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      As similar names in the Bible can get very confusing, I have offered this simple reference.

      Many characters share the same name, so I have often tagged their hometown or some attribute to them in order to avoid muddling the individual characters.

      Some names are Biblically documented. As is the case of Jesus’ brothers, whose names can be found listed in Mark 6:3 and Matthew 13:55. Yet, there is no record of exactly how many sisters Jesus had, except for the fact he had more than one (Matthew 13:56). There is also no account of Jesus’ siblings’ birth order. So, I have fictionalized names for three sisters and included them in the birth order to round out the family.

      The disciples also add to this confusion because some of them not only share the same name within their group, but also some of them share the same name as Jesus’ brothers. I have listed the disciples’ names here as well. First, by what they are called in this novel, and then the addition of their other names listed in the gospels.

      I’ve also included a few side characters who share similar names to the main characters in the hope of clearing any confusion.

      ~ Jenifer Jennings

      

      Jesus’ Family:

      
        
          	
        Mary of Nazareth- mother to Jesus, wife of Joseph
      

      	
        Joseph of Nazareth- husband to Mary, biological father to all his children except Jesus
      

      	
        Jesus- 1st born of Mary, Son of God
      

      	
        James- 2nd born, brother
      

      	
        Joseph- 3rd born, brother, and namesake of his father
      

      	
        Assia- 4th born, sister
      

      	
        Judas- 5th born, brother
      

      	
        Lydia- 6th born, sister
      

      	
        Simon- 7th born, brother
      

      	
        Salome-8th born, sister
      

      

      

      Jesus’ Disciples:

      
        
          	
        Peter (Simon)- brother of Andrew, son of Jonas, fisherman
      

      	
        Andrew- brother of Peter, son of Jonas, fisherman
      

      	
        James- brother of John, son of Zebedee and Salome, fisherman
      

      	
        John- brother of James, son of Zebedee and Salome, fisherman
      

      	
        Philip- from Bethsaida
      

      	
        Bartholomew (Nathanael)- from Cana
      

      	
        Thomas (Didymus)- from Galilee
      

      	
        Judas Iscariot- son of Simon Iscariot, from Bethany, treasurer
      

      	
        Thaddeus (Judas)- son of James, from Galilee
      

      	
        James- son of Alpheus (James bar-Alpheus, for clarification.)
      

      	
        Matthew (Levi)- from Capernaum, tax collector
      

      	
        Simon- from Cana, zealot
      

      

      

      Mary’s Family:

      
        
          	
        Mary of Bethany-older sister of Martha and Lazarus
      

      	
        Martha-sister to Mary of Bethany
      

      	
        Lazarus-brother to Mary of Bethany
      

      	
        Johnathan-Mary’s father
      

      	
        Eila-Mary’s mother
      

      

      

      Others:

      
        
          	
        John-only son of Zachariah and Elizabeth, (2nd) cousin of Jesus, comes to be called John the Baptist
      

      	
        Aunt Mary- wife to Cleopas, mother of James and Joseph
      

      	
        Cleopas- brother of Joseph of Nazareth
      

      	
        Mary Magdalene- follower from Magdala
      

      	
        Joanna- from Galilee
      

      	
        Susanna- from Galilee
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        “In the tenth day of this month they shall take to them every man a lamb, according to the house of their fathers, a lamb for an house:”

        -EXODUS 12:3

      

        

      
        A.D. 6, Jerusalem

        The Feast of Passover

      

      

      

      The metallic smell of blood tingled Mary’s nose and tongue as she neared the Temple. It mixed with the stink of entrails and turned her stomach.

      The lamb in her arms must have smelled it too. It began bleating and pulling against her.

      “Shh,” she chided the animal.

      The pressing crowd was so loud Mary could barely hear its pleas. Merchants were shouting to potential buyers. Families were desperately trying to keep track of little ones. Harlots were calling out to men traveling alone.

      Mary stayed as close to her father as she could while clutching the wiggling animal against her chest.

      “Keep up, children!” Johnathan yelled.

      The flow of people pushed Mary around like a small boat caught in a raging storm on the Sea of Galilee. She wondered how people lived in Jerusalem year-round. Streets which were always packed were made impassable during festivals. Jews from all around traveled to Jerusalem to fulfill their religious requirements.

