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To Dad, in very loving memory.










Prologue



‘Fire!’


The word penetrates Mary’s sleep like a nail through flesh and, opening her eyes, she sees the colours of hell flickering around the edges of her vision. Her door bursts open and smoke pours in, Lydia following like a pagan fury.


‘Mary! You have to get up. We have to get out.’


It is unbearably hot. Mary hears a creak of timbers and screaming below as the New Way household battles to escape from their upper floor bedrooms. She tries to respond but she is old – her head is thick with sleep and her legs wobble as she stands.


‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t be sorry. Just move.’


Mary nods and takes a few steps but the fire is burning ferociously in the courtyard and fear checks her. ‘We can’t go out there.’


‘We have to. Don’t worry, Mary, we needn’t go down the stairs. We must only get to the window and we can jump.’


‘Jump?’


‘There are people to catch us. Come!’


Mary lets Lydia drag her to the doorway but cowers back from what she sees there. Below the parapet, the central courtyard is an inferno. The elegant palm trees are aflame and the stools and couches upon which the community ate together earlier are being consumed. The parapet stands on marble columns which are valiantly resisting the fierce heat, and the mosaic floor is intact, but the beams that hold it are wood and the flames are licking at them. They do not have long.


‘This way,’ Lydia urges, pointing to the window.


Mary follows the girl. The heat scalds her bare feet and the smoke chokes her lungs. Is this the end? After braving so many threats and dangers to bring God’s precious word to the people of Greece and Asia Minor for the last twenty years, will she be taken by a mere house fire?


You must save yourself, Mary.


Jesus!


Her eyes sting but she keeps them wide open, looking not into the flames but through them, to the man beyond – her friend, her teacher, her saviour.


I am with you, he assures her. All will be well.


They have reached the window. Below, men are stretching out a sheet of waxed linen to receive her.


You must save yourself, Mary.


Lydia helps her onto the window ledge and she shuffles forward. It is not so far, she tells herself. And, besides, with the house burning behind her, what choice does she have?


‘Jump!’ comes the shout from below. The house behind her rescuers has caught and flames flare at their backs. Mary’s hesitation is endangering them all.


Save yourself, Mary, Jesus says a third time, for you carry my word.


‘Jesus’ word!’ The flames flee to the edges of Mary’s world and suddenly she can see clearly, can think clearly. For so long she has been carving her memories of Jesus’ precious three-year mission on this earth onto papyrus – papyrus contained in a wooden box. She leaps off the sill.


‘I have to go back.’


‘Mary, no! It will kill you.’


Mary’s heart quails. She does not want to die. There is so much to do, so many people still to convert to the glorious New Way, but there are others to do that now. She has planted the seeds of Jesus’ love in enough people for it to flower. They can feel his love in their hearts, and in each other. But they cannot know what he did, what he said – not without her writings.


The parapet cracks, throwing mosaic tiles into the air in a sparkling fury, but what is her old life compared to her record of the most sacred time on earth?


‘Be with me, Jesus,’ she mutters and turns into the flames …










PART ONE











Chapter One



Mary


JERUSALEM, 48 AD


The sea of Galilee was twice as blue as Mary had remembered it in even her most feverish dreams. She stopped dead on the dusty track to drink in the fertile richness of the place where she’d grown up. For so long she’d believed she would live out her days here, but Jesus had changed all that.


She eased out her aching back. It was twenty-one years since she’d heard Jesus of Nazareth speak on the shores of this lake and her thirty-five-year-old body was not as resilient to life on the road as it had been then. Her heart, however, was just as strong. Jesus had turned her path away from the comfort, safety and quiet insularity of this pretty corner of Judea. Since she’d last been here, she’d travelled to Rome and back and seen places and people she’d never have dreamed possible. Now, though, she was home and memories were swarming in on her.


‘Is it not beautiful?’ she said, turning to Barnabus.


‘Beautiful,’ he agreed dutifully, but he was from the stunning isle of Cyprus so she supposed the small inland water before them was unlikely to impress. Only if your heart was rooted here would Galilee look special.


‘I can almost see Him,’ she breathed.


At that, Barnabus drew in an envious breath. ‘You were so lucky to walk with him, Mary.’


‘I was. He changed my life.’


She stared along the soft shoreline, half seeing Jesus standing there, preaching the love of God and of one’s fellow men. And women. His words had exploded into her heart the first time she’d heard him speak and there had been nothing to do but follow him.


It had seemed too obvious to her. Not so much to her family.


‘What if they still hate me?’ she asked, squinting down the sparkling water.


‘Talk to them,’ Barnabus said. ‘Explain.’


Mary smiled softly. Explaining was Barnabus’ way and he was a talented preacher with a golden tongue. He had come to follow Jesus in the dark final week in Jerusalem, eighteen years ago, so had had only days of his inspiration before they’d been plunged into the horror of his trial and death. He’d been there for her in the dread days after the crucifixion and there, too, when Jesus had come to her, risen in glory. He’d been one of the first to believe her, to support her, and they’d taken to the road together two years later when the persecution in Jerusalem had grown too great to bear.


A small group had stayed in the Holy City, around Jesus’ mother, Mariam, and his brother, James, but most of the apostles were spread out around the Green Sea these days and there were communities in many cities. Though many yet to establish. Sometimes – often – Mary feared there was too much to do in her lifetime, but she was trying her best. They all were.


Marriage had been vital to operate in the world, but Mary and Barnabus’ was a spiritual union, contracted before they’d set out on their first missionary journey. Many of the apostles had done the same for it made sense to travel in pairs, both for safety and for the practicalities of their mission. They offered baptism in the New Way to all converts, but men would not wish to be immersed by a female preacher, and women certainly not by a male one.


Some pairings were full spouses, like Peter and Perpetua, who’d already been married when Jesus had walked into their fishing cottage in Capernaum. Mary and Barnabus preferred it their way, giving them companionship and respectability in the eyes of the world but leaving them free to bind themselves to the risen Lord more strongly than to any earthly person. Many a time people had called them the ‘perfect couple’ – she like an olive, dark-skinned, with raven-black hair, and he like fresh honey, bronzed with blond curls – but they knew the truth. They were brother and sister in Christ and it was perfect.


‘Is that Magdala?’


