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        “But Saul was ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he dragged off men and women and committed them to prison.”
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      35 A.D., Jerusalem

      

      Salome dug at her arm where the worn sackcloth irritated her skin. The mourning material was certainly doing its job of reminding her to be grateful for joyful days. Today wasn’t one of them.

      She slowed her pace, the basket against her hip heavy with provisions. Its frayed woven handle bit into her palm, the coarse fibers pricking her skin as she held it tight. Every jostle sent an enticing fragrance of her mother’s fresh-baked loaves drifting up from under the cloths keeping them warm. Nestled next to the stack was a large wedge of hard goat cheese and a selection of dried fruits and fish. These were intended to fill the stomach of a recent widow. Little comfort for the woman who had lost her beloved life-partner and financial security but comfort nonetheless.

      Salome recalled how her mother’s lashes shimmered with unshed tears when she handed Salome the basket. Mary knew the pain of losing a spouse, and Salome remembered her father’s absence with each passing harvest. Her father never got the chance to celebrate one with her, as he’d done for all her older siblings. Salome spent a lifetime grieving for a man she never knew.

      She shifted the basket to her other hip and ducked into the olive grove. The garden surrounding the grove was meticulously tended and teamed with life. Ancient olive trees provided shade for a vast collection of plants and homes for birds and other creatures. Musky and sweet earthy scents mingled in this private space.

      The sturdy trees would make excellent climbing challenges for Salome. These were Goliaths gracing the Jerusalem hillside compared to the puny ones that dotted the Galilean landscape near her home in Nazareth. Alas, this was not the time to gird her loins and scurry up the branches. Perhaps if she endeared herself to the owners, they might approve of a future attempt.

      Deep inside the garden, she came upon the tomb. She quickened her steps, urged forward to take another peek inside as she’d done on countless days. Stooping at the gaping mouth of the cave, she gazed into the darkness. When her eyes adjusted to the dim, she beheld the empty place where her oldest brother had lain. The stone table was bare. The tomb was still empty.

      A smile lifted the corners of her mouth. She envisioned the two divine messengers sitting at either end of the table, just as Mary Magdalene had described. What must it have been like to see the lightning-bright beings that glorious morning?

      The weight of the basket on her hip reminded her she could not linger. There was much to be done.

      She sighed, allowing herself a few more heartbeats of gazing before she straightened. Lifting her free hand, she rubbed the broken seal on the large stone. Two years of weather had worn away Pilate’s official symbol. All that remained was the waxy smear of red that once threatened death to anyone who dared break it.

      Renewed, Salome made her way to the stone house in the grove’s heart. Stopping at the open door, she hesitated. It was customary to call out a blessing before being invited inside a home, but with the family sitting shiva for their lost patriarch, the courtesy seemed inappropriate. The week-long mourning practice allowed the open door to stand as its own invitation for those who wished to visit the family. She wiped the smile from her lips and stepped inside.

      Warm lamp light bathed her face as she searched for the members of the house. The scent of burning oil was heavy and sweet as she pushed deeper inside. There, in the largest room, two figures sat together clothed in sackcloth and shrouded in sorrow. Salome’s chest tightened.

      The older woman perched upon a bright blue pillow, reminding Salome so much of her mother. Similar build, similar facial structures, bright eyes, but this woman had certainly seen fewer harvests.

      Next to her was a young man who looked about the same age as Salome. His broad shoulders seemed out of place for the rest of him, and his chin was only just producing patches of hair. His eyes, though similar in shape and color to his mother’s, did not hold the same brightness.

      Their hushed conversation halted at her approach.

      “Shalom.” Salome lifted a silent prayer with the greeting. If only she could infuse this family with peace as easily as speaking the word. “I’m Salome bat Joseph. Simon Peter sent me.” She lifted the basket, hoping the gesture would put them at ease.

      “Of course.” The woman motioned to a low table across the room. “Please call me Miriam. It seems more fitting now than Mary.”

      They even share the same name, Lord. Salome’s thoughts returned to her mother. You should have sent her. I know nothing of the path a widow walks.

