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			Part I

		


		
			Chapter 1

			21 Nissan 3757

			The week following Passover

			Nissan called to Mary. Since childhood, spring—sometimes as short as a few weeks in the months of Nissan and Iyar—had always been her favorite season. She never knew what to expect; the weather could be warm one day and chilly the next. She never knew when she might get caught in an unexpected shower, as if the earth was trying to quench its thirst before the heat of summer declared, “That is enough moisture!” Even though she was fourteen—old enough to be a wife—the fleeting spring lured Mary outside to run through grass the shade of young olives, climb amidst the branches of ancient trees, and drink in the sight of blossoms bursting in a rainbow of colors with a perfume that would defy King David’s skilled pen.

			She closed her eyes, listening to the songs of the birds, seeing hues of green, rose, blue, yellow, and purple sparkle behind her eyelids. This must have been what Father Adam and Mother Eve experienced in Yahweh’s first garden.

			“Aunt Mary.”

			The birds’ song lilted, lifting her spirit, calling her upwards.

			“Aunt Mary.”

			She raised her face, her spirit soaring in response to the color, song, and fragrance of rebirth.

			“Aunt Mary!”

			The tug on her garment accompanying the insistent demand drew Mary’s attention earth-ward. She looked down to the countenance of her young nephew, John. Even at five years of age, his determined nature was evident; black curls brushed brows furrowed above deep brown eyes. One little hand grasped her tunic; the other held an olive leaf.

			“Aunt Mary!” He tugged again. “Help me!”

			“Help you?” Mary smiled, crouching to be eye-level with the child. “John, what do you need help with?”

			“That,” he let go of her tunic to point to some shaky lines in the ground near his feet. “I tried to draw this,” he lifted the leaf to her face, “but I cannot make it look like right.” The creases in John’s forehead deepened.

			“John!” James, Mary’s other nephew, stomped up; anyone who looked at him could tell he and John were related. James folded his arms, his countenance exuding the superiority that came from being three years older than his brother. “We do not have time to waste with your scribblings.”

			John lifted his chin and folded his arms, his chubby fist squashing the leaf in question. “They are not scribblings, James. I want to draw like Aunt Mary showed us.”

			“It is alright, James,” Mary said. She glanced toward the sun climbing in the azure-blue sky over Nazareth. “We have a little time before you two have to be at the synagogue.” Tucking a wayward black curl into her cream head covering, she folded her tunic—the color of the leaves in the trees around them—to pad her knees and knelt next to her younger nephew. “Let me see if I can help, John.

			“First, for a drawing in the ground to work, you have to make sure the dirt is soft.” She picked up a stick. Scratching and digging, she loosened the hardened dirt, breaking up clumps with her fingers, before smoothing it flat with her hand.

			“Now, let us look at your olive leaf.” She took the silver-green leaf from her nephew and turned it over. “On the back, it has lines you can feel,” she ran a finger down the spine of the leaf, “like the bones in your body. Do you feel it?”

			John traced the leaf with a grubby finger. He nodded.

			“Good. Now, turn it over and lay it on top of the soft dirt.”

			The child knelt next to her and put the narrow leaf on the dirt.

			“That is right. Now, lay your hands on the leaf and press down, firmly but not so hard as to damage the leaf…Yes…Hold it there a little longer…Now, gently grasp the stem of the leaf and lift it carefully straight up…Just like that. Now,” Mary pointed, “look at what you have done.”

			In the dirt before them was a perfect imprint of the leaf.

			“Now,” Mary held John’s forefinger, “trace the pattern of the leaf.” She began slowly moving his finger around the imprint. After a moment, she gently removed her hand.

			John continued tracing the leaf, his tongue protruding from the side of his mouth, his brow furrowed in concentration.

			“Yes,” Mary whispered. “Yes…Like that…You are almost finished. Look!” She smiled at him. “You have drawn a perfect leaf!”

			The child’s mouth spread in a wide grin. “I did it!” He threw his arms around Mary’s neck. “Thank you, Aunt Mary!”

			Sandal-clad feet beneath the hem of a brown robe stopped in front of them.

			“Mary bat Eli! What are you doing?”

			Mary and John jumped up, eyes lowered, to avoid Grandmother Tzipora’s blistering gaze.

			“Look at me!”

			Mary did not have to lift her eyes very high to obey her grandmother. How the older woman could loom when she was shorter than everyone was a question Mary often pondered.

			Yet loom Grandmother did, the frown deepening the wrinkles in her face. As long as Mary could remember, Grandmother Tzipora’s face had been covered with wrinkles. As long as Mary could remember, Grandmother Tzipora was always frowning. The gaze from her black eyes could peel away your skin. Plump arms folded across the brown tunic covering an ample body with hips that rolled when she walked. Not one wisp of thick white hair dared escape the cream head cloth. The cloth-covered basket hanging over the crook of her elbow contained items purchased from the marketplace.

			Out of the side of her eye, Mary noted John trying to pat the dirt from his tunic, dust flying around him. Do not move, John. Grandmother will notice. Ah…too late.

			When Grandmother’s razor gaze shifted to the boy, Mary grasped the sides of her own tunic and, holding her breath, gently shook it.