Barnabus pointed along the lakeshore to the tower that gave the town its name and Mary was pulled back to the present mission – far harder than any she’d faced on the road. She’d described her home to him many times but feared, looking at the small structure, that he may have imagined it more grandly. For the last fourteen years they’d moved through the beautiful Hellenistic cities of Asia Minor and Greece with their colonnaded avenues, grand temples and elegant agora. The red-brick tower, where the locals processed their fish, looked very humble in comparison.


‘That is Magdala,’ she agreed, adding hastily, ‘it’s just a village.’


‘It’s your home, Mary, and lovely as such.’


It was sweet of him to say so but not true. Not any more. The last time she’d been here, twenty-one long years ago, her mother had been screaming at her for breaking her duty to the family.


‘They will definitely still hate me.’


Barnabus put an arm around her shoulder. ‘There’s only one way to find out.’


That she knew, but it didn’t make it any easier. She’d rather take to the steps of the forum in Rome than knock on her own parents’ front door. She’d rather cross the Mediterranean in a ship too small for a sudden squall, or defend herself before a synagogue full of angry rabbis, or approach a group of big-armed housewives, unimpressed by a chit of a girl with a message of redemption. But she had done all those and survived. Now, she was home and must face whatever it brought.


‘Shall I come with you?’ Barnabus asked.


She shook her head. ‘Better not, at least at first. If my parents have … softened, I shall fetch you. If you don’t mind?’


‘Whatever is best for you, Mary.’


He was a very calm man, and she was grateful, for she could feel herself starting to shake.


‘God will be with you,’ he said, kissing her cheek.


Mary thought of her mother, filled with righteous fury, and sighed. ‘It is not God that worries me today, Barnabus.’


But she had travelled a long way for this and, leaving him in contemplation on the hill, she forced her feet to carry her down to the lakeside and along the water’s edge towards Magdala.


The village was little more than twenty houses, her own in the first clutch overlooking the lake, with their fishing boat pulled up outside. Instantly she thought of Jesus, who’d been preaching from just such a boat the first time she’d heard him. He’d stood on it so his voice could carry to the small crowd. Most of them had been sceptical but she’d been enraptured.


‘There are only two true rules,’ he had told them. ‘Love God. And love your neighbour as you love yourself.’


Much squabbling had followed, people bringing up every petty rule under the sun, but Jesus had said they were all just man-made complications. Love was the key. If you loved God and you loved your fellows – truly loved them and acted according to that love – then you could not go wrong. It had seemed so obvious.


Eighteen years on the road had told her that it wasn’t only her own family who could not see the surely self-evident truth of Jesus’ teachings. But it was her own family who were before her now and she felt herself shake with nerves. There was an old man mending the nets and it took her a moment to realise it was her father. David had been tall and vigorous when she’d left, but now he was grey-haired and hunched, though he worked with a rigid determination that she remembered with a clench of her gut.


‘Father?’


‘Ruth?’ David looked up, squinting into the morning sun, then stood slowly, the net dropping from his gnarled hands. ‘No!’ He backed away as if she were a demon. ‘No, Mary! You are not welcome here.’


His fury, curiously, calmed her nerves. It was unjust, ill-considered.


‘It’s been years, Father. Surely we can talk?’


‘I have nothing to say to you, harlot.’


Mary winced but stood her ground. A woman came running out of the house and she turned instinctively to her mother before realising this thick-set housewife was her younger sister.


‘Ruth!’


‘Mary? Is that you?’


Ruth ran to her, clasping her in an easy embrace, and Mary soaked up her love like the warmest sunshine.


‘Is Davey here?’ she asked, looking for their older brother.


‘No. He moved to Capernaum for—’


She was interrupted by a shriek, like a hunting hawk.


‘I told you never to darken our door again!’


Sima, Mary’s mother, stood on the doorstep, hands on hips and eyes ice-cold.


‘Mother. I’ve come to talk to you. To explain how—’


‘There’s nothing to explain. You left us. You left your loving family, and Asher, your loving fiancé, and you marched after a strange man like the worst of Babylonian whores.’


‘It wasn’t like that. Jesus—’


‘I don’t want to hear his name. Poor Asher. Thank the Good Lord he was happy to marry Ruth instead or we might have died of shame.’


Mary looked at her sister in surprise. ‘You married Asher?’


‘Like a good daughter,’ Sima answered for her. ‘And has given him three lovely children.’


As if on cue, three young faces peered round their grandmother. Mary’s heart contracted. She had nephews, two by the looks of it, and a toddler niece as well.


‘What are their names?’


‘This is young Ash,’ Ruth said. ‘And—’


Sima cut her off. ‘She doesn’t need to know, Ruth. They are nothing to her.’


‘They’re my blood,’ Mary objected.


‘Not any more. You turned your back on your blood the day you walked off with that man.’


Mary wanted to scream in frustration. She reminded herself that she was an apostle, renowned for her ability to face tough crowds with bravery and eloquence. This should be easy.


‘It wasn’t how you imagine, Mother. There were many of us. I was with other women.’


‘A harem!’


‘No! A mission. A fellowship of believers, a covenant family.’


Sima’s eyes narrowed. ‘A covenant family? You left us, your true family, for a “covenant” one? And it is better, is it, this new family?’


‘Not better, Mother, different – wider, more inclusive, united in shared beliefs in the resurrection and message of—’


‘Enough, Mary! You have broken our hearts once already. We do not need you to grind glass into the wounds.’


Mary shivered at her mother’s surprising eloquence. Many times she’d been praised for her perception and intelligence. She’d thought it a gift from God, awakened when Jesus reached into her heart and brought it to life, but perhaps some of it came from her mother. Sima had never been quite the same as the other fishermen’s wives.


‘I’m sorry,’ she offered.


‘You regret it?’


‘No!’


‘Well then.’ Her mother spun away, ushering her grandchildren back into the house.


‘Please!’ Mary called after her. ‘I’m married.’


She was ashamed of herself for using Barnabus in this way but Sima’s steps hesitated. ‘To that man?’


‘Jesus? No. He’s dead, Mother. He was crucified. You must have heard?’


Sima sniffed. ‘Something came back to us, yes. The neighbours delighted in rubbing it in. Not only did our eldest girl leave us to run off with a strange man, but a criminal besides.’


