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‘Simply written and simply mesmerising … a wonderfully moving portrait of a passionate and controversial figure from myth and history’ Ms London


‘Intriguing, funny and moving’ Eve


‘This is a playfully but deliberately blasphemous book … Her gospel contains many episodes familiar from the others, but it is radical in its feminisation of them’ Independent


‘Fredriksson leaves us in no doubt of Mary Magdalene’s love for Jesus … I was engaged by Fredriksson’s sincerity and her quest to understand the roots of early Christianity’ Spectator
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By Marianne Fredriksson


Hanna’s Daughters


Simon & the Oaks


Inge & Mira


According to Mary


Elisabeth’s Daughter









WHY MARY MAGDALENE?


Perhaps it began when I read Simone Weil’s ‘Letter to a Dominican’. As is known, she was a Catholic, but in her letters she is fiercely critical of Christianity. She primarily turns against the appalling claims of the church to possess the only real truth. In whose name through the ages has judged and condemned human beings.


How did Jesus, whose foremost message is forgiveness and mercy, become the judgmental god? How could his determined distancing himself from priests and those learned in the scriptures lay the foundations to a religion with such harsh regulations, domination, and hierarchy?


Simone Weil put into words the questions that have always upset me when I read the gospels with all their contradictions. She herself says that a correct understanding of our religion is impossible because the early days of Christian history are wrapped in mystery.


This interested me. I began to read theology, the history of religion, mythology, and Greek philosophy. Delighted and astonished, I devoted myself to Sophia, and daughter of God, Wisdom, whose preaching bears great similarities to that of Jesus.


I quite soon realised that many of the contradictions in Christianity go back to the conflict between the Judeo-Christian congregation in Jerusalem and the Apostles who wanted to take the new message to the ‘heathens’. Jerusalem’s Christians maintained that all those who wished to convert must first become Jews, obey all the hundreds of decrees in the laws, and be circumcised. The foreign missionaries, with Paul in the lead, were opposed to the Jewish congregation and, is known, won the battle. As always, the victors wrote the history, the evangelists. That was how we, for instance, were given the story that it was the Jews who killed the Son of God – with terrible consequences throughout history.


After a while, I started playing with an idea, or rather a daydream perhaps. Supposing there had been a free, clear-thinking person among his disciples, someone who was open, unprejudiced, and acquainted with both Jewish and Greek thinking. Briefly, someone who had ‘ears to listen’.


One day I was looking for something in the Nag Hammadi Library and happened to come upon the fragment that remains of the gospel of Mary Magdalene. In it she accounts for what Jesus said in personal conversations with her – among them: ‘Make no rules of life on this which I have revealed to you. Write no laws as the law-makers do.’ And it struck me: here is perhaps someone with ears to listen, eyes to see, and a mind to understand. The disciple whom Jesus loved the most. And a woman with no power to influence.


That was how my Mary Magdalene was born.


Marianne Fredriksson









Epigraph


A correct understanding of Christianity
has become almost an impossibility for us
owing to the profound secrecy surrounding
the early history of the time.


Simone Weil in The Person and the Sacred
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She heard him speaking in the marketplace in Antioch, the man called Simon, who came to be called Peter. He was the same as usual. The fisherman from the shore of Lake Gennesaret had kept his lofty figure and rock-like features. And his gaze, childish and shallow.


She also recognized some of his words.


Like an echo.


‘Love one another,’ said the man in the marketplace.


Jesus had said that. But only now had she realized that he had never understood how little love people have.


‘Love one another.’ The large man repeated the words, giving them a ring of law.


Then she could see that his gaze was ingenuous.


A moment later, Simon spoke of the light that was not to be hidden, and she thought with surprise that Jesus had not known that people were condemned to the shadows.


His own light dazzled him, she thought.


Perhaps that was why he chose the darkest of all deaths.


Then finally the prayer she knew so well. ‘Our Father …’ And the crowd dispersed. A mocking laugh or two could be heard, but they soon ceased. Simon Peter’s words contained a luminosity, a reflection of what had once been said. But they had lost their mystery.


