Rami and I have decided that I won’t come to bathe next month,” I said. “Neither of us wants to be guilty of misleading our entire family on Yom Kippur.”


  Grandfather’s eyes twinkled with glee. “Don’t you worry about telling anyone, child. Leave that to me.” He patted my hand. “When you and Achti dine with us on Rosh Hashana, everyone here will know.”


  Ha-Elohim. I would have to tell Achti—who had not conceived since her miscarriage last winter. Thus far she had commiserated with me each month when I went to bathe, and would surely feel betrayed when she learned the truth.


  I wanted to talk to Achti, I really did, but there never seemed to be the right moment. My silence finally caught up with me on the fifteenth of Elul, when Zahra felt labor pains just before dawn. Despite Zahra being merely a slave, Rami went to fetch Mother and Shayla, leaving me with a conundrum. If Mother and Shayla knew I was with child, which they probably did, then I had to tell Achti before they mentioned it in front of her.


  Either that or ask them not to say anything.


  Achti was so excited about Zahra’s baby coming that the latter choice seemed wiser. So I watched from an upstairs window until Rami came into view, and then raced down to meet them.


  Mother was sympathetic when I explained my dilemma. “Shayla and I won’t say anything, but you’d better have a good excuse for not sharing this news with your sister.”


  Shayla disagreed. “Dada is not obligated to tell anyone, not even her husband. Those with a discerning eye will find out earlier and others later.”


  “I’ll wait and judge her mood after Zahra’s baby is born,” I said when we reached the courtyard gate. Hopefully an opportune moment would present itself.


  Mother and Shayla disappeared into the lying-in chamber, giving firm instructions that I was not to enter until the baby was born. I marveled that two such prominent women were helping my slave give birth, although perhaps it was because, slave or not, the baby was Mother’s grandchild.


  Not long after, Mother came out. “Zahra’s womb has barely started to open,” she told us. “You may as well all go about your normal occupations. I will return to the villa with Rami, and Shayla can send a slave for me when necessary.”


  There was nothing else to do but break our fast, so the slaves brought out fresh bread and porridge, serving some to Ukva, Rami, and me, and then taking the rest behind the closed door where Zahra lay. Soon I was alone. Either Zahra’s labor hadn’t progressed to a painful point or as a slave she had learned to keep her pain hidden. In any case I could hear nothing from her chamber. So when I saw a neighbor leaving for synagogue, I went with her.


  When we returned a few hours later, all was quiet and the door still closed. A slave told me that the baby was coming so slowly that Achti had gone shopping for food, and I had the impression that my informant suspected Zahra of feigning labor in order to shirk her responsibilities.


  At the midday meal, Shayla assured us that Zahra’s labor was real, but that first births often take a long time. Maybe it was my imagination, but I thought I saw anxiety in her eyes. When we were done eating, Achti sat with Zahra while Shayla went upstairs to rest. The fifteenth of the month was not an auspicious day for writing amulets, so I took out the small loom I used for weaving silk ribbons.


  I’d no sooner sat down than Pushbi’s maidservant approached me. “The mistress saw Shayla on the landing and wants to know what she’s doing here?”


  Despite my trepidation, I had no choice but to satisfy my mother-in-law’s curiosity. But instead of dismissing me when I told her Zahra was in labor, Pushbi pointed to the bench near her bed and indicated I should sit down.


  “Your breasts are larger and you walk like a pregnant woman,” she accused me. “Are you with child?”


  I was so astonished by her direct question that all I could do was nod.


  “I knew it.” Pushbi chortled for a moment, undeniably pleased with herself, and then asked, “When are you due?”


  “Around Purim, I think.”


  “So you’ve only immersed once since the wedding?”


  I nodded again, this time impressed with her sharpness.


  Pushbi locked eyes with mine. “If your sister hasn’t conceived by the winter tekufa, I want you to move to your father’s house and stay there until you give birth.”


  “But why?” I had no objection to her command and would, in fact, be happy to obey it. Yet I needed to know the reason.


  “My family has been cursed, likely from envy over the good matches I’ve made for my sons,” she replied bitterly. “First little Nanai’s death, then my illness, and finally Achti’s miscarriage and resulting failure to conceive. These can only be the work of a powerful kashafa.”


  “Are you certain? Maybe all this envy has provoked the Evil Eye against you.” Heaven forbid that Pushbi should figure out who had cursed her.


  Her eyes narrowed. “Believe me, I know witchcraft when I encounter it.”


  My throat constricted at Pushbi’s certainty, but I had the presence of mind to respond innocently: “Maybe you could have Rahel install some kasa d’charasha for protection.”


  Plainly she thought me naive. “Your sister-in-law is a novice compared to the kashafa who did this,” Pushbi said with disdain.


  It took all my control to hide my relief at not being a suspect. “Then how will I be safe in my father’s house?”


  “Listen to me,” she said. “Chama’s family, like your father’s, descends from priests who served in the Holy Temple and were taught all sorts of secret priestly magic. When Jerusalem was destroyed, they brought that knowledge with them to Bavel.”


  “But…,” I began.


  Pushbi held up her hand to prevent further questions. “Chama’s father died when he was young, and Chama never got to learn the priestly traditions. He wanted our sons to be rabbis, so he had them study Torah instead,” she explained. “Your family’s fortune and fecundity prove that your father has mastered both subjects.”


  “I always thought his great piety protected us,” I said slowly, my mind whirling to take in what I’d heard.


  Grandfather had told me that priests had practiced magic in the Temple—magic that some priests, including Father, still knew. Had he taught it to any of my brothers? More important, could I persuade him to teach me or was such knowledge forbidden to women?


  Mother returned to check on Zahra that evening and sent Shayla back to the villa. The following morning, Rami walked Mother home and returned that afternoon with Shayla. I knew none of my sisters-in-law had taken over two days to give birth, but nobody would tell me anything. I could see the fear in Achti’s eyes at the evening meal, and when I went to bed that night, I prepared myself to learn of Zahra’s death when I awoke.


  But instead there was Mother breaking her fast with Ukva as Achti cuddled a newborn in her arms. It took several days for the baby to learn how to suckle properly, but eight days after his birth, less than a week before Rosh Hashana, Zahra’s son was circumcised and named Yehezkel, after the prophet. But he was not freed. Keshisha’s son would remain a slave and Zahra’s duties now included being a wet nurse.


  Achti was so happy with the new baby that I found the courage to tell her that I was expecting a child in Adar. To my great surprise, I learned that my trepidation had been misplaced. My sister was not only thrilled with the news but she confided that if all went well she too would deliver a child in the coming year. I was so pleased to hear that all my worry had been for nothing that I hugged her so hard she laughingly complained I was hurting her.


  As Sukkot drew to a close and the beer brewing commenced, Father interrupted our Shabbat afternoon meal to announce that he and Mother would be traveling to Machoza for Abba bar Joseph’s wedding.


  My first reaction was to thank Heaven that Abba would now be so occupied with his own wife that he’d finally stop harassing Rami. Then, strangely, I recalled the day I told Father I wanted to marry both of them and Abba had said he’d be the last. Now hopefully everyone would agree that what I said had no significance. My thoughts were interrupted by the realization that Father was asking a question.


  “Which of my students will accompany us?”


  “I will,” my brother Tachlifa said immediately. “We can stay with Pazi’s family there.”


  “I heard that Abaye will be there,” Rabbah bar Huna replied. “So I’ll go too.”


  “I suppose it would be rude for me to decline if the other students are going,” Rami said to Father, who did not try to dissuade him.


  My brothers Nachman and Mari exchanged worried looks. If both of them attended the wedding, only Hanan and Pinchas would be left to continue processing the date beer.


  Father threw his arm around Mari. “Your wife can come and see her relatives in Machoza,” he said. “In fact, you and Nachman should both come. Hanan can find some men to take your place at the vats.”


  Hanan nodded glumly. As the oldest brewer among my brothers, he would naturally be in charge if Father were away. “At least the date crushing is complete,” he said.


  Nachman gave Mari an elated punch on the arm. “Who wouldn’t prefer a wedding over stirring fermenting dates all day?”


  I spoke without thinking anything except how nice it would be to see Machoza with Rami. “May other wives come along?”


  “Of course,” Father boomed. “It’s a wedding.”


  “You cannot go,” Mother whispered. “Not in your condition.”


  Pazi quietly added, “Considering your previous difficulties with Abba, appearing at his wedding might provoke the Evil Eye.”


  Rami sighed with resignation. “How long will I be gone?”


  “At least two weeks,” Father replied.


  Rami’s face fell. Not only would he and I be separated for the first time since our wedding, but the other students would have their wives with them.


  If Rami’s absence weren’t bad enough, Grandfather’s health deteriorated so severely that Mother declined to go to Machoza. To make matters worse, the fanatic high priest Kartir had ordered his Magi to exhume recently buried Jewish corpses. Normally nobody plans a funeral until after the death, but it was clear that Grandfather couldn’t have a normal funeral if the Magi were digging up Jewish cemeteries.


  “Explain to me again why the Magi do this?” I asked Zahra.


  “You know about corpse impurity?” She tried unsuccessfully to hide the impatience in her voice.


  I nodded. “Jews avoid corpse impurity too, especially priestly families.”


  Zahra sighed. “Persians believe that the earth is one of Ahura Mazda’s holy creations, one that must not be polluted. That’s why their privies are lined with stone, so excrement never touches the earth. And dead flesh is much more polluting than excrement, even more than menstrual blood.”


  “Corpse impurity is the most severe kind mentioned in the Torah,” I said.


  “Dead flesh is not exactly the same as a corpse.”


  “Of course it is.” I was growing impatient too.


  “No,” Zahra insisted. “Once the flesh is gone, the bones are pure and can be buried. That’s why Persian dead are placed on stones, in a desolate area with many birds of prey and carnivorous beasts, until only the bones remain.”


  I was utterly aghast. Grandfather was going to die soon, so soon that he’d already made his deathbed bequests and farewells. If we didn’t do something, some Magus would exhume his body and take it away for wild animals to devour. But what could we do? Bahram might be the Persian king, but he was ruled by his high priest—instead of the other way around.


  SEVENTEEN
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  I was devastated when a solemn Timonus arrived at our home first thing in the morning a few days later.


  “It was a good death,” he declared, as he handed me Grandfather’s Mishna codex. “The angel Samael took him without a struggle as he slept.”


  Achti sighed. “To think that Grandfather Hanan almost lived long enough to see his great-granddaughter married.”


  I thought I’d accepted that Grandfather’s death was imminent, and would therefore grieve less when it came. But I felt hollow inside and knew I’d start bawling if I tried to speak. Never again would I hear his husky voice or feel his gentle hugs. Never again would I have someone who so patiently answered my questions, no matter how trivial.


  On our way to the villa, Timonus had us turn onto a different street than usual. “I want to pass the cemetery and see if the Magi are still there.”


  “What?” Achti exclaimed. “I thought Father and Rav Huna complained to the exilarch.”


  “And received the answer that his hands are tied when it comes to controlling the Magi.” Timonus shook his head in acquiescence. “Kartir is too powerful.”


  I followed Timonus with dread, praying that somehow Elohim had intervened to halt this horrific desecration of Jewish graves. But when we approached the cemetery, the sound of loud male voices accompanied by the stench of death wafting on a drifting breeze made it clear that He had not. I fought to control my nausea.


  “You stay here,” Timonus cautioned us. “I’ll see what’s happening.”


  “No,” Achti screeched. “I must see Nanai’s grave.” Her face grew rigid with anger. “If they’ve touched my child…” She left the threat unsaid.


  Timonus knew he couldn’t stop her, so he turned to me. “This is no place for a woman in your condition.”


  I couldn’t have agreed more. “I’ll go back to the crossroad.” I didn’t care that I was alone. I had to get away from that smell.


  Thank Heaven my wait wasn’t long. Achti arrived first, and promptly vomited. I looked at her anxiously.


  “Nanai’s grave is undisturbed,” she answered my unspoken query. “They only want recent burials.”


  Timonus wasn’t far behind her. “Your mother won’t like it, and my master will like it less, since he, his sons, and grandsons are priests,” he said slowly. “Yet I see no alternative to burying Hanan somewhere on the villa’s property, where the Magi won’t know about it.”


  It was a relief to leave the cemetery, and a greater relief to arrive home and learn that Grandfather’s body was already wrapped in its shroud, prepared for burial—a burial that Jewish tradition said should happen within twenty-four hours.


  Except that we had no gravesite.


  Mother was furious—at the fanatical Magi, at the exilarch’s cowardice, and at Father for leaving her to deal with all this trouble while he enjoyed himself at a wedding in another city.


  “As much as it would serve my husband right,” she muttered. “Burying my father here would make it difficult, not only for my husband, but for all the males in our family to walk about our property in purity.”


  “Not to mention future generations,” Achti added.


  “Where else can we secretly bury him?” Timonus asked.


  I suddenly had a bizarre thought. “Maybe we can bury him at the cemetery after all.” They looked at me with incredulity, but I continued: “The Magi aren’t going to look in graves they’ve already exhumed, so all we need to do is dig the hole deeper and bury Grandfather’s body below. When they return, everything will look exactly as before.”


  Timonus broke the silence. “We’d have to wait until dark.”


  “Which would give you time to recruit the men necessary to dig such a deep pit,” I said, attempting to bolster my idea.


  Mother held her chin while she thought. “I’ve seen funerals held at night for people who die on Shabbat, so I suppose it is possible. But it will have to be a quiet funeral, no keening women or crowds of mourners.”


  When I made my suggestion, I’d forgotten how frightening the cemetery was at sunset. But that was pleasant compared to going there on a moonless night while carrying a corpse. The air was deathly still, and not even a bird peeped or a mouse scampered as we passed silently in the dark. Mother and Timonus agreed that there should be no torches and that everyone should wear dark clothing. It offered only slight comfort that my brothers Hanan and Pinchas, along with my older nephews, accompanied us to the cemetery’s gate before following along outside the low wall.


  Timonus had returned to the cemetery in late afternoon to scout for a likely grave, one close to the wall so Grandfather’s male descendants could grieve nearby without physically entering the graveyard. Hanan recognized the spot as where the elderly man who’d read the first Torah portion on Shavuot had been interred the previous week. Evidently many from priestly families preferred to be buried near the cemetery’s edge.


  The women in my family huddled around the slaves carrying Grandfather’s body, weeping quietly, myself hardest of all. Mother led the procession, and two slaves carrying shovels brought up the rear. I clutched Rahel’s hand, trembling with fright despite Mother’s assurance that it was safe for me to enter the graveyard because I was performing a mitzvah.


  “You must not give in to fear,” Mother said as we carefully surrounded the exceedingly deep pit. “Burying a rabbi as pious as my blessed father, particularly in these difficult circumstances, is such a meritorious mitzvah that Heaven will surely protect us.” She looked up at the mention of Heaven.


  Her voice was strong yet soothing. Slowly my dread ebbed away as I gazed at the myriad stars above, bright and twinkling in the moonless sky. Each one represented an angel who watched over us, and I wondered which was mine and which had been Grandfather’s. Did my unborn child have his own star yet, or was the angel assigned only when he was born?


  My thoughts came back to earth when I heard the thump of the shrouded corpse landing at the bottom of the grave. I was thankful that the prayers and eulogy had been said earlier and all that remained was to cover it with dirt. I was more thankful that we didn’t have to fill the tremendous hole. Timonus stopped us when the soil reached the level where the Magi had left it.


  For some there was an unseemly rush to the villa. I walked slowly, taking in the vast canopy of sky and remembering how I used to love sleeping on the roof. We were in the month of Cheshvan, and I strained to find the stars that made up its constellation, the Scorpion. I’d never heard a convincing explanation for why Cheshvan’s zodiac sign was such a vile creature. Tishrei’s sign, the Scales, made sense since during that month, between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, our sins were balanced against our mitzvot as the Heavenly Court judged us.


  Tears ran down my face as I thought of Grandfather, who’d been judged for such a long life. Somehow he’d merited living to see me wed, but not to see my baby born. Persians, and probably most Jews, said that one’s lifespan was written in the stars, but the Torah was clear that if Israel recites Elohim’s words at home and away, teaches them to his children, and puts them in his heart, his days and that of his children will increase.


  Despite the hour, no one went to bed upon returning home. Cook had prepared some food, and the wine and beer were soon flowing. Everyone had stories about Grandfather, and Mother shared how calmly he’d reacted when her grandfather Rav arrived unexpectedly at her wedding.


  “Knowing that he hadn’t been invited, my mother was terrified to learn that Rav was at the gate. But my father told her not to worry, that he would take care of it,” Mother said. “I, of course, had no idea anything was wrong, for nobody told me that Rav disapproved of my marrying Hisda. I thought my grandfather didn’t eat anything and went home early that night because he wasn’t feeling well.”


  We sat in silence for a while, taking pride in how Grandfather had avoided a breach between his family and Rav.


  “I hope Grandfather and that old priest liked each other,” Pinchas said, a bit irreverently I thought. “They’ll be sharing the same grave until the Messiah comes.”


  “Who’s going to put the original body back?” His wife, Beloria, asked.


  Until that moment I hadn’t considered what happened to the remains of the bodies the Magi had exhumed.


  As usual, Timonus was well informed. “Most families have someone follow the Magi to see where they leave the body,” he explained. “Then they must wait until only the bones remain, after which they are permitted to collect and rebury them.”


  “Grandfather wouldn’t have liked that,” Hanan declared.


  I stifled a yawn and then realized that with Rami away there was no reason to walk back to Sura. I made my way upstairs to my old kiton, where I recalled all those nights after Achti’s wedding when Grandfather had shared my room and discussed Mishna with me. His snoring had bothered me then, but tonight I missed it.


  Knowing those days were gone forever, and missing Rami too, I cried myself to sleep.


  “Dodi, I will never attend another wedding without you,” Rami whispered in my ear as he pulled me closer. “Truly I would have preferred being at your grandfather’s funeral.”


  Snuggled in bed together despite the warm evening, our desire satisfied, neither of us felt the need to sleep. “Was the wedding that awful,” I teased him, “or did you miss me?”


  He kissed me gently. “Both. In Machoza the men are even worse about goading the bridegroom than in Sura. It brought back so many unpleasant memories that I left the room.”


  I was curious if Abba had been successful that first night but knew better than to ask Rami. “What did the bride look like? What kind of jewels did she wear?” I asked instead.


  He gave the best answer a husband could. “Choran had more jewels than Rav Nachman’s wife Yalta, but she still couldn’t compare to you. As for her face, in that respect she and Abba were like twins—both dark, proud, and arrogant.”


  “How was the food?”


  “Not bad.” He shrugged. “They used a greater variety of spices than at our wedding, and there were some dishes I’d never tasted before, like roast peacock. They served excellent old wine, but no date beer.”


  “No beer? But this is when date beer is freshest.”


  Rami shook his head. “Abba had the audacity to say right to my face that he’d rather drink flax water than date beer.”


  I bristled at the insult. “How can Abba dare show himself at Father’s lectures?”


  “I was surprised when he returned with us,” Rami said. “Especially after I heard him talking to Abaye about studying with Rav Yosef in Pumbedita.”


  I wished Abba would move to Pumbedita. Though Abba had a wife now, I couldn’t forget that he’d wanted to marry me. I couldn’t shake the thought that his returning to Sura meant his rivalry with Rami would not only continue but intensify.


  Instead of disclosing any of this, I asked Rami, “Isn’t a student supposed to stay with his original teacher only until he’s learned all the Mishna?”


  He chuckled. “That’s true now, but when my brother, Ukva, was studying with Rav Hisda in Kafri, your father told his students that ‘he who learns Torah from only one master will never see blessing,’ so they all left him.”


  “Father must have been devastated.”


  “Ukva said that your father knew that would happen, but he told his students anyway. Ukva and I went to study with Rav Sheshet, but the others went to Rav Huna.”


  “What made everyone come back?”


  “Rav Huna taught just what you told me—that students don’t move to a new teacher until they’ve mastered the complete text with the first,” he said. “Only after that should they start to learn various types of logical reasoning and analysis from different teachers, until they are proficient in them all.”


  I was about to say that Father’s students now benefited from learning both with him at the villa and with Rav Huna in court, when I felt a slight flutter inside my belly. I gasped softly and moved my hand to my stomach, eager to feel it again.


  Rami sat up and stared at me, his eyes wide with alarm. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing’s wrong. I think I just felt the baby move.”


  He lay down and placed his hand next to mine. But the sensation did not return until the next day.


  Thank Heaven Rami hadn’t taken a vow to never attend another wedding without me, because two weeks later word came from Kafri that Keshisha and Guria would wed shortly after Hanukah, when the final batch of date beer was sure to be finished. I had mixed feelings about this. Evidently Keshisha had repented sufficiently that Yenuka found him worthy to marry Guria. But I was still angry at how he’d used my slave, left her with child, and placed the blame on me, yet had suffered almost no punishment.


  Of course I wouldn’t be able to attend. I’d be starting my eighth month of pregnancy. Yet Rami had to be there; this was my brother and niece getting married, not strangers. Achti and I would stay home and console ourselves with thoughts of our unborn children.


  Unfortunately, this was not to be the case—as I discovered when Zahra, in the course of comparing a nearby stone-lined indoor mikvah with the pond Father had constructed off the canal, mentioned that she and Achti had gone together and immersed one after the other.


  I wanted to console Achti for her loss, but she never brought up the subject and I didn’t dare. She undoubtedly regretted telling me, and her situation must have been painful enough without having to talk about it with her pregnant sister. At least she’d be able to attend Keshisha’s wedding. Achti was occupied with mothering little Yehezkel, and I wondered what, if anything, she’d tell Keshisha about his son.


  Thus, on the final day of Hanukah, shortly before my family left for my brother’s wedding, Rami and I moved our things into what had been our nuptial bedchamber. Though Mother must have used it as her sitting room in the interim, it looked so little changed from our wedding week that Rami and I couldn’t help but exchange smiles at the memories it brought back. Mother expressed only relief at our arrival, and even admitted that Pushbi had been wise to suggest it. There was no question of returning to my old kiton; Mother and Pushbi also agreed that I should avoid climbing stairs.


  It was strange to be the only person living in the villa, aside from the few slaves who had not accompanied the family to Kafri. Rahel had given me kasa d’charasha to inscribe, and I’d brought my silk weaving along. Plus there was Grandfather’s volume of Mishna to study in the evening and the excitement that came whenever I felt the baby move inside me.


  Still the hours passed slowly, and I was relieved when the day came for everyone to return home. I was sitting in the garden, inscribing the last bowl Rahel had left for me, when Imarta surprised me by announcing that a student had arrived.


  “What should I do with him, Mistress?”


  I wanted to finish the line I’d started, so I replied, “Put his belongings in his room. I’ll join him for the midday meal.”


  “He’s already put them away,” Imarta said, a hint of disapproval in her voice. Clearly she expected me to be a more conscientious hostess in Mother’s absence.


  “Very well.” I held out my hand. “Help me up and I’ll greet him properly.”


  I couldn’t imagine what to do with the student. As far as I knew, none of them were expected before next week. At least Father would be back before dark. I was halfway across the courtyard when I saw someone waiting in the entryway. He stepped out into the sunlight, and I gasped in dismay.


  Abba bar Joseph quickly closed his mouth, which had dropped open in astonishment. “What are you doing here?” His deep voice seemed to echo in the courtyard.


  “This is my home.” I put my annoyance into my reply.


  He frowned and shook his head. “No, this is your father’s home. Your home is in central Sura, with your husband.”


  Though I owed him no explanation, it would be better than arguing. “My mother-in-law believes they have provoked the Evil Eye. She says it will be safer for me to have the baby here where Father’s piety can protect me.”


  Since I only came to the villa for Shabbat, when Abba went home to visit his new wife, we had scarcely seen each other since Rosh Hashana. His eyes went to my bulging belly and then, before I could see his expression, he turned away.


  I remembered my manners. “Come inside and have something to eat. Or do you want to rest? You must be exhausted from your long journey.”


  “I don’t need to rest, and I can wait until the midday meal is ready,” he said. “I arrived in Sura yesterday and spent the night at an inn.”


  “If you’ll excuse me, I need to finish my work.” I started back to the garden, and, unexpectedly, Abba walked with me.


  “Do you believe it is your father’s piety that protects you here?” he asked.


  “That and his constant Torah study.” Why was Abba asking about this? Surely not merely to be polite.


  “I think things such as long life, children, and wealth are the result of mazal.” Abba’s low voice made him sound especially solemn. “After all, if these were due to anything besides luck, we wouldn’t have so many pious scholars who are poor and whose children, if they have any, die young.”


  “Rav did some magic in a cemetery and conjured a hundred of the recent dead,” I said. “Ninety told him that they died from the Evil Eye, and less than ten from natural causes.”


  Abba said nothing until we reached the bench where I’d been sitting. When I dipped the quill into the ink pot and picked up the bowl, he asked, “What are you writing on it?”


  “It’s an incantation to protect the people named on it from evil spirits, demons, liliths”—I paused for emphasis—“the Evil Eye and other such dangers.”


  “Really?” He leaned over for a closer look.


  It was tempting, but I did not allow myself to condescend. “My sister-in-law has been producing and installing these for years, for Jews and Persians alike,” I replied. “She’s but one of many enchantresses who do this.”


  “So it’s related to an amulet?” He sounded genuinely interested.


  “Yes, except a kasa d’charasha is buried under the client’s home and can hold a longer, more detailed incantation.”


  “Fascinating,” Abba said. “Do have any more?”


  Thankful there was no love spell among them, I showed him the other bowls I’d completed recently. To my surprise, he seemed impressed.


  “So there is a way, in addition to Torah study, to save oneself and one’s children from an early death,” he said.


  Since this looked to be a long conversation, I put down my bowl and quill. “This is a method that women can use.”


  “But women do accrue merit from Torah study. I learned that when we studied the fourth Mishna in the third chapter of Tractate Sotah.” Apparently Abba didn’t think I knew the text concerning the suspected adulteress, for he proceeded to quote it, his hands gesticulating for emphasis: “If she has merit, it suspends her punishment. Hence Ben Azzai says that a man is obligated to teach his daughter Torah.”


  “But the Mishna can’t mean merit from Torah study, for how can a woman gain such merit when she is not commanded to study Torah?” I protested. “The Mishna must mean merit from doing mitzvot.” Surely the Sages hadn’t created a system where the supreme merit was reserved for men only.


  But Abba shook his head. “We learn from a Baraita that the verse from Proverbs ‘A mitzvah is a lamp and the Torah is light’ means that just as a lamp burns only for a limited time, so a mitzvah protects only temporarily. But light itself is eternal, so Torah study protects forever.” Again he gestured to make his point.


  “If the merit of Torah study is greater than that of performing mitzvot, how does this apply to women?”


  “The merit that keeps the suspected adulteress’s punishment in abeyance is certainly the merit of her Torah study, as Ben Azzai suggests.” He saw that I was about to interrupt and added quickly, “But for those who object that she was not commanded to study Torah, let her reward come from encouraging her sons to study and enabling her husband to do so.”


  I said nothing, but inside I was reeling from an epiphany. Surely the merit from enabling others to study couldn’t compare to the merit of one’s own studies. Thus the Sages had excluded women from Torah study and from its rewards, in particular long life for herself and her children. But enchantresses had their own learning, which also brought power and rewards. And as I continued to study both, I would be acquiring merit from each.


  When a kitchen slave announced the midday meal, I was faced with a dilemma. A married woman never allowed herself to be secluded with a man who wasn’t her husband. Until now Abba and I had been outdoors, where any number of slaves could see us. But once we were inside, dining together, it would be different.


  Abba must have been thinking the same thing, because he said, “You should ask your steward to join us.”


  I wasn’t pleased with Abba telling me what to do, so I asked Imarta to eat with us as well. Then I asked him, “So what brings you here two days before Shabbat?”


  He frowned. “My wife is niddah.”


  If Abba had been any other of Father’s students, or if I weren’t pregnant, I might have offered some consolation for his wife’s not yet having conceived along with encouragement for the future. But Abba would see this as gloating, and in truth he would have been right.


  We ate with minimal conversation, emulating the Persian custom of dining in silence. Of course we drank date beer, and I couldn’t resist saying, “I understand that you prefer flax water, but we only have that around Shavuot.”


  Rami would have laughed, but Abba was in no mood to be teased. His expression remained serious, and he said, “I recall how you used to listen to Rav Hisda’s classes with Rav Hanan.”


  His mention of Grandfather brought tears to my eyes, but Abba either didn’t notice or didn’t care, for he immediately asked me, “Do you still study Torah?”


  “Yes. Grandfather bequeathed his Mishna codex to me.”


  Abba’s eyes lit up. “Could I see it?”


  Afraid that this was some ruse to accompany me to my room, I stood up and hesitated. But he remained at his table and merely watched as I went to get the precious text. Only when I returned, codex in hand, did he stand up and approach me.


  “This is beautiful,” he said softly, caressing the leather cover and then gently thumbing through the pages.


  “It is, isn’t it?” My yetzer tov was pleasantly surprised at how reverently he handled the book, considering how rough and rude he was in class. My yetzer hara made me wonder if Abba caressed his wife as tenderly. “But I know it all by heart, so I only use it as a memory aid now.” A memory of my grandfather.


  “What is the sixth Mishna in the second chapter of Tractate Shabbat?” he abruptly asked me.


  My throat tightened as I brought the text to mind—it dealt with women dying in childbirth. He may have chosen this passage to intimidate me, but I wasn’t going to give him that satisfaction.


  I deliberately quoted an earlier Mishna to thwart him. “If he puts out a lamp on Shabbat because he fears pagans or robbers, or so an ill person can sleep, he is exempt from sin. But if to save the lamp, oil, or wick, he accrues guilt.”


  “No, the one after that,” he interrupted, speaking with that infuriating tone of authority that made me want to rebel.


  This time I quoted the correct Mishna. “For three sins, women die in childbirth. For neglecting niddah, the challah offering, and kindling the lamp.” I looked him in the eye. “I’m lucky that I don’t have to worry about this. I’ve never made bread or lit a lamp in my life, and I’ve only been niddah once, after which I immersed in the mikvah as the Torah requires.”


  “I’m sure my mother never transgressed any of those either, yet she died in childbirth.” Abba stared back at me, and I could see the anguish in his eyes. “We are commanded to procreate, yet the Merciful One allows so many women to die in childbirth. I thought that as a woman who studies Torah, you might know why.”


  Abba asked an important question, so I gave him the answer I’d learned from Father. “Childbirth is a perilous time for most women, and if she hasn’t performed enough mitzvot, the Heavenly Court may not save her,” I said. “Just as you can leave a drunkard by himself and he may fall.”


  “You’re saying that when danger is near, a person’s sins are remembered and punished,” he said slowly. “And because childbirth is so dangerous, that is the time when women are judged. As they say: When the ox has fallen, sharpen the knife.”


  I poured myself more date beer and refilled Abba’s cup. “The Heavenly Court scrutinizes men as well as women. Since men are obligated to perform many more mitzvot than women, they have many more opportunities to transgress. They are also out in the world more than women and thus encounter more dangerous situations when they might be judged.”


  Abba nodded. “Zeira won’t walk near palm trees when the south wind is blowing, and some students are afraid to cross a bridge or walk beside a crumbling wall.”


  “Maybe it wasn’t that your mother had sinned,” I suggested, “but rather that she was in such peril only a miracle would have saved her, and her merit had already been used to save her at an earlier time.”


  “Still, that doesn’t answer the question—why should childbirth be so perilous?”


  Surely Abba didn’t expect me to know the answer; no one did. I certainly didn’t want to ponder the question, not in my condition, and my anger flared at Abba’s rudeness in persisting with the subject. It would be growing dark soon, and still my family hadn’t returned. I didn’t want to start the evening meal without them, but I also didn’t know how long to wait. What could have delayed them? Please, not an accident on the river.


  Abba’s drumming fingers interrupted my reverie. “I would prefer to discuss another Mishna, if you don’t object,” I said.


  He seemed startled, and then quickly apologized for upsetting me. I accepted his apology, although it was difficult to believe that someone as sharp as Abba would be so thoughtless that he’d bring up the topic by accident. So we reviewed a later Mishna, one about what kinds of accessories men and women are permitted to wear on Shabbat, as contrasted with those that might be carried, which are forbidden.


  I took satisfaction in discomforting him by pointing out that the mokh a woman tied between her thighs while niddah was certainly permitted, since it was unlikely to fall and need to be retrieved. Abba blushed but responded that even a mokh that wasn’t tied on, but was inserted directly into the womb, should be permitted, since no woman would pick it up even in the unlikely event that it did fall out. Against my will I was impressed; not only had he said this with aplomb, but he knew more about using a mokh than I did.


  To my chagrin, Abba and I spent the remainder of the day together, he reading through Grandfather’s codex while I inscribed kasa d’charasha. When the sun went down with no sign of my family, I reluctantly asked Timonus to sleep with Abba while Imarta and my old nurse slept with me. The hour grew late, but I knew sleep would elude me until I heard my husband’s voice. So we remained in the traklin. Timonus would not go to bed until Abba did, and Abba hadn’t so much as yawned.


  EIGHTEEN


  [image: ]


  EIGHTEENTH YEAR OF KING BAHRAM II’S REIGN


  •291 CE•


  Just when I was about to tell Cook that she could bank the hearth fire and go to bed, a slave ran in yelling that the master was home. Timonus sprang into action, directing kitchen slaves to ready the traklin for a meal and sending others down to the dock to bring up the family’s luggage.


  Moments later Rami bounded through the door. His smile lit up the room when he saw me, and moments later I was in his arms.


  I said, “Why are you so late? I was worried,” at the same moment Rami inclined his head toward Abba and whispered, “What is he doing here?”


  We chuckled at our simultaneous questions. “His wife is niddah and he knew Father was due back today,” I murmured.


  “Can you believe it? The exilarch came for the wedding and most of the banquets.” There was awe in Rami’s voice. “Naturally your parents couldn’t leave until he did.”


  I wasn’t quite so amazed that the exilarch had attended my brother’s wedding. After all, his winter palace was in Kafri and Mother was his cousin. “And you couldn’t wait until he was gone,” I said with a grin. I was so happy Rami was back.


  His expression darkened. “If I had known Abba was here, I would have taken an earlier boat even if it meant traveling alone.”


  Rami’s stomach grumbled and I led him to the traklin, where slaves waited to serve the food. “Tell me about the wedding while you eat.”


  “Just let me look at you, Dodi,” he said between bites. “There are two hungers I’m eager to satisfy, and the sooner the first is sated, the sooner we can attend to the second.”


  The desire in his eyes was enough to kindle a matching fire in me. My sisters-in-law had warned me that pregnancy sometimes makes a woman repulsive to her husband, and he to her, but this was not the case with us. I reached down and stroked Rami’s thigh so he’d know I was eager too.


  The next morning all the women could talk about was Keshisha’s wedding.


  Shayla blew on her porridge to cool it. “Poor Mother, imagine her shock when we learned that the exilarch was coming.”


  Mariamme groaned. “The merchants charged us double for the extra food and wine we needed at the last moment.”


  Since everyone recommended them for pregnant women, I helped myself to a handful of dates and dried figs. “It must have been quite an honor for Yenuka.”


  Pazi nodded. “And for Guria. All her life she’ll enjoy the distinction of having had the exilarch at her wedding.”


  I lowered my voice. “So how was the wedding night?”


  Pazi winked at me. “No complaints that I’m aware of.”


  Rahel sniffed the porridge before swallowing a mouthful. “It’s not as though your little brother was inexperienced.”


  I turned to Achti. “Did he ask about Zahra and the baby or has he forgotten about her?”


  “He didn’t mention her,” Achti said. “So I didn’t either.”


  Mostly relieved at this, but also a little annoyed, I asked, “How did Keshisha get along with Father?”


  “Fine, by all appearances,” Shayla said. “Devora told me that he’d reformed completely since last spring.”


  “Hanan said that once Keshisha didn’t have to study anymore and could concentrate on brewing beer…” Mariamme lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Once he didn’t have Father to rebel against, he settled down nicely.”


  So much for Keshisha’s great affection for my maidservant, I thought with disgust. I was suddenly less interested in what jewels and silks the wedding guests wore and turned my attention to what the men were saying.


  They were deep in discussions of whether the Magi would stop bothering the Jews now that the high priest Kartir was dying or might be bribed to do so. Rami caught my eye, and when I gestured that he should join me, he sat down beside me.


  “I have to tell you about an incident with Rav Huna, Rav Hisda, and the exilarch,” he whispered.


  I leaned closer to hear better.


  “When Guria entered with a crown of flowers on her head, while Keshisha was bareheaded, the exilarch asked Rav Huna why the groom didn’t also wear a crown.”


  “And what did he say?”


  “Rav Huna answered that it’s in the Mishna, that when the Temple was destroyed, the Rabbis prohibited crowns on bridegrooms.”


  Familiar with that Mishna from Tractate Gittin, I nodded.


  Rami’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Then when Rav Huna left to use the privy, your father told the exilarch that there was a Torah verse to support the ban, from Ezekiel,” he said. “Thus says Adonai Elohim: Remove the miter and take off the crown.”


  “What?” I had never heard this.


  “Your father explained that the verse taught that when the high priest wears the miter any man may wear a crown. But when the high priest’s miter is removed, then no man may wear one.”


  My eyes widened in astonishment. Though Father had been the exilarch’s teacher in Kafri, it was audacious of him to imply, to the exilarch’s face, that kings shouldn’t have a crown until the Temple was rebuilt and priests regained their authority. Yet to publicly disagree with one’s own teacher was worse.


  “Father actually contradicted Rav Huna?” I asked.


  “He did,” Rami replied. “When Rav Huna heard what your father had said, he turned red and told the exilarch, ‘Ha-Elohim, it is a rabbinic decree.’ Then he admonished your father by saying, ‘As Hisda is your name, so your words are hisdain.”


  “Amiable? You’re sure Rav Huna was being sarcastic?” True that Rav Huna and Father were more rivals than friends, but even so, they must have consumed a great deal of wine to have displayed their animosity so openly.


  Rami’s slave poured him a cup of ispargus, the fermented vegetable drink that was therapeutic first thing in the morning. “Absolutely. His eyes were shooting arrows at Rav Hisda.”


  I thought ispargus stank worse than flax water, so I waved the slave away. But he gave me some nevertheless. “What about the exilarch? Was he upset with Father?”


  Rami shook his head. “I don’t think he understood the subtlety of your father’s amiable words.” Rami emphasized the word “amiable.”


  “What could have made Father so irritable?”


  “I didn’t hear the argument, but your brothers were talking about it,” Rami said. “Rav Hisda must have expected Keshisha to beg for forgiveness and promise to return to his studies.”


  “Father probably wasn’t happy about Yenuka offering him refuge either.”


  Father definitely wasn’t happy about something, although I couldn’t tell whether it was Grandfather’s death, disappointment with Keshisha, or perhaps even anxiety over my impending childbirth. He no longer smiled during lessons, his answers to the students’ questions were short and curt, and even his small grandchildren’s antics didn’t make him laugh.


  I had decided that he must still be upset with Keshisha, when he announced to the class that he had an important question for them, probably the most important question of all. “Why study Torah?” he asked simply. “Other than to qualify for employment from the exilarch as a judge or market inspector.”


  We all looked at him dumbfounded. Each of us, even me, had grown up with Torah study as the highest virtue. It was a rabbi’s very purpose. How could Father ask such a question, even if his youngest son had preferred beer making to scholarship?


  As the silence continued, Father added, “There is no right or wrong answer, but I hope each of you will give me your thoughts on the subject.”


  My pious brother Mari began by quoting Mishna from Pirkei Avot. “One who studies Torah for its own sake, he is deserving of the whole world and is beloved of Elohim.”


  This encouraged Abaye to also quote Pirkei Avot. “Great is Torah study, for it gives life both in this world and in the world to come,” he declared fervently. “Torah learning is greater than priesthood or kingship.”


  Zeira chose to quote from a Mishna in Tractate Kiddushin: “The one who knows scripture and Mishna will not easily fall into sin,” he said solemnly, and the other students nodded vigorously.


  I would have thought that these were more than sufficient incentives to study Torah, but now it was becoming a competition to find even more. I was thankful that, judging by the enthusiasm on the students’ faces, the contest would be a friendly one.


  “Rav taught that Torah study is better than rebuilding the Temple,” Rabbah bar Huna said. This was followed by a smattering of applause, and Rabbah bowed in appreciation.


  Nachman replied next, “The Holy One Himself told King David that a single day devoted to Torah study was better than a thousand Temple sacrifices.” This prompted more applause.


  “It is taught in a Baraita that the study of Torah is more important than performing mitzvot,” Rami said. “Plus we have a Mishna from Tractate Peah that teaches, ‘These are the things whose fruits are enjoyed in this world while the capital remains for him in the world to come—honoring one’s father and mother, performing acts of kindness, and making peace between a man and his fellow—but the study of Torah is equal to them all.’” He paused and added, “For it leads to them all.” His two sources brought forth a few cheers from his increasingly excited classmates.


  Abba had to have the last word. But first he glanced at me and nodded almost imperceptibly. “We learn from another Baraita that the verse from Proverbs ‘A mitzvah is a lamp and the Torah is light’ means that just as a lamp burns only for a limited time, so fulfilling a mitzvah protects from sin only temporarily. But light itself, created by Elohim, is eternal, and so too Torah study protects forever.”


  As the other students shouted their approval, I marveled at the surprise Abba had given me. Not only had he recalled our discussion of women’s merit from studying Torah, but he had also supported Rami’s statement that it was better to study Torah than to perform mitzvot.


  Father sighed and held up his hand for silence. “Pleasing Elohim, long life, protection from sin, the greatness of Torah—these are all very good reasons to study Torah,” he said. “But they are all statements of our Sages, who became rabbis precisely because they already accepted the preeminence of Torah study.”


  I had never spoken in class before, but I thought I knew what Father was looking for. So I raised my hand tentatively and waited to see if he would allow me to speak.


  The other students were taken aback when he called on me, but I was ready. I stood up and quoted from the Torah itself. “Elohim commanded us to ‘Teach these words diligently to your children, recite them when you sit in your house and when you walk on the road, when you lie down and when you rise up…that your days and the days of your children may increase.’” I paused before concluding, “We study Torah because Elohim commanded us to.”


  Rami, Abba, and my brothers applauded gingerly, but the others just gaped at me. Father, however, smiled and walked over to throw his arm around me. “Though she is not so commanded, my daughter speaks well.”


  One might think that Purim, the holiday that commemorated how Esther saved Persian Jewry, and was honored with a book of scripture named after her, would be a favorite among Babylonian Jewish women. The mitzvot of Purim included giving gifts of food to the poor and publicly reading the Megillah, the book of Esther. Both of these involved women, but it was the men who usually celebrated excessively.


  Women performed the gift giving, although for rabbinic families in Sura the custom was to send gifts only to the small minority of similar households and to give alms to the poor am-ha’aretz. True, everyone, including children, listened to the Megillah reading and feasted afterward. However, the little ones were quickly sent to bed, after which the men seemingly vied to see who could drink himself into a stupor the fastest. At least that’s what Mother told me when she encouraged me to leave shortly after the banquet.


  When the midday meal was served the next day, the men in my family were still, along with Father’s students, sleeping off their drunken revelry. My sisters-in-law grumbled about their husbands’ juvenile behavior and refused to show them any sympathy. But I had heard these complaints for years and knew they were as much a part of celebrating Purim as the men’s overindulgence and the vats of ispargus they later drank to remedy their inevitable headaches.


  Though I hadn’t eaten much the evening before, I had little appetite for the light fare Cook prepared. I was still at my table when I felt the first pain. It was stronger than I expected, since everyone said early labor was usually mild compared to what came later. The next pain was so sharp that I grabbed my belly and yelped, causing every face in the room to turn in my direction.


  Shayla stood up and said calmly, “It’s about time, Dada. Let’s get you upstairs where I can examine you.”


  Never having suffered a severe injury, I had no idea how to judge my level of discomfort. I just knew the contractions were too painful for me to walk unaided. Rahel held my arm as we followed Shayla and Mother to the small room where women slept when they were niddah. My sisters-in-law were right behind us, and Tazi pulled the doorway curtain closed behind her.


  My labor pangs soon became so agonizing that I couldn’t imagine how women endured them. I moaned and cried as Shayla examined me, feeling both shame at how I was unable to bear what other mothers managed to tolerate and terror at knowing that what I already considered torture was only going to get worse.


  “Ha-Elohim!” Shayla exclaimed in astonishment. “Her womb is fully open already. I can feel the head.”


  Mother’s fingers confirmed Shayla’s opinion. “I can hardly believe it, but this baby will likely be born within the hour.”


  The women sprang into action, helping me out of my clothes and into the bed. After that I had no notion of what else they were doing to prepare for the impending birth. My eyes were clenched shut as I lay there dreading the next cramp’s onset. I tried to concentrate on the psalms they chanted, but it was no use. Time lost meaning as my anguish increased when one contraction lengthened into the next.


  “Make it stop, Mother!” I screamed. “Make it stop!”


  Suddenly I felt, beyond the pain, an overwhelming need to push. Shayla, recognizing that something had changed, encouraged me to start pushing. I bore down with a strength that seemed to come from outside me, not that I could have resisted that instinctive urge.


  Mother’s soothing voice penetrated the cloud of agony. “It will be over very soon, Daughter. Just a little longer.”


  Women on either side held my hands and supported my back, while I surrendered and let my body push of its own volition. I could feel the sweat pouring down me, when abruptly I was seized with such torment that all the previous pain seemed as naught, and I was sure my pelvic bones were breaking. Shrieks tore from my throat until the torture abruptly ceased.


  “The head is out,” Shayla called to me. “One more push for the body, not so forceful as the others, and then a little one for the placenta.”


  I thought I was pushing with less force, but the baby shot from my body into Shayla’s capable hands. “A boy!” she yelled.


  The other women promptly took up the delighted cry. As eager as I was to see my son, I could only sink back in exhaustion as the placenta was delivered. Cool cloths wiped my forehead and soft voices congratulated me on the swiftness of my labor and how bravely I’d endured it. I was assured the next one would be easier.


  “My husband.” I opened my eyes wide when I remembered Rami. “Where is Rami? Has anyone told him?”


  Mother chuckled. “I believe he and the others are still asleep. Although at times I thought your screams might wake the dead.”


  My screams had woken someone, because I could hear male voices outside, voices that quickly changed from worried to celebratory. A small squirming bundle was placed in my arms, and Mother helped me maneuver my nipple into the tiny mouth barely visible through an opening in the swaddling.


  It took some time until the baby figured out what to do, but I was soon filled with a sense of love and contentment that somehow eclipsed the pain I’d suffered earlier. My son, I thought, gazing in awe at the small shock of dark hair. My son.


  Rami told me later that both the baby and I were asleep when he’d finally been allowed to see us. By that time, despite my usually excellent memory, I was completely unable to recall the severity of my labor pains.


  Eight days later, Father hosted yet another banquet, this time for my son’s circumcision. Pushbi’s litter arrived late, just in time for her to learn that we had named the baby Chama, after Rami’s father. Being from a priestly family, baby Chama did not need to be redeemed at thirty days, but Pushbi would tolerate no risk to her first grandson and insisted that we stay out the month with Father. She would have plenty of time to enjoy Chama after Pesach.


  To avoid provoking the Evil Eye, I said nothing, but I was convinced that Chama was the perfect baby. He had no difficulty nursing, seldom cried, and when he woke during the night, he went back to sleep almost immediately after eating. Rami seemed equally delighted with the child and would have taken him to class if it hadn’t so visibly disturbed Abba. Not that Rami cared if Chama’s presence made Abba jealous, but Father quietly suggested that it was cruel to flaunt the boy before a man whose wife was still barren.


  Once Chama entered the covenant at his brit milah, he and I were supposed to be safe from the various liliths and ruchim that preyed on newborns and their mothers. But that didn’t stop me from worrying about him. Not a nap went by during which I didn’t check several times to make sure he was still breathing, and every time he spit up, I was terrified that this was the first symptom of the plague. As I was still bleeding, I refrained from writing any amulets or kasa d’charasha, which left me little to do while Chama napped, except weave silk.


  Thus Tazi and Pazi were my usual companions, and I came to realize that their husbands, Samuel and my brother Tachlifa, had not returned to Sura as expected from their most recent business trip. Even before I married Rami, I was ignorant of Tachlifa’s travels. I knew only that he was a merchant who journeyed to distant lands, not when he was due to leave or arrive.


  As the first Pesach meal drew closer, the twins’ anxiety became evident. They made mistakes in their weaving, and in the middle of a conversation would stare off into space, and tears would suddenly fill their eyes.


  It was only when Tazi started crying while we were strolling through the garden that I could no longer keep silent. I shifted Chama to my shoulder so I could put my arm around her. “What is the matter with you two?”


  Pazi wiped her eyes and tried to talk, but she could only get a few words out at a time. “Tachlifa and Samuel…were due to…be home…by Purim…but now it’s…almost Pesach.”


  I thought of Imarta, how she’d been left an agunah by her camel-driver husband. I wanted to comfort them, but the best I could say was, “Something important must have delayed them, and they’ll be home any day now. And even if they’ve been captured, Father has plenty of money to ransom them.”


  Tazi shot me such a scathing look that I cringed. “I should be so lucky that my husband has merely been captured,” she whispered. “If Samuel is lost without witnesses, buried in an east-wind sandstorm for example, I’ll become an agunah. And should he die on the road, I’ll have to give up my children to his family if I wish to remarry.”


  I could only stare at her in dismay. I felt confident that the amulets with Father’s traveler’s incantation would protect them, but perhaps they had encountered several dangerous situations that had weakened the amulets’ powers.


  Pazi nodded. “At Tachlifa’s death, my choice would be to live out my widowhood here as my son’s guardian or to relinquish him and remarry.”


  “What a dreadful choice,” I said. The obvious solution, for Pazi to marry one of my surviving brothers, was forbidden by the Torah. Yet she would have to remarry. While it was acceptable for an elderly widow to live alone or with a grown child, a young woman without a husband would be scorned.


  “As if that weren’t bad enough,” Tazi said, “Pazi and I would probably never see each other again.”


  This time I spoke more carefully. “Heaven forbid that either Samuel or Tachlifa should die, but you wouldn’t have to be separated and give up your children.”


  They both looked at me in disbelief, and I continued, “Yenuka and Nachman have sons close to your age. If you married one of them, you’d still be part of our family.”


  Pazi smiled wanly. “I realize that you’re trying to be helpful, Dada, but there’s nothing any of us can do about it now. We just have to wait and see.”


  A sudden terror of what I’d do if Rami died made me change the subject and ask about their weaving. “Why are your ribbons so much narrower than before? Are you running out of silk?”


  “We always start weaving narrow ribbons in the spring,” Tazi replied. “You never noticed?”


  Embarrassed, I shook my head.


  “They’re for Tiragan,” Pazi replied. When I looked at her blankly, she continued. “It’s a Persian festival that they celebrate on the day of Tir in the month of Tir.”


  “But that’s months from now,” I said. “In summer.”


  The Persian year, like ours, consisted of twelve months. But while our months started with the new moon, theirs were unconnected to the lunar cycle. The Persians didn’t have weeks like we did either, and instead had a different name for each of the thirty days that made up a month. Since they enjoyed holidays so much, each month Persians celebrated the specific day that shared its name with the month.


  “It takes a long time to weave all the ribbons they need,” Tazi said. “One of the ways they celebrate is by tying rainbow-colored ribbons into bracelets.”


  “And when Tiragan ends,” Pazi added, “they toss the ribbons into the air and let the wind carry them away, to evoke a rainbow. It’s very pretty to watch.”


  “That’s not all.” Tazi seemed to have forgotten her worries. “The rainbow reminds us of the rain that comes in the fall, so everyone goes to the canals to play and splash one another in the water. It’s great fun when the weather is hot.”


  My jaw dropped. “You celebrated Tiragan?” Father would have considered that idolatry.


  Tazi blushed, but Pazi only shrugged. “All the Jews in Machoza do. It’s not like we’re worshipping the Persian God.”


  “They celebrate it in Sura too,” Tazi said. “Otherwise we wouldn’t need to weave so many narrow ribbons.”


  Soon our entire family was anxious for Tachlifa and Samuel to return. The first night of Pesach was the least celebratory I could recall, not that I spent much time at the table. Despite wanting to stay awake to hear Father and my brothers discuss the Exodus from Egypt, I fell asleep before the children did.


  The festival week ended with no word from Tachlifa and Samuel. Though I tried to convince myself that surely we would have heard if they’d died or been captured, I headed back to Rami’s home with a much-dimmed hope for their return.


  Once there I was quickly distracted by how much baby Yehezkel had grown in the nearly four months since I’d seen him, how easily he crawled and pulled himself up to stand. I observed him keenly as the model for what Chama would be doing in six months, and noted that both Achti and Ukva seemed happy to treat him as their son.


  Pushbi’s decline also distracted me. I wanted to convince myself that her skin was sallow because she hadn’t been outdoors in so long and that her weakness came from all that time in bed. She and baby Chama were a perfect match—both of them content for her to hold him until one of them wanted to be fed or required a change of swaddling. Aware that it wouldn’t be long before Chama would prefer to be sitting or crawling, and that Pushbi might not live to see it, I put him into her arms whenever she wanted.


  But I never left him alone with her.


  Once, when she seemed in a particularly good mood, I remembered to ask her about the amulet she’d written to protect Rami in the privy. But her memory had declined along with her body, and all she could tell me was that it had something in it about “silence and modesty.”


  Tachlifa’s fate slipped into my thoughts occasionally, and slipped out again when Chama needed me or when Yehezkel did something entertaining. The thought of my brother’s body buried somewhere in the desert was too terrible to contemplate.


  Yet it seemed odd that no word at all had come to us.


  I found out why after Pesach was over, when Rami came home from court unexpectedly for the midday meal.


  Before I could ask what he was doing here, he rushed in and embraced me. “Tachlifa and Samuel are safe.”


  Achti sighed with relief. “Thank Heaven.”


  I hugged Rami tightly. “When did they get back?”


  “They haven’t returned yet,” he replied. “In fact, they could be anywhere between Antioch and Sura.”


  Achti squinted her eyes with suspicion. “So how do you know they’re safe?”


  “Rav Sheshet was correct to say that he trembled before your father’s great analytical skills,” Rami said proudly. “Since many merchants traveled in Tachlifa’s caravan, Rav Hisda assumed that he would have heard by now if his son had died or been captured. Also nobody was talking about any caravans lost in the desert or delayed by east-wind storms.”


  When Rami saw that we were following his logic, he continued, “Therefore Rav Hisda concluded that Tachlifa and Samuel had been delayed and, furthermore, that they would have sent messages home. Since no message came to Sura, he reasoned, perhaps one had gone to Pazi’s family in Machoza, especially since her brother or cousin was likely traveling with them.” Rami smiled widely. “So when Abba bar Joseph went home for Pesach, Rav Hisda had him inquire if anyone had heard from them.”


  I clapped my hands with glee. “And they had.” My amulets had kept them safe after all.


  “Indeed. Samuel wrote that winter storms on the Great Sea had delayed most shipping, so he and Tachlifa decided to wait them out in Antioch. From there it was only a short journey overland to the Euphrates, where they’d hire a barge to bring them and their merchandise south.”


