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Mary, write that they nailed the left wrist first. I heard the sound I made as I broke, my blood and beloved bones leaving me at last. I was tied to the beam so long the feeling in my hands had died, odd mercy when they hammered in the nail. I no longer knew wrist or hand or arm. I knew only pain, as vast and old as the sky. I no longer cared about the body I had borrowed and loved. Its time had passed, as all things pass. I was conscious only of the breaking. They placed one foot over the other and I felt in my calves the strangeness of the posture. I felt the twist of pleasure. I heard myself. I was inside the sound of my splintering. Write, Mary, that everything follows from that moment, the death, the return, the centuries of turmoil and ecstasy, at the moment I fell into the dream and the dream became real. I remembered that when I was a child of seven we went to a town nearby and on the way back we stopped at an inn. I saw a family eating their evening meal. I saw the look on the face of the woman as she put a morsel into her mouth and chewed, and the words came to me unbidden. Take me, Abba, I wish only to die. I saw her face and I knew what would follow as surely as mourning follows the feast and tears follow laughter. Aloud I cried, Abba, I wish to die. And here he has granted my wish, my dear father. More than any of the good and terrible things that happened to me, I remember the day the black wish came, how suddenly, how heavily and for always, twenty-six years ago when I saw a woman eat a meal, and I saw the days wear away one by one, and I shunned the house of feasting for the house of tears. Because that day it pleased my father to show me the face of suffering, and it was his face I saw, the beauty of it and the terribleness that no language can describe. They say it requires no great courage of heart or any great will to look upon such beauty, yet how partial is their understanding. My enemies have not seen the light of his brow, the terrible light that renders them insensible. Then how can they speak of courage or beauty? For it was the face of our Lord I saw upon the woman and it filled me with the sadness. I watched her eat her meal and I recognised the desolation that had come upon her. I knew the fate of the flesh, the fate we eat and take inside us all the holy day, and I wished only to die. All things come alike to all. That day or the next day or a day soon after, my mother told me of the angel who had come to her whose name she had forgotten, everything forgotten but the particularity of his raiment and his words. Imma, I said to her, Gabriel was his name, don’t you remember? She said, I remember only what he said, that my son would die on the cross, the terrible words that made me forget every other thing. Then she told me to live the days of my life fully. To learn the ways of men. To seek in my spirit first, then in my mind and at last in my body. To give myself to the answer. To give myself unto wine or pleasure if that was what I wished. But to hurry, for time counts his coin and will settle his account one way or the other. This is what my mother said the angel said, and I say it to you, Mary. I learned the ways of men for they were easy to learn. I learned to disdain the moaning bed, the want and begetting followed by the usual oblivion, the wine and feasting followed by the usual remorse. I learned more in the desert than ever I learned in the houses of men. And I say unto you who hear these words two hundred or two thousand years after me, what good are the victuals if you cannot eat them, but a stranger takes and eats and is satisfied? This is the way of vanity and darkness. You may be the master of a hundred houses and yet your name will be darkness. For how can you feast when your brother fasts? How can you laugh when your brother’s house is in mourning and your mother tears herself from broken-heartedness? How can you love when your brother, your child, hangs above you, splintered across?
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She wakes too early. She has forgotten how to sleep in the same way she had forgotten how to laugh. Those things she once accepted without question are far from her now. They are part of someone else’s life, someone accustomed to the comforts of home and an unchanging place in the world. Now she sleeps in snatches and wakes mystified, as if something terrible has happened while her eyes were shut. If only she had been alert all would be changed, he would be alive, the days on the hill a twist of the mind, nothing more.

In the early dark she goes out to the courtyard to wash. The house comes fully awake. A lamp is lit. She hears the scrape of a bucket lowered into the well. She is wrapping a shawl around her shoulders when Rebekah limps in from the servants’ quarters with a jug of water. But she cannot drink or eat. She cannot think. She can only say the words that have been repeating in her head through the wakeful hours of the night, as if she were trying to cast a spell and spell out a protection against death. But protection for whom, for herself or the one who died? When everything has been severed, what will remain? A memory, the touch of a hand, someone saying her name. Barely moving, her lips repeat the two whispered syllables that make up her vigil and prayer: Not dead.