      Baskets of all shapes and sizes sprawled across the surface of the low table, indicating the family’s status in Jerusalem. Everyone who knew anything got their oil from the family who owned the grove near the Mount of Olives. It seemed many in the community had come to give their support to the family, though there didn’t seem to be anyone sitting with them today.

      Odd. Salome tucked her basket among the others and elected to sit on a tan pillow near Miriam.

      Two sets of eyes settled on her. She never knew what to say at times like this. It was easier to simply sit and let others provide comforting words to the grieving. Every day, more needy people strained the resources of the followers of the Way. This was Salome’s first time visiting a widow alone. Peter and James assured her she was ready, but staring into the watery eyes of two people who had just placed their husband and father on a stone slab set hornets loose in her stomach.

      “Simon Peter sends his greetings.” Salome shifted on the plump pillow. “He promised to visit when he gets an opportunity.”

      “He’s very busy.” Miriam hummed to herself. “People are busier than ever.”

      Salome moved her gaze to the young man.

      “Oh, I don’t know where my manners are today.” Miriam placed a gentle hand on her son’s arm. “This is my son, John ben Micah.”

      John lowered his chin. “Most people call me John Mark.”

      She nodded a return bow as an uneasy silence settled on her shoulders. She was supposed to bring this hurting family comfort and here she was with an empty mouth. “Simon Peter tells me you’re related to Barnabas.”

      “Who?” Miriam stared at her.

      “Sorry.” Salome shook her head. “Joseph, the disciples call him Barnabas.”

      Miriam hummed again. “Barnabas suits him better. I like it.” A slight smile brought more light to her eyes. “His mother is my sister. Our family resides mostly in Cyprus. Though I’ve lived in Jerusalem since I married…”

      Salome saw some of the brightness leave Miriam’s eyes. She chided herself for bringing up family.

      Miriam turned to John Mark. “I’m going to get our guest something to eat.” She rose.

      “Oh, please don’t trouble yourself.” Salome raised an open palm to her. “The provisions I brought are for your family. I’ve already broken my fast.”

      “We have plenty.” Miriam waved toward the piles on the table. “Better to share than see it go to waste.”

      Salome couldn’t argue. The family seemed well taken care of. Why had James sent her here?

      She returned her attention to John Mark. He twisted the ragged end of his sackcloth tunic. She opened her mouth to say something but snapped it closed, fearing she’d choose the wrong topic again.

      “I was there that night.”

      John Mark’s unprompted statement sent a chill up Salome’s back. “Pardon?”

      “The night they arrested your brother.” He slowly looked up at her. “I was there.”

      Salome’s throat constricted.

      “I tried to stop them, the soldiers.” He dropped his gaze and continued to twist the dark material through his fingers. “I heard the commotion and saw them trying to take Jesus away. I knew He had done nothing wrong. He couldn’t have. I tried to stop them.” A single, large tear rolled down his cheek.

      “You couldn’t have stopped a band of Roman soldiers and Temple guards. Even Peter tried and…well…it didn’t work out.”

      “They all ran.” John Mark pounded his fist into his open palm. “All His followers just ran away. How could they do that to Him?” His dark eyes lifted, demanding an answer.

      Salome had none. How could she answer things even she did not understand?

      Miriam handed Salome a chunk of torn bread and part of the hard cheese. “They’re simple men, son.”

      Salome accepted the food from her but held onto the pieces instead of eating them.

      Miriam offered another portion to John Mark.

      He shook his head.

      “Eat.” Miriam shoved them into his hands. “It’ll do you well.” She sank back into her pillow. “We mustn’t be angry about the choices of others. All of us, at some point in our lives, flee when we should stand. After all, the men came back, and they’ve continued to do mighty deeds since then.”

      “I suppose.” John Mark whispered a simple blessing and bit into the bread.

      Salome nibbled on the cheese while the hornets in her stomach protested. In a matter of moments, she reminded a widow of her greatest loss and set fire to a young man’s anger. Some comforter she was turning out to be.
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      After forcing down the bread and cheese, Salome brushed crumbs from her lap. The food helped quiet her raging stomach hornets, but she still had no words for the grieving family. What sentiment could possibly ease their wounded hearts? What truth would provide the balm they needed during this season of loss?

      “Simon Peter tells me you lost your father.”

      Salome gazed up into Miriam’s red-rimmed eyes. “When I was very young.”