  Antioch, named after the Greek general that Judah Maccabee’s men had defeated, was the Roman capital of the East. Timonus described it as the largest Roman city after Alexandria and Rome itself, with a population of half a million people, not counting slaves. Many trading routes converged there, and with so many merchants and soldiers in the city temporarily, its vices, luxuries, and pleasures were legendary.


  I never learned exactly what Timonus meant by all those legendary pastimes, although my brothers likely got a thorough description. But the admiration in his voice meant that Tachlifa and Samuel would probably not object to being delayed there. Yet when Tachlifa returned the following week and I pressed him on the subject, he told me that the only thing he’d miss about Antioch was its bathhouses.


  I’d heard about public bathhouses from Father’s visitors from Eretz Israel, who inevitably complained about the lack of them in Bavel. Only Jews like the exilarch or Rav Nachman had baths in their homes. Jewish women immersed in a nearby river or canal, like our family did. The Magi’s insistence that water was too holy to desecrate with men’s filthy bodies ensured that Persia would never be known for its baths.


  “So was your wait worthwhile?” I wondered how any amount of money could make up for the anxiety their tardiness had caused.


  Tachlifa looked so abashed that he must have known what I meant. “I’m sorry that word of our delay didn’t get to Sura,” he said. “But the wait was certainly profitable.”


  Before I could ask why Sura had remained ignorant of their plans, he asked, “Do you want to see what we brought back? Everything is still in one of Father’s storerooms.”


  He grinned with such excitement that I couldn’t refuse, even though I wanted to punish him for the anguish he’d caused Pazi and the rest of us.


  “Ha-Elohim!” I gulped as sunlight illuminated the room’s interior.


  “Rome is famous for its bronze and metalwork.” He held up one shiny vessel or tool after another. Then he indicated the shelves, which were heavy with translucent pitchers and goblets. “And for its glassware.”


  I pointed toward the floor. “What’s in the chests?”


  His eyes glittered as he approached the largest one. “I don’t know if we’ll offer it to the exilarch first or take it directly to Machoza for the Persian royal family.” He paused before adding, “Although I heard that King Bahram II is ill and not expected to survive, so it might be best to wait.”


  I watched impatiently as he pulled the chest into the light and unlocked it. “Won’t his son succeed him?”


  “Bahram III is very young and too easily manipulated by the Magi. Rumor has it that the nobility prefers his uncle Narseh.” He threw back the lid and smiled proudly.


  “How beautiful,” I whispered, reaching out to stroke the bolt of deep-purple cloth. “And so soft.”


  “It’s the finest wool from Britain, dyed with tekhelet,” he explained. “The dye is so rare and sought after that only Roman imperial dye works are permitted to utilize it and only royalty permitted to wear it.”


  “What’s in the others?” I was impressed, not only with my brother’s merchandise, but also at how much supposedly secret information he’d obtained.


  “All except one contain more bronze and steel goods, including some very fine swords.” Tachlifa beckoned me closer. “You’ll have to come here to see what’s in it. It’s too heavy to lift.”


  I cautiously followed him through the crowded storeroom to the small chest and waited while he removed various items from on top of it. Then, after carefully positioning his body between the doorway and chest, he unlocked it. He hesitated, cocking his ear for sounds of anyone nearby, and slowly opened it.


  I gasped and immediately covered my mouth with my hand. Even in the shadows, the gleam of gold was unmistakable. The chest was full of coins.


  “You couldn’t have used one of those to hire a messenger?” I asked when we were back outside.


  Tachlifa sighed. “We did, but evidently not a trustworthy one.”


  “Why be a merchant if it’s such an unreliable profession? Why not a rabbi in Sura?”


  “I’m not as clever as Nachman or as pious as Mari, and Hanan and Pinchas manage the brewery just fine without me,” he said. “Besides, I like seeing more of the world than I would if I were merely one of the exilarch’s many bureaucrats.” Then he gave me a wink. “And it pays a great deal more than the exilarch does.”


  Tachlifa and Samuel stayed in Sura only a few weeks before leaving for Machoza with their wives and merchandise. They’d be back in early summer, when it was time for the men to journey west again. Though I trusted our household, I couldn’t resist peeking through the storeroom window every few days to see that his chest of gold coins remained undisturbed.
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  FIRST YEAR OF KING BAHRAM III’S REIGN


  •293 CE•


  The summer day when Chama first smiled at me was the beginning of three years of bliss. Suddenly I understood my sister’s infatuation with Yehezkel and how an entire day could go by with nothing to show for it but Chama and me grinning at each other. I was so besotted with my son that it was over a month before I noticed a subtle change in Rami’s temperament. He seemed to enjoy Chama’s smiles as much as I did, and was as eager to use the bed as ever, but his reports of what he’d learned at Father’s were not quite so enthusiastic as before.


  “Is something wrong with your studies?” I finally asked as we snuggled together in bed one evening.


  “No, everything is fine.” Both his hurried reply and artificial cheerfulness belied his answer.


  I let my hand stroke the bare skin of his arms and chest. “Are the merchants in the marketplace giving you any trouble?”


  He shook his head. “Though it’s only been a short time since Rav Huna appointed me their supervisor, they all respect my authority.”


  “You can tell me what’s bothering you,” I whispered. “Maybe I can help.”


  “Nobody can help, Dodi. Certainly not you.”


  So there was something wrong. “You won’t know unless you tell me.” I tried to sound seductive.


  After some hesitation, he said in a voice as hard as stone, “It’s Abba bar Joseph.”


  I bristled at the mention of Abba’s name. “What has he done now?”


  “At first I thought it was my imagination,” Rami said. “After all, it’s normal for students to disagree with one another, and even to get quite vehement in our disputes. But Abba seems to attack me personally, rather than my argument, and in a different manner than when he debates Abaye, for example.”


  “What kinds of things does he say?”


  “Remember how Abba liked to shame me by sarcastically saying that, because of the quickness of my mind, I had made a careless error?” When I nodded, Rami continued, “He’s doing it again.”


  “What were you discussing the first time?”


  “A difficult section from the fourth chapter of Tractate Niddah,” he said. “I asked whether the zavah, who must count seven clean days before she is no longer impure from the abnormal vaginal discharge that marks her as a zavah, interrupts her count or cancels it if she discharges semen.”


  “Why would Abba object to your question?” I asked. “It seems reasonable to me.”


  “He called it irrelevant and again accused me of erring because my mind was so sharp.” Rami frowned at the memory. “Then he insisted on giving a lengthy explanation of why a zavah who discharges semen does not cancel even one day of her count.”


  “But your question is relevant, because it’s about a woman,” I said. “Torah teaches that a zav, a man with an abnormal discharge, doesn’t interrupt counting his seven clean days when he has a seminal emission. But a zavah might be different.”


  “I know,” Rami said with exasperation. “But let’s not talk about it. It just makes me more upset.”


  “Abba may be brilliant,” I said, “but he should be gracious in his arguments, not rude to those who oppose him.”


  Rami’s voice rose with annoyance. “He’s not rude to everyone who opposes him, only to me.”


  “Then you should feel flattered.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he envies you. I bore you a healthy son less than a year after our wedding, while his wife has yet to conceive. And my father is your teacher, a great scholar, while there are no rabbis in his wife’s family.”


  Rami’s tone softened. “That explains why Abba got so angry at me today.”


  “What happened today?”


  “Your father was teasing me, telling me that I’d missed some excellent teachings the previous evening.” Rami grinned and added, “When, of course, I was home enjoying you and Chama.”


  “So you asked what they were.”


  “I did, and he told me they discussed the case of a man who lives in another’s property without the owner’s knowledge. Does the squatter have to pay rent or not?”


  I considered the situation. “I suppose it depends on whether the owner normally rents the property out or not.”


  “Exactly. Can the squatter say to the owner: Since you don’t rent out the property, what loss have I caused you? Or does the owner say to the squatter: You have benefited from me so you should pay me?”


  “So what made Abba angry?” I didn’t want to get caught up in the legal discussion yet.


  “Since your father seemed so lighthearted, I teased him back by saying that a Mishna answered these questions, and that I would share it with him if he did me a small service.”


  “And Father agreed?” I was amazed. Students normally served their teachers, not vice versa, so Father must have been in a good mood to reverse roles with Rami.


  Rami nodded. “He picked up my cloak and folded it for me.”


  I had to chuckle. Father was so fastidious that it must have irritated him to see Rami’s cloak lying wrinkled on the floor instead of neatly folded. “So what was the Mishna?”


  “From the second chapter of Tractate Bava Kama, where it teaches about a woman’s animal that ate food dropped in the street,” he replied. “If she benefited, she pays what she has benefited.”


  “Abba must have been offended at Father serving you, even if it was in jest.”


  “Either that or he didn’t like me showing off my special relationship with our teacher,” Rami replied. “Abba sneered at me and said, ‘How saved from illness and worry is the one whom Heaven helps even though he sins. For this Mishna is not the same as his inquiry, yet Rav Hisda accepted it as proof.’”


  I was shocked at Abba’s harsh words, accusing Rami of sinning. But I wanted to know how the debate ended, whether Rami or Abba won. “Why did Abba think it wasn’t the same?”


  “He thought the Mishna referred to a case where the animal’s owner benefits and the food owner loses, while in our case the squatter benefits but the property owner loses nothing.”


  “But the Mishna does apply, for anyone who drops food on the road has surely abandoned it,” I insisted. “So he loses nothing when an animal eats it.”


  Rami stifled a yawn. “It wasn’t that simple. After a long discussion, with several conflicting Baraitot and other cases where no one loses, the Sages couldn’t agree whether the one who benefits must pay or not. It depends on the situation.”


  “Considering all that you have benefited, and all that Abba has lost,” I whispered when I got up to nurse Chama before going to sleep, “you should try not to let him upset you so much.”


  Rami had a question for me. “I’ve been meaning to ask you this for some time,” he began, and then cleared his throat. “When your father asked you whether you wanted to marry me or Abba, why did you say both?”


  I hesitated as well, for I hadn’t thought about it in years. Yet the shame I felt at recalling all the fuss my family had made over my strange reply was as strong as ever. Evidently I’d found something attractive in each of them at the time, although the nasty way Abba had been acting recently, I couldn’t imagine what I’d seen in him.


  I didn’t want to say anything to hurt my husband’s feelings. “I don’t remember,” I lied. “It was a long time ago.”


  “You know Mishna that you learned back then. Can’t you try to remember?”


  The urgency in his voice meant I had to find an answer for him. “I couldn’t understand why Father was giving me a choice. I thought it was all arranged for me to marry you.” I tried to think like a scholar. “He must have had an offer from Rav Joseph, Abba’s father, and didn’t want to insult him. But I didn’t want to shame either of you, especially in front of the other students, so I forced Father to make the decision I knew he had already made.” While this was certainly true, it was by no means the entire explanation.


  Before Rami could challenge me by asking how a mere child could figure out such a complex response, I asked, “What did you think when I said both?”


  “I was terrified. I too thought the match was already made, and I couldn’t understand why Rav Hisda had changed his mind,” he said. “You can’t imagine my relief when Abba gave you up.”


  “But he only said that you could have me first.”


  “And I intend to live a long, fruitful life, Dodi.” He yawned widely. “I suppose I might be generous and let Abba have you when he’s eighty.”


  I continued to nurse Chama in silence. As far as I was concerned, I would have to be old and very senile before I agreed to marry Abba bar Joseph.


  For the next six months, Rami did not complain even once about Abba bothering him. Yet each Shabbat that Abba spent in Sura, it became clearer that his wife, Choran, was barren. Achti suffered another miscarriage just after Yom Kippur, after which Pushbi told Rami that she was gifting him with her entire estate at her death.


  But these things barely penetrated the circle that surrounded Rami, me, and Chama. Our son’s every new development fascinated and reassured me: I watched as he sat up, crawled, and explored our home. I would never tell anyone, but it filled me with a selfish pride that, although we bought a slave to care for him, Chama preferred my company to anyone else’s.


  By Chama’s second Pesach, he and Yehezkel looked like brothers and acted like them. Each would search for the other if he couldn’t see him, and despite my preference that Chama continue to sleep with me and Rami, the two boys made such a fuss if they couldn’t sleep together that I gave in and allowed Chama to share a bed with Yehezkel and their nurses.


  Rami certainly enjoyed having me to himself at night, and after a while, I had to admit that I appreciated the freedom that came from using the bed without fear of interruption.


  Chama and Yehezkel looked similar, but their personalities were not. Yehezkel was timid and easily frightened, while Chama, oblivious to danger, was eager to investigate everything. Chama insisted on tasting anything that he saw others eating, but Yehezkel ate only a few favorite foods, and he had to be coaxed to try something different.


  Pushbi seldom saw the children now, partly because she spent most of the day sleeping, but mostly because they would not stay still for her to hold. Each day she seemed more in the next world than in this one, and occasionally she talked with her deceased husband as if he were in the room with her.


  So it was no surprise when she did not wake up from one of her frequent naps. Thankfully, her funeral was uneventful. Tachlifa’s rumors had proved correct, and now that Shapur’s youngest son, Narseh, had deposed Bahram III, the Magi in Sura were more focused on which faction would take power than on preventing Jewish corpses from polluting the pure earth.


  Apparently this was the case in Pumbedita, for Abaye told a bizarre tale when he came to our home to console Ukva and Rami.


  “Last year, after Rav Tuvi bar Masna died, a magus came to exhume his corpse,” Abaye began. “But while he was doing so, Rav Tuvi reached up from the grave and grabbed hold of his beard.”


  Ukva’s jaw dropped in astonishment. “He’d been buried alive?”


  “Rav Tuvi was certainly dead.” Abaye shuddered at the memory. “It was his corpse that seized the magus and wouldn’t let go.”


  Rami’s eyes opened wide. “Then what happened?”


  “I heard the magus calling for help, so I ran to the grave and persuaded Rav Tuvi to release him,” Abaye said. “But the magus returned a few months later, and Rav Tuvi, his body even further decomposed than before, grasped his beard again.”


  I gasped at how hideous the scene must have looked.


  “So the magus needed your help again,” Ukva said.


  Abaye nodded. “I pleaded for Rav Tuvi to let go, but to no avail. Nothing I said would persuade the corpse to free the magus this time, so I finally had to fetch some scissors and cut off his beard.”


  Despite the sad occasion, it was all I could do not to giggle at the thought of that magus without his beard.


  “Did Rav Tuvi’s corpse finally rest in peace?” Rami asked.


  “I hope so,” Abaye replied. “For nobody asked me to aid any Magi in the cemetery after that.”


  “So King Narseh has the Magi under his control,” Ukva said.


  “Thank Heaven,” I said, recalling all the trouble we endured to bury my grandfather.


  After the first thirty days of mourning were over, Rami brought me Pushbi’s jewelry case and asked me to wear a piece from it as a memorial to her.


  But when I came down to the evening meal, Achti scowled. “Who gave you permission to wear Pushbi’s necklace?”


  I looked helplessly at Rami, who said, “Mother gave me all her possessions before she died.”


  Ukva stood up and took a step toward Rami. “But Mother gave them all to me.”


  It didn’t take long to discover that she had gifted her things to Rami only a few days before she changed her mind and gifted them to Ukva.


  “I’m asking Rav Sheshet for a ruling on which of us is entitled to Mother’s property,” Rami announced.


  “And I’m going to ask Rav Nachman,” Ukva retorted.


  I was thankful that neither was going to Father.


  Rami and Ukva continued to argue until Yehezkel’s and Chama’s bawling drowned out the men’s angry voices. Achti and I looked at each other in dismay as we tried to comfort the boys. Already I had decided that, for the sake of peace in the house, I would share Pushbi’s jewelry and clothes with my sister if Rami’s case prevailed. And should Ukva win, I would be content for Achti to keep them.


  When our husbands had gone to present their cases to their respective judges, I told Achti as much. “I don’t want all her things after what I did to her.”


  “Don’t feel guilty,” Achti insisted. “It was my idea, remember, and it’s not as though we injured Pushbi in any way or caused her pain.”


  My sister’s support was reassuring. “And she did live quite a few years longer,” I said.


  Achti’s expression hardened. “Leave it to that old kashafa to make trouble for us even after she died.”


  I considered saying that Achti might be able to bear a child now that Pushbi was dead, but thought the better of it. “Would you like to go through her jewelry and see what you want?”


  Achti jumped at the opportunity, and we quickly distributed the contents between us. None of Pushbi’s jewels were as fine as Mother’s, but I took a few items.


  “Do you want any of her clothes?” I didn’t. My trousseau was practically new and just the thought of wearing Pushbi’s clothing made my skin crawl.


  Achti shuddered. “Heavens, no! Give everything except her silks to the slaves. We can save those for the boys.”


  But it wasn’t so simple to divide the rest of her things, because Rav Sheshet confirmed that Pushbi’s possessions belonged to Rami, while Rav Nachman ruled that they were Ukva’s.


  “So Rav Sheshet went to Rav Nachman to discuss the matter,” Rami told me the night that he and Ukva returned.


  “What did they say?”


  “Rav Sheshet insisted that a person cannot retract a deathbed gift,” Rami said. “Only an ill person who recovers can retract.”


  “Certainly your mother died of her illness,” I agreed.


  “However, Rav Nachman quoted Shmuel as teaching that an ill person may renege on his gift whether he recovers or not,” he continued. “After which Rav Sheshet objected that Shmuel was discussing a case where the ill person reneged in order to regain his property for himself.”


  Thus far both arguments sounded reasonable to me. “What did Rav Nachman say to that?”


  “He insisted that Shmuel taught that an ill person may retract his gift, either for himself or for another.”


  I squeezed Rami’s hand sympathetically. “So all your mother’s property goes to Ukva.”


  Rami shrugged. “I still have an inheritance from my father. And Ukva will allow us to live here rent-free as before.”


  Let Ukva receive Pushbi’s possessions, I thought. Let it be a consolation for Rami having a son while Ukva doesn’t. And let it be a just penalty for my part in cursing her.


  When Rosh Hashana passed without Achti conceiving, I had to accept that Pushbi’s curse, if any, had not died with her. Rami confided that he preferred a son to his mother’s property any day. And when Abba’s wife still remained barren two years after their wedding, Rami told me proudly that he no longer allowed Abba’s sarcasm or criticism to upset him.


  It was not long after the students returned from celebrating Hanukah that Rami bounded into the house, grabbed Chama, and tossed him into the air. Chama squealed with delight and held out his arms for more, but when Rami offered Yehezkel a turn, the boy hid in Achti’s tunic.


  “What makes you so joyful?” I asked Rami when he went back to playing with Chama.


  “Abba insulted me today with his favorite expression about my quick mind, and I not only hid my annoyance but I calmly refuted his argument.”


  “Tell me,” I urged him. “Tell me all about it.”


  “We were discussing a Mishna in the eighth chapter of Bava Batra,” he began. “The one that teaches: ‘Whoever takes precedence in inheritance, his descendants take precedence, and a father takes precedence over all of his descendants.’”


  Achti and Ukva looked up with interest. The Mishna’s rules of inheritance applied to every Jew.


  “So I asked about someone survived by his father’s father and his father’s brother, such as Abraham and Yishmael with Isaac’s son Esau’s estate.” Rami turned to us and asked, “Who inherits?”


  I smiled inwardly at how Rami had cleverly used the names of the first Hebrew family mentioned in scripture as examples: our patriarch Abraham, his son Isaac, and Isaac’s twin sons, Jacob and Esau. It was easier to grasp the relationship between the potential heirs this way.


  “Since the father takes precedence, then surely the father’s father does too,” Ukva said.


  “You’re right. And that’s when Abba made his snide remark,” Rami said. “But actually my mind was too quick, because what I wanted to ask was about a man without children who is survived by his father’s father and his own brother, like Esau’s estate but with Abraham and Jacob instead.”


  “What did Abba say to that?” I asked.


  “He quoted the Mishna just as I did, to prove that Abraham would inherit rather than Jacob.” Rami smiled proudly. “But I argued that the Mishna means that a father inherits before his other children, but not if his son has children.”


  “I don’t understand,” said Achti.


  “Let’s go back to Esau’s estate,” Rami said. “If his father, Isaac, were alive, certainly Isaac would inherit, and not his grandfather Abraham. But if Isaac is no longer alive, his other son, Jacob, inherits.”


  “If all the man’s own offspring are dead, we go back a generation to his father, and if he’s dead, we look for the father’s descendants?” I suggested.


  Rami nodded. “We only look to the grandfather and his descendants if the father himself has none.”


  Ukva summed it up for Achti. “A man’s primary heirs are his sons and grandsons, followed by his daughters and their children if he has no sons, and his father if he has no descendants at all.” Ukva waited for her questions, but she had none. “Then come the man’s brothers and their children, or his sisters and hers, and finally the father’s father and his descendants.”


  Achti and I exchanged glances. No wonder Mother had arranged for us to receive Grandfather’s property. With seven brothers, all of whom have children, neither of us would ever inherit from our parents. We wouldn’t inherit from our husbands or sons either. According to Jewish Law, wives and mothers didn’t appear anywhere in the chain of inheritance.


  By Shavuot I had woven a sufficient number of thin, brightly colored silk ribbons that Achti was able to trade for nearly all of the produce we needed.


  “I had no idea they were so valuable,” I said.


  “Everyone wants them for Tiragan, so the price rises this time of year,” Achti explained.


  “Maybe I should stop weaving the thicker ones altogether. Then we’d have plenty for Tiragan.”


  “Speaking of Tiragan…” Achti cleared her throat before addressing me again. “Zahra suggested taking the boys to celebrate the festival this year. She says they’re old enough to enjoy it.”


  This seemingly innocent request left me speechless. It was one thing for Zahra to take a Jewish slave boy to play in the water and wave ribbons on a Persian holiday, even if he didn’t wear a slave collar. But how could Achti imagine that I would allow Chama, son of a rabbi and grandson of a judge on Sura’s beit din, to join them in this idolatrous practice?


  Achti was prepared for my objections. “We won’t be worshipping any idols. In truth, there are no foreign gods involved at all.”


  “So what is involved, then?” I asked acerbically.


  “Just some splashing around at the shallow edges of the canals.” Achti was trying to sound casual, but there was an edge of pressure to her voice. “And when the wind blows, we untie our ribbon bracelets and let them float into the sky.”


  “Tiragan is one of my fondest memories from childhood,” Zahra added. “Even the Jewish family who used to own me celebrated it with their children.”


  “Just come with us and watch,” Achti urged me. “You know that Chama will be upset if he has to stay home while Yehezkel goes.”


  That was true. And perhaps I’d been too hasty in judging Tiragan to be idolatry. I felt my opposition melting when faced with my son’s unhappiness. “We’ll go with you, then,” I said reluctantly. “But I’m only going to watch and make sure Chama isn’t hurt.”


  As it turned out, I had to do more than watch to prevent Chama from injury. As I anticipated, my son loved playing in the water with all the other children. But I did not anticipate that there would be so many of them, most of whom were older and bigger. Yehezkel remained timidly at the canal’s edge, but Chama eagerly ran to imitate his elders, who were shrieking with glee as they ran through the shallows, the ribbons at their wrists flying behind as they splashed everyone they passed.


  My son had no fear of the deeper water, and I had no choice but to chase after him and pick him up whenever he ventured in too far. Soon my tunic was dripping wet, though between the wind and heat, it didn’t take long to dry. The weather was hotter than usual for this time of year, which made the cool water all the more refreshing.


  Against my better judgment, I found myself enjoying the festival. Yehezkel eventually joined in, and the sun was high when we were finally able to coax the boys from the water to eat our midday picnic. After that it was back in the canal for a short time to cool off before we finally untied their ribbons and let them flutter away in the breeze. I feared that Chama might cry at having to leave, but he was so tired that he lifted up his arms to be carried and was asleep against my shoulder before we’d walked ten cubits.


  I had to admit that Achti was right—nothing about Tiragan involved worshipping foreign gods. Yet when Achti didn’t mention Tiragan to Ukva at the evening meal, I said nothing to Rami either.


  Rami had no trouble with Abba in class all summer. When the students returned after going home for Sukkot, however, Rami reported that Abba was suddenly worse than ever.


  “I don’t understand why he does it.” Rami shook his head sadly as we got into bed. “He not only taunts me but today he also tried to shame your brother Nachman.”


  “First tell me what he said to you.”


  “It was early in the week, when we were discussing the first Mishna in the ninth chapter of Tractate Eruvin,” he replied, “about whether a person may carry something from one roof to another if the first roof is over a house and the second over a walkway.”


  “It sounds like a complicated debate.” Tractate Eruvin was full of intricate rules concerning how people could arrange to carry things from one domain to another on Shabbat. I hoped Rami wouldn’t go into details about the argument; I was too tired to think about such complexities and still wanted to hear about my brother.


  “It was complicated, which is why my question didn’t come out quite the way I intended.”


  “And Abba accused your quick mind of leading you into error?”


  When Rami nodded, I asked what Abba said to Nachman.


  “Today we began the Mishna about the rebellious wife from the fifth chapter of Tractate Ketubot.” He leaned over to kiss me. “A problem I’ll never have.”


  I snuggled in his arms. A rebellious wife was specifically one who refused to cohabit with her husband. “Maybe that’s Abba’s problem, why his wife doesn’t get pregnant.”


  “I don’t think so. A while ago, when we were discussing the difference between good wives and bad ones, Abba quoted Torah that a bad wife is a woman more bitter than death, and that even worse is a bad wife whose ketuba is exorbitant.”


  “So as badly as Abba might want to divorce Choran, he can’t afford to.” I didn’t know who to pity more, Abba or his wife.


  “I can’t afford to divorce you either, Dodi.” Rami gazed at me lovingly. “Which is perfectly fine with me.”


  I playfully nudged him with my elbow. “What about Nachman?”


  “First your father taught us a Baraita in which Rabbi Yehuda states that they announce the rebellious wife’s behavior in public on four successive Shabbats, warning that her ketuba will be forfeit if she persists,” Rami said. “Then I clarified that they only announce this in synagogues and study halls.”


  “I understand, continue.” Obviously Choran wasn’t a rebellious wife. Otherwise she wouldn’t have a high ketuba anymore. Maybe the problem was that Abba was a rebellious husband, which would have increased her ketuba.


  Rami clasped his hands together under his head and gazed up at the ceiling. “To my surprise, Abba supported me by saying that this can be inferred from the phrase ‘four successive Shabbats,’ because synagogues and study halls are the only places where people gather so regularly on Shabbat.”


  I wasn’t sure this counted as support, but I said nothing.


  “When I said that the court sends a warning to the wife both before the announcement and afterward,” Rami said, “Nachman declared that the law follows this Baraita, where her ketuba is forfeit, rather than our Mishna, where the amount is only decreased seven dinars.”


  “What did Abba say?” This had to be when he insulted my brother.


  “That it was a stupid thing to say.”


  I punched my pillow to plump it up. “How dare he call my brother’s words stupid?”


  Rami chuckled. “Don’t worry. Rabbah bar Huna demanded to know what was so stupid about it, and before Abba could reply, Rabbah declared that he himself had taught this ruling, which he learned from Rabbi Yose bar Chanina, to Nachman.”


  “I wonder why he suddenly wanted to shame Nachman.” As soon as I spoke I knew the answer. Shayla had recently given birth to a daughter, my brother’s sixth child.


  Rami understood too. “I expect that your family’s fecundity is like salt in Abba’s wound.”


  “I suppose he’ll try to shame Mari next.” Rahel would be having her baby in the spring.


  “Nobody dares to shame your brother Mari,” Rami said. “Not when Elijah visits his dreams.”


  “If babies bother Abba so much, he should study with another teacher.” Rami might have sympathy for Abba, but I had none.


  Rahel’s pregnancy was just beginning to show when we arrived at Father’s to spend Hanukah week with our family. Achti and I were relieved to avoid the anxiety that accompanied hiding our lit menorah from the Magi who patrolled the streets of central Sura during the festival. The Persians no longer exhumed our dead, but they still objected to our profaning fire, their most holy element, with Jewish ceremonies.


  Achti was hesitant at first, worried how Father would react to Yehezkel’s presence, but I convinced her that Father needed to meet the boy eventually. Keshisha would be celebrating Hanukah in Kafri, so this was as good a time as any. Achti needn’t have worried. Father gave no more notice to Yehezkel than he did to his other small grandsons. They only drew his attention once they were old enough to study Torah.


  I had no sooner come downstairs after unpacking our things than Rahel approached me. “I need your assistance, Dada.”


  “I’ll help you any way I can.”


  She smiled wanly. “You may not feel that way after you hear what I want.”


  “I am in your debt for everything you’ve taught me,” I said firmly. “Of course I will help you.”


  Rahel sighed. “Soon I won’t be able to install any more bowls. If the Chaldean astrologers are correct that I’m carrying a girl, then after the birth it will be at least another three months before I can return to my profession.”


  The sun went behind a cloud, and I shivered as she continued, “I have too many women who can’t, or won’t, wait that long. Particularly the pregnant ones.”


  “You want me to install the bowls for you,” I whispered. Otherwise her customers would go to another charasheta.


  “I have every confidence that you can do it, and my clients will too.” Rahel took hold of my hands and squeezed them. “You not only conceived your son right away but you delivered him safely in the shortest time I’ve ever seen for a first baby. It is undeniable that the angels favor you.”


  “But I’ve never done an installation.” Somehow I knew that there would be no practicing in advance.


  “You’ve seen me do it many times,” Rahel assured me. “And there’s a first time for every charasheta.”


  Slowly excitement began to overcome my apprehension. Installing my own bowls was the next step toward becoming a real charasheta. This was what I’d been training for.


  “When shall I begin?”
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  I was astonished by Rami’s reaction when I told him that I would be installing my first kasa d’charasha the following morning.


  “That’s wonderful, Dodi. I’d like to come and watch.”


  “Please don’t,” I blurted out. When his face fell, I quickly added, “I’ll be nervous enough with just the clients there.”


  “Let me know when you’ll be doing another one, then.”


  I couldn’t imagine feeling so complacent that I’d want my husband to watch—at least not anytime soon. That night I had trouble sleeping, and when I did sleep, I had nightmares about losing my voice or mixing up the demons or failing to adjure the proper angels, only to have an army of demons descend on me.


  That morning I woke with a start and barely had time to use the privy before Rahel’s slaves arrived with the bowls, shovels, and white linen outfit. Thankfully, I didn’t need to nurse Chama in the morning anymore. He was almost completely weaned, nursing at bedtime for comfort instead of sustenance. Zahra had weaned Yehezkel six months ago, and Chama was eager to eat everything his cousin did. How I loved his chubby cheeks and legs, proof of his good health.


  It was just as well that I was supposed to fast, as my anxiety would not have allowed me to eat anyway.


  We walked to the client’s home in silence. The couple was waiting for us at the gate to the communal courtyard where they had their home. The husband nervously introduced me to his very pregnant wife, Nuri, and to his mother-in-law, Giloi, who supported a toddler on her hip. I could sense the liliths threatening Nuri, who looked as if she’d give birth any day. The professional calm I’d so carefully nurtured evaporated when I saw the crowd of people milling around the courtyard, eager to observe the proceedings.


  I made my decision on the spot, and had the slaves tell everyone to stay indoors “because of the danger.” The alacrity with which my instructions were obeyed boosted my confidence considerably, although I realized that most would still be watching me through their not-quite-closed doors and windows.


  We went inside, where Giloi showed me the lying-in chamber. The slaves, who’d accompanied Rahel on countless installations, set to digging the appropriate holes. As each pit was finished, I turned the corresponding bowl upside down, laid it at the bottom, and covered it with dirt, all while trying to keep my hands from shaking. After the final hole was filled, one slave held out the white linen robe for me to wear and the other helped me with the veil.


  As I’d seen Rahel do before, I stood tall and lifted my arms to the heavens. My eyes closed, I prayed for fortitude, and also that the Merciful One would hear and grant my request. I could feel my skin tingling, and when I looked down, the slaves were huddled at my feet and I knew the time had come.


  I began with the introduction I usually wrote on bowls concerning pregnancy. “By the name of Shaddai Savaot Adonai, and by the power of the seven angels who are appointed over the seven days of the week: Michael, Gabriel, Samael, Raphael, Zadkiel, Anael, and Kafziel, may the salvation of Heaven belong to the dwelling of the woman Nuri bat Giloi.”


  I could scarcely believe the vigor and command my voice suddenly possessed. It was coming from both within me and outside me; I was both contents and vessel. Louder than I’d ever spoken before, I continued with quotes from scripture.


  “Cause all kinds of shaydim to flee from her, as well as liliths, evil ruchim, and all kinds of pain so that she should be healthy and preserved. Let her not be like the young woman who travails but does not give birth, but rather she will be as a crown of fresh myrtle, a happy mother of sons.”


  Exulting in my newfound dominance, I could sense the cowed demons starting to flee before me and the angels I’d summoned. A breeze whipped my white robe around my ankles as I strengthened the spell by calling on our Matriarchs’ protection. These particular women were named because the first letters of their names spelled out barzel, the Hebrew word for iron, which was particularly effective against demons that attacked women during childbirth.


  “I further adjure you, all kinds of liliths and evil ruchim that enter the entrails of women and spoil their offspring, in the name of Michael your master and Ashmedai your king, to move, go, flee, and keep away from this woman Nuri bat Giloi and from her child. If you transgress against my adjuration, I shall strike you with iron rods that are the four holy mothers: Bilha, Rahel, Zilpa, Leah.”


  I could feel my spirit fading as the incantation drew to a close. Yet my voice did not weaken as I concluded, “Amen. Amen. Selah. Salvation and peace from Heaven forever and ever.”


  The slaves praised my performance as they helped me out of the white robe and veil. The couple was gazing at me with awe and kept at a respectful distance as they led me to the place of honor at a large dining table. Slowly and cautiously, people exited their homes to join us for the midday meal.


  I had done it; I had actually done it myself. Suddenly I was ravenous.


  Two weeks later, when Rahel congratulated me on the birth of Nuri’s healthy son, I felt more relief than joy. I had hoped that after my initial success I would no longer feel such trepidation when the next time came. But though each succeeding installation intimidated me less, I was still filled with apprehension when it came time to pronounce the incantation. I even felt nervous admitting my fears to Rami.


  “That’s impossible,” he replied proudly. “You were so formidable. I was awestruck. I could hardly believe you were the same woman who shares my bed at night.”


  “What?” I cried out. “I thought I told you not to watch.”


  He grinned slyly. “You only told me not to watch you the first time, Dodi.”


  “When were you there? Why didn’t I see you?”


  “I followed you last week, and I deliberately stayed out of sight.”


  “You thought I was formidable?”


  He nodded vigorously. “Your transformation was incredible.”


  I stepped forward to hug him, and then stopped as I felt dampness between my legs. I backed away and quickly brought my hand down to check. My fingers came away red with blood. I’d been expecting this for a while, but it was still a surprise to find myself niddah.


  Rami stepped back as well and then flashed me a delighted smile. “Good. Now we can have another child.”


  Rami was right. I only went to the mikvah once, after my bleeding stopped. And when six weeks then passed without my becoming niddah again, I was sure I was pregnant. This time there could be no subterfuge, as it was too cold to swim in the pond without possibly harming the fetus. Rahel was particularly pleased, as it meant I could continue to install kasa d’charasha uninterrupted until she was ready to resume her vocation.


  That meant I came to the villa at least weekly to write the bowls, and though I tried to avoid Abba when he returned after Pesach, it was impossible to elude him entirely, especially when everyone ate the midday meal together. Yet when our paths crossed, he kept the conversation polite and brief. Surely word of my pregnancy would reach him soon, and I steeled myself for his renewed attacks on Rami.


  But Rami reported that Abba had become more subdued in his arguments, even though his continued returns to the villa made it evident that Choran was still barren. Rami thought Abba had finally made peace with their disparate fates, but I couldn’t shake a sense of impending menace.


  Everyone would say that it was merely my pregnancy making me anxious, so I kept my fears to myself. Still, unless he was sleeping, I kept Chama in constant view at home. And I insisted that a slave bring him with me to synagogue and to the villa when I had to work on kasa d’charasha there. Of course Chama couldn’t accompany me to install the bowls, but otherwise he remained in my presence.


  But despite all my precautions, I was jerked out of bed early one morning by the sound of his nurse screaming, “Chama! Don’t move. Stay where you are.”


  Rami was faster than me and bolted downstairs while I was struggling to put on a tunic. When I reached the courtyard, I could only stare, stunned, at the scene before me.


  Chama and his nurse stood paralyzed, gaping at a large black snake that was staring back at them from the woodpile. The nurse was terrified, but Chama seemed fascinated. He took a few steps toward the snake, his hand pointing at the strange creature.


  Everything happened so fast that I couldn’t believe my eyes. Just as the snake lunged to strike, Rami dashed out and lifted Chama off the ground. But my husband wasn’t quite fast enough; the snake bit his leg.


  I don’t remember exactly what happened next. The courtyard was in chaos, with slaves screaming, Chama crying, and Ukva yelling at someone to fetch a doctor. As for me, I must have fainted, for the next thing I knew I was lying in bed and Mother was wiping my face with a damp cloth.


  “Rami.” I struggled to sit up. “Where’s Rami? And what happened to Chama?”


  “Chama is well.” Then Mother’s face clouded, and she leaned over to hug me. “I am so sorry,” she murmured. “We could not find a pregnant white donkey in all of Sura, and Tabita used all her forty-day-old urine on a scorpion sting last week. I boiled leeks for him as soon as I arrived, but I fear I was not in time.”


  I burst into tears. “Take me to him. I must see him.”


  I could hear male voices chanting psalms in the direction we headed, which was Pushbi’s old room. I pushed my way past my brothers to the bed and sighed in relief.


  Rami was still alive. Mother’s leeks had helped him.


  His breathing was labored, but his eyes flickered open when he heard my voice. He tried to reach for me, but his arms shook and fell back on his chest. I took his trembling hands in mine and lay my head on his shoulder, listening to his heartbeat.


  “Don’t speak, my love,” I whispered as he tried to talk. “Use your strength to fight the poison.”


  Desperately I prayed that my husband should be worthy of a miracle, that the Heavenly Court should judge him favorably and spare his life. I drew hope from hearing Father’s prayers, along with Pinchas’s and Mari’s. Surely if anyone could storm Heaven and send the Angel of Death away, it would be these pious men.


  “Hear my prayer, O Merciful One, don’t make my son an orphan,” I begged. “Don’t leave me a widow before I’m twenty.”


  But black-snake venom worked swifter than our prayers. Soon Rami was unable to squeeze my hands back when I squeezed his. His breathing slowed, and then failed. But even after I could no longer hear his heart beating, I refused to lift my head and step away. Surely if I kept listening, I would hear it start beating again any moment.


  Eventually Mother gently pulled my hand from Rami’s. “Come, Daughter,” she said softly. “The men must prepare the body.”


  “No,” I wailed. Rami was my husband, not “the body.”


  Mother and my sisters-in-law led me back to my room, and Achti, probably hoping that Chama’s presence would soothe my cries, placed my son on my lap. But my sobs continued unabated as I rocked back and forth, Chama crushed to my breast, until someone announced that it was time for the burial. Then, pretending I needed a few moments alone to compose myself, I removed one of Rami’s tunics from his storage chest and hid it in mine.


  The only thing that stayed in my mind from the funeral was the agony of watching as Rami’s shrouded body was lowered into the grave and then slowly covered with earth. Achti told me later that I had sunk to my knees so close to the edge that she feared I was going to fall, or throw myself, in.


  For the six days of mourning that followed, I was enveloped in a fog where there were no colors, only gray, and even my favorite foods were as unappealing as mud. Throughout shiva, those first seven days of most intense mourning, I sat on the floor in a corner, holding Chama, with a few women around me. There I watched as Ukva received the distinguished visitors—Rav Huna, Rav Nachman, and of course Rav Sheshet, Rami’s old teacher, among them.


  None of these great men greeted me, although a few knelt to tell Chama what a brave man his father was or what a fine scholar he’d been. In their eyes I scarcely counted as a mourner. Bitter bile rose in my throat as I realized what they must be thinking—I was still young and fertile and would soon find a new husband, while Ukva had lost his one, irreplaceable brother.


  All that week Chama kept asking about his father, where he was and when he was coming home, which only increased my sorrow. It fell to Achti and his nurse to provide my son with what should have been a mother’s comfort. This was probably for the best. During shiva, I was too bereft to think about the future, but when Pazi and Tazi were taking their leave on that seventh day, the pained looks and lengthy embraces they gave me made me understand what I had forgotten.


  Unless I was willing to remain a widow in Ukva’s house until Chama grew up, I would have to leave him for Ukva and Achti to raise. Chama was Rami’s child, and as such he belonged to Rami’s family. I, now Rami’s widow, no longer did. The enormity of my loss threatened to crush me. First the beloved husband of my youth and now my firstborn, my son. Eventually I would have to give up the baby I carried, and then I would have nothing left of Rami at all. I was completely and utterly bereft.


  According to Jewish tradition, after shiva was over, the rest of sheloshim, the first thirty days of mourning, was supposed to be a period of lesser grief. The mourner could now bathe, launder his clothes, wear shoes and tefillin, and resume work and marital relations. I did none of those things, however, for I rarely left my bed. I could not bear living without Rami and Chama, yet that is what I was expected to do.


  I had lost track of the days when Achti entered my room and in a shaking voice announced that Mother had come for me.


  “No.” I began to cry. “I can’t leave.” But I knew I couldn’t stay either.


  “You’re not well,” Achti insisted. “We can’t take care of you here like Mother and Shayla can.”


  Then Mother and Achti were helping me up, and to my shame I found that I was too weak to walk more than a few steps. Achti had to call Zahra and another slave to carry me downstairs and help me into the litter that Mother had sent for me.


  “Please, let me give Chama one last hug,” I pleaded. But my son was napping, and I was only able to drop a quick kiss on his plump cheek before we were separated.


  Visions of my sweet little sleeping boy flooded my mind, and I wept all the way home. Mother stroked my hair and said such noncommittal things as “There, there” and “You mustn’t cry so hard, it’s not good for your baby.”


  Mother must have made special arrangements for my privacy, for despite the villa’s large number of inhabitants, no one met the litter except Shayla and my childhood nurse. Once inside, no one watched as I was helped upstairs to my old kiton, where a table with several steaming dishes was set up.


  With a disapproving face, Nurse stripped me of my torn mourner’s clothes. Then she bathed me with soft linens dipped in warm water, making a special effort on my matted hair. When I was dry, Nurse helped me into a clean linen gown, sat me down at the table, and proceeded to feed me as if I were a sick child. At bedtime she said nothing when I took out Rami’s tunic and cried myself to sleep holding it to my face and breathing in his scent.


  I thought of Chama constantly, imagining what he was doing and worrying about how terrible and frightening it must be for him to abruptly lose both mother and father. I was told that he needed time to become accustomed to his bewildering new situation, and that my visits would only inflict afresh the pain of separation. So I stayed away.


  Mother allowed me a week of relative solitude and then gently, but firmly, declared that I should join her and my sisters-in-law at synagogue on Shabbat. Having neither the will nor the strength to resist, I went with them. I mouthed the prayers along with the others, although I had no reason to believe that Heaven would look favorably on me.


  But when services were finished, I was surrounded by women whose gestures and words conveyed their empathy for my grief. For unlike my female relatives, whose years at Father’s villa had seldom been marred by death, most women at synagogue had lost husbands or children, and some had lost both. Their eyes told me that they knew my suffering, that I was not alone.


  I began attending synagogue daily, and before the week was out, an older woman named Alista asked if I could do her a favor, one that would also earn me some coins. As fate would have it, there were two funerals that afternoon, each of which was of such prominence that its procession necessitated more than the usual number of professional keening women.


  “You want me to cry as we accompany the corpse to the cemetery?” I asked in surprise.


  “You shouldn’t find it difficult,” Alista replied. “And you would be doing the deceased’s family a great service.”


  “What do I need to do?” Consoling the bereaved was a mitzvah, one of the few I could perform in my situation.


  “Just come with me. Food will be provided.”


  Unsure what to expect, I followed Alista to a large home near Tabita’s. A considerable number of people had already gathered. We stood with several other women in plain dress, aloof from the crowd, and after two more joined us, we were escorted inside, where food and wine awaited. I ate little, but my companions consumed their meal with gusto.


  No sooner had they finished than a commotion in the courtyard signaled that the corpse was being carried out. Immediately the keeners took their place at its head and began to weep and wail with such sorrow that my tears began to flow along with theirs. I recalled Rami’s perfect smile and Chama’s chubby little limbs, and I winced from the knowledge that my unborn child would be taken from me as well. All the way to the cemetery I sobbed out the bitter grief that I’d felt unable to display at my father’s.


  Our job as professional mourners completed, we were thanked, handed a purse of coins, and sent on our way. But before we parted, I told Alista that she could depend on me whenever another keener was needed.


  I suspected that my family disapproved, but they did nothing to prevent me from assisting Alista. This was my secret vice, the way I could continue to bewail my own tragedy, to pour out the pain I felt whenever I thought of my husband and our son, both lost to me forever. Jewish Law said that mourning for anyone but one’s parents ended when sheloshim was complete, thirty days after the funeral. But I had found a sanctioned way to maintain my bereavement. As a professional keener, I could scream and howl as loudly as I wanted. Nobody would look at me askance. In truth, the more fuss I made, the better I performed my job and the more funerals I was hired for.


  The bad fortune that made amulet and kasa d’charasha patrons fearful of employing me had brought me a new vocation.


  But fate made this profession no more secure than my previous one. If it had been winter, I could have hidden my growing belly under a heavy cloak, but the thin linen tunics of summer made my pregnancy apparent to even a casual observer. When Tammuz was less than a week away, Alista informed me that it was not appropriate for a woman in my condition to appear at so public an event as a funeral.


  But I was not ready to put away my grief. Though it might cause me more pain than pleasure, on the morning of Tiragan I climbed a knoll overlooking the canal where Achti had taken us the year before. Ha-Elohim! Had it only been a year since Chama and I so innocently played in the water together?


  I craned my neck to observe the road, desperate for a glimpse of my son. I wasn’t sure they’d come this year; perhaps Achti would take them to a different canal. So many women and children, could I have missed them? No, there they were—Achti, Zahra, and the two boys. Chama had grown since I’d seen him, and through my tears I had to admit that he appeared happy, splashing Yehezkel in the shallows and running around waving the ribbons at his wrist. He ran easily now, no more wobbly toddler steps for him.


  Careful not to be seen, I watched and wept until it was time to eat. Then I descended and found Nurse waiting for me. On the way home, she gently scolded me for running off by myself, as I had done when I was a girl, but she never mentioned where I’d been or what I’d been doing there.


  When the festival of Tammuz arrived, Nurse accompanied me to Ezekiel’s tomb, where I joined the mob of sobbing, moaning women as they mourned the young shepherd’s untimely death. I spent the entire day there, crying in empathy with the ancient goddess who’d lost her beloved as abruptly as I’d lost mine. Most women shook their heads sadly when they caught a glimpse of my pregnant silhouette, but a few burst into fresh tears of compassion. I wept without restraint, well aware that this was my last opportunity to display my grief so openly.


  And if the Heavenly Court denied me a miracle during childbirth because of this idolatry, so much the better.


  I continued to attend synagogue, and was shocked one Shabbat to see Achti and Ukva there, for their home was too far away to walk here on Shabbat. To my mingled relief and disappointment, they had not brought the boys with them.


  Achti hurried to embrace me. “We’ve bought a new residence nearby,” she said. Then she shuddered. “Ukva and I couldn’t bear to live in our old place any longer.”


  “How is Chama?” I fought to control my trembling voice.


  “It is as though Ukva was always his father,” she replied, oblivious to my pain. “Young children are so resilient.”


  “After Sukkot I’ll be buying a tutor for him and Yehezkel,” Ukva said proudly. “Time for them to start learning Torah.”


  “I’d like to come and visit.” I tried not to sound as desperate as I felt.


  I shrank back as Achti and Ukva exchanged concerned glances, but I couldn’t control my tears when Ukva said firmly, “I think it’s best for Chama not to be confused about who his mother is until he’s fully adjusted to his new life.” In other words, I wasn’t to see my son until he’d forgotten all about me.


  Achti put her arm around my shoulders. “Chama’s happiness must be our paramount concern. I’m sure you don’t want him getting upset whenever you come and then leave again.” Maybe she was trying to reassure me, but her words only made me feel guilty and selfish.


  On the way home I had an epiphany. According to the Mishna, a widow who was still nursing her husband’s child could not be forced to give the infant up. I had suckled Chama for over two years, so surely I could take even longer before I weaned his sibling.


  As the New Year grew closer, Father taught from Tractates Rosh Hashana and Yoma. My baby was due sometime in Tishrei, and with little energy to do much else, I decided to listen to his lectures, albeit from a vantage point where I couldn’t be seen.


  “It was taught in the name of Rabbi Yohanan,” Father began. “Three books are opened on Rosh Hashana: one for the totally evil, one for the totally righteous, and one for average people. The righteous are immediately inscribed and sealed for life, the evildoers immediately inscribed and sealed for death.”


  He paused to let the seriousness of his words sink in. “Judgment on everyone else is suspended from Rosh Hashana to Yom Kippur. If they merit it, they are inscribed for life, and if not, they are inscribed for death.”


  I gritted my teeth as Abba bar Joseph added, “A Baraita from Rabbi Yishmael teaches that the world is judged three times during the year: for grain on Pesach, for fruits on Shavuot, for rain on Sukkot. A man is judged on Rosh Hashana and his decree is sealed on Yom Kippur.” Abba always had something to say, and with his deep voice, it always sounded serious.


  The discussion continued with questions about what merit caused a man to be inscribed for life. Torah study and doing mitzvot were the obvious answers, but that did not satisfy the students. For Rami had excelled at both, yet his life had been cut short.


  Even the start of labor could not have made me leave now. I strained to hear as my husband’s previous companions speculated on why he’d died such an untimely death.


  My brother Nachman had the kindest explanation. “Perhaps Rami was originally fated to die earlier, but because of his merit, the Heavenly Court granted him the extra years to fulfill the mitzvah of procreation.”


  Several students, citing Rav, blamed Rami’s death on the Evil Eye, brought about by someone who envied him.


  In the silence that followed, attention must have focused on Abba, because he vehemently asserted, “Rami bar Chama died because he shamed Rav Menashia by not including him among the scholars worthy of leading the grace said after meals.”


  I gulped in astonishment at his accusation. I had never heard of this Rav Menashia, and I was sure that Rami had never mentioned him.


  One of Father’s students was also skeptical. “You mean Rami thought Rav Menashia was an ignoramus?”


  Abba was forced to elaborate. “Rami thought Rav Menashia had not studied enough Torah, but Rami was wrong because he did not investigate sufficiently.” His low, resonant voice made this sound convincing.


  My blood was boiling with outrage. It was bad enough that Abba had insulted my husband when he was alive. Now he had the audacity to malign Rami in the grave.


  “So perhaps it was a Rabbi’s snake that bit him, which has no cure,” Abaye said. “As it is written: He who breaches a fence will be bitten by a snake.”


  “That’s what happened after Rav’s death,” Zeira said. “In Rav’s honor, bells were prohibited at weddings for one year. So when someone did bring bells to a wedding, a snake bit him and he died.”


  Father adroitly steered the discussion back to the original Mishna, and there was no more talk of a Rabbi’s snakes. Only the pain in my hand made me realize how tightly I was clenching my fist. If Rami had died from the bite of a Rabbi’s snake, I had no doubt who’d sent it.


  My pregnancy was too advanced for me to attend Rosh Hashana services, especially at a synagogue so crowded and far away as the prophet Ezekiel’s. The second day of the holiday, I was feeling so uncomfortable that I was thankful I’d turned down Pazi’s offer to go in a litter with her and Tazi. Despite the many delicacies that Cook prepared for the evening meal that ended the holiday’s festivities, I couldn’t bring myself to eat. When the sun set, I excused myself and went to bed.


  But it was impossible to find a position comfortable enough to sleep. Sitting wasn’t much better, so I walked upstairs to the roof, where at least it would be cooler. With no moon in the sky, even the dimmest stars would be easy to see. I found the constellation of Tishrei, the Scales, and was trying to make out the rest of the zodiac, when I was seized with a spasm of pain in my belly.


  Despite my single experience, I recognized the sensation as the beginning of labor, and clutching my abdomen I headed for the stairs. The contractions interfered with my progress, but I managed to return to my kiton and wake Nurse without falling. I lay down and shut my eyes, and tried not to cringe when I felt another pain coming.


  Sometime later Nurse held the lamp while Mother and Shayla helped me down the hall to the lying-in chamber. Father, Nachman, and Mari stood at the doorway, chanting psalms.


  This time I knew the agony, already approaching unbearable, would only continue to intensify. I made no effort to stifle my screams. They, and this torture, would end either when the child was born or when I died in the process.


  “Just a little longer.” Shayla tried to comfort me. “This baby is coming even faster than your first.”


  But I would not be comforted. Each contraction forced a new shriek of anguish from my throat. Yet just when it seemed that the pain couldn’t possibly get worse, it did.


  “Take my life, Samael, I beg you,” I whimpered as I entreated the Angel of Death. “End my suffering and reunite me with my husband.”


  TWENTY-ONE
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  But the angel Samael ignored my pleas. I began to shake uncontrollably, until, finally, I felt the urge to push. Moments later my bones were both crushing and being crushed as the head came through. Then it was over. A second push for the body, followed by another for the afterbirth, and the pain was already beginning to recede from my memory.


  “Thank Heaven.” Mother sighed heavily. “It’s a girl.”


  The good news was passed to the men outside, and I could hear their relieved voices.


  “My screams must have made them think I really was going to die,” I said as Nurse wiped away the sweat that had drenched my body.


  Shayla shook her head. “Plenty of women scream like that when they’re in labor.” Then she handed me my daughter and smiled. “Nothing like giving birth the day after Rosh Hashana to make everyone pleased with a girl.”


  The baby suckled at my breast for some time before I realized why everyone was so pleased. If the child had been a boy, he would have needed to be circumcised in eight days, on Yom Kippur.


  It was two weeks later, while the rest of my family was at synagogue for the second day of Sukkot, when I noticed that something was bothering Nurse. She tensed every time someone walked past my kiton, and she kept looking toward the door with dread rather than mere curiosity.


  When she stopped abruptly in the middle of changing the baby’s swaddling to listen as someone came up the stairs, I could not restrain myself.


  “What are you so nervous about? Are you expecting some bad news and don’t want to tell me?”


  Nurse handed me Yehudit, which was what I’d decided to name my daughter, and began to pace the room. “The new tutor, Jacob, the boy Master Hisda bought when Master Ukva acquired one for your son…” She took a deep breath. “Well, nobody has seen him since the night before last.”


  “Maybe a snake bit him?” Naturally that was my first thought. “Have the grounds been searched for his body?”


  Nurse shook her head. “He’s run away.”


  I looked at her in astonishment. None of Father’s slaves had ever run away. “Are you sure?”


  “That’s what the others are saying,” she replied a bit too hurriedly.


  “Did he confide in you?” I asked. Nurse was the older, comforting type that encouraged these disclosures.