Was it a long time ago? Was it still going on? On her way home, she thought about how she had hated the big-mouthed fisherman, and was ashamed. So she tried to pray: ‘Dear Lord, forgive me my wicked thoughts.’


Then she thought she should never have gone to the meeting. She should have known better. She had needed a great many years to forget, and she now no longer remembered Jesus’ face, nor his hands, nor even his eyes or the mouth forming those amazing words. She had even banished the sweetness of the night from her memory. The smile was the most difficult. That could afflict her at any time in her everyday life.


A neighbouring wife had told her that a prophet from the new sect was to speak in the marketplace in the Jewish sector of the town.


‘I’m curious, but daren’t oppose my husband,’ she had said.


‘I’m curious about the new zealots, too,’ Mary had replied, with a bitter smile as she remembered Simon Peter thrice denying the Lord.


As she was making breakfast, her curiosity overcame her and became compelling. I’ll go. I’ll put on my black mantle and a veil over my face. No one will recognize me.


It had gone well and no one had noticed her, a black crow among all the other black crows.


She could not sleep the night after the meeting, nor weep, although it was grief afflicting her, her heart, beating as if about to burst.


She got up and tried walking across the floor, but her legs would not carry her. For a while she tried blowing life into her old hatred of Simon and all those damned fishermen. And of Jesus himself, he who had preferred a cruel death to a life with her.


But her bitterness had gone.


Suddenly, with crystal clarity appeared the memory of her last meeting with the disciples in that dark hall in Jerusalem the man with the water jar had taken them to, the sun making its way through the high windows and weaving rays of glittering dust through the air. And the words, asking her, ‘Give us the words he spoke to you and which we do not know.’


She could see now the men were weeping. How strange that she had forgotten their despair, she thought. Then she heard her own young voice.


‘I saw the Lord in a vision and greeted him. He said: “Blessed are those who are not afraid of the sight of me. Wherever is your spirit lies the treasure.” ’


She was so eager, she failed to notice the faces of the men round the table clouding over, and untiringly she went on telling them what he had said.


‘ “Be of good cheer, the Son of Man is within you. Follow him, he who seeks him will find him. Write no laws of this that I have revealed to you. Write no laws as the scribes do.” ’


She was still talking, of death, of everything man had to overcome while his soul was still in his body: anger, desire, and ignorance. She repeated a conversation between body and soul: ‘The body says, “I did not see you.” And the soul replies, “I saw you. But you neither saw nor recognized me.” I asked him, “What are the sins of the world?” And he answered me, “There is no sin in the world. You create it yourself when you falsify reality.” ’


That was when Peter had cried out, ‘These are strange teachings.’ Then he turned to the others. ‘I don’t believe our Lord spoke these words. Why should he speak privately with a woman and not openly with us?’


‘Brother Peter. Do you think I would tell lies about the Lord?’


There, in bed in Antioch, she was at last able to weep. As the first dawn light was colouring the sky, she slept, an uneasy sleep disturbed by images from her wanderings round the blue lake, and it was long into the day when she woke and felt the weight of stones inside her.


But her heart was beating as it should and her head was quite clear.


That was when she knew she had to go the whole way back, break her way through overgrown paths, stung by nettles and slashed by the undergrowth.


She got up and as she washed, in her mind she could see his smile. He was encouraging her!


‘But I’m only one human being,’ she said aloud.


Then she sat down to pray and sent her prayer straight to the Son of Man.


‘I have at last understood that you loved me with the love that embraces all. What confused me was the constant talk by the disciples about whom you loved best.


‘You loved and perhaps felt gratitude for teaching you bodily love, so increasing your knowledge of the condition of humankind. Your mother tried to talk to you about the inescapable cruelty of life, but you did not listen. You did listen to me. With your body.


‘God in heaven, how lonely you were.


‘Yet I contributed to making you into a human being. But then you did not learn of the world of shadows until you were at the cross.


‘I remember you were often surprised. “How can you see the splinter in your brother’s eye and not see the beam in your own.”


