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For my mother and father in memoriam.
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NOTE ON LANGUAGE


At the time of Christ the spoken language among Jews was Aramaic. Hebrew was known only by the highly educated, who studied it so they could read the scriptures. A simplified form of Greek was the universal language of the widespread Roman Empire, and most Jews probably spoke this marketplace Greek as well. The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John were written in Greek. Only the Romans spoke Latin. The characters in this book are supposedly speaking Aramaic. What you are reading is a modern English “translation” of that language.





Part 1
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Daniel





Chapter One
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It was deep August when my father and I made the journey from my old home in Bethany to what was to be my new home in Magdala. We traveled with a party of friends from Jerusalem going to visit family in Galilee, and we joined up with other groups in Jericho because it wasn’t safe to travel the route along the Jordan if you weren’t with a large caravan.


Papa was taking me to live with my mother’s sister, my aunt Leah, because I did not get on with my stepmother. He had married Judith shortly after my mother died, when I was three. She was never nice to me. As I grew older, I learned to stand up for myself. We disliked each other intensely and made no attempt to hide our feelings.


A neighbor once told me that Judith was jealous of me. Instinctively, I knew that to be true. On the surface, Judith had the authority in the house, but I always felt that I had more power because I was better than she was. I wasn’t petty minded, and people liked me. My little half brother, Lazarus, and half sister, Martha, loved me more than they loved their own mother. But Judith had brought several highly profitable olive groves to Papa when they married, so he always took her side.


When I was ten, and the confrontations between us were growing worse, my father decided to send me to live with Aunt Leah. He told me it was for Aunt Leah’s sake; her husband had died, and she had no children of her own. I would be a comfort to her, he said. My mother would have wanted me to go.


I knew the real reason behind my banishment was that he was tired of having to listen to Judith’s complaints. He saw an opportunity for peace in his house, and he was going to take it.


It’s not that I didn’t love my Aunt Leah. She lived with her husband and his brothers in a house on the Sea of Galilee, and she always stayed with us in Bethany when she came to Jerusalem for the holy days. She was my mother’s only sister, and there had always been a special bond between us. If my aunt had lived in Bethany or anywhere close by, I would have been thrilled to make my home with her. But I could not feel happy about being sent to Galilee.


Judeans believed Galilee was a barbarian place. All my life I had heard that Galileans weren’t strict Jews, the way we were in Judea. They were lax in their practices, unclean in their table manners, and poorly educated. None of the great Temple scholars came from Galilee. Nobody of any importance had ever come from Galilee. I couldn’t understand how my father, who had often said these things himself, would want me to live in such an uncivilized province.


When I told him this, my father got the hard expression on his face that meant he wasn’t going to change his mind. So Judith packed my belongings, and my father and I left Bethany, the only home I had ever known, to make the long, hot walk north to Magdala in Galilee. Lazarus and Martha cried and clung to me when I left, making me feel even worse, and I was thoroughly miserable as we joined the group of people who were to be our companions on the road.


The trip north wasn’t as horrible as I feared. The farther we walked, the lovelier the landscape became. In August, Bethany was hot and brown and dry; Galilee, in contrast, seemed cool and lush. Dark evergreen forest covered the hillsides, and the sheep looked fat and healthy in their lush pastures. The wheat had been harvested, but everywhere figs hung ripe on trees, and we could see men at work harvesting dates.


After two days of walking we arrived at the southernmost tip of the Sea of Galilee. The sun was setting as we came into the village, and the lake waters reflected back the streaky gold colors of the sky. The hills on the western side of the sea rose like shadow guardians out of the sunset. It was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen.


One of the men in our party saw my face and chuckled. “It’s nice, isn’t it?”


“I never saw so much water!”


The man laughed. “One day perhaps you will visit the Great Sea, where you can sail for days and never see land. Then you will understand just how tiny this so-called Sea of Galilee is.”


One of the men traveling with us was from Capernaum, another city on the lake, and he was quick to defend his native province. “You have nothing nearly as beautiful in Judea. The Dead Sea is ugly, and nothing can live in it. Our lake teems with fish. You can’t get fish like ours anywhere in Judea.”


