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To our children and descendants and all the people who will come after us.






The edge of the wing is laced with blue.

NUMBERS 15:38
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IN THE BEGINNING

In the beginning of Rabbi Yohanan’s class, all the eyes in the room were on me—including the rabbi’s. Thirty-six pairs of wide eyes—most of them brown, many of them tired, some of them familiar, and all of them surprised—were fixed on my face. I had been there only long enough to say, “No, it wasn’t like that at all,” and I was just as shocked by my appearance in the study hall as the students were.

In my experience, men don’t like to be told that they’re wrong, especially by a woman. But in this case, that wasn’t what had stunned this roomful of them. The students had been deep in thought and discussion about the Israelites’ experience crossing the Reed Sea after having just left Egypt, and one or two of the men had offered their ideas. Then suddenly, there was a young woman standing before them in strange clothes and contradicting them, having entered unannounced, and not even through a door.

When Rabbi Yohanan recovered himself, he asked me who I was. I sighed. This was my fourth time reappearing unexpectedly among people, so I at least knew a few things that I hadn’t known the first time. I was thankfully clothed—in fact, wearing the exact robe I’d worn before. I appeared to be a young woman of around twenty years, even though I had lived so many more. I was frustratingly going to be questioned extensively; and then, ultimately, I would be both revered and detested. However, I also had an important task, and I would find out what that was, hopefully soon. In the meantime, I would be as honest and efficient as possible. With any luck, my identity would mean something to them.

“I am Blue. Known in Israel as Serrah, daughter of Asher,” I said.

At that, the jaws in the room dropped to twice the width of the eyes, and the rabbi sat down, seemingly to prevent himself from falling.

As nobody there looked prepared to speak, I went on, “I was born in the land of Israel, the land of my grandfather, whose name was Israel. I went with him and his tribe to Egypt when famine threatened our demise, and Joseph sustained us with the stores of food there. Generations later, I helped lead the Israelites back to the land of our forebears. This is how I can tell you with certainty that the Reed Sea did not look like sprouting bushes on either side of us when we crossed, as one person here said. Still, more generations later, I returned to my birthland to help King Solomon with the building of the temple in Jerusalem. Now, I would very much like to know where I am and when I am so that I can get my bearings while I learn why I am.”

Rabbi Yohanan stood again, then bowed before me. He stayed that way long enough for his students to follow his example. Then he quietly dismissed them. The young men, all dressed in clean but rather ragged-looking robes that had white fringes neatly tied on the corners, walked out of the room backs first, still gaping at me. Once they were gone, Rabbi Yohanan opened a cabinet and pulled out a bottle of wine, two cups, and a small bowl of dried almonds. He poured us each a glass, then said, “Praised are You, Master, Our God, King of the World, who created the fruit of the vine. Praised are You, Master, Our God, King of the World, who enabled us to be alive, to exist, and to reach this time.” He looked at me expectantly for a moment, then drank his wine, and I did the same.

The liquid going down my throat felt at once strange and familiar. I hadn’t had anything to eat or drink in some time, so the sensation was shocking at first. The taste, though, was smooth and tangy and felt almost playful in my mouth. I enjoyed a second small cup when he offered it. Ready to add food to my experience, I copied the rabbi’s motions as he reached for an almond.

“Praised are You, Master, Our God, King of the World, who created the fruit of the tree.” Again, he looked at me expectantly as he paused after speaking. He seemed to be both waiting for me to say something and judging me for not doing so. But when he ate his almond, I ate mine.

I ate it slowly, first feeling its bulk between my back teeth on the left side of my mouth, then letting the right side have a turn before biting down. Splat! The almond broke between my teeth and burst its sweet, nutty flavor through my mouth. I chewed the pulp with satisfaction and gratefully accepted a second almond and a third when they were offered. The bowl was then empty.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” I said.

Rabbi Yohanan bowed his head in humility. “Of course. It is an honor to be here with you. The honor of a lifetime. Serrah, daughter of Asher, the eighth son of Jacob.” He shook his head in disbelief. “But,” he quickly went on, “I try to welcome everyone in this way. I try to offer a warm and welcoming space for people to feel comfortable and appreciated and respected. This is a longstanding tradition and value… Well, I don’t have to tell you that,” he concluded.

I smiled.

“You mentioned that you would like to know where and when you are. Shall I tell you now?”

I nodded my approval.

“This is my humble study, in the city of Jerusalem. The temple that you helped King Solomon build was also in this city, of course. But that was long ago. If you walked these streets and alleys at the time of Solomon the Wise, that was a thousand years ago. The temple stood here for centuries, a proud and beautiful home for the Master. I’m sorry to say that it was destroyed some five hundred years ago when the Babylonians came to our land, conquered it, and took many of us captive in exile. Some Israelites were able to stay here and were rejoined by returning exiles, and together they built a second temple that is still standing. I can show you, if you’d like. Praise the Master, we need only step outside to see its glory.”

“I would like that,” I said. “But first, who is that master of yours?”

“Why… well…,” he stumbled as he tried to get the words out. “The Master,” he said, as if I should know. “The Master. The One and Only God of Israel. Of… your grandfather, Israel… Of Abraham… Of Moses. Of all of us. The Master. The one with the ineffable name.”

Ineffable? How disappointing. In my lifetime with Moses, I had seen signs that the people were drifting away from Yah, but I didn’t think it would last. In my lifetime with King Solomon, I was disappointed that the Israelites had appointed a human king for themselves, but they still seemed to appreciate that the temple they were building was for connecting with Yah, praising Yah, dwelling with Yah in that place and beyond. I hoped this second temple was the same. But Rabbi Yohanan praised the Master. I would show him that YhWh—while a name more complicated to say than Yah—is not ineffable, but a name that brings us closer to the Oneness it holds. Also, I would calm myself at the same time.

“I would very much like to see the Second Temple,” I said. “But first, I must tell you that I do not know this ‘master,’ and I must cleanse myself of the anger and sadness I feel in hearing that my nation has drifted from Yah. If you like, you may join me in my people’s—our people’s—traditional way of connecting with Yah.” Without waiting for his decision, I closed my eyes and put my hands on the table where the bowl of almonds had been. I briefly drummed my fingers there to echo my heartbeat. Then I took a slow inhale of all that was around me. Yhhhh.

