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Latesummer,3000 BCE. Memphisis atradingcenterbetweenthe southernvalley and the
northern delta of Egypt’s Nile River, crossed by the trade route connecting western North Africa and
Mesopotamia. Hesina, daughter of a successful commercial warehouseman, awaits a caravan
arriving from an oasis in the western desert. The caravan carries leather goods, dates, fruits, and
other goods

LatesummerontheNile.Itssourcehighinthe
mountainsthatlie southwest of the Horn of Africa. The
lake, covering 26,000 square miles, would become known
inmodern timesasLake Victoria. Fromthis source, the
longestriverinthe world flowsover4,100 miles through
deserts, mountains, and multiple outletsinits delta to the
southern shore of the Mediterranean Sea.

Now, inthetime of this story, the Nilehasreturned toits
banksfollowing the annual spring flood, once again restoring
fertility to the vast territory in northeast Africa that will
eventually become known asEgypt.

Inthe city of Memphis, Hesinaisa young girl, intelligent, a
quicklearner,and eager to find new things tolearn. She helps
her father, Senna, with his warehouse business, linking the
traders along the Nile with traders fromtheeasternand
westerndeserts. Shestrivesforimprovementin these
businesses whereverand whenever she can. Suchare
Hesina'stalentsand intelligence that several tutorshave been
engaged atthe suggestion of Pharaoh Djer, grandson of Narmer Menes and friend of Hesina’s father
fromanearly age. Because their patriarch is the man credited with joining Upperand Lower Egyptinto
asingle governing entity, the power of the family of Narmer Menes is unquestioned.
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One of Djer’srecommended tutors, Amenemhet, introduces Hesina to a woman of nearly the same
age, Nena, a member of the royal household who is also under his tutelage. The two young women
havebecomeclose friends over the years.

Here, Hesina begins her story.

Part 1.

Iamsitting cross-legged, sipping hotteaon theroof of my father’s warehouse as dawn breaks
over the western suburbs of Memphis. The early morninglight casts a weak shadow of mybody asit
fallsacross the roof in front of me.Iamlooking away from the dawn, though, staring intently into the
still-dark westasIwaitfor Alim’scaravan. Hewill bring us basketsloaded with dates, nuts,and
preciousbut perishablefigsfroman oasistwo daysjourney to the west. The thought makes my mouth
water.

Ihad beenalerted to Alim’sarrival by his son, Rabiah, who serves his father by acting asrunner
and messenger inadvance of his caravan of burros, camels, and otherbeasts of burden, all carrying
itemsfortrade.
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Iconsiderouroptionsinlightof Alim’sapproach.If my fatherandI can trade with him for the figs,
we will have to rush to distribute them to our vendors and most favored customers before they spoil. I
tap the cup thoughtfully against my lip. Among his less perishable products Alim may betryingto
trade dates. If Father decidestobuy theseless perishable products, we willhave tofind acompany to
ship the datesnorth along the Nile, through the delta, to the Mediterranean port of Rhakotis, and from
there by seanorth to the ancient city of Jerusalem. There, the dates will be accepted and passed along to
other tradersand merchants by ourlong time agent and business partner, Laret.

IgrinasIstand.I'mnot sure whatI'm worried about. Alim is a tough negotiator, buthe wasnot
happy the last time he did business with us. Father had recognized my talent with numbers and
hieroglyphs early on, and had enhanced my natural talentsby having me trained asascribe by the
priestsin the temple of Ptah. My skill with the new ways of tallying sumsusing pebblesand grooves
inthe ground had gotten Alimtoagree to compensation that Father knew gave him arather slim
profitmargin.

Asldescend into the warehouse, Iwrap my shawl more closely around me. Mornings are chilly here
inthedesert, thoughT'lllikely wearnothing more than a cotton wrap once the heat of the day begins
tosimmer.

Despite my prowess in our lastnegotiation with Alim, Iknow that the nuances of my fatherand the
western trader’srelationship are valuable, and therefore atleast asimportant to any trade negotiation
asmy skillin recording our wares. Even so, Iwill focus on the part of the transactionin whichIexcel.
I'vemoved onwardand upward, from pebblesand grooves to the permanence of clay tablets.

Keepingarecord of tradesby makingimpressionsin wet clayhasbeen in use for some time in the
distant cities along the Euphrates River. Or solamtold.Ilearned of thisand of the clay tablets from
atraderwho recently broughtjewelry from the city of Uruk far to the east. The trader had come to
Memphis to trade hisjewelry fora quantity of cotton grown alongtheNile, thekind used toproduce
clothby ourweaversherein Memphis.

Once thejewelry trader was able to complete a deal with Father for a large quantity of cotton, I
watched ashe pressed his codes into the soft clay of the tablet. Once dried in the sun, the trade
information could be stored permanently, evenlonger than thatrecorded on papyrus. Asthe trader
bent to the tablet his coat fell open to display aneckpiece with a hanging pendantmadeofaninset
jewelof deepbluestreaked withgold. Heexplained that the stonehad been passed down among his
people.It wasan honor for him to wear it. Inmy eyes, the stone was as beautiful a decoration as I
had ever seen.

My father has encouraged mein all my explorations and experiments with these new ways of
recording values and doing trades. He also enjoys exploring new ideas for his several trading groups
withme, and Iknow hehopes thatIwill follow inhis footsteps many years from now.

By the time of the journey I wish to share, Father had already built a substantial trading and
warehouse business by working with traders and shippers who needed storage space.

Assuch, hehad turned hissightstoanew ventureinboatbuilding and shipping. Fatherhassetupa
workshopin thiscomplex of buildings and hasengaged the services of aman whohasdesigned some
of thesuccessful boats, which are capable of carrying grain and livestock to us here
inMemphis from theirrigated agricultural areas along the upper Nile. Because he has already
established warehouses for grain in our complex, Father willnothave topay for storage any time he
negotiates with these grain buyers. A savvy business decision on his part, I'd say.