The Judean exploded into a defense of his province, but I stopped listening to the squabble. Instead I stood quietly, looking at the beauty that lay stretched out before me, praying in my heart that God would let me find happiness in this new place.
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It was too late to go on to Magdala, so my father and I spent the night at one of the inns that served travelers and merchants along the well-traveled route. We set forth early the next morning, taking the road that ran along the west side of the lake. The first town we came to was Tiberias, a new city that was still being built by Herod Antipas, the ruler of Galilee.


I was hungry, but we didn’t stop. My father told me Tiberias was a Roman city and that no good Jew would sully the soles of his sandals by stopping near it.


“It’s almost as bad as Sepphoris,” my father said with disgust, as he marched me along, determined to put the polluted city behind us as quickly as possible.


“What’s Sepphoris?” I asked, skipping along beside him.


My father spat, something he rarely did. Then he told me that Sepphoris, the capital of Galilee, was a den of sin. It had been built by Herod the Great using Greek architects and was the seat of the Roman occupation in Galilee. Herod Antipas, my father said, his voice dripping with scorn, was as in love with the Greeks and Romans as his father had been.


It was early afternoon when we arrived in Magdala. As the first houses started to appear, I noticed that most of them were built of a light-colored stone, not the mud bricks we used in Bethany. It was very pretty.


“There is the house,” my father said, and I stared in amazement. Built of stone, it was situated directly on the lakeshore. And it was huge! It had two stories, supported by a series of stone arches. Gardens stretched out on either side, and the roof was tile, not the packed clay I was used to.


The people who live here must be very rich, I thought. My father was considered a well-to-do man in Bethany, but our house was tiny compared to this.


I felt my chest growing tight with anxiety as my father opened the gate that gave onto a path to the front door. Close up, the house looked even more enormous, sprawling over a huge plot of land, with outbuildings and an orchard of date palms and fig trees.


“Papa,” I whispered, as I trailed behind him, “are you certain this is the right place? This house is so big!”


He didn’t appear overwhelmed. “Benjamin has obviously done well with his business.”


He kept going, and I followed reluctantly, forcing one foot to move after the other. I was frightened and had a dreadful feeling I might cry. I never cried, and I was proud of that distinction. No matter what Judith said, no matter how many times my father locked me up in my room, I never cried. I would not start now.


But the outlines of the huge house had become suspiciously blurry. I ground my teeth together to gain control.


The gate banged behind us, and someone called out my father’s name. We stopped and waited while a well-dressed boy came down the path toward us. He addressed my father politely: “You must be Jacob bar Solomon. Welcome to our house, sir. I am Daniel, Benjamin’s youngest son.”


My father smiled and reached out to embrace the boy. “I thank you, Daniel bar Benjamin,” he replied, turning the full strength of his charm on the boy. My father was a very handsome man, with thick black hair only beginning to turn gray, dark brown eyes, and imperious black eyebrows. People often joked that there was no way he could deny my paternity, I looked so much like him. I was never quite sure I liked the comparison. Certainly I had his hair and eyebrows, but my nose did not jut out like his, and my cheekbones were high and thin, not broad and solid.


Lately I had taken to stealing peeks at myself in Judith’s polished bronze hand mirror, and I had been pleased with what I saw. Judith caught me once and called me ugly names, and I lost my temper and told her she looked like a cow. That was when my father made the decision to send me to live with Aunt Leah.


My father introduced me to Daniel, and we stood, silent in the sunlight, looking at each other. He was the handsomest boy I had ever seen, with clean, dark brown hair and reddish brown eyes. We knew immediately that we would like each other.


“Welcome to our house, Mary,” he said and smiled. Daniel had a wonderful smile; it lit up his thin, boyish face and made me feel that I truly was welcome here.


“Come into the house with me,” he said, glancing back at my father and then again at me. “I’ll find Leah and my mother to greet you.”
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My aunt was waiting just inside the front door. and I ran into her outstretched arms. They closed around me tightly. “Mary,” she said, her lips pressed against the top of my head, “I’m so glad you have come to me.”


