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        To those who wander:

        May you find the path God has for you.
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      Dear Reader,

      Sadly, Miriam didn’t make it to the promised land. She died at the “11th hour” before heading into Canaan. God promised only Joshua and Caleb would lead the second generation to walk that sought out land. This included not only the rebellious first generation, but the three siblings who led them.

      Aaron and Moses would soon follow their sister in death on this side of the Jordan. None of them tasted Canaan for themselves, but they had another promised land waiting for them.

      The consequences of sin are often deadly because God designed them that way to deter us from their grip. We all find ourselves caught in sin’s trap from time to time, but we must remember that God has promised to provide a way out of every temptation according to 1 Corinthians 10:13.

      With God, sometimes the answer is wait, but sometimes the answer is no. Miriam didn’t get to walk into Canaan as one of its new residents, but she stepped into glory to meet the God she had followed for over one hundred and twenty years. She finally got to see Him face to face.

      ~Jenifer

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “And the people murmured against Moses, saying, ‘What shall we drink?’ ”

        -EXODUS 15:24

      

      

      
        
        1446 B.C., Marah

      

      

      

      “Moses!” a man’s voice blurted from outside the tent. “Come quickly.”

      Miriam looked at her brother, who stood and rushed out.

      “What do you think has happened?” Puah asked her from her spot across the tent where she had been meeting with Moses.

      “I don’t know, but we should go see.”

      The two women hastened after the men.

      The man led Moses out of the camp and to a nearby stream where a large group gathered.

      “We came to draw water.” He pointed to the simple stream. “But the waters are bitter.”

      Miriam hadn’t realized how thirsty she was until she saw the waiting liquid. She walked to the water’s edge and bent down.

      The stream flowed quietly and looked inviting. The waters reflected back her well-worn face. Her cheeks where flush from the trek and her dark hair stuck out from under her blue headcloth. She reached up to tuck the strands back into place.

      With a glance toward her brother, she dipped a cupped hand into the river disturbing the image and lifted the drink to her mouth.

      The cool water satisfied her parched tongue, but the bitterness almost made her spit it out. She forced herself to swallow and then wiped her lips on the back of her sleeve.

      “I guess we’ve discovered why they call this place Marah,” she whispered to Puah who had joined her.

      “What are we going to drink?” a woman in the crowd called behind them.

      “We have almost run out of our supply,” a man echoed her concern.

      “We can’t journey any further without water,” another added.

      Moses lifted his hands to silence their pleas. “We will ask the Lord for help.” He turned to look out over the water and prayed, “Hear our cry, Lord. Provide for Your people as You have promised.”

      The congregation held their breath.

      Miriam watched her brother. His attention raised up as if someone had called his name. She felt the familiar sense she had so many times. God was making His presence known.

      “Help me,” Moses shouted as he moved over to a tree growing beside the stream. “We need to push this into the waters.”

      Men and women exchanged glances.

      Moses leaned on the slim tree with all his weight.

      A few men stepped over to help. Some dug up the roots while others collected on one side to shove. With only a few short movements, they were able to push the tree into the water.

      “Try it now,” Moses instructed.

      Miriam dipped her hand in again. She hesitated as she brought the water to her lips. Her throat tightened at the anticipation of bitterness. She parted her lips and let the cool water flow into her waiting mouth.

      The same water she had wanted to spit out was transformed from bitter to sweet. She cupped both hands and lifted as much as she could to drink.

      “It’s good,” she said after a long draw.

      “Come,” Moses called to the waiting crowd. “Fill your bottles and water pots.”

      Each took their turn filling up all they could carry.

      Moses stood over them. “God has said, ‘If you will diligently heed My voice and will do what is right in My sight, giving ear to My commands, and keeping My laws, then I will put none of the diseases upon you which I brought upon the Egyptians. I am Jehovah-Rapha, the God who heals you.’ ”

      After seeing that everyone in camp had enough water, Miriam walked with Puah toward the old midwife’s tent. She kept her pace easy allowing the older woman to take her time.

      “I heard you delivered the first baby born in freedom today,” she inquired.

      “Yes.” Puah turned slightly toward her. “I suppose I did.”