Ihavealotonmyscheduletoday,butImakeanotetotalk toFather aboutthetrader’sbeautiful
blueand gold pendant.Icannotkeepitfrom my mind. Father agrees that the blue stone mightbe
valuable.
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“Buildingaboat capable of commercial travel on both the Upper Nile and the Nile Delta is foolish,”
I'say.Ican’thelp my truculent tone or the way my armshave folded themselves across mybody.I
stand inaroom my fatherreserves for himself within one of the warehouses. Father has told me about
hisidea fora vessel to do such a thing, but the numbers in myheadjustdon'tadd up.“Theshipping
fromgrowingareasinthedelta istooscattered and undeveloped, and the channelsare too variable
year to year. Besides, boat built for shipping in the delta would never be fast enough orhaveenough
capacity tocompete with thebigger, fasterboats built for shipping bulk grain.

“Far better to build two boats; one for each type of shipping.” Hesina paused. “But it is even
possible that any boat built for the delta cannot earn enough to fatten the single owner no matter
how well designed, and no matter how fit and eager the crew. Some kind of association of
shippers may be feasible, but it will take time to find enough warehousemen and shippers with
enough uncommitted resources to make it work long enough to establish a value for the service.”

Fatherinclineshishead inmy directionand chuckles. “Asalways, daughter, your insights into the
problems of business and trade opportunities are as good as any in Memphis. I believe your thinking
is correct, butIstill wish to ponder theidea of building a single boat to travel both waterways.Ilike
theideaofforminganassociation of shippers, though.”

He drumshis fingers on the wall. “Once we establish the delta service from Memphis, we can think
aboutawarehouseand portonthe Mediterranean Sea. But thatis in the future. Fornow, my daughter, I
have another business proposition for you to consider. I have been aware of thejeweler from Uruk, and
his flaunting of the blue stone among those with refined tastesand plenty of money. Hehasbeenhere
before. He spreads precious fragments around like a monkey scattering his turds, and the activity is
having an effect. Many are talking aboutit. If ITam able to find a supplier, and afoothold in themarket
forit, Ithink we will gainmuchif we can bring some quantity toMemphis.”

“Youknow my interestin expanding our enterprise, Father,” Isay, “but youhavenotyettried to
expandintomarketswithsourcesof supply beyond the reach and protection of Pharaoh. How will
you protect your Mesopotamian suppliers when they are trying to bring a shipment of blue stone to
you here in Memphis? [ don’t think your experience so far with your sales agentin Jerusalem will be of
muchhelp. Besides, Iam not sure I trust Laret. The quantities in his reports donot always add up, and
the mistakes seem always to go to his advantage.”

“Iamwell aware of Laret, and hisloose connection with the reporting of his trades. Tosome extent I
forgive him because his connection with hieroglyphicsisalsoloose, and with hieratics almost
impossible. Worse, he doesnothave much experience with the counting systems you have setup.But
heperformsotherservicesforusthatIdotrustand cannot dowithoutaslongaslIseektotradeour
goodsanywherein]ericho,or anywhere along the Jordan River to the Sea of Galilee. AsThave told
you many times,Idream of expanding ourenterprisesintothelower Euphrates Riverin
Mesopotamia, and Laretand Jericho are my stepping stones toward that goal.”

“Yes, Father,” I reply.

Afterapausetodrinksomebeer, Father continues. “Atanyrate, the Urukjeweler and traderin
Lapisisnamed Faiza. He will be returning to Uruk soon, and hehasinvited me tosend one of my
personal representatives withhimtoexplore whatever markets we mighthaveaninterestin.

“Iwantyoutobethatrepresentative, butyouand Iknow thatthe venture will be filled with great
danger and great discomfort. The rewards, if any, could be assmoke. They could blow away in the first
breeze.Please give this some thought and speak to me aboutitin a month.

Hehas come tohis point. [know from the way he massages his left ear, a telltale sign thatIshould
listen. “I know thatIwill feel more confident inyoutravelingsuchagreatdistanceifyoutakeona
shorterjourney in the meantime,” he says. “So, [ want you to go upriver with Serenen to check on the
irrigation project that our friend, Heti, is working on near Beni Hasan. Heis trying toincrease the
quantity of grainthathe can plantand ship tousin thespring.Ineed your assurance thatheis
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staying onschedule. If heishaving trouble, Ineed to know whatis causing it,and Ineed yourideasfor
resolution of any difficulties youmightfind. Youwill leave tomorrow.

“Iknow thisisalottoask, my daughter, butThave many things going on, and Ineed yourhelpin
making sure everythingis going smoothly.”

My heartbeats quickly under thehand I have brought tomy chest.Iam certainly excited by my
father’srequest, the responsibility heislavishing upon me is tremendous, butI remain terrified by all I
donotknow. What if I fail him? “But Father, lhave never been upriver,” I protest. “How willIl know
what I amseeing?”

Fatherstillseems confident, whichbuoysmy spirits. “Serenenhasbeen uprivermany times,and he
knows Hetivery well. They worked together to prepare the fields thatnow produce somuch good
barley and beer for us.Iwant you tohave the experience of traveling with Serenen becausel think he
will need to be one of your companions on your trip to the north with the Mesopotamian trader... if
you decide to go, thatis.”

Iknow thatheexpectsmetogowiththe Mesopotamianjeweler, and thathe willbe greatly
disappointedifIchoosenotto.The dangers,
discomforts, and difficulties of the trip give me a great deal of concern, I must admit. However, the
opportunity for adventure and learning and exploring new possibilities forenterprise meanthatIhave
very littlereason to say no.

“Yes, Father,” I decide. “Iwill tell Serenen to prepare so that we can be ready to go upriver in the
morning.”

Father clasps me up in a hug. “Excellent. Be sure to talk to him about the trip to Mesopotamia,
too.”

“Yes, Father,” I reply.
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Icouldn’tsleep thatnight. Lyingonmycotonourroof, Itossedand turned. Onemoment, I
would think of how excited Iwas tofeel the breeze come off the river as our boat was steadily
rowed up the Nile.I could seemyself ducking out of the way asthesail settersmoved around theboat
tryingtocatchthenuanceofeachbreeze. Thenext, myheart would plummetintomystomachas]
prayed tothe godsthatI wouldn’t disappoint my father.

Early thenextmorning thesunrisesonastiffnortherly breeze.I rise, knowing that the breeze
will mean afaster trip up the river to Beni Hasan —possibly five days instead of six.

One of the Nile’'smany boatmen, Akar, a man well known to my father and me, issailingupriver
withhiscrew of tenoarsmen to Thebes. At Father's suggestion Akar has invited me to come along with
whatever staff and equipmentIneed in theirrigation fields. He will drop us off at Heti’s, then turn
around to pick us up on his way back down the river.

