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For my sister, the wind beneath my wings.
And my father, who taught me to ask questions
.
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But Lot's wife looked back as she was following behind him, and she turned into a pillar of salt.

â€”Book of Genesis 19:26

PART
I
C
ANAAN
, 1748 BCE

CHAPTER
1
In those days, and for some time after, giant Nephilites lived on the earth, for whenever the sons of God had intercourse with women, they gave birth to children who became the heroes and famous warriors of ancient times.

â€”Book of Genesis 6:4

I
F THE PATH OF OBEDIENCE
is the path of wisdom, it is one not well worn by my feet. I am Adira, daughter of the caravan, daughter of the wind, and daughter of the famed merchant, Zakiti. That I am his daughter, not his son, is a secret between my father and myself. This is a fine arrangement, as I prefer the freedoms of being a boy.

At the head of our caravan, my father and I walk together beside our pack donkeys, the late day sun casting stubby shadows before us. Our sandaled feet raise a cloud of dust along the dry path that winds through Canaan's white-and-taupe hills, studded with shrubs and spring flowers. We are taking a gift of sheep to our tribe's elder, along with a portion of our recent purchase of olive oil and wine. I am less than enthusiastic. Father sees this in my face. He reads me wellâ€”often, too well.

“You are not happy to see Abram and Sarai?” he says, giving my donkey a pat. “Why not, Adir?” He always uses the masculine form of my name, even when we are alone. He is afraid if he does not, he will forget one day when he is angry or tired.

I shrug. “I am happy to visit with my cousin, Ishmael, but Abram is old and likes to talk.”

“He is a wise and learned man,” my father says, resting a hand on my shoulder. “You should listen to him.”

I should do many things I do not. But a visit to old Abram is not without benefits. His wife, Sarai, produces very fine weavings; one of bright russet covers my head. Also, and more importantly, his second wife, Hagar, makes excellent honey cakes.

I glance at the three strangers, the northmen who joined our caravan less than a moon ago when we traveled through the north hills of Canaan. They, too, are on their way to see Abram, whose herds graze in the valley of Hebron. These northmen tower over everyone. The oldest man is very thin and wears an odd, peaked hat. The two younger men do not wear hats. One, who walks with a tall staff, has hair and a full beard of a bright copper and eyes as green as the fronds of a date palm, and the other, the more handsome, is golden-haired and clean-shaven with eyes the blue of the Galilee deep. At their appearance, rumors darted like hungry fish through the caravan: They are giants; they are Egyptians; they are El's angels. Their donkeys carry an object covered in thick black fur among their possessions. I am curious to speak with them, whoever they are, as I have a skill with languages and a yearning to learn about other peoples, especially mysterious ones, but they have kept to themselves.

The sun knifes through my fine headdress. Inside my robe, the pup wriggles, adjusting his position before settling back for a nap. I stole him from the litter, afraid he would not survive Chiram's pot, having overheard our cook complain about wasting food on the pups when they are weaned. I take a peek when Father is not looking, amused at his tiny gold-brown paws and black nose nestled against my chest. His little eyes have not opened, and he smells of milk. It is fortunate for me my breasts have only begun to swell, though I am fifteen summers. Otherwise, there would be no room for pups or baby geese or any of the creatures I hide there.

Father has told me often enough not to carry animals in my robes. I think he is trying to ease me into the idea that I am no longer a child but, as I have mentioned, I do not excel at obedience. Fortunately, the heat of my body has lulled the pup to sleep. My job with the caravan is to help manage the animals, and I am good at it because I pay attention, a skill
I learned at my father's side in negotiations. Father says understanding comes when the right question has been asked.

“What is the right question?” he asked me the first time I went with him to a trade.

I said what came to my mind, certain I was correct. “How much will they pay?”

“No.”

The next time I gave greater attention to the process, trying to discover the right question. This time, when he asked me, I said, “The right question is this: What is the price that makes both buyer and seller happy?”

“No. Pay closer attention.”

“I did!” I protested.

Father stroked his beard, considering me. “So what did the man from Harran wish to purchase?”

“Salt,” I said at once.