      “How young?” John Mark’s voice cracked.

      “Before I could even form a memory of him.” Salome recalled her family’s stories. “He died in a quarry accident when I was just an infant. I only know my father through what my ima and siblings have shared with me.”

      John Mark’s cheeks flamed. “My abba was a great man. A faithful man.”

      “Then I’m sure he reclines with Abraham.” Salome smiled but quickly forced her lips down. This was not the time to be smiling.

      “How can you be sure?” John Mark wiped his face. “How can anyone be sure?”

      Salome opened her mouth, then pushed her lips into a thin line. Would anything she say offer a measure of comfort? A thought pressed its way forward. “May I tell you one of my brother’s stories?”

      John Mark nodded and set his chin in his hands.

      “Jesus told of a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linens and who feasted every day. At his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus.”

      John Mark lifted his head. “From Bethany?”

      “No.” Salome held up her hand. “Another man named Lazarus. A poor man covered with sores who craved the crumbs that fell from the rich man’s table. The poor man even had dogs lick his sores.” Her nose flinched. “Both men died, but the poor man was carried by Adonai’s messengers to Abraham’s side while the rich man was taken to be tormented.”

      She stole a glance at Miriam, who seemed as drawn into the story as John Mark. “While the rich man was being tormented, he saw Abraham far off and Lazarus at his side. He called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the end of his finger in water and cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this flame.’”

      John Mark huffed. “Sounds like the rich man was still considering Lazarus as low as a servant even after death made them equals.”

      “True, but Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that you in your lifetime received good things, and Lazarus bad things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish. A great chasm is also fixed between us that no one can cross.’”

      John Mark tapped a rhythm on his knee. “So, Abraham told the rich man there was a chasm in Sheol that could not be crossed?”

      “Yes, and then the rich man said, ‘I beg you, Father Abraham, send him to my father’s house—for I have five brothers—so that he may warn them, lest they also come to this place of torment.’”

      “At least the rich man seemed concerned for his siblings, even though it still sounds like he’s trying to get Abraham to order Lazarus around like a servant.”

      Salome nodded. She had similar thoughts when she first heard the story. “But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them.’ And the rich man said, ‘No, Father Abraham, but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’ Abraham said to him, ‘If they do not hear Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead.’”

      She gazed between Miriam and John Mark, who both held unknowing gazes. “Don’t you see? My brother’s story shows us that our destiny beyond Sheol is determined by our decisions in this life. If your father was a faithful man to Adonai then, even though he’s been swallowed by death, he reclines with Father Abraham.”

      “It’s a pleasant story.” John Mark lifted his shoulder. “But does that make it true?”

      “Jesus believed it to be true.”

      “So, you think my father reclines with Father Abraham because of his faithfulness?”

      “I think your father reclines with Father Abraham because of Adonai’s faithfulness. If Moses and the prophets have taught us anything, it’s that Adonai provides the way to Himself. We don’t forge it, but we have the choice to follow it.”

      “Is that why Jesus’ followers call themselves Way Followers?”

      “Jesus said He is The Way, and we are called to follow Him. Way Followers.”

      Miriam rose from her pillow and moved toward the low table. She placed her palms on the surface and leaned over the abundance. “There are others who could benefit from this bounty.”

      Salome held her tongue. She wondered whether it was a question or a statement, or whether the story had offended the woman she was sent to comfort.

      Miriam hung her head. “We’ve been blessed beyond measure.” She slowly turned to face Salome. “Could you send a message to the other widows or anyone you know who is in need? Tell them to come to our table.” Tears raced down her face. “If they can’t come, I’ll send a cart to bring them here. We must share what Adonai has given.”

      The hornets in Salome’s stomach stirred again. She hadn’t shared the story to guilt this widow into giving away her provisions. She merely tried to comfort a son who was unsure of his father’s place. Rising, she stood beside Miriam. “We would appreciate anything you share. There are many needs, but these gifts were intended for you.”

      “Then they are mine to do with as I please. Though I have one condition.” Miriam held up a finger.

      “Condition?”

      “Yes.” Miriam reached for Salome’s arm. “You must continue to come and share more of your brother’s stories with those who feast from our table.”