Akarhasnow docked close by our warehouse. The big, muscled man movestoward meand greets
mewithafamiliar, teasing tone. “Theboatis ready, but first, my sweet beauty, you must serve me
tea.”

“Of course, Akar,” Ireply with aroll of my eyes, though all of my teeth showinmysmile.“Doyou
thinkyouwillhaveany problemsfinding yourway upriver? Youwillbehauling precious cargo, as
youknow.”Ileta smirk cross my face, then motion to one of our household slaves to bring some tea
and honey-sweetened biscuits. “Itlooks windy this morning. Can you tell me how the trip will
go?”

“Itmay be a bit rough because of the wind, but the disturbances from thesummerfloodinghavenow
subsided.IThaveavery capable crew. With oursailsoutweshouldbeabletocapturemostofthenorth
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wind.Ifwe doagoodjobofsailingand rowing, wemightbeableto cutthetimeto less than five
days.”

I'm impressed to hear this. “I'm sure you know, but this will be my first time on an extended trip
upriver. Are there any dangers that I may not be aware of, that I might have to prepare my staff
for?”

“Thereisalotof trafficmoving up the river with tools for theirrigation and planting, asare you and
Serenen. Haveyoumadearrangements for pick up and return to Memphis?”

“Yes. Weare allowing ourselves five days helping clear theirrigation channels at ourfieldsnear Beni
Hasan, then my fatherhasmade arrangements with our friend Kames to bring us back. Do you think
Kamesisa capable boatman?”

Araven with a single white featherlands near us as we talk. I toss it a morsel of biscuit, and the bird
hunkers down as if to give his thanks before grabbing it with his beak. I smile and turn back to Akar,
whoseems tobe consideringmy question. “Well?Isheagoodboatmanornot?”

Akar suckshis teeth. “Heis a good boatman if he can find a good crew. He usually can, but thatis
never guaranteed coming from Thebes. Your man, Serenen, is a good one with either an oar or a sail. I
think heis fully capable of running aboat of hisownif you and your father ever decide to put your
own boat in the water.

“Inany case, on your return to Memphis you will be traveling downriver with the current. Thatisa
mucheasiertaskintermsofeffortand navigation, butneverforgethow dangerousthe Nile canbe
whenyouare coming downriver. Theriveris vastand relentless. She doesn’t care afig about the
humanswhotry toearnaliving on her. Remember: things happen fast when you are in control of your
boat. They happen much faster whenyouhavelostcontrol ofitwhile goingdownriver on the Nile.”

By this time, Serenen hasloaded the tools, equipment, and two weeks of foodstuffs onto the boat
with the help of Akar’s crew.

Itistimetogo,butlamnotyetready.Istand and stretchlazily. “My fatherissending one more
passenger to go with us. Weneed to wait for him. I also sent word to the Pharaoh’s palace this
morning, asking my friend Nena to travel with us to keep me company. I hope this willnot add too
much of aburden to you and your crew, Akar.”

“Of course not, my pretty one. I know your friend Nena. She is a very charming woman, and I
know her to be among the circle of friends who are familiar with Pharaoh. You can count on my
complete discretion. Who is the other passenger?”

“Ibelievetheonecomingupthestreetisourlastpassenger.” Aman comes up the path. Heis short
in stature but well muscled and at ease on his feet even though hisburden appears tobe heavy. “Thisis
Paru, alieutenant of guards in the palace of the Pharaoh. My father has asked Pharaoh Djertosend
himwithustoprotectus,and toassureour peaceful intent toany on the river who mightinquire as
to the Pharaoh’sinterestin our trip.”

“Doyou feel this extra protectionis necessary? Do you and your father not trust us enough?” asks
Akar.

“Please put those concerns away, Akar. They are not worthy of you. My father wants Pharaoh
to be fully aware of our plans for the property at Beni Hasan, and he has sent his most trusted
and most physically capable lieutenant of guards. Once we are underway, Paru can assist with
the rowing and sail setting. He is under your command for anything to do with the operation of
the boat on the water, even if others along the river have hostile intent toward us.

“If aminor problem escalates, though, I will want you to defer to Paru’sexperiencein combat.Ifhe
callsonyouoronany of your crew for assistance while we areunder threat, I will expect you to give
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himall that he may need.” Inod toward the newcomer’ssatchel. “Youhave seen the heavy baghehas
broughtonboard.Icanassure you that thebagcontains weapons and that Paruis very well
experienced with their use.”

Akarbeginsto protest, butThold up ahand. “Tobe clear, Paruis here primarily asa diplomat, a
representative of Pharaoh. I donot expect trouble on this trip, butif trouble occurs, Paru will be in
charge of our defense.”

Our captaininhales, and ashe exhales, hisfighting spiritseemsto deflate. “Yes, Hesina. Youhave
my full support in this.”

“Thankyou, Akar.” Iseeafriendly face coming up the pathand brush the crumbs from my skirt.
“Ah! Here comes Nena. Once sheis aboard with her things, we will be ready to sail.”
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Nenaisatalland darkly attractive beauty, though, today,sheisdressed modestly with a shawl to
protect herself from the wind.

I rush off to greet my friend.

“Hesina, hello,” she drawls, draping me in a hug. “I wanted to bring more bags with me,” she says,
indicating the servant struggling under two trunks, “but I was told there wouldn’t be room on
board.”

“Helloto you, too.” Thug her back and turn to take in Captain Akar’s boat. “Well, what do you
think?”

Nenadoesherbestnottosimper.Icantellshe’sthinking aboutall of thebarquesshe’sfloated on,
accompanyingthe Pharaoh and hisfamily on their river cruises. “Charming,” she settles on

”Quail’lt.”

I don’tlet her comments deter me from taking her hand and guiding her on board. “This is our
own cabin,” I say as I show her the area Akar has draped off with patterned cloth for our privacy.I
almost do a little skip step. Athome, I sleep on the roof with my parents. This is the first time in my
life I've ever had my own private cabin.

Nena peers around the corners. “Where are the beds?” she asks. I shake my head and remember her
telling me about the woven cots thatlitter the Pharaoh’s palace.

Aswe return to the main deck,  hear some of the off-duty rowers tuning instruments. Soon, drums,
tambourines, and lutes regale us.Iknow that Captain Akar wantstobe as professional as
possible—heis onbusiness for my father, and [would do well to remember that am, too—butI see
that even he is tapping a toe to the music.