      Miriam watched the smile reach all the way to the woman’s eyes.

      “And my last.”

      She hesitated with her next step. “Last?”

      “Oh my, yes.” The midwife wobbled a little as they neared her small tent.

      She offered her elbow to steady the older woman.

      “My old bones just don’t have the strength to keep up with these Hebrew babies,” Puah joked as she accepted the extra support.

      Miriam chuckled. “I’ve seen you run circles around your apprentices when a baby is on the way.”

      She nodded. “In my youth, perhaps.” She drew in a long breath and let it out just as slowly. “I officially handed everything over to Eliora before I came to see your brother earlier.”

      Miriam bit her lip.

      “Speak your mind, child,” the older woman encouraged. “You never were one for hiding your thoughts.”

      “I don’t hold any ill will toward Eliora. It’s just that she’s so…” Miriam struggled to convey her concerns.

      “Young,” Puah finished for her. She waved toward the flap of her tent allowing Miriam to enter first.

      “Exactly.” She ducked her head slightly to step into the goat-hair tent just big enough for one person.

      Puah followed. She hung up the freshly filled skin on the peg of the center tent pole. Then she slowly eased herself down on a small pile of elaborate pillows.

      Miriam observed the stack. They were not in her friend’s simple taste. Beadwork covered the fine linens chasing itself into a pattern. Tassels hung from the corners of the fabric. No doubt they were part of the haul extracted from the Egyptians the night they left Egypt.

      A shiver ran up her spine as she remembered the stories they shared the first few nights in the desert. Puah and her apprentice went from house to house asking the women of Egypt to give up their possessions after the last plague struck. The same women who only hours earlier had discovered their sons dead in their beds. Miriam had not envied the task. She was grateful when Moses and Aaron had her making other preparations which kept her from being part of those who spoiled Egypt of her treasures.

      “We were both young once too,” Puah spoke on.

      “But neither of us were handed an entire guild at her age.”

      “I understand your concern.” Puah adjusted her body and frowned with discomfort. “Our people are heading to the land promised to our father, Abraham. We are promised an abundance of blessings which will also include our numbers.”

      “And so, we need someone strong to lead the midwives. Who do you think will be there to help deliver most of those babies?”

      “I have faith in Eliora. I see so much of myself in her.” She stretched up to reach for the pouch that hung above her.

      Miriam stood to retrieve the bag. She handed it down to her. “You were trained by the best.”

      “Are you trying to say that I am not as good as my predecessor?” She received the pouch.

      Miriam shook her head. “That’s not what I’m saying at all. I just meant that-”

      “I know.” Puah held up her free hand. “I was fortunate enough to have many more years under Shiphrah than Eliora has had with me.” She took a long drink from the wineskin bottle. “Sweetest water I’ve ever tasted.”

      Miriam’s mouth watered.

      Puah offered her the pouch.

      She waved it off. “Is there anyone else you’d consider putting in charge instead?”

      “It’s already done.”

      “She’s only twenty-six!” Miriam lapped the four corners of the tent.

      “I know full well how old she is.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest.

      Puah chuckled.

      Miriam squinted at her. “It feels as if you’re not taking this seriously at all. The fate of our people will be in her hands.”

      The midwife patted the ground beside her.

      Miriam huffed, but obeyed.

      “I wasn’t laughing at the situation,” she explained. “I was laughing at you. You look so much like the small child I first met many years ago. Those gorgeous sparkling eyes of yours peeking out from all that dark hair.”

      Miriam pushed her hair away from her face.

      “There are others I could have given leadership of the guild to, but I didn’t.”

      She opened her mouth, but Puah put her hand up again. “I’ve prayed about this for a long time. Eliora is the right choice.” She reached over and gave Miriam’s hand a firm squeeze. “She will guide the women and train them as I have trained her.”

      “But-”

      “And our people’s fate will be in God’s hands, not hers,” Puah interjected.

      She sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “I know I am.”

      “Puah?” a young voice called from the other side of the entrance.

      “Come in, Eliora,” Puah answered.

      The woman dipped her head in. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “You’re not, young one.” She waved to an empty place beside herself. “Miriam and I were just chatting.”