‘He was not a criminal. He was the Messiah. He rose again, Mother, and—’


‘Enough!’


Sima looked to David who came striding to her side. Ruth wavered, her eyes turned longingly to Mary, but dutifully joined the rest of the family on the doorstep.


David folded his arms. ‘Go, Mary. And don’t return.’


Mary nodded. Had she not known it might go like this? Had she not, indeed, feared it would.


‘I came to say I’m sorry for any hurt I caused. I came to say I love you, all of you.’


Ruth leaned towards her, the children too, but her parents were rigid.


‘Words are easy, Mary,’ Sima said. ‘Actions are what counts. You left us.’


‘And now I’m back.’


‘But the door is closed.’


Then, with a loud slam, it was. Mary stood looking at her childhood home, a place that had once been full of love and laughter and was now simply a hole in her past. Biting her lip, she turned away, passing a wide-eyed gaggle of villagers. Respectability was all in these villages and Mary had taken that from her parents. She was sorry, but sorrier still that they would not listen to the reasons why, would not open their hearts to Jesus as she had done, for they would have found a richer and gentler way of living.


Putting her hand to her heart to ease the ache within it, she left Magdala. The sun was high now, but Mary saw, hazy against the shimmering lake, a man in a simple tunic preaching words of love.


‘Jesus?’


Mary.


His eyes were as intensely blue as she remembered, his smile as soft.


‘I miss you,’ she whispered.


I am still here. Here in your heart.


It’s not the same.


For most people it will be all they have.


She thought of Barnabus’ envious words: ‘You were so lucky to walk with him, Mary.’


I know, but I wanted more. I’m greedy.


She heard his soft chuckle, just as it had been when they’d disputed on the road for those three too-short years.


I am still here, he repeated. Here in your heart.


She reached out desperately but he was gone, fading into the beautiful blue of Lake Galilee, and she was alone.


‘Mary!’


Not alone, she reminded herself as she waved to Barnabus, up on the hill, loyally waiting. She had Barnabus and she had the others of the community, back in Jerusalem. There were so many people to tell the good news of Jesus’ resurrection, and so little time in which to do it. She could not linger indulgently in a lost past, but must step forward. However hard it sometimes felt.










Chapter Two



Prisca


ROME


‘Careful of my tablet!’


Prisca snatched her best wax tablet off the table before her son, Cyrus, could put his bowl down on it and ruin her careful arithmetic. The taxes for their tent-making business were due and she intended to pay them today, along with the usual ‘sweetener’ for the local official. Jewish businesses were resented for their success in Rome, although their profits were always welcome.


Cyrus sank into his chair with a grunt and began sleepily spooning porridge into his mouth. At twenty years old, he had the strong body of a man but his mind was yet to mature. Phoebe, Prisca’s daughter, despite being two years younger, had twice her brother’s perception, but then, she always had. Her very first word had been ‘why’ and for years it had felt as if she’d spoken only in questions. She was endlessly curious about the world, whereas Cyrus was interested simply in making his corner of it comfortable.


Prisca looked at him fondly, feeling mean. Cyrus was a conscientious boy and far easier company than Phoebe, whose restless energy could be exhausting. He’d been part of their tent-making business for three years and, although he did not have his father’s flare with the precision tools of their trade, he was strong and diligent. He was also proving a devoted husband to Golda, his wife of just two weeks, and would no doubt be a doting father when God blessed them with children. She reached out to riffle his hair and he squirmed away.


‘Mother! I’ve oiled that.’


‘And very fine it looks too.’


He rolled his eyes but smiled. ‘Where’s Father?’


‘Gone to fetch a new batch of leather for the trims on that centurion’s tent.’


‘Well, I hope he’s not too long, the wolves will be out soon.’


‘Wolves?’ Prisca squinted at her son, wondering if marriage had twisted his brain. ‘There are no wolves in Rome, Cyrus.’


‘There are today. It’s Lupercalia, remember?’


Prisca hit her hand to her head. How had she forgotten today was the ridiculous festival where the young Romans dressed as wolves and rampaged in the name of their gods? It was her age, that was the problem. She’d been as sharp as Phoebe in her youth but as she crept close to her fiftieth year, she felt fogged. The accounts didn’t add themselves up as swiftly as they used to, and chasing down an error seemed to take forever. She was hot one minute and cold the next and her temper was not, she knew, as in control as it had once been.


She went to stash the tablet on the top shelf, where her hard-won numbers could not be wiped out, and was surprised when Cyrus came over and gave her a hug.


‘Stay inside today, yes? And keep Golda and Phoebe with you.’


‘Is that necessary?’


‘Hopefully not, but Lupercalia makes the Romans feral so it’s best not to take the risk. You know what happened last year.’


Prisca shivered at the memory. Several of their neighbours, coming out of the synagogue, had stumbled into a gaggle of ‘wolves’ and found themselves snatched high above their heads and dumped into the Tiber amidst much howling. It had been harmless, she supposed – ‘high spirits’ the official had said – but very unpleasant.


‘They should not be allowed to persecute us in that way.’


‘They believe us to be a danger to them because we will not pander to their graven images,’ said Phoebe, coming into the kitchen looking as fresh as a rock rose. ‘They live their lives on a knife-edge with their capricious deities, blaming every sway of fortune on the failure to offer honey to this god, or a pretty dance to that. There is no consistency to their beliefs, no system – just a frantic desire to appease the forces of nature.’


Prisca blinked. Her daughter had started philosophising early today.


‘Then thank the good Lord that we have seen the light,’ she said calmly.


‘And been charged with sharing it,’ Phoebe shot back. ‘If the Romans turn to the New Way, they will see that there is no need to build temples on every corner, or offer oblations to graven images, or dress up as wolves.’


‘I think they like dressing up as wolves,’ Cyrus said sagely.


Phoebe tossed her head. ‘Then let them do it for fun, but not in the name of worship. What sort of god do they think would admire such behaviour in his creation?’


‘One carved in the same mould as themselves,’ Cyrus suggested and Prisca thought that perhaps she underestimated his intelligence.