The rest of the crew begins to row, muscles rippling in the sun, and we are underway. A deckhand
gestures to a table full of food and encourages usto partake. Smallbeer, bread, dried raisins and dates,
and somesalted meat arelaid out on the wooden table. I take a bite of meat, savoring the way its
saltiness melds with the sweetness of the raisins, and I rinse my fingers in the waterbowl.

Nenalooksupatanothermemberof the palaceentourage. Hehas broughtaboard asmall pot of
expensive honey, whichheisslatheringon apiece of bread. “Djal,” she hissesand subtly flicks her
wristasthoughto ask for the honey pot.

Finally,Ichuckle.Ithrowanarmaround my friend’sshoulders. “I know thisisallrather hard
living after the palace and our day trips tosee the sitesaround Memphis. But thistripupriverisan
adventure;...areal adventure.”

I can’tstop the smile from crossing my face. My hair whipsin the wind as we head up the Nile and
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closer to Beni Hasan. Nena seems unsure.
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Once darknessfalls, the workday for theboat crewisover. The dangers of trying totravel onthe
powerful river when thereisonly moonlightand itistoodark toseearetoo greatforanybutthemost
skilled crew motivated by the greatest of possible emergencies. Toward the end of the day, Akarlooks
along the shoreline for a place to park the boat where we will be safe from thieves, crocodiles, and
hippos, whichmighthave too great an interest in the human contents of the boat.

Ilisten to Akar instruct his men on the procedure for their night watch. Each of therowersand
sailorshasanassigned time when they willhave tokeepwatchfordanger. Adripping potofwater
markstheirtimeon guard. When itis empty, the watcher will rouse the next watcher out of his restful
sleep. Any watcher who fails to stay awake has been threatened to expect several lashes from Akar’s
whip.

“I'm grateful to not be a watcher,” I whisper to Nena.

Sheyawnsasshenodsheragreement, and we settleinto our cabin for the night.

EER

Therestof ourjourney and ourarrival at our fields near Beni Hasan has been uneventful. Wemeet
my father’sassociate Heti and his family and set to work clearing the irrigation ditches.

Akartheboatman continues upriver after dropping our party and our tools and supplies off at our
fields. He thought thathe would not return downriver for many days but told me thathe would send a
message to Kames; thathe should be prepared to take usback to Memphis within the next several
days. “However,” hehad said, “if | cannot find Kames, orif heis not ready, I will come back downriver
myself to pick you all up for the return to Memphis. I will plan on seeing you againin five daysif that
becomes necessary.”

Thavealwaysknownhow towork. Without thebenefit of sonsto pass the business on to, Father has
not kept me from the necessary work of his warehouse. Now, after several daysin Heti’sfields, I
know the sore muscles and blistered satisfaction that come from turning the fertile ground to
produce thebarley and beer thatis thebackbone of our trading business. Heti’sfields donotseem to
suffer fromlack of water or from too much water. He and his family are grateful for our help, though,
asthere is much to bedone.

Wework all day and much of the night while in our fields. Atfirst, I feel shy to work withouta wrap
in the heat of the day but toiling with sweat and therisk of heatexhaustionquickly rid me of that. By
theend of the second dayhere, Icametothinknothing of stripping off my clothesas the sun rises
higher in the sky.

Theworkishard and makesthesmall pleasuresoflifeall themore valuable. Weeatandlaugh
togetheratnight, and we sleepwellunder the stars.

Atfirst, Nena wasn’tsureabout workingin the fields. She worried, and with good reason, about
bringingembarrassmenttothehouseof Pharaoh asawomanofherclasstilling thefieldsandbeing
seennakedinthem.

However, the work was too much for our small group tohandle. On the afternoonof thesecond day,
inafitof piquebroughtonbyNenawondering why [hadn’tremoved my wrap, Isnapped at my
friend to get off her high horse and dig. She may have been upset that day, but soon, she alsogotinto
thehabitof working, bare-skinned, inthehotsun.Iknow my friend well enough to know how good
itfeels for us to pull our own weightoutofsightof our parentsand overseers. Now for possibly the first
time ever we feel worthy of the food we put in our mouths.

Thereisaniggling worry in my mind that I have neither seennorheard from Akar or Kames. Onthe
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sixthdayatBeniHasan, weareclearing a particularly difficult drainage ditch. My hope is that
dislodging the bracken that’sbuilt up withinit willallow theriver to flow into this patch of crop.

Along with her clothes, Nena has dispensed with her ladylike decorum. “Hesina,” she asks, raking the
silt, “whatdoyou callawaterbuffalowitha human face?”

I pretend to think on the answer to her joke, which is sure to be off-color,butI don’tgettohear the
punchline.Ilookup frommyworktosee Akar’s boat on the river, coming toward us.

“I'mnot sure, Nena,” I say, “but would you run tell Heti’s wife to prepare eleven more settings for
dinner thisevening? Wehave company.”

Aflashoftheold Nenaisback, asshe primpsherhairand donsher waistcloth before running to
the farmer’shouse. Heti was delighted that such beautiful women would help in the fields and show
off their womanly charms atthe same time. He, his wife, and another older couplelived onthe farmto
do the planting and help fend off the creatures who would come to feed on the green shoots when they
popped out of the ground. The other members of Heti’s family, and their two friends also worked
naked, buttheylooked away from the young women. They allhad anote of sadnessin theireyes,
perhapsremembering theirownyoungerdays.

Ilay down myrake and rush to greetmy friend. AsIcome closer, I overhear Akar instructing his
oarsmen. “Tie the boat up near the trees, thenstay outof theheatfortheafternoon. Bylateafternoon,
whenitis cooler, bring the boatback up theriver to these fields. Maybe we will geta good meal
tonight.”

Ashisboatdeparts, Akarapproaches me. Hemustbe amused toseea merchant’s daughter naked
under the sunlike acommoner, ashe says, “Well, my beauty. Hard manual labor becomes you.”

“Be careful of your language, Akar,” Iwarn. “Do not take advantage of my need for comfort in this
heat. How was your trip upriver? lam very glad to see you back here by the way.”

“The trip was good, but Kames was nowhere to be found and my own plans were thwarted
when the men I intended to meet with could not be found either. I will be delighted to take you
and your party back downriver, but I need to know how much more time you need in the
fields.”