      “Me? But I haven’t even done well in providing you with comfort. I don’t even know all my brother’s stories.” The internal hornets migrated to her chest. “I can’t speak to a crowd.”

      “Shalom.” Miriam gripped her arm. “Adonai has given you the perfect words to comfort us.” She looked at her son. “See.”

      Salome turned to John Mark. There was a spark of brightness in his dry eyes that matched his mother’s.

      “I think it’s a great way to honor Abba.” John Mark’s lips quivered into a slight grin. “He’d be proud of us.”

      The buzzing in Salome’s chest quieted. “The story was comforting?”

      “Yes.” Miriam gave her arm another squeeze before releasing it. “And convicting. You reminded John of Adonai’s faithfulness, and you reminded me that we should share blessings. It’s not like I can take any of this with me to Sheol.” She waved over the baskets. “But I can use it to fill empty bellies while you spread the balm of Jesus’ stories to wounded souls as you’ve done for us.”

      “I don’t know.” Salome rubbed her itchy arm. “My brothers and Jesus’ followers are much better at sharing His stories. They sent me to bring provisions and sit with you. I don’t think I’m supposed to be speaking to gatherings.”

      “I believe you are.” Miriam’s eyes shimmered. “You have a gift for stories as Jesus did.”

      The comparison to her Messiah brother sent warmth through her, but the raging fight in her stomach and chest doused the flame. “I’ll speak with James and Peter.”

      “Wonderful.” Miriam clapped.

      Salome left the mother and son before they could negotiate any more out of her. She took the long way through the garden, passing by the empty tomb again.

      Instead of stopping at the entrance, she went inside and sat on the table. Rubbing her fingertips over the cool stone, she sighed to herself. “I’m not like you, Jesus. I can’t speak to crowds. No one will listen to me. No one ever listens to me.”

      The last words Jesus spoke before the clouds snatched Him away flooded her soul. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.

      She closed her eyes and recalled her brother’s face. “Does that promise include me, brother?”
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      The following morning, in Priest Theodotos’ borrowed kitchen, Salome attempted to shove another loaf of bread into her already overflowing basket.

      “Save some for the rest of us.”

      She turned to see Hiram leaning against the doorframe. “Why? Do you still have growing to do?”

      “I’ve been gone all this time, and that’s how you greet me?”

      Heat rose up Salome’s neck, causing her to return her attention to her task.

      Two years ago, Hiram disappeared around the same time as her brother Simon. No one would tell her what they knew about why either left, but she heard whispered conversations about Hiram’s absence. He’d come searching for her the day he left. He returned two weeks ago with conversations reserved for her brothers. This was the first time since his sudden reappearance that he addressed her.

      Without warning, he was next to her. Too close. She looked up into his dark eyes that seemed to hold back a flood of thoughts. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to be the one to release them.

      Hiram reached around her and pulled the protruding loaf from the bag. He tore off a chunk with his teeth and slowly chewed. “James tells me you’re helping the widow who owns the olive grove on the mount.”

      She adjusted some items in the basket to avoid his critical gaze. “That’s my assigned task.”

      “He also mentioned you asked permission to do some teaching.” He took another large bite of the bread.

      Her stomach flopped. Why had James told Hiram of Miriam’s plea for her to share her brother’s stories?

      “I don’t think you should do it.”

      His bold declaration startled her. “Pardon?”

      “I don’t think you should do it.” He tore another chunk off the loaf and chewed without further explanation.

      “I have James’ permission…and Peter’s.” She looked over her shoulder as if to call the two men as witnesses to her claim.

      “That doesn’t mean you should do it.”

      She squinted at him. “Why not?”

      “Saul.”

      The name sent a shiver down her back. Saul was the reason her brother Simon had fled to Damascus only days ago. The Pharisee’s name was becoming a frightful word among Way Followers. Some dared not speak it, choosing rather harsh replacements instead. “He doesn’t scare me.”

      “He should.” Hiram tossed the last piece of bread into his mouth. “The council has given him permission to arrest men and women.” His emphasis on the last two words caused crumbs to drop from his mouth into his thick beard.

      Salome would have chuckled at the sight if her thoughts were not being invaded by the serpent grin of Saul.

