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Inn of the Healer

Sarai’s Journey, Book 2

Coming April 2020

Author’s Note:

This is entirely a work of fiction, a product of my imagination, sparked by long hours sitting backstage with the cast and crew of the Easter pageant my church produced for thirteen years in a row. We occasionally discussed other approaches to telling the story of Easter. One was the viewpoint of the people whose lives Jesus changed. I make no claim to any biblical/historical accuracy, when it comes to actual people and events beyond what is stated in the Bible. Church history most likely disagrees with me on the movements and fates of real people mentioned in this book and its sequel, Inn of the Healer. My knowledge comes from Sunday school lessons, Bible trivia contests, and efforts to research Bible-era geography and terminology. An earlier, shorter version of this story was published with By Grace Publishing, under the title, The Price.

Jesus’ teachings are taken from the NIV and ESV translations of the Bible. The specific references are listed below. After all these years and revisions, there is no way to determine which translation originally provided which specific wording. NIV is copyright 1973, 1978, 1984 and 2011 by Biblica Inc. ESV is copyright 2001 by Crossway, a division of Good News Publishers.

Parable of the sower: Matthew 13, Mark 4, Luke 8

Parable of the Pearl of Great Price: Matthew 13

Parable of the Weeds in the Wheat: Matthew 13

Beatitudes/Sermon on the Mount: Matthew 5, 6, 7

Predicting the Weather: Matthew 16

Take Up Your Cross: Matthew 16

Man of Sorrows: Isaiah 53

Lord of the Sabbath/Healing on the Sabbath: Matthew 12

Final Judgment (did it not to the least of these): Matthew 25

Rocks Will Cry Out: Luke 19
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Chapter One
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“Life and death always arrive together,” Midwife Huldah had taught Sarai early in their time together as teacher and pupil. “As you rejoice and sing over the new life in your arms, do not sing too loudly. Otherwise you will make death curious, and both joy and sorrow might enter the same house.”

Years later, Sarai realized there were many kinds of death. The worst death was not physical, but in the heart and soul, and so the greatest pain. Sometimes, though, if El Shaddai was merciful, death led to life.

That morning, however, she didn’t look for shadows of ill omen or sorrow on the path back to her father’s home, in the cool, rosy light of dawn. Sarai hummed the song she had sung over Lydia’s newborn son as she washed him, rubbed him with salt and oil, and swaddled him. Her father’s steward, Enoch, walked beside her to frighten away shadows and beggars and any brutes who might threaten the only daughter of the wealthiest rabbi in Bethany.

When they reached the gates of the household, Enoch exchanged a smile with her. Their steps divided, he to the back portion and servants’ quarters, and she to walk through the inner courtyard and up the stairs to her chambers. Sarai’s sandal caught on one of the steps, but she barely noticed. Her mind was full of the memory of the sweet weight of the newborn. When would she hold her own child? Sometimes, it seemed that day would never come. Jude ben Boaz had returned eight days ago from his trading journey, all the way to exotic Britannia. He had yet to come visit. He had yet to formalize the understanding between their families that she would become his wife. She was a woman grown now. Why was Jude delaying?

Perhaps the understanding was only on her part? Maybe Jude had only pretended to want to marry her, as part of the rivalry with the other boys, back when he was her father’s student.

Miriam, her nurse, was waiting when Sarai reached her room. She clucked and bustled about, hurrying Sarai to the curtained bathing area off the kitchen courtyard. A vat of rainwater and clean clothes and cleansing oil waited, for the ritual purification. Just once, couldn’t that wait? Her belly ached emptily, but even more than breakfast, Sarai wanted to go to bed. Lydia’s husband had come to fetch her before midnight, to assist Huldah. Miriam could not be dissuaded, however. Sarai needed to be purified from the ceremonial uncleanness attached to childbirth. Better to obey than irritate the faithful nurse so she spoke with Sarai’s father. Enough people told Rabbi Eliakim ben Levi it was not seemly for his daughter to assist Huldah and pursue her healing studies. No need for Miriam to add her voice to the critics. The daughter of a wealthy, respected and renowned scholar had better things to do than serve as a healer and midwife. Or so the loudest, most critical voices claimed. Miriam was proud of Sarai’s education, able to read and write and keep household records, but considered her studies of the healing arts from many cultures and countries frivolous. Something to keep Sarai busy until an appropriately wealthy and socially prominent man made her his wife.

