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The Burden

The late afternoon sun warmed the stones of the quay in Magdala, smelling of salt, drying nets, and the day's catch. I pulled my shawl tighter, even though it wasn't truly cold. It was just... a habit. A way to feel solid when the world sometimes felt like it might tilt under my feet.

That’s when I saw him, walking along the edge of the water, hands clasped behind his back, lost in thought. Yeshua. He looked up, saw me, and that familiar, gentle smile touched his lips.

"Miriam," he called out, his voice calm like the Sea when the wind is still.

"Yeshua," I replied, walking towards him. "Lost in the waves again? Plotting which fish to bless for tomorrow's market?"

He chuckled, a warm sound. "Perhaps I was contemplating the depth, Miriam. Or perhaps just enjoying the light on the water. Though a word in a fish's ear about where to find the best bait might be useful to your family's boats."

"Oh, clever! Always with the roundabout wisdom," I teased, poking his arm lightly. "Adonai gave us the nets and the skill, Yeshua. Leave the fish to their silent thoughts."

He just smiled, letting my gentle sass wash over him like the small waves lapping at his sandals. We’d known each other a few years now. I remember meeting him first in the marketplace, drawn by the quiet intensity in his eyes. We talked about the Torah, not just the letters, but the spirit, the heart of it. It was like talking to someone who truly breathed the words. He didn't speak like the scribes, reciting without feeling. He spoke like he knew the mind of Adonai, or was perhaps in constant conversation with him.

I was there for him, five years ago now, when his father, Yousef, pessed. It was a hard time. He bore it with grace, of course, but grief is heavy, even for the strongest shoulders. I just sat with him sometimes, shared flatbread and silence, or told him silly stories about runaway goats. He told me later it helped. Being present, without demanding anything. It's just what friends do.

"You look tired today, Miriam," he observed, his gaze soft, understanding. It wasn't a question, more an invitation to share if I wished.

Just then, the sun seemed a little too bright. My stomach gave a familiar clench. This was the part I dreaded. The part of my life that coiled like a serpent, always ready to strike. The fits. The seizures.

"Just... the usual," I said, trying for lightness, but the weariness crept into my voice. "Sleepless night. Felt the buzzing in my ears again."

His smile didn't falter, but his eyes showed concern. He didn't shift away. He didn't look uncomfortable. Unlike so many others.

"Did they bother you much?" he asked quietly.

"Enough," I admitted, looking out at the sea. Our family's wealth, built on these waters, had afforded me the best physicians Galilee could offer. Herbs, poultices, incantations... nothing worked. And the lack of a cure only fueled the whispers.

"Some of the synagogue leaders were talking again yesterday," I murmured, the words bitter on my tongue. "Old Rabbi Elazar... he said it's the same demon that afflicts a boy in Capernaum. Said my lack of 'true faith' must be keeping it bound to me."

I hugged myself, feeling the familiar burn of shame and frustration. Demonic. That's what they called it. A sign of sin, of being unclean, possessed. Sometimes, when the world went black and my body betrayed me, writhing and jerking without my will, it did feel like something alien had invaded. But a demon? Me? Living by the Torah as best as I could, praying, striving?

My hands trembled slightly. Yeshua saw it. He gently reached out and placed his hand over mine where they gripped my shawl. His touch was warm, steady.

"Miriam," he said, his voice firm but incredibly kind. "You are not defined by the trembling, or the falling, or the fear that comes before."

He looked me directly in the eyes, that deep, knowing gaze that seemed to see right into my soul. "Adonai knows your heart. He knows your faith. And He knows this suffering is a burden you carry, not a mark of your unworthiness."

He paused, "The spirit of the Torah is compassion, Miriam. It is healing. It is light where there is darkness. Some see only the surface of things, and they fear what they don't understand. They mistake illness for evil."

A sudden wave of dizziness washed over me. The sounds of the port seemed to fade, replaced by a low hum in my head. My vision swam for a second. Not a full fit, not yet, but the warning signs were undeniable. My breath hitched. I swayed.

Yeshua’s hand tightened slightly on mine, anchoring me. He didn't panic. His face remained calm, his presence a rock. He didn't ask if I needed to lie down or call for help. He just was. Present. Accepting.

The moment passed, leaving me shaky and breathless, but still standing. The world righted itself, colours sharpening again, sounds rushing back in.