      Though her conversation with James and Peter about Miriam’s request had been brief and encouraging, Salome went to sleep unsure of her answer. Staring into the firm face of Hiram and his fear-filled opinions solidified her resolve.

      She lifted the basket from the table and pushed past him. “I have to do this.”

      Hiram halted her with a firm grip on her arm.

      She glanced at his hand and traced his muscular arm up to his face. “Let me go.”

      “Why do you feel the need to do this?”

      “It’s what my brother would have wanted.” She twisted out of his grasp. “Wants.”

      “Your brother would have wanted you cared for. Settled. Worrying about not burning a meal for your husband while mediating spats between children, not if you’re going to be arrested for telling His stories.”

      A vision of family swept across her mind. She’d been too young and poor to dream of such things so soon. “What are you saying?”

      For the first time since entering the kitchen, Hiram broke his gaze. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      He released her arm and raised a sheepish glance. “James told me this Miriam lady has a kid your age.”

      “And?”

      “Are you interested in him? You know. In that way?”

      “We’re simply friends.” She considered the young man. “He lost his father. I know what that’s like.” She fixed a challenging stare on him. “What does it matter to you?”

      “It doesn’t.” He folded his arms across his chest.

      His denial didn’t fool her. The red racing up the sides of his neck spoke much louder than his words. He looked more like a boy standing before her than even the younger John Mark. The only clues she had of the location of Hiram’s disappearance were his much tanner skin and the intense gaze of a man who’d seen more than he cared to see.

      “What if someone were to offer to get you out of all this?” Hiram rubbed the back of his neck. “Take you far away from Jerusalem. Maybe start a new life somewhere else?”

      “Like Nicolaus has done with Lydia? Taken her to Antioch to hide from Saul?”

      “Exactly.”

      “But Nicolaus married Lydia first.”

      “Yes, well…” The red reached all the way to his ears.

      “I appreciate your concern, Hiram.” She set her sandals toward the doorway. “But my big brother has taken care of me all my life. Death couldn’t loosen His grip on me, and nothing else will either.”

      The fresh air on the walk from the priest’s villa in the city to the stone home in the olive grove did much to clear Salome’s mind. Hiram’s words had caused a tangle of conflicting emotions and thoughts. He spoke as if he cared deeply for her, yet treated her like a child. Most of the people in her life treated her as such. Even though James and Peter had pushed her to make visits on her own, she’d overheard their whispered concerns about her abilities.

      Hiram spoke of fleeing, but she wasn’t sure if he’d ever consider marrying someone else. Not after what happened to his first betrothed years ago.

      Across the Kidron Valley, the olive trees waved to her with their shimmering leaves before she reached the garden. They stood like old friends, welcoming her, beckoning her to come.

      Nearing the garden, a gentle breeze rustled through the leaves, carrying the distant hum of insects and the occasional chirping of birds perched in the trees. Salome could hear the quiet murmur of water from a nearby stream mingling with the conversations of workers tending the grove. This place was so alive and yet so at peace.

      Salome caught the faint smell of rosemary and thyme, their earthy aroma blended with the aromatic olive buds. The rich fragrance of the sun-warmed earth completed the scent of the grove, grounding her in its peace. She drew near to a large tree and ran her fingers through the growing shoots surrounding it.

      “Shalom.”

      She followed the call to where John Mark dropped from a branch onto the ground in front of her. “Shalom.” Her gaze lifted to where he had descended. Some of the limbs held small, cream-colored buds. “Do you climb often?”

      “How do you think we get the olives out of the trees? Or prune the branches?”

      “I know nothing of olive harvest,” she teased. “I’m a sister of craftsmen.”

      “During the harvest season, we lay baskets under the trees. The young ones climb up and shake the branches.” He gestured his explanation, setting out unseen baskets and pretending to shake the limbs. “Whatever falls into the baskets, we harvest. Those in need gather whatever falls onto the ground.”

      Salome imagined the fun of climbing trees to shake the branches of their bounty. She would have gladly volunteered to help with such a task if it meant she could spend her days climbing.

      “I’ve spent many years in these trees helping my father harvest.” John Mark let his gaze return to her. “Guess I will be the one leading the next harvest instead of climbing.”