I was glad too. Daniel’s smile and Leah’s welcome had washed away the tears that had threatened on the path, and my old confidence came rushing back. My father said, “You have contributed greatly to the peace of my household, Leah, by having Mary live with you. I thank you with all my heart.”


“We are happy to have her,” another voice said, and I lifted my face from my aunt’s shoulder to greet Daniel’s mother, Esther, the matriarch of the family.


Her eyes were the same color as Daniel’s, and she looked at me for a long moment before she said, “I hope you are used to working, Mary. In this family, everyone has responsibilities.”


I bowed my head respectfully and assured her I would happily do whatever she might ask. I felt Aunt Leah take my hand and squeeze it, and I squeezed hers back.


Suddenly I was glad to be here in Magdala, in this house set on the beautiful Sea of Galilee, where Daniel lived.





Chapter Two
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It didn’t take long for me to learn that fitting into a large, new family wasn’t going to be so easy. The head of the household and the family business was Benjamin, Daniel’s father; next in authority after Benjamin was his younger brother, Joses. Counting from Benjamin down to the youngest baby, the household numbered thirty-two people in all. For a girl from a small family of five, it was overwhelming.


Aunt Leah had been married to Benjamin’s other brother, Isaac. When Isaac died, Leah, having no other place to go, remained with her relatives by marriage. That’s why she had been so happy when my father asked her to let me come live with her. I was someone of her own blood.


She was so sweet and gentle that I often thought my mother must have been like her. I had no memories of my mother, but that didn’t stop me from missing her. If she had lived, she would have taken care of me and loved me. If she had lived, I would never have had to deal with Judith.


Esther, Lord Benjamin’s wife (we were all supposed to call him Lord to show our respect for his position), put me to work right away. Even though some girls came from the village to help, there was still a lot to be done each day. Just getting enough water for the daily household needs was a huge task, as were milking the goats and making cheese and curds from the gathered milk. The daily bread had to be baked and the food for supper gathered and cooked. Squeezed in between these chores were the ongoing tasks of spinning cloth, making the cloth into garments, and caring for the large vegetable garden.


I tried hard to do everything the way Esther wanted, but I had learned little about housekeeping or cooking from Judith. Nothing I did had pleased her, and she banished me from her kitchen.


Aunt Leah gently tried to show me what to do, but I was miserably homesick for Lazarus and Martha. I would often slip away into the courtyard to play with the young children. It was much more satisfying than trying to carry out tasks that everyone scorned me for doing poorly.


Eventually Esther settled on the jobs most suited to me. I would rise early and prepare the day’s bread, do the weeding in the vegetable garden, and help look after the children. I didn’t mind doing any of these things and tried to go about my work as quietly and competently as I could.


My biggest misery of the first few months in Magdala came from the girls my age, the daughters of Benjamin and Joses. They all slept together in one of the big upstairs rooms, and none of them was nice to me. Fortunately, I got to sleep in a small room with my Aunt Leah so I didn’t have to put up with their snide comments at night, but they kept it up in the daytime. Or they just turned their backs and ignored me. I knew I shouldn’t respond, but it was hard to keep a quiet tongue.


I explained this to Daniel one day, when he came home from the synagogue. He saw me in the vegetable garden viciously pulling weeds and came to speak to me. He was the only male in the family who did not work in the family business of salting, packing, and shipping fish. Instead he went into town every day to study with the rabbi. Lord Benjamin’s plan for his brilliant youngest son was to send him to Jerusalem when he was sixteen to complete his studies at the Temple and become a scribe.


On this particular afternoon I watched him making his way along the narrow garden paths, and I smiled. He was twelve, two years older than I, tall and slim and elegant looking in his immaculate white linen tunic and cloak of fine blue wool. Its ritual blue tassels swung rhythmically as he strode along.


It was not the first time we had talked together in the garden, and he grinned as he came up to me. “You are certainly attacking those weeds, Mary.” He looked around. “Where is Rachel? I thought she was supposed to help you today.”


“She said she had a headache and went to lie down.” I ripped out another weed and tossed it into my basket.