‘I could have told you how great the fear was. But I was only twenty. And a whore.’
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Mary had a great deal to do. Leonidas was to return home that day, thirsty, tired, and hungry. She put the great water pan to the fire and fetched water. As usual at the well, she glanced with gratitude up at the mountains in the south where Daphne’s springs leapt out of the rocks and supplied the town with an abundance of clear fresh water.


They were expecting his sister in the afternoon. She was to bring the account book and the two of them were to sit at the big table to enter all the expenses and income from his journey.


‘Please, God, that trade was good,’ said Mary, but her words were largely routine, an unnecessary invocation out into the air. She liked her sister-in-law, but feared those bold eyes that saw straight through you.


Mary Magdalene had much to hide.


She should have gone to the market the day before. Now she had to hurry down to the marketplace. She was in luck – a large piece of fresh lamb, some smoked fish, and a basket of vegetables and fruit. On her way home she passed the synagogue, and for a moment wished she could go in to Rabbi Amasya and tell him her story, but the thought was only random.


She remembered her neighbour had said that Simon Peter and his companions were staying with the rabbi. She pulled down her headcloth and hurried on.


She managed to clean the house and fill her jars with flowers from the garden, then finally combed her long hair and fastened it into a long plait round her head. A golden crown; she was proud of her hair. But she was troubled when she looked in the mirror and saw how wide-open her eyes were, dark shadows all around them.
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When Leonidas arrived, the house smelled of spices, flowers, and roasting lamb. He sniffed at the aroma and laughed aloud with delight. As usual, he took her two hands in his.


‘Every evening on my journey,’ he said, ‘I try to remember how beautiful you are. But I have a poor imagination and you always surpass my images.’


‘Silly. I’m beginning to grow old.’


‘You’ll never grow old.’


‘The eyes of love,’ she said, smiling, but then he noticed the dark circles around her eyes.


‘Mary, something’s happened.’


‘This evening,’ she said. ‘We must have a long talk this evening. Now you must take a bath, then eat. Then Livia is coming.’


He groaned.


When he emerged from the bath, she saw what she did not want to see, that he had aged, that his supple body was gradually slackening and his dark hair had grey streaks in it.


They ate. The meat was tender and the wine red and heavy.


‘You’ve time for a sleep before your sister comes.’


He nodded gratefully, disappeared into the bedroom and a moment later she heard him snoring.


When Livia arrived, Mary was washing the dishes.


‘I can’t think why you don’t buy yourself a slave girl,’ her sister-in-law said as usual.


Mary had the words on the tip of her tongue but kept her mouth shut. Livia would not have understood. ‘Serve one another.’


‘Some wine?’ she said instead.


‘Thank you, but I must keep my head clear. Give me some of that drink you brew from herbs instead.’


They went and sat in the garden with a goblet each, and looked at each other. She doesn’t age, thought Livia. She is as young as the day she came. Just as fair. Dark blue eyes, still so clear, reflecting the good sense that the gods had given her. But she seldom uses it, simply goes around enclosed in her own strength.


She is not really beautiful, her nose too long and her mouth too small for that narrow face. And it reveals every shift in her vulnerability, in strange contrast to that forceful and penetrating gaze.


A flock of white storks with black wings flew over the garden on their way to the cold waters of the Teutons far away in the north. Livia watched them, thinking how free they were.


Then she looked searchingly at Mary.


‘You look tired.’


‘I slept badly last night.’


‘Were you lonely?’


‘Yes,’ said Mary, relieved that she had not needed to lie.


She answers promptly to all questions, thought Livia, and manages to hide everything behind her simple words. She does not lie. She is too intelligent for that.


And yet she has great secrets.


A group of flamingos flapped over the rooftops, colouring the sky pink. This time it was Mary watching them.


‘They came down along the river,’ she said.


Livia was still thinking about her sister-in-law. Perhaps it is her secrets that give her strength; perhaps we would all have greater strength if we possessed a piece of inner land into which no one had access.


She sighed. She herself was like an open book.


She could see now that the darkness around Mary was denser than usual. Livia had long known her sister-in-law had bad memories. Leonidas had told her about her parents, the father crucified as a rebel and her mother and brothers hacked to death.
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Jews. That stubborn people, thought Livia, insolent enough to maintain there was only one god and that he was theirs.