      “Greetings,” Eliora bowed toward Miriam before she knelt beside Puah.

      She nodded back. The bright light in the woman’s smile and easy movements made her seem all the more childlike to Miriam.

      “I brought you some food.” Eliora lifted the strap of her bag over her head and extended it toward Puah.

      “That was very thoughtful.” She accepted the offer. “How’s Batya and the baby?”

      “Both doing well.”

      “Good to hear.” Puah grazed on pieces of dried fruit and flatbread she retrieved from the bag.

      “And how are you?” Eliora observed her mentor.

      “Tired, but otherwise well.”

      “In that case, I won’t stay long.” She rose and returned the strap over her head to set the bag across her body. “I just wanted to check on you and bring you some food since we had that delivery earlier.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll head out as well.” Miriam stood.

      Puah gently grasped her wrist. “Would you stay just a moment longer?”

      “Of course.”

      “Sleep well,” Eliora called over her shoulder as she exited the tent.

      Puah watched her form disappear.

      “What is it?” Miriam asked.

      She pulled her back down and leaned into her ear. “Guide her,” Puah begged, her voice barely a whisper. “Protect her from harm.”

      Miriam searched her friend’s ancient eyes. “Of course.”

      “Thank you.” Puah relaxed her grip and leaned back on the stack of pillows.

      She tilted her head to one side watching the older woman breathe easy. Puah’s face showed nothing but contentment and peace.

      Miriam was happy to see her friend at ease, but something inside stirred. She didn’t feel right, but she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what bothered her. Puah had made her decision about the guild leadership and there would be no changing her mind.

      Puah opened her eyes and smiled a wide grin.

      Miriam could not push the uneasy feeling away long enough to return a smile.
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        “And Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took a timbrel in her hand; and all the women went out after her with timbrels and with dances.”

        -EXODUS 15:20

      

      

      

      Miriam tossed on her straw mat as a dream filled her unconscious mind.

      Fire from their first encampment on the freedom side of the Red Sea lit her vision. She saw Puah and the other women dance around her. She reached out for her friend, but Puah twirled away. She chased her around the fire as both danced more wildly then Miriam had remembered. Puah’s laugh filled the cool air.

      A deafening scream caused Miriam to sit straight up. She clung to her woven blanket. In the quiet stillness, she couldn’t tell if the sound that roused her had come from her dream or reality. It wasn’t until another scream pierced her hearing that she knew for sure. Someone was screaming her name.

      She stood and flew out of the tent. As soon as she was outside in the first rays of sun coming across the sands, she found the source.

      Eliora had her knees dug into the sand right outside the tent. Her face was streaked with a mix of sand and tears. Her mouth was hung open as if she were going to scream again.

      “What is it?” Miriam hit her knees beside the younger woman.

      “It’s…she’s…” Eliora’s sobs interrupted her explanation.

      “Take a deep breath,” Miriam instructed.

      She obeyed.

      “Now, what has you so upset?”

      “Puah…” Eliora looked up at her with red, pleading eyes.

      The pieces connected all too quickly for Miriam. There was only one thing that would have brought Eliora to the point of such sorrow. Puah was no longer walking this wilderness with them.

      “Take me to her,” Miriam whispered. Her own tears begged at the corners of her eyes, but she pushed them back.

      The two women stood outside the midwife’s small tent within a matter of moments.

      Miriam watched the flap sway in and out with the wind. She held her breath and ordered her feet to move forward, but she stood still.

      Eliora’s sobs continued beside her.

      Miriam looked to Eliora who kept her eyes on the opening. A hasty and silent plea for strength gave Miriam the will to enter.

      Puah’s body lay still on her pile of pillows. The same look of peace was still set on her pale face that Miriam had left her with the night before.

      The familiar uneasy feeling crept up in her again. It had been a warning, a way to prepare her for what was coming.

      Eliora stepped beside her. “I came to see her this morning. We were going together to meet with the guild.” She turned toward Miriam. “What am I supposed to tell them?”

      “The truth,” she offered. “Puah put you in charge for a reason. She trusted your judgment.”

      Fresh tears streamed down Eliora’s face.