			The searing gaze darted back to her, noting—Mary was sure—every speck of dust on her clothing. “Mary bat Eli, you were supposed to be walking with James and John to the synagogue, then go to the rabbi’s house, not wandering through the olive grove outside of Nazareth. I repeat my question: What are you doing?”

			Mary paused. Over her grandmother’s shoulder, she saw James step behind a nearby olive tree. Does he really think he can easily escape Grandmother’s notice?

			“Answer me!”

			Mary lifted a hand, palm up, indicating the sky. “Grandmother Tzipora, it was so beautiful today, I thought James and John might enjoy the spring day.”

			John lifted the leaf. “Great-Grandmother Tzipora, Aunt Mary was showing me how to draw a leaf.” He pointed to the ground, smiling. “Look.”

			The older woman lowered her eyes to stare at the outline of the leaf. Her mouth pulled down as if she had tasted a morsel of week-old fish. “Idols!” she rasped. “You shall not make for yourself an image in the shape of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. This was the commandment Yahweh gave to Moses.” Lifting her foot, the elderly woman stomped on the drawing; twisting her sandal, she smeared the sketch beyond recognition.

			Mary’s heart ached at the tears forming in the corners of John’s eyes. Grandmother had never understood Mary’s love for the beauty she saw and heard around her, or her desire to capture it, whether drawing in the dirt, or in story, or in song. Grandmother only understood cleaning, sewing, cooking; things she believed would make Mary a good wife and mother.

			Her younger nephew sniffed, wiping his nose with the sleeve of his tunic. Grandmother Tzipora opened her mouth—Mary was certain—to scold the child further. Before she could speak, Mary said, “Grandmother, that is not all Yahweh said to Moses.”

			Wrinkles stretched taut across the older woman’s face; she gaped as if she had swallowed her tongue.

			Mary rushed on, “The rest of the commandment says, You shall not bow down to them or worship them. Yahweh’s command was not against making the images; it was against worshipping the images. Why else would Yahweh give Bezalel, Oholiah—and all those people who worked with them—the skills to be engravers, designers, embroiderers, and weavers in colorful linen in order to decorate the Tabernacle Yahweh commanded Moses to build?”

			Grandmother’s countenance turned the hue of blood. “How do you, a mere girl,” her nostrils flared like an angry bull, “—who should be focused on cooking and cleaning, and other things that will prepare you to be a wife—know what Yahweh intended in His commands to Moses?”

			“I told her, Tzipora bat Leui.”

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Grandmother Tzipora startled, whirling around to face the man approaching them. The basket over her arm swung upwards, the cloth flapping, the contents threatening to spill out.

			Mary bit her lip. Not that she wanted to laugh at her grandmother; it was simply rare to see her out of countenance.

			“R-R-Ra-b-b-i Boaz bar Penuel,” Grandmother flushed, dusting her robe, and then reaching up to adjust her head cloth. “Greetings.”

			Mary could not hold back a tiny smile at her grandmother’s unnecessary response. Nothing—not even being startled by Rabbi Boaz—would ever cause Grandmother’s clothes to need straightening.

			Of average height and build, with hints of gray in his dark beard and hair waving above brown eyes, there was nothing about the rabbi’s appearance that would cause people to take note of him. Yet, people took note of Rabbi Boaz.

			“It is his smile,” Mary’s friend Adina—and the rabbi’s only child—had told her. “Father smiles as if he knows things no one else knows.” She sighed. “It has been my downfall whenever I have tried to hide things from him.”

			“Greetings, Tzipora bat Leui,” he smiled at Mary, “Mary bat Eli,” and grinned at the two boys, “James, John, sons of Zebedee; how are you all today?”

			Grandmother harrumphed at the rabbi’s greeting of the children. “Late,” her eyebrows lowered to their perpetual state. “The boys are late to synagogue, although it is not their fault.” She looked from the boys to Mary. “Someone was supposed to escort them there, before attending to her own responsibilities.”

			Mary felt color wash over her cheeks. She looked at the ground. “Grandmother is speaking of me, Rabbi Boaz. I was to walk the boys to the synagogue and then go to your house to help Adina. I was…” she lifted a hand half-heartedly, “distracted by the beautiful day.”

			“It is easy to see how one could be distracted,” the rabbi said. “To speak truth; I am late as well. I met with some of the elders in the gate this morning before I was to go to the synagogue. Coming home, I too was…distracted… by the day.” He extended his arms wide. “Who could not be distracted by the beauty of the season of rebirth? One can see the promises of Yahweh everywhere you look.” He looked at the older woman…and smiled. “Do you not agree, Tzipora bat Leui?”

			Grandmother Tzipora blinked in surprise. “Uh, yes; Rabbi Boaz. You are right.” She glanced around. “Yahweh’s promises are…obvious.” Her gaze met Mary’s smiling eyes. Her eyes darkened, brows lowering as she filled her lungs. “But Rabbi, what is this Mary spoke about Yahweh approving of people making graven images? And why was she speaking with you about matters that should be left to men?”

			“Grandmother,” Mary started to speak, “I said—” but was silenced by her grandmother’s upraised forefinger a mere handbreath from her face.

			The rabbi’s smile never shifted. “Tzipora bat Leui, Mary did not have the opportunity to explain how she heard me speak of this matter.

