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This book is dedicated to my mother and grandmother. Two strong women who inspired my love of reading and writing by their great example.
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CHAPTER 1
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Sapphira kept her veiled head bowed as she walked slowly past the guard, up the stairs, and into the synagogue. She felt his stare, but he didn’t stop her. He had to be wondering why a heavily veiled, pregnant woman arrived at worship long after the sun had set on the city.

Why had she volunteered to be the one to go into the synagogue? When she suggested stealing the scrolls to make money to save Aaron, Gideon had followed her lead. She had started to have second thoughts, yet Gideon had promised her they wouldn’t be caught. 

She jumped at a sudden creak that sounded in the old building and stood silently waiting for another sound, but none came. The lack of air under the layers of veil emphasized the heat of the evening. Lifting it for a moment, she took a deep breath, which didn’t cool her. The smell of old blood from burnt offerings, along with the scent of incense, made the air stale and heavy.

She must hurry and complete what she’d come to do. Gideon would be waiting. The children and Aaron slept while she lingered. If she got caught, Aaron would find out what she’d done and be disappointed that she’d felt it necessary to steal for him. He was resigned to his death, but she would not give up until she had no choice. 

Shadows covered the walls with even darker areas between candlelit wall sconces. So many offerings had been given here. She shuddered and quickly found the scrolls. When she’d planned tonight’s events with Gideon, he’d instructed leaving the larger scrolls in place. She chose a few of the smaller ones, making sure to get the written scroll handed down through Moses’ line, a copy of the Ten Commandments.

She gathered them up and placed them in a pouch Gideon had made for her to wear under her gown. With only a few buttons to open, she was able to hide the scrolls in pockets that made her look pregnant. The soft material of the pockets also kept the scrolls from becoming damaged. She was forced to lean forward to keep from bending the fragile scrolls. This added to her image of a pregnant woman but made her steps awkward as she tried to hurry.

The constant creaking, shifting, and moaning of the building worked on her nerves. When the scrolls were hidden on her person, she hitched in small breaths and felt faint. Why, oh why, had she decided to do this? Perhaps it wasn’t too late to change her mind. Was this the only way to get money to help Aaron? There must be another way. Would Gideon keep his promise once she gave him the scrolls? Could she be sure he wouldn’t tell anyone that she was the one who stole them? 

Why didn’t God heal Aaron as she prayed for him to get well day after day? Aaron was a good man, who had been faithful. Would Aaron suffer because of this? Sapphira had not had a choice. Aaron’s only chance was to see that rich Jewish healer, and he cost money they didn’t have. 

Sapphira tried to walk normally toward the entrance while carrying the hidden scrolls. The wooden dowels poked her stomach. After hesitating for a moment to gather courage, she opened the door and exited the synagogue. 

The guard watched her as she shuffled down the synagogue stairs. He turned away, and she took a deep breath. Hurrying would make him suspicious, so her steps remained measured, her head bowed to appear as if deep in thought. Her limbs trembled, and her back ached from trying to keep the dowels from poking her and moving so she wouldn’t damage the fragile scrolls. She feared he could sense the truth, but there was no way he could know, and no reason for him to go into the synagogue and suspect what she had done. No one would enter the synagogue until tomorrow morning.

Besides, she was heavily veiled, and tomorrow they’d be looking for a pregnant woman, not a slim, respectable woman with two children and a sick husband.

Just as she reached the bottom step, the guard turned around and started walking toward her. She instinctively clutched her stomach, and he stopped. She stood, debating what to do. Start walking again? Or wait? Though she knew he couldn’t see her fear, perhaps he sensed it. Perhaps he thought she was afraid he would attack her. A thought that occurred to her since she’d been too preoccupied with the theft and not other dangers. 

He waved her on, and she wasted no time. No longer afraid of what he thought, she rushed from the synagogue gates and down the road and turned onto a side street out of the guard’s sight. She hurried the mile through Naraah’s deserted roads, panting as she stayed out of sight whenever she detected human movement, afraid of the consequences that might befall her and furious at herself for getting into this predicament. Taking longer than expected, she reached the back alley where Gideon waited for her outside of his house. 