  “No, not at all.” Her eyes were wide with fright. “I knew he was unhappy, but I thought nothing of it. I mean, it’s normal for a new slave to need time to adjust.”


  I realized that my curiosity was frightening her, and for good reason. Father would be furious when he found out, which would likely be as soon as the family returned to eat. He’d be determined to find the slave and bring him back, which meant that Timonus could use any means to force our slaves to divulge what they knew.


  “I must go downstairs,” I declared. “If we can discover where the slave has gone and tell Timonus before Father returns, maybe we can prevent most of the whippings.”


  Timonus was already browbeating the other tutors outside the kitchen when I interrupted him. “I will question the female slaves, and if necessary, then the males. But first tell me what you know about this new slave.”


  I feared that Timonus would reject my authority, but after only a minimal hesitation, he said, “Yes, Mistress.” Looking around the room, his gaze making it clear that anyone who knew more should speak up, Timonus began, “His name is Jacob, and he comes from Niblis. When his father died, his mother placed him with a Nazarene monastic community, where he learned scripture in both Hebrew and Aramaic.”


  Another tutor, who evidently hoped that cooperation would lessen his punishment, spoke up. “It was one of those places for males only, where they took vows of poverty and chastity.” He shuddered and quickly added, “That’s why he was sold as a slave, because they couldn’t pay his karga.”


  “You were educated at the same place?” I suggested.


  “Not there, but one like it.” He added hastily, “I hated it.”


  I decided he was being truthful. A few questions later, I learned that none of the tutors had known Jacob before or had come from Niblis. They agreed that he’d complained constantly about being forced into slavery, which is why they assumed that he’d run away. They were a fearful bunch, and I suspected that each would readily accuse another to save himself.


  Suddenly I thought of Keshisha and drew Timonus aside. “These tutors are lusty young men. Find out if this Jacob had a favorite among the female slaves or if the others think he did.”


  That left the females. “I intend to speak to them all together first, and then individually,” I told Nurse. “Watch carefully to see who appears guilty or sad, or if the others keep glancing at one of them in particular.”


  I gathered the girls into the traklin. “You know what will happen when my father hears of this,” I said in a severe tone. “If anyone knows where Jacob went, or merely suspects where he has gone, you should tell me when we are alone.”


  Next, trying to sound gentle and encouraging, I continued, “I understand how difficult it is for a female slave to resist a man’s attentions, even another slave’s. I will protect you, and not tell my father how I came by my information.”


  Yehudit began to stir in Nurse’s arms, and the slaves waited nervously while I seated myself so I could suckle my child as we spoke.


  Nurse handed the baby to me, at the same time whispering, “I think the kitchen slave with the mole on her chin is hiding something.”


  I saved her for last, leaving her to worry as I spoke to the others. Imarta and the other nurses knew nothing. However, when I began questioning the laundresses, one of them had an answer for me.


  “I can’t believe Jacob ran away,” she told me. “Believe me, if I’d had any idea what he was going to do, I never would have helped that kitchen slave meet him at night. I would have let Timonus know right away.”


  “What’s your name, girl?” I asked. She seemed sincere, and if her information were helpful, I wanted to remember her loyalty.


  “Leuton, Mistress.”


  “Where do you think he’s gone, Leuton?” I didn’t care what the slaves did with one another at night as long as they fulfilled their duties. But running away was intolerable.


  “I’m not certain, but he may have returned to the minim he used to live with.” She looked at me anxiously. “Please don’t tell the others that it was me who helped you find him.”


  “Of course not,” I assured her. “I understand how that might make things difficult for you.”


  When I questioned Cook, she admitted that the slave with a mole had seemed distracted recently and just this morning had scalded herself with a pot she’d grabbed off the fire too soon. Other kitchen slaves similarly accused her of acting strangely.


  Before I was finished, Timonus strode in triumphantly and whispered that the escaped slave did occasionally leave his bed in the men’s sleeping quarters. But when he was caught, his explanation was that he preferred using the courtyard privy rather than the chamber pot at night.


  It was time to confront the kitchen slave, who, if Leuton was right, had good reason to sulk.


  “You know why I’ve saved you for last, don’t you?” I hoped that she would nod and we could finish this.


  But the slave just stared at the floor.


  “I know Jacob was coming to you at night. Did he promise to take you with him when he ran away?”


  When she remained silent, I increased the pressure. “Father will be home soon. If you don’t tell me where Jacob went, he’ll have Timonus beat you until you do.”


  “Timonus can’t make me talk. None of you can,” she spat out. “All I’ll tell you is that Jacob and I weren’t lying together. He wasn’t lustful at all.”


  I shook my head sadly, giving her one last chance. “Father won’t keep a disloyal slave. You’ll be sold, likely into a brothel. But if you tell me where Jacob went, I won’t let anyone hurt you.” At least I would try.


  Suddenly Timonus raced in and grabbed her arm. “The master has returned. I’ll leave the situation in his hands.”


  “No matter what this slave says,” I said. “Father should still check with the minim in Niblis.”


  The whole affair ended badly, except that I managed to prevent our other slaves from being punished for disloyalty. Father wrote to the Nazarene in Niblis, who readily admitted that a monastic community harbored his fugitive slave. However, to Father’s outrage, they refused to return Jacob.


  The monks had the audacity to quote Torah in their defense, saying, “You shall not restore to his master a slave that seeks refuge with you.”


  Since they had no respect for Father’s position on Sura’s beit din, he tried to convince them with another Torah verse: “If you see your fellow’s ox or sheep go astray, you must take it back to your fellow,” he wrote. “So shall you do with anything that your fellow loses and you find.”


  The monks remained recalcitrant, reiterating the Torah verse they’d previously cited, that scripture forbade returning runaway slaves to their masters.


  Father responded with a Baraita that taught, “This verse speaks only of a slave who fled to Eretz Israel from outside Eretz Israel.” But the monks would not release Jacob.


  Plainly they neither accepted the Rabbis’ authority nor their interpretation of Torah. Father grumbled about the minim who ignored the Sages’ words and instead believed heresies that the Messiah had already come. But he was powerless against the monks who sheltered his escaped slave.


  All he could do was sell the kitchen slave, which he did as soon as Sukkot was over. I told no one that Leuton had been my informant, and she seemed to suffer no repercussions from the other slaves.


  Normally shortly after a baby girl has survived the first month, her name is announced in synagogue when her father is called to read Torah. I didn’t know whether Ukva or Father was supposed to do this, but I heard nothing from Ukva or Achti, and Father was so occupied with the holidays and Jacob’s escape that I was reluctant to ask him.


  So when thirty days passed, I began calling my daughter Yehudit aloud instead of merely thinking of her with that name. She was not as easy a baby as Chama had been. She cried vigorously to be fed every two hours, whenever Nurse changed her swaddling, and sometimes for no reason at all that I could discern.


  The previous night had been particularly difficult, and I was looking forward to resting during the brief time that Yehudit would sleep that afternoon. I was just starting up the stairs after the midday meal when Achti hailed me.


  My sister’s visits always stirred up mixed feelings in me. On one hand, it was only from Achti that I could learn how Chama was doing, but hearing about him while being denied his presence never ceased to fill me with pain and jealousy.


  Still I said, “It’s good to see you. How is Chama?”


  “The tutor says he’s eager to learn.” Before I could speak, Achti continued, “But I’m here to discuss your baby.”


  “Yehudit,” I corrected her.


  Achti frowned. “You named her without consulting us.”


  “You can change her name to whatever you like—after she’s living in your house,” I declared, emphasizing the word “after.”


  “That’s exactly what we need to decide, so I’ll have time to find a suitable wet nurse.”


  Yehudit was my living remembrance of Rami. How dare Achti demand that I give her up so soon? “A wet nurse won’t be necessary. I intend to suckle her myself.”


  Achti’s eyes narrowed. “Dada, she’ll need to come to us when you remarry. You’re only going to make it harder on yourself.”


  My sister was probably right, but I couldn’t bear losing Yehudit so soon. Having lost Rami and Chama was bad enough. Angry tears came to my eyes. “I’ll only be keeping Yehudit a little while longer. She won’t know the difference.”


  “As long as you continue to suckle her, we can’t force you to relinquish her,” Achti said. “But you won’t be able to remarry during that time either.”


  “I’m in no hurry to remarry.” The mere thought of using the bed with someone other than Rami was repulsive.


  “You’re being stubborn now, but some new suitor will change your mind.” Achti nodded confidently. “Then you’ll be glad that Ukva and I are here to raise the girl as our own.”


  Suddenly Yehudit began to cry. Achti took advantage of this interruption to excuse herself, and I was relieved to see her go. While it might be good for Ukva and Achti to raise Rami’s children, I could not imagine I would ever be glad about it.


  Yehudit was nearly three months old when Rav Huna, on his deathbed, requested that the tradition of immediate burial be set aside so he could be interred in the holy ground of Eretz Israel. Sequestered with my daughter, his funeral did not concern me. True, Father would likely become the head of Sura’s beit din, the highest-ranking rabbi in the district. But I didn’t see how that would affect me, other than to bring more unwanted suitors, whom I would refuse to meet.


  So when Mother asked me to walk in the garden with her one afternoon, the serious expression on her face made me prepare for another battle over why I would not even consider a certain man as my next husband.


  But she surprised me. “Hisdadukh, your father needs your help, so I want you to reflect carefully on what I am asking you to do.”


  “Yes, Mother.” My curiosity piqued, I looked at her with interest.


  “Rav Huna has asked that your father accompany his body to Eretz Israel and ensure that it is buried properly.”


  “But Father is almost as old as Rav Huna,” I protested. “The journey will be difficult for him. Rabbah bar Huna should be the one to go.”


  “Rav Huna’s son is going. But your father wants to see Eretz Israel before he dies, and I can do nothing to dissuade him.” Mother sighed heavily. “I want you to go with him.”


  My jaw dropped and it took a few moments for me to declare, “I won’t be separated from Yehudit.”


  “You do not need to be. She is the perfect age for traveling. And I think a change of climate, a new location, would be a good thing for you both.”


  “Me, visit Eretz Israel?” I said in awe. This was the Holy Land, the land Elohim promised us. This was where most of Torah happened. No wonder Father wanted to go. Jews in Bavel spoke of the West with longing and devotion, but few made the journey. And very few of those were women.


  “I see that I have intrigued you,” Mother said.


  She was right. “What would I have to do?”


  “I expect that you would see he is well fed and does not tire himself. Plus whatever else needs to be done to keep him safe.” Mother paused to cut off some rose hips and put them in her basket. “You will not be alone. Nurse will accompany you, to take care of Yehudit, plus you’ll need another slave for yourself. And Timonus will see to it that your caravan is well guarded.”


  “Timonus will also be with us?”


  “The household will manage without him, and it will give the tutors he’s training as stewards some practice.” Then she gave me a hug. “I am glad you agreed to go without me having to insist.”


  I realized that by mentioning Timonus going with “us,” I had included myself among the travelers. Mother would not have needed to force me; indeed she had done me a favor. For as long as I was away in Eretz Israel, I would neither have to relinquish Yehudit to Achti, nor deal with importunate suitors. And when I came back, enough time should have passed that I would be able to visit Chama without upsetting him.


  “I’d like to take Leuton as my maidservant. I don’t care so much about my hair and makeup, but someone to wash and mend clothes would be useful.” This would be a way to reward her.


  Mother narrowed her eyes in curiosity but didn’t question my choice. “I have received good reports about Leuton, who is the daughter of Timonus and the head laundress, by the way. Nurse can always teach her how to do your hair.”


  I was astonished, not only to hear that Timonus had a child, but that I hadn’t known it before. Until that moment, it had never occurred to me to wonder how Leuton, or any of our slaves, had come into our household. “Besides Leuton, have other slaves been born here?” I asked.


  “She is the only one,” Mother said. “Father allowed her birth as a special favor to Timonus.”


  Rav Huna died so abruptly that I was still writing our travelers’ amulets when we learned of his death. Fortunately I had time to finish them, but it was a rush to prepare for the journey. I kept packing Rami’s old tunic and then taking it out again. Only when the camels came to get us that afternoon did I finally make the decision to leave it behind.


  Though I was expecting it, it was still disconcerting to see the camel with Rav Huna’s coffin on its back, and I was relieved that I didn’t have to ride near it. Despite the distance between our camels, I could distinctly smell the aromatic herbs that were packed in with the corpse.


  “Father,” I called out a while later. “Are we going to meet the rest of our caravan in Nehardea?” To my surprise, in addition to Yehudit, Nurse, Leuton, and me, our party consisted of only Timonus, Father, Rabbah bar Huna, and their slave attendants. Two grizzled Saracens would be our guards and guides.


  Father shook his head. “To reach Tiberias quickly, we must travel faster than a caravan of fully loaded camels can go.”


  My throat tightened at how vulnerable our small company would appear, yet surely Father knew what he was doing.


  “Since we aren’t bringing any merchandise,” Timonus said, “we will cross the desert directly, rather than taking barges up the Euphrates.” He pointed to the water bags hanging on the camels’ sides. “I don’t expect to need it all, but we carry enough water to last us three weeks.”


  Timonus chuckled as I eyed the thin bags with skepticism. “Camels can go without water for fifty days in the winter,” he explained.


  I adjusted my seat on the camel’s hump so I could best observe the changing scenery as we followed the riverbank. With only occasional breaks to relieve ourselves at the side of the road, we rode straight through to an inn at the outskirts of Nehardea. Yehudit had never been so content; all day she lay in my or Nurse’s arms, lulled by the camel’s gentle rolling gait, waking only to suckle. I loved her soft dark hair, and to my delight she graced me with her first smile on our journey.


  The first few days, I was fascinated as the city gave way to orchards and fields, which turned into pastures where sheep and cattle grazed. Here and there a village interposed itself into the larger landscape, and if it were near midday, we would stop there to eat. The coffin we carried announced our mission more clearly than any words, and thus the Jewish farmers viewed us with awe while the Persians backed away in dread.


  Father and Rabbah bar Huna spent nearly every waking hour discussing Mishna. Either Father remembered that Rabbah had complained how he taught practical matters instead of Torah, or this was a good opportunity to discuss sections of Mishna that were not likely to apply to legal cases in Bavel. Whatever the reason, Father began teaching from the sections of Tractate Pesachim that dealt with the myriad details of how priests at the Holy Temple used to make the Pesach offering.


  Soon the cultivated fields gave way to drier land suitable only for goats, and on Sixth Day we arrived at what looked like the last inhabited place we would encounter for some time. The track we’d been following continued to the west, until it disappeared into a vast desert. Surprisingly, the small village was crowded with travelers. Many, like us, were Jews stopping for Shabbat on their way to Eretz Israel.


  But some were swarthy Saracen nomads who were plainly neither merchants nor innocuous travelers. With their swords displayed openly, they looked both fierce and disreputable. Recollected tales of women captured by Saracens assailed me, and I tried to hide myself behind the camels while simultaneously pulling my veil across my face so only my eyes remained uncovered. My fears only grew stronger, for two guards could not possibly protect us from a group of such bandits.


  I waited anxiously as Father, Timonus, and our two Saracens spoke to one desert nomad after another. Suddenly broad smiles broke out on the men’s faces, hands were clasped in agreement, and Timonus casually passed a small purse to the nomad leader. Abruptly he clapped his hands, and men produced tents and other equipment that they efficiently set up as our camp. A goat was brought forward for Father to slaughter, and soon it was skinned and roasting over the fire.


  While Rabbah went off to see if there were ten Jewish men to make a minyan for Shabbat prayers later, Father and Timonus explained how we would safely cross the desert.


  “For desert Saracens, honor is everything,” Father said. “Once we’re under their protection, every man in the tribe is sworn to die defending us, if necessary.”


  “Of course, they don’t receive the final payment until we’re delivered to our destination,” Timonus added.


  Their answers did little to calm my anxiety. “How do we know they won’t slit our throats in the desert somewhere and run off with our money?”


  “These tribes have been guarding winter travelers between Bavel and the West for generations,” Father replied. “They recognize that such problems would become known, resulting in an immediate loss of business.”


  Timonus nodded. “They also recognize that good service will be well compensated and recommended to others.”


  “What happens to those who don’t hire these so-called guards?” I asked. “The road seems straightforward enough, and it shouldn’t be difficult to carry sufficient supplies for a journey of three weeks.”


  “Those foolish enough to reject the Saracens’ protection will quickly find themselves in need of it,” Timonus replied.


  “So we bribe the nomads to keep them from attacking us,” I said with disgust.


  Father shrugged. “If we wish to cross their desert, we must pay for the privilege. That’s their business.”


  Timonus gazed at the goat turning on its spit and licked his lips. “They do provide us with ample provisions and comfortable accommodations.”


  ...


  That was certainly true. The Saracens set aside a large tent for us, complete with soft rugs and warm, clean bedding that was carefully inspected for scorpions at bedtime. During the day, I rode close to Father, and thus I was able to listen as, over two weeks, his teachings covered a complete description of the Temple service as explained in Tractate Yoma, followed by details of various kinds of sin offerings from Tractate Horayot, and concluding with Tractate Arachim’s procedure on how to vow or consecrate people and property to the Temple’s treasury.


  I also learned that camels were the world’s most irritable and annoying beasts, which would bite people and one another without provocation. Yet without them, desert travel would be impossible. Besides going weeks without water, they could live off the rare scrawny, thorny plants that passed as vegetation in the desert. Plus they had an uncanny ability to find oases.


  I came to appreciate the nomads’ knowledge of the desert. Though the path seemed to disappear at times, they always led us back to it. Aware of our need for haste, and undoubtedly eager to be paid as soon as possible, they had us travel at night once there was sufficient moonlight. Winter was the busy, and lucrative, season for them, as few travelers would chance crossing the desert in spring or fall when the east wind could, and did, whip up sandstorms without warning. Only the most desperate would brave the summer heat.


  As our third week of travel drew to a close, the desert gave way first to scrubland and then, as we gained elevation, to high forested hills that smelled quite different from Bavel’s farmland. Yehudit was more alert now, and I could spend half an hour or more exchanging smiles with her between naps. I knew we’d be traveling in midwinter, but I had not realized how cold it would get. In truth, I had never experienced such bitter weather in my life. The Saracens distributed woolen cloaks, which I looked forward to replacing as soon as possible.


  Approaching our destination didn’t mean that our journey became less dangerous. To avoid strenuous climbs, the Saracens led us along wadi, trails following dry streambeds that could, without warning, become raging torrents if rain fell upstream. It being winter, rain was likely to fall sometime. If the stars favored us, we would never see a flooded wadi, and if we had average luck, we would merely have to avoid them. Our guides cautioned us to listen closely and be prepared to run from the streambed at the slightest sound of rain or rushing water. I clutched my amulet tightly and repeated the protective prayer whenever we crossed a wadi.


  Either our amulets and Heaven protected us, as it protects those occupied with performing a mitzvah, or perhaps our stars were lucky, because we reached a broad, verdant plain without difficulty. The camels, sensing water nearby, increased their pace, until we stood overlooking a wide valley below.


  I gasped with delight, for in the middle of the valley was a giant lake. I had never seen such an enormous body of water.


  “Father, do you think this is what Moses saw when Elohim allowed him to view Eretz Israel?”


  Father wiped away some tears before he replied, “If not this exact view, then something like it.”


  The head Saracen pointed down. “That is what you call the Sea of Tiberias. We should reach the city of that name in time for your Day of Rest.”


  TWENTY-TWO
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  SECOND YEAR OF KING NARSEH’S REIGN


  •295 CE•


  Thank Heaven the rain held off until we reached Tiberias. We were met by Rabbi Assi and Rabbi Ami, leaders of the Beit Midrash, which was what remained of the Great Sanhedrin. Informed that Rav Huna had arrived, they had raced out to honor him despite the downpour, only to sag with disappointment upon learning that it was Rav Huna’s body that had come to Eretz Israel, not the living master.


  Their chagrin dissipated upon meeting Father, who was immediately pressed into teaching during his stay. Rav Huna must have anticipated this response, which explained why he’d insisted that an accomplished scholar like Father accompany his body. The rabbinic burial cave was located too far away to travel to that afternoon, and since the next day was Shabbat, Rav Huna’s funeral was scheduled for First Day.


  There was no lack of hosts for Father and Rabbah bar Huna, but my presence with an infant and two female slaves complicated matters. Eventually a woman arrived to take me to where we would spend Shabbat, and thus I made the acquaintance of the widow Yochani, daughter of gladiator-turned-rabbi Reish Lakish. Yochani actually resided in the nearby city of Sepphoris, but she often spent Shabbat with her son Eliezer’s family in Tiberias. Unlike most cities in Eretz Israel, she told me proudly, these two were populated with more rabbinic Jews than am-ha’aretz.


  Yochani was around Mother’s age, a cheerful little bird of a woman. She won my admiration by admitting that no matter how her son pressed her to move in with him, she knew his wife would be happier with a mother-in-law who only visited once a week. Eliezer’s children were long past the toddler stage, and his family would be delighted to have a cute, smiling baby with her own nurse in residence.


  After so many days seated on a camel, my legs wobbled as I followed Yochani to her son’s home. “Perhaps I could walk around Tiberias a bit until my legs get used to supporting me again,” I suggested.


  Yochani looked shocked. “You’ve been traveling for weeks and tonight is Shabbat. You must come with me to the bathhouse before the women’s side is closed.”


  “I don’t need to immerse,” I said. “I’m a widow.” As the words came out, my eyes filled with tears.


  Yochani patted my arm sympathetically. “The bathhouse is not a mikvah. I’ve been a widow for twenty years and it hasn’t stopped me from bathing. Indeed, we have all day tomorrow to walk around town.”


  Reluctant to offend anyone on my very first day in Eretz Israel, I agreed to go. Memories of how Tachlifa had praised the bathhouses in the West came back to me, and I grew curious to undergo the experience. So I left Yehudit with Nurse and Yochani’s grandchildren, unpacked my Shabbat clothes, and brought them with me to wear after I was clean.


  The streets of Tiberias, paved with large stones, would soon be slick with rainwater. But the sidewalks were sheltered by the buildings’ second floors, supported with tall colonnades. As we walked I marveled at how different the stone buildings here looked from Sura’s brick-and-plaster dwellings. Yochani, whose two slaves accompanied us, had me stop at a clothier’s to buy winter cloaks for both Father and me. All the while she questioned me with such gentle thoroughness that by the time we reached the bathhouse she knew more about Rami’s death and my difficult bereavement than anyone in my family.


  “Once inside, you must put away all unhappy thoughts,” she told me. “Allow yourself to be pampered like a queen.”


  I nodded and reassured myself that, though I’d never been to a bathhouse before, there was nothing to worry about. I would watch what the other women did and emulate them.


  But my good intentions were thwarted immediately, as I had no small coins to pay the doorkeeper and had to borrow them from Yochani. We passed through a corridor to an unheated room with benches and niches for patrons’ clothes, where we quickly undressed. One of the slaves pushed open a heavy wooden door to a steamy room, and I hurried in to enjoy its warmth.


  I imitated Yochani and sat down on a bench away from the door, feeling surprised and confused at the absence of pools or tubs. How did one bathe if there were no baths? I had little time to consider this, because immediately one of the slaves began soaping my hair and body. I closed my eyes and relaxed as she scrubbed my scalp, trying to recall how old a child I was when Nurse had stopped bathing me.


  When Yochani stood up, I cautiously followed her into the next room, letting out my breath in awe when I saw all the women soaking in the large pools ahead. With soap dripping down my legs making the wet floors even more slippery, I held tight to the slave attending me as she led me to the nearest pool and helped me in. Despite all the steam, the water was disappointingly tepid, but I sat patiently while the slave rinsed away the soap.


  When I opened my eyes, Yochani was waving at me to join her in a different pool. Leery of falling, I let the slave assist me in. But I stopped in shock when my foot touched the water.


  “Ha-Elohim!” I burst out. “You could cook a chicken in here.”


  Yochani laughed at my distress. “Take as much time as you need, child. You’ll soon get used to it.”


  I briefly considered returning to the tepid bath, but then realized that my feet were no longer burning. Slowly I made my way down the stairs, until with a final motion I sank into the water up to my neck.”


  “Ah.” I sighed as the heat penetrated my body and my tight muscles relaxed.


  “Let me introduce Hisdadukh,” Yochani said to the women on either side of her. “She’s just arrived from Bavel.”


  The one on her left raised a brow questioningly. “Hisdadukh?”


  “It’s Persian for Hisda’s daughter,” I replied, wondering how many times I would have to explain my name in the West.


  The women nodded to each other as if this were what one would expect from those strange Jews in the East.


  I was just dozing off when Yochani addressed me loudly. “Come out now. It’s time for your massage.”


  I looked up to see a bath attendant waiting for me with a towel. “It’s too bad it’s raining,” she said. “Otherwise you could enjoy the gardens.”


  Impressed that there were gardens too, I followed her to the room’s edge, where a row of marble slabs lined the walls.


  The attendant held out a tray containing small glass vials. “What fragrance do you prefer?”


  I sniffed each vial—roses, balsam, myrrh, lotus, musk, and several unfamiliar scents—before choosing jasmine, a Persian flower for a Persian woman. Then I lay down on the warm stone. Next came the greatest physical pleasure I’d enjoyed since Rami died. Muscles tight from weeks atop a camel softened with the masseuse’s expert ministrations, and I realized how much I missed the touch of another human being’s hands on my body.


  I sighed and was thinking what a shame it was that there were no such bathhouses in Bavel, when suddenly an audacious thought intruded—what if I didn’t go back? Then I wouldn’t have to give up Yehudit.


  The idea of remaining in Eretz Israel was less appealing the next day, as a cold rain fell for all of Shabbat. Despite the miserable weather, Yochani honored her promise to show me around Tiberias. This turned out to be not as unpleasant as I’d anticipated, since besides the covered walkways carefully placed stones enabled us to cross the street high above the torrential flow of water that rushed along the pavement.


  Wrapped in my warm, waterproof woolen cloak, I felt a kinship with Yochani, who spun stories of growing up within a rabbinic family that boasted the great Rabbi Yohanan’s sister as mother and Reish Lakish as father. She too had passionately loved the husband of her youth and been devastated by his death, though she had not been widowed at quite so young an age. With a wink, she admitted that she’d been less fond of her second husband than of the ketuba she’d received at his death.


  Preferring to avoid the subject of second husbands, I indicated my desire to see Rabbi Akiva’s wife’s tomb. Yochani pointed out that the cemetery was located on a steep hillside above the city, and thus not an appropriate excursion for a rainy day. She suggested seeing the lake instead and guided me to a sheltered spot with a good view of the water’s wide expanse. There was nothing like this in Bavel, and I watched, fascinated, as the rain pelted the lake’s wind-whipped gray waves. Yochani’s mention of her ketuba reminded me that I had not yet received mine, and that I should talk to Ukva about it when I returned.


  We joined Father for the evening meal, where he thanked me publicly for the cloak. He also announced that, rain or not, we would leave at dawn for the city of Beit Shearim, in whose burial caves Rav Huna would be entombed. Since there would be no time to return to Tiberias that day, we would spend the night in Sepphoris. Yochani lost no time in inviting me to stay with her.


  Thankfully, the rain had stopped by the next morning, although there were enough gray clouds above to be worrisome. Instead of camels, we rode donkeys to Beit Shearim, an uphill journey through groves of what Yochani identified as olive trees. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I looked back at the lake and saw a tall white-tipped mountain behind it. Yochani greatly enjoyed explaining snow to me, telling me that if I were lucky, some might fall during my stay.


  When we reached the city, and waited while Father and the local rabbis discussed burial arrangements, she directed me to a spot where I could admire the view from its heights. No sooner had I climbed the hillock than clouds parted and rewarded me with an enormous rainbow. How different this land was from Sura—where we had no mountains, no olive trees, and almost never any rainbows.


  Once it was decided that Rav Huna would be interred in Rabbi Hiyya’s crypt, the coffin bearers led us downhill to the burial site. Again I could scarcely believe my eyes, for doors cut into the hillside revealed a multitude of caves. Yochani informed me that they contained hundreds of sarcophagi, including that of Rabbi Judah haNasi, who’d compiled the Mishna. Rav Huna would not be alone, for pious Jews from throughout the Diaspora had tombs in this giant necropolis. Strange, but there was no demonic presence like I’d felt in Sura’s cemeteries. Perhaps all the holy rabbis buried here kept the ruchim away.


  When we reached the entrance to Rabbi Hiyya’s crypt, the problem arose of who was worthy of bringing Rav Huna’s coffin in. Father demurred because of his priestly status, and Rabbah bar Huna, always humble, declared himself unworthy of entering the great rabbi’s tomb. After some discussion, Rav Chaga, one of Rabbi Hiyya’s students, was judged least likely to disturb his teacher’s rest.


  Rav Chaga was only in the catacomb a short while before he raced outside, his face a mask of terror. “The fire, the fire,” he whimpered. “I barely escaped with my life.”


  His clothes looked singed, and the rabbis gathered to comfort him.


  “What happened?” Father had to raise his voice to be heard. “Were you able to bury Rav Huna?”


  Rav Chaga was so frightened that he could barely speak. “When I found Rabbi Hiyya’s tomb, I saw that his sons Yehuda and Chizkiya were lying on either side of him, with no room for Rav Huna,” he whispered. “I was trying to decide what to do when Yehuda rose up and told his brother to move, that it was shameful for Rav Huna’s burial to wait.”


  The collective intake of breath from his audience, including myself, was so alarming that Yehudit began to cry. Though I remembered Abaye’s tale of how Rav Tuvi had grabbed the beard of the Magi who’d tried to exhume him, I was no less shocked than the others. By the time I calmed Yehudit, the rabbis were demanding to hear what had happened next.


  “So Chizkiya also rose.” Rav Chaga shuddered at the memory. “And when he did, a pillar of fire ignited alongside him.”


  “Ha-Elohim!” several of the men gasped in awe.


  Rav Chaga was shaking so hard it was difficult to understand what he said next. “I shoved Rav Huna’s coffin between me and the flames and ran out as fast as I could.”


  I cringed when Father bellowed, “You left Rav Huna’s coffin behind, standing up in the fire?”


  “This is intolerable,” Rabbah bar Huna declared, bounding toward the catacomb’s entrance.


  The other rabbis hurried to stop him. “Rav Chaga barely escaped with his life,” Rabbi Assi warned.


  “Bar the door so no one else may enter,” Rav Ami said.


  In my view, they should have done that long ago if the crypt was so dangerous. As for who would be brave enough to seal its entrance, Yochani and I left that terrifying place in such a hurry that I never found out.


  Yochani was a gracious hostess. She lived with several slaves in a walled courtyard on the Street of Leatherworkers, just off one of Sepphoris’s main roads. The front dwelling was rented to a leather craftsman whose shop on the lower level opened to the street, while his family’s living quarters occupied the second floor. A third apartment, smaller and adjoining Yochani’s, was empty, which she ascribed to a lack of suitable tenants. Although it smelled musty from disuse, it would be perfect for Yehudit and me once it was aired out.


  The day’s events had left us too agitated to sleep, so Yochani and I talked late into the night. I came to the conclusion that she was a lonely woman eager for someone to listen to her stories of life in the old days. But her tales were new to me, and she told them well, so I gladly accepted her offer to stay as long as I liked.


  On the way to synagogue the next morning, Father had me walk with him apart from the others.


  “I’ve decided to return to Sura as soon as possible.” He spoke softly to avoid being overheard.


  “Won’t the rabbis in Tiberias be disappointed if you leave without spending any time in their Beit Midrash?” As I spoke, I realized that my question was fueled by my own disappointment.


  “I won’t go immediately. I’ll teach Torah just long enough that Rabbis Assi and Ami won’t feel insulted,” he said. “Besides, I’ll need some time to arrange our journey home.”


  “It’s a shame what happened in Beit Shearim.” Surely his eagerness to depart was motivated by yesterday’s fiasco.


  “That’s not the reason I don’t want to stay any longer.” He shook his head sadly. “In truth, the students here are mediocre compared to those in Sura. My time is better spent there.”


  “Yochani told me how difficult life has been since her father’s time,” I said. “Prices double and triple what they used to be, with each new emperor raising taxes ever higher.”


  Father nodded. “Rabbi Assi complained that their best students have either emigrated to Bavel or become merchants in Syria, and Rabbi Ami criticized the people for preferring sermons from itinerant preachers to learning Mishna from the rabbis.”


  “What excuse will you give them for returning so soon?”


  “I don’t need to create an excuse. With Rav Huna’s death and my absence, Sura’s beit din has no leader and our students have no teacher.”


  “I would prefer to stay here with Yochani.” I tried to make it sound like both a statement and a question. “She has already invited me, while I don’t know anyone in Tiberias.”


  “As long as you return for Shabbat,” he said. “I may not know the date yet, but I intend for us to leave on a First Day.”


  I agreed, though it would mean bringing all my luggage to Tiberias each week.


  It was sometime later when I understood that it also meant I might be leaving Eretz Israel with merely a day’s notice.


  Living in Sepphoris was so different from Sura that there were times I almost felt happy. At a minimum, there were no regular reminders of Rami or Chama to sadden me. Yochani, far from being a lonely recluse, had a large circle of friends and a strict schedule of when she socialized with them. She was thrilled to show off her guest from the East with the exotic name and even more exotic clothing. Aware that Father could whisk me back to Bavel at any time, I was eager to experience everything this cosmopolitan Roman city had to offer.


  Yochani went out every day, taking me with her, of course. She bathed three mornings a week, each day at a different bathhouse. As leisurely as I’d found our excursion to the Tiberias bathhouse, I learned that she’d considered it rushed. Here bathing meant more than just cleansing your body in preparation for the day’s activities. There were friends with whom to share the latest news and gossip, gardens in which to relax, even healers to bleed you and dispense medicines. Those in business met their suppliers and customers, while city leaders discussed politics.


  I was amazed at how the bathhouses obtained their water, since there were no rivers or lakes nearby. Rather than coming from wells or canals, as in Bavel, water was piped into the city via long aqueducts. Ornate fountains, whimsically decorated with animal heads from which the water flowed, stood in nearly every square. Wealthy homes had water piped right into their own courtyards, but most people relied on slaves to carry water from the nearest square. Yochani had a cistern under her house that collected rainwater as well.


  Another shocking difference from Bavel were the many public privies, some so large that ten or more people could sit at one time. Often located near the bathhouses, these privies were built in such a way that wastewater ran beneath the seats, flushing the excrement away with it. Under the Romans, there were no Magi to object to polluting water in such a profane manner. Nobody here feared being attacked by demons in the privy, and almost no one had even heard of the Shayd shel BeitKisay. But I made it a point to wash my hands after using the privy anyway, since one can never be too cautious when it comes to demons.


  As in Tiberias, the main roads were nicely paved with stones and the sidewalks covered. But unlike the winding, haphazard alleys of Sura, the streets here were laid out in a grid, making it simple to find my way around. Not that traversing them was always easy. Shopkeepers displayed their wares outside, between the colonnades, and additional vendors rented booths on the sidewalks. Add to this peddlers selling directly from their carts in the roadway, plus porters and haulers trying to move their building materials and merchandise from one place to another, and I found that the direct route was not always the fastest.


  On the morning when Yochani first took me food shopping, I looked forward to discovering the local victuals. She told me proudly that farmers from all over Galilee sent their best produce to Sepphoris, and since Diocletian’s reign, foodstuffs were no longer in short supply. But other than certain fishes and olive oil, most items here were not only readily available in Sura but of lesser quality. I hid my disappointment, telling myself that the selection in winter would naturally be inferior.


  After three days of strangers gawking and pointing at my colorful tunic and trousers, I was determined to obtain clothes like other women here wore.


  “But your Persian outfit is lovely,” Yochani protested.


  I waited for her kitchen slave to set out our midday meal of fish, legumes, cabbage, and dried figs. As always, there was olive oil and fresh bread, over which Yochani said the blessing.


  Then I replied, “It’s designed for Bavel, where the weather is hot and dry nine months of the year.”


  Yochani dipped her bread in the olive oil and said, “What about the other three months?”


  “Warm and dry,” I replied with a smile.


  “I suppose there’s not much point in your wearing it if you have to cover it with a cloak all the time.” Yochani stopped to think. “Indeed, I have the perfect thing for you.”


  When we finished eating, she disappeared into her quarters and returned with an armful of red wool. “First you put on the haluk.” She handed me an undyed linen tunic that was buried under the wool. “Then the stola and palla.”


  I fingered the haluk’s material, a heavier weave than the linen our family produced, yet neither rough nor coarse against my skin. The long, red woolen stola was pleated, with elbow-length sleeves. Under Yochani’s direction, Leuton corrected the length by folding the excess over belts fastened at my waist and under my breasts. I was relieved to find that the neckline could be adjusted to accommodate a nursing mother.


  “How do you wear the palla?” I asked. It seemed to be merely a length of material, yet women here somehow wrapped it around themselves so it didn’t fall off.


  “Watch carefully.” Yochani removed hers and slowly pulled it around her waist, over her shoulder from behind, then tucked it under her arm before finally covering her head.


  I immediately regretted my decision to trade my simple tunic and trousers for this complicated attire. “But how can a woman carry anything if she needs to use one hand to keep her palla from coming off?”


  Yochani laughed. “That’s what maidservants are for.” Then her expression sobered. “Wearing a stola and palla announces a woman’s superior status to everyone who sees her, since she couldn’t wear it unless she had slaves to assist her.”


  “Not all women wear the end draped over their heads.”


  “Some married women prefer woven hairnets like yours.” She appraised me carefully. “Most young widows, like virgins, leave their hair uncovered.”


  “I’m not looking for a husband,” I said firmly. “I’ll keep my hair covered.”


  Yochani held out the palla. “You can start wearing these now.” She grinned at my dubious expression. “Next week you’ll be getting dressed without even thinking about it.”


  Though midday, it was still chilly enough that I undressed by the hearth. Leuton was trying to decide which side was the front of the haluk, when the front door burst open. She quickly yanked the haluk over my head and down to cover my torso. When it was finally down far enough that I could see, I looked up to find a young man wearing Yochani’s face staring at me in admiration. He averted his gaze the moment our eyes met, and I could feel my face burning.


  “Simeon, what a surprise.” Yochani’s voice conveyed both delight and annoyance. “I didn’t expect you until Pesach.”


  “I arrived at Akko a bit early for the fair, so I decided to come see you for Shabbat,” he replied. “I didn’t know you would have company.”


  “Hisdadukh,” she gestured toward me, “this is my son Simeon. He is a merchant in Tyre.”


  Simeon, blushing behind his beard, nodded in my direction as his mother continued: “Now mind your manners. Hisdadukh’s father is a great scholar, head of the beit din in Sura, who is at this moment teaching Torah in Tiberias.”


  Simeon looked at me questioningly, and then suddenly his face lit up. “Hisdadukh bat Rav Hisda. Do you have a brother named Tachlifa?”


  I was so surprised, plus still embarrassed, that at first I could only nod. “How do you know him?” I finally asked.


  “I’ve done business with Tachlifa on occasion and never regretted it,” he said. “Indeed, I’m looking forward to trading with him in Akko. I find that scholars are more trustworthy than the average merchant.”


  Yochani pulled up another bench. “Sit down and have something to eat,” she told her son. “Lucky for you I keep a full table. In the meantime, I’m teaching Hisdadukh how to dress like she’s always lived in Galilee.”


  I recalled that Tyre was famous for its dye works. “Simeon, you wouldn’t happen to have some red silk thread?”


  “I do, and several other colors too.” He looked at me with new interest. “Why do you ask?”


  “I weave red ribbons for amulets.” I picked up my small loom and began working it.


  “Too bad you don’t write amulets as well,” Simeon said with a sigh. “My children were both ill this winter and I’m not sure their old amulets are still effective.”


  “But I do write amulets—to protect travelers, children, and pregnant women.” I saw no reason to hide my skill. “I even qualify as an expert scribe so Jews may wear my amulets on Shabbat.”


  “I will gladly trade you all the red silk thread you want if you’ll make amulets for my children.”


  “I’ll also inscribe a traveler’s amulet for you,” I replied, confident that I could obtain papyrus. But I wasn’t quite so confident that my incantations would be as powerful as before. “You’ll need to find a metal- or leatherworker to make their holders though.”


  “That won’t be difficult,” Yochani said. “My tenant works with leather and is bound to have some scraps you can use.”


  Thus I inscribed my first amulets since Rami’s death, not in Sura, but in Eretz Israel. After Simeon’s, I wrote another for Yehudit, reveling in the angelic power flowing through me to protect my daughter. The inhabitants of Sepphoris might not fear the Shayd shel BeitKisay, but most wore amulets around their necks. That meant there were other, perhaps more dangerous, demons and evil spirits here.


  Tiberias had thirteen synagogues, none with a Babylonian congregation, so I was forced to visit four of them before I found my father praying with Rabbis Assi and Ami. I was thankful not to be wearing my Persian outfit, so I could duck in and out without arousing any attention.


  Father raised an eyebrow when he saw me wearing Roman clothes, but then he shrugged. “Enjoy your new clothes while you can. We’re leaving for Bavel in ten days.”


  Though I was expecting this announcement, I still felt as if I’d been punched in the stomach. And when I told Yochani later, at Eliezer’s house, she looked as if she was going to cry.


  Simeon must have noticed our distress because he asked me, “Must you return with your father, Hisdadukh? Why don’t you stay a while longer and go back with Tachlifa?”


  Yochani immediately brightened. “Surely Rav Hisda can make it home without you. I’d so enjoy it if you stayed.”


  The way my heart leapt at Simeon’s suggestion, there was no doubt what I wanted to do. But how could I abandon Father after Mother had asked me to care for him on the journey? True, Father hadn’t needed me during the trip to the West, and he would still have Rabbah bar Huna and Timonus for company if I remained here.


  “How can you be sure that you’ll be able to find my brother in time?” I demanded of Simeon. “I must return for Pesach.”


  “Tachlifa has agreed to meet me at the fair in Akko,” Simeon said. “So unless some accident befalls him, I am certain he will be there.”


  “Akko is about the same distance from Sepphoris as Tiberias is, and during fair season there is constant traffic between them,” Yochani informed me. “Simeon can easily send you a message from your brother once they’ve found each other.”


  I didn’t know what to say. Tachlifa may have intended to come to the Akko fair and then return to Sura by Pesach, but what if something happened to delay him? Hadn’t he recently stayed in Antioch well past the festival? There was also the matter of obtaining Father’s consent. True, I was no longer a child who needed a parent’s permission, but one travel companion does not forsake another without it.


  I hesitated for so long that Simeon declared, “If for some reason I cannot find your brother or he cannot accompany you back to Bavel, then I will do it myself.”


  “Very well, I will speak to Father when Shabbat is over.” If my request were going to spark an argument, better it should be after the Day of Rest.
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  To my surprise, Father was quite willing for me to remain in Eretz Israel. “Your Mother and I discussed the possibility and agreed that you should stay as long as you like.”


  “You did?” I couldn’t believe they had planned this in advance.


  “You were too unhappy in Sura. You needed a change.”


  “You were right,” I admitted reluctantly. “This trip has been good for me.”


  Father smiled wanly and patted my cheek. “If you don’t want to return with Tachlifa, we’ll miss you but we won’t prevent you. After all, it is a mitzvah to live in Eretz Israel.”


  “What about Yehudit? I thought she belonged to Ukva.” Certainly Achti had thought so.


  He shook his head vehemently. “A Mishna in Tractate Ketubot teaches that a daughter’s place is with her mother, even after she’s weaned. And should the mother desire to remarry, she can have her new husband stipulate in the marriage contract that he will support the girl until she’s grown.”


  My heart soared to hear that I would never have to relinquish Yehudit, and then crashed at the thought of Chama, so far away. “And a son?” I asked. Had I given Chama up unnecessarily? If so, was it too late to get him back?


  “A boy is different, particularly if he is the only male descendant in the father’s family,” he replied.


  I sighed with resignation. “Don’t worry. We’ll be home to celebrate Pesach.” As meritorious as it was for a Jew to live in the West, I couldn’t imagine never seeing Chama again.


  All my concerns about Tachlifa were unnecessary. Simeon found my brother so quickly that they both came to Tiberias the following Shabbat, where Tachlifa was able to reassure Father in person that he would see me safely home for Pesach.


  The next two months passed so swiftly that before I knew it people in Sepphoris were talking about preparing for Purim. Yehudit could sit without aid, although if she fell over, she could not push herself back up. Thank Heaven she wasn’t mobile yet. Now that she was truly mine, I was not willing to trust anyone, not even Nurse, with a baby who didn’t stay where she was placed. Not after what happened with Chama.


  As winter drew to a close, Galilee burst into bloom with a riot of wildflowers, and again I marveled at how different from Sura it was here. Despite Yochani’s warning, it never snowed in Sepphoris, but I saw plenty of the white substance, the source of the region’s water, on the distant mountaintops.


  Finally the day came when, Yehudit and I atop one donkey and Nurse, Leuton, and our belongings on two others, we followed Tachlifa down the road to Akko. The night before, Yochani had insisted I should come visit her whenever I liked, that her door was always open to me. When we hugged and said our good-byes the next morning, there were tears in our eyes.


  We were approaching a bend in the road when Tachlifa held up his hand to stop us. “Close your eyes.”


  Trusting my brother, I did what he said. The donkeys kept going without my direction, and a short time later Tachlifa called out that we could open our eyes now.


  “Ha-Elohim!” I whispered in awe. I’d thought the Sea of Tiberias was large, but this expanse of water had no end.


  “It’s called the Great Sea,” he said. “If you board a boat sailing south, you can go to Alexandria in Egypt. If your boat sails north, as ours will do, you can go to Tyre, Antioch, and eventually to Greece and Rome.”


  I wavered between fear and fascination. “You didn’t say we’d be taking a boat.”


  “It’s the fastest way to travel with merchandise.”


  “I thought there were storms at sea in the winter.”


  “We’ll be staying close to land,” he assured me. “We can always head to the nearest port in the unlikely event of a storm so late in the season.”


  “Will we be going to Antioch?” Then I might see for myself if the tales about this scandalous Roman city were true.


  Tachlifa nodded. “Samuel will meet us there with the rest of our goods,” he said. “Other merchants from Bavel will join our caravan, and then it’s only a short camel ride to the Euphrates, which will swiftly carry us home to Sura.”


  I remembered little of our voyage, other than gray skies, choppy seas, and continual nausea. Not that I ever vomited; I just always felt as if I would. Nurse forced me to take nourishment for Yehudit’s sake, but otherwise I lay in my bunk, too ill to stand, wishing there was a spell against seasickness. Tachlifa urged me to come up on deck because the fresh air would do me good, but the only time I followed his advice was during the few hours we spent in port.


  When we arrived in Antioch, Tazi’s husband, Samuel, and the other merchants were waiting for us, so I had no chance to see the city. But I was so relieved to have solid earth under me that I didn’t mind sitting on a camel’s hump. Unlike the Saracen escort that saw Father and I across the desert, this caravan was large and sluggish.


  Surely every Jewish merchant in Bavel and the West was going home for Pesach, making the road a dusty, undulating line of camels, carts, and donkeys. Except when it was raining or had recently rained, when it was muddy instead. I silently thanked Yochani for the cloak she’d made me take, for without it Yehudit and I would have been covered with dust and mud. I also thought longingly of the Galilee bathhouses I’d left behind.


  Since there were inns and taverns along this popular trading route, we didn’t need to carry food, bedding, or tents. For the most part, we traveled through an unremitting jumble of brownish boulders that echoed the sound of our transit. Every so often this tedious view would be abruptly interrupted by a small depression filled with a colorful splash of wildflowers.


  Once we entered the desert, the caravan crawled from oasis to oasis. The landscape was unlike the southern desert, with its endless miles of pale sand dunes. True, there was sand, but chiefly there were rocks—small sharp stones that sheltered scorpions and lay in wait to disable animals. It seemed we stopped every hour or two as a donkey or camel went lame or lost its load.


  Eventually the column of people and pack animals halted entirely. I looked questioningly at Tachlifa, who explained that we were approaching the town of Rakka, on the Euphrates.


  “Will it be long until we can sail?” I asked.


  Tachlifa shrugged. “It depends on how many boats there are and the number of travelers ahead of us.”


  Samuel rode up beside us. “I’ll see where we are in line.”


  As his brother-in-law headed off, Tachlifa said, “We could wait hours or days until it’s our turn.”


  “Where do we wait?” I couldn’t see any lodging ahead.


  “Rakka’s inns are near the river,” he replied. “One of us must keep our place while the others eat or sleep. This time of year the barges and boats arrive and leave at every hour of the day and night, so we must be ready to embark anytime.”


  “What about the camels?”


  “We’ll sell them here, and then buy supplies for the trip’s duration.” His expression hardened. “Once we’re on board, don’t expect to get off again until we dock in Sura.”


  “So it’s not likely that we’ll leave today?”


  “Who knows? Twenty boats could arrive from the south at any moment.”


  Our spot in line had advanced slightly when Samuel returned.


  “I’ve arranged a room for the women. Luckily there are enough merchants heading west that we’ll make a profit on our camels.”


  Tachlifa smiled as a large group of travelers passed us going in the opposite direction. “Each of them has left an empty seat on a ship sailing south.”


  My brother stayed behind while I, with Yehudit, Nurse, and Leuton, followed Samuel to our lodgings for the night, or nights, until it was our turn to leave. I didn’t expect luxurious accommodations, but the room was so squalid that I turned to tell Samuel that we would gladly pay more for something better. Dust and grime coated the furniture, the linens were so stained that I shuddered to imagine what had been spilled there, and a dark corner of the floor reeked of stale urine.


  Before I could speak, he held up his hand to stop me. “I apologize for the poor conditions, but this is the only inn in Rakka that doesn’t also serve as a brothel. Not that those establishments are any cleaner.”


  So I said instead, “Considering the multitude outside, we are fortunate to be sleeping under a roof at all.”


  “Tachlifa will stay with you at night, while the slaves and I guard our merchandise,” Samuel said.


  I nodded, aware that the crowded conditions would provide thieves with easy pickings. To my surprise, a not unpleasant odor emanated from the kitchen below, and my stomach growled in response. Was it time for the evening meal already?


  “I hope our room comes with board,” I said.


  “We’ll all take our meals here, in shifts, of course,” he replied. “The food isn’t bad.”


  The fare, fish and legume stew, was actually quite tasty, or at least seemed so as a result of my hunger. Sometime during the night, I was jolted awake by banging on our door. But the voice yelling at us belonged to Samuel, not some drunkard.


  “Wake up, wake up!” Samuel banged on the door again, causing curses to rain down from the other lodgers.


  Tachlifa cracked open the door. “What’s the matter?”


  Samuel pushed his way in. “Nothing’s the matter. In fact, the stars have favored us. If you can be ready in an hour, there’s a boat going to Kafri that will leave us off in Sura.”


  Tachlifa threw on his clothes. “How did this miracle happen?”


  “Two merchants at the front of the line want to go to Kafri, but the boatmen won’t waste their efforts unless all the passengers pay to go that far south,” Samuel explained. “So they started calling for others traveling to Kafri, and I told them we’d pay the fare for Kafri, if we could get off at Sura.”


  “Quick thinking,” Tachlifa said as he gathered our luggage.


  “I need to nurse the baby,” I said. “Then we can meet you at the dock.”


  “No need to hurry,” Samuel replied. “We still have to sell the camels, buy provisions, and get our goods loaded.”


  The sky was the palest shade of pink when our barge floated away from the dock. We were a cheerful group: the boatmen because the voyage downstream on the rain-swollen river entailed little effort, the other passengers because they’d been able to depart without delay, but we were the happiest of all at having legitimately avoided a lengthy wait.


  We learned that our companions, two graybeards who bickered good-naturedly like an old married couple, not only resided in Kafri, but the taller one was acquainted with Father and Yenuka. Traveling by camel meant giving some attention to guiding the beast, but once on board, there was little for a ship’s passengers to do besides observe the countryside, talk, and sleep. The Kafri merchants, who’d been making the trip between Bavel and the Great Sea for over thirty years, inundated Samuel and Tachlifa with advice gained from their vast experience.


  I was thankful that the Euphrates, despite its swiftness, caused none of the seasickness I’d suffered on the Great Sea. I passed the time playing with Yehudit and weaving many lengths of red silk ribbon, noting with satisfaction that my journey would be profitable along with my brother’s.


  As the waxing moon grew fuller each night, it became apparent that we would be celebrating Purim on our journey. This was a relief for me, as I couldn’t imagine enduring such raucous festivity so near the first anniversary of Rami’s death. My shipmates discussed stopping at a riverside Jewish community to hear the Megillah read, but that was ruled out when it looked as if we would be too far from a Jewish town that day.


  One of the merchants, realizing that my brother was a scholar, suggested that Tachlifa should recite the text for us. I looked at him with some anxiety, because the Mishna explicitly states that the Megillah must be read from a written scroll, not from memory. Tachlifa felt bad at having to refuse the trader’s request, especially since they had done us the favor of sharing their boat. But even had there been materials onboard to write a Megillah, Father specifically forbade a scribe from writing even one letter of a scriptural scroll from memory. The entire text must be in front of him.


  My clever brother did manage to persuade the boatmen to stop at a Jewish town before Purim so he could purchase a Megillah scroll. It helped that waterside settlements were more frequent as we approached Bavel’s border, but more important to the boatmen, no doubt, was the need to take on additional provisions.


  Thus I had the unique experience of fulfilling the mitzvah of Purim by hearing Tachlifa read the story of Esther and Mordecai on a barge sailing down the Euphrates. After Purim we began to see increasing traffic on the river, which meant that it wouldn’t be long until we passed through Pumbedita and Nehardea. I had hoped we might stop at one of the great cities at least, but the men on board were too eager to see their families again to indulge me.


  I, however, had decidedly mixed feelings about seeing my family again. While it would be good to see my parents, brothers, and sisters-in-law, I feared difficulties with Achti when she learned that I intended to raise Yehudit myself, and with Ukva when I asked for my ketuba. And with both of them when I insisted on seeing Chama.


  My greatest anxiety concerned my son. Would I feel worse if he recognized me or if he didn’t? In Sepphoris I had managed to find a balance between forgetting Chama and Rami and grieving overmuch for them. But what if all my memories of Rami resurfaced in Sura and overwhelmed me with melancholy?


  And what of my charasheta training? Would Rahel allow me to inscribe and install kasa d’charasha again? Would my amulet clients return despite the misfortunes I’d suffered? Or would I be reduced to weaving red silk ribbons?


  I had answers to the last questions almost immediately upon arriving. After Tachlifa and Samuel hurried off to be alone with Pazi and Tazi, Rahel ran out and embraced me warmly. “Thank Heaven there’s still time for you to help me with all the bowls I need to finish before Pesach,” she said. “As long as you’re not dashtana yet.”


  Smiling, I shook my head. “I’m still nursing Yehudit.”


  “That’s a relief. I thought you’d be home sooner, so I foolishly took on too much work.”


  “I thought nobody wanted my incantations anymore, not after…” My chin was quivering so much it was impossible to speak.


  “That was over a year ago, Dada, and in the meantime you’ve been in Eretz Israel.” Rahel’s voice exuded confidence. “You have two healthy children, no miscarriages, and your labor was the shortest anyone in Sura can remember. Pregnant women are clamoring for your bowls and amulets.”