"Thank you," I whispered, feeling a surge of gratitude so immense it almost brought tears to my eyes. Thank you for seeing me. Thank you for not flinching. Thank you for not whispering 'demon' under your breath.

He just nodded, his eyes full of that quiet understanding. He didn't need grand pronouncements. His stillness, his simple touch, his belief in me despite this affliction that terrified others – it was a healing balm to my soul, broken not just by the fits but by the judgment that came with them.

"The sea is beautiful today," he said softly, shifting the subject back to the gentle rhythm of life, giving me space to recover.

"It is," I agreed, looking out at the shimmering water. And standing beside Yeshua, under the warm Galilean sun, for a few moments at least, the weight of the 'demon' felt a little lighter. 

Yeshua turned back from the sea, his gaze thoughtful. "Miriam," he said, his hand still resting lightly on mine, "I must leave Magdala for a few days. Rabbi Judah from Tiberias has sent word; they wish for me to speak in their synagogue."

I nodded. It was happening more often now. Word of his teachings, his perspective on the scriptures, the way he spoke with such plain authority, was spreading. People wanted to hear him.

"Go," I said, managing a small smile. "They are fortunate to hear the depth of your wisdom."

He simply smiled back, a quiet gratitude in his eyes. "And you will be well?"

The question hung in the air, unspoken acknowledgement of the earlier tremor. I forced a lightness I didn't quite feel. "The sea air is good for the soul, Yeshua. I will walk up to my parents' home. It's been a few days."

"Give my regards to Cyrus and Eucharis," he said. "May your path be peaceful until we meet again."

We parted ways there; he turned towards the path leading out of the market and towards the road, and I turned inland, towards the cluster of houses that clung to the hillside overlooking the town. My parents' home was comfortable, built with the prosperity from my father's fishing boats. It smelled of dried herbs and warm bread, a scent of safety and routine.

As I walked, the earlier shakiness lingered, a low vibration beneath my skin. The world felt oddly sharp, the colours too bright, the sounds too loud. I wrapped my shawl tighter, the familiar dread coiling in my gut. Home. Yes, home was safe, but it was also where my parents watched, their love a constant, anxious presence, always braced for the moment my body would betray me.

I reached their door, the smell of my mother's stew wafting out. I pushed the heavy wooden door open.

"Miriam!" My mother, Eucharis, looked up from the hearth, her face lighting up. She was a woman of warmth and bustling energy, though worry lines were etched around her kind eyes. My father, Cyrus, sat mending a net by the window, his face weathered by sun and sea, his movements slow and deliberate.

"Shalom, Mama, Abba," I said, a weariness I hadn't intended creeping into my voice.

Eucharis was by my side in an instant, taking my arm. "You look pale, child. Are you well? Have you eaten?"

"I'm a little tired, that's all," I reassured her, though the floor seemed to tilt beneath my feet for a sickening instant. The buzzing in my ears intensified, a high-pitched whine that drowned out the gentle hum of the house.

My father looked up, his eyes sharp with concern. He had seen the signs as well. "Miriam? What is it?"

I opened my mouth to speak, but the world dissolved into a kaleidoscope of flashing lights. The buzzing became a roar. A gasp escaped my lips, sharp and uncontrolled. My muscles stiffened, pulling taut against my will.

"Mama!" I heard my own voice cry out, distant, distorted.

Eucharis's cry was immediate, a sound torn from her soul. "Cyrus! It's coming! Oh, Adonai, no!"

My body seized, my limbs jerking violently. I heard the clatter of the wooden stool as I fell, the hard floor against my head. Sounds became muffled, distorted. I could feel hands on me, trying to hold me down, their touch frantic, terrified.

"Miriam! Miriam, child, breathe!" my mother cried, her voice shaking.

My father's voice was gruff with panic. "Hold her head! Don't let her bite her tongue! Eucharis, go! Go get... get Elazar! Or old Woman Ruth! Quickly!"

I was dimly aware of movement, the rustle of fabric, the door slamming open and shut. But there was no stopping it. My body arched, back rigid, then began the terrible, rhythmic convulsions. My mouth pulled back, a choked cry escaping my lips. There was no thought, no control, only the brutal, relentless physical storm raging within me.

I felt myself being turned, then laid on my side, the frantic hands still trying to manage my thrashing limbs. Muttered prayers, desperate and fearful, reached me through the fog – pleas to Adonai, perhaps even whispered incantations against whatever evil they believed held me.