Sarai thought sometimes only her father understood her need to learn healing after the inexplicable illness that had killed her mother. None of the girls she had been friends with understood her passion for more knowledge, or her satisfaction in finding brews and pastes of herbs that eased the suffering of the ill. 

Miriam brought the soft-bristled brush to scrub Sarai all over and rub the sweet-smelling cleansing herbs into her skin. She closed her eyes and stretched out on the sheet spread on the tiles and drifted into a half-doze as her nurse scrubbed her. She didn’t rouse very far when the elderly woman questioned her about the baby, and which member of the family the boy looked like. Miriam clucked sympathetically, when Sarai related how a messenger had come for Huldah before she finished the ritual cup of sweetened wine the family offered them. Old Zenobia, widow of the stonemason Hiram, had been bedridden for two months now, and her sons feared she would soon breathe her last. 

“Next time, Huldah will take me with her,” Sarai said. “It’s time for me to learn the other part of a healer’s duties. Serve Adonai in guiding new life into the world, and sing the songs of parting as they step once more into His presence.”

“Time enough for you to taste that bitterness.” Miriam grunted and stepped back. 

Sarai heard the scraping of pottery on stone, all the warning she had before rainwater gushed over her, rinsing the cleansing oil away. Sputtering, she rolled over and sat up. A weary chuckle escaped her. She rubbed water from her eyes and reached for the drying sheet lying across the nearby bench.

Her raven hair was still wet as the call rang through the household for her father’s students to assemble in the courtyard for breakfast. Sarai chose to take her breakfast on the roof, overlooking the inner courtyard, so she could sit in the sun and let her hair dry, and not have to fuss with combs and pins and veils. These boys studying the scriptures and Israel’s history under her father had barely been with him a year. She wouldn’t scandalize them by joining them for breakfast and the morning recitations and prayers. Lydia’s husband had awakened everyone when he came to fetch Sarai in the middle of the night, so the entire household knew where she had gone. Some of the boys were the sons and grandsons of the strictest Pharisees. They would consider her unclean after attending a birth. The leading families in Jerusalem still trusted Rabbi Eliakim ben Levi to give their sons a solid foundation, despite the criticism of High Priest Annas.

Sarai’s drowsy good mood faded as she spread honey on the warm bread and listened to her father take the boys through the passages he had given them to memorize yesterday. Gone were the days when she could listen to her father teach on the prophecies she found truly fascinating. The passages referring to the coming Messiah as the Suffering Servant of El Shaddai, or speaking of sacrifice and paying the debt of rebellion and sin incurred by the descendants of Israel. Something had gone out of her father when he agreed to Annas’ orders, delivered through Caiaphas, that he leave such heretical thoughts for the young boys to discover on their own. He still had such discussions with some of his scholar friends, those few still brave enough to remain his friends despite the increasing condemnation from Annas and his ambitious son-in-law. Even greatly revered Gamaliel still came to speak with Rabbi Eliakim, though more time passed between each visit. Sarai wondered if his extremely ambitious, rigidly self-righteous student, Saul of Tarsus, was finally having an influence on the aging scholar. 

Still, she had hope that perhaps tonight some friends would come, and Sarai could listen to them discuss rumors and hints of fulfillment of prophecy. They might speak again of a new wandering rabbi who had become the talk of Judea. She thought perhaps three weeks had passed since the last moonlight discussion. Surely it was time for another?

She stayed on the roof after her father dismissed the boys to pair off and help each other memorize another column from the scroll of the prophet Jeremiah. Enoch came to speak with Rabbi Eliakim before the boys had finished filing out of the courtyard of whitewashed stones. Sarai thought Enoch didn’t look worried. She couldn’t see her father’s face in the shadows of the high wall. He gestured for Enoch to lead the way, and the two men departed.

By the time she had found her veil and gathered up the tray with her breakfast and her brush, she heard the front gates opening. Her father was gone, most likely heading out to the vineyard or the wheat fields to oversee something. She blamed her need for rest for the sudden dropping sensation in her belly. There was no real reason to feel so upset that she hadn’t wished her father good morning yet.