      Her heart ached for him. The weight of responsibility and sorrow bent his shoulders.

      “So,” he straightened some, “come for a walk among my gardens?”

      “You could say that.” She lifted the basket from her hip. “Got more provisions for your family.”

      “Ima told you we have plenty.”

      “She’s also planning to share with every hungry mouth in Jerusalem. She could use all we can spare.”

      John Mark chuckled.

      Salome encircled the massive tree at a slow pace. “Why do you plant rosemary and thyme near the trees?”

      “You have a good eye for plants.” He bent to pluck a sprig of rosemary and lifted it to his nose. “Rosemary helps attract certain insects that pollinate the olive trees and repel unwanted pests, while thyme helps give back to the soil.”

      “That’s quite wonderful.”

      “It can be.” He rolled the sprig between his fingers, releasing the delicate scent of the oil into the air. “If you know each plant well enough, you can create an environment in which they can all thrive.”

      “It’s kind of that way with people.” She brushed her free hand through the rosemary bushes. “We all have different things we’re good at and putting some of us together can produce thriving results, but put some people together and well…”

      “They can poison each other.”

      Salome hummed her agreement.

      “Have you ever seen an olive press before?”

      She shook her head.

      “Follow me.” John Mark led her to the large press. “It’s quiet most of the year, but we couldn’t produce our oil without it.”

      The olive press loomed large in the clearing ahead, a massive stone slab with grooves carved into its surface. A circular millstone attached to a wooden beam sat motionless in the groove.

      “We fasten a donkey there.” John Mark pointed to the beam. “The millstone turns the olives into a paste that we collect in baskets.” He continued toward another open area where another large beam stuck out from a stone construction. “We stack the baskets here.” He pointed to a place under the beam. “Then we add weights there.” He moved toward the end of it. “And collect the runoff into jars there.” He pointed between the two spaces. “We press the paste three times.”

      “Three?”

      “The first press produces the purest oil. Those drippings are taken to the Temple for the lamps and anointing oil. We perform the other two pressings to ensure we extract every drop of oil from the olives.”

      “I didn’t realize you could press olives that many times.”

      “We use olive oil for so many things, to light our lamps, cooking, for healing benefits, and more. If we didn’t crush them so many times, we would never receive the full measure of their blessings.”

      “I never thought of it that way.”

      “It’s not harvest season yet. The buds are only just arriving, but would you like to taste last year’s pressing?”

      “I’d be honored.”

      John Mark led her to the storehouse. Clay jars of varying sizes filled the stone room. He chose one and brought it to her. “Let me see your finger.”

      Salome lifted her finger out to him.

      He expertly punctured the wax seal and let a small golden drop drip onto her skin like liquid sunshine.

      She raised her finger to her mouth and licked the luscious droplet. The bitterness was sharp, but soon gave way to a fruity richness, the taste of the earth itself captured in that single drop. “That’s delicious.”

      He warmed the bottle in his hand and smeared the wax closed before returning the jar to its shelf. “Try one of these.” He pulled another jar, lifted the cloth wrapping, and produced a single olive. “Ima brines some of them.”

      Salome accepted the olive and popped it into her mouth. The oval burst open with a perfect wave of bitterness and salt on her tongue.

      “Better with Ima’s goat cheese, but not bad on their own.” He partook of one before returning the jar to its place.

      “John?” Miriam’s call entered the room.

      “Better see what she needs.” John Mark motioned to the doorway. “Don’t want her thinking I’m in here eating all our supplies.”

      Salome laughed and headed out of the room.

      Miriam met them at the doorway. “My dear girl, I’m so glad to see you.”

      She lifted her basket. “I brought you more provisions.”

      “Does that mean you’ve agreed to share your brother’s stories?”

      “I will try.”

      “Wonderful.” Miriam beamed. “Why don’t you accompany me to the market? I was just loading up a cart.”

      “Right now?” Salome’s stomach buzzed with fear.

      Miriam accepted the basket from her and handed it to her son. “I can sell oil while you pour out stories in front of my booth.”

      Salome flicked a pleading glance at John Mark.

      “Better agree.” He smirked. “I’ve seen her throw sacks into the cart. She might do the same to you if you don’t.”
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