She must hurry to the tomb the one called Joseph of Arimathaea made for himself, even if tomb is too grand a word for a hole hacked into the rock, and in that hole a shelf, the dead air washed with a muddy light that rises up from the ground, smelling of insects and dust, a smell that stays in your head for days. Not suitable in any way as a burial place for the Rabbuni. How did it come to pass, such a man laid to rest in so rough a cave, a hole borrowed from a passing stranger? And isn’t it true that he might have wanted it this way, who spurned all finery and ease?

She is ready to leave, but Rebekah brings her a bowl and she stares at it unseeing, troubled by a memory from her childhood. The old woman has been with her family for as long as she can remember. She was a second mother to her, because her mother was so far gone into her own troubles she could not care for her daughter. When she was nine years old her father secured the services of a priest to instruct her older brother in the stories of the scripture. But her brother had shown no aptitude for study, had taken after his mother, was subject to fears and terrors that had no roots in reality. The priest came each afternoon and recited prayers that her brother would try to memorise. One afternoon she hid in the alcove near the prayer room and repeated silently each of the priest’s lessons while her brother, distracted by the light, blurted the man’s words at random, words such as ‘mercy’ and ‘terror’ and phrases such as ‘smite mine enemies’ and ‘flatten the godless in their filth’. When the priest intoned a lesson about ‘the great whore’s pendulous dugs and disease-ridden sex’ she found she could not repeat it. But her brother, suddenly alert, shouted, ‘Disease sex, disease sex.’ And that was when she saw her mother by her side, holding a blue bowl of fruit, her eyes shiny pools of oil that filled and ebbed, filled and overflowed. Go, she whispered. You are a girl child, don’t you know? It is your wickedness to grasp for the fruits vouchsafed to men. As she hissed at her stricken daughter she shielded the blue bowl with her hand. Shielded it from whom? Then it struck her. It’s me, the fruit is for my brother and she thinks I might snatch it. The next day her mother made Rebekah scrub her with a birch branch. She watched over the washing, saying the servant must scrub harder, scrub until her daughter’s skin was raw and ridged with welts. Once a week that year the scrubbing continued. Even now she approaches a bath with reluctance, her skin puckering at the sight of a pail of water in a windowless room.

In the lamplight the grains on the wood are clear as grit in unleavened bread. Something glistens in the bowl like cut snails or worms, or innards draped with translucent slime. ‘Grapes,’ Rebekah says, still holding the bowl, ‘and pears from the orchard, with some of the new honey I brought from the market.’ She takes only a cup of fresh water, which displeases her old servant. The old woman holds her tongue, though she cannot stop herself from making the usual rebuke: ‘You spend more time out of the house than the master used to. This is not the way of good women.’

‘Better to be alive than good,’ she says. ‘What happens to the good men and women of this world? They are the first to die and we are afraid even to mourn.’

‘Hush,’ says Rebekah, covering her ears. ‘No.’

‘It’s true, they die first, in agony.’

‘Hush,’ Rebekah says, her voice tight with fear.

She takes nothing with her but the spiced oil she has asked Rebekah to prepare, to preserve the body. Now the words return that resounded all night: Not dead. And she remembers a time before the Rabbuni, when there was more than one voice in her head and they all said the same thing, Why not die? Her bad days, when she worried that insanity was a family curse, days that are behind her now because of the Rabbuni. Is he dead? And if he is dead, what of the God that allows such a man to die, whose innocence was written on his face? What of the God who murders infants in their sleep? Who massacres the guiltless and condemns them to torture? The God who raises the guilty and rewards them with land and titles? What of the God’s unquenchable taste for blood? Would the Rabbuni’s death endow the God with a change of heart so he would choose mercy over vengeance? If not, his crucifixion and death were as meaningless as the deaths of the innocents who preceded him. But it could not be so. The death of his Son would change the God from the God of terror to the God of love, would it not?