Dorcas met her at the bottom of the stairs with a little scroll Eliakim had purchased yesterday when he was in Jerusalem. He had planned to spend the morning break in lessons discussing it with her. Since he was called away, he didn’t want her to wait for the treat. Sarai thanked the servant girl and hurried off to her rooms, studying the heavy cloth sleeve on the scroll. The markings indicated this was another healing text to add to her collection. Several symbols weren’t quite familiar. She guessed it came from Phoenicia, or Greece. Sarai hurried to dress her hair properly for the day and returned to the rooftop, where she could study in peace and have privacy to lie down and nap when she needed to.

Inside the sleeve was a note from her father’s merchant friend, the Nubian Ebed, begging his indulgence. Much of the scroll contained invocations to several minor Greek deities of healing, but it also held recipes and instructions for preparing healing potions, which he thought the rabbi and his scholarly daughter would find interesting. Sarai smiled, remembering her first encounter with the massive ebony-skinned man. She had been nine, and still prone to stuff her veil into her belt to get it out of her way. That day, her father had taken her with him to visit Ebed’s shop. Sarai had been proudly reading aloud the inscription on the tag attached to a Greek scroll when the big man came around the corner. He had been amused at such a small girl who could read, as he put it, “such enormous, scholarly words.” He had also been kind, and ever since made efforts to find something of interest for her, when he sought out scholarly writings for Rabbi Eliakim’s library. When Sarai accompanied her father into Jerusalem, Ebed always had exotic treats to share with her. He teased her that if she was not careful, she would be swept up and away, to grace an emperor’s palace, her education and intelligence treated as a great curiosity.

"How are you ever going to find a husband if you waste your time reading?" Her brother, Joseph paused at the top of the stairs and peered at her. His eyes looked bloodshot even from the far side of the roof. He braced himself on the half-wall and raked a hand through his tangled brown hair.

His wrinkled clothes were the ones he wore yesterday. Sarai guessed he had been out all night and had just returned. That had become a bad habit for Joseph. She felt a flicker of sympathy for Abner, her friend Norah’s persistent suitor. Malachi, Norah’s father, didn’t like Abner because his association with the Zealots had brought them to meet in his inn. No good would come of their activities or their presence, he kept insisting. Joseph also worked with the Zealots. Their father regularly scolded Joseph for his risky choices in friends and activities. He warned that the day was approaching when he would have to bar his only son from his house, if he didn’t mend his ways.

“I don’t need to find a husband,” Sarai said, after considering other responses. None sounded pleasant. “Father has that task well in hand.”

“That is a matter of opinion.” He winked and dropped down on the stool on the other side of the low table where she had spread the scroll. “It seems to me you have several suitors, and Father hasn’t managed to send any of them away.”

“Several?” Sarai’s recent thoughts about Jude returned. To her irritation, she also thought of Simon, another of her father’s former students.

Jude, Simon, and four other young men had been students together, growing up in her father’s household. All six had declared at one time or another that when they were grown, they would marry their teacher’s pretty daughter. Jude was the only one Sarai had wanted to encourage, and she knew better than to give him anything more encouraging than smiles. 

The rivalry had prompted the other four students to be cruel to Simon. His father barely had enough funds to give his son the education he needed to become a scholar or scribe. Rumors and gossip said that a half-brother had persuaded several unethical lawgivers and a judge to side with him, so he received the entire estate when their father died. Simon had worked in Rabbi Eliakim’s orchards and vineyard to help pay the cost of his education, and only Jude had refused to mock him for it. 

None of the other students had lived up to their boasts that they would be successful enough to win Sarai as bride. Jude’s wealth from his merchant father made him more than acceptable as a suitor. Simon would be a success someday. Just not now. He was an assistant to Rabbi Nicodemus, a prominent and respected member of the Sanhedrin. His future looked bright, but only time would tell if his intelligence and wit would ensure him a position of prominence and wealth. He lived in Rabbi Nicodemus’ home, and had little income to speak of. He still wore the clothes he had when he lived in Rabbi Eliakim’s home, because he spent most of his coins on scrolls or other equipment for his position as scholar and scribe. When Simon came every few months to pursue his suit before Rabbi Eliakim, Sarai tried to avoid him. She thought she was kind when she refused the small gifts he made for her. She wasn’t sure what her father said, but she knew he refused Simon each time. 