Rachel was Joses’ daughter and my chief tormenter. I thought the rest of the girls might be friendly if not for Rachel’s influence. They seemed to be afraid of her.


“Come and sit down,” Daniel said, gesturing toward the wooden bench that was nestled in the shade of the house.


I sat next to him, licking the perspiration from my upper lip. I poured a cup of water from the jug I had brought with me and offered it to him. He took a sip and then gave it back to me. I drank thirstily.


“Is Rachel still making life difficult for you?”


I put the cup down on the seat next to me with a loud click. “She hates me. I have tried to be nice to her, Daniel, but she goes out of her way to be mean. And she makes all the other girls act mean too. I don’t know what’s wrong with her.”


“She’s jealous of you,” Daniel said.


I frowned. “What does she have to be jealous about? She’s the granddaughter; I’m only a poor cousin.”


“You’re prettier,” he replied and stretched his legs comfortably in front of him.


“Much good that does me.”


He turned his head to look at me. “Before you came, Rachel was the prettiest of the unmarried girls. You’ve taken her place, and she resents you for it. Give her time, and she’ll come around. She’s spoiled, that’s all.”


“I don’t care about Rachel,” I said with a sniff. I turned my face away so he couldn’t see my expression and regarded the sparkling lake that lay beyond the walls of the house. “I just want the other girls to like me. I have to spend so much time with them, and they’re either mean or they act like I don’t exist.” I swallowed. “It’s horrible.”


Daniel took my hand. “I’m your friend, Mary. Try to remember that when they upset you; you do have a friend in this house. And my sisters and cousins will come around eventually. They’re good girls at heart, truly.”


I turned back to him. He was so handsome, with his warm red-brown eyes, chiseled nose, and neat ears.


Without thinking, I blurted, “You were lucky you didn’t get your father’s ears.”


He looked startled, and then he burst into laughter. I put my hand over my mouth and stared at him in dismay. “I didn’t mean to say that.”


“I’m embarrassed to admit it, but I’ve had the same thought myself.” He was breathless with mirth.


Lord Benjamin had huge ears. Sometimes, as we all sat in the courtyard in the evening, I would find myself staring at them. Aunt Leah had once leaned over to remind me that I wasn’t being very polite.


“They’re enormous,” I said now with awe.


“They are, aren’t they? My mother once told me large ears were a sign of God’s special blessing.”


“I never knew that.”


Daniel grinned. “She made it up. I’m sure of it.”


We both laughed.


After that day, Daniel made a point of seeking me out when he got home from school. Spending time with him made all the difference in the world to me. I was no longer alone in the hurly-burly of this big, confusing family. And he was right about the girls too. As time went by they did soften their attitudes, and I actually began to feel at home in Magdala.





Chapter Three
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I stood on a bench and surveyed the courtyard where I had brought the nine children in my custody to play. Like everything in the house, the courtyard was large, with three fig trees strategically placed to give the greatest amount of shade.


I wasn’t looking for shade at the moment, however. I was enjoying the feel of the warm spring sunshine on my head and shoulders. I inhaled the soft air, relishing the scent of the almond blossoms the breeze carried from the garden. I could hear the faint hubbub of men on the shorefront haggling over the price of fish. Lord Benjamin was the biggest employer in the area; most of the fishermen in town sold their catches to him. Lord Benjamin once told me that their fish was sold as far away as Rome. I was very impressed.


This would be my second spring in Galilee, and I was a very different person from the girl who had first arrived in Magdala. I was a real part of the family now, assured of my place and my status. Even my girl cousins had become my friends—with the exception of Rachel, who was just as nasty as ever.


Sometimes I felt sorry for Rachel. Ruth had told me that nobody liked her because she was such a bully. Ruth and I had become very close, so now Rachel didn’t like Ruth either, even though Ruth was her sister. It must be horrible to be a jealous person, I thought, with the superiority of one who has never had that particularly spiteful feeling.


I no longer missed Bethany. The previous spring, when we went into Jerusalem for Passover, I had spent a month in Bethany with my family, and I was glad when it was time to return to Galilee. I had wished I could bring Martha and Lazarus with me, but leaving them wasn’t as hard as it had been the first time.