Fanatics.


But Mary did not seem particularly Jewish, noticeably fair-skinned and blonde as she was. And those eyes, a brilliant blue like the spring gentians flowering in the mountains. She did go to the synagogue, occasionally, but if she were religious, her faith was slight.


‘There’s a prophet in town, a Jew recruiting people to a new religion,’ said Livia. ‘Have you heard about him?’


Mary was saved from replying, for at that moment Leonidas appeared on the threshold. But both he and Lavia saw all colour in Mary’s face drain away when she swayed slightly as she rose from the table.


‘Please excuse me,’ she said. ‘I’m not feeling well.’


‘Mary dear, go and rest.’


Leonidas followed her to the bed, looking worried. ‘Who?’ he whispered.


‘Simon Peter.’


‘We’ll talk tonight.’


But there was no talking that night. Leonidas and Livia had decided to go to the marketplace to listen to the new prophet.


‘I must be allowed to see him.’


‘Mind neither he nor his companions recognize you.’


‘You won’t come with us?’


‘No, I couldn’t … not again.’


‘You were there yesterday?’


‘Yes.’


Livia had gone home to change. Like Mary, she chose black clothes and a large headcloth. When she returned to fetch them, she was told that Mary was still not feeling well.


‘Anyhow, she’s not interested in dreamy prophets,’ said Leonidas. Livia realized her brother was less clever than his wife. He lied quite unnecessarily.


Leonidas came back late that night. Mary was asleep, but he found he could not sleep. All the incredible things he had heard were swirling around in his head, fantastic images interwoven into an incomprehensible legend. At dawn, he went into her room.


‘We must have a talk now.’


She was less burdened than she had been the night before, but her heart was fluttering as if beating emptily in her chest.


She could see from his eyes that Leonidas was deeply disturbed and filled with rage. He said Simon Peter had turned into a great liar. The apostle had told a story that was all magical nonsense from various religions.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’ll tell you. Jesus was born of a virgin and conceived by God himself.’


He laughed.


‘The god of the Jews has clearly begun to resemble the Zeus of the Greeks, seriously addicted to earthly virgins. Jesus came into the world in a stable in Bethlehem. It says in some old prophecy that the Messiah was to be born there. He is also descended in a direct line from King David, a family that died out a hundred years ago.’


He fell silent, thinking for a moment before going on.


‘Some of these legends are taken from the Jewish scriptures, others just superstitious public property. It’s all been woven together into a fantastic myth to confirm that Jesus was a god who out of compassion allowed himself to be born among people.’


Strangely enough, Mary was not surprised. He looked at her and said challengingly: ‘Did you ever hear him saying he was the Messiah?’


‘No, no. He called himself the Son of Man. I knew his mother, a good worldly woman. She was the widow of a carpenter in Nazareth, had many children and a hard life.’


Leonidas groaned before going on. ‘After three days, Jesus rose from the dead. Like Osiris, Isis’ husband. As you know, she also gave birth to a son of god.’


Mary was not interested in Osiris.


‘Did the disciples see Jesus in a vision?’


‘No, his body. They could feel the scars from the wounds he got on the cross. After forty days, he went to heaven and he’ll soon be returning to judge us all.’


‘Jesus never judged,’ whispered Mary. ‘He judged no one, neither publicans, whores, nor other wretches.’


Leonidas was not listening, and went on. ‘According to Peter, he died for our sins. We were to be cleansed by his blood. He sacrificed himself like a sacrificial lamb, the kind the Jews slaughter in their bloodstained temple.’


She tried to calm her heart. Then she remembered.


‘He said we had to take up our cross and follow him.’


They sat in silence for quite a while before Mary resumed.


‘It’s true he chose his death, but people didn’t understand him. Neither then, nor now.’


She looked at Leonidas, so certain in his interpretations. She herself held no opinions, but thought that if you sought to understand Jesus, it was not at all strange that you took strength from all the dreams the world had dreamt from the very beginning of time.


Then she remembered the old prayers she had heard as a child in the synagogue in Magdala, about he who was to come to awaken the dead, succour the fallen, cure the sick, free the captives, and be faithful to those sleeping in the dust.