Simon couldn’t seem to understand that it wasn’t his lack of wealth that made him unacceptable. Rabbi Eliakim ben Levi refused Simon for Sarai because of his position on the teachings about the Messiah. Simon consistently echoed everything taught by Annas and Caiaphas. He was barely apologetic, though always respectful, when he told his former teacher that he was wrong, Messiah would never come in humble state and suffer before restoring Israel. 

“Here, what’s wrong?” Joseph said, yanking Sarai from her musings. He reached across the table and caught her chin with his bent finger, to make her tip her head up.

“You were out with the Zealots again, weren’t you?” she said, instead of confessing the twinges of guilt she felt toward Simon, and the worry that Jude had changed his mind.

“So what if I was? There’s work that needs doing. Our leaders certainly aren’t resisting the evil of Rome.”

“Are you at least careful?”

“Don’t worry.” He smiled and twisted his hand to cup her cheek for a moment before getting up to leave. “Adonai smiles on the righteous and guides their paths.”

Sarai watched him go down the stairs, their father’s words catching in her throat so she couldn’t speak them: there was a vast difference between the righteousness of Adonai, and the righteousness that men claimed to justify cruel or selfish actions.

She was still reading on the roof when her father returned to the house. She nearly called down to him, but the sight of his bowed shoulders and shuffling steps halted her. Lately, her father looked so weary and concerned. Sometimes, his skin was nearly as gray as his hair, as if the same illness that killed her mother had come to claim him now. Sarai waited until Rabbi Eliakim went into the house, then rolled up her scroll, slid it back into the protective sleeve, and crept down the stairs. She was halfway across the inner courtyard when Caleb appeared from the front of the house, leading Simon.

His black beard looked thicker, and the cap perched on the back of his head had gold embroidery along the seams. She was surprised how pleased she was that he was dressing better. Simon looked like a well-to-do young scholar, just as Rabbi Nicodemus' assistant was expected to look. 

"Sarai." Simon's handsome face lit up as he smiled at her.

Her heart sank with that odd guilt she always felt toward him. She liked him, despite how he disagreed with her father’s teaching. She liked how his smile made her feel she was the only person he saw at that moment. Yet she knew better than to give even a tiny piece of her heart to a man who would not be her husband. 

"Good morning, Simon. My father is about to resume lessons, but I believe he will take the time to speak with you." She gestured at the five boys entering the courtyard, their arms full of scrolls and slates.

"I came to see you, Sarai." Simon glanced at Caleb, who offered a sad smile. Simon had been well-liked by all her family's servants. 

"You know that is not proper. You are no longer a student or a member of our household." She took a step backwards. "Please, do not make me order you to leave and not come back."

"You could never be cruel." He bowed again, a soft smile making his face so handsome it sent a pang through her chest. When he stood straight again, he held out a box of olive wood, carved in the shape of a rose. "I promised you a box for your treasures, do you remember?"

The momentary tightness in her throat was so strong, she couldn't breathe, let alone speak. Sarai blinked away a ridiculous urge for tears and took a step backward. Another pang hit her heart when the light left Simon's eyes.

"It is not proper for you to give me gifts." She stopped his protest with a raised hand. "My father permitted it when I was just a little girl. It is indecent, now that I am a woman.” If only she could say she was betrothed to Jude. Surely that would stop him. When would Jude keep his promise? “My father will never give me to you. Be a man. Show the wisdom that made him so proud of you.”