      Mary looked over her shoulder to see Martha holding Lazarus’ hand and pulling him behind her.

      “We’re trying, Father,” Martha called. “Come now, Lazarus.”

      “Are we going to be late?” Mary asked.

      Johnathan shook his head. “No. We’ll make it.” He stopped and turned around. “Come here, Lazarus.”

      Mary held her breath as she watched him run. Lazarus’ olive skin should have been toasted by the sun, but he was pale. He was forced to stay inside most of the time by one sickness or another. Festival times were an excellent excuse to allow him to experience limited freedom. It would be her week ruined if he injured himself again.

      Lazarus made it to Johnathan’s arms, just as he began a coughing fit.

      Johnathan patted his son’s back a few times. “There now, boy.” He picked Lazarus up and placed him on his broad shoulders.

      “I just don’t understand why he’s so slow,” Martha said, catching up to Mary.

      “All this excitement can be a little overwhelming.”

      Martha adjusted her headpiece. “But it’s not like we don’t come here every year. He should be used to this by now.”

      Mary nodded as the lamb struggled in her arms. She gripped its head against her chest and took a steady breath. She felt her heart pound against the animal. She was just as nervous as the little lamb and desperately tried to calm herself. At least their fates would not be the same.

      The family pushed their way through the crowded streets toward the large Temple ahead.

      “Wow.” Lazarus’ eyes widened.

      “Isn’t it magnificent?” Johnathan asked.

      “It looks the same as last year,” Mary said.

      Her father shot her a glance.

      “Sorry.” Mary tucked her head to avoid his gaze.

      “It’s so big,” said Lazarus.

      “Yes, it is, my boy.” He put his son back down on his own feet. “We must get this lamb ready for tonight.”

      In the sea of people, Johnathan took the giant Temple steps two at a time as he made his way into the stream filing into the courts with his children close behind.

      Mary felt the drops of perspiration on her forehead. It was spring, but the multitude of bodies in the confined area overheated her. She wished to rip her headpiece off and catch a cool breeze on her face. But it was not permissible in public and was especially prohibited in the Temple.

      They stopped at the end of the Court of Women.

      Mary handed the noisy lamb over to her father.

      “Watch your brother,” Johnathan said, heading into the Court of Men.

      Martha grabbed Lazarus’ hand as he tried to follow their father. “You’re not old enough to go in there.”

      Mary watched her father walk to the half-wall which led into the open courtyard. He paused at the gate and passed the young lamb to the priest.

      “Mar-mar?”

      “Yes, Lazarus?” Martha asked.

      “What’s that man doing with our lamb?”

      Martha bent down to her brother. “That’s the priest. He’s going to inspect it to make sure it’s clean enough to have for our Passover meal tonight.”

      Lazarus stretched up on his toes. “What’s he going to do with that knife?”

      “The priest is going to sacrifice the lamb.”

      Lazarus looked up at his sister and then back to the priest. “Why does he have to kill it? I thought we were going to keep it.”

      “No, Lazarus. We only kept it for a few days.”

      “But I love him. I named him John, after Daddy.” The young boy’s bottom lip trembled. “He’s been sleeping with me.”

      “I know, Lazarus. This is how Passover works. We choose a lamb and bring it inside our home for a few days before we bring it to the Temple. We sacrifice a spotless lamb and have a meal together to remember what God did the night He rescued our ancestors from the Egyptians. We talk about this story every year. Don’t you remember?”

      Lazarus shook his head as tears streamed down his dusty cheeks.

      Martha used the end of her headwrap to wipe his cheeks. “Remember the angel of the Lord passed over the houses marked with blood?”

      Lazarus shook his head again.

      “Moses ordered Pharaoh to let the Hebrew people go from being slaves,” Martha explained. “Pharaoh wouldn’t. So, God sent plagues on the land of Egypt.”

      “Was that before all the babies were killed?”

      “After. When Moses was a baby, Pharaoh ordered all Hebrew male babies to be killed because he thought our people were getting too strong. But Moses’ mother hid him…”

      Martha’s lesson faded into the noise of the crowd. Mary watched the priest lift the knife and make a clean slice on the animal’s neck. She saw the blood begin to pour out into a bowl on the table. Her breath quickened. Flashes of blood and screams tore across her mind. She shut her eyes and turned her back on the sacrifice.