‘They call themselves Christian and have adherents everywhere,’ said Leonidas. ‘With the help of these legends, they could be successful.’


Again they sat in silence.


Mary finally found the courage to speak of all the thoughts she had had during that difficult night – that she should go back into her memory and give expression to every word and every action from the years of wandering with the Son of Man.


Leonidas grew eager. ‘Write, write down everything you can remember. After all, you were the one closest to him, and knew him best.’


Mary shook her head, thinking no one had known him, and every one of His followers had understood him in his own way.


‘It’ll be difficult,’ she said. ‘He was too great for us.’


Toward evening, as agreed, they went to Livia’s to a welcome home dinner she had invited them to. They took the route around the handsome Daphne portal, and while Leonidas went to check that his goods had gone through customs, Mary climbed the steep steps in the town wall to look out over the huge caravan camp. Thousands of sheds and tents extended across the plain until they vanished over the horizon. Hundreds of camels were swaying along the alleys between tents, sheds, and the throngs of people in exotic clothing. The distance was too great for her to be able to hear what they were shouting, but that did not matter, for she knew she would not understand those foreign tongues.


Mary let her gaze roam to the west, following the long stony fortress out toward the sea and the harbour town of Seleucia. She saw the poor quarters clinging to the wall and thought about the exhausted drunken men, the whores trying to survive by selling their bodies, the children begging and rummaging in the garbage from the ships.


It was an unbearable world and she firmly turned her eyes in the other direction. There she could just make out the caravan route across the mountains. Slowly, day after day, it would wind its way eastward toward the Euphrates and on toward the heart of the kingdom of Parthia.


When Leonidas came to fetch her, he was pleased, for all had gone as expected, but he was muttering as usual about the high cost of the tolls.


Livia lived by the shore of the Orontes, not far from the river island where the Seleucians had built their palace. As they sat down at table, they could hear the murmur of the sluggishly flowing river and watch the evening birds settling along the shores for the night. Livia’s daughter and her husband were also there. Mary greeted Mera with great warmth, a young woman with a confident relationship to God. She worshipped Isis and was daily absorbed in prayer before the great goddess’ stone in the temple.


As always at Livia’s, the food was exquisite, but that had no effect on Leonidas, who was short-tempered and gritty-eyed.


But his sister was filled with the previous evening, impressed by Simon Peter, and she spoke eloquently of the tremendous force radiating from the man.


‘He must have been amazing, that young prophet in Palestine,’ she said. ‘I thought there was something moving about the stories about his virtues, something gentle and innocent.’


Mary was surprised. So that was what Livia had heard. For a moment she was tempted to confide in her, but a look from Leonidas stopped her. Then, Livia went on.


‘As far as I can make out, his teaching is much like that of Orpheus. And these new Christians do resemble many other fraternities of slaves and the poor all over the Roman Empire, where everyone is indifferent to their sufferings.’


‘You forget that those slaves and the poor are in a dangerous majority,’ said Nicomachus, her son-in-law.


‘But he was no revolutionary, this young prophet.’


‘He was crucified as a troublemaker, anyhow.’


Livia was not listening.


‘It seemed to me,’ she went on, ‘that he … whatever his name was … yes, Jesus, refused to see that people are fundamentally evil. He was naive.’


Mary wanted to cry out that Jesus was much greater than Livia would ever understand, but she made herself keep quiet, remembering that she herself had had similar thoughts. ‘His light was so strong, he found it difficult to see clearly.’


Simon Peter stayed for a few more days, speaking in the handsome public square at Antioch. He was successful, and the first large Christian congregation outside Jerusalem was founded.


But Mary did not go to his meetings.
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Mary found remembering difficult. Day after day, she found herself sitting in front of her empty papyrus roll.


‘Don’t bother about the sequence of events,’ Leonidas said. ‘Just start with an event whenever it happened.’


Again she tried to capture the scene in the house in Jerusalem at the time when Simon Peter had repudiated her. Then she remembered what Andrew, Simon’s brother, had said the moment she had stopped speaking.