I wipe my brow and survey the field as I consider my answer. “If Nena and I and the families here
are the only ones working, then it will take us another full day. On the other hand, if you can release
your boat crew to us, we can probably finish in half a day.”

Akarnods. “Aye.Theyshouldn’tbetoosore fromourlightrowthis morning.” Akar paused and
looked down athisfeetforamoment. “Iwill make you this offer, pretty one.If you and Nena will put
your clothes on while my men are working with you, we can probably get all the work done.Doyou
understand meordoIneed toexplainmyconcernsfurther.?”

“Yes I do understand, Akar. I understand completely. Nena nodded in support. We will cover
our bodies when your men are around.

“Wonderful.” Igrin. Itfeels good tobe the one delegating for once. “Now for more important
things.Thavealerted Hetito yourarrival and have asked him to prepare food for this evening’s dinner.
Inour time toilinginthese fields, wehave discovered thatthe palace guard Paruisapoet of
considerable ability. If those of your men who can play instruments will play for us tonight, it will
be ajoyous event.”

After Akarhas called his men back to Heti’s dock, we all head for the main house, Paru greets our
shared friend. “Did you have a good trip upriver, captain? Seeany crocodiles?”

“No. No crocodiles,” Akar answers. “Afew hippopotamus only. They stayed well clear of the boat.”
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“Good.Iwould have hated tonotbe onboard to wrestle a crocodile for you.”

Akar tips back his head and laughs. Hesina tells me you are concerned about our return to
Memphis. Something about nudity.”

“Yes.Something aboutnudity.Itisacustomin therural areas for Egyptianfarmers towork
without clothesin the heat of the sun. Hesina and Nenahave also picked up thathabitand seem to
enjoy the feeling of freedom. The men onmyboatalso work without clothes when the sunis hot. My
concern is that the nudity isbad when there are two such attractive women on the boat, who also
enjoy nudity, and seem not to worry about the effect of it on men.

“Ascaptain, any problemsthatmightarisefrom thetemptationsthat could overtake some of the
men, could put the boatitselfinjeopardy.

“Iwanttorequirethateveryone covertheirnudity ontheboat while we areunderway, nomatterhow
hotitmightget. Thatwillincludeyou, Paru, and Serenen, and it will especially include Nenaand
Hesina. Hesinaand NenahavebothagreedbutIneed thesupportofyoutwomeniflamto enforce
the rule.

“Ibelieveitwillbevery difficulttoenforce theruleamongatleasta couple of my rowers. Since
need to be in full control of the boat and the rowing at all times when we are running downriver, I'will
have tohave one orboth of youready toapply whatever punishment mightbeneeded tocalmanybad
situations. Dolhaveyouragreementonthat?” Akarasks.

“Yes.Of course. “But you know your men, and you know the potential trouble-makers. How will you
communicate your concern to us, and how willyoushow usthe problemsothatwemay actonit?”
Paru asks.

“Iwill tell my crew what [ want them to do to cover their nakedness, and Iwill tell them whathave
inmind for punishmentif any are unable to control their passions... or their erections. They know
me to have a strong whip arm, and they know thatif [ warn them about expected behavior, that I will
use the whip on violators.

“Howaboutyou, Serenen? Youhavenotyetspokeninmy presence. What are your thoughts?”

“Should a problem arise, Captain, I will defer to Paru, unless the problem is urgent and I am closer to
it. If Imust deal effectively and quickly with the problem, and Paruisnotable toassist,Imay heave
the offender overboard, and take over hisresponsibilities on the oar, orrudder, orsail. Tam
well-experienced in all aspects of boat operations.

“Please understand, Captain, that I have been attendant, protector,and mentor to Hesina since she was
asmall child. Itake my responsibilities very seriously.”

Paru spoke up. “Be assured of my full confidence in the words of Serenen, Captain. Before he
became protector to Hesina he served with me in the Pharaoh’spersonal guard unitinthe palace. We
havebeeninvolved in many battles. I trust him with my life.”

Akarsatback and rubbed his chin as he thought about the words of the two naked men standing
in front of him.

Akarspeaks. “Iam glad to have your understanding and support. I thank you.Inthemorning
whileeveryoneelseis workingin thefields, I will wanttowork with Paruto correctany possible
sourcesof problems ontheboatitself. ThoughIwillbemoving theboattoward Memphis with haste,
there will be several long hot days on the river. The women’s shed will need tobe completely
shielded from casual views by theboatmen. Atthesametime,toavoid boredom, thewomenwill
needtohavean opening toward the shore for their viewing, and there must be an opening for
breeze. [ will assign the boatmen in such a way that they won’tbe constantly thinking of what the
women in the shed mightbeup to; ...but there will beleisure times when we are undersail, and they
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mightallbe unoccupied, and leftto their ownimaginings. Thatis the time we mustbe mostalert.
Twoof myboatmen are particularly trustworthy in enforcing my wishes among the others. I will ask
your advice, Paru, on how they should be deployed, and how advised as to their responsibilities.

“Letusnow see what we candotofinish this day’sworkin thefields, and then prepare for the
evening meal,” Akar concluded.

%%

Ourparty wasquietand didn’tlastmuchbeyond thelastbowl of honey-sweetened dates. All the
participants were tired after several days of hard workin thefieldsand on theboat, and anotherhard
day of work would begin again the next morning.

Wefinished irrigating the fields as the sun passed its highest pointin the sky. After alunch of bread
and a small ration of beer, we were able to finishloading theboatwith tools, weapons, and foodstuffs.
Akarwanted to getas much time as possible to move down the river before dark, sohe pushed
everyonetomove quickly tofinishtheloading.Ioverheard oneof the rowers tell him that he enjoyed
thelifearound Beni Hasan and wanted to stay a whilelonger. Though this visibly irked Akar, the man
wasnot contracted to him beyond this voyage, and we pushed off withouthim. “Ah, well,” Akar said.
“We can make do with one less rower.”

Now, wehave cast off from the small dock, and into the Nile’ssteady, inexorable push downriver
toward Memphis and the great sea beyond.

Once on the main channel, our oarsmen begin their routine of coordinated rowing. I'velearned that
it'sdesigned to give Akar maximum control over hisboat ashe searches the river’s surface for the
fastest currents. Therudder menand sailorsare tuned tohisevery hand gestureand to the nuance of
his every verbal command. As well-experienced boatmen, Paru and Serenen are alert to the same
signs.