I took in the stale air of the room, the presence of the kind rabbi, and the lingering musk of his students. I took in the temple he’d told me was out there and the dust from the beautiful rolling hills I knew were just beyond—the hills my feet had first touched. I took in the sheep I believed would be grazing not far away, and I took in the birds in the sky, especially the ones with blue on their wings, that I was certain flew above us sometimes, even if not at that exact moment. Then Whhhh, I gave myself to all of that. Yhhhh. Whhhh. I repeated that “ineffable” name over and over, receiving from the All, giving to the All. Receiving, giving, receiving, giving, turning myself into Yah, and turning Yah into myself in the holy process.

When I opened my eyes, I could see that Rabbi Yohanan had chosen to join me. After he opened his eyes, he graced me with a serene smile. We remained quiet for a while, then he said, “It has become our tradition that only the High Priest says The Name, and only when inside the Holy of Holies in the center of the Temple, and only on the most sacred day of the year, Yom Kippur.” He paused for a moment, before sharing his next thought. “Perhaps it is time that we reexamine that tradition,” he said.

The rabbi escorted me out of his study. From the balcony just outside, we had a stunning view of the Second Temple. The sun shined on the stone, making it look like gold. Its beauty and size took my breath away. It was larger than the First Temple, and it seemed that there was a crew working to make it even larger at that very moment. My eyes began noticing other differences, and I wondered, if it was so important that I help King Solomon build the first one correctly, why wasn’t I here to help with the second? Was I here now to guide changes? I didn’t find out that day.

For the rest of that day, I enjoyed Rabbi Yohanan’s hospitality, if not his news. While walking me through Jerusalem’s streets and to his home where he would host me, he told me that the city was under siege by a people called Romans. That was, he explained, why he had only a token bite of food to offer me in the classroom. Food was scarce in the city; fear was abundant. Still, he worked for peace and hoped for peace. But he suggested that I stay by his side as we walked and not roam the city on my own. I also thought that best, for otherwise I would have surely gotten lost.

The temple wasn’t the only thing that looked different to me. The city walls that had been built by Solomon’s father, King David, had clearly already fallen and been repaired in many places in the thousand years since I had last been in Jerusalem. The streets looked to be made of the same stones, but as they wound around and over the hills, they marked paths between buildings and houses that I had never laid eyes on. There were still wells where I expected them, but the ovens had been moved to a location that we didn’t pass on the way to Rabbi Yohanan’s home.

He gave me his bed in the sparse room where he slept in the city. He insisted that he would sleep on a blanket on the floor, and he hung a curtain for my privacy. He shared his food with me. He accompanied me on tours of the city and ascensions to the Temple Mount. He watched over me from a distance while I sat on the rooftops and gazed at my homeland and breathed it in and breathed myself into it. He brought me with him when he taught his class so that I wouldn’t be alone. Rabbi Yohanan told everyone that I was his niece, though a couple of his students whispered other news. And still, I didn’t know why I was there—until the fifth day.

Every morning, I had been thoroughly delighted by the Levites singing psalms from the temple. Their harmonies floated through Jerusalem from the highest point in the city, and the music reminded me of the joy that is possible in the world, even in a city that is captured. Of course, not every moment was a joyful one, and our trip to the market that morning was a clear reminder.

We’d gone to buy bread and whatever else we could from what would be available that day. The rabbi warned me to expect little due to the siege. But he also told me that I could look forward to hearing a section of the Torah chanted in the marketplace. Twice a week, a short section was chanted in the market, and a longer piece would be sung on the sabbath.

He beamed with pride as he told me, “This week, we’ll be hearing about the Israelites crossing the Reed Sea and the song they sang on the other side. That’s why we were discussing it in class. Surely, you must remember the song.”

I gave him a noncommittal smile. They had not been correct about what the crossing of the sea was like. I would have to hear the song before I could know whether it was the one that I remembered or not. Together, we eagerly walked to the market. I enjoyed the crowd of my tribe around me. I looked for signs of my grandmothers in the wise faces of the elder women. I looked for glimpses of familiar smiles or walks in the children. I made my way to the front of the gathering so I could hear the words well.

Soon, a young man whom I recognized from Rabbi Yohanan’s class stepped onto a crate. “Praise the Master, the praised one!” he shouted.

Idle chatter in the marketplace changed to an obedient response from the crowd as one: “Praised is the praised Master, forever and ever.”

The student then called out, “Praised are You, Master, our God, King of the World, who sanctified us with commandments and commanded us to involve ourselves with the words of the Torah.” Then, in a strong and lovely tenor voice, the student chanted a very, very long song. It held remnants of what I had experienced, and yet it was all wrong. I insisted on leaving that gathering at once, and Rabbi Yohanan reluctantly followed me, clearly wanting to remain until the end, but likely fearing for my safety if I were alone.

We stepped onto a side street, and I asked him, “Where is this song from?”

He stammered a moment, then said, as if it were the most obvious answer, “It’s from the Torah. Moses received the Torah at Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua, Joshua to the elders, the elders to the prophets, and the prophets to the men of the great assembly. We practice memorizing it, but we also have it written down on scrolls so the students can review it that way and make sure they know and say the words exactly. Korey, who you just heard chanting, has memorized it perfectly.”

“What I just heard is written down?” I asked.

“Yes,” he answered. “In the Torah. The teachings. The Five Books of Moses.”

“I must read them,” I said.

Rabbi Yohanan made the arrangements, and for seven days, I took only a few breaks from reading to eat and sleep. I read the Torah from the first word to the last, but long before I was finished, I knew through and through why I was there. These words had been written on scrolls by dedicated scribes. Each one had copied a scroll from a scribe before him, making sure the teachings were identical. It seemed that the original words hardly mentioned me. Thus, each copy had all but erased me from the story! Me and so many others. Understandably, it is impossible to include every detail, every experience, every perspective in any story, but these writings were being treated as holy and complete. In fact, they had omitted so much, I was lucky the rabbi had even recognized my name!

Continuing with his generosity and hospitality, Rabbi Yohanan worked to get me supplies so that I could write the missing pieces of the story of the Israelites, especially mine and the stories of the other women. Not knowing that I could do the writing myself, he assigned his student Ezra to help me. But I would write each word. Yesterday, the Levites sang, “Master, open my lips and my mouth will sing Your praise.”

Today, I say, “Yah, guide my hand, and I will write my song.”






I WAS BORN

I was born one hundred paces outside of my grandmother Leah’s tent. She shared that tent with her two unmarried daughters, Deenah and Emunah, with her handmaid Zilpah, and with the matriarch of the family, Grandmother Rebekah. When I was born, Grandmother Leah shared it with me too. My mother, Deenah, had hardly left that tent or the safety and comfort of her mother, Leah, during her entire pregnancy. But when she felt me trying to exit her womb, she fled that tent and the whole camp, trying to get out before my birth. She was afraid her brothers would kill us if they found out about me. They had murdered before with no remorse.