			“Two weeks ago, she was at the synagogue helping Adina prepare for the Passover Week.” He smiled at Mary. “Even though Adina can do most of the work caring for our home and the synagogue, there are areas where she still needs help. Your consistent help and friendship to my daughter is a blessing to her and to me.”

			Mary returned his smile. “Adina is more than a friend to me, Rabbi. We are heart-sisters.”

			“Heart-sisters!” Grandmother Tzipora snorted. “What nonsense!”

			“I do not agree, Tzipora bat Leui. Love between friends has great value,” Rabbi Boaz replied. “The prophet Samuel wrote that when David was in the service of King Saul, he had a covenant relationship with Saul’s son Jonathan. Their relationship went beyond mere friendship.”

			“King David was a special person, chosen by Yahweh,” Grandmother said. “My granddaughter is just a girl from Nazareth. That does not, however, answer my question. We were speaking of Mary telling me what Yahweh meant.”

			“Ah, forgive me, Tzipora bat Leui; the desire to teach is hard to suppress,” the rabbi’s smile remained. “As I was explaining, the other week, Mary was helping Adina clean the synagogue while John and James,” he grinned at the boys, “were there with the other boys of Nazareth, studying the writings of Moses.

			“We had read Yahweh’s commandment you quoted, and John asked a question.” Squatting, he looked into the youngster’s face. “Do you remember what you asked?”

			John glanced sideways at his great-grandmother, who nodded.

			“Answer Rabbi Boaz,” she said.

			“I asked,” the child scrunched his face in concentration, “if Yahweh commanded Moses not to make images in the shape of anything in heaven or on earth or beneath the waters, why did He give the instructions for the Tabernacle to be decorated with images of plants and animals?” The child grinned under the encouraging gaze of the rabbi. “And even the Ark of the Covenant has two golden carvings of cherubim on the lid.”

			“You are right, John ben Zebedee,” Rabbi Boaz put a gentle hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Do you recall my answer?”

			John glanced at his elderly relative, who nodded again. “What Aunt Mary told Great-Grandmother; you said Yahweh’s command was not against making the images. It was against worshipping them.”

			James stepped closer to the rabbi. “You explained that many Gentiles bow down and worship these images, because they believe their gods inhabit trees or rocks or animals or the even graven images they make.”

			“This is correct, James.” The rabbi straightened, smiling at the older boy before turning back to the elderly woman. “You see, Tzipora bat Leui; Mary and Adina were nearby and overheard this conversation. It appears Yahweh has blessed Mary with a hunger and mind to know Him—and His creation—better.” He grinned at the two boys. “It would please me if all my students felt as she does.”

			He squinted at the sun. “It has been delightful talking with you, Tzipora bat Leui, but we are late. I will escort James and John to the synagogue. Mary,” he smiled at her, “I believe Adina has plans for the two of you to bake honey cakes for my students, if,” he cocked an eyebrow toward the boys rubbing their hands together and licking their lips, “they are attentive to their lessons.”

		


		
			Chapter 3

			“I have never left my Grandmother’s presence without her permission, but your father provided an unavoidable reason for me to go.” Mary dried a dish with a cloth and set it on the worktable, “I tried to not be obvious, but I glanced back as we walked away.”

			Adina lifted a dish from the pan of water and handed it to Mary. “What was your grandmother doing?”

			“She was standing as still as a pillar in the synagogue, staring,” Mary dropped her jaw and widened her eyes, “as if she had just met King David or one of the prophets of Yahweh.” She giggled. “I love and respect my grandmother, but Rabbi Boaz is the only person I know who can put her out of countenance. And he does it in such a way that she behaves as if he has honored her.”

			“Which is exactly what he is doing,” Adina said. “Father frequently reminds me,” Adina lifted a hand to stroke her chin and pitched her voice deeper, “As Job told his friends, ‘Is not wisdom found among the aged and does not long-life bring understanding?’” She burst out laughing.

			Mary joined her friend’s laughter. “You sound just like Rabbi Boaz. He treats everyone with love and honor, no matter what their age or station in life.” She picked up the dried dishes and set them on the shelf above the worktable.

			“He does indeed,” Adina’s dark eyes twinkled. “He says we must treat people as those whom Yahweh created. There, the dishes are done.” She dried her hands on a cloth and laid it on the edge of the table. “It is time to make the honey cakes.” Pushing away from where she leaned against the worktable, she shook her tunic—the color of ripened wheat—and reached for a staff set against the nearby wall.

			Like Abraham and Sarah of old, Rabbi Boaz and his wife Devorah bat Lael were barren for many years before she conceived. The joy of this blessing was soon overcome with sadness; Devorah died giving birth to Adina. Beyond being motherless from her first breath, the babe was born with one foot that twisted inward and downward.

			Rabbi Boaz did not know what to do. He did not have family in Nazareth, and he knew nothing about caring for an infant.

			The women of Nazareth swooped in to care for the grieving man, cleaning, and cooking.

			Many women brought their unmarried daughters with them, in the hopes one of them might catch the rabbi’s eye. It did not matter that the rabbi was old enough to be their father; a husband is a husband. Many a girl had heard their parents remind them, “If a woman’s husband be as lowly as an ant, her seat is placed among the noble women.”