When he saw her, a greedy glint appeared in his eyes. That was all she could see in the dark, but she had the impression his lips curved in a smile behind his red, bushy beard. Sapphira unbuttoned the special pouch on the side of her dress to give him the scrolls, happy to be rid of them. He wrapped the items in a blanket and placed them in an empty bag.

Breathing a sigh of relief that her part was done, she flipped the veil off her face, letting it hang down her back. She debated walking home alone or asking Gideon to escort her. Her experience with the guard at the synagogue made her leery. “Will you show me home?”

“Yes. It’s on the way to where I’m going next.” He bent over the bag, closing it. She couldn’t tell anything else from his voice. “When will I get my share of the money? You know about Aaron, and we need the money soon.”

He stood up, sneering. “I won’t be sharing the money with you.”

She didn’t understand. “What?”

He took a step toward her and grabbed her arm. “I said, I won’t be splitting any money with you.”

She tried to pull away, but his hold was too tight on her arm. She started to struggle, realizing the danger she was in. She had never cared for Gideon but hadn’t feared him until this moment. She kicked at his shin, but her sandal barely grazed his leg.

Gideon laughed, his eyes cruel. “There’s no one here to save you.”

“Let her go,” commanded a voice from behind them.

Gideon dropped her arm and whirled around to see who had spoken.

Sapphira scrambled away from Gideon and tried to peer around him. The voice was familiar, but she couldn’t identify it.

“What are you doing here?” Gideon demanded.

“Come here, Sapphira.” 

Sapphira crept closer but still couldn’t see around Gideon. “Who are you?”

“It’s Elam. Come around. Gideon will let you through.”

She hesitated. Elam was Gideon’s father. She trusted him. But would Gideon let her by, or would he grab her again?

“Gideon won’t harm you. You can come.”

She edged around Gideon, but he just stood there, staring at his father. She reached Elam’s side. Elam looked at Gideon. “We’ll talk later.” 

As Sapphira and Elam left the alley, she kept looking back, but Elam walked steadily on, ignoring his son.

When they were a few streets away from Gideon, Elam spoke. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. How did you happen to be there at the right time?” Did Elam know what she had done?

“From inside the house, I heard Gideon’s laugh.”

Sapphira shuddered. Gideon’s laugh had been pure evil. “Thank you for saving me.”

They walked until they were nearly at Sapphira’s house, and then Elam stopped in the street and faced her. “Stay away from Gideon. You were lucky tonight, but next time there might not be anyone to stop him.”

“I will.” Sapphira had learned her lesson. “Do you know why I was there?”

Elam scratched his chin beneath his beard. It was the same scruffy thatch as Gideon’s, only Elam’s was gray. “It’s none of my business.”

“I thought it would help Aaron, but it was a waste of time.” She felt like crying. “I’m so tired.”

“We all want to help.”

“You helped me tonight. And you’re helping Omar and the rest of the men with the harvesting. Thank you.”

Elam looked down at his feet, and she thought he might be embarrassed. He was a quiet man and rarely spoke. She thought of him as gentle and kind. Unlike his son.

She turned toward home, and the rest of the way they traveled in silence. Once they reached her front door, she thanked him again, and he left.

She stood outside for a few minutes, gathering her scattered thoughts. She wished she felt as confident as when she’d set out from home a while ago. Where was the exhilaration she’d expected after accomplishing her goal? Where was the relief that she was closer to hiring the Jewish physician who would help cure Aaron? She had stolen the scrolls, and only Gideon would benefit. Where could she find the money to pay the physician? 

Would Aaron’s physician Demetrius talk to the Jewish physician? She and Aaron weren’t Jewish themselves, so he probably wouldn’t come see Aaron. And as Aaron’s current physician, would Demetrius be receptive to another physician seeing Aaron?

Her shoulders sagged with weariness. Hopefully, Aaron hadn’t noticed her absence. She’d slipped him some extra laudanum before she’d left, hoping he’d get a good night’s sleep for once.