‘What strange things you are preaching. And I don’t believe you.’


The next moment, Simon spoke the contemptuous words that Jesus did not speak privately with a woman. But then she remembered there had been another voice.


‘You’re hot tempered, Simon. Now you’re fighting with the woman as if with an enemy. If the Saviour found her worthy, who are you to judge her? He sensed her spirit, so was able to give her knowledge that we wouldn’t have understood.’


Jesus had said that. The gentle Levi had said those words. Why had she forgotten them?


Mary’s heart filled with pride, and she went out into the garden to delight in every flower.


What was it Jesus had seen in her?


She knew that the tremendous question of just who he was would never be answered. All she could do was to give her testimony on what was incomprehensible insofar as she had understood it. But to do that, she first had to know who she herself was. She would take Leonidas’ advice and start from the beginning.


She was born in Magdala on the shores of the Gennesaret, her village poor, the people scraping a living from the meagre fields, and the lake, which was rich in fish. Sheep and goats grazed on the dry hillsides. Mary was not yet five when she was sent to watch the animals on the slopes round the village. Her mother warned her not to go in among the trees higher up the slopes. There beneath the terebinth trees and among the grey trunks of old oaks, wild dogs and the laughing hyena lay in wait, greedy for human flesh.


Mary was an obedient child, but was occasionally defiant and went into the forest, where it was quiet and dignified in the shimmering foliage beneath the trees. The child realized that that was where God lived.


God was often talked about at home. Every winter morning she heard her father thanking the Almighty: ‘Praise be to Thee, oh Lord, King of the Universe, for not creating me a woman.’ And her mother’s voice answering: ‘Praise be to Thee, Lord, for creating me according to Thy will.’


The father never looked at the girl, but past her or through her, as if she did not exist. She was afraid of him, the darkness that surrounded his coarse figure, and that closed face with its hard eyes.


It was a relief when spring came, not just because of the warmth and the flowers, but because it never failed that as the breeze rocked the red anemones on the hillsides, and whenever her father went away, a great peace fell over their home. ‘Where does he go?’


Her mother’s reply was always the same. ‘Up into the mountains.’ She said it with pursed lips, as if reluctant to let the words out, and the girl realized she should ask no more questions.


But her mother was also more lighthearted after her husband had gone. Not that she showed it, and perhaps Mary was the only one to know her secret. When the two of them went to the well to fetch water, they might stop on the way and look up at the mountains where the oleanders were flowering pink among the honeysuckle and broom. If the child asked properly, she could persuade her mother to read aloud from the scriptures.


‘For lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone. The flowers appear on the earth; the time of the singing of birds is come and the voice of the turtle is heard in our land. The fig tree putteth forth her green figs, and the vines with their tender grape give a good smell …’


Then they smiled at each other.


Mary’s family owned neither fishing boat nor vineyards, but they had one great wealth – the largest fig tree in the village growing outside the door of their house. This blessed tree with its thousand green fingers gave shade during the hot summer and was generous to the poor, providing two crops each year. In mild springs, the first sweet figs might ripen as early as at Passover, then toward winter, before the rainstorms came, the fruit on that year’s shoots ripened and were carefully, almost reverently, gathered from the tree.


Her mother gave birth to a child every summer, four sons in an equal number of years, the births always occurring most inappropriately in the middle of harvest. She gave birth without a whimper and was back in the fields again a few days later, a new child in a bag on her back. The neighbours helped as best they could, but not until after the new son had been circumcised.


It was when the latest infant was ill with a high fever after circumcision and was being cared for by Mary that she noticed for the first time that her father was not the only one who looked away from her – no, the neighbours, too, even her mother’s brother behaved as if she did not exist. She understood then that it was a curse to be born a girl, and in addition the firstborn.


But that was also not the whole explanation for her becoming an outsider.


Then there was the headcloth. The other little girls were allowed to let the cloth down when the wind cooled the work in the fields. But not Mary. Every morning, as soon as her mother had rolled up the sleeping mats, she brushed Mary’s hair, wound it into a hard plait and pulled the cloth tightly around her little head, then finally tied the knot under her chin, so hard the child could not possibly untie it.