Her daughter saw the world as it could be, but her son saw it as it was. The Romans resented the Jews because they had dispensation from worshipping the official city gods, in exchange for asking the blessing of their own, sole (and true) God on the Emperor. Recently there had been mutterings about whether this privilege should include those following the New Way, for they attracted many gentiles to their company, especially the wealthy women who had once been drawn to the various city cults. The Romans resented their community’s popularity and they should not rile them, especially today.


Going into the back pantry, Prisca took out the bread and cured meats she’d wrapped in an offcut of the waxed linen. ‘Luncheon for you and your father,’ she said, handing it to Cyrus.


‘Thanks, Ma.’ Cyrus kissed her cheek. ‘And remember what I said about staying indoors.’


‘Indoors?!’ Phoebe looked indignant. ‘Why should we stay indoors? God will protect us.’


‘I have no doubt of it, sister, but why make His job harder than it should be?’


He went to kiss her too, but at the last moment turned it into a lick up her cheek that had her squealing. ‘Cyrus! Grow up.’


‘Why?’ He ducked out of reach of her flailing hand.


‘You’re a married man.’


‘So am doing my best to remain youthful for my pretty wife. Take care today!’


And then he was gone, whistling down the street as Phoebe ran for a cloth to scrub at her cheek.


‘Why are men so disgusting?’ she demanded.


‘It’s because he’s your brother. A husband would be far tenderer.’


Phoebe screwed up her nose. They’d often raised the subject of her marriage but she resisted vehemently, saying she had God’s work to do before she tied herself to a hearth. And that was true. She was an eloquent preacher of the New Way, bringing far more people than Prisca to the light – far more than anyone, save perhaps Mary of Magdala.


Prisca closed her eyes a moment, remembering those fiery days when Mary and Barnabus had arrived in their synagogue eleven years ago to speak of the risen Jesus.


‘Love your neighbour as you love yourself,’ Mary had instructed and that had fitted so perfectly with how Prisca and Aquila had always tried to lead their lives that they’d embraced the New Way instantly, gladly giving their lives over to bringing others to the same happy revelation. Prisca loved nothing more than seeing new converts open their hearts to the New Way, casting off the need for excess riches and envy of others and opening themselves up to tolerance and inclusion. It was, surely, a much happier life than dressing as wolves to appease a god you did not know and could not trust?


Smiling at Phoebe, Prisca ladled out porridge. There was no sign of Golda but she was fresh into her marriage and, if Prisca remembered those days, the girl may not be getting much sleep. Besides, she was a gentle soul who found Phoebe’s headlong approach to life exhausting so it would be better to get her daughter fed and set to a task that might absorb some of her endless energy before her daughter-in-law tried to break her fast.


‘I thought we might do the laundry today,’ she said to Phoebe.


‘The laundry? It’s not Monday.’


‘No, but if we’re stuck inside we may as well get it out of the way and free ourselves for more interesting tasks later.’


Phoebe swallowed porridge crossly, as only Phoebe could. ‘I do not see why we should stay indoors because of Roman foolishness and intolerance.’


‘Because they are stronger than us.’


‘We are strong in the Lord.’


‘We are, my love, but I’m sure He has better things to do than protect us from idiot Romans.’


‘Or perhaps, on this day of flagrant pagan ritual, He is keen for us to go into the fray and preach His truth.’


She had a point. Was that how they’d done it at the start?


‘Mother?’ Phoebe demanded impatiently. ‘What are you thinking?’


‘I’m wondering what Mary would do.’


‘Mary of Magdala?’ Phoebe was always eager to hear about the apostle who’d walked with Jesus. She’d been seven when the family had converted and, although she had questioned the poor woman endlessly at the time, remembered her only vaguely.


‘That Mary,’ Prisca agreed. ‘She was like you – all passion and zeal.’


Phoebe looked delighted. ‘I’d love to meet her, Mother. Is she coming back to Rome?’


‘She said she would, but there are many cities to convert and many souls within them.’


‘She needs help then.’ Phoebe leaped up. ‘She needs others of the New Way to work with her.’


‘I’m sure she has many helpers,’ Prisca said quickly, fearing where this was going.


Sure enough, Phoebe came over and grabbed her hands. ‘Let me go, Mother. Let me go with Boaz and Judith when they take the boat to Philippi with the next delivery. There might be apostles there who will know where Mary is. I could find her, learn from her, help her.’


‘It is too dangerous,’ Prisca said tightly.


Phoebe put her hands on her hips. ‘Is it, Mother. Is it really? And was it any less dangerous when, at exactly my age, you went off on the road?’


‘With your father,’ Prisca pointed out. Aquila had come to her hometown with his tent-making business and they’d fallen in love. With her parents’ blessing, he had carried her off to a life on the road. A life together. ‘I had him to protect me, Phoebe.’


Her daughter tossed her dark hair. ‘But I have Jesus.’


Prisca sucked in a breath. ‘It’s not the same.’


‘You’re saying Jesus, the son of God, cannot protect me like an earthly man?’


‘Of course not. But he cannot be there with a strong arm every time an upstart thief or chancer tries to take advantage of you.’


‘I think he can.’


‘You think the son of God is best occupied keeping you safe? Is that not a little arrogant, my sweet?’


Phoebe bit her lip. ‘I think I can look after myself, thank you very much, Mother. Besides, I’d be better dying on the road than stuck here doing Cyrus’ damned laundry.’


‘Phoebe!’


Prisca glared at her daughter, though she had to admit she had a point. Not about the dying, but about her talents being wasted in the home. At eighteen, Prisca had loved being on the road and had settled reluctantly into their Roman home when a second child had hampered their movements too much. Now that child was demanding the same freedom.


‘Mary said you would make a wonderful apostle,’ she admitted.


‘Mary said that? About me? Well, there you are then, Mother, it is God’s will.’


Was it? Prisca feared it was. She’d kept her sharp, eloquent daughter to herself for long enough. But the world was a dangerous place and Phoebe was more naïve than she knew.


‘We should ask your father,’ she hedged.


‘Very well. Let’s go and ask him.’


‘Now?’


‘Yes, now. It is urgent. Boaz and Judith could sail any day and must know if I’m to travel with them.’


That was true. The stock was almost ready and their junior partners were all set to move it to the nearby port of Ostia to await the tides.