She went inside, removing the veil and breathing in relief when she found Aaron sound asleep. His lack of coughing was a rare event these days.
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CHAPTER 2
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Sapphira stood outside the door of their small, three-room, mud-brick house. Why did Demetrius want to see Aaron alone today? Usually, they listened to the physician’s instructions together. 

The day’s stifling heat caused mirage waves above the cobblestones in the U-shaped road. Doors stood open in the mud-brick houses lining the road as people tried to get as much air flow as possible. But the air was still, and the dry, dusty air burned her eyes.

Next door, Leah was probably making bread. Sapphira could share her fears with her friend, but she didn’t move. Demetrius would be out soon with news of Aaron. 

She could hear the pounding of a hammer on pine or cedar as the carpenter further down the road worked. She lifted her thick black hair away from her neck and held it up, feeling the perspiration dry as more formed and took its place. 

Aaron was close to the end. That was what Demetrius thought. 

The door behind her squeaked open. She turned, and Demetrius gestured to her from the doorway. 

“Come in.”

She slid past his tall frame and into the house. 

Instead of lying down on the mat, Aaron sat on the floor with his back against the wall. The room was plain with tiled floor and colorful rugs her mother had made with sheep’s wool and many different dyes. Sapphira’s and the children’s mats were folded up against one wall. Sapphira was grateful there was a quiet room where Aaron could rest. He could no longer make it to the rooftop to lie in the cooler air, but he said he was cold most of the time anyway.

He struggled to rise from the floor, coughing all the while. His thin frame shook with the effort. He had lost several pounds since the start of his illness. Perspiration beaded on his forehead, and his long dark hair hung lank and lifeless around his narrow, pale face with its sparse beard.

She rushed to him. “Stay there.”

He waved her away and finally stood. “I’m fine. Let’s go into the kitchen.”

Sapphira followed Aaron as he made his way bit by bit into the kitchen, and Demetrius followed.

They had tiled their small kitchen floor the previous year before Aaron became ill. It was the same tile as in the sleeping room. The ten-foot, simple pine table and chairs barely fit in the small room. A narrow chest with no legs stood along the wall where Sapphira usually spent the morning kneading bread and preparing stew or vegetables. A bowl for washing sat on the corner of the chest, and a clay jar of clean water for drinking sat on the floor at the end of the narrow chest.

Today, Sapphira sat at the low, long pine table with Aaron beside her and Demetrius across from them. The tile floor was slick beneath her sandals as she sat and listened to Aaron cough. 

She couldn’t wait any longer for the news and braced herself. “What is the news?”

“He doesn’t have long. His consumption is advanced.” Demetrius glanced at Aaron and then looked at the table.

He gave her time to compose herself. She didn’t need much time. She’d suspected such news for a while. Her hands were shaking. What would she do without Aaron? “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” The sympathy in his eyes confirmed his words.

“How long...” She couldn’t finish.

“Soon. About a week or two.”

“A week.” Sapphira stood up, and the room whirled around her. She steadied herself against the wall.

Aaron reached for her and caught her hand in his. She grasped it, feeling his cool firm touch. 

“You’re strong, Sapphira. You’ll get through this,” he said.

She didn’t feel strong. “I’ll be fine,” she agreed, squeezing his hand and letting go.

Demetrius couldn’t do any more for Aaron. It was now up to her. She would talk to Aaron when Demetrius had gone. “Thank you for what you’ve done,” she said to Demetrius.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.” Demetrius walked around the table to them. “I’ll still come around daily and see you both.”

Sapphira walked over to the chest, picked up a cup, and used the dipper to fill it with water. She offered Demetrius a drink. He refused. She drank deeply from the cup.

As Demetrius was saying goodbye, Sapphira said to Aaron. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

She followed Demetrius outside and closed the door. 

As they stood outside the door, he waited for her to speak.

Gathering her courage, she took a deep breath and let it out. “Do you think there’s a chance that the Jewish physician Tobias, the son of Uri, could help Aaron? I mean, you’ve done a great job, Demetrius, and I trust you, but is there anything he could do?” She fell silent, embarrassed by her own desperation.