She turned sharply and hurried into the house. Behind her, she heard her father's weary voice speak Simon's name. 

~~~~~
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THOUGHTS OF SIMON AND Jude swirled through Sarai’s head. Why was the acceptable man so slow in keeping his promises, and the man her father refused so persistent? She was tired, but couldn’t sleep, her head humming with irritation and worry.

The best way to quiet her mind was to work with her hands. Old Dinah smiled when Sarai entered the kitchen and joined her on the long bench where she spent her days. The frail old woman understood her even better than Miriam did, and said nothing about Simon's visit. That was kind of her. Sarai suspected some household servants, who had been with them long enough to be considered family, thought Simon a better choice for husband than Jude. Enoch had even told her Jude’s father was too much in fear of High Priest Annas to permit the marriage.

She worked hard in the kitchen, scalding and then plucking the ducks for the evening meal, then kneading bread. Anticipating her father’s pleasure with her industriousness restored her morning calm. Sarai had just picked up a pomegranate to cut open the rind when Enoch came to the kitchen to fetch her.

"Jude ben Boaz is here," he whispered, as he led her down the hall to the courtyard.

Sarai muffled a squeak of mortification. She had flour streaks on her dress. Her hair had come out of its braids and clung to the sides of her face in damp tendrils. 

Some consolation, though. Enoch had said nothing about Jude's father, Boaz, being here. There would be no talk of a betrothal on this visit. At least Jude had come to see her. At last.

"Ah, my daughter, busy in the kitchen?" Eliakim nodded, his face bright with approval when Sarai stepped into the courtyard. He held out a hand to beckon her to sit with him.

She tugged her veil into place and stole a glance at Jude as she hurried to join her father. He was still as slim and carelessly elegant as ever, with his sandy hair and his fine clothes. His honey-colored eyes were bright as he smiled and bowed to Sarai. No flicker of distaste marred his expression and she laughed at her relief.

"I am leaving on another trip, Sarai, and your father permits me to give you a gift, to apologize for not visiting sooner.”

She murmured her thanks and hoped she kept her disappointment from her expression. Her friend Ruth, the cloth merchant’s daughter, would tell her to be grateful Jude knew he needed to apologize. Then she gasped with delight as he opened a shallow wooden box to reveal pins for her hair, shaped like birds, made of silver and brilliantly colored glass. Her pleasure in the gift faded as she listened to the men discuss Jude's upcoming return to Britannia, to trade for tin. She was glad for him, because it showed his father trusted him with delicate tasks, but the long trip meant Jude would be gone for months. Again.

Sarai knew better than to show disappointment. She thanked Jude for his gift and took some encouragement from the warmth of her father's words of farewell. 

"He will be good to you, my dear," Rabbi Eliakim said, after he walked Jude to the household gates and returned to the courtyard.

"Yes, Father." Sarai took the red bird out of her hair and put it back in the box.

"I long for the day he finalizes our agreement." He laughed, a weary sound, when Sarai inhaled sharply. "Yes, we have spoken of the day he will make you his wife. Nothing definite, but a good foundation. Are you pleased with this?"

"Yes, Father." She pressed her hands against her warming cheeks. "You know I am."

He sank down on the bench next to her and patted her knee. "I wish Jude had already asked for you. Many cruel things could happen between now and that happy day when I see you stand under the marriage canopy with your husband. I need to be sure someone will take care of you, should anything happen to me."

“But Father, Joseph—”

“Your brother loves you, yes, but his associates ...” He sighed. “I will not speak of such things even in the safety of our house. Rome punishes a man’s entire family for his crimes, or simply choosing the wrong friends. I admire Malachi ben Joachim, who can protect his family even as he stands on his principles.”

Malachi, Norah’s father, ran a prosperous inn on the edge of Jerusalem, on Spindle Street. Norah was famous for her cookery, which had helped build the fame of Malachi’s inn. Recently, some of the Sanhedrin had been speaking against him. He refused to ban Gentiles from his inn. They now insinuated that Norah’s popularity came not from her cooking skills, but because she and the inn’s serving girls were playing the harlot. Malachi faced down some of them in the outer courts of the Temple and demanded justice. Either they bring proof of their words, slandering his daughter, or they pay a penalty. Of course, the young Pharisees couldn’t bring any proof. When people mocked them, they played the injured party, pretending to be aghast that their word alone wasn’t enough to condemn the young women to be stoned. In response, Malachi amused and scandalized Jerusalem by setting up Norah in her own household and business, to create feasts for weddings and births and other celebrations.

Abner and other suspected Zealots were known to meet at the inn on Spindle Street. Several Roman officers friendly to Malachi had warned him to send them away. They didn’t want him to be penalized, if those young men were caught acting against Rome.

"Joseph ... has promised he will be careful.” Sarai understood too clearly her father’s reluctance to even speak about her brother’s activities. “Besides, nothing will happen to you." She took hold of his hand and pressed it to her cheek. "You will live to have your grandsons as your students and watch them stand under the same marriage canopy where I stood."

"You make me believe life will always be kind to us," her father murmured. He turned his hand in her grasp, to cup her cheek. "Troubled times are upon us, my child, and I am an old man whose health is not as strong as it once was. The cruel truth is that I do not trust your brother to guard you as you deserve."

"Father—"

"Joseph makes promises, but his anger overcomes his common sense. He thinks he keeps his actions and friends secret from me. However, ignorance is no protection against Rome’s wrath.”