  Father’s students were gone for the festival, so the next day I asked him to accompany me to see Ukva about my ketuba.


  “Are you sure you want to go to their home?” he asked me. “It might be better for Ukva to come to the villa.”


  I looked up at his face, which was etched with concern, and shook my head. “I’ve been a widow for over a year, and they’re not living in the same place as before.” I hesitated before adding, “I haven’t seen my son in months. I miss him.”


  Father sighed and said, “Very well.”


  We were halfway there when I realized it might be as painful for Father to see Yehezkel as for me to see Chama.


  When we arrived, Achti and Ukva looked nervously at each other before welcoming us inside. Within moments, two boys peeked out the doorway to see who the visitors were.


  “Come kiss your grandfather,” Achti urged them. She hesitated for some time before continuing, “And give another kiss to my sister, Dada.”


  Yehezkel’s face lit with recognition. “Auntie, you’re back from Eretz Israel. I’ve been studying Torah, and Mother told me you went there.”


  Father looked proud to hear that, but I waited with trepidation for Chama to speak. He was gazing at me with curious uncertainty, as if I looked familiar but he wasn’t sure why. My heart was pounding as I forced myself to stand there smiling instead of running up and pulling him into my arms.


  Finally my son decided that he did know me somehow, for he followed Yehezkel’s example of calling me Auntie and allowed me to embrace him. While I knew it was best for him not to remember a mother who’d seemingly abandoned him, inside my heart was breaking.


  Achti’s relief was palpable as she nearly collapsed into Ukva’s arms. But she soon recovered sufficiently to offer us food and drink while Ukva hurried upstairs. The boys eagerly joined us for dried fruits and cheese and, to mark the happy occasion, some honeycomb and walnuts. Yehezkel still wasn’t wearing a slave collar, but that didn’t mean he was free.


  Moments later Ukva handed me a large piece of parchment. “I’ve been meaning to give you this for some time. It’s a deed to some of Rami’s land. You should find it adequate for your ketuba.”


  I knew I would start crying if I tried to speak, so I appealed to Father with my eyes. He took the deed, read it carefully, and put it in his sleeve.


  “It appears to be in order,” he replied, and began to gently question his grandsons about what they’d been learning.


  I somehow managed to restrain my tears until we were outside, but then I wept all the way back to our front gate.


  Now that I was officially Chama’s auntie and Father seemed reconciled to Yehezkel, Mother insisted that Achti and Ukva spend Pesach week at the villa. To my surprise, seeing Chama every day brought me more pleasure than sorrow. I couldn’t help but beam when Chama insistently asked “Why?” each time Father expanded on another child’s reply to his Ma Nishtana, ‘Why is this night different?’ question. Ukva and Achti looked so pleased that I knew I needn’t worry whether they truly cared for him.


  When the festival week ended and Father’s students slowly returned to his classroom, I prepared myself to avoid Abba bar Joseph as much as possible and to act indifferent to his presence when I was forced to endure it. He, strangely, was the model of cordiality and would have sought me out more had I permitted it. Fortunately, between caring for Yehudit and producing kasa d’charasha, I wasn’t lying when I told him I was too busy to speak with him.


  It was on Fifth Day, just over a month after Pesach, when Nurse approached me in the garden where I was inscribing a bowl. “Mistress has a visitor who declines to give her name.” Nurse’s tone conveyed her disapproval. “I have never seen her before.”


  I assumed it must be a skittish new client. “I will meet her in the small room off the traklin,” I said, thankful that Mother was away and all the students were in court with Father. “Ask a kitchen slave to bring us some beer and dried fruit.”


  I entered the chamber from the garden, pushing away memories of the wedding week I’d spent with Rami in this room. The young woman was shown in, and I immediately concluded that she was barren. Perhaps it was her gaunt, hard features; such a woman couldn’t possibly be a mother. I was trying to decide the kindest way to reveal that I couldn’t help her, so I didn’t pay close attention to what she was saying.


  It was only when she raised her voice that I finally realized she was here for an entirely different reason.


  “I said that my name is Choran.” She spoke as though I was her subordinate. “I’m here to discuss the division of duties once you’ve become Abba’s second wife. But first I want to make it abundantly clear that I will be the one in charge.”


  Me? Abba bar Joseph’s second wife? I nearly choked on my beer. What the devil had happened while I was away?


  As Choran blathered on, my mind raged with indignation until I could stand it no more. I stood up and declared, “You’ve made a mistake or been misinformed.” Perhaps it was my kasa d’charasha training, but I kept my voice steady. “For I have no intention of ever being Abba’s, or any man’s for that matter, second wife. This discussion is over.”


  I told a slave to see the visitor out, and then I escaped back to the garden.
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  I don’t know how long I stood in the garden, my mind reeling and my hands trembling so violently that inscribing bowls was impossible. When I heard footsteps approaching, I spun around, intending to tell whoever was coming to leave me alone.


  But it was Mother.


  I broke into tears and threw myself into her outstretched arms. “Tell me it isn’t true,” I begged her. “Tell me that Abba bar Joseph, the man I loathe above all others, hasn’t arranged to marry me.”


  Mother looked at me in dismay. “We thought you were rejecting those other suitors because you wanted to marry him. That is what you said.”


  “I said that over ten years ago, when I was merely a girl.” I resolutely returned Mother’s gaze. “I am absolutely certain that I do not want to marry him now.”


  “You are a grown woman, Hisdadukh. If you don’t want to marry the man, then don’t,” she said firmly. “But your father has entered into betrothal negotiations on your behalf, so you must speak to him about annulling the agreement.”


  “I was only gone a few months,” I wailed. “Couldn’t Father have waited until I returned?”


  “Abba bar Joseph is by far the finest student your father has ever encountered. There is no question that he will one day be Bavel’s head rabbi. It seemed an excellent match.”


  “But Abba is already married.”


  Mother waved her hand as if shooing away a fly. “Of course he would have to divorce her first.”


  “I wouldn’t marry the arrogant peacock even if he had no other wives. I detest him.”


  “If you are so adamant, you should talk to your father as soon as possible.” She sighed deeply. “But don’t be angry. He just wanted the best for you.”


  Reluctant as I was to spoil Father’s Shabbat, I insisted that I had to speak with him first thing Sixth Day morning. I hoped that Mother had paved the way for me, which she had.


  “If I’d had any idea how you felt about Abba bar Joseph,” Father said, “I never would have acceded to his request for a betrothal between you.”


  “Of course you wouldn’t know,” I reassured him. “As I had no reason to make my enmity public.”


  “While that was wise of you, it does leave me in the awkward position of explaining why I’m breaking our contract.”


  “Do you have to explain?” As much as I disliked Abba, I felt uncomfortable with him knowing it. “Can’t you say that I hadn’t authorized you to act as my agent, and therefore any bargain between you isn’t valid?”


  “While that is true, I’m sure Abba will want to know why you’re rejecting him,” Father said. “Especially since the betrothal terms were so favorable.”


  My curiosity piqued, I asked what they were.


  “When I told him that you weren’t giving your daughter to Ukva, Abba offered to support her as his own,” he replied. “That was very generous of him, especially as he would also be paying a substantial amount for Choran’s ketuba.”


  “He actually said he’d divorce her?” I told him about Choran’s astonishing visit but held back how betrayed I’d felt that neither he nor Mother had bothered to inform me first.


  Father scratched his head in thought. “Since Jewish Law prohibits such a wedding until your child is weaned, Abba would certainly want to keep his first wife until then,” he said slowly. “So we didn’t discuss it.”


  “The fellow is too clever by far.” I was well aware that the Mishna did not require a father to support his children; it just presumed he would. “So there’s nothing about a divorce in your agreement.”


  Father scowled. “If he does intend to take you as his second wife, that is unacceptable. Being a widow does not make my daughter so desperate.”


  “Then you have an excellent reason for refusing him,” I said triumphantly, “without my feelings entering into it.”


  “I’ll inform him next week.”


  Choran must not have been niddah the following week, because Abba spent Shabbat in Machoza. My relief at resolving the problem so easily was short lived, however, because Father came to me and asked, for the sake of good relations between teacher and student, that I discuss the matter with Abba myself.


  I was so angry that I might have refused if Father had ordered me, but his worried expression and the way he appealed to me to do him this favor made it impossible to deny him. But I insisted on meeting Abba in the garden, where we would be plainly visible while no one could overhear us. The green flax had been harvested, and it would be a few weeks before the yellow flax arrived, so we would not be disturbed by the stink of any rotting stalks.


  I chose the afternoon of Third Day, when I could not be accused of preventing Abba from attending court. The date was inauspicious for inscribing amulets or a kasa d’charasha, so I wouldn’t be working, and the day ruled by Mars seemed propitious for what was sure to be a battle. Fortunately the following Fourth Day was Shavuot, so once Abba left for Shabbat, he would be gone the entire week.


  That morning I went with my brother Mari to inspect my ketuba land for the first time. He told me that Ukva had been more than fair, for the field, now golden with ripening wheat, was located not far from an irrigation canal. There was also a date grove, which we examined from end to end before Mari pronounced the trees in fine condition. He was less sanguine when I said I wanted the profits from these properties invested in Tachlifa’s business rather than used to buy more land. But as I thought about Tachlifa’s gold coins, I knew I’d feel more secure in my widowhood with my own cache of ready money.


  I finished feeding Yehudit just before the seventh hour and, still enjoying the calm that always resulted from nursing my child, headed downstairs. Abba was pacing near the far wall, and when he looked up, his expression was dark with anger.


  “I would rather we walked in the orchards, where we’d have more privacy.” As always, his statement was a demand, not a request.


  I refused to be cowed. “And give you the opportunity to appear secluded with me? Absolutely not.”


  He wasted no time on preliminaries. “Why did you reject my betrothal offer?”


  I refused to let his deep voice intimidate me. “I will not be the second wife of any man. Surely my father told you that.”


  “And I told him that once we were married, I’d be able to pay Choran’s ketuba and divorce her.”


  “You expect me to marry a man who’s so impoverished that he needs my money to divorce his first wife?” My voice rose with indignation.


  Abba’s face flushed and for a moment he was silent. “I don’t believe this has anything to do with how many wives or how much money I have.” He took a step toward me. “I want to know the real reason.”


  I stood my ground and stared at him, surprised that we were the same height. “It should be enough that I say I won’t marry you. I’m not obliged to give my reasons.” Why was he harrying me? Did he imagine his commanding tone could bully me into marriage?


  I turned to walk back to the house, but he grabbed my arm. “Tell me your reasons and I’ll remedy them.”


  Furious at being physically detained, I wrenched my arm away. Then I put my hands on my hips and faced him. “I don’t want to marry you because I find you insufferable. You are arrogant, domineering, conceited, haughty, and condescending. I despise you so greatly that the very idea of marrying you is repulsive to me. There,” I challenged him. “Remedy that.”


  One would think this would be enough for him, but Abba persisted. “I admit that I am not a humble man, but to bear me such hatred on account of it seems excessive.”


  “You want to know why I hate you, then I’ll tell you.” I knew I was screaming but I didn’t care. “Because you are to blame for my husband’s death. It wasn’t enough that you discredited him at every opportunity in Father’s classes. No, you gave him the Evil Eye and sent a snake to bite him.”


  Abba started to protest, but I cut him off. “Don’t deny it. I heard that tale you made up about Rami dying because he’d insulted Rabbi Menashia.”


  He sank down on a bench and covered his face with his hands. I should have left immediately, but I had to hear how he would respond. So I waited and listened to birds cheeping in the garden while my temper cooled.


  Finally he looked up and his big eyes widened with surprise that I was still there. “Obviously I must withdraw my proposal, and to make absolutely certain that you are free of me I will write you a get, a bill of divorce.” He cleared his throat and then took a deep breath. “But first, please tell me if there is another man.”


  I was so impressed with his “please” that I replied, “No. I already have a husband, Rami bar Chama.”


  “But Rami is dead. You just held me responsible for it.”


  “Yet in my heart he is still alive.”


  Abba looked at me thoughtfully for some time, and I was reminded of how camel drivers surveyed their beasts to determine how heavy a load they could carry. “If you will hear me out,” he said, “I have a great favor to ask you.”


  When I remained silent, he continued: “I have no reason to expect mercy or consideration from you, and indeed I deserve none. But even so, I beg you to save me from the shame I would suffer in front of the others.”


  From the reaction to Father’s very public humiliation of Keshisha over Zahra’s pregnancy, I knew that rabbis and students feared shame more than any physical punishment. Rabbi Yohanan taught that it was better to cast oneself into a furnace than to embarrass another person in public. I had even heard Abba himself say that whoever causes a man shame in public has no place in the world to come.


  “How can I save you from shame?”


  “It is no secret that I have sought to marry you. Even my wife knows now.” He sounded tired and defeated. “When everyone hears how quickly and thoroughly you repudiated me, I am sure to be a laughing stock.”


  Part of me wanted to say that he deserved to be, but I was beginning to feel ashamed of my earlier cruel words. “What can I do? Even if I never speak of it, others will.”


  “Since you are in no hurry to marry again, there is no need for me to immediately write you a get. And in truth, as long as you continue to nurse Rami’s child, remarriage is forbidden.” He paused, and I could tell by his look of concentration that he was thinking intently. “So if neither you, nor I, nor Rav Hisda says anything about it, people will not know if we are betrothed or not. Then in two years, when your daughter is weaned and you want to remarry, long after everyone has forgotten about it, I could quietly write you a get so there is no impediment.”


  “And why would I agree to do this?” I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was plotting something against me.


  “First, should another annoying suitor present himself, you could truthfully tell him that you are not free.” Abba knelt down on his knees before me. “More important, I will not let Rami’s teachings be forgotten. I swear that I will share his words and ensure that they are said in his name.”


  Suddenly aware that my jaw had dropped open, I hurriedly closed my mouth. But I remained speechless as Abba slowly stood up and brushed off his trousers. If I had not seen and heard it myself, I would not have believed it. The arrogant Abba bar Joseph had humbled himself before me and, on his knees, swore that he would keep Rami’s memory alive.


  “I will do as you ask.” I had no intention of discussing this debacle with anyone except my parents, so he was only asking me to do what I was going to do anyway.


  His relief was palpable. “I deeply regret that we are not to be married. We would make a formidable couple.”


  Father was also relieved. “Considering the length of time it took for Rav Huna and me to reconcile after that disagreement we had when I was his student, I was anxious to avoid any such estrangement from Abba bar Joseph.”


  “He said that he would write me a get so there would be no impediment when I wanted to remarry.” I looked at Father questioningly. “But why is this necessary? Since I never agreed to marry him, there was no legitimate betrothal.”


  He stopped to think. “True, your betrothal was invalid, but in cases of doubt, such as where a man mistakenly betrothed one sister when he meant to betroth the other, we require that he write bills of divorce to both of them.”


  “So Abba was merely being cautious, to protect me?”


  “Apparently,” Father said. “He is always one to consider every situation, no matter how unlikely.”


  “Rami said that once when you were discussing tefillin, Abba asked how a man with two heads would wear them.” Somehow I managed to say Rami’s name without my mouth quivering.


  Father chuckled. “Rabbi Judah haNasi wanted to expel a student who posed that question, but then a man came to him whose wife had given birth to a two-headed son and who wanted to know if he should redeem the child with five or ten shekels.”


  “Rami told me that because the Torah explicitly states that a father redeems his firstborn son according to head count, you taught that the man should pay ten.”


  Father put his arm around me. “Rami was a good student. I miss him.”


  I blinked back tears and suddenly thought of something I’d never asked Father about, despite all the people who’d questioned me. “Father, why did you give me that choice between marrying Rami and Abba? Surely I was too young to make such an important decision.”


  “I am sorry I placed you in that awkward position, Hisdadukh,” he said. “Rav Joseph, Abba’s father, had approached me, and I was in a bind. Though Achti was betrothed to Ukva, I had no official agreement for you to marry Rami. I thought if I asked you, I could confirm your choice without jeopardizing my good relations with the rejected suitor.”


  “My answer must have been a shock to you, then.”


  “It certainly was.”


  Abba and the other students had no sooner left to go home for Shavuot than Tachlifa returned from Machoza with Pazi, Tazi, and Samuel, along with cartloads of merchandise destined for the West. He and Samuel would be leaving after the festival.


  I had already decided that I would leave with them, even if it meant crossing the desert in the heat of summer.


  During the days following my argument with Abba, I couldn’t help but notice that he looked as smug as the cat that got into the cheese cellar. So as I combed the green flax fibers, I set my mind to figuring out why.


  My first thought, an uncharitable one I admit, was that Abba, while keeping his vow to teach Rami’s words, had not promised to praise them. In fact, he could use their debates to aggrandize himself while making Rami sound stupid. The more I imagined Abba continuing to criticize Rami even after his death, the angrier I felt.


  But it wasn’t until the day Abba left that I realized how cleverly he had manipulated me. Our betrothal might be invalid; yet if I wanted to wed a rabbi, which of course I would, no scholar would risk marrying me if there were any doubt about my marital status. Even a suspicion that I might be betrothed to Abba would leave me unmarriageable, since if it were true, my new husband would be committing adultery, a capital crime, and our children would be mamzerim, outcasts in Jewish society.


  I was tied to Abba until he gave me a get, which might be never. After all, he hadn’t vowed to release me in two years. In truth, after carefully recalling his exact words, I realized that he had merely said that he “could” write me a get at that time. What an act he had put on, falling on his knees and begging me not to shame him in that compelling voice of his. He had set more effective snares than the best Persian hunters. And I, who knew how clever he was and should have been more careful, had been caught like a bird in a fowler’s net.


  No spell or incantation could save me. If I remained in Sura, he would continue to work his wiles until I ended up married to him. But only if I remained in Sura.


  Furious at myself for falling into Abba’s trap, and at him for leading me into it, I searched the villa until I found Tachlifa in his storeroom. He was busy organizing goods and supplies for his upcoming trip, but I had to speak with him.


  He smiled when he first saw me. “Dada, I thank you for your confidence in my trading skills. A merchant can always use an additional source of capital.” Then he came closer and observed the fearsome expression on my face. “Ha-Elohim! What happened to upset you?”


  “I must leave with you and Samuel. I need to go as far from Sura as I can, as quickly as possible.” I locked eyes with him. “If you don’t take me, I’ll cross the desert on my own.”


  He looked at me in alarm. “Of course you can accompany us, if it’s that important. But I’d like to know why.”


  I explained the situation. “Even if I am only imagining Abba’s evil intentions, I must get away from him.” I couldn’t explain the panic behind my decision, only that I had to go.


  He shook his head in disbelief. “I suppose your daughter will come too.”


  “Of course.” I began to relax once the decision was made. “Also, I don’t want anyone to know until after we’ve left.”


  “No,” he said firmly. “You must tell Mother and Father. Otherwise everyone will worry that you’ve been kidnapped or worse. They’d probably start searching for you.”


  “I’ll write a letter for them to find after I’m gone.”


  “Where are you planning to go?”


  There was no doubt in my mind. “To Sepphoris, to stay with Yochani. When are we leaving?”


  “We’ll be leaving before dawn on First Day after Shavuot. So you have a week to change your mind.”


  That meant I could probably slip away without anyone seeing me. “As long as we’re gone before Abba returns.”


  The night Shavuot ended, I was putting out the lamp when Mother entered my kiton. Nurse and Leuton still belonged to Father, so I hadn’t told them about my plans for fear they’d inform him. Had Tachlifa divulged my secret?


  Evidently someone had, for Mother handed me a scroll of papyrus and said, “This document transfers ownership of these two slaves to you. It will make transporting them easier.”


  “You don’t mind me leaving?” I asked, hoping for her understanding.


  “I do not like you running away like a child or a slave,” she replied. “I would prefer that you stay and calmly work out your problems with Abba like an adult.”


  I cringed at her criticism. “I can’t. Maybe later, but right now I can’t.”


  “What about Chama? You’ve only just started seeing him again.”


  It would break my heart to leave him again, but I had to escape. “He’s happy with Achti. He won’t miss his auntie much,” I said bitterly.


  “How long do you intend to stay away?”


  “I don’t know.” I hadn’t planned that far in the future.


  “At least you weren’t foolish enough to run off by yourself,” she chided me gently. “I know I can count on Tachlifa to see that you get to Sepphoris safely.”


  “So he told you?” Instead of getting angry, I felt relieved.


  “He told Pazi, and she, being a mother, told me.”


  “Will you bless me, Mother, before I go?”


  “Of course I will.”


  But the next morning it was Father who blessed me with the priestly benediction. “Adonai bless you and protect you; Adonai make His face shine upon you and be gracious to you; Adonai lift up His countenance upon you and give you peace.”


  Mother said the amens.


  Thus the only people up early enough to bid me farewell were Mother, Father, Pazi, and Tazi; the twins being there to see their husbands off. The carts had been loaded the night before, and all that remained was to hitch up the donkeys and head to Sura’s docks. I had made us all new travelers’ amulets, and between those and my parents’ blessings, I felt confident about reaching Sepphoris safely. Once I left Sura behind, I didn’t care how long it took going upstream against the river’s current.


  I could tell we were approaching Nehardea by the increased boat traffic. Located on a bluff at the confluence of the Euphrates River and the Nehar Malka, the city was surrounded on three sides by water. Sure enough, it wasn’t long before the city’s towering ramparts came into view. After Nehardea had been destroyed by the Tadmorians, King Shapur had rebuilt it, concentrating on the docks that continuously lined the riverbank in addition to the thick walls and heavy gates that protected the city.


  The bustling port was so crowded that I was surprised when we tied up and disembarked. “Are you buying more merchandise here?” I asked Tachlifa when Samuel disappeared into the city.


  “No. Samuel’s gone to hire the camels and their drivers.”


  “Camels? I thought we’d be traveling by boat.”


  He shook his head. “It was a hard winter in the north, and the Euphrates is still so rain-swollen that going upriver will be both difficult and treacherous.”


  “We’re going to cross the desert now, when the east wind is still a danger?” I’d heard stories of people buried in spring sandstorms.


  “Didn’t I hear you say that you would cross the desert on your own if I didn’t take you?” he replied teasingly. “Don’t tell me that you want to go back, Dada.”


  “Not at all. I just thought that winter was the best season to cross the desert, and summer the worst.”


  “In a dry year, that is true. In a wet year, however, the middle of Sivan is an excellent time,” he said. “The desert oases won’t have dried out yet, the east wind is weakening so the likelihood of sandstorms is lessened, and the many hours of daylight mean we can travel farther each day than in the short days of winter.” He grinned and added, “And we will get our goods to the West well before our competitors who take the river to the northern Silk Road.”


  “Northern Silk Road?” I asked. “I thought there was only one Silk Road, which starts somewhere in China and goes through Ctesiphon and Machoza.” That was what Tazi and Pazi told me.


  “The Silk Road splits in two at the Euphrates,” Tachlifa explained. “The northern road through Rakka is what we took to get home from Antioch, but the southern road cuts across the desert and goes through Damascus to Tyre. That’s the route we’ll be traveling to get you to Sepphoris.”


  I gazed at my brother in admiration. He’d traveled to so many places I’d never seen and knew about so many things I didn’t. “Will we be going by ourselves, like I did with father, or will we be joining a large caravan?”


  “The latter I hope. It depends how many others Samuel finds in Nehardea and at the desert’s edge,” he said. “Most merchants prefer a large caravan, since only a few more Saracens are required to guard two hundred camels than one hundred.”


  Samuel had no trouble finding merchants who, like us, preferred to risk crossing the desert via the southern Silk Road rather than be delayed on the Euphrates on their way north. The huge camels scared Yehudit at first, and I could see our companions scowling at her cries and hear them muttering that this was no place for women and babies. But she soon calmed, as I knew she would, and by the time we reached the desert she was more fascinated by them than frightened.


  The crush of men and camels seemed even larger than at Rakka three months ago. Between the heat, the animal stench, and the din of men shouting over the camels’ grunting, I couldn’t wait to get away. At least here we weren’t forced to wait for returning merchants, so I tried to be patient as the Saracen caravan protectors grouped us according to destination. Finally we were allowed to eat our evening meal, set up our tents, and go to sleep. Yet it seemed as though I had no sooner put my head down than they were yelling at everyone to be ready when the sun rose.


  The air shimmered with heat as the day warmed, and between the long column of camels and the dust they kicked up, I could see neither the first one in line nor the last. Our guides led us from one oasis to another, so that some days we stopped well before sunset and others we rode long into the moonlit night. I learned how to doze on camelback without falling off, and since my camel dutifully followed the one in front of it, I often kept my eyes closed to avoid the blinding glare reflecting off the sand.


  Thus it took me a little while to fully awaken when, in the middle of the morning, our caravan unexpectedly stopped. I thought nothing of it at first, since the camels tended to pause to relieve themselves, thus temporarily halting those behind them. It was only when I heard a Saracen furiously yelling commands that I opened my eyes.


  Tachlifa and Samuel were on the ground, tugging to get things down from our camels. “We need to make camp.” My brother pointed behind us, to the east. “A sandstorm is coming.”


  I followed his line of sight and snatched Yehudit tight to my breast in horror. In the distance stood a gigantic wall of sand. It was so wide that I could not see its edges and so tall that it would soon obscure the sun. Within moments, I felt the first stirrings of the dreaded east wind.


  I tried to control my panic. “What should I do?”


  “Just wait until the tent is ready,” he answered loudly, already needing to raise his voice over the growing noise of the wind. “Then you and the baby stay inside until the storm is over. Your slaves can help bring in food and water.”


  The scene soon became one of controlled chaos as men rushed to set up the tents and pound in their pegs. Our caravan protectors could only do so much, and every man became responsible to provide shelter for his people, camels, and merchandise. My heart pounding, I kept my eyes focused on the approaching mountain of sand, trying to gauge its speed, as if knowing this would somehow help us. If only Father were here with his priestly magic to quell the storm.


  It seemed like forever until Tachlifa announced, “The tent is secure. Hand down the baby, then follow me.”


  Though captivated by the way the wind whipped sand into small twisters, I did as he said. Amazingly he had found a large rock and tied one corner of the tent to it. Samuel was tethering the camels to the rock while one of his slaves was hammering pegs into the dirt nearby for additional anchors.


  “What will happen to the camels?” I asked. What was the point of hiding in our tents only to find our camels gone, along with all they carried, when we emerged?


  “They’ll be fine as long as they stay here,” Tachlifa said. “They’ve survived plenty of sandstorms before.”


  Our tent’s entrance faced west. This would best protect us from blowing sand, but it also meant that we could not see when the storm would arrive.


  “May I stay outside for a little while?” Cowering inside in ignorance until the storm suddenly hit would be more frightening than watching as it approached.


  He hesitated before replying, “Just stay close by.”


  By the time my slaves finished unloading our provisions, Yehudit was crying fearfully. I handed her to Nurse and stepped outside. The wind lashed at my veil and almost tore it off, but I held on and wrapped it tight around my hair and face so only my eyes were exposed. Now I could see that the wall of sand was not stationary but racing toward us. The rising sun was still above it, but the rolling sand would soon blot out the light. The wailing of the wind increased to a roar, and fright overwhelmed my curiosity. Hands covering my ears, I fled into the tent.


  It seemed an eternity until Tachlifa and Samuel were inside with us, tying the tent flaps closed.


  Now there was nothing to do but wait. And wait.


  The tent shook and shimmied, and slowly the din increased as the first grains of sand pelted our shelter’s walls. Leuton began to cry and Nurse attempted to comfort her, but the rest of us remained silent. Holding Yehudit tight against my breasts, I grasped my traveler’s amulet, closed my eyes, and prayed that our refuge would hold.


  When the brunt of the storm hit, my brother’s arms encircled us, and I joined him in whispering psalms.
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  A person can be paralyzed by fear for only a limited time before the body must move. Eventually Samuel stood up and told the slaves to prepare the midday meal. I was proud that Leuton was too disciplined to let fright prevent her from doing her duty. Soon we were nervously nibbling on cheese, dates, pickled vegetables, and leftover bread as the very earth and air assaulted us.


  From my experience with spring windstorms in Kafri and Sura, I knew they seldom lasted more than a few days. Thus we were unlikely to run out of provisions. But in those civilized towns, surrounded for parasangs by cultivated fields, sandstorms merely coated everything in dust. Here in the desert, judging by the size of that rolling mountain of sand, we might well be buried in a few days. Only Yehudit, fascinated by all these new items in our tent, was unconcerned with what was happening outside. Now that she could crawl, Nurse and I had to constantly keep her from poking into the wrong basket. Thank Heaven she continued to nurse as usual, forcing me to relax for each feeding.


  We had no choice but to empty our bladders and bowels inside, and I was thankful that someone had thought to bring in some covered vessels for the purpose. I made it a point to look away when the men relieved themselves, and Leuton held up a cloth to shield me from view when I needed to.


  Sometime during the night, which I was scarcely able to discern with the flying sand darkening the sky, the constant noise outside lulled me to sleep. Yehudit tugging at my bosom woke me in what I assumed was morning because it was light enough that I could make out her features, but we both went back to sleep after she suckled. I had no idea what the hour was when I woke again, but food was prepared for me.


  So that listless, seemingly endless day passed. Between the heat and lack of fresh air, the tent was stifling. Tachlifa and I tried to study Mishna, but it was impossible to concentrate. None of us felt like making conversation, and it was too dark for me to weave, so we just sat there lost in our own thoughts, our sweat soon drenching what little clothing we continued to wear for modesty’s sake. Not surprisingly, we’d slept poorly that night, and when darkness fell again, we quickly made for our beds.


  I startled awake in the darkness with the feeling that something was dreadfully wrong. Yehudit was sleeping soundly at my side, so that wasn’t it. It took me a few moments to realize that the world was deathly quiet.


  “Tachlifa,” I called out, softly at first but then louder. “Wake up, Tachlifa. I think the storm is over.” Either that or we were buried so deeply that I couldn’t hear it.


  “I’ll wake Samuel and the slaves,” my brother responded. “We can try to see what it’s like outside.”


  Soon we were all awake and dressed.


  “Here!” Samuel shouted to us. “Stand up and try to jiggle the sides of the tent. Maybe we can shake the sand off.”


  We did as directed and were rewarded with a fuzzy image of the nearly full moon shining through the translucent canvas. We began jostling the walls with a new vigor, until most of the tent’s exterior seemed clean. Samuel’s and Tachlifa’s personal slaves looked at one another, shrugged, and headed for the entrance to open the tent flaps.


  Caution was more powerful than curiosity, so I stayed at the back with Yehudit in case sand came pouring in.


  When no sand engulfed us, Samuel stuck his head out and exhaled with relief. “The storm’s over. We’re safe.” Moments later he stepped out into the night.


  “Go see to the camels,” Tachlifa told the slaves huddled at the doorway. Then he turned to me. “Stay here until we know that the danger is past.”


  Without being told, Leuton and Nurse began brushing the sand away from the entry, making a narrow path. That task done, they immediately emptied our makeshift chamber pots outside.


  “What do you see?” I asked Nurse when she came in.


  “Sand everywhere, but not more than a cubit or two high.”


  Now I could hear other men’s voices and people stumbling around in the dark. I peeked out and saw containers being carried away from the tents in the moonlight. The moon was low on the horizon; it would be dawn soon.


  “Pack everything,” I urged our slaves. “It looks like the caravan is preparing to leave, so we must be ready when Tachlifa and Samuel want to take down the tent.”


  We were on the move before the sun rose and continued traveling well into the night. The silence was almost palpable after the sandstorm’s constant roar. It was a mystery to me how the caravan guides knew where to go now that the trade route was buried, but they did, for we reached an oasis on Sixth Day in the late afternoon. There was plenty of time to set up our tents and prepare for Shabbat.


  After the sandstorm’s terror, I could no longer doze while riding as I had before. I kept looking behind to reassure myself that there was nothing threatening on the horizon, but the sky remained a cloudless blue above the flat, unmoving sand. Only when I could see hills beginning to rise in the West, signifying that we would be leaving the desert behind, did I relax my vigilance.


  The scrubland of Syria was more brown than green this time, but the cooler air was a relief instead of bone chilling. The merchants were so excited to go swimming upon reaching the Barada River, whose terminus was the Damascus oasis, that many of them stripped off their clothes with such abandon that they either didn’t know or didn’t care that a woman was among them. This brought back sweet memories of my sisters-in-law and I watching the men in our household crushing dates in their loincloths, and I felt a stab of homesickness.


  Jews considered Eretz Israel their home and Bavel a place of exile, but it felt the opposite for me. I was exiled from my son, and it was Abba bar Joseph’s fault.


  As we followed the river toward Damascus, I began to worry about my reception in Sepphoris. Would Yochani truly welcome me or had her open-ended invitation been offered out of politeness? What if she already had other guests? What if she were sick or, worse, had died? Had I leapt from the soup pot into the hearth?


  Tachlifa and Samuel separated when we reached Damascus. Samuel and the camels carrying the merchandise remained with the main caravan to continue to the port city of Tyre. Tachlifa and I headed southwest, accompanied by our slaves. I dared not share my anxieties with my brother, since he believed that I had a definite invitation rather than one made under the assumption that I was unlikely to accept it.


  Our camels traveled faster now without their heavy loads, and in less than a week the city gates of Sepphoris stood open before us. My throat was tight with trepidation as we made our way to the leatherworkers’ street where Yochani lived. It was late in the afternoon, and the city’s roads were crowded with donkeys pulling the empty carts of farmers who had sold their produce and were now heading home to their villages. Judging from the curious stares we received, camels were not the usual mode of transportation here, especially when ridden by women.


  By the time Tachlifa and I dismounted and tied them to a post outside Yochani’s gate, quite a few of her neighbors were standing outside watching. The leatherworker’s wife came to her door and, to my great relief, recognized me.


  “You’re Yochani’s friend from Bavel,” she called out, a broad smile on her face. “The one who makes amulets from our excess leather.”


  “Is she home yet?” I tried to sound as if I were expected. “We might be a little early.”


  “She went to the theater for the final show before the Three Weeks of Mourning, but she should be home soon.” The woman headed back inside. “I’ll open the gates for you.”


  Tachlifa led the camels in and began to unload my belongings. The small apartment I’d used before was unoccupied, but I wouldn’t tempt fate and let him put my things inside.


  Suddenly Yochani rushed in, almost out of breath. “The neighbors said that camels had gone into my courtyard.”


  I held my breath as she looked up and saw me, watching for even the slightest hint of annoyance or displeasure. But there was only surprise and then, thank Heaven, a wide smile split her wrinkled cheeks.


  “Hisdadukh, how wonderful to see you and Yehudit again,” she gushed. “What brings you back to Sepphoris?”


  Before I could say anything, Tachlifa replied, “Dada is running away from home.”


  Sure that I was red as a beet, I glared at my brother.


  Yochani took in the scene and said, “There is surely a story behind your visit, one that’s probably best told inside.” She opened her door and ushered us in, a mother hen herding her chicks. “You must be hungry and thirsty. What can I get you?”


  “Dada might need something,” Tachlifa said. “But I’ll wait until the evening meal.”


  I finally found my voice. “Is it too late for the bathhouse? We’ve traveled straight here from Nehardea.”


  “No, some of them stay open quite late in the summer.” Yochani motioned to her slaves. “They will take you to the nearest one, and then you can tell me everything as we dine.” She shook her head in amazement. “You must be brave, or in a big hurry, to cross the desert in the summer.”


  “I’d like to pray at the afternoon service,” my brother said. “How do I get to a synagogue?”


  “We have eighteen synagogues in Sepphoris,” Yochani said proudly. “After you bathe, my slave can direct you to the Babylonian congregation. You’ll feel comfortable there.”


  I didn’t want to get into an argument with Tachlifa in front of Yochani’s slaves, but I was furious at how casually he’d told her that I’d run away from home. It was true, of course, but why did that have to be the first thing to come out of his mouth?


  As I relaxed in the bathhouse, my irritation at my brother washed away along with the desert’s grime. After all, I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for Tachlifa, whom I hoped was appreciating his bath as much as I was mine. I decided to forgo a massage and accompany him to the Babylonian synagogue. During my previous visit, I’d always gone with Yochani to wherever she worshipped, and I was curious about a congregation of my compatriots.


  After our escape from that horrific sandstorm I certainly needed to pray. As Yochani’s tenant had reminded us, in a few days it would be the Seventeenth of Tammuz, the beginning of the Three Weeks of Mourning for the two times our enemies had destroyed the Holy Temple. On Tisha B’Av Jews in Bavel would cry over how we’d been exiled from Eretz Israel, our true homeland. This would be my second opportunity to outwardly grieve for losing the Temple, while I inwardly mourned losing Rami and Chama.


  This year I’d also be grieving over the way Abba bar Joseph had exiled me from my home and family.


  The Babylonian synagogue’s exterior looked no different from others in Sepphoris. It was built in the Roman style, with stone columns and wide paved walkways surrounding it. However, its floor was laid with colorful mosaic tiles forming geometric and floral patterns in the Persian style rather than the Bible scenes that other synagogues preferred. I was pleased to see that there was approximately the same number of women and men.


  There was no Torah reading that day, so the service was short, but even so, it was clear that the manner of prayer was indeed the same as in Bavel. I sighed with relief to know that, however strange it might be to live in Sepphoris, I could feel comfortable here, praying in a community that spoke Aramaic the same way I did. Tachlifa and I were the recipients of sidelong glances from many of the congregants, and I guessed that they didn’t have new arrivals very often.


  My conclusions were verified when we were surrounded by people after the service ended. Friendly and curious, they assailed us with questions: who we were, where in Bavel we came from, what we were doing in Sepphoris and how long we were staying. There was noticeable disappointment when Tachlifa, whose tefillin marked him a rabbi, declared that he was only visiting for the day. But this was followed by much interest when he added that I was his widowed sister, not his wife, and that I would be staying in Sepphoris for some time.


  Yochani was more patient than I would have been, and waited until we had nearly finished the evening meal before asking Tachlifa what he’d meant by my running away from home.


  My brother demurred that it was my tale to tell, and, ashamed of my panicky behavior, I told it as succinctly as I could.


  Thankfully, the first thing Yochani said was, “Of course you may stay with me as long as necessary.” Her face lit up as she continued, “I can’t wait to show you everything Eretz Israel has to offer.”


  “I insist on paying rent for my apartment,” I said.


  “And have people say that I took money from a guest?” Yochani shook her head vehemently. “Never.”


  I sighed in acquiescence. I would have to find some less obvious way to show my appreciation for her hospitality.


  She leaned forward and addressed Tachlifa. “I’ve heard your sister’s story, now tell me what you think of this Abba bar Joseph? Is he really as conniving as she paints him?”


  “I only studied with Abba for a short while before I married and went into business,” he said. “But if anyone could argue successfully that a dead sheretz was pure, it would be him.”


  Yochani’s dark eyes widened. “His reasoning is that sharp?”


  “You see how dangerous it was for me to stay and listen to him?” I said. Since the Torah specifically labels as impure the corpses of small reptiles, called sheretz, a rabbi who could prove them pure was considered qualified to be a judge on our highest court, the Sanhedrin.


  “Actually that sounds like a good reason to marry him,” she replied. “After he divorces his first wife, of course.”


  Tachlifa came to my defense. “Dada needs to consider Abba’s proposal on its merits, without any pressure or duress from him. That’s why I agreed to bring her here.”


  Yochani nodded. “Indeed, coercion and continued pestering not only make people give in to something wrong”—she looked me in the eye—“but they can also make people reject something right out of obstinacy.”


  “I’m still nursing Yehudit and can’t remarry until she’s weaned, which makes this discussion moot.” I hadn’t come all the way to Sepphoris to hear why I should marry Abba.


  Yochani gave up and addressed Tachlifa. “So how long are you going to be staying with us?”


  “Not long at all. I’ll be leaving tomorrow morning to meet my brother-in-law in Tyre.” Then he turned and locked eyes with me. “Shall I stop by here on our return trip in the fall?”


  I shook my head. “If you expect to celebrate the New Year in Sura, that would be too much of a delay. Give me at least a year’s respite here.” I looked hopefully at Yochani. “If that is acceptable to you?”


  “I said to stay as long as necessary,” she declared. “And I meant it, even if you decide to make Sepphoris your new home.”


  Tachlifa’s voice lowered. “I could insist that Abba write the get immediately, and then bring it to you on my next trip.”


  I stopped to consider this. “No. I agreed to wait two years for the get, and no matter how much I distrust him I will stand by my word.” I smiled wanly. “At least one of us will act with integrity.”


  “I will come by to see you next spring, then, before Samuel and I head home for Pesach.” He handed me a heavy purse. “In the meantime, this should cover your expenses.”


  I looked inside and saw the glint of gold coins. “Oh, thank you. You’re the best brother in the world.”


  “This is merely a small part of the profit I intend to make on the amount you’ve invested with me,” he said.


  That gave me an idea. When Yochani went outside to use the privy, I told Tachlifa, “Give my profits to Yochani’s son Simeon, to use for supporting her. But he mustn’t tell her about it, at least not until I leave. Then I can repay her for her kindness without wounding her pride.”


  He nodded. “I’m glad to hear that at least some part of you is thinking logically.”


  “You can’t go until I’ve made new travelers’ amulets for you and Samuel,” I declared. “After that sandstorm, I’m sure your current ones have weakened.”


  Yochani acquiesced when I said I wanted to attend services for the Seventeenth of Tammuz at the Babylonian synagogue, rather than accompany her to her usual congregation. But she convinced me that the rabbis here would say that a nursing mother should not fast completely.


  I thought back to those dark days last year when, despite my advanced pregnancy during the worst of summer’s heat, I had not only refused food and drink on the two fast days but ate only sparingly during the three weeks between them. How eager I had been to join Rami in death, so indifferent to the child in my belly. Now, as I watched my daughter crawling across the stone floor or trying to stand, a great feeling of protectiveness welled up in me. I would do as Yochani said.


  But she had a surprise for me.


  “I haven’t gone in years,” Yochani admitted, as we walked home after Shabbat morning services. “But now that you’re here, I think we should visit Jerusalem on Tisha B’Av.”


  My eyes widened. “You would take me to Jerusalem?”


  “If not now, when?” she asked, quoting the great Hillel. “Tisha B’Av is the only day the Romans allow us to enter, and who knows if you, or I, will be here next year?”


  “I heard that Jews could go there anytime, that it’s only a matter of bribing the guards.”


  She shrugged. “Women can easily get in by saying they’re minim. But to go on Tisha B’Av, when the Holy City is crowded with other Jews, is a unique experience.”


  I wasn’t sure I was ready for a journey to a city full of weeping Jews, not in my fragile emotional state, and not after my harrowing trip from Bavel. But I didn’t want to disappoint Yochani, so I said, “Of course I’ll go with you, since you recommend it so highly.”


  She must have noticed my lack of enthusiasm, because she smiled. “Don’t worry,” she said. “It only takes a few days to get there, and most nights we’ll be staying near the sea.”


  “We won’t be traveling by boat, will we?” I asked anxiously. “I was terribly seasick when Tachlifa took us to Antioch.”


  “No, and we won’t be lodging in noisy, filthy inns either,” Yochani assured me. “I have friends in Caesarea, Jaffa, and Beneberak who will gladly open their homes to us.”


  Yochani was being modest; her being the daughter of Reish Lakish and niece of Rabbi Yohanan would open more than a few doors to us. In Caesarea we stayed at the palace of Rabbi Avahu, “house” being too humble a word to describe the residence of that city’s Jewish leader. Even Father’s villa, one of the finest in Sura, couldn’t compare to it.


  Located on a slight rise, with a panoramic view of the Great Sea, it was built entirely of white stone. Despite Yochani’s reassurance, I felt only trepidation as we approached the massive walls and made our way to the guarded entrance. But no sooner was her name announced than we were ushered into a large hall with the most wonderful mosaics on the floor. At our feet a menagerie of animals frolicked among flowering bushes and trees so realistic that Yehudit reached out to explore them.


  Two slaves washed our hands and feet while others brought out cheese, olives, ripe figs, and some fruity drink I didn’t recognize. No meat or wine would be served for the first nine days of Av, except on Shabbat.


  “Rabbi Avahu was one of Uncle Yohanan’s favorite students, after my father, of course,” Yochani said. “My uncle fathered ten sons, none of whom survived childhood, so he treated Avahu as the son he never had.”


  “What made Rabbi Avahu move here, the Roman provincial capital? Isn’t the city full of pagans and minim?”


  “He knew they needed someone great to teach Torah and deal with the Roman governor. Wait until you meet him.” She leaned over and whispered in my ear. “He’s as handsome as my uncle was, wealthy enough to influence even the highest Roman authorities, and easily the most charismatic man I’ve ever met.”


  Even in Bavel we’d heard tales of the extraordinary beauty of Rabbi Yohanan and how Reish Lakish had seen him bathing in the river and mistaken him for a woman. Then the story’s details got murky, but the end result was that Reish Lakish married Rabbi Yohanan’s even more beautiful sister while Rabbi Yohanan taught Reish Lakish Torah and made him into a great scholar.


  I was wondering how best to ask Yochani how the two men met and became study partners, since she ought to know better than anyone, when a lovely middle-aged woman gracefully entered the room. She was dressed in the Roman style, in a sleeveless stola of such fine white linen that her haluk was visible beneath it. Her hair was elaborately curled, but in deference to the Days of Mourning, she wore no cosmetics or jewelry.


  “Yochani, how delightful to see you.” She kissed my companion on the cheek. “I was worried that you’d forgotten us.”


  “Forget you, Susanna? Never.” Yochani nodded from the woman to me. “Let me introduce my houseguest, Hisdadukh, who has come all the way from Sura in Bavel, where her father heads the beit din.”


  “And this is my daughter, Yehudit.” I indicated to where Nurse was holding the squirming baby.


  “A pleasure to meet you both.” Susanna’s eyes narrowed with curiosity. “I assume you are on your way to Jerusalem for the Black Fast.”


  “Indeed going to Jerusalem is merely an excuse to see you,” Yochani said, adroitly denying Susanna’s insinuation that she was not worth visiting otherwise. “But Hisdadukh has never been to Jerusalem.”


  “If you promise to stay longer on your return trip, when I can entertain you properly, I’ll arrange for you to travel with my husband and me in our official carriage.”


  Yochani playfully shook her finger at Susanna. “Now I shall be so much in your debt that I will never be able to repay you.”


  Susanna chuckled. “I’m just following my husband’s adage that it is better to have everyone in debt to you than vice versa.” She clapped her hands and several slaves appeared. “Take my friends’ belongings to the guest quarters that overlook the water. Be sure there is a good supply of swaddling, and see that their mules are well stabled during their visit.”


  Until Shabbat, Yochani and I saw nothing of our illustrious host, as he was continually occupied with official duties. I didn’t see any students either, so I assumed that he taught Torah elsewhere. Susanna, apologizing for the hot weather, showed us a path to the beach, where Yehudit was soon playing in the sand and water.


  My daughter squealed with such delight when she saw the sea, and cried so bitterly when it was time to leave for her naps, that we spent nearly all her waking hours at the beach. With Nurse and Leuton to help, and soothed by the waves’ gentle lapping, I was able to relax for the first time in months. It was a perfect place to sit and review Mishna from Grandfather’s codex, and for a time, my worries melted away.


  Rabbi Avahu’s custom, like Father’s, was for men and women to dine together on Shabbat. With mourning suspended for the holy day, Yochani told me to expect the finest wines from Gaza and dishes seasoned with rare spices.


  When we entered the dining room, I was astonished at the opulence of Rabbi Avahu’s Shabbat table. His and Susanna’s chairs were carved from ivory, the plates and spoons of gold and silver, and the linens were of such intricately embroidered silk that I couldn’t imagine wiping my mouth with them. Susanna was seated next to her husband, and as honored guests, Yochani and I sat next to her.


  Rabbi Avahu was an incredibly handsome man, with large dark eyes, a strong jaw, and, despite his age, a full head of wavy black hair. He greeted us with such charm that I could see how he’d achieved his high position in the provincial government. For the brief time that we spoke, he gave the impression that I was the most important person in the room, his eyes searching mine with an intensity that made me feel both flattered and unsettled.


  Yochani chuckled at my reaction. “Now you see why all the Roman matrons sing his praises.”


  Disconcerted that my reaction was so obvious, I changed the subject. “Where were the tables for children? Do they eat separately from adults on Shabbat?”


  “There are no children in Rabbi Avahu’s household,” she replied sadly. “His grown son lives in Tiberias and his married daughters also live too far away to travel on Shabbat.”


  “Oh,” I sighed. A wave of homesickness hit me as I imagined Shabbat at Father’s villa, where my numerous nieces and nephews made for a boisterous meal. Chama would also be there now. How long would it be before Yehudit could celebrate Shabbat with her brother and cousins?


  Yochani pointed out all the local delicacies: a certain fish from the Great Sea, young lamb from the Galilee hills, and a unique bird that could be found only during its annual spring migration.


  “Because this Shabbat is the last one before Tisha B’Av,” she explained, “they will forgo Rabbi Avahu’s usual custom of slaughtering a fattened calf for the final meal.”


  “Very prudent of him,” I replied. Since we wouldn’t be able to eat it all that evening, after which meat would be prohibited until after the black fast, any leftovers would go to waste.


  Yochani smiled. “Don’t worry, we will have one next week.”


  Though these new foods were tasty, I was hungry for Cook’s dishes back home. Rabbi Avahu’s students, however, were devouring them with the lusty appetites of growing young men who hadn’t tasted meat for a week. Some of them gave me lusty glances too, and I remembered that in Bavel a youth married first and then studied Torah, while in the West he studied Torah first and married later, a difficult challenge for his yetzer hara.


  My biggest disappointment was that Susanna and Yochani stood up just as Rabbi Avahu was about to begin his lecture, and the way they waited near my chair made it clear that I should leave with them. Here I was, dining at the great rabbi’s Shabbat table, yet I would not be able to hear his words of Torah.


  Later that afternoon, when we gathered for the special third meal of Shabbat, I deliberately brought Yehudit along with me. Hopefully Rabbi Avahu would have taught his students the Baraita that stated, “A nursing mother whose husband died may not be betrothed or wed again until twenty-four months after the child’s birth.” Then none of them would bother me.


  To my surprise, the great man approached me himself. “You ate sparingly at midday, Hisdadukh.” His voice was full of concern, and again I felt giddy that his attention was entirely focused on me. “I hope the meal agreed with you.”


  “The meal was excellent,” I said quickly. “But as I am not yet used to food from the West, I want to try it gradually.”


  “Ah yes, the daughter of Rav Hisda from Sura”—his expression was serious, but his eyes were smiling— “who has come from Bavel to avoid a pesky suitor, and who knows enough Torah to demonstrate how to discourage suitors here as well.”


  I comprehended instantly that his slaves had interrogated mine. I frowned slightly and said, “In Bavel women in rabbinic homes are not so quickly dismissed from the table at Shabbat, and thus we learn Torah along with the men.”


  He seemed impressed with my reply. “You are not easily intimidated by Torah scholars.”


  “I have seven older brothers, five of whom are rabbis,” I said proudly.


  His face clouded for a moment, and convinced that I’d reminded him of sons who died young, I immediately regretted my words. But he recovered his aplomb, saying, “Your father must be truly blessed.”


  “Many people in Sura believe so,” I replied.


  “I would like to hear more about my colleagues in Bavel.” Again his eyes twinkled. “I think I will join you and Yochani in my wife’s carriage to Jerusalem.”


  Afraid that my face would betray my consternation, I announced that I needed to take Yehudit back to our quarters. I could feel my yetzer hara and yetzer tov pulling me in opposite directions, the former celebrating how exciting it would be to spend so much time in the company of this attractive, charming man, and the latter warning me to have as little to do with him as possible before I became completely enamored of him.
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  Susanna showed no surprise that her husband was accompanying us to Jerusalem for Tisha B’Av. Instead she was pleased that his presence would ensure us decent accommodations just outside the city. Evidently there was no place for Jews to stay in Jerusalem itself.


  Our trip to what the Romans now called Aelia Capitolina was so unremarkable that I began to wonder if my earlier reaction to Rabbi Avahu had been warranted. His horse-drawn carriage was quite spacious, with two wide seats facing each other, plus room for luggage and slaves outside in the rear. The entire compartment was roofed, with a door opening on one side and a window on the other providing ventilation. Not that a larger amount of the hot and humid air would have made us any less uncomfortable, but I’d never ridden in such a luxurious vehicle before, and it was certainly better than riding donkeys or camels.


  I was thankful that our carriage shaded us from the blazing summer sun. However, like the litters in Bavel, its primary purpose was to protect the occupants from inclement weather and curious onlookers. Allowing the traveler inside to enjoy the scenery was apparently a low priority, not that there was much to admire on our journey. Once we turned inland and left behind the fertile Plain of Sharon with its vistas of the Great Sea, all I could see were dun-colored hills covered by olive trees and flocks of sheep. If any crops grew here, they’d been harvested months ago.


  Rabbi Avahu, who’d probably seen enough olive trees and sheep for a lifetime, questioned me at length about Mishna study in Bavel. Naturally I didn’t disclose Father’s poor opinion of the students in Tiberias, but concentrated on reassuring him that scholars were thriving in Sura, Nehardea, Pumbedita, and Machoza, in addition to smaller communities. Not wanting to disappoint him, I said nothing about Jews who rejected the rabbis’ authority. While Yochani grumbled that there were plenty of am-ha’aretz in the West, I had the impression that there were far more of them in Bavel.


  “You are not persecuted by the Persians?” he asked, more curious than skeptical.


  “Under the previous king, the high priest encouraged the Magi to interfere with our burials and Hanukah lamps,” I said. “But no Jews were injured or jailed, and our taxes remained the same as Persians. Now that King Narseh rules, we are not molested in any way. He only persecutes the Nazarenes.”


  My three carriage companions made exclamations of surprise.


  “Neither Persians nor Jews proselytize, so we get along well in this regard,” I explained. “Whereas the Nazarenes devote themselves to converting everyone to their heresy, which infuriates the Persians.”


  “Of course, the Jews of Bavel have never revolted against their Persian rulers,” Susanna pointed out.


  I was taken aback with Susanna’s implication that Rome wouldn’t have oppressed Israel if the Jews had not rebelled against them. Was her opinion common, or did she feel this way because of her husband’s close ties with the government?


  “Do many Jews believe that Jerusalem would still be standing if Israel had accepted Roman rule?” I asked, perhaps a little too boldly.


  Rabbi Avahu’s voice was firm. “Elohim decided to destroy Jerusalem because of Israel’s sins. Rome was merely the instrument He chose to inflict the punishment.”


  Chagrined, I promptly supported him. “That is what Father and the other scholars in Bavel say.”


  He paused as the carriage lurched over some bumps in the road. “Did your father and his students discuss why Jerusalem was destroyed?”


  “Many times,” I replied, relieved that I was not ignorant on the subject. “Father taught in the name of Rav that Jerusalem was destroyed because they demeaned Torah scholars, as it is written: ‘They mocked the messengers of Elohim and disdained His words…until the wrath of Adonai rose against His people.’”


  He looked pleased and surprised. “Ulla says the city was destroyed because they had no shame for one another.” He then recited the verse from Jeremiah that supported this.