			It was fortuitous for Rabbi Boaz that Anne bat Samuel—wife of Eli bat Matthat, the local blacksmith—had just given birth to their second daughter, Mary. Anne took Adina home, raising both infants as if they were twins.

			When Adina was still a babe, Rabbi Boaz had spoken with Mary’s parents about her twisted foot. Nazareth was too small to have a trained physician, but with the rabbi’s aid, Anne sent a letter to her mother’s cousin, Elizabeth bat Shelomoh and Elizabeth’s husband, Zechariah bar Barach.

			All who knew Elizabeth and Zechariah loved them. They were a kind and generous couple devoted to serving Yahweh and those around them. However, despite their dedication to Yahweh, their one prayer—to have a child—had never been answered. Instead of becoming bitter, they turned their love for children toward the children of their family and friends.

			The couple lived in Ein Kerem, a town in the hill country of Judah. Being located five miles from Jerusalem made it easy for Zechariah—who was a priest in the division of Abijah—to travel to the City of David when it was his turn to serve in the Temple.

			Knowing there would be men trained in medicine in Jerusalem, Anne asked her cousin’s husband if he would consult with a physician on Adina’s behalf, to see if there was anything that could be done for the infant’s twisted foot.

			Within a short time, Zechariah wrote back, with suggestions from a physician in Jerusalem who had discovered a treatment for Adina’s foot in the writings of the ancient Greek physician Hippocrates of Kos. The renowned physician had recommended to, “manipulate the foot as if holding a wax model, not by force, but gently.”

			Rabbi Boaz spoke with Haran ben Reuel—a cobbler and leatherworker—and commissioned him make a pair of sandals for his daughter similar to those Romans wore. One sandal was normal in shape and construction. The other was longer—reaching almost to the infant’s knees—with many laces that could be adjusted as needed. Anne wrapped Adina’s feet and legs with soft cloths to pad them against the leather straps. When Adina was older, this sandal—along with the help of a small staff the carpenter Jacob ben Matthan had made for her—helped Adina to walk. As the years passed and Adina grew, Haran, Jacob—and later Jacob’s son Joseph—created larger sandals and staffs for her.

			“Is this your new staff?” Mary asked.

			Adina nodded, extending it to Mary. “Joseph ben Jacob brought it last evening.”

			Mary ran her hand down the smooth, finely grain wood. “Olive wood?”

			“Yes. Do you remember the old olive tree that fell during the storm last month?”

			Mary nodded.

			“Joseph took one of the branches from the tree to carve this staff.”

			“He did a fine job,” Mary said, handing the staff to Adina. “It is beautiful.”

			“Mary,” her friend laughed, “except for Joseph and his father, you are one of the few people who would find the beauty in a simple walking staff.”

			“I am certain Mother would consider this beautiful.” Mary followed her friend across the kitchen area to the worktable near the fire pit.

			Adina smiled. “As Father always says, ‘Ewe follows ewe; as the acts of the mother so are the acts of the daughter.’ It does not surprise me that our heart-mother would agree with you.”

			Even after Adina was old enough to return to her father, the two girls spent most of their days between their two homes. Neither Adina nor Mary considered this to be anything unusual, until the day Sarai bat Zebah—the daughter of the weaver and seller of purple—told Adina that she did not have a mother.

			Adina hobbled crying to Anne bat Samuel, who wiped away the child’s tears and explained, no, she did not have a mother; she had two mothers.

			Anne laid a hand on her own abdomen. “You were not the daughter of my body,” she told Adina and moved her hand to her chest, “but you are the daughter of my heart.”

			Mary, who had followed Adina into the house, wrapped her arms around her mother and her friend. “If you are Adina’s heart-mother, that makes us heart-sisters!”

			From that moment, Adina began calling Anne her heart-mother, and the two girls referred to each other as heart-sisters.

			Although raised as if they were twins, just as Jacob and Esau of old, they looked nothing alike. Slight of figure, Adina was almost Mary’s height, but that was hidden by the fact that she was crippled and walked with the help of a staff. Her black hair was long, thick, and straight—her smile sweet, like her father’s. The only thing similar to Mary were Adina’s onyx eyes fringed by thick lashes.

			“I confess I am thankful Joseph ben Jacob’s skills go beyond practicality. As you, I enjoy beautiful things.” Adina glanced toward the sun, hand shielding her eyes. “If we start now, we should have enough time to make the honey cakes before the boys are released from their lessons. I made the dough this morning; it is in the kneading bowl.” Adina pointed to a cloth-covered bowl on a worktable near the far wall of the courtyard. “If you bring the bowl, I will build up the fire.”

			Some homes in Nazareth—including Mary’s—had a fire pit made from a ring of rocks. In these homes, the women would balance a large, flat stone over the edge of the fire pit and cook loaves of bread—or meat, when they had celebrations—on the hot stone. Because Adina was unable to lift and move such a stone, Rabbi Boaz had the potter, Ephraim bar Ovid, build a low domed oven of hardened clay with an opening in the center.

			While Mary crossed the courtyard to get the bowl of dough and a wooden platter for the finished cakes, Adina used her staff to lower herself beside a flat stone next to the oven. She picked up a stick lying near the stone and stoked the embers sleeping in the oven, blowing gently until small flames began dancing among the reddened coals.