The girl was ashamed of her hair. Once when she was alone among the sheep, she managed to ease the cloth down over her shoulders and pull a strand of her hair out of the plait. She was frightened and saw with horror that her hair was unnatural, as yellow as ripe wheat. From that day on she no longer complained about her headcloth – on the contrary, she helped tie the knot even harder and pushed the cloth down over her forehead so far that the hairline was hidden.


Her mother sighed in the mornings as she plaited Mary’s hair. One day she said that the headcloth served no purpose as long as it could not hide the girl’s eyes.


‘What’s wrong with my eyes?’


‘They’re beautiful,’ her mother said, flushing. ‘Blue as the spring irises in the field.’


For a moment Mary sensed a suppressed longing in her mother’s voice. It was strange, but she realized that in some secretive way it was to do with her and the bond between the two of them. No one else could see it, but Mary knew that she was the child her mother loved most. She was the one who had a piece of newly baked bread secretly slipped to her, and sometimes when they were alone in the stable, her mother gave her the rich top layer of the milk.


She felt comforted now – she had beautiful eyes. But that very same afternoon, she began secretly looking into the eyes of the other children. Some were so dark the pupil was impossible to distinguish, but most were various shades of brown. One or two were lighter, one boy’s actually grey, and when she looked more carefully, she found his hair was also lighter than the others. Not as horribly yellow as hers, but when the sun shone on it, it could glint like silver.


Only once did she see a man with blue eyes. That was when a troop of Romans rode through the village and people cowered inside their houses, pale with bitterness and fear. The soldiers rode close to the houses, and, peering round from the stable, Mary suddenly met the eyes of a young soldier, eyes as blue as the sky, and beneath his helmet a glimpse of his hair – yellow like hers.


A moment later, he had passed, but it made a deep impression on her. She looked like the hated strangers!


Some time later, she happened to overhear a conversation between a neighbour, Abiathar, and one of his sons. They were talking about the Romans who had come riding through the village and the Jewish rebels gathering in increasing numbers in the mountains to practise the art of war. The young man wanted to join them.


‘God wishes his people to be free.’


‘Only madmen follow Judas of Galilee into the mountains. Crazy men like Barak. He’s left his wife and children to look after themselves and thinks we can throw the Romans out.’


‘But God wishes …’


‘God wishes that his people shall suffer and wait. When he finds the time is ripe, he will give us a sign. And he has not done that, either now or before the other wars. No miracles occur here.’


He raised his voice to a shout.


‘Rebellion leads to slaughter, women and children murdered, fields and villages burned. And those heroes in the mountains are crucified.’


He spat out the last word as they walked on and Mary dared emerge from the undergrowth where she had been listening. She ran as fast as she could to her mother, who was just lighting the oil lamp.


‘Mother, is there going to be war?’


‘Where did you hear that?’


‘Is father a warrior practising in the mountains?’


Her mother had never lifted her hand to Mary before, but now she struck her hard across the face. ‘That’s dangerous talk, Mary. Never, never must you pass it on, not to a single person.’


Mary rubbed her cheek, the tears flowing. Her mother pulled herself together. ‘Let us pray for peace. But first you must promise me by God’s holy scripts never again to take such talk on your tongue.’


The child wept and promised. But during prayers, she sat silently, and behind her tightly closed eyes she reckoned what Abiathar had said to his son must be true. ‘Women and children murdered, fields and villages burned. And the heroes in the mountains crucified.’


Why otherwise would her mother be in such despair?


The next day, Abiathar’s son had gone and the child could see the fear in people’s faces. But they said nothing, as if it were risky even to speak of the danger. Silence settled on the village and behind it, rancour and suspicion grew. People greeted each other, but no longer stopped to exchange words.


Mary’s mother had always been lonely, and now they excluded Barak’s wife from the community.


One day the girl met an old herdsman, a taciturn man she knew, who seldom opened his mouth. He drove his sheep past hers and glanced at her.


‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘It’s happened before and will happen again.’


News trickled into the village, some from the shepherds who met other herdsmen in the mountains. But most came by boat, strangers who had fled on board the fishing boats across the lake. Some spoke of victories, successful ambushes. But their words were vague and their eyes without hope. Others told of great battles and thousands of crucified Jews.