“Any salt?”

“No, only the finest. He was very adamant.”

“Why?”

I had no answer.

“Find the answer to this question, and you will know the answer to my question.”

It took two summers of studying. My father would question what I saw at each trade, what I heard or smelled or felt, and then he would return to the subject of the man from Harran, the man who wanted the finest salt. For two summers, I thought about this man before I went to sleep each night. I went over everything I could remember from the encounter, time after time. Though I would tire of worrying over the problem and try to forget it, the puzzle always returned to plague me.

Finally, I woke abruptly in the middle of the night and knew the answer. That day I studied the negotiations with different eyes, and when my father made me recite all I had observed, he asked, as he always did, “And what is the right question?”

Excited, and fearful I was wrong, I said, “The man from Harran said he wanted the finest salt, but that was not what he truly wanted.”

I had trapped my father's attention. “And that was?”

My heart drummed. “What he truly wanted was to be seen as a man who knew more than others and who watched out for the interests of his people.”

The slightest of nods. “He wished to be seen as a leader. And how did you decide this?”

“When he spoke, he angled his body to be sure his words carried to the crowd around him. He studied and tasted the salt with large movements, so they could see.”

Now my father gave me the rarest of gifts, a smile of approval. “And so, in negotiations, what is the right question?”

“Not how much we will give or they will pay,” I said carefully, “but what they want.”

“Yes,” my father said.

I felt as if I had climbed the highest mountain in the world and brought my father the prize he desired most. “And you, Father, gave him that by praising his eye for salt in a loud voice!” I laughed. “And he announced he would buy all the salt we had.”

Now I understood why my father made me attend to every nuance. People speak in many ways other than with their wordsâ€”the catch of emotion in their voice, a twitch of cheek, or a brush of hand across the mouth, even the way they position their bodies. Animals also “speak” in these ways if you watch and listen and have a good nose. I will say that for my knotted beakâ€”it can smell.

One of our goats is about to birth her kid, and Father decides to stop for the day. When dusk falls and everyone is busy making camp, I sneak my pup back into the litter to let him suckle. Chiram has already chosen the evening's fare and has no need to cook puppies tonight. His burly son, Danel, is helping him, so I am relieved of that duty for now.

Nami eyes me reproachfully, knowing one of her pups has been missing. She is new to the caravan and new to motherhood, but I am not sorry I took him. There is no way to be certain when Chiram will decide to be rid of the litter. They crawl blindly over one another to get to her teats. I wish I could save them all, but I am not even sure how I will save the one. Chiram knows every handful of grain, every pomegranate in his stores, and I am sure if he considers these fat pups as a future meal, he knows how many there are.

When my borrowed pup wriggles himself between his siblings, I stroke Nami's head and tell her what an excellent mother she is. She thumps her plumed tail and licks my hand. She is indeed a beautiful creature, a black hunting dog, prized by the desert people. Standing, she comes to my thigh. Just looking at her is a pleasureâ€”the graceful curve
of her, like a cresting wave from her slender hips to her deep chest. My first glimpse of her standing on a hill took my breath. Wind caught the long, silky flow of her ears and the white feathering on the back of her forelegs. She stood like a carving, like a dog of the Egyptian kings, barely deigning to notice the world.

Because of her size, some of the caravan boys feared her when Chiram first brought her into the camp, but I saw a sense of humor in the expressive golden-brown tufts over her eyes and the smiling line to her mouth. We became friends at once, and she followed me around the camp until she had her pups. Then she spent her time as we traveled anxiously pacing beside the donkey that bore them, lifting her slender nose every few moments to check the sack where Chiram had stuffed them.

Chiram ignores her. She belongs to him, but she does not seem to know it. Only two of the many animals of the caravan are truly mineâ€”my aging donkey, Philot, and a brown horse with black legs. We purchased the horse in a small city north of Harran. Father did so for a trade, but I begged to keep him. He relented, though Chiram grumbled greatly about how useless it was and how it ate food meant for the goats or donkeys. I am not supposed to run the horse, but I love the feel of the wind in my face and the slide of powerful muscles beneath me.
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