At no time during the events of the recent past did it seem possible to her that he would die, not when he was arrested, not during the march to Golgotha or the halting climb to the crest of the hill, not when he was nailed to the beams and the cross raised against the darkening sky. It hadn’t seemed possible then and it doesn’t seem possible now. Even if the world had changed entirely in one night, how could it be that he was no longer of it, who promised that a new world was possible and nothing would harm him or those who followed him? They were safe, he said, protected from the future that lumbered towards them borne on giant wings. They felt its heat. They heard the speed at which it approached. And still they believed. They should have known they were on the verge of a cataclysm. Then they might have been better prepared for the time that was upon them, the time of desolation, when a Levantine, or a Canaanite, or any stranger faced extermination because they were different from those who wished to carry out the extermination. Anyone not born in the same village or immediate vicinity was met with suspicion and a knife.



She steps out of the house and looks up at a sky full of stars swarming in their burrows as if all was well with the world. Dawn is yet to break. She hurries through the darkness to the turn in the road and looks back. Lamps are burning in all the rooms. This is her refuge and bastion, but looking at it now she feels no belonging or kinship. She took the house in Jerusalem because it reminded her of the one in which she grew up, the family home two days to the north. She felt an immediate pull on the day she came to view it, though nothing remains of that now. The house might as well be an inn. Her attachments are elsewhere.

Only now does she understand the nature of her family and her people. They were created in the image of the Father, of God himself. And because the Father was the God of destruction and vengeance, they became a people of destruction and vengeance. Blood spill led to blood spill like a river to the sea, a deep red sea with the smell of old iron. And then the God, perhaps weary from counting the numbers of the dead, felt compassion for the first time, or something like compassion. He was born among the people to a carpenter and he was put to death. He came to understand that something was missing in the world he had created. A world of plagues and disease, of war and blood lust, of adultery and idolatry and cruelty. He had forgotten to create tenderness. On the cross he became tenderness, and that was how the God of the old stories, the fearsome God of vengeance, would turn the world he had made on its head. He would become the God of compassion towards all things. How could he not?

The birds are up. She can hear them speaking of the troubles to come. The birds are awake and the stars are crawling in the sky as if all was well with the world. She will do the same. She will take her cue from the birds and the stars. She will go on as if nothing were wrong.

She has stops to make, first at the house of Joanna, wife of Chuza, then at the house of Susanna the barren, then Mary, mother of James and Salomé, then Amasa, Leah and Aquila, those women who were her companions when the story came to its sudden end. She stops at each of their dwellings and by the time they reach the dirt road that will take them across the hills to the tomb, there is light in the sky at last. She is at the head of a small group of determined women, those who stayed with him through the hours of agony and followed after, and watched as his body was laid in another man’s tomb, and a great stone rolled against the mouth of the cave.

‘My children say his miracles are witchcraft,’ says Mary, mother of James and Salomé. ‘James says a man who works miracles is actually a demon and deserves to be crucified.’

‘People say anything, and after all this is your James,’ says Amasa. ‘We all know what he is like.’

Old Mary remembers the rumours concerning Amasa and James. She says, ‘We know what you are like too, Amasa.’

‘There are no demons, there are only good angels and bad ones,’ says Mary of Magdala. ‘And in any case, who will distinguish between angels and demons? Sometimes they disguise themselves to confuse us.’

‘Devils have their uses,’ says Susanna the barren. ‘They are manifestations of God, as much as the sun and the moon and we.’

She points with a dismissive gesture at the lightening sky. The women fall silent as they continue their journey. At last they come to the rise and the silence is broken by whispers. How will they enter the cave? They number only half a dozen. How will they roll away the stone, exhausted as they are from the vigil and the walking? But when they reach the cave they find it open and the stone that barred the entrance rolled to the side. It is no stone but a boulder. Who could have come in the night and moved it?

Confused, suddenly footsore, she goes inside. She is unable to make sense of the picture she has entered. The cave is empty, the rocky ground bare but for a length of stained linen. She lifts it to her face and inhales the smell of blood and fear. He has lain here recently, of that much she is certain. She can feel the warmth of his flesh on the dirty once-white cloth. The Romans, she thinks, the Romans have taken him. But why would they do such a thing? Or might it have been the twelve, his disciples, the weak and fearful men so trapped in their own skittish fates they did not see the future winging towards them like a giant bird of prey? They saw only their own reflections magnified tenfold. Did they understand the full import of the thoughts he had shared? So many words that had never before been spoken on this earth, words that carried the smell of the new, did they hear? They did not, or they heard something that had not been said. Once, God was one with you, there was no separation. And the Devil made himself the interpreter of God’s language to his people, and all was lost. For the Devil added those falsehoods that set God against his own creation. How could they hear those words in the way they were meant to be heard and continue as if nothing had changed? They could not, yet they did. They were unaware of the nature of his suffering and the promise it engendered.