Every day of her pregnancy, Mama was filled with fears that her brothers would discover her round belly and attack her, running their knives through us both. Or maybe she would deliver me after all, and then, once they heard my first cries, once they saw in my tiny face, the face of her husband whom they had slaughtered, then they would kill us side by side. Although my uncles spent most of their days in the fields, my mother hardly left the tent for fear of being seen by them.

Blessedly, my mother’s terrifying daydreams did not follow her into the nights. She had peace and calm while she slept, even joy and excitement. When she closed her eyes and drifted away from her brothers in her dreams, she heard birdsong. It was special birdsong. She could understand what the bird was singing, as if she and the little bird were speaking the same language. And it also felt as if the bird were singing from inside of her. For these reasons, my mother was able to take comfort from both the words and the melody and have respite from her fear-filled days.


Here I am,

Prepared and invited

To live, to exist, and to be brought

To this moment

Hallelu Yah



Though my mother found peace at night, when it was time for me to be brought into the world, her labor pains began during the day, when her usual fears were already heightened. So, when her delivery time grew close, she walked away from the camp where her family dwelled, away from her mother’s and grandmothers’ tent where she had found company for her grief and refuge from her brothers. She walked alone into the wilderness to a place where her cries would only be heard by the hills and where our bodies would be buried by the dust brought with the breeze and picked apart by vultures, not brothers.

But it was not to be that way. Thankfully, Deenah’s mother, my grandmother Leah, followed her out of the camp. And so, when Mama began laboring, she had her mother to hold her, encourage her, and sing to her. When I finally arrived, Leah was the first one to see me, and when she did, she gasped. I don’t remember that, of course. But she told me many times, and Mama did too. Grandmother Leah told me she was glad that she had not uttered her first thought, instead letting it simmer in her mouth, though it burned her tongue.

Rachel.

That was my grandmother Leah’s first thought: Rachel. When she saw my face, she saw the face of her own baby sister, Rachel. Rachel had died only a few months before my arrival. She was not a baby at the time but a woman who had recently died while birthing a baby. Rachel was Leah’s little sister, whom she’d loved, adored, and squabbled with all her life. And there was Rachel’s face—baby-sized—on her daughter’s daughter.

My grandmother Leah held me in her arms and let her tears fall on my new little face. A face that would save my life because it would make it clear to everyone that I was a member of the tribe, not a reminder of the man from a foreign tribe whom my mother had briefly been married to. Looking at me, nobody would suspect that my mother bore the child of the prince of Shechem. In fact, I was not the child of the prince. Well, not the child of that prince. When my grandmother Leah saw my face, she could see that her sister, Rachel, was my other grandmother. She realized that my father was Rachel’s son, Joseph. Though she was surprised, she was tremendously grateful. She knew her daughter and the new baby would be safe.

Indeed, I was safe and well and thriving on my mother’s milk and embrace and love. On the thirtieth day after my birth, my mother, Deenah, wrapped me in a blanket and carried me to her father’s tent. My grandmother Leah walked behind us. And Mother’s grandmother Rebekah walked behind Leah. We were four generations on our way to Grandfather’s tent like a little parade of royal women, decked out in our finest cloaks—and blankets, in my case.

I don’t remember the day, but I do remember the blanket, because I had it for many years. It was small, just right for a baby who would grow into a child and want to carry it places—which I did. The wool was soft from so many uses, and the blue dye faded with time. I was told that what I saw as brown circles in each corner had started as white full moons, but the desert dust had stained them long before I had a chance to commit the white to memory.

Deenah was an expert weaver. Not as skilled as Leah, but, of course, Leah had many more years of experience than her daughter did. This was most clear in the embroidery on the blanket. If you looked very closely, you could identify which stitches belonged to Leah and which were done by my mother. The blue bird, singing happily in the center of the blue sky, was all my mother’s work. The green stem of the hollyhock she sat on had been stitched by her mother, Leah, and Grandmother Rebekah had even done some of the violet flower petals. But my mother, Deenah, had made most of my blanket. Almost all of it.

Sadly, there had been days and weeks of her pregnancy when she just couldn’t work on it. She couldn’t see well enough through her tears. And there were many, many days when she didn’t even think I’d be born.

I was born, though, and being presented as a new member of our tribe on the thirtieth day of my life was the first noteworthy thing after my birth. It was the custom in our tribe that if a baby girl lived for a whole month, she would be brought to the head of the tribe to have her name written on the parchment that recorded all the births of girls.

The boys’ names were written down on their eighth day of life. Whether that was because it was the day they entered the tribal covenant by circumcision, or whether it was because a boy meant more hands and more prestige and more riches for a father, or whether it was because a mother wanted to bond with her girl longer… it’s impossible to know how the custom began. It’s easy to know that’s what it was.

So, on the thirtieth day of my life, my mother wrapped me in the little blanket she had made mostly herself and escorted me to have my name written on the scroll: Serrah. She’d only decided that would be my name the day before the ceremony. She had been calling me Blue since she first saw me. At first, she had been afraid to look at me, to see the face of the baby she had brought into the world to die in the desert, but with her own mother’s reassurance and insistence, she finally did. Then her whole body relaxed with relief. She smiled at me and stroked my cheek and kissed my fingers and said, “Hello, Blue.”

She put her cheek next to mine and closed her eyes, smiling about the dream my father had told her he’d dreamt on what turned out to be the night I was conceived. There were ten all white birds and one more that had blue on its wings. My mother recognized me as the blue bird who had been singing to her from within. She stood slowly with me in her arms and let her mother help her back to our tent.

But she felt I needed another name, a name to be called in the tribe of Israel. So, she chose Serrah. “Because you are a princess,” she told me, “and not just any princess. You fly beyond the palace walls into freedom. May you have not only what you need but even more. Excess.” That was how she decided that Serrah would be the name she wanted added to the list of Israelites.

When my mother, Deenah, arrived at the entrance of the tent of her father, Israel, for my naming ceremony, she paused. Her grandmother, Rebekah, went from the end of the little procession to kiss Deenah on the forehead, and then do the same to me. Then she walked in first. “Jacob,” she addressed her son, “mazal tov. Congratulations. You have a beautiful new granddaughter.” Jacob kissed his mother’s hand and invited her to sit on a cushion to his right.