I thought of my little brother and sister as I stood on the bench surveying my charges, who were playing a throwing game with a ball I had made by winding cord. They became more and more noisy as the game went on, and I was just telling Amos to lower his voice when Daniel came strolling out of the house eating a slice of bread.


I frowned at him. “You sneaked that from the kitchen.”


He grinned. “Leah is such an easy mark.”


“Daniel!” The cry went up from all nine of the children. “Play with us! Play with us!”


Dinah came running up to me and grabbed my hand. “You too, Mary! You too!”


Daniel finished his bread, and the two of us joined in the game. Twenty minutes later I called for a respite, and the children sat cross-legged on the ground and drank water from earthenware cups I had filled and passed around.


They were lovely children, full of life and exuberance but obedient as well. After they had finished their water, I distributed small clay animal figures and told them to play quietly. Then I went back to Daniel.


This time together had become part of the pattern of our days. Daniel would come home from the synagogue, change into the same plain tunic and brown robe that the rest of the men wore, and then join the children and me. His father never expected him to join his brothers and cousins on the shore, doing the hard physical labor of packing salted fish into great wooden barrels for shipping.


Daniel was his father’s pride and joy, and as long as the rabbi continued to sing his praises, he was excused from physical labor and left to do almost anything he wished to do.


What he wished to do was to spend time with the children and me—mostly with me. For my part, I looked forward to this moment all day long. “What do you and Daniel talk about?” Ruth had once asked.


I answered, “The scriptures.” I don’t think she believed me, but it was true. Daniel told me about what he was studying with the rabbi, and we would discuss some of the questions the rabbi had posed. We were fortunate to have such a scholarly rabbi at our synagogue in Magdala. Daniel said that none of the other towns around the lake had anyone nearly as learned.


I loved to listen to Daniel talk. He was much more interesting than any of the men who stood up to speak in the synagogue. When Daniel talked about the Lord and His covenant with the Jews, it made me understand how fortunate I was to be one of God’s chosen people. Daniel said he liked to discuss things with me because I had a quick mind and I made him think. I treasured those words as the greatest compliment I had ever received. That was what was so splendid about Daniel. He would have liked me just as much if I hadn’t been pretty.


Lately he had been intrigued by the story of Judas Maccabeus, the hero who raised a Jewish army and drove the Syrian empire out of our lands. I heard about every battle that Judas ever fought and every campaign he ever planned. If anyone else had dwelled on these military details, I would have found it tedious, but I loved the fire that came into Daniel’s eyes and the flush that rose in his cheeks as he related the heroic deeds of Judas and his brothers.


“David led an army and won back our lands,” I pointed out to him this afternoon, as the children played. “Why isn’t David your hero? He was our greatest king, after all. Surely he was a greater man than Judas.”


“Of course I revere David. But the important thing about Judas, Mary, is that he did all of this only a hundred and fifty years ago! Now here we are in the same situation, only this time it’s the Romans, not the Syrians, who are occupying our lands. We must find another Judas Maccabeus to rise up and lead us. We need the Messiah to come!”


This was not a new refrain, nor was Daniel the only man in Magdala to speak of the Messiah. Our people were growing increasingly weary of the Roman occupation, which our own kings had invited and seemed happy to collude with. Herod the Great and his son, Anti-pas, had built great palaces modeled after the buildings of Greece and Rome. Magdala itself was too small a town to have Romans stationed here, but Capernaum, only a few miles away, had a large Roman army presence. Everyone in Magdala hated the Romans and longed to be rid of them.


I decided to change the subject. “Tell me the story of Esther.”


The fiery look faded from his face to be replaced by amusement. “Again?”


“I could say the same thing when you start talking about the Maccabees,” I retorted.


I loved the book of Esther. There was so little in our literature about women, and I thought Esther was just as great a hero as David or Judas Maccabeus. After all, hadn’t she saved the Jewish people from total destruction? Not even David or Judas had done that. Maybe Esther was even greater than they were!