Nena and I'start the day watching them row, but the repetitive motion growsboring over time. The
view on thebanks of the riverisn’tthatinteresting either,now thatI'veseenitonce.IwishIcould be
moreusefulto Akar, pull my weight literally at the oar or clean the deck for the men, but hetellsme
nottoworrymyself overit. Eventually,Iliedown, somewhat sullenly, and awaitnightfall.

%%

Atthe end of the day, Akar compliments all on the crew for their good, strongwork throughthe
day.Aswetieupforthenight, Akartellshis men that they have to sleep ashore in the trees, the better
towatch for the variouscreatures, or persons, thatmightotherwise threatentheboatand our
precious cargo.

“Iregretthatlcannotofferbeertoyouthiseveningbecausethereis none on the boat,” he says to
some grumbling. “Youwill have to quench yourthirstwithriverwater,butlamtold thatthisplace
hasasourceof very fine water, and  am sure you will be most pleased. There are extra rations of
dates, salted meat,and honey torepayyou foryourwork today. I'mhopeful thatthe weatherand wind
willhold, and wewillhaveagood day tomorrow and the next day.”

Thecaptain, Paru,and Serenenlay outtheirsleeping matsaround our shelter and ask us how our
day has gone.

Ilook at Nena and shrug. “It was fine, but we wondered if, tomorrow, we might spend more time
outsideof our cabin... maybeeventakeaturn rowing?” I'see Akar’s expression sour, so I hasten toadd
“QOr set the sail, or the rudder.”

Nenaagrees. “If wespend anotherday in pampered indolence, Ithink we will grow fat, and our
moods will be unattractive.”

“lamlessworried aboutunattractivemoodsthanyoumaybe,” Akar says, “yetlammindful of
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your concernsand will givethem some thought. I'll et you know in the morning. Now itis time to
sleep. Rest well in the encircling arms of Horus.”

* %%

Before dawn thenext morning, Akar, Serenen, and Paru come tovisit us. Akar has given our
request some thought, and Nena and I will be assisting the rudder men, allowing them to take
occasional breaks.

The day’s sailing downriver proceeds well. Nena and I work hard in our new roles. The rudder men
gave usliberal tips on how we canimprove our mastery of the procedures involved in changing
rudder settings.

By the end of the day, Nena and I were very tired, but also very happy thatwehad beenusefuland
had performed well.Isaw Akarlaughafew timesashe captained his crew today, butI can tell he still
feelsreserved over whether we'll have smooth sailing over our remaining three days of travel. We
spent the evening hours building more spears to add to our weaponry. Even Nenaand I have our
ownsmallstockpiles should webe attacked. AsIreadyforbed,loverhear Akartellamatethat
beforewe will pull up to my father’s dock in Memphis, there are pockets of crocodilesand hipposin
some of thesloughsahead, and worse —thoughhehas neverhad to deal with them —thereisanest of
thievesat workin this part of the river.

I sink onto my pallet with my stomach churning. “What's got your goat?” Nena asks.

I can’t help thinking of a goat, bloodied in the mouth of a crocodile. “Nena, have you ever
seen a crocodile?” She’s spent more time on barges than I have, so I know she won't
sugarcoat things for me.

“Thave,butif wedon'tgooverboard, we won'thaveanythingtoworry about. They cannot easily
crawl onto the boat.”

Thismakesmefeelsafer, thoughIresolvetomovemore carefully about the deck tomorrow.

EER

Making and loading the weaponsinto Akar’shiding placestook some time the following day, sowe
didn'tgetunderwayuntil thesunhad reached its peakinthe sky. Therest of the day wasmostly
uneventful. The two exceptions occurred because the two women were now moving freely from
rowing position torudder position, tosail setting position through the day. Akar had not relaxed his
modesty rule, but the sight of two such beautifulwomenmoving quicklyamongthemen, and
occasionally bumping into them when the deck shifted required more discretion than two of the
boatmen were capable of maintaining.

Akarapplied hiswhipjudiciously, tothemenastheirerections popped up as a result of
inappropriate —and possibly unavoidable - touching.

Once touched by the whip, the shame-faced offender did not allow the problem to occur again.

Thenexttwosailingdays—ourthird and fourth ontheriver—were alsouneventful, butlate on
thefourth day, today, thereisa change inthe look and feel of the air as we pass beyond some trees on
the westbank of the river.

Icannow seeasandstorm building on the western horizon. The churning dust cloud isalready far
higher than the tallestbuildings I have ever seen. I can hear the dull roar of the storm as it builds and
moves toward us. I am frightened.

Itseems tounsettle Akar, too. He quickly instructs hisboatmen to steer for the western riverbank.
He calls to me. “Wemust tie up and wait for the storm to pass.”

10
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Inod and adjust the rudder, butas we move closer to the westernbank, Akar pointstoacalmspot
there. “Looktothe opening of thatslough! Collapse the sails and steer for it!”

I'mnot sure why we'rechanging course so dramatically, butthe crew trusts Akar. They seem calm
evenasthey follow hisurgentorders, sotoo do I.

Aslhold theruddersteady forthesuddenchangeofcourse, Ihear Paru at my elbow. “The sands
will be intense, miss. There isno shelter here on the open water. Youand Nena mustlay down on the
deck out of harm’s way.”

I give the rudder to one of the more experienced crew and comply with Paru’s command to step
aside. Better thatan expert rudder man movesus forward than a merchant’sdaughter who might drive
usintothebankina way that damages theship.

Fromourplaceonthedeck,Icanfeeltheboatturntothebankassoon as we enter the slough. We
bump hard.Iam grateful for my place so close to the splinter-infested planks. Those who werenot
ready for the rough stopfall tothe deckaround us. I hear the splash of aman going overboard.

I raise my head. “Is he okay, Akar?”

“Donotworry yourself,” Akar replies, putting his cloth wrap over his face. “Just stay down. Paru
andIwill help get the man back into the boat.”

Heorderstheboatsecured tothe shoreand secured against the wind and sand.

“Captain, what of thesand?” arower asks. “Ifenough of it getsin the cracks around the hull,
we'll sink.”

I share a look with Nena. Neither of us had thought of that.