While that was happening, Leah kissed me on the forehead, then my mother, and then entered the tent. “Israel,” she said to the same man, using his newer name, “mazal tov. Our daughter has given us a new granddaughter. She is beautiful. You will think she is the most beautiful of all our granddaughters, and you will probably be right.” Leah sighed at that point. I’m quite sure she did. “And it is not just her face that radiates with beauty but also her voice.”

Grandmother Leah said that last part after I let out a long coo. While Leah had been speaking to her husband, and while the two of them had been looking at each other, my mother had walked in quietly and bowed her head to the ground just inside the entrance of the tent. She waited silently and nervously. While fully prostrated, she took a deep breath Yhhhh, bringing the calm of Yah into her body, and then Whhhh, breathing her fear away. I, still in her arms, decided that was the right moment to sing.

Israel, who was Jacob, who was my grandfather, looked at his daughter with her forehead on the entrance rug. He surely would have been perplexed if he had been in his right state of mind. Why was a daughter of his here? Any child of a daughter belonged to another man’s tribe—her husband’s tribe. But he had been trapped in grief for months and couldn’t notice much outside of that. Though part of his grief was in having a daughter whose husband had been slaughtered by his own sons, he tried not to think about that much.

“What is the girl’s name?” he asked.

“Serrah,” my mother answered, still low on the ground. My grandfather took his reed and dipped it in ink. He didn’t do much of his own writing anymore, but he kept up the list of members of the tribe. Serrah, he wrote. Then he wrote daughter of, and in a moment, he would write my father’s name, thus recording me the way I would be called in the tribe of Israel. Serrah, daughter of…

He hadn’t heard the name of the father—it hadn’t been said—but he didn’t realize. “Rise, daughter,” he said, “and tell me her name so that I may hear it and write it.” When Deenah rose, she saw the shock on her father’s face. He had not even known she’d been pregnant. The men and women didn’t often mingle. Add to that the fact that Deenah and Jacob had each been steeped in mourning and secluding themselves from others, and it was no surprise—or accident—that they hadn’t crossed paths.

Jacob’s face stayed in shock so long that my mother wondered what she should do. But just when she thought they might all be there forever, his face reconfigured to anger, and his voice matched it.

“This newborn is not my responsibility,” he said. “The baby should be living in the town of Shechem with her father. I wanted a peace treaty with the Shechemites. I acted honorably, but my sons did not. Take this girl to one of them. Let them bear the burden of their wrongdoings.”

My grandmother, Leah, put her hand on her husband’s. “The baby is not a Shechemite,” she said softly. At this point, Israel’s expressive face moved to confusion. While his fists were still clenched in anger, his forehead was wrinkled as he looked to his wife for more clarity. Deenah had been married to Prince Shechem before he’d been murdered by her brothers. Who was this baby?

“Israel,” Leah said softly, “the baby is an Israelite. She is Serrah, daughter of asher…” She paused. Israel picked up his reed and wrote Asher after the words daughter of. Israel had a son named Asher, and Leah realized the miscommunication as soon as it was happening. She’d just been having a hard time saying asher ayn-aynu… the one who is no longer with us.

For a moment, Leah had a dilemma. Would she let the mistake stand, or would she let her husband know who the baby’s father was? For thirty days, she had been wondering how her husband would react to the news, and now she had the opportunity to avoid it. But she moved ahead. Leah motioned to my mother to bring me closer. My mother knew her father wouldn’t approve of her having had a child with Joseph while married to another man, but she was grateful to have this little piece of her beloved. Joseph had been her father’s favorite son. Maybe he would feel the same. With tears in her eyes, she placed me on her father’s lap. He looked at me and saw what Leah and Rebekah and Deenah had seen the first time they’d laid eyes on me. He saw the face of his recently buried, favorite wife: Rachel.

“Rachel,” he almost whispered.

“This is Serrah,” Leah corrected. “She is our granddaughter. She is the daughter of our daughter Deenah and… asher ayn-aynu.” Nobody had said the name Joseph to my grandfather since the day he’d had to identify his treasured son’s bloodied coat. When Joseph was referred to at all, it was delicately said that he was asher ayn-aynu, the one who was no longer with us. Hearing that from Leah, Israel handed her the baby—me—and left his tent in tears, without writing my father’s name on the scroll.

That is how it came to be that my name was known as and forever called in Israel: Serrah, daughter of Asher. As it turned out, Asher’s wife Yonah was pregnant. In an act of quick thinking, my grandmother Leah went to Yonah and told her to claim me as her own. Leah told her that when she delivered her baby, she should declare that she had twins. So, when her son Ishvi was born, it was said that I followed him out of the womb. Yonah was not at all pleased but really had no choice in the matter. Leah promised her that my mother, Deenah, would become her nursemaid and feed both the babies. But that didn’t actually happen. Yes, it’s true that I was called Serrah, daughter of Asher, and that my mother was called Yonah’s nursemaid, and that I was given to Asher to hold on the eighth day of Ishvi’s life. I was sleeping, and Asher was attentive to his son Ishvi’s circumcision. But Yonah then took Ishvi back to her tent to nurse him and raise him while I continued to live with my mother in my grandmothers’ tent.






MEMORY

My first memory is of meeting my first love. Not a romantic love like the one between my mother and father, but the first deep and lasting love that came from someone new in my life. I met him in an onion patch. He was missing his bottom two milk teeth already, but one of mine was wiggling a lot. I saw him digging between the rows, then watched as he lay down on the loose soil and sprinkled bits of it over himself.

When he stopped doing this, I called out to him. “What are you doing?”

He hadn’t seen me and had to lift his head to look to where the words were coming from.

“Why did you do that?” he asked. “Now I have to start all over again.”

“Start what?”

Without lifting his body again, he said that he had to go under the dirt. Like the onions. So he could grow. Like the onions.

“If you lie down in the dirt, you’re going to grow tall and spicy and green?” I asked.

“Green? Spicy? Of course not! Don’t be silly. I’ll just be tall.”

I wasn’t sure this plan would work, but it seemed worth trying, and this boy seemed worth knowing. So, I made myself some room in the next row by digging down a bit, then I sprinkled the loose soil over myself. I watched the clouds floating in the sky. It was the beginning of the rainy season, and I’d already decided that was my favorite time because I loved the clouds so much.

This might have been the first time that I felt myself knowing Yah, becoming one with everything. It was as if I were floating with the clouds. Not my body—just me. At the same time, it was as if I were floating like the land. Yes, the land-me also felt like I was floating. And the me in my body was becoming more cloudy and more land-y, and the land and clouds were becoming more me-y.