She emerges from the tomb to find her companions in a huddle on the ground and she wants to join them, but she will not. To sit down now, at the entrance to this place – she might never get up again. She will keep going and she will not stop. If she stops, she dies. If she dies, he is forgotten. If he is forgotten, all is lost. Led by Susanna, the other women go into the cave to see for themselves that he is gone. Then they set off to Levi’s as a group, at a slower pace, hardly speaking, because what is there to say? They stop only once, when Old Mary says she needs a sip of wine ‘to make the heart move smoothly, and the feet too’. Saying this, she produces a wineskin from her cloak. They each take a mouthful, which makes the sunlight recede to the edge of her vision. The events of the night seem to have occurred a long time earlier. Her feet move more smoothly, it’s true. But her heart does not need the wine. If anything, it beats too fast.

They find Levi with Peter and Andrew at table, the three looking rested and well fed, as if no change had befallen the world. It strikes her that nothing very terrible has happened to them. A man was flayed and crucified on a hill. This is a common occurrence. What can one do? After all, such things happen. Their expressions change – a flinch of the eyes, a hardening around the mouth – when she enters the room and they see that her face is streaked with red dust and tears. They notice that the women have gathered on one side of the table to face them.

‘Get up off your throne-chairs,’ she says. ‘You have no right to feast today.’

Levi says, ‘You are in my home, telling me my rights?’

‘The Rabbuni is gone. Somebody removed him in the thick of night. Was it you?’

The men admonish her. Peter’s voice is the loudest in the room. He considers himself an orator, copying the way the Rabbuni spoke to crowds, expansive and intimate at the same time, as if he were addressing family members or his closest friends. But he cannot make his voice resemble the master’s. It grates on the ear like a door that does not fit its hinges. He says she is lying, she has not been to Jesus’s tomb – how she marvels at the ease with which the name passes his lips – the body must be there still, where else would it be? He says she is foolish to take them for fools, when they are his trusted disciples who were with him until the end.

And as if anger is a contagion that spreads from person to person, transmitted by the tone of a voice or a look in the eye, she is angry too. All it takes are the words trusted disciples and the contempt in his voice. Suddenly she cannot bear this man. The way he bullies the timid, the way he bullies women, the scent of sweat and something she cannot name, something stale and pungent. Most of all she hates the sound of his voice, the way it changes from ingratiating to rude in a moment, for no reason. So when she speaks, it is in a tone Peter and the men who call themselves disciples have never before heard. She remembers something the master said when they reached the hill, before the taunts of the crowd that lined the road on both sides reduced him to silence. His words return to her now.

‘What you see you become,’ she says calmly. ‘If you see spite, you are spite. If you see Spirit, you are Spirit. If you see the Christ, you become Christ.’ Then her own words take over: ‘But not you, Peter. You see everything and nothing because you do not see yourself. You are everything and nothing. This is why you ran to Galilee – all of you left him and ran when the Romans came.’

There is silence for a moment. Then Old Mary speaks up, the old mother of James whose wine sustained them on the way. It was a great thing to see, she says, the speed at which the men tried to outrun each other, their cries as they fled for their worthless lives. She laughs, a harsh sound in the hushed room. She did not know they could run so fast. Perhaps there was something to be said for cowardice if it put such urgency into a person. But never mind that. It was not running she wanted to talk about. What she wanted to make clear was that the men were not with him at the end, not one of them. They did not see him laid in the cave and it was not they who returned to find him gone. It was the women, only the women.

In the midst of the tumult that follows Old Mary’s words, she sees that it is full day and more men have come into the house. She is seized with the knowledge of time passing, never to return. She has never before felt it with such intensity, that time is her enemy, her implacable enemy who will not be appeased. It fills her chest with dread, two fists of dread where her lungs should be. She notices that the voices of the men are raised in mistrust and argument. Levi tells Peter he should visit the sepulchre and confirm the truth of the matter. After some discussion the others agree.