      “Go to them now.” She patted her pointy shoulder. “They will need you.”

      “I can’t leave her.” She shook her head.

      “I’ll see to her until you return.”

      Eliora turned to leave, but took another glance over her shoulder. “I’ll be quick. Please don’t start without me.”

      She nodded.

      When Eliora left, Miriam sat at the opening of the tent looking out on the start of the day. People moved about to survive another day in the desert. The sun’s rays stretched over them warming their bodies and urging them on.

      Miriam pulled her knees up to her chest and rested her chin on them. She closed her eyes at the burning tears. She prayed Eliora would be as quick as she promised. Her heart ached. Her stomach turned and twisted.

      She didn’t track the sun’s movement, but Eliora returned with two other women in what seemed only a few moments.

      Miriam recognized the two as leaders in the guild whom Puah had introduced to her before. She always treasured the fact that Puah made it a point to keep both Hebrew and Egyptian women united in her guild. Even when Pharaoh’s separation drove them apart, Puah had kept them joined. The two who stood with Eliora represented that bond. One Hebrew and one Egyptian standing together in the face of those trying to divide them.

      Though many Egyptian midwives remained in Egypt, several took the offer to trade Egypt for Canaan. Even though they were already free, they felt led to follow a God they barely knew. They had shared as much with her on the journey. Miriam walked with the guild listening as they shared birth stories and hopes for the future.

      “Jola. Anzety.” She nodded toward the women.

      “We’ve come to help prepare…” Jola started before she choked back the words.

      “We’ve come to help.” Anzety wrapped an arm around Jola’ shaky shoulders.

      The women worked in silence cleaning and wrapping the body for burial. Each hand moved with skill and grace.

      Miriam marveled at the way they worked together without instruction. She hoped the bond would set an example for the rest of the camp. If all of them could work together this well, they might survive the trek toward Canaan.

      When the sun had reached its highest point, the women lifted the wrapped body onto a travel cot and set out for the outskirts of camp.

      Many eyes watched as they walked through the makeshift streets between groups of tents. Some stopped until they passed while others simply went about their work.

      Miriam saw two men standing together by a freshly dug hole when they finally made it to the end of the endless rows of tents.

      “Moses sent us,” one explained. “He sends word of shared sorrow.”

      Miriam’s heart warmed. Word had reached her brother, their leader, and he had sent the two men ahead to prepare the grave relieving the women from the hard labor.

      “It’s all ready.” The other waved to the sand.

      The two men took a step back to make room for them.

      Miriam motioned for the women to set their load down. Then she dared a peek out of the corner of her eye at the carefully wrapped body that lay upon the cot. It was too much for her and she had to look away.

      Tears blurred her vision causing the colors of the afternoon to turn into a muddle of orange and browns. She could mourn. There was no law against such a thing. In fact, it was encouraged.

      Loud wails of the women around her seemed to echo through the desert. The guild had been informed and they had all come to mourn their shared loss.

      She wiped away the warm dampness with the edge of her headwrap. Guilt warred within her. She wanted to mourn the loss too. The woman lying under the burial cloth was a dear friend. One of the bravest and most knowledgeable women she had ever met. She was as fierce as any Hebrew woman and twice as courageous.

      Puah.

      The mere thought of the name brought tears back to the surface. This time she let them go without pushing them away. Her lips trembled like shaking gates holding back a flood of sorrow.

      The midwife had held almost every newborn Hebrew in her calloused, strong hands. She was one of the women Miriam most admired.

      She fought to hold her resolve. She was God’s prophetess. She was the sister of their leader. She was a leader. If she were going to be taken as seriously as her two younger brothers, then she should be strong enough to show restraint.

      Blinking away the tears, her eyes adjusted to the red face of Eliora. Puah had left the entire midwife guild in the young, but capable hands of her apprentice. Puah had whispered a plea into Miriam’s ear the last night of her life.

      “Guide her,” Puah’s voice had barely been a whisper. “Protect her from harm.”

      As if Miriam could protect anyone from their destiny. As if she could stand between anyone and the Creator.

      “Of course,” Miriam had lied. Oh, she would try, but could she really do anything to stop what lay ahead of every person who walked the earth?