That was abruptly interrupted when the boy asked, “Now what?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It was your idea.”

“I’m tired of this,” he said. “I’m going to stand up. You watch me and tell me if I’m taller.”

In one quick motion, he stood up and looked down on me from beside my head. “Woah,” I said, startled by how much higher up his head was than mine. “You’re so tall.” He nodded his head and reached out his hand for mine.

“Come on,” he said. And I did. He started running, and I ran after him. He was older and faster than I was, but he would stop and wait for me, and he didn’t tease me like Asher’s son Ishvi did.

When I caught up, the boy motioned for me to follow him. Soon, we were sneaking into Grandfather’s tent. I had been there many times but only with Grandmother Leah and Grandmother Rebekah. I had never even been there with my mother since my naming, let alone… alone. But we went in quietly. Nobody was there to notice us tiptoeing along the side of the tent that sheltered us from the morning sun. Nobody was there to stop us from opening a small basket of dried, pitted dates and helping ourselves to two each. And nobody was there to notice us run out, our mouths so stuffed that our laughs were muffled.

Once I’d swallowed all the sweetness, including the sugary saliva I shoveled back in from my chin, I said, “We shouldn’t go in there; that’s Grandfather’s tent.”

“What grandfather? That’s my father’s tent.”

“You should go to your mother’s tent.”

“I have no mother,” he said.

No mother? “Of course you have a mother,” I said. “Where do you sleep?” How could he have no mother? Surely, he was wrong.

“In Bilhah’s tent,” he said.

“Then she is your mother,” I told him.

“No,” he said. “Father says that my brothers need to be kind to me because I have no mother.”

“Well,” I said with my hand on my hip, for this was something I knew about, “Yonah says that she and my brother need to be kind to me because I have no father.”

“No father?” he asked. “Of course you have a father. Who provides a tent for you and your mother to sleep in?”

“I do have a father,” I said. “Just Yonah says that I don’t. Asher provides for me, but he is not my father. Joseph is my father. But he’s gone. My mother says that his brothers probably killed him.”

I had never shared that sentence with anyone. It felt exciting and important. Until it felt like the sharp pain of a fist coming down on my head followed by screeches in my ear. “I did not kill my brother!”

I ran from my new friend. My first friend. I ran from the wonderful adventure I was having. My feet carried me fast out of fear and determination until I reached the onion patch, went back into the little ditch I had dug earlier, and sprinkled soil on myself again.

I had run faster than him the whole way, fear motivating my feet farther and farther. When he caught up, he stood above me and asked me what I was doing.

“I’m going to grow taller than you and hit you on the top of your head!” I yelled.

“No, you won’t,” he yelled back, taking his place in the narrow groove he’d dug for himself earlier. But I didn’t look at him over there. I just looked up at the fluffy clouds. Then I fell asleep and dreamt of those clouds coming down and hitting him on the top of his little head. When I woke up, he was sleeping, and I went to get something to eat.

Grandmother Leah was sitting outside our tent weaving in the shade. She offered me a barley cracker and a seat beside her. After I ate, I told her I wanted more. She said I could get it myself from the sack. So, I took out as many as I could carry and brought them back to the shade.

“Why so many?” she asked. “Can you be that hungry?”

“I’m not hungry,” I said, “But Mama said that eating makes me get bigger and stronger. When I eat all these barley crackers, I’m going to be big enough and strong enough to hit that boy right on the top of his head.”

“What boy?” She asked.

I told Grandmother Leah all about the boy in the onion patch, the sweet dates from Grandfather’s tent, the hitting and the yelling and the clouds. She listened attentively, then gently took the barley crackers from my hands and placed them in the basket she set beside her.

She took me onto her lap and said, “Blue, that little boy is Benjamin, and I will talk to him so that he won’t hit you again.” I hugged her tightly in gratitude. “First, there is something I must tell you—and I will tell him too. Something important. Are you ready?”

I nodded that I was.

“You do have a father, Blue. In fact, you have two. Joseph was the father that placed the seed in your mother so that you could grow inside her until you were ready to come out here. And Asher is the father who provides you with a name and place to belong.” I nodded. I knew all this already. I was going to get off her lap, but she went on. “And Benjamin, he does have a mother. In fact, he has two. Rachel was the mother who held him in her body until he was born. And Bilhah is the mother who nurses him and soothes his cries and gives him food and a mat beside hers.

“She has worked his whole life to keep him safe and protected, for he’s now the only child left of Rachel, and now he’s his father’s favorite son. But if you two have only seen each other for the first time today, perhaps she is protecting him too well. The secret should be let out too. I’ll speak with her.” With that, Grandmother Leah slid me down from her lap and walked toward Bilhah’s tent. I was glad she was going to have a talk with this head-bopping boy named Benjamin. And I was curious to learn of this secret.

I realized when we got to Bilhah’s tent that I had never been there before, nor had I even wondered about who lived in the tent. It was larger than the servants’ tents, but smaller than Grandmother Leah’s, or even Yonah’s. The fabric by the windows and entrances were adorned with colorful threads, but the other areas were plain. Inside, there were a few gorgeous cushions and beautiful rugs, but all were worn thin. And most surprising of all, there were two boys in there. One I had just learned was Benjamin. And the other?

He and Benjamin were wrestling when we entered. They stopped in surprise, and Bilhah was no less surprised by our presence. Grandmother Leah looked at her and walked out, and Bilhah followed. When they went to talk outside, I went to see who this boy was. He seemed to be about the same age as Benjamin. He was much quieter, though. In fact, he said nothing and did nothing other than stare at me.

“What’s the matter?” I asked him. “Never seen such a lovely girl before?”

“You’re not supposed to see the secret,” Benjamin said about the little boy. “He’s a secret.”

On the rare occasions that this boy was called anything, he had been called Sode among the people of our tribe who knew the secret. But in his mother’s arms, he was called Geeborr, a name that means hero. I learned that day that Geeborr was the son of Bilhah, my grandfather’s fourth wife, and he was also the son of Reuben, my grandfather’s first son. I learned that Sode was born from the love of two people who had felt overlooked until they’d found each other. And yes, that baby was called Sode—secret—and kept hidden due to the shame. But before he was a year old, he was called Geeborr by his father and mother, for his life allowed her to also nurse Benjamin when his mother Rachel died.

Once Geeborr got over the shock of being seen by someone else, he told me all of this on the day that I met him. I think he would have talked and talked endlessly had we not been interrupted. But the women came back in with tears in their eyes and their arms around each other. Grandmother Leah walked over to Geeborr and kissed him on the head and told him she would come and visit him in the morning.