“Oncewesecuretheboatweneed togetoutofthewater,” Parusays nearby. “There are probably
crocodilesin the swampy area beyond the banks of this slough. If they are nearby, it won't take them
longtofind us.” Inthe pause that follows, I grip Nena’shand. “Perhaps we need to move theboat
further down the slough now while we have plenty of daylight.

It will be stormy and miserable to work in the middle of a sandstorm, but that’s better than
tighting with crocs while we try to move the boat in the morning.”

“Good thinking,” Akar says. “I'll talk to the boatmen. We will need to post guards with
spears to watch for crocs, and we will need to distribute our digging tools to the strongest
diggers. The women can keep watch from the boat. They should be prepared to climb the
masts from time to time so they can get a better view.”

Nenassitsup onherelbows, blowing a strand of hair out of her face. “That won’t be a problem, I
assure you.”

Aftersometime, toolsand spearshave been distributed, and themen bend to the task of widening
thebanks. Nenaand Iwatch for crocodiles. Four of the men accompany Akar and Paru downstream
inthe slough to clear any underwater mounds of sand that might hinder the boat’s passage.

Meanwhile, Nenaand Iuseropestorigaway to climb quickly up and down the boat’smast, and I
take the first watch near the top of the mast. Nenamovestotheback of theboattowatch for
possiblethreatsthat might be coming from the river. From this high up, I can see the riverin either
direction, thesandstorm fastapproaching, and little settlements beyond, on the peaceful bank. I
think of my beloved perch on the roof of Father'swarehouse, and am comforted, evenin these
stressful and unfamiliar circumstances.

Thehorizonlooks clear of crocodilesand otherimmediate threats, but the stormis comingcloser.I
cannotseebeyond thestorm front.Iwill have to climb down from the mast when the storm gets too
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close.Thave noideawhattheforce of the windsand theblasts of sand mightdo.

Before I have the chance to find out, Akar comes to the bottom of the mast. “Come down from
there, my pretty one. Ineed to see what the storm is doing.”

Thewind picksupas Akar climbs. AsIwatchhim go,Icanhearit howling inmy ears,alow moan
like one from the world beyond. The sky on the west is completely dark. My heart pounds.

“Adjo! Djal!” He calls his two most trusted boatmen to his side. “We have time to move the boat
justalittle before the storm hits,” I hear him say. Thereare wordsthewind stealsfromme, and then
heisyelling, “Hurry!”

They comply.

“Hesina.” He turns his attention to me ashe descends. “Please. Get into your secure space. I
cannot protectboth you and the boat from the storm.”

Nena, everadaredevil, decides to climb the mast. She shouts down to me that the storm is very
close now.Ionly leave our cabin to alert Akar. The men stop their digging and focus on securing the
boat to the shore.I am pleased tosee that, by their digging, they have advanced theboattoa place
within sight of the slough’s opening back to the main river.

EER

In the end, we escaped the worst of the storm. Welost one sailor overboard then quickly pulled him
back aboard. There was wind and blowing sand throughmuchofthenight,butnodamagetothe
boat—though quantities of sand had tobemoved overboard. Because of the possibility of crocodiles,
Akar ordered everybody to sleep on the boat deck while atleast two men kept watch through the
night. We covered our faces with ourwrapsand waistcloths tokeep the sand out of ournostrilsand
mouths as best wecould.

Assoon as thereis enough morning light to see beyond the boat, Akar climbsto the top of themast.
Iwatchhimasheascendsoverthelip of the privacy clothhe had put up for Nena and me to sleep
behind on our very firstouting. Helooks around theboatand reports down thathe does not see any
threats. “Weneed to geteverybody up tobegin digging sowe cangetback tothemainchannelassoon
aspossible. Withagood day’s rowing, we should be within sight of Memphis by dark.”

Memphis, my heart murmurs. Home.

Akar catches sight of me and callstome ashe climbs down, disappearing from view behind the
curtain. “Hesina, Thope I'mnot prevailing on you and your friend too much, but with twomen down,
Ineed yourhelp rowing.”

My heart already has felt too full, and now it is bursting. Iam proud to do so, and Ilook forward to
telling my father of my active role in returning us safely home. Inod. “We will do what we can.”

Nenaisawake, too, and is getting some food before beginning her turn atthetop of themast.
Suddenly thereiswhistlingintheairandaloud sharp cry from Nena. I turn from my conversation
with Akar to gape at my friend, where she lies collapsed to the deck, with an arrow through her thigh.
I cannothelp screaming. Istopper my mouth with my hands to stop myself.

Paru, luckily, has amore even head thanI. “Thieves!” he hisses. He moves immediately to his cache
of weapons and motions for everybody on deck tostay down and get out their own weapons from
theirhiding places withoutshowing themuntilheissueshisorders.Istareinblind frightatmy
friend, who lies, biting back a yell, on the deck. This is the worst thing any of us could have
imagined.Ibelieve thateven Paru did not wish to command our vessel, but now, my friend is
pierced by amaraudingarrow and wemust defend ourselves. Evenme.I, whoonly feelat home with
tabletsand styli, mustnow defend my life with aspear.
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Paruraises hishead up above the lip of the deck until he can seeand assess the threat. “Aboat,”
hewhispersnearme. “Twoarchers.”

“Canwecaptureit?” Akaraskshoarsely, from Paru’sotherside. “Takeit as a prize?”

“No,” Parusays. “Wearestill stuck, and they are moving toofast down theriver.” Heturns tolook
over hisshoulder and makesamotion totwo men. Theynod.Onhiscommand, they risewithhim
andloosetheir arrowstoward thehostileboat. All threearrows find theirmarks. I peek over thelip
of the deck. The two archers on the hostile boat have fallen. None take their place.

Paru and I rush to Nena's side. Serenen brings a knife to cut the arrow away and a cloth tobind her
wound and stop thebleeding. Paruisnot yet sure whether the arrow hashit one of the vesselsin the
leg that carry alot of blood, but he assures me that Serenen is the most experienced healer on the boat.
Parumotions to Akar to get the men working on freeing the boatfromthesiltoftheslough;Nena’s
lifemaydepend onhowfasthe can get us toMemphis.

Themorninghassuddenly goneterribly wrong. Ifear formy friend, but Iremembermy promise to
Akar.NenaisingoodhandswithSerenen.

Along with all of Akar’s guests and crew, I bend my back to the task of freeing the boat and
begin rowing as fast as I can to help get us to Memphis before nightfall.