      “Mary?” Martha asked. She put a hand on her sister’s arm.

      Mary jumped. “I need to get out of here.” She rushed through the Court of Women, forcing herself past dozens of bodies. Mary nearly tripped down the broad steps, but caught herself on a group of women. “Forgive me,” she said. Mary reached the bottom step and entered into the stream of travelers. The open air helped her restricted breathing. She pulled on the cloth around her neck and slowed her pace. Finding shelter near a building, she took a deep breath. A waft of spikenard danced on the hot, dry air. Memories threatened to take over, but she fought them back. She breathed in the spikenard until it was the only thing she could smell. Her whole body shook.

      “Mary!” Martha called.

      “Here am I,” Mary choked out. She cleared her throat. “Here.”

      “Why did you rush off like that?” Martha asked, pulling Lazarus behind her.

      “Please, Mar-mar,’ Lazarus wailed. “I want to go back to Daddy.”

      “Hush.” She scowled at him. “What is it, Mary?”

      “I needed some fresh air.” Mary glanced down at Lazarus and forced a smile. “It was crowded in the court.” She replaced her wrap over her head and around her neck.

      Martha eyed her sister. “Are you well now?”

      Mary nodded as she tucked the last bit of hair under the linen.

      “Mary? Martha?” their Father’s voice called from the crowd.

      “We are here, Father.” Martha waved.

      Lazarus pulled away from Martha. “Daddy,” he said, running toward him.

      Mary noticed the wrapped cloth under her father’s arm. Blood was beginning to seep through the material. She knew it contained the freshly slaughtered lamb they had led to the Temple for the Passover sacrifice. Her throat tightened and she had to look away.

      “I told you three to wait for me in the Court of Women. What are you doing out here?”

      “It’s my fault, Father,” Mary said. “Forgive me.”

      “We need to go. Everyone is expecting us.”

      “Yes, Father.” Mary nodded.

      Martha and Lazarus followed close behind Johnathan.

      Mary kept near, but left a few paces between them and herself.

      As they walked through the market street, Mary let her nose guide her to the scent that called to her like a harlot calling to her next customer. She followed the trail towards a nearby booth.

      “Perfumes! Spices!” A merchant chanted.

      She stopped to stare at a few small bottles of various colors and shapes.

      “Ah. The young lady has fine taste. Those are…”

      “Spikenard. I know,” Mary said, picking one up. She lifted it to her nose and rubbed the small vial between her hands. The strong scent released into the air. “It was my mother’s favorite.”

      “Pretty perfume for a pretty lady. Comes from far away.”

      Mary enjoyed the lingering fragrance before placing it back on the table.

      “No, wait. I will make you a good deal.”

      “I do not have any coins to offer.” Mary waved him off as she walked away. Tears stung her eyes. For the first time all day, Mary was glad that most of her face was covered. “I miss you, Mother,” she whispered. “Everything was so much better when you were here.” She rubbed her eyes and caught up to her family. She reached Martha and linked arms with her.

      “I’m excited to see everyone again,” Martha said.

      Mary nodded.

      The family rounded a corner and stepped inside a courtyard.

      “Johnathan!” A woman, obviously great with child, called when they entered.

      “Mary,” he said. “It’s good to see you. I have the lamb for tonight.” Johnathan handed her the wrapped linen.

      “Good. Good.” She accepted the parcel and looked around him. “Now, where are those children of yours?”

      “Children,” he called.

      Mary guided Martha and Lazarus into the courtyard.

      “There they are,” the older woman said, handing the lamb to another woman who had come up behind her. “Come here, my little ones.” She reached out.

      Mary ran into her waiting arms. “It’s good to see you.”

      “And you, my dear. It is always good to see you.” She tilted Mary’s chin up. “Those eyes of your mother. How I miss her.”

      “Me too.” Mary stepped aside.

      “Well?” The woman asked, putting her hands on her broad hips. “Are you two going to greet me?”

      Martha stepped closer to hug her, but Lazarus stayed in the doorway.

      After embracing her, Martha glared at Lazarus, “Forgive our brother. He’s timid.”

      “Well, he shouldn’t be. We’re practically family,” Mary from Nazareth said. She was a simple woman, but carried herself with grace. She was plain and poor. Though she didn’t lack in one area of her life and that was people. Her round belly held her seventh child. She bent down and coaxed Lazarus with her finger. “Don’t you remember me?”