“I’ll bring you sweet treats and tell you stories, like a proper grandmother,” she paused for a moment, “and you may tell me stories too,” she continued. “I hope you will tell me your favorite stories and your hardest ones and the ones you wish will come to pass one day.”

I wasn’t there to hear those stories when she went back the next day. I didn’t know what Grandmother Leah said to Bilhah about Benjamin hitting me, so I promised myself that in the morning, I’d go back to the onion patch to get a little taller, just in case her talk didn’t help. It seemed he had the same idea, for the next morning, I hadn’t been there long enough to finish sprinkling the soil over myself before he came and started doing the same.

After, we lay side by side for a while, with only the short green sprigs of new onions growing between us, Benjamin turned to me and said, “Bilhah has told me that when I was born, my mother called me BenOni. Bilhah calls me Benno as a reminder of the name my mother chose.”

“My mother calls me Blue,” I told him.

“Come on, Blue,” he said, getting up. And we went back to Grandfather’s tent for dates.

When we finished our sweets, I wanted to be the leader. “Come on, Benno,” I said, and took him to my grandmothers’ tent. All the women were there when we arrived. My mother and her sister Emunah were pitting and drying dates. Zilpah was massaging Grandmother Rebekah’s feet with oil. And Grandmother Leah put down her weaving to take us into her arms together, and then released us so we could kiss Grandmother Rebekah on her small hands. I was hoping to give Benno something from our tent, but we weren’t alone, and I didn’t know what to do. Luckily, Grandmother Leah invited us to hear a story.

She gave us some peas to peel and kept her hands busy with the same task while she talked.

“Your mother, Rachel,” she said to Benno, “was the mother of your father, Joseph,” she looked at me, “and I knew both of them when they were your age. Rachel was beautiful. She was so much more than that, of course, but that was what everyone remarked on. All the time. Once, when she was small like you, Benjamin”—Benno sat taller and peeled faster when he was called small—“she was tired of all the attention and wondered how she might make herself less noticeable. So, she went to find a dirty sheep. She rubbed her face in the wool, sneezing and coughing as the sheep’s dirt went onto her face and up her nose. Then, instead of looking beautiful, she looked like a child who had been playing in the dirt.

“Her plan didn’t work, though,” Grandmother Leah sighed. “Everyone still noticed her. And her beauty. You look a lot like Rachel,” she said to Benno. He smiled broadly. “You do too,” she told me. I had been just about to say that, but she’d said it before I’d had a chance.

Then she asked us whether we’d like to hear a story about Joseph. We eagerly said that we would. I saw my mother’s body stiffen and wondered whether I should have said no. As it was, I had no time to change my answer, for Grandmother Leah immediately agreed to tell us while we kept peeling the peas.

“Your father, Joseph,” she said to me, before turning to Benno and saying, “Your brother, Joseph, was a sweet boy.” We both smiled at that. “He always wanted to help. He wanted to help with the sheep, but Israel mostly kept him to himself. Much like he does with you, Benjamin. So, Joseph didn’t learn to be a shepherd, but he learned to be a scribe. He wrote our most important scrolls, The Scrolls of Deborah, our Auntie. That’s right, Deborah was our Auntie. She left this world while you two were preparing to come into it, so you never met. But she knew you were on the way. In fact, Benjamin, it is thanks to you that Auntie Deborah and Grandmother Rebekah came to our camp. They wanted to be here for your birth. Now, Deborah is gone and Emunah is the one called Auntie, even though she is my youngest child. She takes care of everyone now.

“Long ago, Joseph, Emunah’s big brother, took loving care of her. He carried her around when she was a baby, and even when she had a hard time walking. He laughed with her. He lit up when he received her smiles. One time, Emunah found Joseph’s pile of shards that he used for practicing his writing. She took them to a wide, flat stone and laid the shards on top. Then she took a rock and smashed all the shards. She later explained that if it was good to have small pieces of clay, it must be even better to have more small pieces of clay. She was proud to have worked out how to do that.”

“Look,” Grandmother Leah said, “you get to have a story about Emunah too.” I smiled at Auntie. Emunah was everyone’s favorite auntie. So much so that we really didn’t call her Auntie Emunah, just Auntie was enough to know who we were talking about. But since she was Grandmother Leah’s own daughter, Grandmother Leah didn’t call her Auntie.

“Joseph saw the pieces of clay, some of them so small that they were ground into dust, and he saw Emunah’s excitement. He told her that some clay was good to have in bigger pieces, but that it looked like it was fun to smash them. He asked whether he could do it with her. Together, they chose a rock for him, and then, together, they smashed the rest of the shards into dust, the sounds of rock against rock and joyous laughter rang through the camp.”

When Grandmother Leah finished her story, I waited for more, but Benno jumped up and said, “Come on,” and he started to run off, with me right behind him.

Grandmother Leah stopped us before we got too far. “Wait,” she said. “From now on, take Sode with you. That is, Geeborr.” Benno was shocked. “I’ve spoken with his mother and father,” Grandmother Leah said. “He is to be allowed out of the tent now.”

So, together, Benno and I ran back to Bilhah’s tent, where Geeborr was inside drawing pictures on a patch of dirt. He immediately covered the spot with a rug and sat up, startled to see us.

“Come on,” Benno said to him. Geeborr didn’t move at first, so we went and took his hands. “Leah says you’re to come with us,” Benno told him. Geeborr smiled what was perhaps the biggest smile ever to grace the face of a child. As we walked out of the tent, we passed Bilhah, who gave him a teary nod and a quick hug before watching us run off.

Benno had the idea to gather some rocks and bang them together to make music. When we did that, I had the idea to put them in order according to the different sounds each one made when hit. It was much nicer to be hitting rocks than heads.

From that day, the three of us met every morning in the onion patch. I don’t know how long we kept up the habit of lying down and covering ourselves with dirt so that we could grow. It was long enough that we saw the sprigs turn into strong green shoots that grew taller than our horizontal bodies. Maybe it was then that we decided we could skip the ritual and go about our day.

Benno, Geeborr, and I spent as much time together as possible. We started by having fun with rocks and running, but we also often did chores together, like gathering sticks for the fires or chickpeas for the stews that would cook on them. We grew the peas and picked the plants, letting them dry in the sun until we could easily remove the leaves and have dry peas for making hummus and stews all year long—except for the few dry peas that we threw at each other or into the hills to see who could throw them the farthest.