Demetrius’s eyes held only kindness. “I’ve talked with him in the past on various illnesses, and he’s been very helpful.” Demetrius paused, and she knew what that pause meant. He was trying to find a way to tell her there was no hope. But she refused to give up. 

“So, you’ll talk to him now? See if he’ll come to Aaron?”

“I’ll talk to him.” But his eyes were guarded. “You have to be prepared, Sapphira.”

She knew what he meant. “Do I need to give you money for him? I could ask Omar, although I don’t think my brother will lend me the money.” 

“No payment is necessary. I’ll talk to the physician.”

“Thank you.” She watched him walk away with his head bowed.

Sapphira went into the sleeping room where Aaron lay on the mattress with his head propped up to reduce his coughing. 

When she knelt on both knees beside the mattress, Aaron took her hand in his. “I know how hard this is for you.”

“And what do you think?” She blinked back tears as she studied Aaron.

“I think he’s right. I’m sorry he couldn’t do anything more. I’m sorry for what this means for you. I know how you don’t care to stay with Omar and Naomi, but you and the kids will probably have to move in with them.”

Sapphira didn’t tell him she had no intention of staying with her brother and his wife.

“Where are Caleb and Rachelle?” he asked.

“They’re with Leah. Demetrius told me he would have news today, and I took Rachelle over to play with Ruth. Caleb wanted to work with John and Thatcher.” Leah, her husband John, and their son Thatcher all lived next door to Sapphira and Aaron.

“I don’t think we should tell them what Demetrius said, do you?” Aaron asked.

“Definitely not Rachelle, as she’s only five. I think we might have to consider telling Caleb.”

“He’s just a boy.” Aaron started coughing again. When he finally stopped, he lay still, gasping for breath.

Sapphira took hold of his hand. “He’s almost a man. His thirteenth birthday will be in a few months.” Aaron might not live that long. “I think Caleb already knows.”

“Whatever you think is best.”

Was she to make all the decisions now?



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 3
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Sapphira left the town of Naraah behind as she walked to her brother’s house. He and his wife lived about a mile away. As she walked along the dusty track past a grove of olive trees, she listened to the birds sing. She didn’t smile at the sound as she normally would but plodded along the path, preparing her approach to Omar. He would be overbearing, and she needed to get him to see that Aaron’s only chance lay with the local Jewish healer. A defeatist attitude would accomplish nothing. 

When Sapphira arrived, Naomi stood outside her front door, beating the dirt from a rug, and they greeted one another.

“I’ve come to see Omar.”

She could see him out in the field with the other workers. Omar was taller and broader than most of the others. He noticed her, said something to Elam, and started walking her way. Sapphira also noticed Gideon out in the field watching her. She shivered.

“Is it Aaron?” Naomi asked.

Sapphira turned to her sister-in-law. “Demetrius has only given him a week or two at most. I need to do something.”

Naomi nodded but said nothing.

Sapphira could see the pity in her eyes.

Omar stopped about six feet from her. “I need to talk to you.” His voice sounded sharp, which didn’t bode well for her errand.

“What do you need?” She would let him have his say first.

“Let’s talk in private.” He glanced at Naomi.

She took the hint and, with a nod at Sapphira, went into the house and closed the door.

Sapphira gathered her composure as she joined her brother. 

“This won’t take long,” Omar said. He walked about a hundred yards from the house. 

“What did you want to say that Naomi can’t hear?” Sapphira’s heart beat faster. Omar wanted privacy only when he was going to tell her something he knew she would find objectionable. “It’s about Aaron,” Omar said, not looking at her.

Either her brother was giving her time to compose herself or trying to decide how to broach whatever he wanted to say to her because he was silent for a few minutes.

“What?” Sapphira asked.

“With Aaron...” His voice trailed away.

This wasn’t like her brother at all. He was usually very sure of himself. Very sure of what he wanted to say, what was right, and what she should do.

“This is difficult for me to say because I like Aaron.”

Was that a tear in his eye? Maybe. Or maybe the sun was striking him in the eye.