~~~~~

[image: ]


CAIAPHAS CAME TO THE house that evening. Sarai was in her room, reading her new scroll. She heard the semi-familiar male voice, raised in anger, rolling through the house, and she shuddered. There were few men arrogant enough to raise their voices to Rabbi Eliakim ben Levi in his own house.

She crept out of her room to look down into the courtyard and verify her suspicious. Yes, it was Caiaphas. She agreed with Ruth. Caiaphas had taken on more of the authority he would wear when he was confirmed as High Priest, after his father-in-law, Annas. If he chose to expel Rabbi Eliakim from the synagogue in Bethany, or even prohibit him from entering the Temple in Jerusalem, would anyone stand against him? Would anyone speak up for her father? Annas had reprimanded Rabbi Eliakim several times over the years, accusing him of entertaining heresy. Surely her father hadn't written or taught anything in months that would bring Caiaphas to their house to rebuke him. What had brought Caiaphas to Bethany at this time of the evening, to speak with such anger?

Sarai heard Caiaphas speak her name and nearly cried out. She gripped the railing and strained to hear through the thudding of her heart. Fury accompanied her fear when she heard Lydia’s name and she understood. Lydia’s uncle was a tax collector. That besmirched the entire family. Caiaphas didn’t condemn Huldah, Sarai noticed, for attending the birth this morning. Yet it was unseemly for Sarai to act as midwife for Lydia.

“Some have asked how you can condone your daughter acting as a midwife. A virgin should know nothing of such things.” Caiaphas tipped his head back, his sneer even more pronounced and clear in the torchlight and shadows streaking the courtyard. “Perhaps you permit her this because she is no longer a virgin?”

Sarai pressed both hands over her mouth to stifle her gasp. Yes, she had heard the muttering, the criticism. Not for an unmarried girl to work as a healer, but for the daughter of a wealthy rabbi to “soil her hands with the unwashed and lowly,” in the words of several women Sarai tried to avoid. Huldah had been criticized several times, in front of Sarai, for taking her as a student. She always quoted the words of many rabbis, about wasting the gifts given by Adonai. Which was the greater sin? To let talents that would benefit others sit idle? To let mere men determine the best time to use those talents? To let an intelligent young woman see the suffering and pain of the world, and the results of the joining of man and woman, which was blessed by Adonai?

"Father?" Joseph's shout cut through Sarai’s spinning thoughts.

She raced down the stairs and into the courtyard, shoving aside servants who got in her way. The scene seemed all the more unreal in the flickering light of the lanterns and the long, wavering spill of shadows. Sarai found her father, sprawled in a trembling heap on the paving stones. With a cry, she went to her knees next to him. Joseph knelt on Rabbi Eliakim's other side, grasping his shoulders, trying to hold him flat. Their father's face was gray, his mouth twisted with pain. His left arm and leg stuck out stiffly, trembling, while his right side lay limp and pale.

"What did you do to him?" She stared up at Caiaphas. 

His lip curled up on one side. "I would not soil my hands." He turned with a swirl of his robes and faced their staring, muttering servants. "Take heed. This is the punishment reserved for those who blaspheme against—"

With a roaring cry, Joseph leaped to his feet and lunged at Caiaphas. Two manservants caught him, stopping him before he could lay hands on the priest. Spitting and cursing, Joseph struggled to get free. Caiaphas sneered at him and stalked out of the courtyard.
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Chapter Two
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For the next three days, the only time Sarai left her father's side was to consult her small library of scrolls. Surely somewhere in all that collected knowledge, there was a treatment for the paralysis, the gray skin? She thought she would gladly trade all her education, all her scrolls, for one simple recipe that would return her father’s control over his body.

She sang psalms to him, and when her throat hurt from dryness, she played the small flute of olive wood Simon had carved for her years ago. Rabbi Eliakim managed to smile for her, but nothing more.

When she wasn’t searching or brewing new potions, she didn’t leave his side. Not to wash or sleep or eat. She refused to leave when the physician came to examine him and when priests came to anoint Rabbi Eliakim with oil and say prayers over him for healing. She thought of her lovely new hair pins and vowed to give all her jewelry to the Temple, if Yahweh would heal her father.