‘Cyrus said not to go outside today.’


‘And you will let him tell you what to do? Come, Mother, we all know you have the strongest will in this family.’


‘Used to,’ Prisca said ruefully.


Golda appeared in the doorway, pink and sleep-tousled. Prisca moved to draw her to the table, but Phoebe stepped between them.


‘We are going to the workshop, Golda.’


‘Now?’ the poor girl asked, bemused.


‘Now,’ Phoebe confirmed.


A ‘wolf’ howled somewhere down the street and Prisca knew she had to stand firm. ‘No, Phoebe. Not today. It can wait.’


Phoebe stamped her foot. ‘You always say that. I’m sick of waiting, Mother, sick of being put off so you can keep me here as your little helper instead of letting me out to travel, as you travelled. It is hypocritical.’


Prisca gaped at her. ‘Hypocritical? To love you? To care about your safety? To—’


‘Supress me like a baby. I’m a grown woman who knows her own mind and has a right to act on it.’


Now it was Prisca who put her hands on her hips. ‘Legally, daughter, you can do nothing without your father’s permission.’


Phoebe let out a dark laugh. ‘Oh, Mother, where are your precious New Way principles of inclusion and equality now?’


‘I—’


‘I need no one’s permission but God’s.’


‘Of course. I didn’t mean—’


‘But as a courtesy to you and father, as my parents  …’


‘Your loving parents, who—’


‘I am prepared to discuss it. Now.’


She strode for the door, grabbing Golda’s hand as she went, and was halfway down the street before Prisca could get between the kitchen chairs to stop her. She chased after the two girls, looking nervously around as noise spilled from the various taverns, and was mightily relieved when they made it to the workshop.


Cyrus was not pleased to see them and rushed over to put a protective arm around Golda. ‘I gave you one instruction, Mother! Could you not even keep that?’


Prisca opened her mouth to defend herself but Phoebe was there first. ‘What right do you have to issue instructions, brother? You’re not head of this household.’


‘Neither are you.’


‘No. We live in equality as Jesus taught.’


‘Did he though? Can we be sure?’


‘No,’ Phoebe shot back, surprising him, before adding, ‘which is why I am going to sail with Judith and Boaz to locate Mary of Magdala and find out.’


‘You’re going … ?’ Cyrus gaped at her and Aquila came over.


‘What’s this, daughter?’


‘As I just said. Mother told me Mary of Magdala said I would be a wonderful apostle and I intend to prove her right.’


‘I see.’


Aquila looked to Prisca who grimaced. ‘It slipped out.’


‘As it should, for it is true.’ He took Phoebe’s hands. ‘I, too, think you will be a wonderful apostle, Phoebe. But there is a time and a place and—’


‘Aaah!’ Phoebe yanked away furiously. ‘There is a time and place, Father, and it is now. Here. Judith, Boaz! Will you take me with you in your boat?’


Their junior partners looked over, confused. ‘If your parents say so, then of course we—’


‘I say so,’ Phoebe countered.


Aquila frowned. ‘You are too hot, daughter. If you wish to travel, you need to be mature, sensible, aware. You should think—’


His words were cut off by a bloodcurdling roar from outside. Everyone froze, even Phoebe, then Boaz ran to close the door. Cyrus and Aquila sprang to help him but they were too late and a gaggle of young men wearing nothing but loin cloths and wolf masks, whooped inside.


‘Look here – a group of squabbling Jews and their paltry wares!’


They began grabbing at the carefully parcelled up tents, shaking them out and flinging them around.


‘Stop it!’ Aquila shouted. ‘These are trade goods, ready for shipping.’


‘They are Jewish goods,’ one of the wolves snarled.


‘They are Roman goods,’ Aquila corrected. ‘We are Roman citizens, doing the Emperor’s work.’


The wolves hesitated but their blood was up and their bellies full of breakfast beer and it was momentary.


‘Why are you not at the Lupercalia?’ the lead one demanded. ‘If you’re so Roman, you should celebrate the Roman festivities.’


‘To your false gods?’ Phoebe demanded.


‘False gods? False gods! You are the false ones, with your “one God” that only you are allowed to worship.’


‘That’s not true,’ Phoebe said. ‘Those are the old ways; we preach the New Way. God is there for all who choose to welcome Him into their hearts.’


‘He is?’ The Wolf was stumped but only momentarily. ‘What about our gods? Would he welcome them if they went to him?’


‘He would,’ Phoebe agreed, then spoiled it all by adding, ‘if they existed.’


‘How dare you?! I’ll teach you our ways, you Jewish whore. And this one here too.’ He made a grab for Golda, who screamed. Another snatched Phoebe, pushing her to her knees. ‘I’m going to stuff your dirty mouth with my—’


‘What’s going on here?’ A broad-shouldered man in the Emperor’s uniform stepped into the workshop and Prisca thought she’d never been so glad to see a policeman in her life. He faced down the wolves, who gathered into a limp gang before him. ‘Why are you ruining Roman goods?’


‘These Jews are defiling our gods, so we thought it only fit to defile their paltry wares.’


‘Are you?’ The official turned a sharp look on Aquila, who stepped forward.


‘Of course not, sir. I told these young men we were Roman citizens delivering vital goods to the empire but they did not listen.’ He dropped his voice. ‘They have started their celebrations early, I think. They mean no harm. Just high-spirited.’


He slipped something into the official’s hand and he nodded. ‘It’s very good of you to see it that way, sir. Come on, lads, off with you or you’ll miss the ceremonies.’


The lads went, sending dirty gestures and words back at Phoebe and Golda, still shaking on their knees. Cyrus ran to his wife, gathering her into his arms, his face purple with anger.


‘You!’ He pointed at Phoebe. ‘You put us all in danger, coming here, dragging poor Golda with you, and then riling those damned wolves with talk of the one God.’


‘The one true God,’ Phoebe shot back, leaping to her feet.


‘Perhaps but it was hardly the right time for philosophy. You nearly got yourself raped and my wife with you. I cannot have that. I cannot have Golda threatened.’


‘They would not have—’


‘They might, sister. Think. You talk of a New Way of peace but then follow it into danger. You talk of a covenant family and I do too. I embrace it but not at the cost of my real family – my true family.’