EER

Akarpulledhisboatuptomyfather'sdockearly thenextmorning. Paruranasfastashe could to
find Father and tolook for a priest or physiciantolook afterNena’swounds. Despite ourbestefforts
tostop the flow of blood with amud poultice, I spent a sleepless night concerned thatIhadnotdone
enough. Wetried tokeepmy friend warm, butshe grew pale and struggled to breathe. I feared
for her life.

Paru soon returns with my father.Ihad noideahow muchIneeded to see his face, and I weep as
he hugs me.

“Parusaid therewasasandstorm. Wereyou allright?” Hisvoiceis shaky.
“I'm fine. Better now.” I give him a great hug in return.

My mother arrives on the scene withahooded wool garment to cover me in place of the thin cotton
Ihad covered myself with after we left the slough. I had not thought much of my nakedness since we
pulled into thesloughahead of the sandstorm.Iaccept my mother’swarm covering gratefully.I
know thatIwillneed daystotry to grasp and absorb all thatI havelearned on my trip upriver.Iknow
thatIhave done things that will make my parents proud, butfornow,inthe shock thatfollows our
violent adventure, I am grateful beyond belief for the love of my parents.

I can hear Father cautioning Paru against calling a priest to look after Nena’swounds. “They are too
enamored of theirknowledge of useless potions and leach treatments that they think cause healing.
Actually,” he correctshimself, “they are worse than useless. Tothe extent that they interfere witha
carefulanalysis of what the actual disease orhealth condition or wound s, their application canlead
tothe condition growing worse.

“I believe the best treatment now is to have Serenen and Hesina continue Nena’'scarehere. Thereis
noneed tomoveherfurther.Nenaisa strong woman, and I believe she will recover from this wound.
As always Serenenhasbrought the correct healing practice to her,and I believe she will survive,” my
fathersaid.

* %%

Nena’swound did respond to the care shown her by Serenen. After sometimeher colorreturned
andshebecameagaintheadventuresome Nena of our longfriendship.
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My father was very grateful tohis friend theboatman Akar for safely bringing hisdaughter, her
guestsand protectorsthrougheventsofsuch great danger on the Nile. In an inspired moment he
invited Akarand hisentirecrew tojoinourfamily and Nenaatdinnerafew dayslater after they
had all rested. Ashe did on the trip Paru came, now in formal uniform representing Pharoah. This
way those ofuswhohad beenonthe greatjourney to the upper Nile were able to share all of our
stories about the trip and would be held to the truth of our tales by the others.

Between stories many gifts were pressed upon Akar and his crew by my father on behalf of our
family. For his part, Akar told us a story of his negotiation over a thumb-size piece of beautiful
blue/violet, almost translucent stone with a nomadic Nubian trader from the mountains at the
source of the White Nile, the major source of the Nileitself.

As guest of honor Akar told his story first. “Ihad seen the stone in the Theban market while passing
by a trader showing the stone to another who wasinterested init. WhenIasked to see the stone the
trader, an old, stooped and wrinkled black man withan ancient gray-haired burroby his side was
rude, insulting to me and all who served me. He cursed me for my family roots far down the Nile. He
said we were unworthy of his attention. Hewasimpossible to deal with according to Akar. But the
stone was so beautiful inits’ deep blue/violet color that Akar told us he could notturnaway fromit.
Allinhisaudiencewerefascinated byhisstory.

“Icould seeintothe stonealmosttoitsheart. AsIturneditoverin myhands the stone almost
came tolife,” according to Akar. “Itfelt warm and seemed to grow warmer thelongerTheld it.Iknew I
had tohave the stone!” Akar said with enthusiasm.

“With a fearsome scowl on his face the old black man finally agreed to sell the stone to me and then
quoted an outrageous price for it. Iagreed to the price without a moment’s thought. His demeanor at
theend of our exchange was so fearsome that I thought he might spit at my feet before walking away.
Hedid notspitbut, after afew steps, he did wave hisarm atme with arude gesture thatany Egyptian
willrecognize as very offensive. By now theburrohad turned inmy direction and beganbrayingina
particular way that was, I'msure, intended to be even more offensive.”

Akar is a story-teller and no stranger to the verbal tricks needed to have his audience on the edge of
their seats on the way to the end of his tale.

[ was not able to restrain myself. A loud question burst from my mouth. “Can we see the stone
Akar!”

All nodded their heads enthusiastically. My father also added his voice. “Yes Akar. Do you have the
stone with you and can we see it?”

Akar looked at me and then to my father.

“Yes, Senna, my good friend. I will do more than let everyone see the stone.Iwillmake thestonea
gifttoyouand your family.InthatwayI believe it will be a permanent tribute to our long friendship
and success incommerce. Also, it will alwaysbeavailable to yourbeautiful and very ship-worthy
daughter Hesina. She and her friend Nena, equally skilled as a sailor, are welcome as crew on my boat
any time,” Akar said ashelifted thebeautiful stonefromhis pursetotheshoutsand gaspsand applause
of all those gathered beforehim.

It was a wonderfulevening.

Ilearned from my father, later, that the Uruk trader in those other rare blue/gold stones from the
distant lands beyond Mesopotamia had to leave sooner thanhehad hoped. There wasadisruptionin
deliverieshehad a personalinterestin because of a shipping problem near the ancient city of Jericho.
Hebegged forgiveness thathe had notbeen able to wait for my return but promised to return to
Memphis next year. He hopes that we canrenew our plantotake Father’srepresentatives, toUrukto
investigate trading opportunities in the gem trade. My heart was full to bursting because fatherhad
already assigned methe task of leading that delegation.
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Asatoken of his commitment, the trader left a sizeable piece of the blue stone with brilliant streaks of
gold to tickle ourimaginations while we await his return.

Of course we feel that Akar’s gift tousisatleast as desirable as theblue/ gold stones brought tous by
the Uruk trader from the north, but we had noidea where the old Nubian trader had found the stone,
nor where to begin a search for him or for the source of the stone itself.

Isit, pondering these stones on the warehouse roof thismorning. Ilook to the eastand seeanew
caravan from the east withnew goods and materials that willneed tobe appraised, purchased and
takenintomy father’s warehouses;...and the traders on the caravans will have stories to tell of their
adventuresin the desert on theirjourney here.Ifly down the steps to greet them with honeyed dates
and portions of beer.

I cannot wait to hear their stories.

END

15