			Baking bread—whether loaves or cakes—was something every girl learned almost as soon as she was weaned; but it was not an easy task. It requires grinding the grain into flour; mixing in the proper amounts of seasonings, leavening, and liquids; kneading the dough, letting it rest, shaping it, and then baking. A wrong step along the way—inaccurate amounts of ingredients; insufficient kneading; not allowing time for it to rise; not attending while the dough baked—and the bread was ruined. Only when it was finished would the cook know if she had been successful.

			Just as Anne bat Samuel had taught Mary’s older sister, Salome—who was James’ and John’s mother—the skills needed to run a household, she had also taught Adina and Mary. Adina easily learned all her heart-mother taught them; she had a natural gift for cooking and would frequently create new recipes. Her honey cakes were a favorite among many Nazareth residents.

			Mary sat across from Adina, placed the bowl beside the flat rock, and removed the cloth. The dough was the shade of cream with a shiny, smooth appearance. “It looks perfect,” she smiled at her friend, “as always.”

			Adina grinned at Mary, lightly pressing the dough with a finger; the indentation quickly sprung back. “It is ready.”

			Taking handfuls of dough, the girls pressed them between their palms into flattened rounds. Once all the cakes were fashioned, they took a few rounds and, leaning over the oven, carefully slapped the dough against the inside of the curved wall. After a few moments, thin tendrils of smoke wafted through the air, carrying the smell of warm, sweetened cakes. When the dough turned a golden brown, they removed the cakes to the flat stone to cool and quickly slapped more dough onto the oven walls.

			When the last of the cakes were baking, Mary carried the bowl to the worktable and washed it while Adina moved the cakes to the platter and covered them with the cloth. After wiping the bowl and setting it on the shelf, Mary brought two damp cloths and handed one to Adina. “Baking is hot work; I thought this would be cooling. Also,” she pointed to her own nose, “you have bits of dough on your nose.”

			“Thank you,” Adina laughed. “It does not matter how careful I am, I am a messy cook.” She wiped her face and hands, as well as the flattened stone, and then set the cloth aside. “It is time to take the cakes to the synagogue. Father should be finished teaching the boys.”

			Mary helped Adina to stand. “I know John and James will be happy to see you, and—” she lifted the covered platter, “—they will be happy to see these cakes.”

			“It is always a joy to see your nephews,” Adina adjusted the thick padding on the staff’s handle before placing it beneath her arm. “I believe there is someone else who will be happy to see you.”

			Mary blinked in surprise. “Who would be happy to see me?”

			“Yared bar Arieh.”

			Mary’s eyes widened. “Why would the hazzan be happy to see me?”

			“I heard him tell Father that he loves to hear you sing during Sabbath assembly. He said you have the voice of a sunbird.”

			Mary felt heat rush to her cheeks. She avoided her friend’s gaze. “That was…kind…of him.”

			“Yared is indeed kind,” Adina’s tone was dry. “He is a hard worker and studious, which Father appreciates as he is training him in the hopes the village elders will one day select him to take over as Leader of the Synagogue. Yared is tall as a cedar and as handsome as Absalom and, like you, he has a beautiful singing voice. Yet, for all of that, he is neither vain nor boastful. I have heard my father say if anyone asked him what he thought Father Adam must have looked like, he would point to Yared.”

		


		
			Chapter 4

			“If anyone were to ask me what I think Father Adam looked like, I would point to Yared bar Arieh,” Rabbi Boaz said. The older man leaned against the stone wall near Joseph, arms folded, watching the carpenter repair the synagogue’s door frame. “Do you not agree, Joseph?”

			“Hm.” Thunk. Joseph placed another wooden dowel in the tip of hole on the corner of the door frame—he had used a bradawl to drill the holes—and lifted the mallet with his other hand.

			“Yahweh has blessed Yared with many gifts. The sound rising from his singing is ethereal,” Rabbi Boaz continued, “as if it were birthed in another realm. Greetings, Jesse bar Naum, Haran ben Reuel,” he straightened as he nodded to the men leading two donkeys walked past the synagogue. “Yahweh has blessed us with a lovely day, do you not agree?”

			“Greetings Rabbi Boaz bar Penuel, Joseph ben Jacob,” the men bowed their heads in response to the rabbi. “It is a lovely day.”

			Joseph swallowed a sigh as he lowered his mallet and turned to greet the two men. Even though the morning was well advanced—I have much work left to do—it would be rude to work in the presence of village elders.

			After Rabbi Boaz and the two elders had exchanged pleasantries common to older men—the health of their families, the news in the village, the purpose of their going toward the marketplace—the two elders continued down the street. Rabbi Boaz folded his arms again and leaned against the wall of the synagogue.

			Joseph turned his attention back to his work, adjusting the dowel in the hole and lifting his mallet.

			“Do you not agree, Joseph?”

			“Hm? What is that Rabbi?” Thunk. The mallet hit the dowel, driving it securely into the hole. He placed another dowel in the hole on the opposite side of the door frame.

			“Yared bar Arieh, our hazzan. Do you not agree that his gift in song is amazing?”

			“Hm.” Thunk! Joseph reached down for another dowel.

			“If you close your eyes and listen to Yared sing,” Rabbi Boaz said, “you could easily imagine yourself in the presence of King David himself. Do you not agree?”