  “Rav Hamnuna said it was because they turned children away from Torah study.” I too quoted a verse from Jeremiah for proof.


  “Reish Lakish told Rabbi Judah Nesiah that any city in which children do not study Torah would be destroyed,” he concurred.


  Could I possibly quote more scholars on the subject from Bavel than Rabbi Avahu could from the West? “Abaye said that Jerusalem was destroyed because they desecrated Shabbat and Abba bar Joseph said it was because truthful men had disappeared there,” I continued.


  “Rabbi Chanina said it was because they did not admonish one another,” he added.


  “Rav Yitzhak said that it was because the great and small were considered equal.” I was running out of sages, so in desperation I asked Rabbi Avahu, “What do you say?”


  “I teach that Jerusalem was destroyed because they did not recite the Shema in the morning and evening.”


  It was prudent to agree with my host. “Any Jew who is so debauched that he cannot perform even the simple mitzvah of reciting the Shema at the proper time is beyond redemption.”


  Rabbi Avahu may have guessed that I was finished. He looked at me keenly and asked, “Were any of these Eastern scholars your unwanted suitors?”


  I nodded and named Abba.


  He smiled and proceeded to dispute Abba’s statement. “Even during Jerusalem’s downfall truthful men did not disappear.” He then quoted a complicated passage from the prophet Isaiah to prove that although the city’s inhabitants were ignorant of Torah, they admitted the fact rather than lying and saying they’d forgotten it.


  I couldn’t believe it. I had just held my own in a debate with the great Rabbi Avahu! My satisfaction was tinged with sadness as I thought of how proud Rami and Grandfather would have been to hear me.


  Amazingly, our trip from Caesarea to the outskirts of Jerusalem was accomplished in a single day, albeit a long and bumpy one. Not all our time was devoted to discussing heavy subjects. Yochani brought Susanna and Rabbi Avahu news of acquaintances in Sepphoris and Tiberias, and they did the same for those in Caesarea and Akko. Knowing none of these people, I was content to watch the scenery outside and point out sheep to Yehudit. With the sun beating down, we spent much of the afternoon napping.


  We ate our last frugal meal in the carriage shortly before sunset and arrived at our lodgings, the residence of the local Roman military commander, under the light of the three-quarter moon. Since we were fasting, it didn’t matter that they had no kosher food for us.


  We rose at dawn and were standing before the city gate in less than an hour. Not that the gate did anything to prevent people from entering, for the heavy stone walls were breached in many places and Jews were pouring in through all of them. Everyone was dressed in plain clothing, with some in sackcloth and ashes. Many faces were already streaked with tears.


  I was too shocked to cry, for the destruction around me was overwhelming. Blackened bricks and stones lay piled everywhere, all that remained of the once-celebrated homes and shops. To remind the Jews of their defeat, the Romans had prevented anyone from clearing the roads for two hundred years. Thus it was a continuous struggle, as I made my way among the ruins, between staring at the devastation around me and trying to avoid falling over the rubble at my feet.


  The crowds grew larger, and I held tight to Yochani and Nurse. Bowed with sorrow, or intent on not tripping, everyone was heading in the same direction, toward the ruins of the Holy Temple itself. There, bewailing our momentous loss, we would pray the morning service and chant Lamentations. I felt the pressure of sorrow growing within me, and knew that at any moment it would break and my tears would start streaming.


  The streets were more crowded than those around Ezekiel’s tomb on Shavuot, and I feared that people would be trampled. High on what remained of the city walls, Roman soldiers stood ready to maintain order, but mostly they mocked the defeated, miserable multitude below. When our progress slowed, I wondered if Rabbi Avahu would use his status to get us close to the ruins, just as the exilarch had gotten our family into Ezekiel’s Synagogue years before. But the swarm of people continued walking.


  Eventually we turned a corner, and the scene took my breath away. A giant wall towered over a flat area somewhat cleared of debris, creating a broad courtyard. Men and women filled the space, swaying to and fro as they prayed. But mostly they cried, and their myriad moans and wails combined to sound as though the very earth was keening her grief. I could understand why the Rabbis said these ruins filled with demons at night.


  As tears poured down Yochani’s cheeks, I felt my own eyes grow wet and overflow, but it was only when Yehudit began to bawl that I started to sob and shake with a sorrow I hadn’t felt since Rami’s funeral. My feeling of hopelessness was overwhelming.


  One day the Temple would be rebuilt, possibly even in our lifetime. But my Rami was gone forever.


  When we reached the massive stone ruins and stood dwarfed beneath them, I had no voice to recite the morning service. I let others say it for me, mouthing the words with them. As we came to the final refrain of Lamentations, “Take us back to You, Adonai, and we shall return; renew our days as of old,” it seemed that our cries rose and assailed the Heavens themselves.


  I stumbled away with the others, wandering numbly past the fallen stones and crumbled walls until it was time for the afternoon service. The sun beat down on us with a vengeance, and the air was heavy with the stink of thousands of sweaty, unwashed, and unperfumed bodies. Thankfully, I was able to find a shaded spot to suckle Yehudit.


  Finally the sun set and my ordeal was over. When we arrived at Rabbi Avahu’s carriage, his slaves were waiting with a hearty meal and plenty to drink. I couldn’t imagine where they procured it, but I didn’t care. I gobbled it down and sank into the soft carriage cushions for the short ride back to the commander’s residence. I felt exhausted, but I was unable to fall asleep. For even after I remarried—and from my undeniable response to Rabbi Avahu’s charm I knew I must before my yetzer hara overpowered me—my days would never be renewed as of old.


  Given Rabbi Avahu’s pressing schedule, I was surprised, and a little anxious, when he agreed to Susanna’s request that we take two leisurely days to return to Caesarea via the cooler coastal road, rather than rush back the way we’d come. Even hearing him say that this would give him a chance to do some business in the port city of Jaffa did little to calm the unease I felt at being attracted to the man against my will.


  My disquiet increased when, once Yochani and Susanna finished gushing about how there was nothing like a good cry to make a person feel better, he turned to me with an animated expression. “It seems to me that, having lived among the Persians all your life, you should have some knowledge of their ways.”


  I nodded. “Their beliefs are no secret.”


  Susanna leaned forward, her eyes wide. “Do they really worship fire?”


  “Not really,” I replied. “Like Israel, they believe in one God, Who created the world and everything in it. Seven of His creations are considered holy: fire, water, earth, metal, air, good animals, and people. From what I’ve heard, they worship their God, whose name is Ahura Mazda, with sacrifices at fire altars in their temples, but they don’t actually worship the fire itself.”


  “So they’re not idol worshippers?” Rav Avahu asked, his forehead creased with thought.


  I shook my head vehemently. “They hate idolaters and destroy all pagan idols of the people they conquer.”


  “Tell us more.” He leaned closer, and I could smell his distinctly masculine odor, not yet diluted by any perfume.


  I tried to ignore it and recall what I’d learned from Kimchit’s and Rahel’s Persian clients. Not that we discussed religion specifically, but sometimes our different customs and rituals came up in conversation. I would start with the similarities.


  “Persians believe that people were created to do good and fight evil, and to bear children who will do the same,” I began. “They are admonished to have good thoughts, good speech, and good deeds, for when they die Mazda will judge them on these to determine whether they merit paradise or everlasting torment.”


  My three companions looked both surprised and intrigued, for they had surely heard many foul rumors about Rome’s enemy.


  “If, as you say, Persians believe that their God wants them to procreate to fight evil,” Rabbi Avahu spoke as if addressing a court, “then they would consider the Nazarenes, who practice celibacy, to be abetting evil. That would be another reason why the Persians persecute them and not the Jews.”


  It was my turn for astonishment. “Nazarenes are celibate? How can any people survive if they don’t procreate?” And how did they manage to find converts who were willing to forgo the pleasures of the marital bed?


  “Evidently not all of them are celibate,” Susanna replied archly. “But let’s not talk about them until you’ve told us all about the Persians.”


  So I continued: “Our Law, the Torah, was given to us by our prophet Moses, while their law, the Avesta, was given to them by their prophet Zoroaster. We have both a Written and Oral Torah, but their Avesta is only oral and must be memorized by the Magi—their priests, scholars, and judges.”


  “They have priests, scholars, and judges too?” Yochani asked in amazement. “I thought they were all warriors.”


  When I nodded, Rabbi Avahu asked, “How does a Persian become a scholar or judge?”


  “Like us, priesthood passes from father to son. But while any Jewish boy who excels at his studies can become a rabbi, in Persia only Magi are trained as scholars and judges.” My face clouded as I continued, “As our priests did when the Temple stood, theirs also make sacrifices on their festivals and purify the people who become impure.”


  As I expected, a sad silence descended as we recalled the Temple sacrifices and priestly functions that were no more.


  Rabbi Avahu was the first to speak. “How do their people become impure? And what do the priests do to purify them?”


  Thanks to Zahra, at least I knew how to answer his first question. “Part of fighting evil is keeping the seven creations from becoming polluted with the impurity of death,” I said. “However, Persians have two types of dead matter, corpses and excrement, the latter being anything that issues from a person’s body—blood, cut nails and hair, saliva, urine, feces, semen, and even breath. All these are immediately seized and polluted by Nasus, the Corpse Demoness.”


  Judging by their rapt expressions, my audience found this fascinating. “Anyone thus polluted must be ritually purified and Nasus driven away.” I took a deep breath before continuing, for this next part would certainly sound strange to them. “In addition, Mazda’s seven holy creations must be protected from Nasus, which means that dead bodies cannot be buried in the ground, meat cannot be roasted in a fire but must be cooked in a vessel, chamber pots cannot be emptied into streams, and a niddah pollutes even the air she gazes at.”


  Their questions came all at once. “How do they dispose of dead bodies? What kind of privies do they have, and what do people do when there are no privies close by? How does a niddah manage her household? What about breast milk? How do they procreate if semen pollutes?”


  And this from Rabbi Avahu, “How do they become purified from Nasus if they can’t use water or fire?”


  I answered the rabbi’s question first, because it was the easiest. “I don’t know the details of their purity rituals, only that they involve washing with bull urine and can take several days.” I held up my hands and added, “Now, don’t ask how they get the bull urine.”


  As I expected, they looked at me incredulously. Then Susanna began to titter, followed by Yochani giggling, until we were all laughing uproariously, even Yehudit. Eventually Rabbi Avahu calmed us by admonishing that death was a serious matter.


  I returned to answering their questions. “Breast milk and semen do not pollute when they go directly from one person’s body into another’s. But Persians consider it a terrible sin for a man to emit semen anywhere except into a woman’s womb.”


  Rabbi Avahu nodded in approval. “As do we.”


  “A niddah does not manage her household,” I said. “For nine days, whether she’s still bleeding or not, she stays alone in a windowless hut and has food brought to her.”


  Yochani and Susanna looked at each other in horror. “And I thought our laws were strict,” Susanna said with a shudder.


  “Persian privies are lined with stone, which is not subject to pollution,” I explained. “And if someone is out in the fields, he finds some rocks on which to relieve himself. In truth, everyone cleans themselves with round stones or pottery shards, even Jews, never with running water like you do here.”


  “I remember hearing that the Persians expose their dead,” Rabbi Avahu said. “And bury only the bones.”


  “It’s true.” I shivered in disgust. “Persians leave the bodies on stone towers until birds and wild animals eat the flesh; then they bury the bones or seal them in stone sarcophagi.”


  That gruesome scene was too much for my audience to imagine. When Yochani asked Susanna where we would be staying and how much farther it was until we got there, I understood that they’d heard enough about Persians.


  After breaking our fast and saying our morning prayers in Jaffa, where we’d spent the night at the home of a wealthy ship owner, Susanna couldn’t wait to go to the bathhouse.


  “I’m sure this is nothing to you, Hisdadukh,” she said. “But to go ten days without bathing or anointing seems like an eternity for me.”


  Yochani rubbed her hands in anticipation. “Indeed. Susanna is taking us to a special place, a bathhouse right on the sea. There are both saltwater and freshwater pools, plus a private beach where we can bathe in the sea itself.”


  “To give us the maximum amount of time there, our host has arranged to deliver the midday meal to the bathhouse.” Susanna sighed with anticipation. “After we eat, I think I’ll have my blood let, since it’s been well over thirty days.”


  “No, you mustn’t. It’s too dangerous,” I warned her. “Shmuel taught that only First, Fourth, and Sixth Days are safe for bloodletting, and he was an expert on the stars and their influences.”


  “Did he explain why the other days aren’t?” Yochani asked.


  “The Third because Mars is sovereign then,” I said. “And the other two because the Heavenly Court convenes on those days, just as earthly courts do, and you don’t want to be judged while undergoing a risky procedure.”


  Susanna shrugged. “I guess you Chaldeans know best about these things.”


  I was not offended by her using the name Chaldean, although I wasn’t sure if she meant me or Shmuel. At home only astrologers were called Chaldeans, but people in the West called someone a Chaldean if he came from Bavel and knew anything about sorcery, healing, or the stars.


  The Jaffa bathhouse was as nice as Susanna described. I particularly enjoyed swimming in the sea, whose cool water was wonderfully refreshing after the heat and stink of Jerusalem. She and Yochani were surprised that I knew how to swim, something only boys were taught in the West. But when I explained that Jews in Bavel usually immersed in rivers and canals, they agreed that this skill could also be lifesaving for girls.


  After another night in Jaffa, we left early for Caesarea. The sea breezes kept the carriage cool, and while my companions probably found the unchanging view boring, I was entranced by the endless blue expanse of water. Susanna and Yochani occupied themselves with an enthusiastic discussion of the banquet Susanna was planning for Tu B’Av, four days hence.


  The more I heard about the celebration, the less disposed I was to attend, although I understood that I must attend if I wanted to avoid insulting my hosts. For the primary purpose of Tu B’Av, besides being an antidote to the despair of Tisha B’Av, was to arrange matches between unmarried men and women. Under the full moon, in the warm summer air, the young people danced the night away, hoping those they found most appealing would find them appealing in return. Copious amounts of wine facilitated their pairing up as well.


  Suddenly Rabbi Avahu motioned his wife to switch seats with him, so he sat beside me. “Our talk the other day has made me realize how little I know about the Persians,” he said. “Yet it seems that they may defeat Rome and become our new rulers.”


  Had he noticed my discomfort with the older women’s conversation or was he merely bored with it? “What else can I tell you?” I asked.


  “You were careful not to dwell on them earlier, but surely there are other differences between us.”


  I was reluctant to complain about my compatriots to a foreigner, but his interest in my views was so flattering that I had to tell him more. Luckily it was easy to think of a benign disparity between Jews and Persians so soon after Tisha B’Av. “The Persian religion forbids fasting, and they observe no days of public mourning,” I said. “All their festivals are celebrated with feasting and gifts to the poor.”


  He bent his head closer to mine and lowered his voice. “I understand they practice incest.”


  He had undoubtedly also gone to a bathhouse yesterday, for I could smell his spicy anointing oil. “Only the royal family and some of the high nobility marry their sisters and daughters, but many Persians marry cousins,” I replied. “All Persians must marry within their class.”


  “Their class?” he asked. “Like Jews are divided into Kohen, Levite, and Israel?”


  I shook my head. “They have four classes of freemen. The top three are nobles, warriors, and priests, which includes the physicians, court officials, and astronomers,” I said. “Farmers and artisans rank at the bottom.”


  “Where do merchants fit in?”


  He had not moved away, and my heartbeat quickened at his proximity. “There aren’t many Persian merchants.”


  “No merchants?” His eyebrows rose skeptically. “When Persia sits at the very center of the Silk Road?”


  “There is no place in their hierarchy for merchants,” I said. “Ahura Mazda wants his people to earn a living from growing food and making useful items, not by profiting off those who do.”


  “No wonder the Jews in Bavel are so prosperous.” He smiled knowingly and displayed teeth that were not quite as perfect as Rami’s had been. “Their merchants have no competition.”


  “The majority of Jews are like my family,” I protested. “Mostly farmers, except for an occasional merchant.”


  Demonstrating the charisma for which he was famous, Rabbi Avahu spent the rest of our trip questioning me about the intricacies of turning dates into beer and flax into linen, as if these were the most fascinating topics in the world. And though I resisted, I felt myself succumbing to his charm.


  Nurse encouraged me to attend the Tu B’Av celebration. Even though I wasn’t looking for a new husband, the music and dancing would be good for me. After all, she reminded me, I hadn’t been to such a banquet since my own wedding. And in the unlikely event that Yehudit woke during the night, I wouldn’t be far away.


  So I let Leuton curl my hair, daub me with perfume, and dress me in white linen. But when I approached the large courtyard, and heard music playing and people talking in animated voices, I held back.


  What was I, a widow from Bavel, doing at this celebration of matchmaking where nearly everyone was a complete stranger? Not only was I in no position to participate in such an endeavor, but watching them happen all around me while I was excluded was sure to make me miserable.


  I was about to turn back when Yochani came up next to me. “I’m so glad you decided to join us. You look lovely.”


  “Compared to all the fresh young maidens here, I must seem like a wilted flower.”


  “Let all the youths flock to the virgins.” She thrust a cup of wine at me. “You can dance and enjoy yourself without having to worry about such things.”


  I downed the cup of wine, savoring its fine flavor. Despite the large gathering, Rabbi Avahu hadn’t stinted on refreshments. “I will have to depend on you to ensure that I only drink an odd number of cups,” I told her.


  Yochani looked at me in confusion. “Whatever for?”


  I returned her gaze with equal surprise. “You don’t know the danger of pairs?” When she shook her head, I explained, “Demons have permission to attack anyone who drinks an even number of cups.”


  “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” she sputtered, as Rabbi Avahu walked over to us.


  “Hisdadukh is correct,” he said. “For there is a Baraita that teaches: ‘He should not eat pairs, nor drink pairs, nor wipe in pairs, nor cohabit in pairs.’”


  I knew that Baraita as well, so I recited it with him.


  “It is clear that our Sages knew of the danger,” he said. “Yet today we are not concerned with pairs in Eretz Israel.”


  “Still, I would prefer that Yochani count my cups.”


  He spoke to Yochani but his smile took in both of us. “Since Hisdadukh has only drunk her first cup of wine, you must be sure to give two cups at a time from now on.” Then he disappeared back into the crowd.


  Trying to see where he went, I noticed knots of older men and women chatting at the edges of the dancing. “Why are all those people just standing there?”


  Yochani grinned knowingly. “Those are the girls’ parents, ready to meet with a young man should a mutual attraction develop.”


  “Only the girls’ parents?”


  “Men here marry much later than in Bavel, so most of them have no parents to arrange their matches.”


  I gazed at the dancers and realized that, indeed, the majority of men were my age or older. The musicians began a new tune, and, the wine already untying the knot in my belly, I took my place among the young women.


  After a while I decided that I had been worried over nothing. As long as I didn’t make eye contact with any of the men, none of them troubled me. The musicians were excellent, and I relished dancing again after such a long hiatus. I took small breaks to eat or savor another two cups of my hosts’ excellent wine. I had been silly to be so concerned. This was truly a delightful banquet, and I intended to enjoy it to the fullest.


  The night wore on as I swayed to the music, appreciating the sea breeze on my damp skin. The moon was low in the sky when I sensed that someone was watching me. The feeling was so strong that, forgetting my earlier resolve, I scanned the circle of spectators.


  And met the stare of a man I had never seen before. He immediately recognized that I had returned his gaze and began walking intently toward me.


  TWENTY-SEVEN
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  In a panic, I looked for an escape. But as the stranger bore down on me, I realized that fleeing the courtyard was childish behavior unworthy of Rav Hisda’s daughter, widow and mother of two children. I took a deep breath and waited.


  He did not look like a scholar. His dark hair was closely cropped and he was clean-shaven. For a moment I thought he might be Roman, but then he addressed me in idiomatic Aramaic. “I’ve been watching and admiring you for so long I’d almost given up hope that you’d notice.”


  “Am I supposed to know you?” I knew I’d never seen this man before.


  “Forgive me, my name is Salaman.”


  Salaman, the king who built the First Temple, but as Greeks pronounced it? I tried to hide my confusion about his identity. “Are you a native of Caesarea?”


  “Sepphoris is my home, but I’ve been working here for several years.”


  I relaxed slightly. Sepphoris was almost entirely a Jewish city, so Salaman was not likely a pagan. But I was baffled at what to do next. Between Saracen caravan guides and Silk Road merchants, I’d probably met more strange men than most women, but that was with Father or Tachlifa accompanying me. Here I was without a guardian.


  He gazed at me patiently, and I began to blush. Obviously he was here to find a bride, and just as obviously I needed to let him know that I was not looking for a husband.


  “I must apologize to you, Salaman, for I am celebrating Tu B’Av under false pretences. I am a widow, but it is too soon for me to marry again.”


  He smiled broadly, displaying such perfect teeth that I was instantly reminded of Rami. “I must confess that I too am here under false pretences, for I am not looking for a wife.”


  I sighed with relief, only to wonder what he was doing here. “Are you also a guest of Rabbi Avahu, then?”


  “I am not staying here at the moment, although I have in the past,” he replied, “which is why I am familiar with the banquets he hosts every year at this time.”


  Suddenly I felt tired, both from dancing so late into the night and with this fruitless conversation. I yawned widely, and was perhaps more rude than I might have been otherwise. “I’d like to go to bed before the sun rises, so if you have anything specific you want to say, perhaps you should say it now.”


  “I am the artisan who laid these mosaic floors, and I have a commission for something even more impressive in Sepphoris.” His tone was businesslike. “Two of the panels will include a beautiful woman’s portrait, and I want you to be the model.”


  My first thought was to reject his request unequivocally. But something, maybe the wine, made me hesitate. “I don’t know,” I said. “I’d need to hear more about this project, and I’m too tired to think about it tonight.”


  “When are you going back to Sepphoris?”


  “Tomorrow or the next day.”


  “I won’t be ready to start working on it for months, Hisdadukh, so you don’t have to decide right away. I’ll come see you sometime after Hanukah.”


  I was halfway back to my room before I realized that I had told him neither my name nor where I was staying.


  I knew Yochani would be disappointed, but as soon as we returned to Sepphoris I told her I would be spending Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur at the Babylonian synagogue.


  “Can’t you at least come with me on the first day of Rosh Hashana and go there on the second?” she asked plaintively.


  Usually I tried to please my hostess by joining her outings, but I needed to celebrate the New Year and atone for my sins in a congregation where I was comfortable, where the service and chanting were familiar rather than jarring.


  “I’m sorry, Yochani, but I need to concentrate on my prayers, and the different way they’re said in the West is too distracting.”


  She sighed. “I understand.”


  I gave her a hug. “I’d be happy to go there for Sukkot.”


  The festival of Sukkot started five days after Yom Kippur and lasted a week, so there were plenty of services to attend. At one of Yochani’s synagogues, it was too much of an effort to understand the leader’s dialect, so when he gave his homily, I let my thoughts drift back to the summer. I recalled how I’d wandered through Rabbi Avahu’s residence the day after his Tu B’Av feast, scrutinizing the mosaics. Each one had increased my esteem for the artist. Had Salaman actually created the designs or merely installed them? Surely his asking me to be his model implied the former.


  I’d expected Susanna or Yochani, or perhaps even Rabbi Avahu himself, to question me about the man I’d met that night, but they must have gone to bed earlier. So I said nothing about him, and lost the opportunity to find out how, and how much, he had learned about me. Salaman said that he’d see me after Hanukah. Did that mean he observed Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur in Caesarea, or perhaps he came home for them? I hadn’t seen him on the streets, but Sepphoris was a big city.


  As Hanukah approached, I began scanning men’s faces on the street for his, and whenever I walked across a particularly nice mosaic floor, I wondered if he’d created it. I was reluctant to ask Yochani if she knew him, as that was the surest way to inform the entire town of my interest.


  So I concentrated on enjoying my daughter now that she was walking and able to understand some of what she heard. To my relief, Yehudit was more cautious than her older brother, and while she found many things fascinating, she was more likely to observe them for a while before making an investigation. She so enjoyed watching the kitchen slaves make bread that I let her have her own piece of dough to knead along with them. She was an affectionate child, eager for attention from our all-female household, but men made her shy.


  Yet as much as I took pleasure in my daughter’s progress from baby to toddler, I felt restless. Of course I missed Rami and Chama, but I also had a nagging nostalgia for my days as an apprentice charasheta. So while I continued to weave red silk ribbons, I began inscribing amulets for select clients, regulars at the Babylonian synagogue or friends of Yochani. I wasn’t confident of my power to make angels and demons listen to me, not in this new land, so I didn’t advertise my profession. The few amulets I did write left me aching for the power I used to invoke. Thankfully, my amulets were generally effective at protecting my clients.


  Yochani grew excited as Hanukah drew closer, for we would be celebrating the festival at the palace of Judah Nesiah, patriarch of the Jews in Eretz Israel. Judah Nesiah had been a student of Rabbi Yohanan, and every winter since he’d assumed the office of patriarch six years earlier, he’d invited Yochani to join his household for Hanukah.


  His counterpart in Bavel was the exilarch, who was also an enormously wealthy man with great tracts of land. But though both positions ranked highly in their respective political hierarchies, the Romans taxed Jews in the West to support the patriarch’s office, while the exilarch was expected to support his bureaucracy from his own income.


  “We need to buy you a new stola for Hanukah,” Yochani declared. “Anyone invited to the patriarch’s palace must wear their finest clothes.”


  “But Simeon just got me a silk one for Rosh Hashana,” I protested. “Why can’t I wear that?”


  “It’s for warm weather, so there’s no matching palla.” Yochani would not be easily deterred. “I know. We’ll make you a limbus to wear underneath, and a palla to complement it.”


  “What’s a limbus?” I groaned. Not another piece of complicated Roman women’s clothing. It already took me far longer to get dressed here than in Bavel, and it required Leuton’s assistance.


  “It’s just a pleated skirt that gives your stola fullness at the bottom, as if you’re wearing another gown,” she explained. “The more layers a woman has on, the greater her status.”


  There was no point arguing with her, and I didn’t want to deny her the pleasure of shopping with me. Besides, it was time for me to spend some of those gold coins Tachlifa had given me. So we made a trip to Caesarea, where Yochani helped me choose a suitable length of fine wool, a golden yellow to match my silk.


  “It comes from far to the north, in Britain,” she said. “It’s so cold there that the sheep grow exceptional wool.”


  Visiting the port city again reminded me of a question I had for her. “Why does Judah Nesiah celebrate Hanukah in Sepphoris when he lives in Caesarea most of the time?” I asked, as her dressmaker measured me for the limbus and palla.


  “Sepphoris has been the Nesiah’s home for generations,” she replied proudly. “He only goes to Caesarea because the government is located there.”


  Something about her tone struck me as unconvincing, so I asked again after the dressmaker had gone.


  This time she lowered her voice conspiratorially. “The Romans don’t object to Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkot because they are ancient holidays described in our scriptures. But Hanukah is a new festival, and worse—”


  “It celebrates Israel rebelling against its conquerors, defeating them, and rededicating the Temple,” I interjected. “Unlike Tisha B’Av, when we wallow in our defeat.”


  She nodded. “It would be a provocation for the Nesiah to celebrate Hanukah right under the provincial governor’s nose. That’s why Rabbi Avahu and Susanna come here too.”


  Initially I incorrectly assumed that we’d be going to Judah Nesiah’s for only one night of Hanukah. Luckily for me, and for Yehudit, his palace was just up the hill from Yochani’s home. Thus I could leave immediately after they lit the Hanukah lamps, nurse my daughter before she went to sleep, and return for the feast with no one but Yochani and Susanna the wiser. I would even have time to light my own lamp in the interim.


  But when I slipped out of the palace, the panorama before me took my breath away. From my position high in the upper city, a myriad of brightly burning lamps was visible throughout the lower. Whether shining from upper windows or outside gates and doorways, the flickering points of light were everywhere. It seemed as though the stars had come down to inhabit Sepphoris. The view from Yochani’s roof was almost as impressive, and I couldn’t resist taking Yehudit outside to admire it.


  Kindling fire was prohibited on Shabbat, so everyone lit their lamps late on that night, well after the holy day was over. Thus Yochani was able to enjoy the scene with me as we walked home from the Nesiah’s.


  “My father used to bring me up here during Hanukah when I was little,” she said with a sigh. “He’d carry me on his shoulders and he was so tall I could see the whole town.”


  She sniffed back nostalgic tears, and I sensed that this was the time to ask about Reish Lakish and Rabbi Yohanan.


  “What was your father like? There are so many stories about him.”


  “Such as?” Yochani’s voice rose defensively.


  I tried to pick the least controversial of the rumors I’d heard. “That he was once so poor he sold himself as a gladiator, that he didn’t know any Torah until he began studying with Rabbi Yohanan, that they met when Rabbi Yohanan was bathing and your father thought he was a woman, and that when they were old they quarreled so vehemently over something that they died without reconciling.”


  Yochani’s sigh of relief was so heavy that I realized I must have avoided some sensitive topic. “It is indeed true that he was a gladiator in his youth, but you cannot imagine the poverty that drove him to it. Drought after drought meant that each year his father’s land yielded less produce, and each new emperor increased taxes and debased the currency further.”


  Her voice became bitter. “Small farmers like my grandfather were forced to sell to large landowners, becoming like slaves on their former property. Productivity fell even lower.”


  “How awful.” And how different from Bavel, where the land was so fertile that industrious tenant farmers could earn more than the landowners.


  “Father told me he was so hungry as a youth that when he heard how well gladiators ate, he decided he’d rather die quickly with a full stomach than slowly of starvation,” she said. “He was big and strong from working on the farm, and he was clever too, so he won all his contests. Eventually he won his freedom as well.” Yochani’s voice was full of pride.


  “Is that when he met Rabbi Yohanan?”


  She hesitated and appeared to be deciding something. “I don’t make excuses for what my father did next, for he could have found work as a caravan guard. Instead he became a brigand, robbing prosperous-looking merchants on the road. He even led his own band of highwaymen.”


  I said nothing, although Yochani had just confirmed another rumor I’d heard about Reish Lakish.


  “But the band broke up, each man accusing the others of demanding too big a share. My father was on his way back to the family farm, curious if any of his relatives still lived there, when he noticed Rabbi Yohanan bathing in a stream below.”


  We paused to stare just as a shooting star raced across the sky.


  “Reish Lakish really thought he was a woman?” I asked as we began walking again.


  “Indeed,” Yochani said. “Uncle Yohanan didn’t have a beard, and he was so plump that he appeared to have breasts…”


  “And he was exceedingly beautiful,” I continued for her.


  “My father thought he was a harlot, for what other woman would be bathing like that, all by herself?” she explained. “So he undressed and jumped down into the water.”


  My jaw dropped in amazement. “What happened when he discovered a man instead?”


  Yochani cleared her throat, and when she spoke, I sensed that she was holding something back: “Father was annoyed and said that such beauty belonged to women. But Uncle Yohanan, impressed with Father’s vitality and aware of the lustful act Father had intended, said strength like that should be used for Torah study. Furthermore, he said if my father agreed and repented, he could marry his sister, who was even more beautiful.”


  “And that is what happened,” I concluded, wondering what she hadn’t told me. Was it really just Torah study and a beautiful bride that cured him of his banditry?


  “Indeed. He married my mother, and Uncle Yohanan taught him Torah, both Scripture and Mishna, so he became a great scholar.”


  We stopped at the bottom of the hill to greet several people heading up to view the same panorama we’d just admired. “But eventually there was a problem,” I suggested gently when we reached the Street of Leatherworkers.


  “So many people know, so I may as well tell you.” Yochani sighed. “It was years later, in the study hall, after Father had been a rabbi and Uncle’s study partner for some time. They were debating over when in their formation metal items like swords, knives, and spears could become impure,” she began. “All agreed that they remained pure until finished, but Father and Uncle Yohanan argued over when in the process they were complete. Finally Uncle Yohanan accepted Father’s expertise in the matter, saying, ‘A brigand knows the tools of brigandage.’”


  “Oh no,” I gasped. “How could Rabbi Yohanan publically remind Reish Lakish, his own study partner, of his previous criminal career after he’d repented and gone on to study Torah?”


  “Especially since Uncle taught that it was better to cast oneself into a furnace than to embarrass another person in public,” she said bitterly. “While many people knew Father had been a gladiator, his time as a bandit was a secret. Uncle tried to dismiss his breach of confidence by explaining that he meant that a gladiator knows his weapons. But it was too late. Father felt insulted and humiliated, and expected Uncle to apologize.”


  I shook my head sadly. “I suppose Rabbi Yohanan believed that he’d done nothing wrong, and that Reish Lakish was being both unreasonable and ungrateful after he’d taught him Torah.”


  “Indeed. But the truly terrible part is that Father got sick afterward. Mother went to Uncle Yohanan and cried for him to pray for Father’s recovery, but he refused.”


  “So your father died.” I pulled Yochani close and hugged her. “I’m so sorry. It must have been awful for you.”


  “It was.” Yochani brushed away her tears. “But it was worse for Mother, who never remarried. You can’t imagine her anguish when Uncle Yohanan got sick later and she had to care for him.”


  “They say he was sick from grief over Reish Lakish.”


  “Indeed he was.” Her voice was hard with anger. “He tore his hair and clothes, and kept wailing, ‘Where are you, Lakish, where are you?’ I wanted to shake him and make him see that he was to blame for Father’s death.”


  “But he must have been insane.”


  Yochani blew her nose into the street. “That only made things worse. It may have been wrong, but I prayed for Uncle to die, and he did.”


  We continued to her door in silence, and I wondered if Abba bar Joseph felt any responsibility for Rami’s death. Was that part of his desire to marry me so soon, to save me from a widowhood he’d caused? When Yochani and I separated to go to bed, I apologized for bringing up such a distressing subject in the middle of what was supposed to be a joyous festival.


  “Don’t concern yourself over it. Indeed, one thing I learned from this tragedy was to be slow to anger and quick to forgive,” Yochani replied. “Besides, this all happened almost twenty years ago, and I have better things to worry about.” She managed a small grin and added, “Like making sure I still have eight working lamps for the last night of Hanukah.”


  Judah Nesiah, a proud descendant of the great sage Hillel, followed his ancestor’s teaching to enhance the mitzvah of Hanukah by kindling an additional lamp each night of the festival. Rabbi Avahu was not the only guest to bring his own lamps, and there were some visitors who came only to the final lighting. Thus on the eighth night, the tops of the palace walls were ablaze with all sorts of small fires.


  The sight would have outraged the Magi back in Bavel, but I thought it was glorious. Upon my return from nursing Yehudit, I stood outside the Nesiah’s palace, admiring all the shining flames in the town below. Yehudit would be two years old next fall, so this might be my only Hanukah in Sepphoris.


  “Impressive, isn’t it?” A masculine voice asked me.


  I whirled around to see Salaman resplendent in a formal white wool toga. He was no longer clean shaven, but his beard was shorter than the kind most men in Sepphoris wore. His sudden appearance surprised and unnerved me, yet I was glad to see him.


  “First at Rabbi Avahu’s and now at Judah Nesiah’s,” I said. “You move in exalted circles for a man who installs floors.”


  “My clients are pleased to welcome me to their homes.” He smiled easily, his teeth glinting in the lamplight.


  “You laid the floors here?” I asked in amazement. “But the palace has been here for generations.”


  “Actually my father and grandfather laid them, but I did help a little,” he replied. “And I repair them as necessary.”


  “You weren’t dressed so aristocratically when last we met.”


  “I’m flattered that you noticed my clothes,” he said. “And you weren’t dressed like a married woman when we met, although this outfit makes you look just as lovely.”


  Feeling both pleased and uncomfortable with his compliment, I ignored it. “What do you mean, ‘dressed like a married woman’?”


  “Only married women are supposed to wear the stola.”


  I was stunned. Why would Yochani have made me wear a stola? Were Susanna and the Nesiah’s other guests now snickering over my fashion error? Suddenly I didn’t want to go back inside.


  Salaman must have noticed my alarmed expression. “Don’t worry. Some widows continue to wear a stola, especially if they don’t intend to remarry. Few widows as young as you still wear it though.”


  I didn’t want to discuss my marital status with this man I barely knew. “So are you here for Hanukah, or is it time for your next project?”


  “I am almost ready to begin.” He paused and gazed at me. “You look particularly beautiful in yellow. You must wear this gown when you pose for me.”


  I put my hands on my hips and scowled. “I haven’t agreed to pose for you.”


  “Yet,” he added, flashing me that amazing smile. Then he shrugged. “You’ll be my model whether you pose or not, although I do hope you’ll help me so the final portrait will be from life rather than from my memory.”


  Even with inscribing a few amulets again, the many hours I spent with Yochani and her friends were no longer as entertaining as they once were. Posing for Salaman and seeing him create his elaborate floors would be something I’d never do in Bavel. And I had to admit that I felt drawn to the dashing artisan.


  “What exactly would being your model entail?” I tried to sound merely curious, rather than actually interested.


  “To begin with, I would need to sketch you,” he replied. “Then, once I worked out the design and where your portrait fit into it, I would draw the reverse template of your face on a flat, wooden board. Next I’d choose the tesserae I need and lay them on the board upside down, fixing them in position with hot beeswax.”


  “Tesserae?” I’d never heard the word before.


  “That’s what we call the small mosaic tiles.” He looked to make sure I was still paying attention. “All this is done in my workshop, by the way. Only at the end, when it’s time to position the portrait on the floor, do I go to the patron’s home. There I pour the cement, turn the board over, and push the tesserae down into the wet mortar.”


  “Where they will then be right side up,” I said excitedly.


  “Exactly.” He seemed pleased with my enthusiasm. “Then I melt the beeswax with hot water, reposition a few tesserae as necessary, and it’s ready for grouting. I would want you there at this stage too, so I could see that it’s a true image.”


  “Do you do this all yourself?” I thought of Rabbi Avahu’s large mosaic floors and the tremendous amount of work it must have taken to create them.


  Salaman chuckled and shook his head. “I employ an apprentice, plus I already have templates for most patterns, like foods, plants, animals, and the common borders. Only the wealthiest patrons can afford an entirely original floor, although they’re exactly the people who want one.”


  “I agree to pose for you under one condition,” I declared.


  “And what is that?” he asked suspiciously.


  I crossed my arms over my chest. “I want to see the entire process, at least as it applies to my portrait.”


  He burst out laughing, and then calmed himself. “As long as you’re here in Sepphoris, you’re welcome to watch me work anytime. But I warn you, I can’t delay a step just because you and Yochani are away in Tiberias or Caesarea.”


  “When do we start?” It was too late to pretend I wasn’t eager.


  “I should be ready in two weeks.” He stopped to think for a moment. “I’ll come by for you on the thirteenth, in the early afternoon.”


  It was my turn to think. The thirteenth was an inauspicious day for inscribing amulets, so I wouldn’t be occupied with that. The moon would still be waxing, which bode well for beginning an enterprise, and early afternoon would give me a chance to nurse Yehudit before her nap. Plus, if I invited him to dine with us first, Yochani would be sure to interrogate him more thoroughly than I would have dared. Why should Salaman have the advantage of already knowing so much about me?


  “You must join us for the midday meal first.”


  “Excellent. I was hoping you’d ask.”


  We stood together awkwardly, each waiting for the other to go back inside first, until I felt compelled to break the silence.


  “By the way, when we met in Caesarea, how did you know my name and where I lived?” He couldn’t have questioned my slaves; they were inside with Yehudit.


  “I asked Rabbi Avahu, of course.”


  I walked back to the feast wondering what else Rabbi Avahu had told him about me.


  As I expected, Yochani was delighted with the prospect of Salaman dining with us, although she fretted over the poor selection of produce available at this time of year. She knew him only by reputation, as his family’s workshop had done mosaics in the local synagogues and bathhouses. She insisted that if my features were going to decorate some villa’s floor for years, I must bathe and have my hair done first.


  Needing more time for my hair, I limited my stay in the soaking tubs. There I scrutinized the nearby floor mosaics, which were almost at eye level. I was amazed at how small and precisely cut the tesserae were, how level and smooth, and how, merely individual stones of seemingly random colors when viewed up close, they fit together to create a design or scene that could be discerned only from a distance. I suddenly appreciated how the bath mosaics portrayed an aquatic theme appropriate for their setting.


  Doing my hair took longer than I intended, with the result that Salaman was already talking with Yochani when I returned. He was dressed in the short belted tunic typical of tradesmen, quite different from his previous outfit.


  “I’m sorry I’m late,” I said as I rushed in. “I was delayed at the bathhouse, admiring the mosaics.”


  “Don’t worry,” Yochani said. “Salaman only just arrived.”


  She showed us to our seats, where appetizers were already placed on the small tables before us. I expected Salaman to make the blessing over the bread, but when he didn’t, Yochani said it as if she’d only been waiting for us to get comfortable first. Immediately after I said amen, which Salaman also didn’t, she began her questioning.


  “Tell us, Salaman, how you came to your profession?”


  He dipped his bread in the fish sauce and shrugged. “My grandfather and father made mosaics, so I followed them.”


  She tried for more information. “And how did your grandfather learn it?”


  Salaman saw he would not be permitted to merely eat and then take me to his workshop. “He learned from his grandfather, who was enslaved and sold to a mosaic master in Rome after Bar Kokhba was defeated.”
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  Salaman spoke as if this were perfectly ordinary. “Considering the fate of so many others, I suppose he was fortunate.”


  If he intended to leave Yochani speechless, he succeeded.


  I stared at him in awe. The Sages in Bavel still spoke of Bar Kokhba’s failed rebellion and how the great Rabbi Akiva had mistakenly believed him to be the Messiah. It took twelve Roman legions to crush the Judean revolt, during which half a million Jews perished and many more were sold into slavery. The emperor Hadrian was so determined to prevent another uprising that he banned Jews from Jerusalem, outlawed circumcision, and changed the name of Judea to Palestina, after the Philistines who used to live there.


  “How did he get from Rome to Sepphoris?” I finally asked. Surely it would be a fascinating tale.


  Salaman leaned back in his seat. “The way I heard it, my grandfather’s grandfather learned how to lay mosaics so well that his master gave him increasing responsibility, until he became an artist as well,” he said. “He was given a Jewish slave woman as wife, they had a son whom they named Salaman in memory of the Temple, and all three were freed at the master’s death. Eventually he brought them to Antioch, where he and his son studied at the city’s school of mosaic makers.”


  Yochani refilled his wine cup. “What made them come back to Eretz Israel?”


  “According to my grandfather, Antioch had too many Romans and too many earthquakes, so his father decided to move the family to Sepphoris. Here the population was mostly Jewish, plus wealthy enough to afford mosaics in their buildings.”


  “Do you have any relatives here?” I finally asked. I was amazed at the harrowing tale of how his family had risen from slavery to prosperity. It was the Pesach story come to life.


  He shook his head. “I was my father’s only child to reach adulthood, and I don’t think his siblings survived him.”


  Yochani tsked sympathetically. “Times were very hard back then. Between the droughts, pestilence, and famines, I somehow managed to see two children grown, but like your father, I have neither living siblings nor cousins.”


  Here we lapsed into our own thoughts for so long that I felt as if we were in Persia, where silent meals were customary.


  Finally Salaman turned to me and asked, “According to Rabbi Avahu, things are quite different in your family.”


  “I don’t mean to boast, but I am the youngest of nine, seven boys and two girls, and I have so many nieces and nephews from my brothers that I’ve lost count. My father is a rabbi who teaches Torah and Mishna from our home.” I went on to describe my family’s life in Bavel, focusing on our agricultural endeavors rather than on Father’s wealth and prestige.


  “Hisdadukh is being modest,” Yochani said when I finished. “Her father is a great sage, head of the beit din in Sura in addition to his own Torah academy there.”


  “My father was not a follower of the Rabbis,” Salaman murmured, perhaps concerned that his words might offend us. “He didn’t hold with their innovations and the way they took for themselves the authority to decide what is Jewish Law. As far as he and my grandfather were concerned, it was Rabbi Akiva’s fault that Bar Kokhba rebelled and Judea was destroyed.”


  Yochani practically choked on her wine. I was on the verge of canceling our appointment when I thought of something I needed to know first. “So if you have such disdain for rabbis, how did you and Rabbi Avahu become friendly?”


  “I didn’t say that I disdained rabbis, only that I was raised that way,” he corrected me. “As for Rabbi Avahu, he once saved my life in the bathhouse, although if you ask him, he’ll say that I saved his.”


  Yochani’s eyes opened wide. “Was that when the bathhouse floor in Caesarea collapsed? We heard that he saved over a hundred men’s lives.”


  “What happened?” I asked anxiously.


  “The floors of the hot rooms are built on stone pillars directly above the hypocaust,” he explained. “Except for the pillars, the area under the floor is hollow, allowing the steam to pass through and keep the rooms above hot.”


  “So if the floor collapses, Heaven forbid,” Yochani said. “Bathers will fall either into the steam or, worse, into the fire itself.”


  “But why would it collapse?” I demanded.


  “Floors in an old bathhouse will eventually rot away from exposure to the hot steam,” Salaman replied. “A new bathhouse may not be built properly, so as a rule, I do not frequent any that are less than six months old.”


  “Wait, you didn’t tell us what happened in Caesarea,” I said. “When you and Rabbi Avahu saved each other.”


  “We both happened to be walking in the hot room at the exact moment the floor started to give way,” he began. “As luck would have it, we were both standing atop pillars, which were close enough together that we were able to reach out and support each other as the floor fell into the pit below. Then I took hold of a man near me, and Avahu of a man near him, and those two men of two more, until by the time the floor was gone, nearly everyone in the hot room was safe on a pillar, held fast by two men on either side.” He paused and shook his head at the memory. “After that we just waited until someone shut down the hypocaust and it was cool enough to climb down.”


  I gulped. “Ha-Elohim. I didn’t realize bathhouses could be so treacherous.”


  “Mazikim like to inhabit them, so they can make people slip on wet stones or get burned, or cause all sorts of injuries,” Yochani said. “Probably they were to blame for that floor’s collapse.”


  I looked back and forth between Yochani and Salaman in dismay. How could they discuss such dangerous demons so calmly?


  “That’s why I always wear an amulet when I go to the baths,” Salaman said.


  “An amulet for protection in the bathhouse?” I asked eagerly. “What does it say?”


  He looked at me in surprise. “How should I know? I’ve never opened it up and examined it.”


  “Where did you get it? Who made it for you?”


  “Hisdadukh inscribes amulets herself,” Yochani interjected. “So it’s a matter of professional interest.”


  “I got it in Caesarea. Maybe that’s what saved me.”


  “You’re still using the same one? But it has surely lost its power after protecting you from demons strong enough to collapse a bathhouse floor.” I could almost see the impish mazikim lurking in the steam under the mosaic floor, cackling wildly as they schemed how to injure the bathers above. “You must procure a new one immediately.”


  “Very well. I’ll get it the next time I’m there.”


  “But there must be scribes in Sepphoris. I’ve seen women and children wearing amulets here.” Inscribing amulets tended to be a solitary profession in Bavel, and, to avert accusations of witchcraft, charasheta seldom met together. When no local scribe sought me out, I assumed the situation was similar in the West and made no effort to find any colleagues here.


  Salaman and Yochani exchanged worried looks, but it was Yochani who spoke. “The woman who inscribes amulets here is not known for her good deeds,” she said carefully.


  “And she charges more than in Caesarea,” Salaman added.


  “Let me know when you’re going.” I could hardly contain my excitement. “I’d also like to get one.”


  Then I’d have four amulet inscriptions in my collection, and maybe more if the scribe in Caesarea sold others. From what I’d just heard, a spell for protection in the bathhouse would be a good thing to know here in the West.


  Salaman’s mosaic workshop was fascinating. There were boxes and boxes of tesserae, sorted by color, size, and texture. Large wooden templates were stacked against the walls, and the apprentice was busy laying tesserae on a long piece of wood supported by two tables. The room smelled like it needed a good dusting.


  “These will frame the main mural,” he explained. “The pattern, called twisted rope, is such a common border that I have templates in several sizes.”


  “I’ve seen it many times,” I said.


  He led me to an anteroom, where he had shelves of what looked like large codices. “Let me show you my stock patterns.”


  Soon I was thumbing though pages of mosaic designs. Twisted rope was there, along with other borders I recognized from buildings in the Galilee. But there were more intricate designs too, all sorts of plants and flowers, many I’d never seen before. There were numerous animals, especially birds and fish, which I now knew were for bathhouses. There were horses pulling chariots, hunting scenes with wild animals, plus several men’s and women’s faces.


  “Did you create these designs or are they your father’s?”


  “Some are my father’s and some my grandfather’s,” he replied. “My own designs are in my head, not in any codex. I create each one individually for a unique client.”


  “But you must keep the templates,” I suggested. “So you can utilize them again if necessary.”


  He didn’t reply, but his eyes twinkled at me.


  When I got to a page depicting a fierce-looking dog, Salaman chuckled. “These are popular for near the main door, to guard a house. The words below are Latin for ‘beware of dog,’ not that any thief is likely to know how to read Latin.”


  “You know how to read Latin?” I asked in surprise.


  He shook his head. “Just Aramaic and some Greek.”


  “Did you learn to read Torah in Aramaic or Greek?” I was disappointed, but not surprised, that he didn’t know Hebrew.


  “In Aramaic, like the other boys in my class.”


  I sighed with relief. For some reason it was important to me that Salaman knew the holy scriptures.


  He pulled out another codex. “You’ll like these. They come from Torah and are popular with synagogues.”


  There was the sacrifice of Isaac, King David playing his harp, Sarah being visited by angels, and Noah’s ark. There were also ritual symbols such as the lulav and etrog, the shofar, and different versions of the seven-branched menorah.


  “These are wonderful.” I made no effort to hide my admiration. “I never imagined there could be so many different kinds of mosaics, or that they could be so beautiful.”


  “None will be as beautiful as the one I make of you.”


  I could feel my face flaming as Salaman grinned and began scribbling on a sheet of papyrus. “I see that I will have to compliment you regularly if I want to capture that exact color pink on your cheeks.”


  That only made me blush more and his smile grow wider. He and Rami both had such wonderful smiles. Abba, however, never smiled, except when he’d bested Rami in class. And nobody would call that smile, more of a smirk, wonderful.


  Since I went only when it was inauspicious for inscribing amulets, I usually visited Salaman’s workshop once a week. Even when he wasn’t working on my portrait, it was fascinating to watch him create other mosaics. Judging by the floors he was doing for this new villa, the place was enormous, with different designs in each of the large rooms and hallways.


  I waited impatiently for Salaman to announce his next trip to Caesarea. I was still trying to think of an excuse to visit Susanna, so I could procure some new amulets there, when Yochani’s son Simeon arrived in Sepphoris. With him was my brother Tachlifa, looking somewhat plumper than when I’d seen him last but otherwise much the same.


  “Dada, you look wonderful.” He hugged me tightly. “And little Yehudit. Look how she’s grown.”


  Tachlifa approached her gently, but she still ran to me to pick her up. “It’s all right, Yehudit. Uncle Tachlifa won’t hurt you,” I encouraged her.


  I shrugged helplessly. “She’s shy around strange men. I hope you’re staying longer this time.”


  “I should be able to stay for a couple of weeks and still get back to Sura for Pesach,” he replied.


  Simeon turned to Yochani. “Speaking of Pesach, Mother, I want you and Eliezer’s family to come to Tyre for the festival. Our baby is due around then, so my family can’t travel here or to Tiberias as usual.”


  “You couldn’t keep me away.” Yochani hesitated and looked at me. “What about Hisdadukh? How will you fit us all in?”


  This was the opportunity I was waiting for. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll ask Susanna if we can spend Pesach with them.”


  Yochani sighed with relief. “Of course she’ll agree, especially since you’ll be bringing your daughter. She always complains of not having enough children at the meal.”


  Simeon was as eager to trade news with his mother as I was with Tachlifa, so we each headed to our separate lodgings. My brother pulled out a bag of colored blocks and began stacking them. As expected, Yehudit was soon sitting next to him and squealing with delight whenever the block tower fell.


  “Tell me about Chama,” I urged him. “How is my son?”


  “He seems healthy. He’s as tall as Yehezkel, and from what I hear, he already knows how to read.” Tachlifa looked at me intently. “Dada, every time I see him he looks more and more like you, except that he has Rami’s smile.”


  I blinked back tears. What would my son think when he eventually learned who his true parents were? “What about Mother and Father? Are they well?”


  “They try not to gloat, but they are very pleased with Father’s superior position in Sura. They probably thought Rabbi Huna was going to live to be one hundred and twenty,” he said. “Mother still dyes her hair, so she looks as young as always.”


  “And the others?”


  “Let me see.” Tachlifa stopped to think. “Keshisha and Guria have a baby girl, Pinchas and Beloria another boy. Pazi told me she thinks Achti miscarried again.”


  I shook my head sadly. “Poor Achti.” Maybe the amulet scribe in Caesarea would have one that could dispel the demons or curse that afflicted her.


  “Mari wanted me to tell you that your flax and wheat fields produced well again this year, but he’d like to plant some sesame to take advantage of the current high prices.”


  “I trust him to do what’s best.” What a relief to know that I had such a good steward back home.


  “You may be surprised to hear that your friend Abba is still studying with Father. Frankly, I thought he would have moved to Rav Yosef’s school in Pumbedita by now.”


  “That should make him easy to find when I return after Yehudit is weaned.” I didn’t want to search all over Bavel for him so I could receive my get in person.


  “So what have you been doing this past year?” he asked. “Whatever it is, it certainly agrees with you.”


  I spent the rest of the afternoon telling him about observing Tisha B’Av in Jerusalem with Rabbi Avahu and Susanna, celebrating Hanukah at Judah Nesiah’s, and many other things, including how I was starting to inscribe amulets again. Knowing my family disapproved of associating with nonrabbis, I said nothing of Salaman or his mosaics.


  “So I don’t need any more money from you,” I concluded. “Although I could certainly use more red silk thread.”


  He smiled down at me. “I’ve already arranged that. Simeon brought a good supply for you.”


  Yehudit warmed to Tachlifa so quickly that within days she was riding on his back as if he were a donkey and trying to say his name. I spent every day with him, but the two weeks passed as quickly as a blink of an eye. On Simeon’s recommendation, we traveled with him to Tiberias, where he visited Eliezer while we went to observe the massive flocks of migrating birds that congregated in the wetlands just north of the lake every spring and autumn.


  As Simeon assured us, there were so many birds—swallows, egrets, cranes, and storks, among others—that Yehudit was giddy with excitement. At first she was frightened when a giant mass of them took flight together, their beating wings and loud squawks making such a cacophony that conversation was impossible. But once seated on Tachlifa’s shoulders, she quickly thrilled to the sight, laughing and clapping her hands whenever they abruptly abandoned the water for the sky.


  The only way I could get her to leave without a tantrum was by promising that we would come back to see them again when they returned in the fall.


  “You don’t expect to still be here in the fall, do you?” Tachlifa whispered as we rode back. “Won’t she be twenty-four months old at Rosh Hashana?”


  “I doubt she’ll remember what I said,” I replied. But a stab of guilt assailed me at how easily I’d made a promise to my child that I didn’t plan to keep.