      Lazarus shook his head and took a step back.

      “Come in, boy,” Johnathan said. “This is one of our family’s oldest friends.”

      Lazarus stepped back inside, but came no further.

      “Well, that’s alright. Let’s not push him.” The woman put her hand on Johnathan’s arm. “Children, the others are playing around the corner if you’d like to join them. The meal will be ready soon.”

      Johnathan followed her with Lazarus trailing several paces behind. “Where is Joseph?”

      “Same place he always is, talking with the other men and being in my way.” She let out a loud laugh which echoed off the mudbrick walls.

      Mary and Martha made their way down the dusty street to find the group of kids.

      “Martha! Mary!” Assia squealed and hurled herself into Martha’s arms.

      “Greetings,” Martha said, hugging her friend.

      “I’m so happy that you have come to join us.” The young girl beamed. “Come play.”

      Martha followed Assia toward the large group of children.

      Mary leaned up against the cool wall to enjoy the shade.

      “Greetings, Mary,” a voice said.

      She turned to meet a set of bright eyes. “Greetings, Jesus.”

      He came to stand next to her. “Your family will be joining us for Passover?”

      She nodded and looked away.

      “Are you upset with me?”

      Mary turned back to stare at him. He always seemed to be able to read her mind. The last time she saw him, he was a young boy. The person who stood before her now was walking the fine line between boy and man. His muscular arms matched his father’s craftsman’s build. Heat rose in her cheeks and she looked down at the sand between her sandals.

      “Mary?”

      “I don’t know what to think of you.”

      “You still blame me for what happened?”

      She jerked her head up. “How could it not be your fault? Your hands are stained with innocent blood and you know it.”

      “Mary, I-”

      She held up her hand. “I’ve heard it before. I know what your mother tells your siblings and the rest of the families, but I know the truth about you.”

      Jesus sighed. “Can you find a place in your soul to forgive?”

      “Can you return all those sons to the arms of their mothers? Can you bring back all the boys who should be young men fighting to free us from Roman rule? Can you?”

      He shook his head. “No. I can’t.”

      “Then how can I forgive?” She narrowed her eyes at him.

      “I was only-”

      “An infant. I know. Your birth brought nothing but chaos to our region. Our towns have never recovered from that night. Yes, we moved on, but the pain we carry will always linger in our hearts.” Tears began to fill her eyes. “I remain unbetrothed in my fifteenth year because there are too few men to go around. And it’s all your fault.”

      “Is there anything I can do? Anything I can say?”

      Mary looked up into Jesus’ gentle eyes. She shook her head. “Do you know that night is one of the strongest memories I have?”

      “I can imagine so.”

      “I was young; too young to see such horrors.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Closing her eyes, Mary recounted the memory that was etched deep in her soul, “The day was beginning to turn to night. I can still smell the freshly baked flatbread and vegetable stew Mother had prepared. Father and I had eaten our fill as Mother tended to my new sister, Martha.” She opened her eyes and looked at Jesus. “Martha was so tiny.” She looked at the group of children playing a few paces away. “Mother was rocking her and singing one of my favorite songs when the commotion began.

      “Father was the first to notice and commented to Mother, ‘Sounds as though the neighbors are wrestling a loose animal out there.’

      “Mother had merely nodded as she was fixed on Martha.

      “I crawled onto his lap and asked, ‘Daddy?’

      “He stroked my head and tried to calm me. ‘There, there, Mary. Nothing to fear,’ he said.

      “The door to our home flew open and in charged two Roman soldiers. I had seen them before on our trips into Jerusalem. They towered over me.

      “ ‘There,’ one ordered the other. He pointed to my Mother.

      “ ‘No!’ She screamed and huddled Martha to her chest.

      “ ‘What is the meaning of this!’ Father had demanded. He set me down and stood.

      “ ‘We have orders,’ the one at the door barked.

      “I noticed blood dripping from the soldier’s sword.” Mary choked back tears.

      “Go on,” Jesus said.

      “The second man wrestled Martha from my mother’s arms.

      “ ‘Please, don’t hurt her,’ Mother pleaded at the soldiers’ feet.

      “He kicked her and yelled, ‘Release me, woman!’

      “I rushed to Mother’s side to check on her. Martha began to cry in the man’s arms. The soldier unwrapped Martha from her cloth and held her naked little body up for the other to see.