      Eliora looked as if she were going to faint. Her bloodshot eyes were fixated on the body. Her dress shook from the trembling figure it covered. Her shoulders were hunched and bobbing up and down in rhythm with her cries.

      Miriam looked back at the body. The sight of the clean linen against the sand broke her. She rushed forward tripping over her own sandals and the loose sand. She fell onto the body and let everything that had been held back all day come forth. Her lips parted and a howl unlike any she had ever made was released.

      She buried her face in the cloth and cried until she had no more tears left to give. The crowd which encircled her resonated her response with another round of cries and wails.

      When the noise settled down, she lifted her head.

      The men stood waiting and the women stood watching her.

      She rose and brushed the sand from her dress. She nodded once without making eye contact with anyone.

      She, along with Eliora, Jola, and Anzety, lifted the body from the cot and placed her into the shallow grave. Kneeling in the warm sand, each pushed handfuls into the hole until the body was completely covered.

      Miriam watched as the white cloth disappeared under the sand. It was like watching a backward birth. Then she was gone completely.

      After only a few moments of silence, the gathering headed back to the safety of their tent city. Even in their number, they would not be safe outside the camp for long. When the sun set, wild animals would search for a feast. The temperature would drop on some nights to freeze a person to death in a matter of hours.

      Miriam stood gazing at the slightly raised mound listening to the footsteps fade behind her. She assumed she was alone until she heard a sniffle.

      She turned to see Eliora staring at the mound as well. Miriam looked back one last time and then stepped to her side. She wrapped an arm around the younger woman and whispered, “There is nothing more we can do here. Let’s get back to camp before sunset.”

      Eliora nodded once and then shifted her weight to lean against Miriam.

      They turned away and shuffled back to camp together.

      After returning Eliora to her tent, Miriam made her way to her own.

      She pushed aside the flap and stepped inside. The front area was empty. She stepped to the goat hair cloth that separated the rooms. It too was vacant.  Moses and Aaron were always somewhere else. Elisheba was no doubt in the tent of one of her four sons. Each had married and started families of their own. Her sister-in-law was probably helping with her grandchildren.

      She sunk to the ground and wept again. In the privacy of the empty tent, she could openly mourn. Her heart ached for the comfort of her friend. Whenever Miriam felt a burden too heavy to carry, she would find an excuse to visit Puah’s tent. Of course, the wise woman always saw through her deception.

      Miriam smiled as she could almost see Puah’s sideways glance and slight grin edging her lips upward as she played along.

      The pain of loss struck through her midsection like fire. She couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten. She knew she hadn’t taken anything since she had been awakened by Eliora.

      The older midwife had sent them both away last night after a visit. She was weak of body, but not of mind.

      “How am I to get any rest with you two lingering over me like new mothers? Away with you both,” she had ordered upon finding out Eliora waited outside the tent for Miriam.

      Puah had brushed them both off with a wave of her hand like Egyptian royalty dismissing someone with whom they had lost interest.

      Miriam smiled again. Concerned for others over herself even to the very end.

      Sobs racked her body. She held herself as if she’d fall to pieces if she didn’t hold tight enough. She rocked back and forth, trying to ease the pain she feared would never cease.

      “How could you leave me, Puah?” she cried. “I need you.”

      She laid down on the carpet and closed her eyes.

      The dream from the previous night began the same. Fire from their first encampment on the freedom side of the Red Sea lit her imagination. Puah and the other women twirled around her. She tried again to reach out for her friend, but Puah danced away. The chase around the fire continued just as before while Puah’s laugh filled the air.

      Miriam reached for Puah’s flowing dress, but every time the woman danced just out of reach. Her friendly chuckle transformed into a piercing cackle until Miriam had to cover her ears.

      She woke up with fresh tears on her cheeks.

      The darkness hung heavy around her. It had been some hours, but she had no way of knowing how many.

      She moved to a seated position. The pain snarled at her from the edges, lying in wait to pull her under again. Her stomach rumbled from its emptiness. She moved her hands to cover the sound.

      “Miriam,” a soft voice called from the other side of the curtain.