  I felt less guilty for not sending Salaman any messages to explain why I wasn’t coming to his workshop. Sepphoris was a big city, but not so big that Salaman couldn’t find out that my brother was here from Bavel, if he were concerned about my absence. Tachlifa and I prayed daily at the Babylonian synagogue, and twice Simeon took us to the chariot races, another outing that made Yehudit protest when it was time to leave. It wasn’t as if I were in hiding. So while I basked in my brother’s company, I struggled with my conflicted feelings toward Salaman. True, I enjoyed his charm and flattery enough to miss him during these few weeks, but I was wary of his intentions toward me.


  Finally it was the night before Tachlifa and Simeon were due to leave. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with me tomorrow?” my brother asked, his eyes searching mine.


  I thought of Abba bar Joseph still studying in Sura, of my spending Pesach with Rabbi Avahu, and of watching Salaman create a mosaic portrait of me. I thought of how much cooler the summer was in Sepphoris than in Sura, and of the new incantations I could learn only in Caesarea.


  “I’ll wait and return for the New Year.” I managed a wan smile. “Heaven forbid that Abba should think I missed him so much that I came back early.”


  “Then I’ll continue to share your profits with Simeon.” He shot a quick glance at Yochani. “I hope she doesn’t think you’re being ungrateful for all her hospitality.”


  “I’ve tried to share expenses, but it only makes her angry,” I said. “And it’s just for a little while longer.”


  It would be merely a few months until I saw Tachlifa again, yet the next morning my eyes were moist when Yehudit cried as he saddled his mule. We kept him and Simeon in sight until they were no longer even specks on the road out of the city.


  Salaman made no complaint about my sudden absence and reappearance, merely remarking that he hoped I’d enjoyed seeing my brother again. But when I received Susanna’s invitation to spend Pesach in Caesarea, I had to say something. As Yochani predicted, Susanna was delighted with the idea. She insisted that Yehudit and I should leave Sepphoris at the same time Yochani and her family left for Tyre, which would put us in Caesarea even sooner.


  I waited with trepidation for Salaman to reply, afraid that he would admit to working during the festival.


  But he broke out into a smile that lit his face. “Then we shall be celebrating Pesach together.”


  “You’re going to Rabbi Avahu’s?” I was stunned. Surely only other great sages would have seats at the illustrious rabbi’s festival meal.


  “I go every year now,” he replied. “Rabbi Avahu won’t hear of me spending Pesach alone in Sepphoris, not after the bathhouse disaster.”


  “I’ll be arriving a week early, so if you tell me how to find the amulet maker, I can order the bathhouse amulets before the festival starts.” I had already checked the dates, and there were two auspicious days less than a week before Pesach began. And if the scribe were already engaged, there were two more the week after the festival ended.


  “I can do better than that. I’ll go with you,” he said. “Rabbi Avahu doesn’t think it’s wise for an attractive young woman to travel between cities without a male escort.”


  The battle my yetzer hara and yetzer tov fought at my spending all of Pesach with Salaman was intense yet over quickly. My yetzer hara’s eager excitement at the prospect easily vanquished my yetzer tov’s anxiety, as I convinced myself that nothing untoward would happen under Rabbi Avahu’s roof.


  Thus I found myself, several weeks later, standing with Salaman at the gate outside a nondescript courtyard in one of Caesarea’s residential neighborhoods. There was no indication of who lived here or what, if any, service or product they offered. Salaman banged on the gate and we waited.


  “Are you sure this is the place?” I asked. “Maybe the scribe has moved since you were here last.” I didn’t want to imply that Salaman had a poor memory.


  “I know. It doesn’t look like a business. But the scribe works by referral only.”


  I nodded. “My sister-in-law also does that.”


  “Really?” He looked at me quizzically. “What does she do?”


  Before I could figure out how I was going to explain Rahel’s kasa d’charasha to someone from the West, the gate opened a crack and a woman’s wizened face peered out.


  “We’re here to see the scribe,” Salaman said. “We need amulets for the bathhouse.”


  The gate opened just wide enough to admit us into a typical residential courtyard. Poultry scratched in the dirt, laundry was drying in the sun, and two kitchen slaves were grinding grain for what would probably be some of the last bread these inhabitants would eat before switching to matzah for Pesach. But that was assuming the amulet scribe was Jewish.


  I was somewhat reassured when I saw the mezuzah on the entry doorpost, although a Nazarene might have one as well. We entered into a well-lit workroom almost completely occupied by a large table and surrounding benches. Quills and ink pots sat in one corner, and a stack of papyrus sheets opposite them. Shelves on the wall held small boxes whose contents was hidden.


  A bald elderly man entered and gruffly addressed Salaman. “You say you need a new bathhouse amulet. What’s wrong with your old one?”


  I was astonished by the scribe’s behavior. First, that he remembered Salaman and his previous purchase, and second, that he was dissuading a sale instead of encouraging it. Maybe his curtness came from being a man in a woman’s business.


  Salaman was nonplussed. “I have been advised that my current amulet has weakened after protecting me when the bathhouse floor collapsed.”


  The man looked at Salaman with new respect. “Your adviser is correct. And if I needed any more business, I’d ask you to tell your friends how my amulet saved you.”


  “I’d like a bathhouse amulet too,” I said. “I’ve never had one before.”


  “Judging by your accent, that’s because you come from Bavel, where they don’t have many bathhouses.”


  “If we give you our names now, how soon will they be ready?” Salaman asked.


  I held my breath waiting for the answer. I’d been impressed by the scribe’s sharpness a moment earlier, but today was not auspicious for inscribing amulets. Though his bathhouse amulet seemed to be effective, I’d be skeptical of anyone who’d prepare one this day.


  “I don’t write amulets on Third Day,” he objected. “It’s ruled by the planet Mars. Tomorrow morning I’ll be busy with yesterday’s orders, but I suppose I should have yours done by midday the day after that.”


  “My name is Salaman bar Appia and…” He turned to me.


  “Hisdadukh bat Haviva,” I said.


  The scribe squinted at me for a moment, and then pulled out several of the small boxes. “Pick any case you want. There’s brass, tin, lead, silver, wood, and leather to choose from.”


  Salaman chose brass, and I took leather. There was no reason for an expensive case when I was only interested in seeing what the amulet said.


  Next the scribe reluctantly set down a large basket, which was nearly empty except for a few frayed red woolen cords. “I’m sorry, but that’s all I have right now.”


  “We don’t need any.” I displayed the silk ribbons curled up in my purse.


  “Where did you get those?” he demanded excitedly. “How much did they cost?”


  “They didn’t cost me anything,” I said. “My brother is a silk merchant, and I wove them myself.”


  He eyed me shrewdly. “How many ribbons will you trade me in exchange for inscribing your amulets?”


  Before I could answer, Salaman interrupted. “We can’t bargain with you until we know what similar red ribbons sell for in the souk.”


  “I don’t think you’ll see many, but you’re welcome to try,” he said. “We can discuss this further on Fifth Day afternoon.”


  Susanna had never seen ribbons like mine for sale in Caesarea, but she could tell me what the best red woolen strings cost. I knew what silk ribbons sold for in Sura, and eventually, by comparing prices of other goods common in both cities, we decided on a minimum amount for me to ask.


  We gave the scribe plenty of time to prepare our amulets after his midday meal on Fifth Day. This time the courtyard gate opened promptly when Salaman knocked, and the scribe was waiting in his workroom for us.


  He handed Salaman a small brass case, but to me he held out the papyrus alone. “You don’t have to buy a leather case if you intend to put the papyrus in a gold one,” he said. “Besides, leather is a poor choice for a bathhouse amulet.”


  He seemed to be challenging me to read what he’d written.


  As I did, I smiled. The tiny letters were clear and well written, but what cheered me was the incantation’s similarity to a Baraita Father had taught when discussing prayers to say in dangerous places, such as bathhouses. Despite the warm weather, a chill ran down my spine when I got to the final word.


  The incantation read, “May it be Your will, Adonai Elohim, that You cause Hisdadukh bat Haviva to enter in peace and to depart in peace and to return in peace. And may there not happen to her a disaster, that You save Hisdadukh bat Haviva from this fire and heat and drowning and from the like, now and in the future. Amen. Amen. Selah.”


  “I take it you approve,” the scribe said.


  “I have heard its like before,” I admitted. “At what hour today did you write them?”


  He locked eyes with me. “The fourth, of course.”


  Salaman looked at us in confusion. “What on earth are you two talking about?”


  “The fourth hour on Fifth Day is one of the most propitious times of the week for inscribing amulets,” I explained.


  “So you are the Chaldean woman, newly arrived in Sepphoris, who now writes amulets there,” the scribe charged.


  As there was no reason to deny it, I nodded. “I am not trying to cheat you or compete with you, but I want to learn more amulet incantations to use when I return to Bavel.”


  “I will be happy to share my knowledge…” He paused and gazed longingly at my purse. “In return for a sufficient supply of your red silk ribbons.”


  “Gladly.” I agreed without hesitation, tantalized by the promise of new spells. Yochani’s son Simeon would bring me all the red silk thread I wanted from Tyre.


  “Hisdadukh, stop,” Salaman exclaimed. “You don’t know how many incantations he’ll have or even if they’re any good.”


  The scribe frowned. “I’m not the one who needs help. If she doesn’t appreciate my information, she doesn’t have to pay.”


  “Salaman, when you buy an amulet from this man, you trust him with your life,” I said. “He’s undeniably an expert, and where else in the West will I learn what he can teach me?” Neither man needed to know that money was no object for me, that I would pay any price for more amulet spells.


  “Very well,” he conceded.


  I took a deep breath and faced the scribe. “So what kind of incantations do you write?”


  TWENTY-NINE
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  I wavered between hope and trepidation as I awaited his answer.


  “I have amulets for protection from demons, pirates, highwaymen, miscarriage, and the Evil Eye.” The scribe leaned back in his chair and counted them off on his fingers. “Plus to cure fever, epilepsy, and toothache.”


  My eyes widened at the extent of his expertise. “I’ll take them all.” I especially wanted the miscarriage spell for Achti.


  “I’m not done.” He scowled at my impatience. “If a demon’s name is known, I can inscribe an amulet to exorcise it, and if you have a specific enemy, I can write one to suppress him.” He stopped to smile. “I even have an amulet for winning at chariot races. It’s quite popular.”


  “I don’t think I’ll need that last one,” I said. “We don’t have chariot races in Bavel, and I only expect to be here through the fall.”


  “I’ll buy one though,” Salaman said enthusiastically.


  “Your chariot race amulet won’t be ready until the twenty-fifth,” the scribe told Salaman. “But the others are generic, and I can write them on the first day after Pesach.”


  “Can’t you write it for me now?” Salaman leaned forward and grinned conspiratorially. “I was hoping to attend some chariot races during Chol haMoed.”


  The scribe sighed in acquiescence, and I placed a handful of ribbons on the table. “Will this be sufficient?”


  “For the chariot race amulet, certainly,” he replied.


  We haggled good-naturedly while he wrote the amulet for Salaman, until we agreed on somewhat less than my entire supply of ribbons for the total. On our walk back, I allowed Salaman to scold me for letting the scribe take advantage of my relative inexperience with bargaining, for I was convinced I’d gotten the better deal. I teased him in return that an amulet for winning at chariot races could scarcely be effective if everyone else at the hippodrome had one.


  Rabbi Avahu’s gate had just come into view when Salaman turned to me. “I heard that your brother calls you something less formal than Hisdadukh.”


  “My siblings have called me Dada since I was a baby.”


  “Only your siblings? What about your friends?”


  “I’ve lived a sheltered life. I don’t have many friends.”


  Then came the question I was dreading. “Well, then, what did your husband call you? Surely not Hisdadukh.”


  “No, he called me Dodi.”


  Salaman’s blank expression made me recall that he didn’t know Hebrew, and what he said next proved it. “I like it better than Dada, which does sound like a baby’s name.”


  I gathered my courage and risked insulting him. “Even so, I’d rather you didn’t call me that.”


  To my surprise, he nodded. “I understand. Would you mind, then, as your first friend here, if I called you Dada?”


  “Since I don’t have any siblings in the West, it would be nice to hear someone say it.” It would help me think of Salaman more as a brother than a suitor.


  Whether because it was different from my family’s celebration in Bavel or because it reminded me of it, the Pesach festival meal at Rabbi Avahu’s was a disappointment. Considering how unconcerned Jews in the West were about demons and drinking pairs, I was not surprised that there was no blood on the doorposts of Rabbi Avahu’s house. But I still intended to drink only an odd number of cups of wine. I was surprised, however, that instead of sitting on chairs or cushions, we were given individual couches to recline on.


  I tried to hide my regret that, with only a few children present, the lively Ma Nishtana session I so enjoyed at home was limited here to the three questions concerning the matzah, bitter herbs, and roasted meat cited in Mishna. Nobody mentioned anything about staffs or shoes, while in Sura everyone eagerly anticipated getting new sandals for Pesach—sandals they would wear for the first time at the festive meal. The matzah was already neatly stacked on our tables, and of course none of the serious men here would have dreamed of snatching it from another’s.


  Rabbi Avahu told the Exodus story well, with occasional embellishment by his son, Rabbi Chanina, and his colleagues Rabbis Abba and Chiya. But the majority in the room seemed more interested in the upcoming meal. As expected, I sat with the women, and for the early part of the evening, I was occupied with keeping Yehudit interested in the proceedings. Once my daughter went to bed, however, I was forced to listen to my companions’ conversation, which started with complaints about how much work it was for women to prepare for Pesach and how exhausted they were from the arduous process.


  I was beginning to feel sympathy for these women when the subject changed to other aspects of being a rabbi’s wife. I told myself it was the wine speaking, but it was distressing to listen as both Rabbi Abba’s and Rabbi Chiya’s wives made several attempts to elevate their husbands’ status at the expense of Rabbi Avahu’s.


  After the third ritual cup of wine, which was the minimum they’d imbibed, I cringed when Rabbi Abba’s wife turned to Susanna and said, “My husband is every bit the equal of Rabbi Avahu and shows him extra honor only because of his wealth.”


  Rabbi Chiya’s wife was quick to add, “Though fewer people attend my husband’s classes on Jewish Law than Rabbi Avahu’s homilies, it should be compared to two merchants, one selling precious stones and the other knickknacks.” She smiled smugly. “Since only a select few can afford the precious stones, the knickknack merchant will attract more buyers.”


  “My husband created that parable,” Susanna interjected, “in order to assuage Rabbi Chiya’s hurt feelings.”


  Frowning, Rabbi Chiya’s wife declared, “My husband only accompanies Rabbi Avahu home each day out of respect for his relationship to the governor.”


  Susanna promptly pointed out that her husband had accompanied Rabbi Chiya home just the day before.


  I’d had enough and craned my neck to listen to the men. But their conversation was no improvement. Until this time I’d envied Susanna her handsome, learned, and rich husband, but now I saw the jealousy she had to contend with, jealousy Rabbi Avahu obviously had to deflect as well. I thought of Mother and Father, and how fortunate they were that nobody would begrudge Father’s wealth and position as long as Rav Nachman and Yalta were there to attract all the resentment. But this brought to mind images of the Pesach meal my family was enjoying at that very moment without me. A wave of homesickness and longing to see my son washed over me.


  It must have been my foul mood that caused me to say what I next did to the women: “Pesach is the Festival of Freedom, when we celebrate how Elohim freed us from bondage in Egypt. Yet everywhere I go in the West, there are slaves, Jewish slaves, and nobody has redeemed them. Doesn’t the Torah say that Hebrew slaves in Eretz Israel are to be freed after six years?”


  The room was suddenly so quiet that I could hear the waves of the Great Sea outside.


  Rabbi Avahu turned to me and replied, “The law only applies when Jews are sovereign in our own land. Now that Rome rules us, and enslaves us, it is better that poor Jews sell themselves to other Jews rather than become slaves of idolaters.”


  The merchants and their families hurried to say their good-byes, Rabbi Chiya’s wife among them. Next Susanna, her daughter-in-law, and Rabbi Abba’s wife, pleading fatigue, excused themselves too. Except for the slaves, I was the only female left in the room, but I was determined to redeem the evening by listening to the scholars discuss the laws of Pesach. Salaman had stayed as well, but I didn’t dare speculate why.


  Much as Father began his lessons, Rabbi Avahu started with Mishna. “Even the poorest in Israel does not eat without reclining, and they should give him no fewer than four cups of wine, even if they come from the charity plate,” he recited.


  The other rabbis nodded, and after a glance to see if I was following, he continued with a Baraita: “All are obligated to drink these four cups—men, women, and children. Rabbi Judah asked what the purpose was for children to drink wine and said, rather, we give them roasted grain kernels and nuts on Pesach eve so they will ask questions and not fall asleep.”


  Rabbi Abba added another Baraita on the subject: “Rabbi Eliezer said we snatch matzah on the night of Pesach on account of the children, so they shouldn’t fall asleep.”


  At this point I expected a debate to resolve the difference between how Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Judah said to keep the children awake or, at a minimum, for someone to question what it meant to “snatch” matzah.


  But Rabbi Chiya continued with another Baraita instead. “A man is obligated to gladden his children and his household on the festivals, but how does he gladden them? Men with what is suitable for them and women with what is suitable for them.”


  Rabbi Avahu inclined his head in my direction. “A Baraita teaches that while men are gladdened with wine, women in Eretz Israel are gladdened with new white linen clothes and women of Bavel with new colored clothes.” His voice rose at the end as if asking was this true.


  “I can’t speak for the West,” I said, “but in Sura the women do receive new colored garments at Pesach.” I didn’t add that men also got new clothes then, but, frustrated with the lack of debate, I found the courage to ask, “Going back to Rabbi Eliezer, what does he mean by snatching the matzah?”


  My question probably astonished the men, for it was some time before Rabbi Chanina said, “Perhaps he explains why we take the table of ritual foods away early, so the children will ask why it is removed before we’ve eaten.”


  Rabbi Abba disagreed. “Since food makes children drowsy, we take the matzah away before they eat their fill of it and fall asleep.”


  Rabbi Chiya added another possibility. “We hurry to eat the matzah before they fall asleep.”


  Rabbi Avahu may have known something of customs in Bavel because he replied, “Maybe Rabbi Eliezer physically grabs it off the children’s plates to get their attention.”


  To my disappointment, there was no attempt to reach a conclusion. Rabbi Chanina continued with a Baraita teaching that when the Temple stood, rejoicing at festivals was done by eating the sacrificial meat, but now we rejoice with wine.


  I was reminded of the story Yochani told me about Rabbi Yohanan’s grief after Reish Lakish died. Hoping that Rabbi Yohanan would be consoled if they found him a new study partner, his colleagues sent him the brilliant young scholar Rabbi Elazar ben Pedat. But no matter what Rabbi Yohanan said, Rabbi Elazar would reply with a Baraita that supported him.


  Finally the infuriated Rabbi Yohanan sent him away, crying, “You are not like Lakish. Whatever I said, he would pose twenty-four objections, and I would give twenty-four resolutions, so that in the end the law was clear. But you only tell me that a Baraita supports me, and of this I am well aware.”


  I was well aware that I would hear no scintillating debate tonight, only one tedious Baraita after another, like Rabbi Elazar ben Pedat produced. I needed no more evidence that Father was right about the superior sages and students in Bavel. I covered a yawn with my hand and excused myself to go to bed, thankful I’d be celebrating Pesach in Sura next year.


  Rabbi Avahu accompanied me out, and when we reached my doorway, he said, “I thought you’d be interested to know that a Baraita teaches, ‘The Law of Hebrew slaves is in effect only when the Jubilee year is in effect, as it is written: Until the Jubilee year he shall serve you.’ Thus until the Jubilee is observed again, all laws concerning Jewish slaves, including that they are freed after six years, are also not observed.”


  “I appreciate you teaching this to me,” I replied, gratified that he’d taken my question seriously.


  Judging by the crowds at the chariot races, most of the Jews in Caesarea were taking advantage of Chol haMoed, the intermediate days of Pesach when work was forbidden but few other restrictions applied. Located next to the sea, the hippodrome benefited from ocean breezes that kept the stands cool despite the direct sunshine and also dispersed the smell of so many sweating bodies packed together. Salaman told me that it held over fifteen thousand spectators, and I was sure I’d never seen so many people in one location before.


  At first I was worried that we wouldn’t find a place to sit, but Salaman confidently led Yehudit and me up the steep stone steps. Here families sat high up in the semicircular stands, where the children could get a good view, both of the races and of boats in the harbor. There were plenty of Jews sitting nearby, differentiated only because their baskets contained matzah instead of bread and cakes. The afternoon looked to be a warm one, and I was glad to see a large wineskin slung across Salaman’s broad chest.


  What an exciting day. The hippodrome here was larger than in Sepphoris, allowing twelve chariots to compete at once. At the signal, the doors opened and they dashed out, either one man driving two horses or two men with four horses, depending on the race. Both men and horses wore matching colors, so it was easy to distinguish one team from another.


  Immediately everyone was on their feet, waving their arms and cheering. The chariots circled the track seven times, their drivers so determined to win that they thought nothing of forcing another chariot out of the way. The crowd roared their approval of the most appallingly risky maneuvers, and when the horses approached the finish, the already raucous noise reached new heights.


  Salaman was eager to test his new amulet and made a show of asking Yehudit which colors to bet on. Just to make a contest out of it, I had him place small wagers on different ones for me. With my scant experience of chariot races, I could of course only guess which to choose.


  What with continually jumping up and down in the open stands, not to mention all the wine we were drinking, I was exhausted when the final race was over. After collecting our winnings, Salaman hoisted Yehudit over his shoulder, and she was asleep by the time we reached the bottom of the steps. Everywhere I looked, men and women staggered by with slumbering children in their arms. It was a long walk back to Rabbi Avahu’s, and how I envied those children being carried.


  We attended two more chariot races that week, and by the end of the third my enthusiasm was waning. There had been one serious collision, involving several chariots, and though no one was killed, two of the horses were so severely injured that they had to be dispatched where they fell. To my horror, quite a few people in the stands were visibly savoring the spectacle.


  Salaman, on the other hand, was in a celebratory mood. Whether his amulet was responsible or not, fortune had smiled on him, sending him away with a significantly heavier purse than he came with. I managed to win approximately what I’d lost.


  “Let me buy something for you, Dada,” he insisted. “After all, I wouldn’t have this lucky amulet if it weren’t for you.”


  I shook my head. “There’s nothing I need. Use the money to buy some of those rare-colored tesserae you complain are so expensive.”


  “How about some new clothes or some jewelry?”


  “Salaman, in six months I’ll be back in Bavel, where my Roman clothes will be entirely out of place.” He started to speak but I continued, “And where I have more than enough jewelry.”


  “I thought no woman ever has enough jewelry,” he said with a chuckle. Then he grew serious. “Are you really leaving so soon? I thought you wanted to see the floor finished.”


  “I have to go when my brother comes for me.”


  Salaman’s elation evaporated, and we continued on in silence. Again I wondered about his feelings for me. Was he disappointed because he’d miss my company or because his mosaic wouldn’t be as perfect as he’d hoped?


  The day after Pesach ended, I hurried to the scribe’s immediately after saying the morning prayers. He invited me to sit, as he was not quite finished writing all the incantations I wanted. I eyed the small stack of papyri on his workbench with eager anticipation.


  “May I ask you a question?” He nodded without looking up from his writing, and I continued, “Do you think amulets that invoke Adonai Elohim are as effective for Romans as for Jews?”


  That made him stop to think. “An interesting question. Of course no one knows exactly what I’ve written except me—”


  “And the Heavens,” I interjected.


  “A proven amulet spell is effective for anyone whose name is written on it,” he said slowly. “So therefore it shouldn’t matter if that person is a Jew, a Nazarene, or a pagan. Or, for that matter, what the scribe’s religion is.”


  Was that really true? I had to think about it.


  “You know that Salaman is famous for his mosaics?” he asked, apparently not averse to conversing while he worked.


  “I’ve seen Rabbi Avahu’s floors. They’re magnificent.”


  “One of his finest can be found in a bathhouse only a few blocks from here. I frequent it just to appreciate his work.” The scribe added a papyrus to the pile and began writing another. “I hope you won’t consider it prying, but when are you returning to Bavel?”


  I was startled at having the subject arise twice in such a short time, but I gave him the same answer that Salaman received. “In the fall, when my merchant brother returns home from his business in the West. Why do you ask?”


  “It’s good that you’re leaving soon,” he said. “The woman who inscribes amulets in Sepphoris, and there is only one, is a kashafa who does not tolerate competition. She is also unpleasant to deal with, which is why some clients from that city come to me.”


  “I only write a few amulets for people I know, and I don’t publicize my profession at all.”


  “Even so, the word would spread eventually, especially if your amulets prove effective.”


  “But Sepphoris is a big city,” I protested. “Surely there is enough work for two amulet scribes.”


  “That doesn’t matter to her.” He blew on the papyrus to dry the ink and handed it to me along with the others. “Use these in good health.”


  “May I thank you by name?”


  He smiled. “You may call me Ezra.”


  I smiled in return, almost certain that this was not his real name. The biblical Ezra was the Babylonian scribe-priest who led the exiled Jews back to Israel seventy years after King Solomon’s Temple was destroyed. He taught Torah to the people and established the great assembly of judges and sages.


  “Thank you, Ezra. You have been kind and generous.”


  He walked with me to the gate. “One more piece of advice. You are fortunate that, being a foreigner, nobody here except Salaman and I know your mother’s name. I recommend you keep it that way.”


  I stood outside his gate for a while to consider his warning. That he went by an assumed name was enough to prove how seriously he took the threat of another kashafa cursing him. But since no spell could affect me unless it included my mother’s name, I was likely safe until I went home.


  On a whim, I decided to visit the bathhouse Ezra had praised. The first person I asked on the street gave me directions, and I had no trouble finding the impressive building with fountains in front populated by statues of leaping dolphins. I followed another woman into the anteroom, paid admission, and instructed Leuton to guard my things with extra care, especially the scribe’s papyri. As I undressed, I admired the mosaic under my feet, which simulated the sea floor with a design of shells and mollusks. Somehow Salaman had made the beige tesserae look like sand.


  A few moments later, my new bathhouse amulet hanging securely around my neck, I entered into the warm room. The air was so thick with steam that I didn’t see my bath slave until she came out of the cloud and tapped me on the shoulder. I followed her to a bench, passing several patrons whose shadowy forms appeared so abruptly that I nearly bumped into them. Then I sat down, closed my eyes, and as the slave worked the lather into my hair, I thanked whatever lucky stars had brought me to Ezra.


  With soap dripping down my face, I opened my eyes only wide enough to be sure I wouldn’t trip on my way to the pool in the hot room. I lowered myself into the tepid tub and waited impatiently for the slave to rinse my hair so I could see the mosaic murals.


  But when I opened my eyes, I was confronted with the spectacle of a naked man sitting merely a cubit away. Mortified beyond belief, I instantly sank in up to my chin, grateful that the water was so murky from accumulated suds that everything beneath its surface was obscured. A quick glance revealed the other bathers in my pool to be both men and women, and further observation showed mixed groups in the other pools too.


  Nobody was paying particular attention to me, and as people left one pool to enter another or to walk to the massage area, no one seemed to display any untoward interest in all the uncovered flesh. With seven older brothers, I’d certainly seen my share of naked men, but it still scandalized me that men and women, completely nude, stood talking with one another as casually as if they were on the street fully clothed. Especially shocking was the number of uncircumcised men, as I had somehow assumed that Jews and Romans didn’t bathe together.


  I immediately panicked, thinking only to get out of there as fast and as modestly as possible. But how could I do it without attracting any notice? After what seemed like an eternity, I realized how to save myself. When a female slave came close, I motioned her over and explained that I was new to mixed bathing, so would she help me by shielding me with her body while we walked to the hot pool nearest the wall. This she did willingly, and I soon found myself in a tub some distance from the other bathers. Here I was able to calm my flustered mind by viewing the mosaic that filled the entire opposite wall.


  I couldn’t imagine where Salaman had obtained so many blue tesserae, but the effect this created was impressive. The massive mural depicted a school of multicolored fish swimming through an underwater forest of reeds and water lilies. Not only was each fish unique, but the subtle shading he’d given them made them look real, instead of like flat caricatures. The longer I gazed at the scene, the more small details I noticed, until I forgot how desperate I’d been to leave merely a short while before.


  By this time I was sufficiently relaxed to begin sneaking glances at the naked men walking past me. Never having seen one before, I was particularly intrigued by the uncircumcised men. The more men I observed, the more I realized how handsome and well-shaped Rami had been. Eventually I grew bored by the parade of unattractive flesh and returned my attention to Salaman’s marvelous mosaics.


  Their images were still in my mind when I arrived at Rabbi Avahu’s, and Nurse chided me that Yehudit was hungry. By the time I was done nursing her, it was time for the midday meal. After my two upsets earlier, I knew I’d be a poor companion for Susanna, but I didn’t want to worry her about the kashafa in Sepphoris, and I couldn’t possibly reveal my inadvertent visit to a bathhouse with mixed bathing.


  So without thinking that I might be better off ignorant, I shared what Yochani had told me about her father and Rabbi Yohanan. “As much as she told me, I still had the impression that she’d kept something back,” I said, not masking my disappointment.


  Susanna cleared her throat and looked around furtively. “I suppose it doesn’t matter if you know, since you’ll be going back to Bavel soon.” She leaned over and whispered, “But you mustn’t tell anyone what I’ve said, especially not Yochani.”


  “Of course,” I murmured in return.


  “Reish Lakish and Rabbi Yohanan were more than just study partners and brothers-in-law.” Susanna spoke as though I’d know what she meant.


  “I don’t understand.” What could be more than that?


  “They loved each other.” She laid special emphasis on the word “loved,” as if it were a bad thing.


  I blinked in astonishment. “You mean carnally, like a man and woman?” I’d heard that this was a common Roman vice, but it never occurred to me that Jewish men, and especially rabbis, might engage in it.


  She probably didn’t expect me to be so blunt. “Well, I don’t know that they ever acted on their desires, but anyone who saw them together often, like my husband and I did, couldn’t help but notice how they felt about each other.”


  “Give me an example.” Unless Susanna had something more substantial to report, her words were mere rumors.


  “Once, after Reish Lakish died, Judah Nesiah asked why Rabbi Yohanan didn’t teach Torah anymore,” she said. “So Rabbi Yohanan stood up and began to clap, but he only used one hand. Naturally Judah Nesiah was confused and asked why, to which Rabbi Yohanan replied that without Reish Lakish, teaching Torah was like clapping with one hand. He couldn’t do it.”


  I sighed sadly to think of the two rabbis, so necessary to each other that they were like two hands clapping, yet whose seemingly trivial argument had driven them apart.


  Her voice softened. “Rabbi Assi and Rabbi Ami are the same way. You never see one without the other, and their joint ordination ceremony was celebrated just like a wedding.”


  “Now I understand why Yochani was reluctant to mention it.”


  Later in the day, when Salaman showed me the hard-to-find tesserae he’d bought while I was at Ezra’s, I again spoke without thinking of the consequences.


  “I saw your mosaic masterpiece in the bathhouse near the scribe’s this morning,” I said. “The blue and green tiles were so realistic that I almost forgot I was in a bathhouse, and the fish looked like they were going to swim away in an instant.”


  He was silent a moment and then squinted at me. “Dada, that bathhouse doesn’t have separate hours for men and women.”


  I could feel myself starting to blush. “I discovered that by accident. It was quite a shock.”


  “When were you there?”


  “Maybe an hour before midday. I went right after I saw the scribe.”


  He looked pensive. “I was there shortly before midday. I must have just missed you.”


  A vision of encountering him naked at the bathhouse flashed in my mind, and immediately I was burning with shame.


  “I’m sorry,” he said softly. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I’m glad you got to see my mosaics though.”


  I thought he looked more amused than sorry. “I can’t say I was happy to see the place, considering the circumstances. But at least I gained something worthwhile for all my embarrassment.”


  “I have the colors I need for the Sepphoris mosaics now, but I doubt I can have your section done by the fall.”


  “I told you I’m going back to Bavel with my brother.”


  “But he’ll be here next spring.” Salaman’s voice rose slightly. “Can’t you stay until then, Dada?”


  I looked up and our eyes met. He looked sad and a little frightened. “There are things I must take care of back home,” I said slowly. “Things I’ve put off too long already.”


  “Surely they can wait a few months longer…so I can finish your portrait properly.”


  “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.” As much as I wanted to see Chama again, I knew I would miss Salaman when I left. But would he miss me or his model?


  “Perhaps you’ll change your mind when you see how the work progresses.”


  As fortune would have it, I didn’t return to Bavel with Tachlifa in the fall, nor in the following spring either. That summer our king Narseh, still fuming over Persia’s loss of Armenia to Diocletian ten years earlier, declared war on Rome. Taking advantage of the emperor’s preoccupation with a rebellion in Egypt, Narseh marshaled the Saracen princes from the desert for assistance. Together with the Persian army, they forced their way up the Euphrates and invaded Armenia.


  According to Simeon, who brought me the news, General Galerius was already gathering the Roman legions for a counterattack. Thus, while it was perilous even for experienced merchants like Tachlifa to travel the Silk Road, for a young woman and a toddler to attempt such a journey was unthinkable. Until the war was settled, one way or another, Yehudit and I would have to remain in the West. Simeon and I agreed that we had no choice but to end the subterfuge of my supporting Yochani in his name.


  Relief and disappointment warred within me as I thought of staying here with Salaman while Chama waited for me back in Bavel. And neither feeling vanquished the other.


  THIRTY
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  FOURTH YEAR OF KING NARSEH’S REIGN


  •297 CE•


  “See those two young women who just came in.” Yochani pointed discreetly to the pair standing hesitantly at the synagogue entrance, one well fleshed and the other more slender. “I think they’re wives of Roman officers garrisoned here.”


  “Really?” The women didn’t look unusual to me. “Perhaps they’re just visiting over Shabbat.” Recent spring rainstorms, while welcome, had made the roads too muddy to travel, forcing Yochani to spend Shabbat in Sepphoris rather than with her son’s family in Tiberias.


  She shook her head. “I’ve seen them before, while you were at the Babylonian synagogue. I think the plump one is pregnant.”


  The women, fashionably dressed in woolen stolae with wide ornamented borders at the neck and hem, looked uncertainly around the crowded room. I didn’t know if they were locals or not, but recalling how uncomfortable I felt the first time I attended synagogue without Yochani, I gestured for them to sit near us. I scrutinized the heavier woman’s gait as they walked over to join us and had to agree with Yochani’s assessment.


  The two seemed to be following the service, although when it came time for the Torah reading, I was surprised to see the slender one pull out a small codex. Curious, I glanced over, only to find that it was written in Greek. Upon discovering last summer that it would likely be a year or two until I could go home, I had applied myself to learning Greek, the language cultured people speak in the West. I was helped by Yochani, Salaman, and Rabbi Avahu, who insisted that knowing Greek was an ornament for a woman. Eventually I was able to carry on a reasonable conversation, but though I could recognize the letters, reading Greek was beyond me.


  “Welcome to our community. I’m Yochani bat Reish Lakish,” she greeted them in Greek. “And this is Hisdadukh.” Her tone indicated that they should have heard of her father.


  From the women’s confused expressions, it was apparent that Reish Lakish was unknown to them. My name probably puzzled them too. Maybe they weren’t Jewish, but if not, what were they doing in the synagogue?


  The slender one replied politely, “It’s good to meet you. My name is Claudia, and we come from Macedonia.”


  “I’m Julia, and I thank you for addressing us in Greek,” the pregnant one said. “Aramaic is still a struggle for me.”


  “Won’t you join us for the midday meal?” Yochani asked them, always eager to display her hospitality and learn more about newcomers.


  The two exchanged uncertain looks until Claudia spoke. “It would be a pleasure,” she said apologetically. “But our children are at home and we’ve been gone some time already.”


  “You have children? How old are they?” I couldn’t restrain my excitement. “I have a little girl who’ll be three at Rosh Hashana.”


  “All of you are welcome to dine with us,” Yochani added, which brightened them considerably.


  “I also have a three-year-old daughter,” Julia replied.


  Claudia beamed with pride. “My sons are four and just over a year.”


  “How are we going to feed them all?” I asked Yochani as we hurried back. “They’ll have personal slaves plus nurses for the children.”


  Once Yochani recovered from her initial annoyance at the way I’d been secretly funneling money to her through Simeon, she recognized that she would have to let me share expenses openly until I left. Our present difficulty, however, was that the shops were closed on Shabbat and butchering animals was forbidden as well.


  “I was hoping Simeon might be here for Shabbat, so I slaughtered two extra chickens,” she said. “I expect that these God-fearers will be amazed at how I provided so much food with so little notice.”


  “God-fearers?” I’d been in Sepphoris for almost two years and never heard of them.


  “Romans and Greeks who are attracted to Judaism but haven’t converted,” she replied. “They believe in one God, attend synagogue, and have given up most of their old pagan practices, but they don’t observe all the commandments or consider themselves Jewish.”


  “Why don’t they convert?” It didn’t seem right for people to pick and choose the parts of Judaism they’d follow. True, some Jews accepted the Mishna and some didn’t, but one was either a Jew who abided by the written Torah or a pagan who didn’t.


  “Many reasons, but I think niddah restrictions and circumcision are the biggest barriers. Maybe that’s why so many God-fearers seem to be women.”


  When Julia and Claudia arrived with their entourage, including a wet nurse for Claudia’s baby, which explained her svelte figure, few would have guessed that Yochani had expected only a third that number at her table. Her two guests were so impressed by our blessings over the bread and wine that she had no choice but to translate the Hebrew and explain why we, coming from rabbinic families, said them. That was the beginning of a learning experience for all of us.


  As Yochani had surmised, Julia and Claudia were God-fearers. They had never felt right worshipping the pantheon of Roman gods and were intrigued by what they’d heard about Judaism. But it was only when their centurion husbands were posted to Palestina that they got the chance to live among Jews and attend synagogue regularly.


  “I value the moral life that Elohim wants us to follow,” Julia said. Then she smiled and added, “And I don’t mind giving up pork as much as I thought I would.”


  “Elohim created us in His image and wants us to follow His laws so we won’t sin,” Claudia said soberly. “I don’t care about pork, but my husband abhors circumcision and feels entitled to lie with me whenever he wants, whether I’m bleeding or not.”


  I helped myself to chicken stew, stretched further by leeks and legumes from Yochani’s garden, and noted that she had been absolutely right about God-fearers’ difficulty with Judaism.


  “Excuse my ignorance,” Julia addressed Yochani and me. “Since you are both daughters of rabbis, maybe you can explain exactly what a rabbi is and what he does.”


  “Is he some kind of priest?” Claudia asked.


  Yochani indicated that I should answer, so I gave a simple explanation. “Rabbis are Torah scholars, experts in interpreting scripture, so Jews can come to them with questions about what the Torah tells us to do. Some teach the Law to children and older students, others judge Jewish legal cases.”


  There was no reason to tell these God-fearers that rabbis were not respected by all Jews, so I continued with a short description of the priesthood. “Priests used to preside over the Holy Temple in Jerusalem, but now they have no official duties.”


  Claudia noticed that I used the word “now” about priests. “So Jewish priests still exist?” she asked.


  “Priests are descended from Jacob’s son Levi, so priestly families continue to exist, both here and in Babylonia.” I assumed they were somewhat familiar with scripture. “My father and brothers are Kohen, descendants of Moses’s brother Aaron, the first high priest.” My throat tightened and I hesitated for a moment before adding, “As was my husband.”


  “Kohen are honored with the first Torah reading in synagogue,” Yochani added. “And by blessing the congregation with the priestly benediction.”


  “Do rabbis do anything special in synagogue?” Julia asked.


  Yochani and I looked at each other and shook our heads. “Sometimes a rabbi gives a homily,” she replied, although this was a rare occurrence.


  The conversation continued pleasantly, so much so that Yochani encouraged our guests to let their children nap at her home so they could prolong their visit. Julia and Claudia complained good-naturedly about being married to Roman army officers, but admitted the pay and chances for advancement were worth the risks.


  “Where are your husbands now?” I asked. When they looked at me suspiciously, I quickly added, “I’m merely curious. I may be from Babylonia, but I don’t care who wins this war. I just want it to end soon so I can go home again.” That wasn’t entirely true. After seeing the ruins of Jerusalem, I’d much rather be ruled by Persia than by Rome.


  “I suppose the position of so many legions cannot be secret,” Julia replied. “They’re in Syria, guarding the Euphrates as a precaution against a Persian attack against Antioch or Emesa.”


  “General Galerius is leading troops east from the Danube frontier to attack Narseh,” Claudia said with some relief. “So hopefully our men will not see much fighting.”


  I slapped my hand on the table. “That’s an amulet Ezra didn’t teach me!” I exclaimed. “One for soldiers in battle.” Nearly every soldier I saw wore one.


  Julia’s eyes opened wide. “You write amulets?”


  “Of course she does,” Yochani said proudly. “Hisdadukh is a Chaldean.”


  “Would you mind…” Julia cleared her throat. “I mean, what would you charge to write amulets for me and my daughter?” She looked around cautiously and then whispered, “I need one now that I’m expecting a baby.”


  “I can’t write them on Shabbat, but if you come back…” I stopped to consider when the next auspicious time was. “If you return tomorrow morning, I can inscribe them for you both then.”


  “Could you write some for my children too?” Claudia asked.


  “Certainly.” I named a price that women who wore such nicely decorated stolae could likely afford.


  The children were beginning to wake up, so our talk of amulets ceased. From that point on, we watched the children play and talked about domestic matters until it was time for the evening meal. All in all, it was such a congenial Shabbat that we agreed to meet again with the children next week.


  Though it was well after dark when they left, Yochani and I tacitly agreed to delay Havdalah, the ceremony the Rabbis instituted to ritually end Shabbat, until they were gone. We didn’t want to overwhelm the God-fearers with too many rabbinic innovations at once.


  When I saw Salaman later that week, I questioned him about God-fearers. “They seem like nice women, but I don’t know if I approve of them or not.” The am-ha’aretz who followed Torah and rejected Mishna were bad enough, but they were far better than the people who rejected parts of Torah and followed others.


  “There are quite a few of them, especially in Caesarea. In some ways they’re like Jews and in some ways not.”


  “How so?” I wondered if he’d give me the same explanation Yochani, Julia, and Claudia had.


  He paused to think. “They’re like Jews in that they only believe in one God, they pray to Him at synagogue, and they commend His moral world in which good people are rewarded after they die and sinners are punished.”


  “And how not?” I asked. “Besides disapproving of circumcision.”


  “God-fearers don’t find the old pagan sacrifices meaningful, so they don’t mourn the Temple’s destruction,” he replied. “In fact, I don’t think they feel any special attachment to Jerusalem or Eretz Israel at all.”


  “They don’t abide by the Rabbis, either,” I complained. “They’ve never even heard of them.”


  Salaman flashed his perfect smile. “Neither do most Jews, Dada.”


  I stuck out my tongue like I used to do at my brothers. “You’re just saying that to tease me.” Confined to the West as I was, I allowed myself to enjoy Salaman’s charms instead of worrying about his intentions.


  “I apologize. And to make it up to you, you can come with me to see where the mosaics will go in the villa.”


  “You’re laying them already?” I headed for the door. So far I’d only seen the boards with their reverse templates.


  “Not quite yet, but I can show you where they’ll go.”


  We walked up the acropolis until I could hear workers hammering. Then he led me just east of the citadel and above the theater, where a large building was nearing completion.


  “Ha-Elohim!” I gasped once my eyes adjusted to the lack of light indoors. We had entered what would be the triclinium, an enormous dining room. “This is even larger than the floor at Rabbi Avahu’s.”


  Salaman nodded. “It’s over fifteen by twenty cubits and will contain fifteen different panels surrounded by twenty medallions.” He pointed to the center of one side and then to the other. “Your portrait will go here and here.”


  “Whose residence is this?”


  “One of the city councilors.”


  “Oh.” I nodded. The men who made up the city council were the richest and most powerful Jews in Sepphoris.


  “Did you know that when Bar Kokhba led his rebellion, the city council here refused to support him?” Salaman asked. “For a reward, the Romans poured huge amounts of money into projects like the water system, public latrines, and paved streets, in addition to building the theater and hippodrome. They stationed an army legion nearby, which brought Sepphoris’s merchants additional commerce, and built roads for them to travel on.”


  I didn’t know what to say. According to what I’d heard, Bar Kokhba was a hero supported by all the Jews in Eretz Israel. Not that the rabbis mentioned him much in Bavel. So I changed the subject. “Salaman, how soon will you start laying the floor?”


  “Probably in the next few months. I want to have all the templates ready first, so I can lay them out and make sure they fit together properly.”


  “May I come and watch?”


  “Of course, Dada,” he replied. “But I warn you that your portraits will be among the last pieces to go down.”


  “Claudia said that General Galerius is on his way to Armenia now,” I said soberly. “If his attack against King Narseh is successful, I may be able to go home for Rosh Hashana.”


  As much as I enjoyed Yochani’s and Salaman’s company, I was haunted by thoughts of Chama growing up without me. Plus I needed to receive my get from Abba bar Joseph and free myself from the limbo of his invalid betrothal.


  But the stars were not aligned for me, although they were perfectly aligned for the Persian king Narseh. Roman troops crossed the Euphrates, but Galerius had greatly underestimated his foe. Rome suffered a massive defeat and was compelled to flee, with Persia’s army in pursuit. The result so far was that Rome had not only failed to dislodge Narseh from Armenia but had lost the province of Mesopotamia too.


  Claudia and Julia reported that Diocletian was beside himself with rage. The emperor arrived in Antioch and declared that Galerius must take all the blame. He ordered Galerius punished in an act of public humiliation, forcing the general to walk through the dusty streets in front of Diocletian’s chariot.


  At first I’d been overjoyed that the war was over and I could finally leave. But word came that Galerius was mobilizing an enormous army, not only from Syria and Palestina, but with reinforcements from the Danube frontier. Nobody knew exactly when he’d attack, but nobody wanted to be in the way either.


  With their husbands ordered to the front, Claudia and Julia looked to Yochani and me to help fill their anxious hours in a city full of strangers. This usually worked out well, as it provided Yehudit with playmates between the hours I spent teaching her to read. Perhaps it was a mother’s pride, but it seemed to me that she learned especially quickly. Studying from both the Hebrew and the Aramaic versions of Torah, she made such swift progress that at times I almost burst with joy.


  The God-fearers accompanied us to the bathhouse, where I noticed one morning that it no longer struck me as odd that married women in the West didn’t remove the hair from their armpits or between their legs. I had to admit that their acquaintance was helpful when I became dashtana again, for Claudia was able to provide me with all the supplies necessary to manage my flow.


  We went to the theater or chariot races at least weekly, but Yochani and I declined to attend any of the gladiatorial contests. So while Julia and Claudia entertained themselves at the coliseum, I was at Salaman’s workshop. For some reason, I was far more reticent to share my personal life with them than they were with me. Of course they knew I was a widow, but the last thing I wanted anyone to know was why I hadn’t remarried.


  With the return of my menses, I understood that it was only a matter of time. I began to have erotic dreams, sometimes of Rami, but more often featuring Salaman or Rabbi Avahu. There were a few occasions when I woke in the night so aroused that I used my own hands to do what Rami had done with his. My body was telling me that I’d lived without a husband too long.


  But the problem literally reared its ugly head when we all took a trip to the therapeutic hot springs at Hammat, just outside Tiberias. We had arranged to stay several days at one of Hammat’s hostels, and then spend Shabbat with Yochani’s son Eliezer in Tiberias. But whom should I encounter, coming out of the men’s dressing rooms as I was leaving the women’s, but father’s old student Zeira, looking even darker and more hunchbacked than I remembered.


  “Hisdadukh.” His countenance was suffused with astonishment and joy. “I heard that you’d moved to the West, but I never imagined our paths would cross here.”


  “Zeira!” I tried to sound more pleased than I felt. “What brings you here?”


  “I’m Rav Zeira now,” he replied. “And I’m here for the same reason you are, to observe Elohim’s commandment to live in the holy land of Eretz Israel.”


  “How long have you been here? Have you seen my father recently?” My mood had improved immediately upon hearing that Zeira had no inkling why I’d really left Bavel.


  “I guessed that Rome was unlikely to attack King Narseh during the rainy season, so I took a chance and came across the southern Silk Road this past winter,” he said. “Your father and mother are well, which I know because I was studying with Rav Hisda until just before I left.”


  “Are you staying at Hammat? If so, we must dine together.” Perhaps my invitation sounded too enthusiastic, but I was eager to hear the latest news from home.


  “I would enjoy that, though I’m only here until tomorrow.” His disappointment was obvious. “I’m studying with Rabbis Assi and Ami in Tiberias, and I need to be back for Shabbat.”


  Zeira’s face lit up again when I told him, “We are also going to Tiberias for Shabbat.” Then he followed me like a puppy into the dining room.


  Yochani and the God-fearers took one look at my ugly companion and promptly sat elsewhere. Yehudit stayed with me only long enough for a few mouthfuls before deserting me for Julia’s daughter, her new best friend. But sharing a meal with Zeira was not at all disagreeable, as he shared story after story about Father, my brothers, and the current crop of students in Sura. In passing, I learned that Abaye’s first wife had died and he was now remarried, and that Abba bar Joseph still had no children.


  To my relief, Zeira seemed to have no interest in what I’d been doing these last three years, and did not even ask where I was living. Unlike Father, he had a high opinion of the scholars in Tiberias and occasionally interrupted his tales of Bavel with ones that praised Rabbis Assi, Ami, and Elazar ben Pedat. Zeira was especially anxious about learning from Rabbi Assi, for the sage was infamous for his bad temper, especially when he was questioned overmuch. I was content to say as little as possible, although when Zeira mentioned how much he admired Rabbi Avahu, I couldn’t resist remarking that I’d spent Pesach with the rabbi’s family.


  When we shared the evening meal later that day, I did question him about his journey here, thinking that perhaps I too could make the trip during the winter rainy season.


  But he shuddered at the memory. “I’m sure I survived only because I was involved in performing a mitzvah,” he replied. “With so many Saracen princes and much of Persia’s army occupied in Armenia, there is no one left to guard the trade routes. Lawless bands and brigands scour the desert for the few travelers desperate or foolhardy enough to attempt the journey. Our caravan was attacked twice, and men died each time.”


  He continued for some time with details of the raids, turning what must have been a harrowing and exciting experience into one so boring that I entertained myself by watching Yehudit and Julia’s daughter play tag among the tables. I paid him so little attention that the only thing I heard was that he had barely escaped with his life, which he repeated several times. I doubted he suspected my motive for bringing up the subject, but he still managed to frighten me into abandoning any plans for returning to Bavel until peace was reestablished.


  The next morning Zeira and I broke our fast together, and I learned that he’d been forced to divorce his wife when she refused to move to Eretz Israel with him. He told me that he so wanted to study with Elazar ben Pedat that he made one hundred fasts so he might find Elazar alive when he arrived here. In Tiberias I saw Zeira at synagogue services, and to my surprise Rabbi Assi invited me to his home for the three Shabbat meals. Of course Zeira was in attendance there too.


  Once back in Sepphoris, I was somewhat relieved to hear nothing from him. But when we returned to Tiberias the following Shabbat, Zeira was waiting for me at Eliezer’s. The rest of the holy day was a repeat of the previous week, with Zeira dogging my footsteps except when I insisted on taking an afternoon nap. His hunchback made him so short that all I could see of him on these walks was a mop of oily hair crawling with lice.


  On our return to Sepphoris, I felt obliged to tell Yochani something about him having studied with Father, but she earned my eternal gratitude by not pressing me for more. For I’d come to the ghastly conclusion that Rav Zeira wanted to marry me.


  During the week I decided that rather than spend the next Shabbat in Tiberias, I’d suggest that Claudia, Julia, and our children enjoy an excursion to the beach at Caesarea. I was confident that Susanna would invite me and Yehudit to stay longer, which she did. Thus I was in Caesarea when the most extraordinary events occurred.


  We were just finishing our midday meal on Fifth Day when there was a commotion at the door. The next moment a man dressed in a workman’s tunic ran up to Rabbi Avahu. “You don’t have much time,” he said between breaths. “But if you don’t act, Diocletian will punish Judah Nesiah severely.”


  Rabbi Avahu poured the man some wine. “What do you mean?”


  “When Diocletian went to the bathhouse this morning, I pretended to be one of the attendants. That’s how I overheard the plot.” He stopped to drink the entire cup. “Someone has filled the emperor’s ears with tales of the patriarch Judah Nesiah insulting Diocletian the swineherd.”


  Rabbi Avahu groaned. “Not that canard again.”


  “Diocletian, already in a black mood over Galerius’s defeat, demanded that Judah Nesiah explain himself in Caesarea exactly at the close of Shabbat.” The man paused for emphasis. “And to punish the patriarch, the message won’t arrive in Tiberias until tomorrow, just before sunset.”


  Susanna and I looked at each other in dismay. Since it was impossible to get from Tiberias to Caesarea in less than half a day, the patriarch was trapped. He would either have to violate Shabbat by traveling on the Day of Rest or disobey the emperor’s direct order by arriving late.


  Rabbi Avahu jumped up from the table and clapped his hands, causing a roomful of servants to surround him. Quickly he shouted orders to several of the men. “You—bring me a quill, ink, and a fresh papyrus. You—find the swiftest horse and rider to take a message to Tiberias. You and you—hire the fastest chariot racers for tomorrow, a team in Tiberias and another in Sepphoris, plus carts to meet them.”


  He tossed a handful of coins to the informant, and then sat down to write. He had just sealed the letter when we heard the clatter of horses’ hooves in the courtyard. Moments later the message was off, and he sat down to think.


  Susanna asked the question that was in my mind too. “Assuming that your scheme works and Judah Nesiah arrives here in secret tomorrow before Shabbat begins, what will he say to Diocletian that won’t jeopardize your bathhouse spy?”


  He grimaced in annoyance. “That is what I am trying to figure out.”


  Susanna’s mention of a bathhouse spy made me think of the mazikim that haunted bathhouses and tormented the customers. “I have an idea,” I said tentatively.


  They both looked at me expectantly. “What is it?” he asked.


  “Judah Nesiah can say that he was bathing in Tiberias in preparation for Shabbat when a bathhouse mazik appeared and told him what Diocletian was planning,” I said. “Then the mazik further offered to magically transport him to Caesarea when Shabbat ended. Judah Nesiah can explain that the mazik owed him a favor for some reason or that the mazik merely wanted to vex Diocletian.”


  They looked at each other and joined in relieved laughter. When they finally calmed, Rabbi Avahu turned to me and said, “If your plan works, name your reward and you shall have it.”


  “All I ask is that I can continue to enjoy your excellent hospitality.” Despite their great wealth, I didn’t want to overstay my welcome.


  “Consider our house your own,” Susanna replied.


  The next afternoon a nondescript peddler’s cart unloaded its cargo outside Rabbi Avahu’s kitchen, one of many similar carts that arrived in preparation for Shabbat. Two men, heavily cloaked despite the summer heat, disappeared inside and remained in their room until Shabbat was over. At that time Judah Nesiah, Rabbi Avahu, and their entourage entered the carriages that would take them to the emperor.


  Susanna and I waited, and waited. Too nervous to sleep until the men returned, we paced the large hall and drank more than a few cups of wine.