I secretly loved to pretend that I was Esther, that I was the one entering the harem of the great king of Persia . . . that I was the one he chose to be his wife because of my great beauty . . . that I was the one who foiled the dastardly designs of the villain Haman. The king must have loved Esther very much, because he pardoned her for interrupting his religious service and hanged her enemy, Haman, high enough for all of Susa to see.


Daniel crossed his arms behind his head, leaned against the fig tree, and started the story.


I thought as I listened, When we’re married, we will name our first daughter Esther.





Chapter Four
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Remember what a scared little chicken you were when you first came to live with us?”


I stared at Daniel and replied with dignity, “I have never in my life been a scared little chicken.”


“Well, an unhappy little chicken then,” he amended.


Ruth and I were supposed to be spreading clothes to dry in the autumn sun, but Daniel had appeared and told her he would help instead. She had given me a look, rolled her eyes, and gone off to begin her next chore. She wouldn’t give us away. She never did.


Daniel and I festooned the bushes with clothes and then went to our spot in the corner of the garden out of sight of the house. We sat side by side with our backs propped against the thatched stone enclosure that held the gardening tools.


I rested my head on his shoulder and inhaled the familiar scent of his body. I sighed with happiness.


“The rabbi said today that he has made arrangements for me to study with the best teacher in Jerusalem,” Daniel said.


My happiness dimmed. Daniel would turn sixteen in another month, and when we went to Jerusalem for Passover in the spring, he was to stay behind to begin his studies at the Temple.


I removed my head from his shoulder. “I don’t want to talk about that.”


“I know you don’t. But avoiding the subject isn’t going to make it go away.”


I raised my legs to rest my forehead on my knees. “I know.” My voice came out sounding muffled. “But we still have a few months together. We shouldn’t spoil them by worrying about the future.”


“Maybe we should.”


I turned my head to look at him. His profile looked stern, as if he was trying to hold back some emotion.


“What’s wrong, Daniel? You want to go to Jerusalem. The rabbi in Magdala has nothing more to teach you, and you’re hungry to learn. Nothing has changed.”


He didn’t look at me. “On my way home I stopped to buy some dates at Abraham’s market stand, and his son asked me how my beautiful cousin was doing and whether he would see you on the Sabbath.”


He still wasn’t looking at me.


“And . . . ?” I prompted.


He met my eyes at last. “I wish you weren’t so beautiful, Mary! All the boys in town stare at you.”


I knew this was true, but it had been true ever since I had grown breasts last year. Why should it bother Daniel now?


I turned to him, tucking my legs under me. “Daniel, will you please tell me what is really wrong?”


A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Last night my father told me that Joses has agreed to a marriage for Anna. It’s Tobias ben Joseph. They will be betrothed next month.”


“Why should that concern you?” I said.


He answered in a fierce voice. “Don’t you see, Mary? You’ll be fourteen soon yourself, and the men will be begging to marry you. And I’ll be in Jerusalem studying, a boy with no money and no hope of getting any until I qualify as a scribe.”


I almost laughed. I would have if he weren’t so upset. I pressed a little closer to him and took his hand.


“Daniel, I’m flattered that you think so highly of me, but be sensible. No father wants a girl who has only a pretty face to recommend her for his son. I have no great family connections, no notable housewifely skills, no money.” I held his hand to my cheek. “The only man who will ever want to marry me is you.”


He still looked worried. “But what if someone does ask for you? What will we do then?”


I smiled at him. “I’ll refuse him. No one can make me marry if I don’t want to.”


He sighed. Then, slowly, he grinned. “I don’t believe anyone has ever made you do anything you didn’t want to.”


“I have perseverance. You have nothing to worry about. I’ll simply stay here until you’re ready, and then we will marry.”


He looked around to make sure there were no observers, and then he pulled me against him and kissed me.
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The december rains were dark and chilly as usual, but the week after Hanukkah we suddenly had an unusual burst of mild and sunny weather. Everyone reveled in it, and one evening it was even warm enough for us to go out into the courtyard, which was sheltered by the surrounding walls of the house. I sat on a low bench with a group of children gathered around me. We were playing a word game, and occasionally I glanced away from the uplifted little faces to where Daniel was sitting beside his eldest brother, Samuel.