“I know you do. I appreciate that you let me marry Aaron. He’s taken good care of me.”

This shored up Omar’s courage. “Yes, he’s been a good provider. That’s what I want to talk to you about. Gideon will also be a good provider.”

He looked at her, awaiting her response.

“What do you mean ‘also”?” But she knew. She had been expecting Omar to eventually reveal his plans for her once Aaron could no longer care for her.

“Gideon will make an excellent husband for you when Aaron is gone.” His words gathered speed as he got to the point. “Yes, he will be the perfect replacement and will take care of you. As Naomi’s cousin, he’s already part of our family.”

Perfect? Gideon perfect? If only her brother knew how Gideon had attacked her in the alley. But there was no way to tell him without revealing the whole story. Would Omar even care enough about her to save her from Gideon’s vileness? She didn’t know.

“No.” Sapphira didn’t know whether to cry or stomp her foot. “Aaron is still alive. How can you possibly have a substitute already lined up for me? No one will replace Aaron. No one. Do not ever speak to me about Gideon again. Not now. And not when Aaron is...” 

She turned back toward the house.

Omar followed. “You need to think about the future. You cannot live alone.”

She whirled around. “I won’t be alone. I have Caleb and Rachelle.”

“A twelve-year-old and a five-year-old will not be enough.”

“They’re all I need.” She reached the closed door. “Do not bring it up again, Omar.”

He pushed against the door so she couldn’t open it. “You’re not being realistic. I have the right to marry you to whomever I choose. I choose Gideon.”

He walked away.

She entered the house without responding to him. He wouldn’t hear what she was saying anyway. He’d already made up his mind. Her legs were shaking as she sat beside Naomi, who stared at her open-mouthed. She realized she was shaking all over.

Naomi put her arm around her. “What is it, Sapphira? What has Omar told you?” 

“He’s going to force me to marry Gideon.” She turned to Naomi. “Did you know what he was going to say?”

“No.” Naomi shook her head. “He didn’t tell me. I would have told him to wait, but you know Omar. It wouldn’t have mattered.”

“Wait? I never want to marry anyone besides Aaron. I know Gideon is your cousin, but I don’t ever want to marry him.” But she was afraid that Omar had the power to make her marry Gideon. She couldn’t let him force her. She couldn’t think of this right now. She only had energy to focus on Aaron. The situation with Gideon could wait.

“I know,” soothed Naomi, patting Sapphira’s arm. “You and Aaron are a love match.”

“Aaron’s only got a week or two left to live. I know I’ve already said that.” To her own horror, Sapphira burst into tears again. She needed to stop falling apart. “Demetrius told me there is little time left. And to think Omar is already planning Aaron’s replacement.” 

When she’d stopped crying, she sat for a few moments before an idea came to her.  “I know Omar wouldn’t like what I’m going to ask you, but I’m desperate and going to ask you anyway. I need to see the Jewish healer here in Naraah. I know that we’re not Jewish, but his reputation as a healer is the best.”

Naomi opened her mouth to speak, and Sapphira stopped her.

“Before you say no, please listen to me. Demetrius has promised to talk to him on Aaron’s behalf, but I can’t help but think I should offer him money or something. What do you think?”

Naomi patted Sapphira’s clenched hands. “I understand your need to hang on to Aaron, more than you know. I’m not familiar with Jewish customs, so I don’t know what is best when approaching the healer. You should ask Leah or John to go with you, as they are relatives of Demetrius. They might have more influence than you do. I’m sorry, but I won’t be able to go with you.”

Sapphira realized she’d put Naomi in an awkward position. Omar was her husband, and he could punish Naomi. The suggestion to see the healer was as far as she could go without repercussions. “I won’t tell Omar that you said that. Thank you for your encouragement. I’ll check with Leah and John if Demetrius has no luck.”

Naomi nodded. “Thank you.
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CHAPTER 4
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Elam visited as Aaron sat on the bench at the long table in the kitchen. Today, he’d been too tired to get up and eat with Sapphira and the children before they’d left for Naomi’s house. He forced himself to eat small bites of his breakfast of bread and figs.