			“Hm.” Thunk! The wood vibrated under the impact of the mallet. He placed another dowel and drew back his hand.

			“Ah, here come my beloved daughter Adina and Mary bat Eli.”

			THUNK! “Eoww!” Pain exploded in Joseph’s thumb, shot through his palm, and up his arm. He dropped the mallet and jumped up, shaking his hand as if the action would alleviate the pain.

			“Joseph, I am so sorry. Is your hand alright?” The rabbi’s tone was consolatory, but his eyes crinkled with suppressed laughter.

			Before Joseph could respond, Adina and Mary reached the door to the synagogue. “Greetings Father, Joseph ben Jacob,” Adina said.

			Mary echoed her friend’s greeting.

			Adina looked between the two men. “What has happened?”

			“Ah, Joseph ben Jacob was repairing the door of the synagogue when he hit his thumb with his mallet,” the rabbi explained. “I am afraid it was my fault. I was talking to him and,” he favored Joseph with a smile, in which sympathy and humor were nicely mixed, “I said something that distracted him.”

			“Oh, Joseph ben Jacob,” Mary said. “I am sorry. I hope it is not bleeding.”

			Joseph stared into Mary’s eyes. Eyes as deep as woods in autumn.

			“Joseph?”

			Mary’s nearness shot through Joseph like a wandering star in the dark sky of a new moon.

			“His hand is fine,” Rabbi Boaz said. He laid a hand on Joseph’s shoulder and squeezed. “Is it not, Joseph?”

			The rabbi’s sharp pinch brought Joseph to himself. “No, uh…I mean yes,” Joseph corrected himself quickly. He blushed, realizing that he had been gaping at Mary.

			“I am glad to hear that,” Mary said.

			“I am glad, too,” Adina echoed her father’s grin. “Father did not mention you would be here today. I thought you spent your days in Zippori, helping to build King Herod’s new capital.”

			Located a little over three miles north-west of Nazareth, Zippori was a center of commerce and travel. After the Romans conquered Israel, they built several important roads that connected Zippori with the major cities in Galilee. Herod, son of Antipater the Idumaean, was selected first as governor of Galilee by the Roman Senate who would later give him the title, “King of the Jews.” He started several building projects throughout the land, earning him the name, “Herod the Great.” These projects including fortresses, aqueducts, theatres, and other public buildings, as well as several palaces for himself. He also built or improved select cities, including Zippori, designing his Galilean capital as a luxurious Grecian city.

			“I am in Zippori most days, working on King Herod’s palace,” Joseph said, “along with many craftsmen and artisans from Nazareth and other nearby villages. I would be there today, save that Rabbi Boaz needed to have the door frame for the synagogue repaired. I explained to Lucius Septimus, the Roman overseer at Zippori, that I needed to work here in Nazareth. As he has hired me to make decorative trim for the doors and windows of his own house in Zippori, he was willing to let me stay in Nazareth today. After I am finished here, I will work on the pieces for his house.

			“That reminds me; Mary bat Eli, when you return home, would you please tell your father I will be coming to his shop later today? I need to purchase more nails for Lucius Septimus’ house before I go to Zippori tomorrow.”

			“I will tell him, Joseph ben Jacob,” she smiled at him. “I am certain the Roman overseer will be pleased with your work. The new walking staff you made for Adina is beautiful.”

			Joseph was mesmerized by Mary’s smile. Lips like a scarlet ribbon. Your mouth is lovely.

			“Ahem!” Rabbi Joseph cleared his throat.

			Joseph shook his head. “Uh…thank you.” His would have gulped, except his throat had grown too parched to even produce spittle as he realized his thoughts about Mary’s lips came from the love song King Solomon wrote to his bride.

			“Working for Romans cannot be easy,” Adina lifted the cloth covering the platter Mary carried. “Here, have some of these honey cakes. Mary and I made them for the boys; there are plenty and they will give you energy to complete your work.”

			Joseph grinned as he took a cake. “Thank you, Adina bat Boaz,” he looked at Mary, his grin softening into a smile, “Thank you, Mary bat Eli.” He took a bite. “It is delicious.”

			Mary returned his smile. “You are welcome, Joseph ben Jacob; but the true skill was not mine.” She nodded toward Adina, “Adina made the dough for the honey cakes; all I did was help with baking.”

			“The dough is only half of making bread,” Adina grinned at Mary. “Baking is an important part as well.”

			“Oh, I-I…uh…,” Joseph stammered, looking between the girls, “I meant no offense.”

			“I took no offense. I knew…exactly what you meant.” Adina’s glance slanted toward her friend, who was offering the rabbi a honey cake.

			Joseph’s cheeks burned under Adina’s knowing gaze. Does everyone see I am drawn to Mary? Before he could reply, Rabbi Boaz spoke up.

			“Adina, you and Mary should take these cakes in to Yared and the boys before Joseph and I eat all of them.”

			“Yes, Father. Fare you well, Joseph ben Jacob.” Adina turned to walk into the synagogue.

			“Fare you well, Joseph ben Jacob,” Mary said. “I hope your hand recovers.”

			“Thank you.” Joseph watched Mary follow Adina inside the synagogue. A moment later a cheer rose from inside the synagogue.