It was me. I was the one who could throw them the farthest! Geeborr was the oldest of the three of us, but he was also the weakest from having spent so much time sitting around. Benno always took a running start and said he released the chickpea at the starting line, but I saw him cross it every single time, so his throws didn’t count.

We were competitive at times and cooperative at times. Over time, we were most things together, since we were always together. We were happy to have companionship. I had been almost exclusively with my mother and grandmothers—whom I adored, but they treated me like a baby. Geeborr had been confined to his mother’s tent, often alone, but when he wasn’t alone, he’d only spent time with Benno and Bilhah and, occasionally, his father, Reuben. Since Benno’s brothers were all married before he’d even been weaned, Benno had mostly spent time with just Bilhah and Geeborr and Grandfather. My brothers were Yonah’s sons, but I was her extra work. So, it was me (Serrah), Benjamin, and Sode. Or as we liked to call ourselves and each other: Blue, Benno, and Geeborr.






THE THREE OF US

The three of us were always together. Though we had long since stopped covering ourselves in the onion patch, we often played in the barley. When it was planting time, there was no playing, of course. The men would yell at us for coming to the fields for any reason other than bringing them cold drinks or warm food. But there was no fun to be had there during that season anyway. When the stalks grew tall and waved this way and that with the wind, that was when the fun began.

Benno, Geeborr, and I would walk through the tall barley grass and try to find each other using just our voices. If we would sit or lie down just right, the barley could provide us shade from the sun, and we could comfortably stay there as long as we wanted. We’d share our thoughts and dreams, our hopes and imaginings with each other. There was very little, if anything, that we did not tell each other. Whenever we ran out of something to say, we would sing or make up stories or even nap so that we could have more dreams to talk about.

One afternoon, Benno, Geeborr, and I were playing hide and seek. This was after the harvest, after the sheaves were bundled, and after the ground where the grain had once grown looked so bare that it was a shock every time we saw it. The only barley remaining was what had already been picked and hulled and stored in tightly woven baskets. Even though the baskets were so tightly woven that hardly a bug could get in, the mice managed somehow. I suppose that with their little claws and tiny sharp teeth, they could make their own entrance. And wherever the mice went, cats would follow. We saw the cats walking around the camp, enjoying scraps and sunshine in their leisurely ways. Usually, when they had kittens, they made themselves little nests for nursing. The mamas would go out and get food but come back.

That was always the intention, anyway. Parents do go back to their young. Usually. We knew, though, that it doesn’t always happen that way. So, when I was hiding among the barley baskets waiting to be found, I ended up doing some finding of my own. Three little kittens were in a nest. They were all much smaller than my hand and were so young they had almost no fur. Two were crying—whimpering, really, which was all they could manage. One had already died. These two would die, too, without a mother.

I ran out and called for Benno and Geeborr. Geeborr kept hiding, but Benno came out because he was happy to tag me.

At first, he teased me for not being difficult to find, but then he saw my face. “What’s wrong?”

“There are two kittens in the barley,” I said. “Their mother is gone. We need to help them.”

Benno came with me, and we each picked up one of the tiny little lives. I whispered to the kitten we were leaving behind that we would be back for her. And we did go back the next day and give her a proper burial. But first, we needed to urgently take care of these two. We ran to Bilhah’s tent, just in case Geeborr had gone there. He hadn’t, but Bilhah was there.

“Go and get Leah,” she said to Benno. “Leave the kitten with me. I’ll take good care of her, don’t worry. Just go get Leah.” As he handed her the kitten, she said, “And bring back a cup with milk.” Benno ran to do his errand and come back as quickly as possible. I was still humming to the kitten when Bilhah told me that when Emunah was born, they thought she might not live through the week. She could not latch on for milk, and getting it in her in other ways wasn’t easy, either, but with lots of trying, she got enough.

“I don’t know if that will work for these kittens,” she said. “But we’ll try.” I nodded my head. I had some hope. Grandmother Leah came in and supported that hope, though she also cautioned us not to feel certain that the kittens would live.

Benno and I decided to name the kittens anyway. We said it was so that we could better talk to them and tell them how much we loved them. The one I held was nearly all black but had a white patch on her neck. That little spot reminded me of a raindrop. I called her Rain because of all the life that the rain brings, but also because I thought it would be fun to say things like, “I’m holding Rain,” or “Have you seen Rain today?” or, on the very dry days of the summer, I could say, “I see Rain coming!” Benno decided to name the kitten he held Barley. She was golden brown like the barley sheaves, and I had found her behind the barley.

That was how we got the little kittens who became part of our lives. Mother even made a tiny sling and showed me and Benno how we could carry the kittens by our skin. But within a few days, she herself was carrying Barley that way almost all the time. Most of the time, I wasn’t jealous.

Whenever my mother saw me, her face lit up. But unlike when she was with Barley, the light would leave her eyes. I tried to keep it there with songs and laughter and cuddles. Sometimes I succeeded, and sometimes I didn’t. Grandmother Rebekah told me that I was wonderful, and my mother thought so, too, but Yonah would tell me I was extra and a burden to both her and my mother. Too often, I believed Yonah, but when the moon was full, I believed my grandmother.

Sometimes, even the night before the full moon, my mother would begin to feel happy with anticipation. Those were my favorite times of all. When just she and I were together, Mother would smile and tell me stories of visiting Grandmother Rebekah and Auntie Deborah in Hevron.

“Tomorrow night the moon will be full,” she’d begin. Whenever she said that, she’d be lying on her back on the mat, not curled up small, but with a body wide enough for me to snuggle under her arm. And when I did, she asked, “Would you like to hear about my celebrations under the moon when I was a girl just like you?” I always did.

“It was just us women,” she’d say. I knew that her grandfather Isaac was there, and my own father, Joseph, too. Grandmother Leah had told me. But my mother was referring to her brothers, the murderers, not being there. “It was so relaxing and free,” she’d say. “And joyful.” I nodded along as if she hadn’t told me before. I didn’t want to interrupt her. Even if the story didn’t change, I hung onto every word, just to hear her voice.

“When we arrived at the camp, Grandmother and Auntie would come out to greet us with water and sweets.” I knew that when she said Grandmother she was speaking of Grandmother Rebekah, and when she said Auntie, it was Deborah, not Emunah. Emunah was even younger than my mother, so she was just a child when they used to go. I imagined the two of them and their other sisters eating crushed almonds made into sticky balls with date paste. I thought it would be nice to eat sweets with sisters—to do anything with sisters, really. I would slip into a moment of feeling sorry for my sisterless self, but soon I was attached to Mother’s voice again.