“Sapphira said you wanted to see me?” Elam said.

“Thank you for coming,” Aaron said.

Elam’s large stomach touched the table as he leaned forward to listen. He was a big man with masses of reddish-gray hair and a full gray beard. His dark eyes sized Aaron up, and Aaron knew that look. That look everybody gave him these days. A look of concern, wondering how much longer he had. 

“How’s the harvest going this year?” Aaron asked.

“The crop’s fairly good. Drying’s swift due to the dry weather, but it’ll be all right. We’re about half done.” Elam shifted on the pine bench. “You didn’t call me over here and interrupt harvest to discuss the crops, did you?”

Aaron put down his uneaten bread. “I need you to take care of her, Elam.”

“You don’t need to ask. You know I’ll do anything I can for both of you.”

Aaron bowed. “Thank you. Demetrius doesn’t give me long, and I trust him.” 

Elam’s solemn dark eyes held Aaron’s. “I’m sorry to hear that. Demetrius is a good physician. He treated Gideon a few times when he was younger. You know Gideon’s a bit wild and isn’t always careful.”

“Gideon does things without thinking about them first. He looks so much like you, but you’ve always been steadier.” Aaron hesitated before he continued. Once he asked, it wouldn’t be something kept to himself. He took the plunge. “I need you to follow Sapphira.”

Distress crossed Elam’s timeworn face and highlighted the deep pouches under his eyes. “Oh, you don’t want me to do that.”

“I do. Follow her. See where she goes, what she does. She tends to act before she thinks, and now that Demetrius has told me I don’t have much time, I’m afraid of what she’ll do. I need you to watch her.” He tried to keep the anxiety out of his words, knowing he sounded like a desperate man, maybe because he was a desperate man. He might seem out of his mind to his friend, to the closest man he’d ever had to a father figure since he’d last seen his own father.

Elam shook his head before Aaron finished. “Surely, you do not think she is with another man. Sapphira loves you more than anything.”

“No, no. That’s not what I mean at all.” Aaron ran his hand through his thinning hair, his head covering going askew. “I’m afraid for her. I’m afraid she will get into some sort of trouble. She’s angry. Angry at me for dying on her. And she’s desperate for me to see that Jewish healer here in town. I’ve heard her asking Demetrius to bring him here.” He met Elam’s troubled gaze. “Please help me.”

Elam scratched his scraggly bearded chin, eyes doubtful. “She’ll catch on to what I’m doing. I’m not easy to miss in a crowd.”

Aaron patted his arm. “She’d never think I’d have someone follow her. If she saw you, she’d think it was a coincidence. She slipped out of the house at night. What if something had happened to her? I can’t take care of her as sick as I am.”

“I suppose I could. But I think she will know.”

He ran his shaking hand through his sparse hair again. “I don’t care if she does. I need to make sure she’s all right. I trust you with her life.” He knew what he was asking of Elam. A betrayal of Sapphira. Both of them betraying her. But she was too important, and in her anger, she would do many silly things. In the past, he had been there to help and protect her. Now, he couldn’t. His own experience with anger brought him only fear for Sapphira.
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CHAPTER 5
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Sapphira spent a sleepless night worrying about Aaron and trying to forget her brother’s threats about marrying her off to Gideon. After putting food on the table for Caleb and Rachelle, she took a small plate of bread to Aaron, where he rested on their mat. 

After getting him a cup of water, she sat on the floor near him. “I’m getting a few things at the market this morning.” She hated lying to Aaron, but she wasn’t telling him where she was really going because he would tell her it was no use. “Can I leave Rachelle here?”

“Yes. Is Leah going with you?” He nibbled at the bread and took a sip of water.

“I think so. Since I realized this morning that we needed a few things, I haven’t asked her yet.” 

“She can leave Ruth here.” He picked at the bread without eating.

Sapphira bit her tongue. She was not telling him to eat, though she wanted to tell him he needed to keep up his strength. Since Demetrius’s last visit, Aaron seemed to give up any will to live. She had enough determination for them both. He might be ready to quit, but she wasn’t.