      “ ‘Another girl,’ he said.

      “ ‘Let’s go.’

      “He handed Martha to my father and walked out behind the other soldier.

      “Mother rushed to recover Martha from Father’s arms and soothed her tears. ‘Shh. I’m here. I’m here.’ She took Martha into the next room.

      “ ‘Daddy?’ I looked up into his eyes. ‘Why did they come into our home?’

      “He shook his head and said, ‘I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.’

      “I didn’t wait for permission or even think to ask. I followed him out the door and into the streets of Bethany.

      “People were running everywhere. My Father grabbed the nearest person’s arm and asked, ‘What is going on?’

      “ ‘It’s Herod’s order. They are here to kill all male children two years of age and younger,’ the man explained and then rushed off.

      “ ‘Killing children?’ my father’s words held disbelief.

      “ ‘Daddy,’ I called to him.

      “ ‘Mary. What are you doing out here? Get back inside. It’s not safe.’ He turned me around and pointed to our home.

      “Just then, another Roman soldier came out of a nearby house holding a naked baby in his arms.

      “A woman ran out after him screaming, ‘Please! No!’

      “The soldier laid the baby on the ground. The woman caught his red cape and pulled as hard as she could.” Mary pulled her sleeve to emphasize her point. “Two soldiers grabbed her and held her back. The first man adjusted his armor. He held his sword high in the air and brought it down right on the neck of the screaming infant.”

      “The woman yelled. ‘My baby! Why? My baby!’

      “The two soldiers released her and moved on to the next house.

      “She crawled over to her baby’s body and held him in her arms. She was wailing and screaming for him.

      “Then a toddler rushed past me. He was naked as well and barely able to walk. He tripped in the sand and began to cry. I rushed to pick him up,” Mary said, stretching out her arms, “But a soldier beat me to him. He used his sword to silence the crying boy.

      “Father ordered me to return home. I-I-I was frozen.” She shook her head. “My feet wouldn’t move and my eyes wouldn’t blink. Screams came from every direction. Blood stained the ground around my bare feet. Young boys’ bodies lay everywhere. Mothers huddled over them, refusing to be comforted.” She let the tears flow freely before she wiped them away with her sleeve.

      “Father picked me up and carried me inside our home. He set me down and closed the door behind himself. Mother was huddled in a corner with Martha in her arms. She was singing the same song she had been singing before the interruption. Martha was asleep again. My house was quiet as the other mothers of our town wailed under the cover of night.” She took a breath to steady herself. “Roman soldiers searched every house that night. Checked every young body and slaughtered any boy under two that they could find.

      “I fell asleep to the sound of soldiers’ feet marching in our streets and weeping mothers. The smell of blood hung heavy in the air that wafted into our home.” Mary sniffled. “The sound of innocent flesh being ripped apart made those images stick in my mind. It was daybreak before the soldiers left, convinced they had carried out Herod’s order.”

      She looked back at Jesus, who was staring at her. “And it was all your fault. They were searching for you.”
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        “And if the household be too little for the lamb, let him and his neighbour next unto his house take it according to the number of the souls; every man according to his eating shall make your count for the lamb.”

        -EXODUS 12:4

      

        

      
        Passover Night

      

      

      

      Martha and Mary helped Elizabeth and Mary of Nazareth set the table in the large upper room above the kitchen.

      “Make sure to set an extra one, girls,” Elizabeth said.

      “Of course,” Martha said. “We wouldn’t forget Elijah’s place.”

      When all the preparations were done, a basin of clean water was passed around the table along with clean towels. Each person took his turn to cleanse his hands, and the older children helped the younger ones.

      Mary reclined next to Martha and Lazarus with the other children at the end of a large table.

      Zachariah cleared his throat and moved his shawl from his shoulders to cover his head. The room became silent with anticipation. He prayed, “Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who has created the fruit of the vine. And you, O Lord our God, have given us festival days for joy, this feast of the unleavened bread, the time of our deliverance and departure from Egypt. Blessed are you, O Lord our God, who has kept us alive, sustained us, and enabled us to enjoy this season.”

      Elizabeth helped Mary of Nazareth pour the first wine cups and pass them down the table.

      Zachariah continued, “I am the Lord, and I will bring you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians.”