      The sound was vaguely familiar. She tried to clear her parched throat. “Coming,” her voice cracked with dryness.

      She stood slowly and moved to the front side of the tent.

      A woman stood at the entrance with a covered tray in her hands.

      “I came to see to you earlier, but your brother said you were asleep.”

      A pang of guilt rushed through Miriam. Did this woman need ministering?

      She shifted on her bare feet.

      “Please come in,” Miriam waved.

      “Thank you.” The woman stepped in and placed the tray down at Miriam’s feet. “I heard about your midwife friend.”

      Sorrow edged closer to Miriam’s center, but she fought it back.

      “I wanted to bring you this.” She bent down and uncovered the offering.

      Miriam's eyes grazed over the bowls of food and piles of fresh flatbread.

      “I remembered your kindness when my father died.”

      Bilhah.

      They had only been free for a few days when the girl’s father had died from a sickness. Miriam had gone to the family with food and comfort. It had been one of her first acts as self-appointed leader over the women. Though her brothers encouraged the initiative and praised her tender heart for the people.

      “I’m grateful for the gift.”

      Bilhah smiled brightly for a moment before it faded into a mask of sorrow. “I’ll leave you to eat.”

      Miriam nodded and watched her leave. She sat on her knees next to the tray. The warm scent of freshly baked flatbread filled her nose. It reached out to her like a warm embrace. Her stomach begged in volume again.

      “Thank You for Your provision, Lord,” she prayed aloud. “Bless Bilhah’s hands for her simple offering.”

      She ripped off a large piece of bread and dug into the waiting meal.
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        “And they came to Elim, where were twelve wells of water, and threescore and ten palm trees: and they encamped there by the waters.”

        -EXODUS 15:27

      

      

      

      Miriam’s feet slugged through the thick sand. The pack between her shoulders felt heavier than normal. She knew it wasn’t the contents of her load, but the emptiness in her soul that weighed her down.

      She walked with the midwife guild next to Eliora who had taken their lost leader’s place. This was a different march though. They walked in silence out of respect. No one wanted to share stories for fear of sorrow filling the places where Puah’s memory would rise to the surface.

      The people around them stopped and the sudden halt caught Miriam’s attention. She glanced up to find her brother’s face. Moses motioned for the people to set up camp where they had stopped.

      She stepped closer to him. “Where are we?”

      “Elim,” he answered, unloading his pack from off his back. “There are plenty of wells here and some palm trees for shade. It’s a good place to rest.”

      She nodded and let her bag down. She stretched her tight back and looked around. The group of people spread out behind her as far as her eyes could see and then some. She was thankful that the people had allowed her to march in peace. Though it had been a few weeks since they left Marah, the pain of her loss was still fresh.

      “Miriam,” Aaron called.

      She made her way over. “Yes, brother.”

      “Why don’t you help Elisheba and the others?” His eyes shone with pity.

      “Of course.” She turned away from his worried gaze.

      When their tent was erected, Miriam went immediately inside. She tucked behind the second curtain to the women’s quarters and set up her few items in one corner.

      “Miriam,” Moses called.

      She cringed. She had done all the work she could think of without a complaint. What more could he ask of her today?

      She peeled the heavy curtain back and stepped into the front opening. “Yes, brother.” She kept her eyes on the rugs that covered the main area.

      “Sit,” her brother’s gruff voice offered.

      She obeyed, but kept her eyes to the intricate patterns some Egyptian had woven into the fabric.

      “Miriam,” Moses started. “I know you are grieving the loss of your friend.”

      His words stirred the emptiness inside her.

      “But our people need you.”

      She ordered back her tears.

      He sighed. “Sister, the time to grieve is over.”

      She looked up at him. His look was stern, but his eyes were soft, almost pleading. Aaron’s face matched his.

      “The others…” Moses faltered a bit. “The midwives have finished their grieving and so should you.”

      “If that is your command.”

      “I’m not your king, sister.” He sighed. “It’s my request.”

      Her eyes found the rugs again.

      “I know Puah was a close friend.”

      The name drove spikes in her heart. The tent shifted around her.

      “I know how much she meant to you, but we need you. Our people need you.”