The storm raged, time stretching and compressing into a single, agonising point. Then, slowly, blessedly, the violence began to subside. The jerking lessened, the tension drained from my limbs, leaving them heavy and weak. A deep, shuddering breath tore through my chest.

I lay there, gasping, utterly spent. My head throbbed where it had hit the floor. My muscles ached as if I had run barefoot from here to Capernaum. Tremors still ran through me, smaller ones now, remnants of the tempest. My vision slowly cleared, blurry and swimming at first, resolving into the anxious faces of my parents.

Eucharis knelt beside me, tears streaming down her cheeks, her hands trembling as she stroked my hair away from my damp forehead. "Oh, my child, my poor child. It's over. It's over."

My father hovered, his face a mask of grim helplessness. He held a cup of water, his hand shaking. "Ruth wasn't there... Elazar was at the synagogue..." he mumbled, the words trailing off. They had tried to fetch help, tried to find someone, anyone, who might know what to do, but the seizure had run its course before anyone could arrive.

I pushed myself up weakly, leaning against my mother. I felt raw, exposed, utterly vulnerable. The fear that always followed the fit, the knowledge that it could strike again at any moment, settled heavy on my chest. I was tired, bone-deep exhausted, and frightened by the utter lack of control over my own body.

I looked from my mother's tear-streaked face to my father's drawn, bewildered one. Their eyes were filled with love, yes, but also with a profound, aching helplessness. They had done everything they could, which amounted to little more than trying to keep me from harm while the fit consumed me. They had no answers. No cure. Just worry and a desperate, unspoken question: Why?

We sat in silence for a moment, the aftermath heavy in the air. The house, moments ago filled with the comforting scent of stew, now felt cold and still. I was home, safe in the physical sense, but the familiar isolation descended. My parents loved me, but they couldn't reach me in that terrifying abyss my mind and body sometimes plunged into. And looking at their faces, etched with fear and confusion, I knew they were utterly at a loss, adrift in a sea of worry with no shore in sight.
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The Touch

––––––––
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The quiet of the house was often shattered by the storm that lived within me. Weeks had passed since Yeshua had last been in Magdala, weeks since the familiar calm of his presence had smoothed the jagged edges of my world. Without him nearby, the fits returned with a vengeance, seizing me like a wild animal pinning its prey.

My family, bless their hearts, tried everything. My Abba, a man whose hands knew the feel of nets and the bounty of the Kinneret, spared no expense on physicians from every corner of the Decapolis. They offered tinctures, poultices, prayers chanted in strange tongues, but none of it touched the core of the affliction. The religious leaders of Magdala and the villages around shook their heads, murmuring about demons, about curses, eyeing me with pity mixed with fear and judgment. How could a daughter of Israel, raised on the words of the Torah, be so afflicted unless she harbored something dark within?

I tried to live according to the Law, observing Shabbat, keeping kosher in our wealthy home, praying the Shema with my family. Yet, when the darkness fell and my body betrayed me, collapsing into trembling limbs and a mind lost to the world, I felt utterly unclean, a vessel perhaps not of demons, but certainly of something broken and unwanted.

The pain was not just the physical wracking of my body, or the shame of others witnessing my helplessness. It was the profound loneliness. The world became a place I flitted through in moments of lucidity between episodes, clinging desperately to the memory of Yeshua's kind eyes. He had never looked at me with judgment. He saw Miriam, a woman, a friend. He understood the Torah in a way that spoke to the heart, not just the letter. He would sit with me, sometimes just his quiet presence was enough to stave off the tremors, and I had been there for him too, offering what comfort I could after his father Yousef’s passing years ago. He simply saw me, not the affliction.

But he was gone. And the fits grew longer, the recovery slower. I felt like a ship adrift on the sea during a storm, no sail to catch the wind, no rudder to steer. Desperation settled upon me like the dust of the road. I would wander the edge of the town, seeking a breath of air that didn’t smell of fear or pity.

It was during one such wandering, frail and weak after a particularly bad episode, that a man approached me. He was a shopkeeper I had seen in the market, his face seeming kind, his eyes holding a semblance of concern rather than the usual wary distance. He spoke softly, offering comfort, seeing my distress. He said he knew of my suffering, that it pained him to see it. He offered a place to rest, away from the harsh stares, just for a while, just to recover my strength.