			Rabbi Boaz laughed. “It is obvious the boys consider the needs of their stomachs over their studies.” He slanted a glance at Joseph. “As some appears to consider the needs of their heart over their work.”

			“What?” Joseph startled, looking at the older man. “What…do you mean, Rabbi Boaz?”

			“Ah, Joseph,” the rabbi wagged a finger at him. “I might be old, but I am not yet blind to see that someone is drawn to my daughter’s friend.”

		


		
			Chapter 5

			The sound of feminine laughter floated from the synagogue. The two men looked through the door to see Mary and Adina smiling and laughing with the hazzan.

			Joseph had often seen how Yared affected the women—young and old—of Nazareth. Of an age with Joseph, and taller than most men, the hazzan’s chiseled features looked more Greek than Jewish. One dark wavy lock of hair brushed over a noble forehead and eyes the shade of ebony. The young man’s full lips spread into a slow smile as he bit into a cake. He leaned in toward Mary and Adina to speak to them; even over the babble of the boys, his voice carried deep and resonate.

			Joseph ground his teeth at the girls’ laughing response.

			“Joseph?”

			Yared is especially attentive to Mary.

			“Joseph?”

			Look at how he leans just a handbreath closer to Mary. If he gets any closer…

			“Joseph?”

			A sharp elbow in his side, followed by a soft chuckle, re-focused Joseph’s attention. Turning, he saw the rabbi lifting a shaggy eyebrow at him. Flushing, Joseph cleared his throat. “Pardon, Rabbi Boaz; I was…” he hesitated, at a loss what to say.

			“…distracted by the delicious cakes,” the rabbi finished for him. The older man took a bite of his cake and smiled. “I understand how they could distract a man.” He glanced beyond Joseph’s shoulder into the synagogue. “Yared appears to enjoy the cakes as well, does he not?” the rabbi asked.

			Joseph clinched his fist, crumbling his cake. “Yes. He does appear to enjoy…the cakes.”

			“Nazareth is blessed to have Yared bar Arieh as our hazzan. He is a hard worker, a talented singer, and he is studious,” the rabbi said. “This is a blessing to me, as I hope the village elders will one day choose him to take over my position as Leader of the Synagogue.

			“I have overheard some men in the village complain about Yared drawing the attention of the women. Yet for all his skill,” he slanted a glance at Joseph, “he does not appear concerned with that nor boastful of his appearance. He is the kind of man some men would wish to hate…or to be like…but they just cannot do either.”

			The rabbi dusted the crumbs from his hands and looked at the door of the synagogue. “Joseph, you are nearly finished repairing this door. What a fine job you have done.”

			Joseph filled his lungs and blew out the air. “Thank you, Rabbi, for your kind words. Yes, I am nearly finished.” He turned his attention back to his work. Lifting a dowel, he placed it in the hole and lifted his mallet. Thunk.

			The older man folded his arms and leaned back against the wall of the synagogue. “Yahweh has indeed blessed Nazareth. Not every village can boast of having a family of skilled carpenters. Not only do you work on the synagogue itself, but you have built the chests that hold the scrolls of Holy Scripture. You are valuable to us.”

			“Thank you, Rabbi.” You are valuable, he reminded himself, and would make a good husband to Mary. Joseph placed another dowel and lifted his mallet. You do not have to be…concerned…over Yared. He refused to name what he felt toward Yared as jealousy.

			“Do you not agree, Joseph?”

			“Hm? What did you say, Rabbi?” Thunk. The mallet hit the dowel, driving it securely into the hole. I am not jealous of Yared. He placed another dowel in the door frame. Thunk!

			“I was talking about the hazzan. As I have often told my beloved daughter Adina, if anyone were to ask me what I thought Father Adam must have looked like, I would point to Yared bar Arieh.”

		


		
			Chapter 6

			The golden sun hung midway in the sky as Joseph hurried from the synagogue. He hated feeling rushed, especially with work left to do for the day. As his father always reminded him, “According to the effort is the reward.” Generally, Joseph planned his days by this proverb, making certain to allow sufficient time to complete each task properly.

			The fault is your own, he thought, lengthening his stride. You did not have to spend extra time at the synagogue. The work was not arduous, although he might have made it appear thus. I wanted to be there, he acknowledged. It was Mary. Mary was there, and where she was, he wanted to be.

			After Mary and Adina had entered the synagogue, he continued working on the door frame, his attention divided between his work and Rabbi Boaz’s sharp-witted comments—Does everyone in Nazareth know how I feel about Mary?—while straining to hear the interaction between the two girls and the hazzan. When the repairs were completed, Rabbi Boaz thanked him, complimented his work again, offered to pay him—which Joseph refused, stating that it was his family’s honor to care for the synagogue. Rabbi Boaz did not press the matter but thanked him once more before inviting him inside for a cool drink of water.

			Joseph had hurriedly put his mallet, bradawl, and extra dowels in his bag. He had to restrain himself from rushing ahead of the elderly man into the synagogue.