Samuel was the only member of the family besides Rachel who disliked me. He wasn’t unpleasant; he just acted as if I didn’t exist. When we met unexpectedly, he would avert his eyes as if I were unclean. I couldn’t imagine what I had done to offend him and did my best to stay out of his way.


It was unusual for Daniel and Samuel to be talking so comfortably. The age gap between them was many years, and Samuel always seemed more like Daniel’s uncle than his brother.


Samuel was unfortunate to have been the only son to inherit his father’s ears. True, they were not so tremendous as Lord Benjamin’s, but they were big enough to be remarkable. He also had inherited his father’s bulky body and wide, flat nose.


Poor Samuel, I thought, as I compared him to the elegant young brother sitting beside him.


Suddenly there was activity at the far end of the courtyard, and I turned to see Abigail, Samuel’s wife, getting laboriously to her feet. Esther and Miriam, Joses’ wife, rushed to join her. Abigail was nine months gone with child, and I thought her time might have come. Esther turned and beckoned to Aunt Leah, and the three women supported Abigail as they all entered the house.


“Where are they going, Mary?” a small voice asked.


I smiled into the curious face of Dinah, one of Joses’ granddaughters. “Abigail is going to have a baby. Isn’t that nice? You will have a new little cousin to play with.”


Dinah looked around the courtyard and shook her head decisively. “I already have enough cousins.”


I smothered a laugh. “Well, this little cousin won’t be big enough to join our group for a long time.”


Dinah smiled. She loved having my full attention. “Good.”


Lord Benjamin leaned over to slap Samuel on the back. “This time you will have a son, eh?”


Poor Abigail had thus far only given Samuel three daughters. Everyone was praying for a son.


Samuel gave a strained smile. “I certainly hope so,” he replied.
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I went to bed that night expecting to hear of a new child in the morning. I knew that childbirth was dangerous—my own mother had died having a baby. But Abigail had given birth three times with no trouble. After saying a prayer for her, I fell into my usual sound sleep.


Aunt Leah had not yet returned to her sleeping mat when I awoke. I pulled my wool cloak over my tunic, draped my veil over my hair, slipped my feet into sandals, and went out into the courtyard to the large baking oven.


I was always the first one up because my morning job was to grind the grain for the day’s bread. I used a hand mill to do this, and after that I mixed the meal with water, salt, and a bit of leavening. Then I kneaded it into dough to be baked later in the day.


I was kneading vigorously when Aunt Leah came out of the house. She looked tired.


“Mary,” she said in her softest voice.


I smiled into her weary face. “Is it a boy?”


My aunt shook her head. “No, another girl.”


“Too bad,” I said sympathetically.


She just stood there looking at me, and my hands grew still on the dough. “Is something wrong?”


“Abigail died,” she said.


I had been three years old when my mother died. I had no memory of her, but all my life I had longed for her. I still did. So those two words, Abigail died, hit me like a punch in the stomach. “What happened?”


My aunt took my hand. “We couldn’t stop the bleeding, my dear. Miriam is very skilled, but even she . . .”


“The baby?”


My little brother had died along with my mother. I remembered that too. Such a tiny little life, so quickly extinguished.


“She is alive.”


I swallowed. “That is good.” I swallowed again. “But she will never know her mother.”


“No,” my aunt agreed. “She will never know her mother.”


I started to cry. Leah put her arms around me and held me close. We both knew that I wasn’t crying for Abigail.





Chapter Five
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After the warm spell in December, winter set in for good. With the cold and rain cooping us up in the house, Daniel and I were forced to meet more briefly and with less intimacy than we had become used to, which frustrated both of us. Then, as January came to a close, I noticed something odd happening. Samuel was noticing me.


It was very strange. Where once he had never looked at me, now I caught him staring at me. He even smiled at me once or twice. I found the new Samuel unnerving, and I redoubled my efforts to avoid him.


When it wasn’t raining, I would take the children outdoors for at least part of the day, and one particularly nice afternoon two weeks before Purim, we were in the courtyard playing a game of hide-and-seek. The children loved to hide, which made me the seeker. Their giggling always gave them away, but I made a great show of looking in peculiar places for them or not quite seeing them, which they loved.