On the fourth day, Rabbi Eliakim managed to raise his right hand to touch hers, when she spooned broth into his mouth. Sarai was so startled, she dropped the bowl on herself. A crooked smile twitched the right side of her father's mouth, but the left side stayed twisted, as if the flesh had frozen that way. Sarai wept and laughed as she called Miriam to get more broth.

When her father finished eating, he made a rasping, gargled sound that might have been her name, closed his eyes and went to sleep. Sarai spread blankets on the floor next to his bed and allowed herself to sleep. Surely the healing had begun.

Three hours later, the utter stillness of the house woke her. She washed her face in the stale water sitting in the basin and went to see what had changed.

Her father’s students were gone. Men sent by the Sanhedrin took the boys back to their parents and posted a notice on the gates. Rabbi Eliakim ben Levi had been forbidden to take students. He was henceforth banned from the Temple for speaking heresy and perverting the Scriptures. 

Sarai searched for her brother to learn what they should do about the judgment. Joseph had left the household and none of the servants knew where he had gone. They could guess, though.

He had snarled under his breath about the Sanhedrin playing Rome's games, saying they would sell their own parents to the slave galleys if it would keep the peace with Rome. "No peace while there's a single Roman in Judea," he had growled, before taking his cloak and marching away.

~~~~~
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FOR TWO MONTHS, SARAI rarely saw her brother. Their father's care demanded all her time and energy. Joseph tended to the household's business, looking after the fields and orchards and vineyard. Nothing mattered but preserving the household just as it was, against the day their father could rise from his sickbed and return to his daily routine.

Rabbi Eliakim did not rise from his bed. As the moon waxed and waned, he gradually lost the daily struggle to feed himself and to speak. He spent more time asleep, tormented by pain or unhappy dreams that made him whimper like a child. At the new moon, his spirit quietly slipped away in the night. 

There were few mourners beyond his children and servants to follow the body to the tomb cut into the hillside outside of Bethany. Sarai didn't care about the absence of her father's last students or their parents. They were already proven cowards. She tried not to care about the absence of her father's grown students. So many of them lived far from Jerusalem and Bethany and couldn't come back in time for the burial. She cared deeply about the absence of the scribes and scholars who had spent many hours at her father's table, discussing matters of prophecy and law. Despite their long friendship with Rabbi Eliakim ben Levi, they didn't send even a word of sorrow or sympathy to his children. None of them but Rabbi Nicodemus. He alone had visited Eliakim in his decline, and now brought jars of myrrh and aloes for the burial spices, in a final gesture of love and respect. 

However, Simon’s presence, standing between Enoch and Caleb, surprised her. She was sure Simon cared more about the approval of High Priest Annas than the loyalty he owed to the rabbi who had made him an educated man. His gaze met hers once, he bowed, then walked away. Something shriveled inside her. Despite the Sanhedrin, he had come to honor her father. She was grateful. Yet he would not speak words of comfort and mourning to her. What was wrong with her to want some sweetness from him?

Jude did not appear. Not at the tomb, and not once during the days of mourning when guests were permitted to come to the house to eat and sit in silence with the bereaved. Joseph’s Zealot friends came openly, and Norah, but not Ruth. No one said if Jude had returned from his long journey. Sarai refused to ask after him.

Word came that Annas and Caiaphas said Yahweh had struck Rabbi Eliakim for his heresy. Joseph laughed once, when a Zealot friend brought the news. He said that explained much about the absence of so many people who once claimed to revere their father. Everyone cared more about their position in the Sanhedrin than they did about a man who had fed and taught and comforted them in times of pain and loss.

Joseph went out at all hours of the day and night. He brought his Zealot friends home with him, to grumble and plot and draw maps of Roman fortresses and discuss troop movements. Sarai retired to her rooms when those quietly angry men came into the house. She worked on her mother’s loom or tried to play her flute, because she had lost all love for her studies. She shuddered when she heard several men ask Joseph, “Your pretty sister, she’s not married or betrothed, is she?” Or other questions in similar lines.

Still, Jude did not come.

~~~~~
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THE DAYS DRIFTED BY in a fog, and Sarai couldn't shake off the malady in her spirit. Then, nearly a full month after her father died, Simon came. She heard him arguing with Joseph at the gates of the house. Later, she could almost laugh at herself, how her heart skipped a few beats and the gray feeling left her spirit at the sound of Simon’s voice. Something warmed inside her at the thought that Simon respected his former teacher enough to defy the edict against his household. She crept down the stairs to hide in the shadows and listen. Simon announced he wished to take her as his wife. 