      “It’s true, sister,” Aaron agreed. “We all need each other out here in the wilderness.”

      “What is it you need of me?” She struggled to keep the emotions from escaping that fought their way to the surface.

      Moses cleared his throat. “We need a strong example for the women. They trust you, Miriam. They adore you and look to you for guidance. Your sorrow has affected them.”

      Her attention snapped up to him. She had been so consumed with sadness that she never thought anyone else would suffer because of her sorrow. “How?”

      “They see your sadness. They notice your distance and slow pace,” Aaron explained.

      “Oh,” she conceded. “I never realized.”

      “Be there for them,” Aaron offered.

      “How?”

      Moses rubbed his beard. “Perhaps you can help those most in need.”

      She tilted her head.

      “Those on the outskirts.,” he explained. “Many of them are women who don’t have family to take care of them. Widows. Those too sick to care for themselves. You could offer them aid.”

      She thought about some of those she knew who struggled to keep up on the marches. She nodded.

      “Then it’s settled.”

      Miriam rose and bowed before returning to her side of the curtain.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It wasn’t long before they were moving on from the small oasis they had found. Within a matter of days, the group of Hebrews crossed into the Wilderness of Zin.

      Miriam walked among the people as they stopped for a rest. She checked on the widows and made sure they had water and a place to rest. The easy chats and busy work for her hands helped ease her loneliness and sorrow.

      “I’m not saying he’s a bad person,” a man’s voice caught her attention as she walked along the path. “I’m simply asking where he is really leading us?”

      “Hmm…” another man’s deep timbre voice agreed.

      “Moses and that brother of his get to call all the shots.”

      She stepped into the sunlight and followed the sound of the voices.

      “I say it’s about time we get a say in how things go,” the first continued.

      “What are you going to do about it?”

      “I say we go get our questions answered.”

      By the time she found the source of the discussion, two men were leaving a tent and heading toward the front of the group.

      She followed their hurried pace until they came upon Moses and Aaron.

      “What good has come out of us being led into the wilderness?” the first man’s voice carried. “It would have been better for us to die by the hand of the Lord in Egypt. At least there we sat by bowls full of meat and filled our stomachs with bread. Out here we are doing nothing but walking and starving.”

      A crowd formed around them as the man hurled allegations at Moses.

      “We’ve come to the end of what we brought with us out of Egypt. All we have left are our herds, which will not sustain this great multitude for long.”

      Miriam searched her brother’s calm face.

      He didn’t flinch. He stood and took every hit the man threw with his words.

      The men ran out of arrows of accusation and stood waiting for Moses to respond.

      “I will inquire of the Lord,” Moses said and tucked into the tent behind him.

      Miriam stepped closer and reached for the whipping flap. She hesitated. It was her tent too, but would she interrupt if her brother was listening for the voice of God? Would God not speak in her presence?

      She peeled back the goatskin and glanced inside.

      Moses was on his face in prayer. His words barely above a whisper, but flowed freely. She caught only pieces of the one-sided conversation.

      “People…land…bread…flesh…wilderness… please help…” Then he was silent.

      His body was so perfectly still anyone else might have guessed he had fallen asleep. Miriam knew better. He was listening to the voice of God.

      Her body tingled in response to the voice that she knew he was hearing. A voice she had heard for herself though it took a different form than what her brother heard. He could hear the voice as if it were a friend speaking. She could feel the voice, like the wind that blew her hair or moved the sands. It was a strong, yet gentle stirring that began inside and filled her so completely.

      Her brother’s form shifted to a seated position and then he rose to his feet.

      She released the flap and took a step back.

      Moses came out of the tent and walked past his two accusers. He found a place to stand so many could hear him.

      Miriam stood nearby.

      “I have heard from the Lord,” Moses said in his commanding voice. “Behold, He will rain bread from heaven for us. Everyone will go out and gather a specific rate every day. This will be a test of obedience. Every day for five days, you will collect the same rate.

      “On the sixth day, you will gather and prepare twice as much because there will not be any provided on the seventh day. The Lord will give you flesh to eat in the evening and in the morning bread to the full. In the morning, you will see the glory of the Lord, the One who brought you out of Egypt.”
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