I was exhausted, my mind clouded by the recent fit, my heart aching for any scrap of human kindness that wasn’t tainted by pity or fear. His words were a balm to my raw nerves. I went with him, grateful for the offer of sanctuary.

But the comfort he offered was not the kind my weary soul craved. The kindness curdled, the concern twisted into something ugly and violating. He took advantage of my weakness, my vulnerability, my desperate need for a moment of peace.

Afterwards, I lay there, stunned and numb. As my mind cleared, the reality crashed down upon me, heavier than any physical collapse. My Torah was not just a collection of laws; it was the framework of my life, my covenant with HaShem. And while the Torah spoke of purity and impurity, of right and wrong, my body had been used, defiled, in a way that felt profoundly wrong, profoundly unclean.

My affliction had made me an outcast in the eyes of some. Now, this violation made me feel an outcast in my own eyes. The laws I had always strived to follow, the purity I sought before HaShem, seemed impossibly distant. How could I stand before the Holy One, blessed be He, feeling so used, so sullied? The shame burned hotter than any fever.

The man’s actions had taken nothing from him, perhaps not even a thought beyond the moment. But from me, he had stolen not just my peace, but my sense of self-worth, layering a new, deep wound upon the old pain of my fits.

I crept back to my home in the dark, feeling like a shadow. The wealth of my family’s house felt like a cruel mockery of the poverty of my soul. The physicians’ failed remedies seemed less futile now than my own fight for purity.

Yeshua was gone. The fits still came. And now, I carried this new burden, this feeling of being fundamentally soiled. The judgment of the religious leaders about my condition felt less important than the judgment I now cast upon myself. I was Miriam, daughter of Israel, afflicted, and now, it seemed, irrevocably unclean. The sea outside murmured indifferent to my pain, and I felt truly lost, adrift in a world that offered no comfort, save for the memory of a friend who was far away.

Life without Yeshua felt like living in a house built on sand, constantly shifting and threatening to crumble. For forty days, he had been gone, and with each passing sunrise, the fragile peace I’d found in his presence eroded. My body, it seemed, agreed with the absence. The ‘fits,’ as my parents called them, or the ‘demons’ as the elders whispered, returned with a vengeance I hadn't known in years.

We had a fine house, the best physicians my parents’ wealth could buy, but none of their salves or potions could touch the darkness that seized me. Only Yeshua’s calm presence seemed to quiet the storm within my bones. He was more than a friend; he was the still point in my turning world, a teacher who spoke not just the words of the Torah, but its very spirit. He saw me, Miriam, not the affliction that gripped me.

But he was gone, and the fits grew bolder, more frequent, leaving me a hollowed-out echo of myself. Each seizure felt like a violation, a loss of control that shamed me even in the privacy of our home. And then, adding weight to the unbearable burden, there was the encounter by the wells weeks ago, with a man who saw my vulnerability and took advantage of it. The weight of that act, combined with the returning fits, settled on me like a shroud. The strictures of the Torah, which I strove to live by, felt like accusations. I was unclean, broken, utterly unworthy.

My parents walked on eggshells around me, their love a constant, aching reminder of my helplessness. Physicians shook their heads with pity. Religious men averted their eyes, or muttered prayers of exorcism under their breath when I passed. The world outside our walls grew distant, a place where people lived whole, predictable lives, unlike my own chaotic existence.

Hopelessness had become my closest companion, a heavy cloak wrapped tight around my shoulders, when the murmurs started. Whispers weaving through the market stalls, carried on the wind from the shore.

"He's back." "Yeshua of Nazareth." "Teaching in the synagogue!"

Hope, a dangerous, sharp thing, pierced the gloom. Yeshua was back. The one person whose very nearness brought stillness to the tempest within me. Could he... could he make the uncleanness fade too? Could he look at me, knowing everything, and still see Miriam?

A desperate need seized me, eclipsing the fear and shame. I had to see him. I had to be near him. Against my parents' worried protests, I pulled my head covering tighter and stepped out into the afternoon sun, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird.

The stone street leading to the synagogue was already crowded. People spilled out of doorways, faces alight with the news, pressing towards the familiar building. My path was blocked by bodies: fishermen smelling of brine, merchants haggling, women with market baskets. I pushed through the throng, muttering apologies, the air growing thick and close. The noise of the crowd, the press of bodies, the frantic beat of my own pulse – it was too much.
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