“There was always water waiting for us so we could wash our feet after the long journey. It wasn’t so long, really, but it was nice to have clean feet. Auntie and Grandmother always put fresh herbs and oil in the water to make it extra special for us. Grandmother would say, ‘Finally, we’re surrounded by women.’ But I knew she meant us girls too. They always included us in the singing and laughing, the stories and conversation.”

I wondered what it would be like to have so many girls together at once. I spent time with the women—my mother and the grandmothers. Otherwise, I was usually with Benno and Geeborr or alone. But my mother had two older sisters and two younger ones. What fun it must have been! But Ahuvah, Annah, and Tirzah were married and off to their husbands’ tribes before I was old enough to even wave goodbye to them, so I had never danced with them.

“And on the nights when the moon was full, Auntie put a copper bowl of water outside to reflect its light, and we sat in a circle around it. There, we shared with the moon and with each other about our deepest feelings. Sometimes fear or sadness, sometimes joy or gladness. It could be anything and everything that we had been waiting to share with the moon and with each other. We knew it was time to sing when Auntie and Grandmother picked up their drums.

“Everyone started tapping on their own drums then. I was eager for the drumbeat to enter my body. It started with slow, soft sounds, then would move to a rhythm that brought me to my feet. Mother would follow me quickly, and Tirzah, too. Then the others would join along, and we would dance and sing over and over and over again:


“Sister, Mother, Daughter, and Friend,

You shine with love from beginning to end.

We give you our hopes, our dreams, and our pain,

You keep them safe, until we meet again.”



Mother would whisper-sing this song during her story. I knew it well, but it was such a treat to hear it from her voice alone while we were happily lying together in our tent. When the verse ended, I joined in with her, always hoping but never sure, that she’d sing it a second time if I sang with her. She did, but still, the breath before the first word brought me a pang of uncertainty each time.

When we finished singing, I could feel the smile in her body even in the darkness. Then she would whisper, “Blue, my little bird. You have such a beautiful voice. You always have. Auntie knew you’d be a singer. Do you know that?” I did know, because she had told me one hundred times that Auntie had known I was growing in her and that I had a song to sing. But her voice was so soft and her words were so sweet that I always responded with a request that she tell me.

“Auntie knew you’d be a singer. She said your song is one that will uplift the tribe of Israel to higher abundance. You certainly do have a lovely voice. Auntie would have enjoyed hearing you sing in the circles. And when the singing ends, you know what happens next,” she said. And I did know. So, I took an inhale with her. Yhhhh. Just as if we were in the circle. Then we exhaled together. Whhhh. The two of us became One as I drifted off into Yah, where I felt all the love and where I knew my mother did too.

The next night, we would live out the story. Well, not exactly. I think that in my mother’s heart, she was living out the story. I don’t think she was really with us when we danced and sang with my uncles’ wives and daughters. Her feet were there, but her heart was safe in Hevron, dancing around the old copper bowl under the moon’s light far away.

I had never been to Hevron, and I enjoyed our circles. I loved dancing with my mother, even if it was only with a part of her. It was exciting and kind of funny to see the grandmothers playing drums and singing with loud voices. Mostly, I liked having the other girls around me. Mangeena and Shirly were my favorites. They were the daughters of Rakdanit and Naftali. Of course, my uncle, Naftali, didn’t come to the moon circles, but his wife and daughters were there every time. Mangeena and Shirly were only a little older than I was, and they never shooed me away from them. Their mother loved to dance, and they loved to sing. And so did I.

The three of us harmonized often. Sometimes we took the words of the moon chant and played with them. Sometimes we brought our voices together without words, humming or lalala-ing beside the fire. They told me they did that on other days, too, not just under the full moon. “Our father plays the flute on dark nights,” Shirly once told me. “Mother dances, and we sing along. Even when it’s not a special night.” I, of course, sang any day or night that I pleased. But never with the luxury of a flute.

Drums were the only instruments we used at the celebrations. Grandmother Rebekah and Grandmother Leah got the two biggest ones. Theirs were carved with scenes of plants and rivers. They said the drums were made by Auntie Deborah and her husband long ago. They still looked and sounded beautiful so many years later. The grandmothers had the fanciest drums, but we could all have one. Even the babies. And we could stomp with our feet and clap our hands and sing as loudly or as quietly as we wanted. Until, eventually, one of the grandmothers told us it was time to lie down.

It was hard to lie still with the sound of the drums still beating quickly in my heart, but I did. And I followed the breathing leader, even when it was hard to get started. Usually, I was beside my mother but not always. Mangeena and Shirly were the only other girls who came every month, but sometimes other girls and their mothers came. When they did, I would often lie on the biggest blanket with everyone else. It was really three blankets that were stitched together so that many of us could sit or lie on it at once.

Grandmother Rebekah would shake her head in disbelief whenever we took that blanket out. She said that when she was a girl, Auntie Deborah told her a story about music, so the two of them decided to make music together under the moon each month. “Many times,” she said, “it was just the two of us. Now look at how many daughters of Deborah there are!” I thought it was strange that she called us daughters of Deborah. When I asked Grandmother Rebekah about it, she said that Auntie Deborah was just as much of a mother to Jacob and Esau as she was, and so her daughters were really their daughters. It took me many years, five children, and a barren womb of my own to understand what she meant.

It really was lovely to be with so many of us under the moon. The harmonies we could create together were fuller than any two or three or even four of us could do in a small group. Just being close to all those girls and women gave me a warm and safe and loved feeling, even though most of them paid me no attention most of the time. They were my tribe, my clan, my family—like it or not.

And under the moon, I think they did like it. Under the moon, we all liked everything. Even if there were tears, we liked it, because there were hugs and words of comfort. But most of the time, there were more laughs than tears and more singing than talking, and there was always lots of dancing and lots of dreaming. I don’t remember exactly which night was the first time that I slipped into the other world through the door of the breathing and the beating of the drums. But my memory of being a toothless child experiencing the awe is vivid.

I struggled to get my breathing just right at the beginning. But when I did, I felt myself float-flying. That’s what I called the feeling of becoming a part of Yah, of becoming the breath that goes in and out, in and out. Sometimes it felt like zooming up into the stars and then floating down back to Earth. Zooming up, floating down. Yhhhh was the zoom. I got closer and closer to the stars, but at the same time, I actually was the sky. And Whhhh. I was still the sky, still surrounded by stars, but I was floating, not zooming. The only things I saw was light and darkness, yet I felt more than that. I felt shapes and colors, heat and cold, and sound. It was all one. It was all me.

It is all one. It is all me.
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