“I’ll see if Leah wants to leave Ruth here or bring her with us.” She stood up. “Is there anything you need before I go?”

“No, I’m fine.” He smiled at her.

She leaned over and kissed him. “I’ll tell Rachelle I’m going.”

After she’d given Rachelle a hug and kiss goodbye and seen Caleb out the door on his way to help Omar, she went next door to talk to Leah.

Leah agreed to leave Ruth with Aaron and Rachelle. Thatcher had already gone to work with John. 

Sapphira walked along with Leah. They each carried a woven basket for anything they needed to bring home. Sapphira knew it was time to tell Leah of her plan. She’d hesitated because Leah’s quiet nature would make this request difficult. 

She stopped on the street near the blacksmith’s forge.

Leah stopped beside her. “Do you need something here?”

“No, I wanted to ask for your help. You know that Demetrius has said Aaron only has a short time left. I asked him to approach the physician, Tobias, the son of Uri, and see if he would visit Aaron.”

“That’s good, isn’t it? I know you want to make sure everything can be done, and Demetrius will talk to him if he said he would.”

“I know he will, but I need to talk to the physician myself, so I know I’ve tried everything to get him to see Aaron.”

“Won’t Demetrius be angry that you don’t trust him to convince the physician?”

“I don’t think so.” She glanced at Leah. “You know Demetrius is starting to have feelings for me. I’m trying not to encourage him.”

Leah patted her shoulder. “I know you’re not encouraging him and that you love Aaron. It’s hard for Demetrius to see anyone suffer. It makes him a good doctor, but it makes it hard on him.”

“I can’t worry about that right now anyway. Aaron’s all that matters.” Couldn’t Leah see that? Couldn’t everyone see that? There was so little time.

“Where are we going this morning?”

“We’re going to see the physician.”

Leah grabbed Sapphira’s arm. “He’s a great man in this town, but we can’t go there without an introduction and an appointment.”

Sapphira put her own hand on Leah’s. Calm determination had settled over her, and she knew this was the right move. “I’m going. If you walk with me most of the way and stay near, I’ll go up to the door by myself. I would appreciate your support.”

Leah sighed and let go of Sapphira’s arm. “I understand, but I don’t agree. I’ll go with you. All the way to the door.”

Sapphira hugged her. “Thank you.”

They didn’t speak as they walked. Sapphira was practicing her speech as they strode along the cobbled streets. Everyone knew where the physician lived, which was about a ten-minute walk for them. Not far in distance, the houses were larger as they entered the area of town where Tobias lived. She knew several of the town’s wealthiest people lived in these houses. Her determination to help Aaron contributed to calming her nerves.

They had reached the beginning of the street where he lived, and Sapphira stopped. “Do you want to wait here?”

Leah’s hands were clenched together in front of her. “No, I’m coming.”

Sapphira nodded and took a deep breath. “Here we go.” 

When they reached the physician’s door, Sapphira knocked firmly. A moment later, the door opened, and a beautiful, young woman with her black hair tied behind her head and a head-covering stood before them with a welcoming smile. “Can I help you?”

Her pleasant greeting surprised Sapphira into momentary silence. She’d been expecting a gruff gatekeeper.

“Are you all right?” asked the woman.

Sapphira gathered her composure. “Yes, I’m sorry. I would like to talk to the physician if I could, please? My husband, he’s sick, and I don’t know where to turn.” She felt tears near the surface.

“Come in, please.” The woman moved aside and ushered them into a small room with two chairs on each side of a small carved table against one wall. Another wall had two more chairs, but the rest of the room was bare of furniture. The floor beneath their feet was sturdy oak. A few woven wall decorations finished the look of the simple room. “Have a seat, and we will talk.”

Sapphira and Leah sat down, and the woman pulled one of the other chairs to the table so she could sit in front of them. 

“I am Esther. Tobias, the son of Uri, is my father.”

“This is my friend Leah, and my name is Sapphira. I’m sorry to come by without an invitation from you or your father.”