And so it is that Peter will go to the cave and find no body there, no thing except the linen in which they wrapped him. Later, on the next day and the days to come, when they tell the story of the risen body, they will paint themselves as brave men who went to the tomb to see for themselves. They will leave out the story of the woman who was the first to enter the tomb. But they will not be able to erase completely the name of the woman.

She goes back to the cave that evening, alone, with the idea that she might spend the night inside as he had, and that if she stays the whole night she will understand what has happened. But when she gets there she is weary and footsore. She sits at the entrance and covers her face and weeps. Her tears are not tears of helplessness or grief, as some have reported – this is a story with a motif, of the woman who weeps – they are tears of rage. As the sun moves and the light flattens into gold, she goes into the tomb and finds two figures sitting where the body had been, one at the head and one at the feet. Later she will be unable to describe them. Slender or corpulent, rough or well spoken, male or female, she does not know.

‘Someone is weeping,’ one of them says.

‘I wonder why,’ says the other, smiling. ‘Can someone tell us?’

‘I’m not weeping,’ she says. ‘It’s dark in here and your eyes must be playing tricks. In any case it doesn’t matter, there are other things to talk about than my tears.’

Then the words come out of her in a rush. She speaks of the importance of objects and of bodies, a tooth, a toe, a twist of beard or a flap of skin, a length of linen stained the colour of rust, because once it held a body that housed a spirit, even if the spirit had now left. She speaks of knowledge and faith, how difficult it is to tell one from the other, how difficult to distinguish spirit from body. So if you know where they have taken him you must tell me, she says, his body belongs to those who loved him. In the gloom their bright eyes laugh at her. Who is she talking about? He must be someone important if she is willing to harangue two innocent strangers.

She says, ‘I speak of one whose name you do not know to hear.’

Now she notices a third figure standing to her side, a rough figure slouching slightly. Unlike the smug strangers in white, this man’s robe is dusty, as if he has been working many hours in the sun. She thinks it might be the gardener come to tidy up after his exertions, for it is the first day after the Sabbath. Perhaps he took the body away before dawn and has returned to clear the tomb. Who gave him permission, she asks, to move the Rabbuni? Tell her where he is, so she may go and tend to him. The gardener scrutinises her, a look of amusement on his face. She notices that his eyes are too large for his head, shining eyes set prominently in their sockets. He says a familiar word.

‘How do you know my name?’ she asks.

He makes no reply. Instead he asks questions. Why does she weep? If there is no difference between knowledge and faith, why believe, why not merely apprehend, or perceive without understanding? What use perception if it does not lead to sight? Why does she not see that which is in front of her? Only then does she understand that it is he, changed so much she did not recognise him. Of course he is different. How could he be the same? He has died, as all men die, but now he has returned, as no man does.

‘Rabbuni,’ says Mary of Magdala.

‘Yes.’

‘I thought you died.’

‘I did die.’

‘I thought you died for ever,’ she says, embracing him.

‘You cannot hold me,’ he says, extricating himself. ‘I am no longer of those who may be held.’

He lifts his hands and shows her the crusted wounds in his wrists, deep excavations already healing. She wants to kiss the gouges in his flesh. He tells her there is no pain. Sometimes the wounds itch, but he cannot do anything about that. It is as if his limbs no longer belong to him, and this, he says with a laugh, is an unaccustomed, happy feeling. He tells her that some part of him is still in the world, but the smallest, least useful part. Even this will soon pass into light. Then he speaks of different kinds of light. He tells her that bright light is the least conducive, a physical barrier that does not allow the spirit to pass. Half-light is better. And there is always light, even when it is invisible to the eye. He speaks in this way for some time. She does not know how long, because she has no sense of time passing. Her senses are enclosed in the words. He ends by telling her to speak of the things she has seen, because she has witnessed all that happened to him and now she is the first to witness his return. When she speaks of the things she has seen, she must remember to say her name.

This is the book that begins with the end. This is the book that begins with one Mary and ends with another. And because her name has been lost or misplaced or maligned, I say it here:

Mary of Magdala.
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