The old herdsman came down from the mountains and told them that Varius, the Roman general and governor of Syria, was on his way with two legions. The one army was going around the lake and attacking from the south, while the other had chosen the route across the mountains in the north.


‘We’ll be crushed between two walls,’ he said.


Mary listened without understanding.


A few days later, when she had been sent to the shore to buy fish, an old fisherman shouted at her to go away, for she was defiling the catch. She went home with the coin clasped in her hand and her body rigid with terror.


‘I defiled their fish.’


Her mother seemed to turn to stone, but her eldest brother, then five, cried out that Mary had brought shame on the family.


‘Everyone says you’re unclean, a child of sin,’ he shouted. But that broke their mother’s paralysis.


‘If Mary is a child of sin, then I am a whore,’ she said, her voice hard and her eyes burning with fury as she shook the boy. ‘Have you forgotten how God judges he who does not honour his parents?’


Mary did not know what a whore was, but at that moment understood that the evil afflicting her family was all her fault. That was when she decided to run away.


During the following nights, she gathered up all her strength. She would wait for a moonless night and walk to the new town Herod Agrippa had had built in honour of the Roman emperor. Herod called it Tiberias and the Jews called it the City of Sin.


Mary wept sometimes, but only a little and only when she thought about her mother.


Then at last it was a night with no moon. It was difficult walking in the dark and she fell several times, grazing her knees, then wiping the blood away with the mantle she had thrown over her shoulders. With horror she realized that although she had gone only a short way along the road, she would have to stop and rest until dawn. She shook off the cold, but that was not what kept her awake. No, there were strange noises filling the night.


Angels of Satan, she thought. Then it is true that Lucifer’s followers roar in the mountains on nights when the moon is resting.


She could hear the sound of horses’ hooves in the mountains, hundreds of horses, a little later the rattle of swords coming toward her, yells from men as blows struck helmets, shouted orders and victorious cries.


It dawned on her then that war was upon them.


She had to get back to Mother.


Mary ran as she had never run before, the sky red in the north, so that could not be the dawn.


Seopharis was burning.


She could just glimpse the first houses in Magdala, still dark and calm, but she stopped outside the door when to her surprise, she heard her father’s voice, angry and raucous.


‘You say nothing, woman.’


‘Go back into the mountains. They’re after you and you lead them straight to me and the children. Go! Go on!’


‘Have you forgotten what the scriptures say about the woman who rebels against her husband?’


He was bellowing like a madman, so loudly that he did not hear the clatter of the Roman troops’ horses. But Mary heard it and without even thinking, she slipped away. The house had only three stone walls, the fourth the rock it leaned against, with a narrow opening in the far corner between rock and wall and a ladder up to the roof. She climbed halfway up, knowing dawn would soon be coming and she would be visible on the roof.


She stayed there between the hillside and the ladder, and through a crack, she was able to see down into the room when the soldiers broke down the door. Laughing, they struck her father in the face and trussed him up, winding the rope around him from his feet up over his belly, chest, and arms, until he looked like a large fish, the kind you tie up before smoking them.


‘To the cross with you.’


That was a Greek speaking broken Aramaic.


Then the soldiers caught sight of the woman and the small children.


‘Leave them be.’


‘No, we’re to exterminate the Jews as we do vermin.’


Mary closed her eyes tight as they slit the throats of her mother and brothers, only one thought now left in her head. She wanted to die.


But she didn’t know how to. She kept her eyes closed, then smelt smoke.


They had set fire to the house.


Without thinking and without really wanting to, Mary fled, up toward the mountain, where she came to the old goat path, then she ran and ran and ran.




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		About the Author



		Also by Marianne Fredriksson



		Why Mary Magdalene?



		Epigraph



		Part One



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18









		Part Two



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32









		Part Three



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39









		Part Four



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



















		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
ORION





OEBPS/images/9781398710320.jpg
> A @"t\ %

& =),

"According ’
to Mary S

MARIANNE
FREDRIKSSON

THE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLER