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘You’re right.’


Cyrus blinked at her, surprised and no wonder. Phoebe was all contrition, head bowed and eyes wide. Prisca was instantly suspicious.


‘Rome doesn’t like us at the moment,’ Cyrus said, gentler now, ‘so we must not do anything to arouse her attention – especially you, Phoebe.’


‘I know,’ she agreed, then her head came up. ‘That’s why I’m leaving. I’ll be out of your way and you’ll be safe from my “dirty mouth”.’


‘Phoebe, no!’ Prisca ran to her. ‘That’s not a reason to go. You shouldn’t have to run away.’


Phoebe turned to her, eyes shining. ‘Oh, I’m not running away, Mother. I’m running to – to a better place than this, where there are people of the New Way who are prepared to stand up for their beliefs, not cower behind them.’


Prisca fell back, stung. A shadow passed over Phoebe’s bright young brow, but only for a moment, then her hands were back on her hips. ‘Do not try to stop me, for this is God’s will.’


‘That you find better people to live with?’


‘Not better, Mother, just braver.’


Prisca’s heart tore. Was that true? Was she no longer the bold, brave convert she’d once been?


‘Fine then,’ she said, sickened with herself, with her daughter, with the world that had brought them to this. ‘Go!’


She was going to regret this. She was going to regret it in the darkest hours of every night from here until she heard her hot-headed, angry, infinitely precious daughter was safe, but it was said now. The next tide would take Phoebe away to Philippi where she would have to learn, fast, how to control her dangerously wonderful passion for the New Way in which they had brought her up.


‘I will preach, Mother,’ Phoebe assured her. ‘I will preach to people who need us. I will change lives.’


That, Prisca did no doubt; she just prayed she did not lose her own in the process.










Chapter Three



Lydia


PHILIPPI


Lydia crept closer to the window, straining to hear the tantalisingly soft preacher’s voice in the marketplace outside. There was the usual bustle, of course, but this was different – this was a woman speaking, calm and clear, with a captivating passion. The problem was Kadmos never let her out on a market day because there were ‘rough elements’ in the city. Personally Lydia doubted there was anyone rougher than her husband but she’d so far managed to keep that opinion to herself.


It was hard. Her parents had told her this marriage was for her safety, but what was safe about a man three times her age who saw her as little more than a free servant? He had money and a fine house in the centre of the beautiful city of Philippi, but he was a drunk and a bore, and Lydia had felt far safer in her falling-down childhood home in the rougher end of Thyatira.


Kadmos was a textile trader who’d spotted her helping at her mother’s rug stall and instantly demanded a price, not for the rugs, but for fifteen-year-old Lydia. Her mother had put her hands indignantly on her hips but then, instead of telling him where to go, she’d named a price higher than all their wares put together.


‘That’s too much,’ he’d objected. ‘She has no breeding, no schooling.’


‘No, but she has beautiful hair.’ Her mother had run a hand over Lydia’s hazel curls. ‘And look at her breasts.’ She’d tugged at the neckline of Lydia’s blouse to expose more than a hint of the cleavage she was always trying to hide. Kadmos had visibly drooled.


‘She’s a well-shaped girl,’ he’d agreed. ‘But you still ask too high a price.’ And then they’d set to haggling, not once asking Lydia what she felt about the deal.


By the time they’d done, she’d been facing a wedding and a new home, miles away from her family. Her parents had done it for good reasons, perhaps, but she hated them for it. And she missed her siblings. Philippi was a small but beautiful city, contained within pretty walls with a curving, temple-topped hill above, and a wide river below. It was connected to the thriving port of Neapolis on the northern coast of the Green Sea, halfway between Corinth and Ephesus, and lively with trade. She’d been charmed by the elegance of it when Kadmos had first brought her here, but had soon discovered he preferred to keep her inside.


Her husband’s only contact with her was to demand food or wine, or when he came bumbling drunkenly from the tavern into her bed to slobber on her neck and thrust himself between her legs. Lydia had once, aged thirteen, snuck into a tavern to listen to a poet declaiming Ovid’s Erotic Poems. He had made the act of love sound like music between a man and a woman but in Lydia’s far-too-frequent experience it was nothing but grunts and squelches. Occasionally, when she was fetching his damned wine, she would glance up at the tantalising tub marked ‘rat poison’ on the shelf above the jug and half-reach for it. But she could not murder him, not for the simple and all-too-usual crime of being a boor and a fool.


The only good thing to have come of his sweaty fumbles was that she was now swelling with his child. He was delighted he’d proved his virility by siring an heir and a kindly midwife had told him he must stay away from Lydia’s bed until the child was born. It was a relief, but it still left her lonely – lonely and trapped.


Lydia quietly pushed open the shutter and strained out, trying to hear the preacher woman. She could just about see her through the trees, a crowd gathering around her, and could catch tantalising words. She was saying something about a new way of living, about loving your neighbour and maybe giving away your money. Lydia giggled at what Kadmos would make of that idea. The man begrudged spending on anything.


‘What are you doing?’


She jumped. She’d been so fixated on the preacher, she hadn’t noticed her husband coming into the room.


‘Getting some air.’


‘Ridiculous.’ He pushed past her, slamming the shutter. ‘Come into the courtyard if you want air, like any civilised woman.’


He was always goading her about her lack of breeding, as if he had not known when he’d bought her for her ‘fine shape’ that she was a poor rug-maker’s daughter. Clearly none of the mamas of Philippi had been prepared to join their girls to a man as ugly as he was grumpy, but that was hardly her fault.


‘Surely, as your well-bred wife, I should be strolling the market with my maid, looking for fine fabrics for new dresses so I do not show you up at society occasions?’


She was goading him now, for he was never invited to society occasions. She would not have dared before but her pregnancy had made her precious to him and she could sail closer to the wind of his temper before he hit out.


‘I can bring you fine fabrics myself if the need arises, and at trade prices besides.’


‘Purple fabrics?’ she asked.


He jumped. ‘The likes of us do not wear purple.’


‘But we could sell it.’


Kadmos had had two cronies over for dinner recently and after they’d finished leering at Lydia she’d been able to sit in peace and listen to their conversation. The younger one had spoken of a new technique to make ‘purple’ – the dye needed to create the violet-red fabric worn by the top echelons of Roman and Greek society. Purple fabrics commanded very high prices for the dyes could only be made from the crushed murex shellfish, which were rare and hard to gather. The young man, however, had seen fabric every bit as fine made from an extraction of the madder plant and was keen to invest.


‘It cannot be as good as the murex,’ Kadmos had said dismissively.


‘It will fade,’ his older companion had agreed. ‘There will be complaints.’


‘The fabric I saw had been tested to one hundred washes,’ the younger man had persisted. ‘Who do we know who’d wash a tunic one hundred times?’


The older men had shifted.


‘It cannot be true,’ Kadmos had decided.


‘Why not?’


‘Because everyone knows purple can only be made from the murex. It is a simple fact of our industry.’


‘Not any more,’ the young man had said, but into his soup.


Later, with the other two rolling in their chairs, Lydia had quizzed him further and it had been very interesting. In fact, it had been the most interesting conversation she’d had since her marriage. The man had not laughed at her, or doubted her ability to understand the business, and they had talked at some length. She’d written down what she could on a piece of parchment stolen from Kadmos’ study.


Her letters were rudimentary, learned from her older brother, the only one the family had been able to afford to send for teaching. Every evening he’d sat the rest of them down to pass on his knowledge. The others had fidgeted and moaned but Lydia had liked the way the strange marks held meaning and, better still, could pass it on. She’d soon outlearned her brother and taught herself further from a copy of Ovid procured from a poet for a ‘taste of her sweet lips’. She’d allowed him no more, though had she known her mother was going to sell her into Kadmos’ bed two years later, she would have certainly gone further to at least have known pleasure once.


But that did not matter now. The madder, however, did.


‘You like making money, Kadmos?’


‘Of course I do, wife.’


He always called her wife. Lydia sometimes wondered if he could remember her actual name.


‘So perhaps we should look into this new method of producing purple. It could be very lucrative.’


‘How would you know?’


‘I talked to that young man about it.’


‘You talked to a young man?’ He bristled immediately.


‘The one you invited to the house, Kadmos.’


‘Oh him. Yes. He was a fool.’


‘Are you sure? Because I heard from the maid that he made a fortune the other day selling a roll of his new purple linen.’


‘You did? How dare he! I taught him all he knows.’


‘Not, perhaps, quite all … ?’


‘Hush, wife. This is man’s business and nothing to do with you.’


She had pushed him far enough, she knew, but she could sense the opportunity as a tangible fruit, dangled before them and letting it rot for want of daring felt too frustrating to bear.


‘Imagine if our son were to inherit the best purple business in Philippi.’ She saw the small spark in his greedy eye and knew she’d hit on the right formula. ‘We would be so proud.’


His eyes narrowed; she had misjudged this time. He did not like the use of ‘we’ or ‘our’. Everything was his and his alone.


‘He must be born first, woman. That’s your job, not meddling in my business and certainly not trying to get into the marketplace. You need to stay here and grow my son.’


‘Or daughter.’


‘It better not be.’ The whack of his hand caught the side of her jaw with a painful sting. ‘I need a son to inherit my business. Daughters are millstones around your neck.’


‘That’s not true.’


‘No? Look at how fast your mother got rid of you.’


She gasped and he laughed, pleased with his cruelty, as well he might be for that blow hurt far more than any he could give with his hands. But there was no time to indulge her petty hurts; she had to get out there before the enticing preacher was gone.


‘Please, Kadmos,’ she said, smoothing her hand over her bulging belly and pulling the neckline of her dress down, just as her mother had done. She did not like herself for this shamelessness, but it was effective. Her breasts had grown even riper since the baby had quickened and the effect on her husband was instant. ‘Please can I go out to hear the preacher? There can be little harm surely?’


He considered. ‘Perhaps not.’


‘You could come with me, if you wish. It’s good to be seen taking culture.’


‘Hmmm.’


‘And she sounds very interesting.’


‘She?’ Kadmos’ eyes bulged. ‘The preacher is a woman? The very idea! No, wife. No way. Stay here, calm your ridiculous ideas of business and philosophising, and grow my son.’


And with that, he was gone, slamming the door behind him. Lydia shook furious fists in his direction, then stomped back to the window, tears of rage spiking her eyes. She threw herself onto the window seat and pushed the shutter open, not caring what he did to her. The woman was still speaking. People were asking questions and she was answering them carefully, unlike the usual, hectoring sort of teacher. Lydia leaned out, wondering if she might dare the climb, but the window was on the first floor and although she could perhaps have scrambled down the vines a year ago, her bulging belly would make it impossible now.


‘Excuse me.’


She jumped so hard she almost fell out of the window, which might have solved one issue, but would doubtless have created several more. Their small, dark-eyed housemaid was standing before her and she looked at her in surprise.


‘Can I help you, Hedy?’


‘I rather hope, ma’am, that I might help you. I hope you don’t think me impertinent, but I heard the master refuse your request and it didn’t seem fair. I like things fair.’


‘Then you’re in the wrong place,’ Lydia said gloomily.


‘Not necessarily.’


Lydia looked at her in surprise. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I was thinking … I have to go to market to buy food for Cook, and if I were to, say, linger out there, beneath your window, ma’am – considering the wares as it were, looking for bargains – and I just happened to hear the lady preacher, I might just happen to repeat what she said out loud. Because, being a maid, I’m quite slow, you see.’


Lydia stared at her.


‘I see,’ she said after a moment. She grabbed Hedy’s hands. ‘I do see. Thank you, Hedy. Thank you so much.’ She looked at the maid, taking in her bright eyes, her carefully stitched clothes and her worn mules, and smiled at her. ‘And I’d have thought that, slow as you are, you wouldn’t notice if you accidentally put on these shoes.’ She kicked off her finer footwear. ‘And not your own.’


Hedy’s eyes shone.


‘These do make my feet sore.’ She slid her feet into Lydia’s shoes and sighed with pleasure. ‘I won’t be so slow as not to take them off again as soon as I get back though.’


‘You can keep them, Hedy.’


She shook her head. ‘It wouldn’t be right, wouldn’t be fair. I like things fair.’


‘Me too.’ Lydia smiled at her. ‘And I think, Hedy, things might be about to get a whole lot fairer around here.’