  “Hisdadukh, you don’t have to answer if you’d rather not,” she said abruptly. “But my husband and I were wondering if you’d like our help in arranging for you to find a new husband.”


  THIRTY-ONE
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  My stomach, already in knots, tightened further. Rav Zeira had certainly been attentive to me, and he’d recently gotten divorced. Had he approached Rabbi Avahu about acquiring me as his next wife? Was it Salaman, deciding he’d remained unmarried long enough, who’d contacted the scholar? Considering how often Salaman told me I was beautiful, he had to be attracted to me. Or was there another man entirely?


  Before I could answer Susanna, we heard the unmistakable sound of carriages approaching the gate. We jumped up and rushed to the door, through which Rabbi Avahu and Judah Nesiah walked moments later, laughing and in high spirits.


  Rabbi Avahu threw his arm around Susanna. “Diocletian was completely taken in.”


  Judah Nesiah slapped his thigh. “He will never plot against anyone in a bathhouse again.”


  Despite the men’s distinguished positions, I couldn’t remain silent. “You’re sure he had no idea that you really arrived yesterday?”


  “I doubt he cared after what we had to say,” Rabbi Avahu said. “First, Judah was perfectly obsequious in telling him that though he disdained Diocletian the swineherd, he had only the utmost esteem and honor for Diocletian the emperor.


  “Wait, tell us the whole story.” Susanna waved at the slaves to bring more wine.


  Rabbi Avahu and Judah Nesiah made themselves comfortable as slaves washed their hands and feet. “Diocletian recently received information that directed his outrage against the Nazarenes rather than us,” the patriarch explained. “Apparently the Roman gods were angry that so many soldiers had rejected them to follow the Nazarenes. That’s why the war went badly.”


  “Galerius intends to rid the army, or at least the officers, of all such heretics,” Rabbi Avahu said soberly. “Any who do not publicly sacrifice to the Roman gods and deny this new faith will be executed.”


  “Only the Nazarenes?” I asked. “Israel rejects their gods.”


  “But Israel doesn’t tell the Romans not to worship them, nor do we incite them to worship ours,” Susanna replied. “The Nazarenes, however, do exactly this, plus they meet in secret and practice who knows what kind of clandestine rites.”


  “Rome didn’t care while the Nazarenes attracted women and slaves,” Judah continued. “But when men of high position became heretics and rejected the imperial cult, it was treason.”


  “Emperors have been trying to rid Rome of these heretics for a hundred years,” Rabbi Avahu said. “You’d think it would be easy to isolate them in the cities, but no sooner had one emperor begun persecuting them, than he died and his successor became lax.”


  Judah Nesiah sat up straight. “But tonight we gave Diocletian the key to destroying the Nazarenes once and for all, one that does not involve bloody persecutions that only make martyrs of the victims.”


  Susanna and I leaned forward eagerly.


  Rabbi Avahu spoke. “We pointed out that if Rome allowed the Jews to rebuild the Temple, it would deprive the Nazarenes of their very legitimacy. They claim to be the new Israel, preaching that the destruction of our Temple is proof that Elohim has broken His covenant with us and abandoned us.


  “But if the Temple were rebuilt, it would show that their beliefs are false and their leaders are liars,” Judah continued.


  I couldn’t believe my ears. The Temple had been gone for over two hundred years, but Jews still prayed daily for its return. Was it possible that it could be rebuilt in my lifetime?


  Judah Nesiah had more to say. “The Nazarenes also insist that the death of their false messiah, whose sacrifice atones for the heretics’ sins, is Elohim’s replacement for the sacrifices and atonement our priests achieved in the Holy Temple.”


  This time Rabbi Avahu interrupted: “If Jews begin sacrificing again, then their Messiah’s death has no meaning.”


  “Their followers would quickly desert them,” Susanna said, her eyes bright with excitement.


  Her zeal was contagious, and I thrilled at the thought of bringing such incredible news back to Bavel.


  Then Rabbi Avahu’s eyes met mine. “We also suggested that the Babylonian Jews would be more likely to support Rome against Persia in appreciation for a rebuilt Temple.”


  My enthusiasm flagged. “I don’t know. Probably some would, but I suppose it might depend on the exilarch.” I knew my tone was lukewarm, but since so many Jews in Bavel didn’t follow the Rabbis, what I thought was irrelevant.


  Susanna’s fervor was undimmed. “Maybe the discouraged Nazarenes wouldn’t resume pagan practices after worshipping One God,” she said. “If there were a Temple in Jerusalem, they might become God-fearers or even Jews.”


  Judah Nesiah sighed with pleasure at the idea. “Let’s not ask Heaven for too much. It would be enough if the Temple were rebuilt and the Nazarenes repudiated.”


  Thankfully, the presence of the patriarch effectively prevented me from discussing with Susanna and Rabbi Avahu the difficulties that stood in the way of my finding a new husband. But after spending three weeks in Tiberias celebrating Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur, and Sukkot with both Yochani and Rav Zeira, during which he took Yehudit and me to see the birds at the Hula wetlands several times, Yochani finally brought up the subject I’d been so desperate to avoid. She ensured our privacy by speaking on the road between Tiberias and Sepphoris, where she rode her donkey next to mine. The rainy season had not yet begun, and the hills around us were parched and dun colored. Every step our animals took sent up small clouds of dust.


  “I’ve noticed that Rav Zeira seems quite taken with your company,” she said nonchalantly.


  I could have kicked my donkey to hurry and take me away, but that would have only delayed the inevitable. “He probably thinks I enjoy the sound of his voice as much as he does,” I said. “Either that or he’s pleased to think he’s found the rare woman who prefers listening to speaking.”


  Yochani sighed. “I surmise that this admiration is not mutual.”


  I shook my head. “Even if it were, I couldn’t marry him. I couldn’t marry any rabbi, nor one of their students, and not even a man who follows their teachings.”


  She looked at me in confusion. “Why in Heaven not? You’re the daughter of a rabbi—who else would you marry?”


  If I told her it was complicated she would insist on hearing the details anyway, so I succinctly explained the situation Abba bar Joseph had placed me in. “And thus, because there’s doubt if our betrothal is truly invalid, a rabbi would say I can’t marry until I receive a get from him.”


  “That’s why you’re so eager to return to Bavel.”


  I nodded. “Though I could marry someone who doesn’t accept rabbinic authority to decide Jewish Law,” I said slowly. As soon as the words were out of my mouth I winced at the enormity of what I was suggesting. How could I possibly live with someone whose beliefs were so different from my own?


  She turned to look at me. “Someone like Salaman?”


  I blushed at her accuracy. “He’s attractive and we get along well together, plus he’d probably think my get problem is nonsense.” I hesitated as I realized the consequences of what I’d just said. “That would mean cutting myself off from my family, who would see my actions as repudiating everything they value.”


  “At a minimum they would be sorely disappointed,” Yochani admitted.


  “And at worst they might consider children I had by Salaman, or by any man with his beliefs, to be mamzerim, unfit to marry into the rabbinic community.” My eyes filled with tears of frustration at my dilemma, and I reviled Abba for putting me in it. He was probably smirking at my predicament this very moment.


  “I’m so sorry, Hisdadukh. Indeed I wish I could help.” She was silent for a while before adding, “Maybe you should consult Rabbi Avahu. He’s very clever and might be able to find a solution for you.”


  “Not if it means marrying Rav Zeira,” I declared. “Besides, right now nobody in the West but you knows about my quandary, and I’d prefer not to publicize it.”


  A wistful expression crossed Yochani’s face. “Maybe this Abba bar Joseph will do the right thing and bring you the get this winter. If Rav Zeira could make it here from Bavel, so could another man.”


  I gulped. “I hope not. Zeira barely escaped with his life, and the last thing I need is for Abba to disappear in the desert, leaving me in an even more doubtful position.”


  Yochani was quiet for a while and then surprised me with another question. “One thing I don’t understand. Why would your father, who certainly knows Jewish Law, agree to betroth you to Abba when you’re an adult who must consent to her betrothal herself, either before witnesses or by accepting a gift?”


  If I’d been reluctant to explain things before, I was even more embarrassed to tell her about my childhood pronouncement.


  Yochani was so astonished that she nearly fell off her donkey. “You told your father that you wanted to marry them both?” She shook her head in disbelief.


  “I did,” I replied, my face flaming. “But don’t ask me why I said it, because I don’t remember.”


  Yochani looked at me shrewdly. “And Abba said he’d be the last one?”


  I nodded, and we rode the rest of the way to Sepphoris occupied with our own thoughts. But the question kept nagging at me—whatever had made me say I wanted to marry both Rami and Abba?


  By the time we reached Sepphoris, I had resolved to talk to Salaman, ascertain his intentions, and let him know in no uncertain terms that our friendship could never lead to marriage. But my determination faltered the closer I got to his workshop. And when I saw how his face lit up after not seeing me for a month, I couldn’t bring myself to broach the subject.


  “Dada, I’m so glad to see you.” His face clouded slightly. “But I have news that may disappoint you.”


  I felt my throat tighten in trepidation as various scenarios filled my mind. He’d changed his mind about using my visage in the mosaic, the city councilor had canceled the project, or, worse, he was now betrothed and his future wife objected to him spending so much time with me.


  “What happened?” I squeaked out.


  “I’ve decided to redo your portrait with much smaller tesserae than usual.” He looked at me anxiously. “This way I can create more subtle variations between your earrings, the trim on your garment, the sheen on your lips, the flush on your cheeks…” He trailed off, lost in thought.


  My heart leapt inside, and I knew I’d never find the courage to discuss marriage with him. “Since the war is likely to drag on for at least a year, I won’t be leaving Sepphoris for some time.” I tried to keep the exultation out of my voice.


  “You’re sure you don’t mind the extra posing you’ll need to do?” he asked. “It won’t be as bad as starting from the beginning. I already have all the colors I need.”


  “I wouldn’t abandon you when you’re so close to finishing your work.” I gave him a small smile. “Plus I would probably die of curiosity if I didn’t get to see how it finally looks after all this time posing for you.”


  “You’re welcome at my workshop anytime,” he replied with obvious relief. “You can come watch the installation too. We’ll be starting next week.”


  I knew I’d be too caught up in the excitement of Salaman finally installing the mosaic to stay away. At least I told myself that was the reason.


  Not that I spent more time at his workshop than previously. In truth, I seemed to go there less often, as the number of women wanting my amulets had grown to the point where I spent nearly every auspicious day inscribing them. In addition to the usual clients from the Babylonian synagogue who replaced their amulets at the New Year, I acquired quite a few God-fearers. The power I’d felt in Bavel to adjure angels and demons returned even stronger, and I found it exhilarating.


  Julia had given birth to another girl while I was away, and, judging from the women who said that she or Claudia had recommended me, the two of them had been singing my praises to every Roman in Sepphoris. Yet something else had happened during that month, because on First Day, instead of attending synagogue, Claudia, and sometimes Julia as well, went to church and worshipped with the Nazarenes.


  It was not our place to invite Julia and Claudia to celebrate Hanukah with us at Judah Nesiah’s palace, but by then they had other friends at synagogue to share the holiday with. Their husbands’ legions were called up, and opinion varied as to whether Galerius would surprise the Persians by attacking during the rainy season or wait until spring, the usual start of fighting season, when the roads were more passable. Everyone agreed, however, that the uncertainty itself was a brilliant tactic, since it forced King Narseh to prepare for both possibilities.


  It was First Day just after the Tekufat Tevet, the shortest day of the year, when Julia came to synagogue without Claudia and asked if she could discuss something with me privately.


  “I’m worried about Claudia, that she’s falling under the sway of these Nazarenes,” Julia confessed. “She must understand that Galerius won’t tolerate any of his officers adopting the faith, yet she persists.”


  I tried to hide my disappointment and disapproval. “I don’t know that I can persuade her otherwise.” I couldn’t tell if Julia actually needed my help or if she merely wanted someone to share her anxieties with.


  “Maybe if you came with us to church once or twice and saw what they did there,” Julia pleaded. “Then you could explain to her the wrongness of what they do.”


  For a moment I was speechless. Me—a rabbi’s daughter, a Kohen’s daughter—attend church? I shook my head. “How could anything I say make a difference?”


  “Please, at least you could try to make her see the truth.”


  I suddenly understood that it was Julia who needed convincing, not Claudia. “If I go with you, I reserve the right to leave at any moment rather than commit idolatry.” I had to admit I was curious about how these heretics worshipped.


  “The public part is almost the same as a synagogue service, except they read from their Gospels in addition to scripture,” Julia tried to reassure me. “I haven’t seen anything that looks like idolatry, but only Nazarenes are privy to the secret rites.”


  “When do you want me to go?” Hopefully this unpleasant task would soon be behind me.


  “Can you come this week?” she asked. “They only meet on First Day, in private, in one of the member’s homes.”


  I nodded. “But don’t be too upset if I leave early.”


  I told Yochani that I would not be joining her in Tiberias for Shabbat, that I could not possibly endure another lecture from Rav Zeira on how much he’d learned about tithes from Rabbi Pedat. Actually that wasn’t quite true. I had no objection to studying tithes, but Rav Zeira could make even a fascinating topic boring, and tithes made a tedious one at best.


  On First Day, while waiting for Julia and Claudia to arrive, I wondered what Claudia would think of my suddenly going to church with them. Surely she’d be suspicious. But she readily accepted curiosity as my motive, since it was what brought most people to church the first time.


  As we walked through a residential neighborhood in the lower city, I grew increasingly nervous about encountering someone I knew. Eventually we arrived at an unremarkable courtyard gate, and it was too late to withdraw without giving offense. Someone inside must have recognized Claudia, because we were admitted without question. The anteroom’s windows were shuttered, and the room was so dimly lit that it took some time for my eyes to adjust enough to see that we were in a private home. I saw no special ornaments or decoration to mark its purpose. There were about twenty others, nearly all women and slaves, waiting quietly for services to begin. Judging by their clothes, a few women were affluent but most were not.


  A short time later, we were shown into the triclinium, which smelled strongly of incense. There was no place to sit, but a large table occupied the middle of the room, and at the eastern wall there stood what appeared to be an altar. One of the leaders welcomed us and began the service by encouraging us to join him in singing psalms of praise. Next came a litany of prayers, a confession, and some eulogies, all in Greek.


  I was wondering what would happen next when a door opened and two men came out reverently carrying what Julia had told me was their Gospel codex. This was brought to the table at the center of the room, where one of the men proceeded to read from it. I was greatly relieved to recognize a text from the Septuagint, specifically from the prophet Isaiah. But I was not so relieved when the preacher gave a homily that attempted to demonstrate how the prophet’s words predicted the coming of their messiah, whom they called Jesus Christ.


  After reading the Gospel lesson, he carried the codex to the altar. I noted that while most of those present were women, the leaders were all men. Now, Julia had warned me, came the part for believers only, the Eucharist. So she and I stood back while many in the room, including Claudia, gathered at the altar.


  One of the men held up wine and what looked like ordinary matzah, declaring, “For we do not receive these things as though they were ordinary food and drink; the food over which the thanksgiving has been spoken becomes the flesh and blood of the incarnate Jesus in order to nourish and transform our flesh and blood. They are a remedy bestowing immortality, an antidote preventing death and giving life in Jesus Christ.”


  The bile rose in my throat at this travesty of how rabbis blessed the bread and wine at the start of every festival meal. Jews were forbidden to eat blood or flesh of living animals, but what was this ritual if not pretending to eat those of a man? It was not only idolatry; it was blasphemy. I wanted to vomit, and it was only with the greatest strength of will that I remained for the final benediction. Telling Julia and Claudia that I was feeling ill, which was true, I left before the fellowship meal.


  By the time I reached Yochani’s I felt calmer. No wonder the Romans complained that this new faith appealed to women and slaves. And no wonder it was so popular. Who wouldn’t join a religion that gave life, prevented death, and bestowed immortality so easily? Who wouldn’t accept a faith that merely read from Torah instead of making its adherents actually follow the laws it commanded?


  As for me, even if sixty demons were chasing me, I wouldn’t go to church again next week—or ever. I needed a distraction from my distress, but I’d forgotten that Yochani was still in Tiberias and that Yehudit would be napping. I tried reviewing the Mishna, but instead of pacifying me, this just reminded me of the exasperating Rav Zeira. So I headed to Salaman’s workshop, only to learn that he was at the new villa.


  My spirits improved immediately. Finally I would get my chance to see part of the floor laid. I ignored the gathering clouds and hurried up the hill. The exterior of the building was substantially complete, and workmen were planting the gardens that surrounded it. I made my way to the triclinium, where Salaman was on his knees and making tiny changes to a section of mosaic from which he’d just melted the wax.


  The center panel was already in position, and my jaw dropped as I took in the subject matter. Several half-naked men stood around two others holding up wine cups, one standing upright and one kneeling, a flute player between them. The robes of the kneeling man had slipped to display his genitals.


  “Salaman, what is this?” None of his stock patterns had been so vulgar.


  “Dada, what brings you here today? I wasn’t expecting you.” He looked up at me in bewilderment. His hands were speckled with cement and there were flecks of it in his dark hair. “But to answer your question, these panels celebrate the Greek god Dionysus, patron of wine, grape growing, pleasure, and prosperity, along with praise of self-control and denunciation of self-indulgence.”


  “I don’t see how these panels do any such thing.” I tried not to sound as annoyed as I felt.


  “Let me explain.” Salaman took me from one panel to another. “The center panel depicts a drinking contest between Dionysus and Heracles, which Dionysus has won by standing over the fallen Heracles, who is so inebriated that he doesn’t care that he’s exposed himself.”


  Salaman pointed to the right of the center panel. “Over here will be another criticism of overindulgence, one showing Heracles assaulting a virgin priestess, while the one I’m working on now celebrates Dionysus’s wedding, which illustrates how wine and woman should be consumed appropriately.”


  Now that the wax had melted I could see the man and woman sitting side by side, gazing at each other, a nude Cupid laying a wreath on the bride’s head. Male and female attendants surrounded them, one holding a basket of grapes.


  I knelt down and checked carefully, but the bride was not wearing my face, thank Heaven. A terrifying thought assailed me. “What about my portrait? What indecent scene will I be part of?”


  “You won’t be part of a scene. Your face, crowned with a garland, will gaze at the guests on the far couches, completely uninvolved with the celebration going on around her.”


  I stood up and confronted Salaman. “How could a Jewish city councilor even consider decorating his home with such dissolute scenes of pagan gods?”


  “He was quite specific in his commission.” Salaman’s tone was contrite. “It’s his way of showing how sophisticated and cosmopolitan he is. His guests know he doesn’t worship them.”


  “You mean it’s his way of showing off how rich and dissolute he is,” I shot back. Between the morning’s church service and now this, I felt twice assaulted.


  “It is that also.” Salaman refused to be baited. “But I am merely a craftsman who makes mosaics for a living. I don’t have the luxury of choosing which subjects I’ll depict and which not. It’s a good thing you haven’t seen the work I’ve done in brothels.”


  Before I could think of a suitable retort, my stomach growled.


  “That’s why you’re upset—you’re hungry.” Salaman ordered food brought to me.


  I sat down and helped myself to the bread, cheese, and olives. My initial hunger satisfied, I said, “I admit that your mosaic of pagan gods offends me, but I was already upset before I got here from going to church with Julia and Claudia.”


  “I don’t understand how people can believe the stories about Jesus Christ any more than they can believe the ones about Dionysus and Heracles,” he said after pouring me some wine.


  “So you’ve attended church too?”


  He nodded and said merely, “The experience did not lead to my conversion. I’ll stay with what’s in the Torah.”


  Reassured that Salaman had tried and rejected the Nazarene faith, I felt better. I leaned over and compared the borders of the panels he’d just done. The outer one was a plain red stripe, as opposed to the multicolored twisted rope enclosing the center panel. “I hope I didn’t spoil anything by interrupting your work,” I said.


  “You didn’t. The tesserae need to set in the cement awhile before I grout them.” He shot me a grin. “I’m not sure I should show you the panel that goes next to this one.”


  I smiled back at him. “You’re just saying that to entice me to see it, but I need to be getting back to Yochani’s.”


  “You can’t leave now. It’s raining.” He pointed to the window, where indeed I could see a light rain falling.


  “I suppose I will see the next panel installed after all.”


  The process was fascinating. First Salaman troweled out the wet concrete and then with a smooth motion spread it evenly on the floor immediately to the left of the previous panel. Next he carried the heavy board with the reverse of the next scene on it, as if it weighed nothing, and gently set it in place upside down. I thought this might be all the work he’d do here today, but it was only a few moments before he placed some hot pans on top of the board, and then waited patiently for the wood to warm sufficiently to loosen the wax holding it to the tesserae underneath.


  When he judged the moment right, he carefully rocked the board to and fro until it came away, at the same time making sure the wax still held the tesserae in position. Next he began pouring small amounts of hot water over them, immediately mopping up the melted wax with an absorbent cloth. He worked meticulously from one corner of the panel to the other, his deft fingers delicately adjusting the tiles. The sun was just setting when he was satisfied that every tile was precisely in place.


  He stood up, stretched, and raised an eyebrow as if to ask what I thought of this scene.


  “Evidently Dionysus has won his drinking bout, because he is still upright, while the drunken Heracles has collapsed at his feet.” I was determined to be less judgmental, especially since Heracles’s private parts were not so exposed. “Your workmanship is superb. I can see every muscle on the men’s chests.”


  “After such praise, I can’t possibly allow you to walk home alone,” he said. “If only to prevent you from losing your footing in the mud as you go down the hill.”


  It was so slippery that I had no choice but to hold tightly to Salaman’s arm, which was warm and strong beneath my hand. It was the first time I’d touched a man, other than Father or one of my brothers, since Rami died. It was a feeling I missed.


  When I saw Julia the next morning at synagogue, I explained that I found it unlikely that belief in any man could prevent death and guarantee immortality. Julia didn’t press me further, and after I declined to join her and Claudia for Epiphany services at the church, she didn’t ask me to go there again. We remained friendly, attending synagogue as before, and our children continued to play together. But I was saddened at the distance between us that would never be bridged.


  Early that spring, shortly before the rainy season ended, we learned that General Galerius had unleashed the full force of his massive army against King Narseh in northern Mesopotamia. With Judah Nesiah in negotiations with Diocletian about rebuilding the Temple, I had mixed feelings about whether I favored Rome or Persia to win the war. Still, I agreed to pray for the health and safe return of Julia’s and Claudia’s husbands, if only to spare them the pain of widowhood that I’d suffered.


  Just as Salaman’s work on the city councilor’s new floors was drawing to a conclusion, he refused to let me visit. Like a child, he insisted that I should wait until the mosaics were actually finished and see them in all their glory. With Pesach only a week away, I was beginning to doubt that this would happen before work stopped for the festival. But Salaman surprised me one afternoon by coming to Yochani’s and announcing that I could view them immediately.


  As we walked up the hill, he seemed both excited and nervous. I was flattered that my opinion mattered so much to him. Surely he was well aware of his handiwork’s quality.


  But his masterpiece was even more impressive than I’d anticipated. The acanthus medallions that enclosed the Dionysus panels contained a variety of hunting scenes, mostly of deer, with an occasional tiger or panther. The animals were extraordinarily realistic, and like the fish at the Caesarea bathhouse, had a depth that made them seem as though they were jumping out of the floor. In between one medallion and the next were colorful little birds.


  “This is marvelous. The birds are so finely detailed, yet they’re so small.” I pointed to the U-shaped band at the south end. “This rooster is amazing. I expect him to start crowing any instant. And just looking at the fish is making me hungry.”


  “But what do you think of my ladies?”


  I felt strange staring down at the twin portraits, my portraits, surrounded by acanthus leaves. They weren’t identical—one had longer hair and the other wore earrings—but they were the same woman. I walked from one to the other, embarrassed at how lovely they were, and therefore how lovely I must look. So I teased Salaman gently.


  “You’ve cheated a little,” I said with a grin. “My skin can’t possibly be as pale as you’ve portrayed it.”


  He smiled back at me, his voice pretending to be serious. “A goddess is always depicted with the fairest of skin.”


  He stood there waiting for my assessment, and I knew I had to be truthful, even if it meant sacrificing humility.


  “They are beautiful, Salaman.” I gave full expression to my awe. “You have truly outdone yourself.”


  I could feel his eyes on me as I continued to gaze at the floor. “You’re the one who’s beautiful,” he said reverently. “I merely made a poor copy of what Elohim created.”


  The sound of my heart beating in my chest seemed louder than the birds chirping in the garden outside. We stood there for some time until he broke the silence.


  “Dodi, I’ve earned enough money from this project that I can finally get married.”


  THIRTY-TWO


  [image: ]


  FIFTH YEAR OF KING NARSEH’S REIGN


  •298 CE•


  Evidently he knew some Hebrew after all.


  The next moment he took my hand. I knew I should speak, but I didn’t want to spoil our serenity. For some time I imagined saying yes, followed by him taking me in his arms. Finally I gave up what I knew was only a fantasy and pulled my hand away.


  “Salaman, I can’t marry you.”


  He sighed heavily. “I know. You’re from a priestly family, your father heads a beit din, and all your brothers are rabbis,” he said. “We’re not from the same class. We don’t share the same values.”


  While all that was true, it wasn’t what I meant. “I said I cannot marry you, not that I would not marry you.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  So I explained, again, about my invalid betrothal.


  Salaman rolled his eyes. “So write your so-called fiancé a divorce and send it to him. Be rid of the man.”


  “I can’t do that. The Rabbis say that only a man can initiate a divorce.”


  To my shock, Salaman, who I’d never seen even raise his voice in anger, exploded. “Outrageous! This is exactly the reason I don’t follow your Rabbis, these self-appointed arbiters of Jewish Law.” He furiously stalked across his newly laid floor. “Who gave them the authority to invent this so-called Oral Law? To change the Torah so it means whatever they say it does? Not me and not most Jews.”


  “What would you have me do?” I demanded. “Repudiate my family and everything they believe to marry you?”


  He ignored my question and kept shouting. “Here in Eretz Israel, Jewish women divorce their husbands if they wish. My sister divorced her first husband when he lost too much money gambling, and then married my current brother-in-law without anyone protesting. If you’re going to live here, you should follow our rules, not those in Bavel.”


  I knew that Jews like Salaman didn’t follow the Rabbis or accept the Mishna, but I thought it was mostly over disparities like not saying blessings and the importance of Torah study. If we differed over such crucial matters as what constituted a betrothal or who could divorce whom, then rabbinic Jews and am-ha’aretz could never intermarry. No matter how much I was attracted to Salaman and enjoyed being with him, he was not an appropriate husband for me.


  “Salaman, please.” I could feel my chin quivering and I stopped to control myself. “I don’t want to fight with you.”


  “I’m sorry, Dodi.” His voice was sad too. “The last thing I want is to cause you pain.”


  I brushed away tears and looked up at him. “You were right about all the reasons we shouldn’t marry, but that doesn’t make it easier to accept.” Inside I railed against the fate that had set Salaman and me in two incompatible worlds.


  “I know.” He paused for a moment and seemed to be making a decision. “So unless you or Yochani can recommend someone for me, I will likely go to Rabbi Avahu’s for Tu B’Av this summer and find a bride there.”


  I sniffed back my tears, determined to hide the blow his words had dealt me. Of course Salaman would want a virgin for his first wife, not a widow with children. “I don’t know many maidens in Sepphoris, but I can ask Yochani.”


  “Are you going to Caesarea for Pesach again?” he asked. “If so, we could travel together.”


  I made my decision that instant. “No, I’m going to Tiberias with Yochani.”


  “That’s right, you have a friend there,” he said coolly. “A Chaldean rabbi.”


  Though it was quite unworthy of me, and I was filled with remorse for even thinking it, I still felt a small sense of recompense that Salaman should be jealous too.


  ...


  Two days later, when Simeon’s family arrived from Tyre on their way to Tiberias for Pesach, I was doubly appreciative to accompany them. In addition to saving me from Salaman’s painful company in Caesarea, Simeon had all the latest news about the continuing Roman assault. He also brought me a new supply of red silk thread, which made me realize how many amulets I’d been inscribing, because my stock was nearly gone.


  For his part, Simeon and his wife were in excellent spirits, a perfect tonic for my misery. Not only had the war driven up prices, but Rosh Hashana would start the Sabbatical year, the one year in seven when the Torah commanded Jews in Eretz Israel to leave their land fallow. Since all agricultural activity—plowing, planting, pruning, harvesting—was also prohibited, grain and produce had to be imported. As a result, merchants such as Simeon stood to profit highly.


  Simeon had further good news, at least as far as Rome was concerned. Galerius had pushed the Persian troops out of Mesopotamia, forcing them to retreat into Armenia. The rugged terrain there was favorable to Roman infantry, but not so for King Narseh’s cavalry. Simeon, convinced that locals would aid Galerius, expected Rome to prevail.


  Hopeful that the war would end imminently, I rode into Tiberias in good spirits. My mood lifted higher when we arrived and I learned that Rav Zeira, perhaps hoping to spend the festival week in my company, had gone to Caesarea for Pesach with Rabbi Avahu. Every time I thought of Zeira and Salaman together there without me, it made me smile.


  Thus the week passed pleasantly, with Simeon’s four-year-old daughter making a good companion for Yehudit. My heart swelled as I watched them laugh and play together with the old bowls and pots that had been replaced for Pesach, but I nearly burst with pride at how well Yehudit could now read Torah. My daughter was my treasure, one I wouldn’t have to give up until she married, and maybe not even then if I found her a local husband as Mother had for Achti and me.


  Eliezer took us to see the birds at the Hula swamplands twice, the second visit being necessary because the first site had too many mosquitoes. Simeon’s year-old son entertained us by taking his first unsteady steps, which only served to remind me that normally I would have had another child by now. The Rabbis said that a previously fertile woman became barren if she didn’t lie with a man for ten years. It had already been almost five since Rami’s death, and my prospects for another marriage and more children seemed more remote than ever.


  As the New Year approached, an abundance of wheat appeared in the souk and was snatched up as quickly as it had materialized.


  “Jews in Israel hurry to harvest their grain and plant a new crop before the Sabbatical year begins,” Yochani explained.


  “Then what happens? What will the farmers do for income?”


  “The less pious will plow, plant, and harvest as usual, saying the old Laws don’t apply now that Israel is ruled by Rome,” she said sadly. “Others try to make do with what grows naturally and pray for sustenance from Heaven.”


  “Can they arrange for their pagan neighbors to help?”


  “Those who can, do, but every year more and more Jews relent and work their land.” Yochani sighed. “After all, the Romans collect their taxes and want their soldiers fed whether it’s a Sabbatical year or not.”


  “We won’t go hungry, will we?” I asked anxiously.


  She shook her head. “Cities have the resources to bring in food from abroad. It’s the villagers who suffer.”


  Simeon’s family returned to celebrate Rosh Hashana in Tiberias. But this time his news was devastating. As he’d predicted, Galerius had defeated Narseh in Armenia. Amazingly, Roman forces completely routed the Persians, capturing the king’s harem, his wife, and their children. The poor queen and royal children were to live out the remainder of the war in Syria, a humiliating reminder of Persia’s loss. Simeon chortled lecherously at how Narseh’s harem had been distributed to the Roman officers as booty.


  I cringed at the account, growing more distraught as I recognized that the war was far from over. Galerius, not content with merely seizing Narseh’s family and holding them for ransom, was determined to further avenge his previous shame by driving his army east toward Nisibis, deep into Persian territory. From there it would be an easy passage down the Euphrates to Ctesiphon, the heart of Bavel.


  My throat tightened in fear as memories flooded back of frightened relatives fleeing to my childhood home in Kafri when Rome last sacked the Persian capital. I kept hearing Abba bar Joseph’s terrified voice as he questioned Timonus about the war. Ironically, I found some solace with Rav Zeira, who was even more apprehensive than I. My family, after all, was in Sura, away from the probable war zone, while his friends and colleagues were in Pumbedita and Nehardea, directly on the river. We prayed ardently that the Persian garrison at Nisibis would successfully defend their city and stop the Roman advance.


  But our prayers were in vain. When we returned to Sepphoris, Julia and Claudia had word that the Romans had secured Nisibis before Sukkot. Narseh was begging for peace, but Galerius refused the Persian envoys and ordered his men down the Tigris toward Ctesiphon. I could only be grateful that they weren’t on the Euphrates instead.


  Making me feel worse, the Jewish community of Sepphoris had been invited to the wedding of Salaman ben Marcus and Valeria bat Yosi, to take place on the first day of the following month.


  Yochani insisted that we attend, while I, unable to endure the thought of Salaman bedding his bride in the next room, insisted with equal vigor that I would not remain past the wedding meal. In the end we compromised on staying through the dancing but leaving before the couple entered the bridal chamber. I wore the yellow silk and wool outfit that I’d first worn to Judah Nesiah’s at Hanukah.


  Had it really been three years since that night when I’d first agreed to pose for Salaman’s mosaic?


  Salaman noticed me immediately when we arrived, and his wistful expression made me pity him as much as I pitied myself. His bride was everything a maiden should be—young, demure, modest, pretty—and terrified. I was reminded of my friend Newandukh and the horror she endured after marrying an older man.


  But surely Salaman’s sweet humor and skillful hands would make him a gentle lover. Still, I’d heard stories about women whose husbands preferred a different mate and who took out their dissatisfaction on their innocent brides. My own brother Keshisha had not been at all tender with Yenuka’s daughter Guria, now my sister-in-law as well as my niece, although by the time I heard the tale, things were different. And who knew how Abba treated Choran?


  Stop thinking such carnal thoughts, I told myself severely. I’d only make myself more frustrated and miserable. To ensure that no erotic dreams interrupted my sleep, I studied Tractate Ohalot before I went to bed. Nothing like reviewing the laws concerning impurity of corpses to restrain my yetzer hara.


  The year went from bad to worse. After General Galerius sacked Ctesiphon, King Narseh agreed to peace, but at a terrible price. Rome regained Armenia and Upper Mesopotamia, along with some land east of the Tigris, making this the greatest eastern extension of Roman territory ever. In return Narseh’s wife and children were restored to him.


  One might think that life in Roman Palestina would be better now that the war was over and her soldiers returning. But not all her soldiers would return; Claudia’s husband had died at the Battle of Satala and her fresh widow’s grief reopened the wound I thought I had nearly healed. The weather was unseasonably warm and dry, so Jews who planted despite the prohibition were seeing little return for their efforts. Between that and the army consuming much of the foodstuffs set aside for the Sabbatical year, people began to whisper about the possibility of famine. I worried how my land was doing in Bavel, not that there was any way I could find out.


  In a new and appalling turn, Diocletian increased his persecution of the Nazarenes. Convinced that Rome had defeated Persia because the gods approved his efforts to obliterate the heretics, he ordered churches razed, their holy books burned, and all bishops and priests imprisoned. Galerius went further and demanded that any Nazarene who refused to sacrifice to the gods be burned alive—men, women, and children.


  I had just put Yehudit down to nap after the midday meal on First Day, and I was thinking how sweet she looked while sleeping, her dark curls framing her face and her thumb in her mouth. I was looking forward to relaxing after a busy morning inscribing amulets, when a woman in a red palla poked her head in and asked if Hisdadukh the amulet scribe was available.


  “I’m sorry,” I replied. “Morning was the only propitious time for inscribing amulets today. I’m occupied tomorrow, and Third Day is inauspicious. Can you come back on Fifth Day?”


  She stared at me so long I began to feel my scalp tingle. Then she abruptly left, muttering that Fifth Day was far too long to wait.


  Yochani rushed in moments later. “There was a woman on the road outside, wearing a red palla and walking with a limp.” There was fear in her eyes as she asked me, “Was she here?”


  “She just left. Why do you ask?”


  “What did she want?” Her voice rose in alarm.


  Yochani’s anxiety made my throat constrict. “She asked me about amulets, but I told her it was too late for me to inscribe one today.”


  Yochani sank down at the table and put her head in her hands. Then she jumped up, her eyes wide with fright. “Start packing your things, we’re leaving for Tiberias immediately.”


  “That’s impossible. Yehudit just went to sleep.”


  “Wake her as soon as you’re ready—we need to get there before dark.”


  “What is the matter?” I demanded. “What are you afraid of?”


  Yochani turned to face me. “That woman, the one with the limp who asked you about amulets, is Sepphoris’s kashafa.” She began to pace the room. “I knew there’d be trouble if your amulets were too popular, and now that she knows who you are and where you live, it’s come.”


  “But she can’t curse me,” I protested, trying to stay calm. “She doesn’t know my mother’s name.”


  “She knows mine, she knows your daughter’s, and she’s probably wheedled yours out of your slaves.” Yochani pushed me toward the kiton. “No more discussion. We’re going.”


  Yochani’s fear was contagious. I couldn’t forget how the kashafa had stared at me through her narrowed lids. She didn’t need to know my mother’s name to give me the Evil Eye, and the terror in the pit of my belly came with the certainty that she’d just done exactly that.


  We were still loading the mules when Julia raced into the courtyard. She saw our packed belongings and burst into tears. “Thank Heaven you’re leaving. I don’t care where you’re going—take my children and me with you. Please.”


  Yochani looked at her in disbelief. “Why? What happened?”


  “Soldiers came to church this morning and arrested everyone. They let me go when I made a sacrifice, but Claudia refused. I don’t think she cares about living anymore, now that her husband is dead.”


  “Oh no,” I gasped.


  “They took her and her children away.” Julia was weeping so hard she could scarcely get the words out. “Unless she agrees to sacrifice publicly, which I know she won’t, they will all be killed.”


  I was livid at Claudia. It was one thing to martyr herself, but to condemn her innocent young children to such a horrific death was beyond evil. But, then, she believed that her faith would grant them all eternal life, I thought bitterly.


  Yochani took Julia’s hand and squeezed it. “If you want to come with us to Tiberias, be back here with your children as soon as you can. I’ll go hire another mule.”


  Not even the leatherworker’s family was informed where we were going, and Yochani, who knew where the kashafa lived, made us avoid that entire quarter as we fled. Even after Sepphoris was far behind us, I kept looking back, afraid to imagine what or who might be pursuing us. It was dark when we dismounted in Eliezer’s courtyard, and hours later when I finally fell asleep.


  I kept telling myself there was no need to fear the kashafa back in Sepphoris. The pious rabbis in Tiberias would provide protection to one of their own. But in any case, with the war essentially over, Yehudit and I would soon be on our way home to Sura. In the dark room I wished I could stop running away from my troubles. Trying to escape Abba had sent me to the West. Now this kashafa, along with Salaman and Zeira—I realized with sudden insight—had me fleeing in the opposite direction.


  We told no one what had prompted our sudden visit, and the first week in Tiberias passed without incident. Rav Zeira, of course, was delighted to see me. He attended synagogue with me every day and, taking advantage of his popularity with the local scholars, had the two of us dining at a different rabbi’s table nearly every meal.


  I learned that he had not always been so hunched over and swarthy. Among his numerous fasts, he’d undergone a hundred to make him resistant to the fires of Gehenna. Then, every month he would test this by sitting inside a lit oven, which had no effect on him. But one day, the rabbis—he didn’t know which ones—gave him the Evil Eye, so the oven’s fire blackened his skin and prevented him from standing upright.


  The more I considered Zeira’s strange story, the more I found his exaggerated piety offensive. Most scholars thought holiness should be a private matter, not something to boast about. So I kept my Torah knowledge to myself. While I heard a good many Baraitot at these meals, and continued to review Mishna at night, I neither entered the scholars’ discussions nor made any indication that I appreciated them.


  But my days were not entirely taken up by a parade of rabbinic scholarship. Yehudit, who was growing up before my eyes, had reached the point in her learning where she not only questioned me about the Israelites in the Torah but about Elohim as well. Her innocent inquiries were not always easy to answer, but I was exceedingly pleased that her memory seemed to be every bit as good as mine.


  Yet the maturity that allowed her to learn Torah meant that she often preferred the company of Julia’s daughter, leaving me aching for the days when I was her entire world. So together we all frequented the hot springs at Hammat, and when the weather was nice, we watched the birds migrating through the Hula valley. It was an activity the girls especially enjoyed.


  Except when we were again attacked by mosquitoes.


  This trip to the swamplands started like all the others. Mounted on mules, Julia and I headed north along the lake until it became a marsh. The air was warm and humid, and filled with sounds of croaking frogs and humming insects. When we reached a trail that led to one of the prime viewing spots, we tied up the animals and walked quietly toward the water, careful not to disturb the birds.


  Mosquitoes were a common annoyance, so we always anointed ourselves with a special oil that Eliezer’s wife said repelled them. But this time, immediately after turning a corner, we were engulfed by a horde of them. They were under my clothes and in my eyes, their furious buzzing like millions of tiny screams. In an instant even the smallest piece of exposed skin was covered with them.


  The oil was plainly ineffective, so I grabbed Yehudit and ran for where we left the mules, Nurse right behind me. Julia did the same, carrying the baby herself while her nurse picked up her terrified daughter. The mosquitoes still swarmed us, and with one arm holding Yehudit, my efforts to swat them away were futile. My skin was under assault, a thousand tiny pinpricks, and Yehudit was crying with a pain and terror that I could do nothing to soothe. Finally the mules came into sight, and I practically threw her on Nurse’s lap as I climbed on, and then we were away.


  By the time we reached home, we were covered in angry pink welts. Yochani and her daughter-in-law plastered us with salves and poultices, and a few days later the awful itching was gone.


  Nobody suggested returning to see the birds again.


  Less than a week later, after we’d been there a month, Eliezer’s house was starting to feel crowded. Hospitality being such a Jewish virtue, neither he nor his wife would dream of asking us to leave. Yet I could feel the tension growing and was thankful when Julia broached the subject.


  “I very much appreciate your hosting me and my children, especially at such short notice,” she told them. “But I just realized that we left without telling anyone, which means that when my husband comes back from the East, he won’t know where we’ve gone.”


  “You think you’ll be safe there now?” Yochani asked.


  “I’ve heard that most persecutions are occurring in Caesarea,” she replied. “But even so, I’ll be sure to stay far away from any churches in Sepphoris.”


  Suddenly I realized something important. “Ha-Elohim! I also need to go back to Sepphoris. My brother Tachlifa would be able to travel this winter, and he’d be sure to come looking for me.”


  Yochani gazed back and forth between the two of us. “I suppose I may have been a bit hasty in making us leave without telling anyone.”


  “Nothing has happened so far,” I reminded her. “And if I stop inscribing amulets once we return, hopefully we’ll be safe until Tachlifa arrives.” I tried to sound confident, but there was a sense of foreboding I couldn’t dispel.


  We’d been back only a few days, and were looking forward to celebrating Purim, when Yehudit vomited up her evening meal. In addition her forehead felt warm, so I put her to bed and sang to her until she fell asleep. Small children picked up all sorts of illnesses, I told myself; she’d be better in a few days. Just to be sure, I moved my bedding next to hers so I could be there if necessary. She slept fitfully, waking so often with shivers and complaining that she was cold that I took her into my bed to keep her warm. In the morning she was soaking wet with sweat, but except for her continued lethargy, she seemed better.


  Knowing that her amulet had been weakened, I wrote her a new one. But two days later she began shivering again and complained that her head and stomach hurt. I also wasn’t feeling well, and neither was Nurse. Yochani sent for the doctor, who bled both of us, and that seemed to help for a while. But then I started to feel cold, and no matter how many blankets Yochani gave me, I shivered worse than ever—until the fever came.


  Obviously I wouldn’t ask the Sepphoris kashafa to exorcise the demons afflicting us, so Yochani called in another healer. But the ingredients in his remedy for intermittent fever—seven dates from seven palm trees, seven splinters from seven house beams, seven pegs from seven bridges, seven handfuls of ash from seven ovens, seven clumps of dirt from seven thresholds, seven kinds of pitch from seven ships, seven spoons of cumin, and seven hairs from an old dog’s chin—were difficult to obtain and thus quite expensive. Suspicious of the man’s honesty, Yochani bargained him down to accept half the price in advance, the other half on delivery. But as she feared, he took the money and failed to return.


  Yehudit was whimpering with pain. My heart ached with the longing to hold and comfort her, but I was so hot and weak that I couldn’t even sit up. Through my delirium I could hear her calling for me, and though I struggled to go to her, the pain wouldn’t let me. My head hurt, my belly hurt, and it seemed that every bone in my body hurt too. Time stretched out so that I couldn’t tell an hour from an entire day; there was only the never-ending cycle of cold and fever and pain, always the pain.


  Sometimes there came a period, especially when the fever hit, when I didn’t know if I were awake or dreaming. I would hear voices and see people who couldn’t possibly be there, like Father, Mother, or Chama. Sometimes I saw people who were dead, like Grandfather and Rami.


  One dream came regularly. We were in the garden in my parents’ villa and all the flowers were blooming, even those that didn’t blossom at the same time. I would see Rami among the roses beckoning to me, but when I tried to go to him, Abba bar Joseph would block the way. Oddly, Abba wore tefillin but Rami did not. Sometimes Rami got quite close before Abba interceded, but no matter how hard I tried to get around him and join my husband Abba’s presence prevented me.


  Then the dream changed. This time when Rami approached me, he held a sword. But Abba also had a sword, in the hand where the straps of his tefillin tied, and whenever Rami raised his, Abba parried the attack.


  “She is mine,” Rami insisted. “Give her to me.”


  Abba shook his head. “No, you can’t have her.”


  “You cannot stop me. Do not stand in my way.”


  Rami rushed at Abba, sword held high, but Abba stood his ground. “If you want her, you will have to take me with her.”


  Rami glared at Abba. “As much as that would please me, it is not your time. I am here only for her.”


  “I will not let that happen,” Abba challenged Rami. “You may as well give up.”


  Suddenly Rami’s eyes seemed to glow. He pointed his sword straight at Abba and charged, only to have Abba jump aside at the last moment. Abba’s sword gleamed in the light, its hilt bound together with his tefillin. The two swords clashed and Rami’s flew from his grasp. In an instant Abba’s sword was at Rami’s throat.


  “You cannot defeat me. You can only delay me,” Rami said calmly. “So this time I will leave without her.”


  Abba kept his sword in position. “You won’t come back to take her for a long time.”


  Rami reluctantly acquiesced, and then a terrible thing happened. He began to transform. His legs shortened and his body grew larger. His arms both widened and thinned until they were wings folded across his back. I couldn’t describe how it happened, but his head kept stretching horribly until it was no longer human but that of a fly. Rami had shed his disguise, and before us squatted Nasus, the Corpse Demoness, the one Jews knew as Samael, the Angel of Death.


  “She must have a full life, three score and ten,” Abba added.


  “I cannot promise that.” Nasus stood up, spread her wings, and prepared to take flight. “If she should again fall into my clutches, I will take her.”


  Abba brandished his sword at her. “And I will fight you again to prevent it.”


  The Corpse Demoness cackled wildly and screeched to Abba as she flew away, “Just because I didn’t acquire her, it doesn’t mean that you will.”


  It could have been hours, days, or even weeks before I woke up, but when I did I was drenched in sweat and terribly thirsty. Yet most of my pain was gone, and though I felt faint, my head was clear.


  It took all my strength to open my eyes a crack, and immediately Yochani’s voice murmured, “I think she’s awake.”


  A strong masculine arm lifted my head, and I could smell the broth coming nearer. Thankful that Tachlifa had come at last, I closed my eyes and let the warm liquid flow down my parched throat. Another bowl was held to my lips, and I drank that too before lying down.


  Finally I opened my eyes, wider this time. It appeared to be early evening, and I was in bed in Yochani’s traklin. I looked to the side and gasped with surprise. The beard was fuller, but the skin was pale and there were dark circles under his eyes. Still, there was no mistaking the man who knelt next to me, the man who certainly wasn’t my brother.


  “Abba bar Joseph,” I whispered. I reached out to be sure he wasn’t an apparition and touched his hand. “It really is you.”


  “They call me Rava now.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  He pulled his hand away. “I came to deliver your get.”
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  He seemed real, but I didn’t care if he were an apparition or a dream. I blurted out, “You fought the Angel of Death for me. You saved my life.”


  Yochani sat down beside my bed. “He’s been praying for your recovery day and night since he arrived in Sepphoris over three weeks ago.” She looked haggard and her voice was hoarse. “Let the poor man get some sleep. You’ll have plenty of time to discuss this later.”


  Abba, or as he now called himself, Rava, slowly stood up and stretched. “Wake me if she needs anything.” Then he stumbled into the next room.


  “He’s been here three weeks?” I asked. How was that possible? “How long have I been ill?”


  Yochani handed me another bowl of soup, and then immediately steadied it when my hands began to shake from the effort of holding it. “You’ve been sick over a month. It’s almost Pesach.”


  “Where’s Yehudit? I want to see her.”


  Yochani’s face crumpled and her chin began to quiver.


  “No!” I screamed. “Not my little girl.” This couldn’t be real. I had to be dreaming. I looked frantically for her blocks and bowls, usually piled in the corner, but they were gone.


  Yochani pulled me close. “I’m so sorry. She’d only been sick for about a week when she died.”


  Imagining my daughter’s sweet face and dark curls now buried in the earth, I began to sob hysterically. This brought back a bleary-eyed Rava. “You saved me. Why couldn’t you save her too?” I accused him.


  Yochani put her arms around me and held me tight. “There was nothing he, or anyone, could do.”


  “Your daughter was already dead when I arrived,” he said.


  Tears rolled down Yochani’s wrinkled cheeks. “Indeed, the only thing he could do for her was to arrange the burial.”


  I continued weeping on her shoulder while Rava went back to bed. Despite the evidence before me, I still couldn’t believe that Yehudit was gone or that he was here.


  Yochani took a deep breath. “Nurse died too, but your other slave is well. I sent her out to buy some more food.”


  I doubled over in grief, wailing my sorrow, but this time Rava didn’t come back. Yochani held me and rocked me like a child, until at last I was all cried out. By then I was too tired to stay awake a moment longer.


  When I woke up in the morning, there was no sign of Rava. I had almost convinced myself that his arrival and my daughter’s death had been a horrible nightmare, when Yochani, her red-rimmed eyes full of sympathy, sat down next to me and offered me a bowl of porridge. One look at her sorrowful demeanor was enough to start my tears flowing, but I let her feed me the porridge and help me use the chamber pot.


  “There’s something more you should know,” she said when I’d finished. “I promise that it won’t make you more unhappy.”


  “What is it?” I asked, yawning widely. I’d just woken up, yet I felt exhausted.


  “You don’t have to worry about the kashafa anymore.” Yochani gazed at the door Rava had walked through last night and shuddered. “After we buried your daughter, he asked who would have wanted to harm you. When I told him about the kashafa, he insisted on going to see her.”


  “You brought him to her home?” How could she put him in such danger?


  “He’s not the kind of man you can say no to.”


  “That’s true.” I knew it better than anyone.


  She cleared her throat before continuing. “Some rabbis wear tefillin like it’s the yoke of Heaven, bending and weighing them down. But Rava wore his with authority and confidence, as if it were armor.” Yochani sounded awestruck. “Straight away he accused her of responsibility for your daughter’s death, not with anger, but like a judge delivering a verdict. She retorted that he was a liar, and if he didn’t leave that instant, her slaves would remove him bodily.”


  I was suddenly less sleepy. “Then what happened?”


  “He merely stood there, staring at her, silently challenging her to do it, until she stalked back inside and slammed the door.” Yochani paused and shook her head. “The next morning she was dead from a scorpion bite.”


  “Ha-Elohim.” I breathed out the words.


  “Listen to me,” she said urgently. “I know he said he’d come to bring your get, but this man still wants to marry you. I guarantee it.”


  “He doesn’t want me. He wants Rav Hisda’s daughter—with all her wealth, rabbinic connections, and priestly status.” I lay back on the pillow, too fatigued to defend my aversion to Rava one more time.


  “But, Hisdadukh, that is who you are. That is why you couldn’t marry Salaman.” Her eyes met mine. “I’ve watched Rava all these weeks. He scarcely left your bedside except to use the privy. I’ve never seen such devotion.”


  “This is too much for me. Let me mourn my daughter first.” I stopped speaking as my tears began to flow.


  Yochani adjusted my bedding. “You’re right. You need to rest and get your strength back. Just don’t forget what I said.”


  When I woke the next morning, Rava was still asleep. This time I managed to sit up and feed myself, although I needed both Leuton and Yochani’s help to use the chamber pot. After that Leuton insisted on bathing me, and when she was done, I was exhausted. I spent the rest of the day either napping or crying, for every time I woke there was the small bench that Yehudit used to sit on, overturned against the wall opposite my bed.


  Rava didn’t awaken until late the following evening, after Yochani had gone to bed. I heard someone rummaging in the kitchen, and when I sat up, I recognized him in the moonlight.


  “Whatever you’re getting, could you bring me some too?” I called out softly. “I’m starving.” It was true. I’d never felt so hungry before.


  He set a steaming bowl down on the bedside table. “Yochani must have worried I’d wake up famished tonight. She left a pot of stew on the hearth.”


  I had no idea what to say to this man who’d fought the Angel of Death for me. The awkward silence stretched out until I thought of some impersonal questions for him. “How are my parents?” I asked. “Did the Romans spare Sura?”


  “I’ve heard nothing ill about them, but I’m studying in Pumbedita with Rav Yosef now, so I haven’t seen them recently,” he replied. “I left as Galerius’s men were approaching Ctesiphon, but I heard that King Narseh agreed to supply the Roman army with provisions on their return to ensure that they would spare our other cities.”


  I sighed with relief and decided to satisfy my curiosity on another important point. “How is your wife?” I asked nonchalantly.


  He blanched and replied sourly, “No different than before.”


  We ate quietly until I realized that I owed him an apology. “I’m sorry I blamed you for Yehudit’s death…” I had intended to say more but merely mentioning my daughter’s name made me weep.


  Rava put down his dish, and for a moment I thought he was going to take me in his arms to comfort me. But then he sat down again and watched helplessly until I cried myself dry. “Yochani told me that you gave the kashafa the Evil Eye,” I whispered eventually.


  He didn’t deny it. “I certainly wanted to.”


  It was bizarre to be sitting in bed, in the middle of the night, eating stew and crying with Abba bar Joseph. The light was dim, yet it was clear that the wiry adolescent I used to know was gone. His thick beard completely disguised the weak chin I knew was beneath it, and his nose and eyes seemed less prominent than I remembered. I felt strangely comfortable in his presence. Was it because he wasn’t Abba anymore but now someone named Rava?


  “Why did you change your name?” I asked. “Why not just add Rav in front like most rabbis?”


  “Rav Abba would have been a misnomer.” His face clouded. “Rava isn’t an explicit reminder of my inability to procreate.”


  Of course, Abba means “father” in Hebrew. Evidently he and Choran were still childless, and I’d just brought this to his attention. “Maybe you’re lucky to have no children to lose,” I said bitterly. Then my tears began to fall again.


  He waited until I’d calmed and then the words came out in a rush. “Perhaps I should wait until later, but I’ve wanted to say this for a long time, and if I don’t tell you now, I don’t know when I might have the courage again.”


  I held my breath, waiting for him to beg me to marry him. But he said nothing of the kind.