      Everyone took a few sips from their cups.

      The refreshing drink relieved Mary’s dry mouth. She met eyes with Jesus, who offered a smile. She looked down into her cup and wished his glance would find other places to look.

      Taking some bitter herbs, Zachariah and Joseph dipped them together into a bowl of vinegar and saltwater. Joseph passed the bundle of herbs down the table.

      When Jesus handed Mary the herbs, his fingers lingered on hers. She huffed under her breath and snatched the bundle out of his hand. She thought she caught him stifling a laugh as he turned back toward the heads of the table. Mary sniffed the bitter herbs that made her nose scrunch. She pulled a leaf off and put it in her mouth. The salt made her mouth water. She passed it to Martha.

      Mary saw Assia nudge her brother Judas.

      “Oh, yes. Zachariah, why is this night different from all other nights? On all other nights, we…umm…” He looked at his sister.

      “We eat…” Assia helped.

      “Right. On all other nights, we eat leavened or unleavened bread, but this night we only eat unleavened bread. On all other nights, we eat all kinds of herbs, but this night we only eat bitter herbs. On all other nights, we eat meat roasted, stewed, or boiled, but on this night, we only eat roasted meat.” Judas took a breath and looked over at his mother, Mary of Nazareth.

      She beamed while adjusting Lydia in her arm. They had been practicing the speech for weeks so Judas could participate in the tradition as the youngest one present who could speak.

      Zachariah took his time recounting the stories of their people from Abraham to Moses. When he was done, he began to sing while the others joined in, “Praise the Lord. Praise, O servants of the Lord, praise the name of the Lord…”

      Mary sang the familiar words of the song. After several more lines, her eyes landed on Jesus. He was singing each word perfectly, as always.

      “…Tremble, O earth, at the presence of the Lord, at the presence of the God of Jacob, who turned the rock into a pool, the hard rock into springs of water,” Mary turned away from him with the last line.

      Elizabeth poured a second cup while Zachariah prayed, “Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who has created the fruit of the vine.”

      Mary of Nazareth placed platters of unleavened bread and roasted lamb with vegetables on the table.

      “Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who brings forth bread from the earth. Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who has sanctified us with your commandments, and commanded us to eat unleavened bread,” Zachariah said. He broke a piece of bread and gave it to Joseph. Together they dipped the bread into a small bowl of olive oil.

      Joseph took the bread, broke a piece, and handed it to Johnathan. The flatbread was passed down the line in the same manner.

      When Jesus took the bread, he broke a piece and handed it to Mary. As they dipped together, Mary’s fingers rubbed against Jesus’. She felt the heat rise in her cheeks. Her heart pounded. She dipped and ate the bite as fast as she could. Then she accepted the wafer and continued the tradition down the line with Martha.

      “Are you well?” Martha whispered to Mary.

      “It’s very warm in here.” She pulled at her shawl.

      “I think it’s more than the heat, sister.”

      When Judas and Assia had dipped their pieces together, Zachariah said, “You may now enjoy the meal.”

      Mary stared at the platters in front of her, but she had lost the desire to eat.

      Elizabeth poured the third cup around while Zachariah blessed the remaining wafers and said, “I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with great judgments.”

      They drank their cups as Elizabeth went around refilling them.

      Everyone replied, “Blessed are you, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who has created the fruit of the vine.”

      “Then I will take you as my people, and I will be your God; and you shall know that I am the Lord your God, who brought you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians,” Zachariah said. “Let us sing together, ‘Not to us, O Lord, not to us but to your name be the glory, because of your love and faithfulness…’”

      Mary repeated the familiar words along with the others. Even the young ones were singing along. She met glances with Jesus as the last words of the song crossed her lips, “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his love endures forever.”

      Jesus nodded.

      Zachariah removed the shawl from his head while Elizabeth cleared the table. The adults eased into conversation over simple trays of fruit while the children talked of simpler things.

      “Are you enjoying Jerusalem?” John asked.

      “I am, cousin,” Jesus said. “I hope to return more often.”

      “Next year you will be an adult,” John said. “You and your father could make more trips together.”

      Jesus nodded.

      “How is the building coming?” John asked. “Do you enjoy working in the quarry?”

      “It’s hard work,” Jesus said. “But it’s nice to lay one’s head down at the end of a day filled with hard work.”