Esther smiled again. “That is fine. Few people who come to him let us know ahead of time. You said your husband is sick?”

“Yes. He’s been attended by Demetrius, who, I believe, knows your father?”

Esther nodded. “Demetrius has been here many times. Yesterday, he came to speak to my father. Was he going to talk to him about your husband?”

“Yes. Aaron is my husband’s name. Demetrius said he would speak to your father and see if there is anything further that can be done. You see, my husband doesn’t have much time, according to Demetrius, and I...” She looked down, unable to go on.

“You want my father to see for himself if anything else can be done. I would do the same thing if I were facing your situation.” 

Sapphira raised her head at Esther’s words. “You would?”

“Oh, yes.” Esther’s musical laugh matched her smile. “My father calls me his impatient daughter on many days. But I’ll tell you a secret.” She glanced toward the doorway leading further into the house, then leaned forward and whispered, “My father is more impatient than I am.”

Sapphira smiled at Esther and noticed Leah’s stunned expression. “Leah is very patient with me and my ways.” She sobered. “But do you think your father will see Aaron?”

“I will go ask him.” With that, she rose from her chair and hurried out of the room.

Sapphira grasped Leah’s hand. “I think he will see Aaron. I have a feeling.”

“Esther is very kind. She reminds me of you.”

“I like her.” 

They waited and waited some more. Sapphira started doubting the outcome. Soft, quick footsteps sounded, and she looked at the doorway, hoping for good news.

Esther reappeared, her smile subdued but still in evidence, and Sapphira stood up in her excitement. Surely there was good news, or Esther would be frowning.

“My father spoke to Demetrius yesterday, and they agreed he would see Aaron. He plans to stop by with Demetrius tomorrow, if that is all right with you?”

Sapphira smiled at Esther. “That is great news. We look forward to seeing him. Will you please tell him thank you for his generosity? We are appreciative that he will go out of his way to do this.”

Esther nodded, and her expression turned solemn. “God’s will is unknown, Sapphira, but you will get through this period. You are a strong woman.” She showed them to the door.

After thanking her numerous times, Sapphira and Leah left.

When they had turned off the physician’s street on their way home, Sapphira stopped. “I don’t like the way that conversation ended.”

“What do you mean? She said her father would see Aaron. Isn’t that what you wanted?” 

“It was the way she said, ‘God’s will.’”

Leah looked puzzled. “But you know they are Jewish, right? They will speak of God.”

“That’s not what I mean. When she came back from talking to her father, she was still smiling, but it wasn’t the same luminous smile as when we arrived at her house. I think she’s a very happy person and likely to smile, but something her father said caused her to be more subdued. I’m afraid he’s already made up his mind about Aaron and he agrees with Demetrius.”

“He hasn’t seen Aaron yet. You can’t think that her father’s given up on him already just because Esther acted a little different at the end of the visit. She was still smiling.”

But not the same smile, Sapphira thought. 

“He’s coming, Sapphira. Hang onto that thought.”

“You’re right. He’s coming.” She began a brisk walk toward home. That was all she could do for Aaron today.
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CHAPTER 6



[image: image]




The Jewish physician had arrived early in the morning with Demetrius. Sapphira had sent the children to Leah’s house and sat in the kitchen while the men talked to Aaron. She sewed a patch of Caleb’s clothing, trying to catch up with her mending but never seeming to reach the end. There was always something to fix. 

Her hands were idle as she sat staring at but not seeing the fabric to be mended. What would be the news? How would this end? The longer it took, the more her anxiety mounted. She heard only a murmur now and then despite the small house. Then she heard the physician saying a Jewish prayer. Interesting. Neither she nor Aaron were Jewish. Maybe it was something the physician did, no matter the religion of the sick? She didn’t know. She’d had no prior experience in the realm of illness. 

Her parents had died quickly when she was a young girl. Omar had raised her with practical efficiency and with little feeling. During a trip to a neighboring town, Demetrius had met Aaron, and they became friends. Demetrius had convinced Aaron to move and work for Omar when Omar needed help. It was then that Omar had set up Sapphira’s marriage to Aaron.
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