  “Four years ago you blamed me for Rami’s death, for sending the Rabbi’s snake to attack him,” he said. “I have given your accusation much thought, and while I never deliberately sought to harm him, I cannot in good conscience claim that I am altogether innocent.”


  I gulped, and he stopped to take a deep breath. “I admit that I envied him—husband to the woman I desired, father of a son less than a year after their wedding, favorite student of Rav Hisda.” His voice was hoarse with emotion. “It was a constant struggle for me not to break the tenth commandment, yet there were times my jealousy was so strong it may have provoked the Evil Eye. I don’t know.”


  When I said nothing, for I was too astounded to speak, he continued. “In my horror and guilt over what I may have done, I devoted myself to my studies, not just Torah and Mishna, but also esoteric works. I was determined to control my yetzer hara so completely that nothing like this would ever happen again.”


  “Is that why you saved me from Samael?” I finally said. “To make amends for Rami’s death?”


  “No,” he replied softly. “I just didn’t want you to die.”


  My feelings were in such a jumble that it would take hours, if not days, to sort them out. But foremost among them was gratitude. “And I haven’t thanked you yet for that, so I will do so now.” I took his hand in mine and squeezed it gently.


  He made no effort to pull away. “Yochani says that you want to return to Bavel. If so, I’ll take you back myself once you recover.”


  I was acutely aware how warm and smooth his skin felt. “That isn’t necessary, Rava. Tachlifa will do it.”


  “Tachlifa was already here. When he saw how ill you were, he had to make a difficult decision. He needed to return for Pesach, but he couldn’t abandon you.” Rava sat back and our hands separated. “I assured him that I would be responsible for you, but if you don’t want to travel with me, he’ll be here again before Rosh Hashana.”


  As it came time for Pesach, I was too feeble to ride to Tiberias or Caesarea. Still suffering occasional bouts of chills and fever, I was barely strong enough to walk to the nearest synagogue for holiday services. Our small festive meal at Yochani’s managed to be both depressing and satisfying, at least the part I stayed awake for. Since there were only the three of us, Rava had no choice but to engage Yochani and me in the telling of Israel’s Exodus from Egypt.


  Yehudit’s absence from the table just when she would have been old enough to ask the Ma Nishtana questions plunged me into renewed grief. Rava and Yochani gently drew me into the discussion, and, despite my sorrow, I forced myself to recall sufficient Mishna and Baraitot to challenge them occasionally. In addition, Yochani had an excellent memory for her father and uncle’s teachings on the subject, probably because she’d heard them every year at the Pesach table.


  I was disappointed, however, when I woke the next morning and learned that after I’d gone to bed Rava had left to spend many more hours at Judah Nesiah’s.


  If it weren’t for Yochani insisting that I attend services, I wouldn’t have left her house. When we visited the synagogue that Julia and Claudia had attended and Yochani saw me looking toward their usual seats, she said, “There’s another thing I want to tell you, but only after we get home. You’ve been so ill. I don’t want to bring on a relapse.”


  She waited until after our midday meal. Then she took a deep breath and sighed. “Julia and her children died of the same malady as Yehudit.” She took another deep breath and added, “Claudia and her children died in the arena, along with other Nazarenes, mauled by wild beasts.”


  That sent me into such a downward spiral of sorrow that Rava chastised her for giving me this distressing news so soon. But he agreed that it was important for me to get some exercise and fresh air, so I reluctantly attended synagogue, although not the one where we’d met the God-fearers. I still needed to rest most afternoons, which is when Rava called on rabbis and other prominent men in the city.


  The last day of Pesach, Yochani prevailed upon Rava to take me to the Babylonian synagogue. The walk was fatiguing, and at the end I had to lean on his arm for support. At last we arrived, but I was unprepared for the disruption we caused. Until that day it hadn’t struck me as odd that Rava eschewed Roman clothes in favor of his Persian attire. But every conversation ceased and every eye was upon us as Rava, his tefillin proclaiming his rabbinic status and his colorful tunic and trousers screaming his foreignness, helped me to a seat.


  How could I have been so naive as to think we could slip into services and pray as usual? My daughter had recently died and I had been at death’s door for over a month, yet as if sent by Heaven, this strange rabbi had arrived from Bavel just in time to heal me and destroy my adversary. Yochani had surely spread the word to her friends, and they to theirs, plus some congregants must have noticed my absence and inquired. We were probably the most exciting thing to happen here in years.


  After services, people I’d known since I first came to Sepphons approached us cautiously. Everyone expressed sympathy over Yehudit’s death and good wishes for my continuing recovery, but it took all the strength I could muster to thank them for their concern instead of breaking down and crying. Only a few stayed to talk with Rava after I introduced him. It was as though a lion had suddenly entered the room, a powerful and dangerous creature that appeared calm and controlled but should nevertheless be kept at a safe distance.


  That night Rava announced he would be going to Tiberias the next morning. He had neglected Rabbis Assi and Ami too long, and since he no longer had my illness as an excuse, they would feel insulted if he stayed away much longer. I suggested meekly that Yochani might lend him some of Simeon’s clothes for the trip. But as I expected, he refused, stating that riding was much more comfortable in trousers. He returned three days later in a foul mood, which lightened somewhat when he observed that I could walk to the Babylonian synagogue without assistance.


  Despite the kashafa’s death, few clients came to me for amulets anymore, most likely because I had been incapable of protecting myself and my daughter from her. Those that did come, I turned away. Though I knew many proven spells, I did not feel strong enough to inscribe them with confidence.


  The next week I asked Rava to walk with me to where Yehudit was buried. The cemetery was on the outskirts of town, the farthest I’d walked since I’d become ill. I approached her grave with both trepidation and longing, and then sank to the ground, sobbing, when we reached it. Rava stood patiently nearby until I eventually lifted my hand for him to help me up, and at that moment I appreciated him not being from a priestly family and thus forbidden to enter a graveyard. My legs felt heavy as lead as we walked away, leaving my precious little girl behind.


  When we reached the Street of Leatherworkers, he further slowed our pace. “Do you feel strong enough to ride to Caesarea with me? Now that I’ve been to Tiberias, it is time for me to meet Rabbi Avahu.”


  “I won’t know unless I try,” I said slowly. “It’s encouraging how far I can walk now without tiring, but eventually I must be able to ride a camel for many weeks.”


  “You’re determined to return to Bavel, then?” He sounded skeptical.


  “More than ever.”


  Rava frowned. “I was given the impression in Tiberias that you intended to remain in the West and marry Rav Zeira.”


  I nearly choked on my indignation. “By the pious rabbi himself, no doubt,” I said sarcastically.


  “He is certainly smitten with you. He was quite convinced that you would soon be his bride.”


  “Zeira may have convinced the entire town of Tiberias, including you,” I said crossly. “But he’d have to convince the entire host of Heaven before he could convince me.”


  Rava almost smiled. “I should know better than most that you don’t run to marry a man merely because he wants you.” He paused and sighed. “Your usual reaction is to run away.”


  His words stopped me in my tracks. Why was I so eager to return to Bavel? Was I running away from Rav Zeira, or from Salaman for that matter? No, it wasn’t that. Seeing my daughter’s grave had given me a stark choice. If I remained a widow in Sepphoris, weeping and grieving over my losses like the Jews here mourned Jerusalem on Tisha B’Av, it would mean ignoring that I still had a living son in Sura, one who would soon be old enough to know his real mother. Yehudit’s body might be in Sepphoris, but she’d always be in my heart.


  Those were grounds for not staying in the West, but I knew I was missing something, that there was still another reason for going home, one that was just beyond my grasp.


  “What’s the matter?” Rava asked urgently. “Why are you stopping here on the road? Are you ill again? Do you need help to reach Yochani’s?”


  “I am well.” I took a deep breath of the warm spring air and felt better than I had in months. “You just reminded me of something important.”


  He raised an eyebrow and waited for me to continue.


  “I am not going to run away like I did from you.” There, now Rava knew I’d been running from him. “Before we leave, I will go to Tiberias and bid a firm farewell to Rav Zeira.”


  Anticipating the meeting between Rava and Rabbi Avahu, I traveled to Caesarea with some apprehension. The two scholars were kindred spirits, both with brilliant minds and the authority that came from knowing it. This meant they could just as easily embrace each other as brothers or quarrel over territory. I realized that I hadn’t helped matters by telling Rabbi Avahu that I’d left Bavel to avoid an unwanted suitor named Abba bar Joseph. Maybe his being called Rava now would prove useful.


  Indeed, the impression I got as they stood together, throwing Mishna and Baraita at each other, was of two cats, fur standing on edge as they faced off over the same fish. Susanna took in the situation and quickly escorted me to my quarters, which in her usual conscientious manner were different from the rooms I’d previously shared with Yehudit.


  After offering me condolences and talking about Yehudit for a polite amount of time, she asked boldly, “So who is this Rava? I don’t recall hearing about him before.”


  “That’s the name he took at his ordination,” I explained. There was no way to hide his real name, so I didn’t try to. “He was born Abba bar Joseph.”


  Susanna gazed at me as if she were looking into my heart. “So after all this time, he has finally come looking for you.” Then she smiled. “How very interesting this visit will be.”


  “I must tell you that this will likely be the last time you and I see each other. I will be returning to Bavel as soon as I am strong enough.”


  “With him, I presume,” she said slyly. When I nodded, she looked me in the eye and asked, “Has he given you the get?”


  “Not yet,” I replied, and then quickly added, “I haven’t asked him for it.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “I see.”


  I didn’t want to admit how my feelings for Rava had changed, were still changing. They were like a growing soap bubble that close examination would burst. Before I could think of an appropriate reply, a slave announced the evening meal.


  Whatever had passed between Rava and Rabbi Avahu earlier, they entered the traklin as best of friends.


  The first thing Rabbi Avahu said, after the appropriate mealtime blessings, was, “Rava, please tell Hisdadukh what you taught me earlier about why Jerusalem was destroyed.”


  “Apparently Rabbi Avahu objected to my explanation that the city was destroyed because truthful men had disappeared,” Rava said. “He rightfully pointed out that, rather than lie, the people there admitted their ignorance of Torah.”


  “But my colleague has shown that there is no contradiction.” Rabbi Avahu gestured for Rava to speak.


  “In Rabbi Avahu’s case, the inhabitants were talking about Torah and spoke the truth,” he said. “However, I was referring to matters of business, in regards to which there were in fact no honest people left in Jerusalem.”


  I gazed at Rava in admiration. Years after the Tisha B’Av discussion when Rabbi Avahu had contested his explanation for Jerusalem’s destruction, Rava had neatly countered it and proved that his original argument had been correct.


  The meal, as well as the rest of our stay, passed most agreeably. Rava spent all his time with Rabbi Avahu and his students, while I walked on the beach, recalling the bittersweet days when Yehudit had played there so happily. I also indulged in nostalgia whenever I walked over one of Salaman’s mosaics.


  Susanna noticed me staring at one, lost in memories. “You know, Salaman is here in Caesarea.”


  “Where?” I didn’t have a moment’s hesitation. “I’d like to say good-bye to him.”


  “He’s repairing the mosaics at a bathhouse I frequent. I’d be glad to take you there.”


  I tried not to think of how Salaman would react to seeing me, and prepared myself to merely thank him for introducing me to Ezra and then make my farewell with no apologies and no recriminations. After all, we would be meeting in public.


  But he was working alone in a section of the bathhouse closed for maintenance. He stood up as soon as he saw me enter, and again there was grout in his hair. After I said all the farewells I’d planned, he surprised me by saying, “So your Chaldean rabbi has finally arrived.”


  Flustered, and unsure how he could have known this, I only nodded.


  “I met him in Sepphoris.” He cleared his throat and I knew he was hesitating over what to tell me. “At the city councilor’s residence.”


  My eyes widened in astonishment. “He saw my mosaic? But he never mentioned it.”


  “I heard that the councilor was hosting a banquet in honor of this great rabbi from the East who happened to be visiting Sepphoris,” he said. “On a hunch, I decided to invite myself. When I saw him standing over your portrait as if spellbound, I came over and introduced myself.”


  “Ha-Elohim.” I let my breath out slowly. “What did he say?”


  “He said it was magnificent, and then he told me how very ill you’d been.” Salaman’s face clouded. “I’m so sorry about your little girl. I didn’t know until he told me.”


  I blinked back tears. Of course Salaman wouldn’t have heard. Our paths never crossed anymore. Plus he was newly married. “Did Rava say anything else?”


  “We spoke for some time, but it would be breaking a confidence to share our conversation with you.” He sounded serious, but there was a twinkle in his eye. “The only thing I’ll say is that I understand why you belong in his world, not mine.”


  We might have said more, but Susanna peeked in. “If we’re going to bathe and be home for the evening meal, we need to start soon,” she called to me.


  I looked Salaman in the face. “I wish you good health and many children.”


  He gave me that wonderful smile as a parting gift. “I wish you the same.”


  When Rava and I were about to take our leave from Caesarea, Susanna approached him and abruptly said, “Hisdadukh says you still haven’t given her the get. Why not?”


  Rava was taken aback, but he soon recovered. “I was waiting for an appropriate time, with proper witnesses.” He rummaged through his belongings to pull out a quill and a thin scroll, and then turned to Rabbi Avahu. “If you would find me some ink and call in a couple of your best students…”


  When everyone was present, Rava sat down and began to write. “I, Abba bar Joseph, release and discharge you, Hisdadukh bat Hisda, my wife, from this day and for always, that you be permitted, and have authority over yourself, to marry any man.”


  He blew on the parchment to dry the ink and handed it to Rabbi Avahu. “I would be honored if you would see that this is in order and sign as the first witness.”


  As an older student proceeded to witness the document, I felt myself growing uneasy. Something was wrong, but I didn’t know what. Of course I wanted the get, my life was at a standstill without it, but something inside me was protesting.


  Suddenly, with a certainty I recognized from when I told Father I wanted to marry both Rami and Abba, I spoke. “I’m pleased that the get is now ready, but I cannot receive and accept it until we reach Sura.” Like before, I didn’t know the source of my confidence, only that it came from both within and outside me, and that I had to say what it told me to.


  Everyone looked at me in astonishment, but I continued. “Rava and I have much traveling to do, and there may be times when it would be best if we appear to be husband and wife. Since I won’t have legally accepted his get, we would not be acting falsely.”


  Rava and Susanna were speechless, but Rabbi Avahu eventually nodded and said, “Hisdadukh makes a strong argument.”


  Rava quickly concurred. “I’ve waited this long. I can wait a little longer in order to facilitate our journey.”


  Susanna said nothing until I was on my mule. “I hope you’re doing the right thing,” she whispered. “I wish you good fortune on this and all your journeys.”


  I prayed that I was doing the right thing too.


  Yochani insisted on accompanying Rava and me to Tiberias. From there we would travel to Damascus and join a caravan heading to Bavel. In preparation for leaving Sepphoris, I gave her my pallae and stolae before donning my Persian clothes. These were not only more comfortable for riding, but wearing them declared my allegiance louder than anything I could say. Yochani insisted that I keep my yellow silk and woolen outfit, and in the end it was easier to take it than to argue with her.


  Once in Tiberias, Rava told Rabbis Ami and Assi that he regretted not staying to teach in their academy, while I gently but firmly informed Rav Zeira that I had no plans to return to Eretz Israel once I reached my father’s house.


  It was far more difficult to leave Yochani. Her hair was completely gray now, and she seemed shorter than when we first met. We wept on each other’s shoulders as I thanked her for everything, and she insisted that it had been her pleasure, that I was like the daughter she never had. Rava waited patiently, but the other travelers made no effort to hide their irritation. In the end she made me promise that I would send word to her regularly via my brother.


  It was only after Rava and I, plus our slaves and our belongings, were securely mounted on camels that he rode close enough to me that we could speak privately.


  “You understand that we will likely have to share a tent?” he asked, in seeming disbelief.


  I nodded. “I’ve traveled this route twice before. But you claim that you have great control of your yetzer hara now,” I said. “In addition, you should know that I have not been in a mikvah for many months, and thus I am still niddah.”


  “You have been quite clever,” he said admiringly. “You couldn’t have chosen a better way to torment me.”


  “Almost as clever as you,” I said, matching his teasing tone. “Or was it my imagination that you concocted this scheme where I would be tied to you, unable to remarry, until you decided to divorce me, no matter how long it took?”


  But he had been in earnest, for he looked away, his face flushed with shame. “I did want to prevent you from remarrying, to give me time to court you. Until you had actually received my get, the betrothal I’d arranged with your father could become valid once I’d persuaded you to accept me.” He sighed with frustration. “I didn’t expect you to move to Eretz Israel, and I certainly didn’t expect that a war would separate us for so long.”


  “Rava, I am not doing this to torture you.” I should have known that he would never tease me as easily as Salaman had. “I need to get back to Sura. I’ve wasted enough time already.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “It wasn’t your fault that Yehudit died, and in truth the kashafa in Sepphoris wasn’t responsible either.” I had been thinking about this a great deal, and the answer had come to me in Caesarea. “I was to blame, for it was my ignorance and foolhardiness that caused her death. I had been cautioned, not once, but twice, that it was dangerous for me to inscribe amulets in Sepphoris. But I ignored the warnings.”


  I fought back tears. “I was always protected from harm in my father’s house, so I never imagined that protection would end. I played at being a charasheta, inscribing amulets and installing kasa d’charasha, without fully realizing the powerful forces I was dealing with. My daughter paid the price for my folly, and I would have died too if not for you.”


  “You didn’t just play at being a charasheta.” His voice was resolute. “You were one. I saw you.”


  “When? What did you see?” Heaven forbid that he’d seen me in the cemetery assisting Tabita to curse Pushbi.


  “Rami told us about what you were learning and how he hid to watch you bury bowls under someone’s house,” he explained. “It sounded so intriguing that I decided to follow you the next time. Rami was right—you were impressive. You truly had the power, Hisdadukh. You were a charasheta.”


  Rava’s reassurance warmed me, so I shared my goal. “That is why I need to be in Bavel, to continue my training. I’m going to be a real charasheta, not merely an amateur who dabbles in it.”


  He gazed at me intently, silently encouraging me to continue.


  My voice rose with my determination as the Sea of Tiberias shrank in the distance behind us. “I’m going to study with all the experts, learn everything they know, so I can be the best, the wisest, the strongest charasheta possible. I want to be so powerful that no kashafa, no demon, no Evil Eye will be able to hurt me or anyone I love again.”


  I can’t say exactly how, but I sensed the Heavenly Host applauding while a myriad of demons cringed in trepidation.


  THIRTY-FOUR
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  Spending every waking moment, and my sleeping ones, in Rava’s presence was more awkward than I’d anticipated. He always got up first, and I never became accustomed to waking up in the morning, rolling over in my bedding, and seeing a man who wasn’t my husband or brother putting on tefillin. It seemed such an intimate act that I felt self-conscious watching, yet purposely turning away would be rude. For his part, Rava made it a habit to go outside and pray the morning service shortly after I woke, thus allowing me to dress and use the chamber pot in private.


  I felt particularly discomfited at bedtime. During previous journeys, I’d given no thought to us all sleeping naked in the same tent. That’s how everyone slept, and it didn’t matter that Samuel and I weren’t close family. But on this trip I was acutely aware that Rava was lying only a few cubits away, as naked as I was. Not that I ever saw him without his clothes. Each of us undressed discreetly inside our bedding, and Leuton made a special effort to protect my modesty.


  There wasn’t much else to do during those long days traveling, so I helped Rava review Mishna. Unlike Grandfather, who had trouble recalling the text, Rava urged me to question him thoroughly, find contradictions, and challenge his logic. His surprise at how well I remembered the Mishna pleased me immensely, and he often complimented me on the many Baraita I’d managed to learn in the West. I soon realized how much I preferred his praise of my knowledge to Salaman’s praise of my beauty.


  Rava’s great fear, so he told me, was that months in the West had dulled his previous sharpness and left him unprepared to return to the rigors of Rav Yosef’s classes in Pumbedita. Since this lapse was on my account, I felt obligated to assist him. Not that our studies were a burden. In truth I found them so stimulating that sleep became difficult, with so many arguments chasing around my mind, especially the perfect replies that I only thought up later. When I complained to Rava about this, he said that many students could craft an excellent retort long after the debate, but only the best could do so at the appropriate moment.


  One of our more vehement arguments was over a Mishna in Tractate Yevamot concerning how a widow could testify to her husband’s death, an important subject for women since unless the husband’s death was confirmed beyond a doubt, she was not allowed to remarry. Normally a beit din required two male witnesses before making a judgment, but in this case a woman’s testimony was accepted. Yet there were conditions.


  We began with the Mishna, which stated: “If a woman went with her husband beyond the sea, and there was peace between them and peace in the world, and she returned and said ‘my husband died,’ then she may remarry…. But if there was peace between them and war in the world, or conflict between them and peace in the world, and she returned and said ‘my husband died,’ then she is not believed.”


  I immediately questioned him. “Why would we not believe her in wartime? That is precisely the time when we would expect many men to die.” It disturbed me to imagine all the women widowed during wartime who would be left in limbo by this law.


  “That is exactly the problem,” he admonished me. “During a war she might say what she believed to be the truth, without being certain.” He paused, and I knew he was thinking of a way to bolster his position. “Such as after a battle when so many were killed that she’d think it impossible for him to have survived.”


  I didn’t like it, but I had to admit his reasoning was good. “What about in a famine?” I asked, thinking of the Jews in the West suffering in this Sabbatical year. “Since there was peace between them, do we believe her then?”


  He shook my head. “Famine is like wartime. She might leave her starving husband to find food elsewhere, and then assume he died, when actually someone came along and fed him.”


  “I suppose you’re right about famine.” I made no effort to hide my dissatisfaction that only an actual body could confirm a man’s death, ignoring the dire consequences for his widow.


  “Famine is worse than wartime, for in wartime she is believed if she says he died in bed, but not if she says that he died in battle.” Rava’s voice rose in response to my upset. “While in famine, we don’t believe her unless she says she buried him.”


  “But what if we only know about the war from her?” I countered. “Shouldn’t we believe her regarding her husband’s death, since she could easily have said that he died without mentioning the war, and then she would have been believed without question?” I was determined to refute him.


  He took a deep breath and seemed to force himself to answer calmly. “No. The ‘why would she lie?’ argument does not apply. Any woman saying her husband died during wartime may have come to that conclusion without having seen him dead herself.”


  This so infuriated me that I was momentarily speechless. I was searching for a way to rebut him, when he quoted a relevant Baraita: “If she says their house was on fire, and that he died while she escaped, she is not believed.” He added, “Thus, like your situation, in which we only know about the war or fire from her, we do not believe her.”


  “But the Baraita is different—you cannot use it to support your position,” I objected. “For just as she managed to escape, he too may have escaped.” By Rava’s look of surprise, I knew I had impressed him. I couldn’t resist the urge to grin, even though I had undermined my personal opinion.


  He stopped to think again. “I heard of a similar case concerning a fire, where the wife called to the bystanders to save her burning husband, and when the fire was out, they found a charred body,” he said. “But Rabbi Chiya refused to let her remarry, saying that her husband could have escaped and the body might be that of another man, perhaps one who’d tried to rescue the occupants.”


  “I have another Baraita for you,” I countered, elated that I’d recalled one so pertinent to our debate. “It teaches that if a wife says her husband died when they were attacked by bandits or idolaters, she is believed. So why shouldn’t we believe her in regard to wartime?” My narrowed eyes dared him to refute me.


  “That Baraita teaches us nothing,” Rava shot back. “Here we can assume that she was with her husband until he died, for her captors wouldn’t harm her if she remained.” He looked at me in triumph, but it was different from the arrogant smirk he’d worn when he used to best Rami. “For the Rabbis say that a woman’s defensive weapons are always in her possession.”


  For a moment I was dumb with outrage. “You can assume nothing of the kind.” I was so angry my voice was shaking. “For a woman will certainly try to escape her captors rather than remain to be raped. And any decent husband will want her to.”


  Rava remained silent for some time before throwing up his hands in defeat, but his eyes blazed with excitement. “I don’t think I’ve ever enjoyed losing an argument before.” He paused and his voice became serious. “However, I suggest next time we study something that doesn’t apply to a couple traveling through lands where bandit attacks occur.”


  I gulped, as these were exactly our own circumstances. “You’ll get no argument from me on that,” I said with a grin. I wanted him to know that I too had enjoyed our debate.


  Rava and I had other exciting disputes, but that was the only time I defeated him. He was always a gracious winner, applauding when I gave him a particularly good battle. As in my earlier journeys, our caravan spent Shabbat at an oasis. To my surprise and delight, our final stop before we reached the Babylonian border had an abundance of hot springs. The town, hoping to lure travelers who appreciated such luxuries in the West, had built several decent bathhouses. One had a few female attendants, although their services were surely not intended for the rare woman client.


  I circumvented the problem of mixed bathing by saying I needed a private pool, deep enough for me to immerse properly, and the leering proprietor was only too happy to provide one. My offer to pay twice what he charged the men only made him happier. As this might well be my last bathhouse visit, I took the time to thoroughly appreciate the experience by luxuriating in the steaming water, followed by a lengthy massage. The oil contained more labdanum and myrrh than the floral aromas I’d come to prefer, but the attendant said it was all she had that was appropriate for a woman.


  When I returned to our tent, I was not surprised to find it empty. Leuton and Rava’s slave utilized the Day of Rest to its fullest, ferreting out what entertainment they could at the oases. I was trying to decide whether to review Mishna or take a nap, when the doorway opened and Rava entered.


  “You should enjoy one of the bathhouses here,” I exclaimed. “Who knows when you’ll get another such opportunity?”


  He secured the tent flap and gazed at me intently. “Your hair is wet…and you’re wearing perfume.”


  “I just returned. At first they didn’t want to give me my own pool, but I insisted that I needed to immerse.” As soon as the word was out of my mouth, I realized what I was implying.


  He did too, for he said softly, “Then you are no longer niddah.”


  He slowly walked toward me, but instead of backing away I looked up at him. His large dark eyes burned with desire, an expression I hadn’t seen in so long that its intensity overwhelmed me. My body reacted instinctively, and I was flooded with a yearning to throw myself into his arms.


  He recognized my response and closed the distance between us, but he didn’t touch me. He nervously licked his lips, and I suddenly saw how his full beard made him look almost handsome.


  I kept my eyes on his and whispered, “You are correct.” The pool had been a proper mikvah, and I had immersed completely, even my hair.


  Desire and fear warred within me. The former prevailed as, heart pounding, I took a small step toward him. Then, afraid that he would kiss me if I closed my eyes, I continued to gaze at him. My yetzer tov was insisting I turn around and walk away, while my yetzer hara even more strongly urged me to get nearer.


  Rava must have been battling his yetzer hara as well, for he seemed paralyzed except for his rapid breathing. The closed tent was like an oven, and the scent of labdanum was intense. Sweat began dripping down our faces, yet we stood staring into each other’s eyes for what seemed like an eternity. The heat between my legs was rivaling that in the air and my flesh longed for his touch, but I couldn’t move.


  “We are neither of us virgins, and you have refused to accept my get,” he finally said, his voice husky with longing.


  “That is true,” I murmured. Could he hear the desire in my voice as clearly as I could in his?


  Almost imperceptibly, he nodded. Without taking his eyes off mine, he fumbled with his cloak until it came undone and slid to the floor at our feet. The rustling sound it made as it fell distracted me for a moment and I looked down, only to see Rava’s tzitzit tangled on top of the fabric.


  Tzitzit—the ritual fringes Elohim commanded Israel to attach to the four corners of their garments, as written in the Torah: “Your tzitzit; look at them and remember all the mitzvot of Adonai and observe them, that you do not follow your heart or your eyes in your lustful urges.”


  Rava was also staring down at them. Simultaneously we stepped back, and then without a word, he reached down, picked up his cloak, wrapped it around his shoulders, and stepped outside. I could hear him calling his servant to bring him some water, followed by sounds of splashing as he drenched his face.


  How much of my feelings he shared, I didn’t know, but I was overcome by shame, accompanied by relief and gratitude that his tzitzit had served their purpose and prevented us from sinning. Yet I couldn’t deny that buried beneath these feelings was a modicum of regret.


  That evening I endured one of the most uncomfortable meals I’d ever experienced. We tried desperately not to meet each other’s gaze, but when it happened, which was often, we blushed furiously and quickly looked away. I couldn’t imagine how I would get any sleep that night, not with my yetzer hara hoping Rava would come to me and my yetzer tov terrified at the prospect.


  My anxiety was reaching its height when I felt a familiar stickiness on my inner thighs. I didn’t expect my menses for a few days yet, so I tried to surreptitiously check without Rava noticing. But when I brought my finger out red with blood, I had no choice but to ask him for privacy.


  I made a supreme effort to hide my feelings, but there was no mistaking the resignation on his face when I told him I had just become dashtana.


  The next morning I raced to the bathhouse and bought all the fragrant oil the attendant had. Rava acted as if nothing untoward had occurred the day before, and once on our camels, he merely announced that he needed to study some Mishna.


  “What do you want to study?” I hoped it would be something complicated, to quell both our yetzer harim.


  “I was thinking of Tractate Menahot,” he replied, with a wisp of either disappointment or remorse—I couldn’t decide. “Perhaps the sections on tzitzit.”


  But we could scarcely remember the text, let alone produce many Baraitot that disagreed with it. Still, we made a valiant effort, despite both our tendencies to stop midsentence and gaze off into the distance. Our concentration improved as the days passed, but there were no more exciting arguments. In addition to tzitzit, we discussed other mundane subjects such as when to wear tefillin and how one may prepare food on Shabbat without violating the holy day. We placidly debated the laws concerning tithes, and when Rava praised my expertise in the matter, I silently thanked Zeira for making me so knowledgeable about the abstruse topic.


  As our caravan passed out of the desert and into farmland, I grew more and more eager to see my family again. Chama would be in his tenth year, old enough to be studying Mishna. But when Rava came back from a morning meeting with the caravan leader, his downcast expression portended bad news.


  “I know this is disappointing, but I’ve just learned that the earliest we’re likely to reach Pumbedita is late on Fifth Day or early on Sixth,” he said.


  “So I will have to spend Shabbat there.” I sighed with resignation at having to stay alone at a strange inn in a strange city.


  Rava must have read my mind. “Don’t worry. We’ll stay with Abaye and leave early on First Day.”


  “But Abaye doesn’t know we’re coming.” I began to pack up my meager belongings. “You’re sure he’ll offer us hospitality?”


  “Abaye is my study partner, and I already have a room at his house,” he replied. “Actually it’s his foster mother’s house. She raised Abaye after his mother died, and I know she’ll want to meet you.”


  Suddenly his brow wrinkled with concentration. I knew he was thinking furiously, so I waited to hear what it was about.


  Eventually he broke into a smile, the first one I could recall that made him look happy rather than conceited. It wasn’t as dazzling as Rami’s or Salaman’s, but it lit his face nicely. “After you meet Em, you’ll see why you must come to Pumbedita and study with her,” he said excitedly.


  “Em?” The name sounded familiar.


  “Em is a great healer. She knows all sorts of spells and potions, remedies for every kind of disease and injury,” he declared. “Your charasheta training wouldn’t be complete without her knowledge.”


  His enthusiasm should have been contagious, but instead I worried that Em might view me as a rival and feel threatened like the kashafa in Sepphoris had. Or worse, she might not consider me worthy of instruction. After all, what did I have to show for these last four years besides some meager amulet inscriptions, such as one for winning at chariot races?


  On the subject of races, either the camel drivers pushed their animals to get us to the city before nightfall or the camels increased their pace naturally as they sensed they were nearing home. Soon I could see Pumbedita’s massive walls in the distance, and the air took on a damp smell as we approached the Euphrates. Nearby Nehardea had been rebuilt merely forty years before, after the Tadmorians destroyed it, but Pumbedita was ancient. As we passed through its narrow alleys, I felt as though I were going back hundreds of years to the time of Ezra.


  When Rava and I arrived outside Em’s gate, the sun was low in the sky. Em’s residence seemed more of a fortress, with thick mud walls and small barred upper-story windows. It had surely stood at this spot for centuries. I waited nervously as Rava knocked on the gate, and then let out my breath in relief when the doorkeeper recognized him.


  “Master Abaye is at afternoon prayers,” the slave said, eyeing me with curiosity. “I will inform the mistress that you have returned.”


  Em’s courtyard was much larger than I expected. There was the usual assortment of poultry, goats, and household slaves, but what interested me was the wide variety of vegetation. Separate from the fruit trees and vegetables were a large number of shrubs and plants that I didn’t recognize, growing in a highly organized series of raised beds.


  “Hisdadukh, what a nice surprise to find you in Pumbedita,” a melodious woman’s voice came from behind me. “I was hoping you’d come study with me.”


  I spun around to face one of the plumpest women I’d ever encountered. She was older than I remembered, with more wrinkles, but I knew I’d met her before.


  Rava quickly recovered from his surprise. “I was about to introduce you, but evidently that is unnecessary.”


  This had to be the healer Em, and I racked my memories to place her before I embarrassed myself.


  Luckily she turned her attention to Rava. “What brings you to my door in time for Shabbat? I thought you had emigrated to Eretz Israel like Rav Zeira.”


  “Don’t publicize it, but I found scholarship in the West lacking,” he replied. “And when I learned that Hisdadukh had been trapped there during the war, I brought her back with me.”


  She looked down at our luggage and placed a hand on her ample bosom. “You just arrived here now?”


  When Rava and I nodded, she clapped her hands and a bevy of slaves appeared. “This couple will be our guests for Shabbat. Take their things upstairs, and then bring water and towels for washing, and some refreshments.”


  “Rava and I aren’t a couple,” I interjected, amused that she thought we were. “That is, we will occupy separate rooms.”


  Rava flushed and looked down at the ground.


  Em gazed back and forth between us, as if she were trying to see into our hearts. “I expect there’s quite a story behind all this.”


  Suddenly it came to me. “You were at my wedding.”


  She smiled. “And at your brother Tachlifa’s wedding.”


  It was her smile that made me certain. While Em hadn’t been quite so plump or wrinkled back then, I was sure she had been one of the women visiting with Mother when Rahel announced I was going to be her apprentice.


  I spent the next two days in Em’s excellent company, while Leuton washed all the desert grime from my clothes. Em filled me with descriptions of her various plants and herbs, along with their medicinal uses. I tried desperately to remember everything she said, but I was too distracted by thoughts of seeing Chama again. And even if I managed to memorize all the plants in her garden, there were countless bottles and jars in her workshop, plus Rava said she knew spells too. Clearly study with Em could take years—assuming she was willing to teach me.


  Rava disappeared with Abaye, and I assumed they were with their teacher, Rav Yosef. Abaye’s wife was visiting her parents for Shabbat, along with their young daughter, and just the thought of the little girl filled my eyes with tears as memories of Yehudit assailed me. It was interesting that Rava had let people think he was moving to the West rather than say anything about bringing me the get. That was fine with me.


  The sun was rising when Rava and I boarded the boat that would take us to Sura, hopefully that same day. Abaye and Em came with us to the dock, where she hugged me tightly.


  “I’m so excited to know that I’ll be teaching Haviva’s daughter,” she gushed.


  “I hope you understand that I want to spend some time with my family first,” I said cautiously.


  “Of course, child. I won’t expect you until after Sukkot.”


  “You’re sure you don’t mind me learning all your secrets?” I was actually more worried that she’d deem me a rival if I knew too much. I’d already paid a high price for that mistake.


  She looked into my eyes and the sympathy there told me that she was well aware of my fear. “You will find me a mentor, not your competitor.”


  Her voice was so confident that I believed her.


  Optimistic about my future, I watched her waddle up the road. No sooner had she and Abaye disappeared from view, than Rava took off the pack he was wearing.


  “I have something for you,” he said, looking both nervous and pleased with himself.


  I was expecting my get, but it was a slender codex. “Sepher ha-Razim,” I read the title aloud.


  “I had to wait until I had access to my copy here before I could make one for you.”


  So that was what he’d been doing when I couldn’t find him on Sixth Day. I opened to the first page and noted that it was written in Hebrew. There the author of this Book of the Mysteries attested that the contents within were revealed to Noah by the angel Raziel, who stands on the seventh step of the Second Heaven. After Noah, the book passed through generations of deserving ones until it came into King Solomon’s possession.


  Rava grinned as I promptly sat down and began to thumb through it. The pages that followed described the hosts of the heavens, the angelic commanders, and, most importantly, their abilities. There could be no doubt that the author’s intent was to instruct the reader in how to control these. I could almost feel the power emanating from its pages into my hands.


  “Once you master this text,” Rava advised me, “you will be able to cast spells to help those seeking to be healed, to know the future, to sway the hearts of others, to have enemies overtaken by misfortune, to have dreams interpreted, and for many other purposes.”


  “Rava, where did you get this?” The book was riveting.


  “From a scholar who decided I was worthy to study it,” he replied, and I understood that this was a matter of utmost secrecy.


  “I don’t know if I’m ready for such knowledge,” I said as I read further. “It looks dangerous.”


  “Good. You’ve taken the proper first step in learning it.”


  “Who is going to teach me this?” I looked up at him. “You?”


  He shook his head hastily. “I am merely a novice myself. But eventually, when you are ready, a teacher will present himself.” He stopped to amend his words. “Or more likely herself. By then you’ll be familiar with the incantations.”


  “Could we go over it together, today, just so I can be sure I understand what all the words mean?” I asked eagerly. “Please, it will be many hours until we reach Sura.”


  He sat down beside me. “That was exactly my intention.”


  I had expected my family to be pleased to see me, but I was astounded by the celebration that ensued when my arrival interrupted their evening meal. People began pouring into the courtyard, their voices high and excited.


  Father took one look at me and with tears in his eyes intoned, “Blessed are You, Adonai…Who revives the dead.” My brothers also recited the blessing, made when seeing a loved one after an absence of a year.


  I tried to repeat the blessing back to them, but I was overcome with tears. Tears of joy at seeing my family again after missing them so much, and tears of sorrow that I had returned without Yehudit.


  Mother threw her arms around me and wept on my shoulder. “Tachlifa told us that when he saw you, you were dying.” She hugged me closer and whispered, “I am so sorry about your daughter.”


  My sisters-in-law, Father’s students, the household slaves, and any child who could walk raced to the courtyard to see what the commotion was about. I was assaulted by hugs and kisses, as everyone had to touch me to prove me real, but I reveled in all the affection directed at me. Rava stood awkwardly to the side, undoubtedly overwhelmed by this flood of ecstatic people.


  When the din finally faded and everyone began returning to the traklin, I turned to Father. “Could you ask two students to remain with us?”


  Then I beckoned to Rava. “I’d like my get now, while we have proper witnesses.”


  Rava gulped in surprise and then produced the document, but Father wanted to see it first.


  “It looks in order,” Father said. “Witnessed by Rabbi Avahu of Caesarea himself, very impressive.”


  He handed the get back to Rava, who, as Jewish Law prescribed, placed it directly into my hand. Gazing at the small piece of parchment that freed me, relief flooded through me. But instead of triumph, there was sadness that Rava and I were no longer tied to each other.


  “You two must be hungry.” Mother broke the silence.


  “I need to use the privy,” Rava said. “And wash my hands.”


  “As do I.” I followed him to the outer courtyard.


  When we were finished, he turned to me, his eyes full of pain. “Hisdadukh, can I speak with you, in private?”


  Our meal would have to wait.


  We walked to the garden, all the way to the far wall. The roses were faded, but a faint scent lingered as we stopped at the exact spot where we’d had our acrimonious discussion four years earlier. This time he was sad, not angry.


  “I thought things were different between us now,” he said, his eyes beseeching me. “Especially after what happened in our tent that Shabbat.”


  “True, compared to the last time we spoke in this place, almost everything has changed between us,” I said sadly. “Only one thing is the same as before, unfortunately the most important thing.” I forced my voice to remain firm. “You are still married to Choran, and I will not be a second wife, not even yours.”


  He sighed deeply. “And I still do not have the money to pay her ketuba.”


  “But in little over a year, she will have been barren for ten years. You will have to divorce her then.”


  He shrugged. “Who knows what can happen in a year?”


  I gasped and stared at him in horror. Rava had admitted that he’d given the kashafa the Evil Eye that killed her, and confessed that he might have been responsible for Rami’s death too. He was studying the Sepher ha-Razim and who knows what other secret texts. Now that he knew I cared for him, did he intend that Choran should die before he was forced to divorce her?


  I immediately berated myself for having such evil thoughts, but it was too late.


  Rava had seen my revulsion, and abruptly he was ablaze with fury. “You think I would do such an evil thing? You can’t deny it—it’s written all over your face.” He was so angry he was shaking. “After all we’ve been through, you not only don’t trust me, you believe me capable of murder. I wanted us to marry, and I thought you did too.”


  Before I could assure him that I did, he stalked off, leaving me standing there in shock and tears. By the time I’d composed myself sufficiently to go looking for him, he was gone. I was leaning limply against the courtyard gate, gazing futilely down the road, when Mother put her arm around me.


  “I am greatly pleased to hear that you are going to study with Em,” she said. “And since Rava will also be in Pumbedita, I am sure you will find a way to make peace with him.”


  I thought back to when his tzitzit had barely prevented us from sinning, how the desire had burned in his eyes. If we had lain together then, I would have become his wife. I also thought of Rabbis Yohanan and Reish Lakish, who had loved each other so dearly yet allowed a trivial argument to escalate until they both died brokenhearted. My eyes narrowed with determination. I would not let that happen to Rava and me.


  Over fifteen years ago, when I’d replied that I wanted to marry both him and Rami, he’d said that he wanted to be my last husband. I intended to see that he got what he wanted.


  “He won’t be rid of me as easily as today, not when we’ll be lodging together at Em’s,” I said confidently. Resolving to stop running away from my problems was not enough; I also needed to run toward what I sought. Fortunately, both were in Pumbedita.


  Mother smiled and took my arm. “Come inside and greet someone who is very eager to see you again.”


  I let her lead me to the doorway, where a vaguely familiar male figure stood silhouetted by the light. He took a hesitant step toward me and I could see his face, lit by a smile more dazzling than Rami’s.


  “Chama,” I cried, running toward him with open arms.


  “Mother.” The word was sweet as honey, as he let me embrace him. “Mother, I’m so glad you didn’t die.”


  AFTERWORD
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  Distinguishing fact from fiction was easy in Rashi’s Daughters, but the matter is more complicated in Rav Hisda’s Daughter. True, there are a few historical figures like King Bahram and Emperor Diocletian whose exploits are well documented, and some obviously invented characters such as townspeople and slaves. However, the majority of people who populate this novel are known to us from the Talmud alone.


  The Talmud is clearly not a historical text; some might go so far as to call it historical fiction. Rabbis of different generations appear to argue with one another, some of their statements are contradictory or highly exaggerated, and there are few descriptions of actual events to anchor their discussions in time. Because the Talmud took centuries to redact, it is difficult to know whether it is describing Babylonia in the third century or seventh. According to some modern scholars, we must be suspicious of depictions of rabbis advising kings or teaching thousands of students, since the redactors had an agenda to make it appear as though rabbis always had the influence they only acquired later.


  Despite all this, and though there is no other evidence for their existence, I chose to write about Talmudic figures, and Rav Hisda’s daughter in particular. That she was both daughter and wife of illustrious rabbis would have been reason enough, but the passage where she answered “both of them” when asked which of her father’s students she wanted to marry made telling her story irresistible. Still, writing a novel set in this milieu meant I had to suspend disbelief and mostly accept the Sages’ world as presented. That didn’t mean I could ignore empirical evidence, however. So many months were spent researching what modern scholars have learned about Jewish life in third-century Babylonia and Roman Palestina.


  In addition, I pored through the thirty-seven Talmud tractates to unearth as many mentions as I could of Rav Hisda’s daughter, her husband Rami bar Chama, and their family members. The lives of Rav Hisda and his rabbinic colleagues were detailed in Jewish encyclopedias and in several “biographies” of the Sages, from which I amassed some basic “facts” as well as where in the Talmud that data could be found. Of course these men are mentioned hundreds of times, far too many to find every instance, but I tried to study those passages that described their lives rather than merely quote their legal opinions.


  No, the Talmud doesn’t have an index, and no, I didn’t search all 2,711 double-sided pages—it just seemed that way.


  Soon I had the “facts” I needed about Rav Hisda’s daughter. Upon learning that many Persian women, including Jews, were named “xxx-dukh” after their fathers, I concluded that her name actually was Hisdadukh, “Hisda’s Daughter” in Persian. She had two husbands in her lifetime, both brilliant scholars—which was the reason I chose to make her my heroine. Her father came from a priestly family, and was both a judge and head of a Torah school in the city of Sura. Her mother, whose name was unknown, was the daughter of Rav Hanan (who lived with them) and granddaughter of Rav. Hisdadukh’s parents were wealthy beer brewers, both of whom lived to be well past eighty. She had seven brothers named in the Talmud, and an unnamed sister who married her first husband’s brother.


  Making my way through the Talmud, I came across some information that would be difficult to call factual. Hisdadukh knew ways to protect her second husband from demons, while he was so versed in these esoteric arts that he created a “man” of out nothing. Her father, Rav Hisda, cast magic spells, as did other rabbis and the many sorceresses in their community, including her mother-in-law.


  For despite the Torah mandate that a kashafa is not permitted to live, the Talmudic sages permitted all sorts of magic if its purpose was healing, protection from demons, or merely furthering a rabbi’s education. One sage even consults the “head sorceress” for advice, showing that the sorceresses—everyone agreed that sorcery was the province of women—had a leadership hierarchy not unlike the Rabbis. Indeed, I found pages and pages in the Talmud dealing with occult topics such as magic spells, demons, amulets, the Evil Eye, and something called a sorcery bowl.


  Amazingly, this was where the Talmud and empirical evidence coincided. For in recent years, archaeologists have literally unearthed thousands of Jewish amulets and incantation bowls produced in Late Antiquity, the former predominantly in Israel and the latter in Babylonia. In addition, a large number of documents from the Cairo Geniza contain either magic spells or instructions on how to cast them. The incantation texts I used in this novel were all lifted from such actual sources. In fact, all magical and supernatural scenes in my novel are either based on these or taken directly from the Talmud itself.


  The more I read about magic in the ancient Jewish world, the more convinced I became that Hisdadukh herself must have been a charasheta, an enchantress—which meant I had to show how she trained to become one. Here I was able to give free reign to my imagination as I created names for Hisdadukh’s mother, sister, and seven sisters-in-law, as well as areas of expertise for them. I made one of them, Rahel, the charasheta who becomes Hisdadukh’s mentor. I invented Kimchit and Ezra, amulet scribes in Babylonia and Eretz Israel.


  On the subject of Israel, while the Talmud records that Rav Hisda escorted Rav Huna’s body to be buried there, there is no indication that his daughter or anyone else accompanied him, as unlikely as that might be considering his advanced age at the time. Thus Hisdadukh’s experiences in the West were a product of my imagination, although the rabbis who lived there were exactly as the Talmud describes them. Reish Lakish did have a daughter, whom I took the liberty of naming after his beloved brother-in-law, Yohanan. The mosaics of Sepphoris are justifiably famous, including the woman known as “Mona Lisa of the Galilee,” for which I made Hisdadukh the model.


  So while her rebound romance with Salaman is a fantasy on my part, Hisdadukh’s relationships with Rami bar Chama and Abba bar Joseph are straight from the Talmud, especially the intense rivalry between the two men as displayed in Rav Hisda’s classroom. The scenes I portrayed are only a few of the vehement arguments between them.


  Slavery in Jewish history is a touchy subject, but there is no question that prosperous Jews owned slaves in both the Roman and the Persian Empires, as did their gentile neighbors. Scholars estimate that slaves made up 25 percent of the Roman Empire’s population in Late Antiquity. Modern versions of Jewish texts tend to translate the Hebrew word for slave as “servant,” but this is misguided, as servants who work for wages are a more modern innovation. While the Talmud shows Rav Hisda to be a decent slave owner in comparison to other rabbis, the text never condemns the practice. As distasteful as modern readers may find it, I took pains to make my characters’ views appropriate for their time.


  Determining the status of free women was more problematic, as women’s situations varied from poor wives who were little more than their husbands’ slaves to privileged noblewomen like Yalta who enjoyed lives of luxury and independence. Hisdadukh, an educated woman from a wealthy family, clearly would not have suffered the deprivations of most females in her community. Still, there is no getting around the misogynist sages whose words appear throughout rabbinic texts.


  Since Talmud infuses this entire novel, I will not detail here which passage is the basis for each scene; that you’ll find on my Web site, www.ravhisdasdaughter.com. But for those who want to check, the major debates are from Bava Batra 21a in chapter 1, Pesachim 49a in chapter 5, Shabbat 61ab in chapter 7, Bava Batra 60a in chapter 10, Bava Metzia 96b in chapter 12, Sotah 21a and Shabbat 32a in chapter 17, Bava Kama 20ab in chapter 19, and Yevamot 115a in chapter 34. The yetzer hara discussion in chapter 10 comes from Sukkah 52b, Yoma 69b, and Berachot 61a, while that on Torah study comes from Shabbat 127a, Kiddushin 40ab, and the sixth chapter of Pirke Avot.


  I hope that many of my readers will be intrigued and inspired to learn more about the Talmud from the text itself.


  GLOSSARY


  [image: ]


  AdonaiGod’s holy name


  Agunahwoman whose husband has disappeared or died without witnesses, leaving her unable to remarry


  Aliyahblessing made before reading from Torah in synagogue


  Am-ha’aretzJew who doesn’t accept rabbinic authority


  Aristenant farmer


  Aveleventh month of Jewish year, in midsummer


  BamidbarHebrew name for biblical book of Numbers


  Barson of


  Baraitaliterally “outside,” additional teachings from the Sages of Eretz Israel not included in the Mishna


  Batdaughter of


  BavelBabylonia


  Beit dinJewish court


  Brit milahcircumcision ceremony, done eight days after birth


  ChaldeanBabylonian astrologer


  Charashetasorceress/enchantress


  Cheshvansecond month of Jewish year, in midautumn


  Ctesiphoncapital city of Babylonia


  Cubitan arm’s length, roughly twenty inches


  Dashtanamenstruating


  DevarimHebrew name for biblical book of Deuteronomy


  ElohimGod’s secular name


  Elullast month of Jewish year, in late summer


  Etrogcitron


  Exilarchruler of Jewish community in Babylonia, descended from King David


  GetJewish bill of divorce


  Ha-Elohim!exclamation, “O God!”


  Halukslip, thin undergarment


  Hametzleavened bread or cakes, forbidden during Pesach


  Hanukahwinter solstice holiday, celebrates Jewish victory over Greeks in 167 BCE


  Harosetmixture of fruit, wine, and nuts eaten at Pesach


  Huppahwedding chamber


  Kafrisouthernmost Babylonian city on the Euphrates River, location of exilarch’s winter palace


  KargaPersian poll tax


  Kasa d’charashaincantation bowl


  Kashafa (pl., kashafot)witch, evil sorceress


  KetubaJewish marriage contract specifying husband’s financial obligations to his wife in the event of divorce or his death


  Kitonbedroom


  KoheletHebrew name for biblical book of Ecclesiastes


  Kohen (pl., Kohanim)Jewish man from a priestly family


  Koshermeat from a biblically permitted animal, slaughtered according to Jewish Law


  Lilithsfemale demons who prey on newborn babies, women in childbirth, and men sleeping alone


  MagiZoroastrian priests


  Mamzer (pl., mamzerim)child from a forbidden sexual relationship, such as adultery or incest


  Matzahflat, unleavened bread eaten during Pesach


  Mavoicovered alley


  Mazalluck, fortune


  Mazik (pl., mazikim)impish demon


  Melogwoman’s property acquired before marriage


  Mikvahpool or bath for ritual immersion


  Minimheretic or sectarian, often refers to Christians


  MishnaJewish Oral Law, teachings of the Sages in Eretz Israel compiled ca. 200 CE


  Mitzvah (pl., mitzvot)commandment from Torah


  Mohelritual circumciser


  Mokhwad of cloth inserted vaginally to absorb menstrual blood


  NasusPersian Corpse Demoness


  Nehar Malkacanal connecting Euphrates River at Nehardea to Tigris River at Ctesiphon


  Nehardeacentral Babylonian city located on Euphrates River


  Negaplague demon


  Niddahmenstruating woman, forbidden to her husband until she immerses in a mikvah; also the state of menstruating


  Palla (pl., pallae)Roman shawl-like garment worn by married women


  ParasangPersian mile, approximately four kilometers


  PesachPassover, spring equinox festival, celebrates Exodus from Egypt


  Pumbeditanorthernmost Babylonian city on Euphrates River, site of Torah school since the third century


  Purimholiday celebrates how Queen Esther saved Persian Jews from annihilation


  Rosh HashanaJewish New Year, in early autumn


  Ruchimevil spirits


  SamaelAngel of Death


  Shabbatthe Jewish Sabbath, Saturday


  Shalom aleichemgreeting, “peace unto you”


  Shavuotlate spring festival, celebrates giving of Torah at Mount Sinai


  Shayd (pl., shaydim)demon


  Shemapassage from Deuteronomy said morning and evening, begins with “Hear O Israel, Adonai our God, Adonai is One.”


  Shivafirst seven days of mourning for a close relative


  Shofarram’s horn


  Sivanlate spring month in which Shavuot occurs


  Stola (pl., stolae)Roman woman’s outer garment


  Sukkahflimsy booth where Jews dwell during festival of Sukkot


  Sukkotautumn equinox festival recalls the forty years the Hebrews wandered in the desert after leaving Egypt


  Surasouthern Babylonian city on Euphrates River, site of the prophet Ezekiel’s tomb and one of the earliest Torah schools


  TasqaPersian land tax


  Tammuzsummer solstice month (tenth month of the Jewish year), also consort of Babylonian goddess Ishtar


  Tefillintwo small leather boxes with verses of Torah inside, worn by rabbis on their forehead and dominant hand


  Tekufasolstice or equinox


  Tesseraesmall ceramic tiles used in mosaics


  TiraganBabylonian holiday celebrated with colored ribbons


  Tisha B’Avblack fast, day of mourning in late summer for destruction of both first and second Temples in Jerusalem


  Tishreifirst month of Jewish year


  TorahJewish scriptures, Written Law given to Moses at Mount Sinai


  Tractatevolume of Talmud or Mishna, contains many chapters


  Traklindining room or large hall


  Tzitzitritual fringes attached to a Jew’s four-cornered garment


  Yetzer haraevil inclination, sexual urge


  Yetzer tovgood inclination


  Yom KippurDay of Atonement, observed ten days after New Year with fasting, asking forgiveness, and confession of sins


  Zav (fem., zavah)person with an abnormal genital discharge


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


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


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

OEBPS/Images/logo.png





OEBPS/Images/xviii-1.png





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
ANOVEL
OF LOVE,
THE
TALMUD,
AND
SORCERY

“Alushly detailed look into a fascinatingly unknown time and I i LIS
culture—and a most engaging heroine.” —DIANA GABALDON 3

RAV HISDA'S
DAUGHTER  briqaiyy
. ‘ PYnon s

Jh
. A1 1Ry
;o T QR

MAGGIE ANTON

author of the RASHI'S DAUGHTERS trilogy

Nt






OEBPS/Images/part.jpg





OEBPS/Images/common.jpg