      “Father says the city of Zippori will be magnificent when it is finished.”

      Assia smiled at Martha. “I love coming to Jerusalem. I hope Father lets us come back every year. Especially since we get to spend time with all of our friends.”

      “It is nice to have all of you close by,” Martha said. “Bethany is so small. Mary and I don’t have many friends our age.”

      Mary narrowed her gaze at Jesus.
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        “And when they had fulfilled the days, as they returned, the child Jesus tarried behind in Jerusalem; and Joseph and his mother knew not of it.”

        -LUKE 2:43

      

        

      
        Jerusalem

        Four Days After Passover

      

      

      

      When will we be heading home to Bethany, Father?” Martha asked.

      “We’ll leave tomorrow. I have some more business in the city.”

      “Can we go into the market today?” Mary asked.

      Johnathan nodded. “Here,” he said, reaching into his tunic. “Take a few coins and you girls enjoy yourself. Be back before dark.”

      Mary took the outstretched coins and left with Martha.

      “I really enjoyed spending time with all the children,” Martha commented on their way through the crowded market streets of Jerusalem.

      Mary shrugged.

      “Why don’t you and Jesus get along?”

      “What do you mean?” Mary asked, without meeting her sister’s questioning eyes.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Jesus is the eldest child of his family. Yet you ignore him like he has leprosy or some other unclean condition.”

      “It’s something you’re too young to understand,” Mary said, pressing her way through the crowd.

      “I understand more than you think I do.”

      Mary kept quiet and looked around at a nearby booth. She picked up a pomegranate and held it to her nose.

      “I thought you would keep your opportunities open.”

      Mary paused and turned to face her sister. “Pardon me?”

      “I mean, there are not many young men in Bethany. I think you and Jesus would make a good match.” Martha browsed a large pile of leeks. “I’ve overheard Father and Joseph talking.”

      Mary dropped the fruit back down on the pile. “About?”

      “You and Jesus being betrothed.”

      Mary caught her sister’s stare.

      “He is from a poor town. Maybe Joseph will take a reasonable dowry for you.”

      “I would never agree to be betrothed to Jesus,” Mary said and crossed her arms.

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      Mary shook her head. “I told you, you won’t understand.” She began to walk away.

      “You’re maddening, sister.” Martha joined her side. “It’s not like you have a choice anyway. Whatever Father says, you will do.”

      “I know.” She looked away.

      The two sisters made their way toward the Temple. When they entered the court of women, Martha pointed to one of the side rooms. “Is that Jesus?”

      Mary looked in the direction Martha pointed. She could see Jesus sitting among a group of leaders. “What is he still doing in Jerusalem? His family left a few days ago.”

      “Maybe they decided to stay longer?” Martha offered.

      “No. We saw them off that morning, remember?”

      “But I thought he was with them.”

      “I’m guessing so did they,” Mary said.

      “Look, he is waving us over.” Martha pointed. “Let’s go check on him.”

      The two young women walked to the group.

      “Forgive me, teachers,” Jesus said and turned to the girls as they approached.

      “Jesus,” Martha called. “Why are you here?”

      “Mary. Martha. Greetings,” Jesus said.

      “Are these your sisters?” One of the teachers asked.

      “No, but they are very close friends of my family.”

      The man stroked his long, gray beard. “This young man has been asking the most interesting questions.”

      “Jesus!” Mary turned toward the sound of a woman shouting. “I found him, Joseph. He’s over here.”

      Joseph and Mary of Nazareth came to stand next to Mary and Martha. Jesus’ mother had her hands on her hips. “Son, why have you done this to us? Your father and I have been looking for you all over the place. We were so worried about you.”

      Jesus calmly turned toward his parents. “Why were you looking for me? Didn’t you know that I must do my Father’s business?”

      “What are you talking about?” his mother asked.

      “It’s time to come with us now, son,” Joseph instructed.

      “Yes, Father.” Jesus rose. “Thank you for the talk, teachers.” He bowed to the men and then turned to the sisters. “I hope to see you at the next Passover. Martha.” He bowed. “Mary.” He bowed even deeper with a smile.

      “We would enjoy that very much,” Martha said, returning the bow.

      Mary lowered her head just enough to be accepted as a bow.

      Jesus straightened and then left with his family.

      “Did you see the way he was looking at you,” Martha asked, as they rushed down the steps.