She ushered the girl out and within minutes Hedy was standing below her window, bouncing up and down in her well-heeled mules, echoing the words of the preacher lady.


‘She says we all have a god in our heart,’ she reported in a half-whisper.


‘In our heart?’


‘In the same way as we hold our loved ones there.’


Lydia put a hand to her breast, thinking of the siblings she missed. That made total sense.


‘She says all are equal in God’s sight,’ Hedy went on excitedly. ‘Men and women, rich and poor, all as neighbours loving each other.’


Lydia snorted. ‘Is she mad? Is it some strange new cult? Do they all, you know  …’


‘No! Someone else just asked that and she was most indignant. It is a brother–sister thing. She says we should live in communities where we help each other. She calls it a, a “covenant family”.’


‘A what?’


‘I’m not sure,’ Hedy said, ‘but it sounds wonderful.’


‘It does,’ Lydia agreed. ‘Does she have a name, this preacher?’


‘One moment.’ Hedy darted off and returned a little later. ‘Phoebe,’ she told her. ‘She is called Phoebe and she preaches the New Way.’


Lydia nodded slowly, captivated. She looked around the gloomy room Kadmos had confined her to and then outwards, to where the sun shone and Hedy stood as her supporter, and a woman called Phoebe preached a new way that she was determined to, somehow, reach.










Chapter Four



Mary


JERUSALEM


Mary stepped into the House of the New Way with a sigh of relief. This dwelling in central Jerusalem, originally the home of Barnabus’ aunt, Malka, and now open to all the community, was a haven in the hot, angry city. She’d not been back to Jerusalem since she and Barnabus had taken to the road eighteen years ago, and she was already keen to leave for it felt feral. Passover was finished but many people were still here, filled with the fervour of the great festival and also, it seemed, the bloodlust it always inspired.


Mary shivered as memories crowded in on her again and not, this time, the peaceful preaching of the Galilee years, but the harsh horrors of that final dread visit to Jerusalem. The crowds had turned so easily on Jesus, hailing him as their Lord one day, and abandoning him to his death the next. Standing at the cross as they’d brought down Jesus’ broken body, Mary had felt sadder than she’d thought it possible to be, as if someone had reached in and torn out her centre. She’d prayed and prayed, begging God to give them Jesus back.


And He had listened, she reminded herself, feeling her heart shift. Or, rather, He had already had a plan, as Jesus had known and tried to tell them, though they’d been too earth-bound to understand. She’d gone to the tomb with the embalming oils for his body and knelt before it, tearing her clothes and beating her breast in her grief, and that’s when she’d heard his voice, as low and calm as it had been in life.


Do not weep, Mary. I am not dead, but risen again and here with you.


She’d looked up and he’d been right there, his eyes looking on her with infinite love, and all her sorrow had turned to purest joy. The vision was there for her even now, whenever she sat still long enough to tune out the world and listen for her Lord.


I hate it in Jerusalem, Jesus, she said in her heart.


I’m not so fond it myself, Mary.


She smiled. Always he’d been able to calm her. If she’d grown agitated when the crowds became too rough, he’d put a hand on her arm and say, ‘They are eager to learn; it is to be encouraged.’ He’d not understood her fear for his life, though they knew why now. It had never truly been his to fear for.


Mary opened her eyes, fighting not to remember those dread events. She was sitting in the shade of the colonnaded alleyways around the long pool in Malka’s gracious central courtyard. Tables had been set between the columns and plants in readiness for everyone to break bread together but no one was here yet and Mary was glad of the peace. Not much had changed in Jerusalem. Maybe it was the Temple that made the city so edgy, for it dominated – as, indeed, it was meant to do. All life was focused around it, not spread out between agoras and forums and theatres like in Antioch, Ephesus or Rome.


Honouring the one, great God was good, of course, but Jesus had taught them that they could make a temple of their lives and bodies, and being back in a place where faith was focused entirely through bricks, vestments and rituals felt stifling. She hoped she could be on the road with Barnabus again soon but for now there were people here she had not seen for far too long and she was eager to catch up with their lives and missions.


First among them was Mariam, Jesus’ earthly mother, and she was delighted when she came into the courtyard to supervise the maids setting out the bread and cheese. Mary leaped up and Mariam came straight to her, clasping her hands, looking into her eyes with the sort of real care she’d been so desperate to see in her own mother.


‘Mary! It’s so very good to see you. I’ve heard so much about your mission. Every pilgrim who finds us in Jerusalem seems to have yours and Barnabus’ names on their lips. You are working wonders.’


‘Jesus is working wonders through us,’ Mary corrected.


‘You are fine conduits,’ Mariam said, unruffled. ‘And you look so well.’


Mary wasn’t sure about that. She was lean from walking, her already sharp features even more chiselled in olive skin made deep brown from the sun. She oiled and combed her black hair when she could but it was often in tight plaits for days on end, trapping the dust and bugs. Sometimes she feared she looked as wild as John the Baptiser had done back when Jesus was still an unknown preacher.


‘I am healthy,’ she allowed.


Mariam hugged her. ‘You are beautiful, Mary, for God’s love shines from you.’


Mary hugged her back. ‘I’ve missed you, Mariam. You look well too.’


‘For an old lady.’ She leaned in. ‘I’m in my sixty-seventh year, you know, and I’m sure James thinks I’m too doddery to do much these days.’


‘Then he’s wrong,’ Mary said stoutly. ‘Men always underestimate women.’


Mariam laughed. ‘That much is true. And my son, dearly as I love him, underestimates most people. But hush, here he comes now.’ People were emerging from all over the house as the meal gong was sounded and Mariam took Mary’s arm, guiding her to the central table. ‘Let’s sit here before he and his cronies claim it. James preaches equality within the community but I’m not sure he includes himself.’


Mary sat down, joining Malka and her son John-Mark, so James was forced to turn to one of the side tables, John and Matthew in his wake. James was Mariam’s eldest living child, born a year after Jesus and head of a family of six siblings. He had not been part of the group following his younger brother in his lifetime but had seen the truth of his resurrection shortly afterwards, joining the community in Jerusalem and assuming its leadership as the apostles had dispersed to take the Word out of the Holy City.
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