“My father refused you, for many reasons you know,” Joseph said. A gate hinge creaked, and Sarai imagined him stepping back, already pushing the panel closed.

“I offer her honorable marriage, and a safe future,” Simon said, a tinge of anger in his voice. “You put her at risk of being sold as a slave, if the Romans discover what you and your friends have been doing. Or worse. Pretty girls have been given to an entire barracks to share, to punish their fathers or brothers or husbands.”

“Aaron will take good care of my sister.”

Sarai thought through Joseph’s Zealot friends. At least Aaron didn’t frighten her or make her feel filthy and weak when he looked at her. She had even spoken to him a few times about healing salves and powders. He seemed to value her training as a healer. Was that why Joseph had agreed to give her to him? But why hadn’t her brother at least warned her what he intended to do?

"How, when one mistake will have all of you crucified, or at best slaving on a rower’s bench? You wouldn't risk your sister’s life, her honor, if you didn’t need his father’s skill as a blacksmith, for weapons. Or his brother’s caravans to smuggle people and weapons and stolen supplies." Simon's beautiful voice cracked in fury. "Mark my words, Joseph, you'll destroy yourself if you continue with Barabbas. You'll destroy Sarai. Don't you have any love for her?"

"My sister is none of your concern. Sometimes even family comes second to scouring the Roman filth from Israel."

Sarai backed away, trembling, while the men continued to argue, and ended up in the kitchen. She was proud that she didn’t burst into useless tears, but she shuddered and looked so pale that Dinah cried out in alarm. Quickly, the words poured out, sharing what she had heard, what she guessed, in the men’s argument. 

“I overheard enough, but I didn’t want to believe it was true,” Dinah said, her voice lowered and as grave as her expression. “Aaron wants to send you to one of the Zealot fortresses to tend the men injured in raids.”

Sarai shuddered, and wished she could feel flattered. Some friends of her father had disagreed with his decision to educate her. Several insisted that pursuing the healing knowledge of Gentiles would endanger her. Perhaps they were right? Would Aaron want her as his wife if she wasn’t useful to the Zealot cause?

“You need to go to Jude ben Boaz, and if you have to, shame him into honoring his agreement with your father,” Dinah said, with a sharp, decisive nod for punctuation.

Sarai choked on something thick rising up in her throat, laughter and tears and panic combined. "I can't simply confront—"

"No, but you haven't seen your friends in Jerusalem since before your father fell ill. You and Miriam and Caleb should go into Jerusalem, tomorrow morning. Visit your friends. Stop at Ruth's shop to get cloth for new clothes for the household." The old woman had a glint of mischief in her eyes. “That might be all you need to do. Let her do the fighting for you.”

Sarai’s mouth hurt, but she smiled. Ruth was an incurable gossip. With her cloth shop in the middle of the marketplace, she saw and spoke to almost everyone, eventually.

"Then,” Dinah continued, “visit Norah, and ask her advice. Maybe her father will speak to his friends among the merchants. I'm sure by the end of the day, Jude will be here with ten donkeys full of gifts, to persuade your brother."

~~~~~
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THE NEXT MORNING, SARAI woke to the sound of hammering on the gates of the house. A voice demanded that they open in the name of Caesar. She scrambled out of bed and hurried to dress. Soldiers filled the house by the time she put on her sandals and came down the stairs.

"Where is Eliakim ben Levi?" a soldier holding a scroll demanded. The servants gathered before him, shoved and dragged into the courtyard by soldiers.

"My father is dead." Sarai raised her voice to be heard above the sobs and whispers. Caleb had bruises on his face and his tunic was torn. Enoch knelt, head bowed. Blood dripped from his nose, onto the tiles. Miriam and Dinah huddled together, sobbing softly.

"Then who is in charge of this household?"

"When my brother returns—"

"Joseph ben Eliakim will not return to this house." He shoved the scroll into his belt. "He and other Zealots were captured last night. Everything within these walls is now forfeit to Rome." 

Dinah cried out, staggering to her feet. She lunged at the soldier, hands bent into claws. Another soldier put himself between the old woman and his commander. A sword swung, stabbing upward. Dinah fell. Miriam and another woman screamed.
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