      “No. He always looks like that.”

      “Mary, when are you going to see it?”

      “See what?”

      Martha pulled Mary’s arm to make her look her in the face. “Jesus does care for you. Could you ever care for him?”

      “How could I spend my days next to the man who caused all of our people’s grief?”

      “When are you going to let that go?”

      “I can’t. I know if it had not been for Jesus being born, our lives would be better. Our people would be strong. Romans would fear us instead of conquering us. You and I would be betrothed to men who could make our lives comfortable. Mother would still be…” Mary choked back tears.

      “You can’t blame all that on an infant?”

      “Jesus is no infant. If he were truly the son of God, as his own mother used to claim him, then why doesn’t he do something about any of it?” Mary squared her shoulders. “Instead, he chooses to play with sticks and stones and watch the rest of us suffer.”
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        “For in death there is no remembrance of thee: in the grave who shall give thee thanks?” -PSALM 6:5

      

        

      
        A.D. 7, Bethany

      

      

      

      Moans grew from the crowd that gathered around the front of the cave. Some of the faces were familiar to Mary, but most of them blended into each other. They were professional mourners Martha had purchased for the funeral.

      She stared at the lifeless body of her father. He looked like a sleeping child that had just been tucked in for the night. Mary could see his face through the sheer burial linen, though his eyes were blocked by the thicker prayer cloth.

      Mary broke her stare long enough to find the eyes of her younger brother, Lazarus. He wasn't crying, but the red of his eyes gave away that he had run out of tears for the moment. She wondered if a boy only a few years from being counted as a man by society could understand. Most may. Lazarus was different. Mary didn’t think he would ever understand.

      Martha stood with her arm around him as if to shield him from the pain. She had enough tears to weep for all of them.

      Mary couldn’t stop the thought that ran across her mind about how much Martha was holding herself back from tidying something. It never mattered what, though Martha would argue that point until the sun hid behind the horizon. When Martha's nerves got to her or she was bothered by something, she would set her hands to cleaning anything and everything that would sit still.

      Both of her siblings’ focus where on the body and that’s where Mary allowed hers to return.

      Mary's tears came and went. They came when she thought of some wonderful memory. There were many of those. They went when she grew numb to the flood of grief that threatened to take her down with it. It was not so much that the feelings left, more like she forced them down and away. Mary didn't have the patience for sadness. She was the oldest sibling, she was all her sister and brother had left, and she was entirely responsible for taking care of them now.

      Glancing back over to her siblings, Mary thought of Lazarus. He would never take a wife. No family would sell a valuable commodity to someone who could never take care of her. Even though there were not many choice men left in Bethany, Lazarus would never have a chance.

      Mary’s eyes moved to Martha. A young woman whose thoughts should be turning to her own betrothal and future life as a man’s wife. If their father had lived longer, then Martha might have had a chance. With him gone, Mary was not going to be able to negotiate an arrangement for Martha. There were just too few men and too much competition for them to choose from.

      The chants and wails grew quiet as the crowd began to thin. Mary couldn't blame them since most had been making preparations well before sunrise. The relatives would stay until the siblings went home. If Martha had anything to say about it, that would be well before sunset in order to make sure meal preparations were made for the guests before she rechecked the sleeping arrangements for the tenth time.

      Mary couldn't be mad at her sister, at least Martha's work gave her some sort of peace in all types of situations. Peace had always been something that eluded Mary. Its foundation began to shift when her mother passed away. Now, the remnant was shaken to sand with both of her parents gone.

      The wind changed direction and Mary caught sweet hints of the burial spices that had been rubbed into the linens. Spikenard, mixed with the other overwhelming scents, was hard to miss. Mary’s mind flooded with images of her mother. Her olive skin, her almond-shaped eyes, and her wide smile.

      Mom.

      Mary was grateful for the overpowering scents, even if they brought with them the memories of her mother. At least, they covered the stench that would otherwise be causing the women to cover their faces with their headpieces.

      Mary and Martha had spared no expense. In standard burial procedures, what they had access to would have been more than sufficient. Mary had decided that nothing could ever be enough for her father. He would not go to his grave with anything less than royal treatment on her watch.

      “We only get to bury him once,” Lazarus’ words echoed in her mind. Martha couldn’t say no to him and had agreed to the expense.
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