			The synagogue was the largest structure in Nazareth, built to accommodate all the residents in the little village. On the main floor, it had a large inner room where the men and older boys would stand or sit on step-like benches placed along the four walls, and a loft above where the women and younger children would gather. In the center was the bimah, a raised platform, with a reading desk where the scrolls of Holy Scripture would be placed during synagogue assemblies. This arrangement allowed all the people’s attention to be focused on whomever was reading or speaking—generally Rabbi Boaz—or on Yared, who always led the people in singing songs of worship to Yahweh.

			Joseph waited politely as the rabbi brought two cups of water. He took the cup with a quiet word of thanks and forced himself to drink it slowly, his eyes wandering to where Mary and Adina were offering cakes to the group of young boys who daily came to the synagogue for their lessons with Rabbi Boaz or Yared.

			He heard the hazzan say, “Today, the boys learned some of our history.” Yared turned to the boys. “Tell Adina bat Boaz and Mary bat Eli what you learned.”

			“We learned about reaping,” seven-year-old Adriel ben Elon said around a mouthful of cake.

			“Reaping?” Adina lifted an eyebrow. “You learned about harvesting?”

			“Not reaping,” Mary’s nephew James laughed. “He means reading. Adriel should not be speaking when he is chewing. As King Solomon said, ‘The hearts of the wise make their mouths prudent and they do not speak without first thinking.’”

			Adriel’s cheeks reddened as he dropped his face beneath the echo of James’ laughter.

			“Ah, James ben Zebedee, some might agree if you had correctly quoted King Solomon’s proverb.” Rabbi Boaz set down his cup and crossed the floor to lay a hand on Adriel’s shoulder, “Solomon wrote, ‘The hearts of the wise make their mouths prudent, and their lips promote instruction.’”

			James gaped, his cheeks turning as red as Adriel’s, as the rabbi continued. “King Solomon went on to write, ‘Gracious words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the bones.’ I do not believe your words toward Adriel were meant to be gracious, wise, sweet, or healing. Were they?”

			With each word the rabbi spoke, Mary’s older nephew dropped his gaze until he too was staring at the floor. He gave a minute shake of his head. “No, Rabbi Boaz,” he glanced at the other boy. “I am sorry, Adriel. My words were unkind. Please forgive me.”

			Adriel moved to place a hand on James’ forearm. “I forgive you, James. You were correct on one part; I should have finished eating my cake instead of being anxious to be the first to speak.”

			James lifted his gaze to Adriel’s grin. He nodded, smiling.

			Adriel turned toward Mary and Adina. “We learned why every Jewish boy is instructed how to read and write. It was because of the Maccabean queen Salome Alexandra.” He looked at the hazzan, who nodded encouragement for him to continue. “She was Israel’s only queen regent.”

			“Athaliah bat Ahab was queen, too,” John added, but Adriel was quick to continue,

			“But Athaliah was a usurper and not the proper queen, like Salome Alexandra. She…”

			“Adriel,” Yared lifted a forefinger, “I do not think the women are interested in a history lesson. Please just answer my question.” He followed the admonition with a gentle smile.

			The youngster blushed but continued. “Queen Salome Alexandra ruled as regent after her husband King Alexander Jannaeus died, leaving the kingdom to her. She was wise and her reign peaceful, considered to be one of prosperity for our land. Among the things she did was to make reading and writing compulsory for all Jewish boys.”

			“Thank you, Adriel,” Yared laid his opened hand against his chest. “It is comforting for a teacher to see that at least a few of his students,” he glanced at the other boys, “listened to the lesson. Of course, there is wisdom in knowing,” he lifted his cake, took a bite, and swallowed, “what is truly important.”

			All those present looked from the hazzan to the rabbi. Without blinking, the older man took a cake from his daughter, lifted it to his mouth, and took a bite.

			The boys erupted into laughter, followed by Yared, Adina, and Mary. Even Joseph found himself grinning at the hazzan’s wit. From the exuberant chatter of the boys, it was obvious to Joseph that Yared’s joke—as well as Adina and Mary’s cakes—made for a satisfactory ending to the day’s lesson.

		


		
			Chapter 7

			The sun cast long shadows by the time Joseph arrived home; He had stopped by Eli ben Matthat’s forge to purchase nails. Joseph hoped the blacksmith did not mistake his haste as rudeness. He would not wish to offend Mary’s father.

			Once home, Joseph paused long enough to greet his mother and younger sister Sarah—who were gathering mallow and mustard leaves from their garden—before hurrying to his family’s workshop to complete the cornice, the decorative molding Lucius Septimus had commissioned him to make for the front door of his home in Zippori.

			The carpenter’s shop where Joseph worked with his father, his older brother Clopas, and—when he felt strong enough—his Grandfather Matthan was located on the front corner of their home. The large room was filled with items to be built or repaired; furniture—including tables, chairs, beds, and stools—as well as plows, carts, yokes, and other tools needed by the men of Nazareth. Hanging on the walls or placed on tables were chisels, mallets, adzes, blow-drills, saws, awls, sharpening stones, and other implements used by Joseph and his family. In the far corner were stacks of various types of wood; almug, tamarisk, cypress, walnut, and olive.

			Slipping on an apron—Joseph never understood how his mother and grandmother noticed every speck of sawdust he carried into the house on his clothes—he picked up the smallest chisel and sharpened its edge before crossing to the other side of the room where, on the table beneath the window, was the wooden cornice for Lucius Septimus’ home in Zippori.
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