We had been at it for a while when I noticed Samuel watching us from one of the doorways. Ivah, Joses’ grandchild, had mischievously pulled my veil off, and as no one else was around, I hadn’t bothered to replace it. The girls loved to play with my hair, which was long and straight. It was easy for them to braid, and I squealed and scolded when they pulled too hard. They loved that too.


As soon as I saw Samuel, I tried to hide my hair. “I’m sorry, Samuel, to be so disheveled,” I apologized as I gathered it into a messy knot. “One of the children pulled my veil off when we were playing.”


He advanced into the courtyard, paying no attention to his little daughter, who had run up to him. “Your hair is very beautiful, Mary. It shines blue in the sun, like the wing of a raven.”


I gave him an uncertain smile and then turned to one of the children. “Ivah, fetch me my veil, please.” Obediently, she ran to get it.


“There’s no need to be fearful,” Samuel said, regarding me with a look that made my stomach feel sick. He kept coming closer. “I am a member of your family, after all.”


He stopped beside me and reached out to take a strand of hair that had escaped the knot between my fingers. He rubbed it between his fingers, as if evaluating a piece of material. “It’s like silk,” he said.


His eyes glistened, and my heart began to pound. I hated his touch and wanted to push him away. But he was Lord Benjamin’s heir, a man of great importance in the family. I felt trapped and began to pray to God for deliverance.


“What do you think you’re doing?”


The words ripped across the courtyard, causing both Samuel and me to jump.


It was Daniel.


Samuel dropped my hair and swung around to face his younger brother. “I thought you were supposed to be studying.” He sounded furious.


Daniel was striding across the courtyard toward us. He retorted, “I was studying, but when I looked into the courtyard, I saw you stalking Mary the way a wolf stalks a lamb.” He was pale, and his narrowed eyes shone like fire. He looked startlingly dangerous.


I grabbed my veil from Ivah and clapped it on my head. The two brothers glared at each other with open fury.


Little Zebah slipped her hand into mine. “Why are they angry, Mary?” She sounded as frightened as I was. I shook my head, speechless. “I want to go away from here,” the girl whimpered.


I didn’t know if it would be better to go or to stay and try to keep them from killing each other.


Daniel’s eyes swung away from Samuel and met mine. “Zebah’s right. Take the children somewhere else.”


I nodded, rounded up my charges, and herded them out of the courtyard and toward the house. As we walked away, I said brightly, “I’ll tell you a story. Which one do you want to hear?”


“The one about the man who was swallowed by a whale!” Amos yelled.


There was a commotion of agreement.


“All right,” I said. “We’ll go into the front room, and I’ll tell it to you.”
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We were still in the front room, and I had moved on to the story of Noah and the flood, when Daniel found me. “I have to talk to you,” he said in a clipped voice.


I gestured to the children, indicating that I could not leave them.


“Get Leah or Ruth,” he commanded, and I ran out of the room.


I found Aunt Leah alone in the kitchen, and I asked her to watch the children for a short time so I could speak to Daniel.


“Why can’t Daniel speak in front of the children?” She was looking at me worriedly.


I told her about how strange Samuel had been and how he and Daniel had looked ready to come to blows.


She shut her eyes. “Mary, do you know how much trouble all this could cause?”


I swallowed hard. I was beginning to realize that I did. “But Samuel has never liked me, Aunt Leah!” I cried.


“I suppose you had better speak to Daniel.” Her voice was almost inaudible, and she went ahead of me into the front room. The look she shot at Daniel was somber, but then she turned to the children and engaged them in a song.


Daniel and I slipped away to the empty courtyard.


“This way,” he said, leading me to the door of one of the storerooms. He pushed it open and we stepped inside.


The room was filled with the barrels used for packing fish, and the smell of wood and dust was strong in the air. Daniel left the door open a crack so we could see each other.


The expression on his face as he looked down at me was unlike any I had seen before. His nose looked sharper, almost like a hawk’s beak, and his eyes wore a strangely intense expression.


“What has happened?” My voice trembled despite my efforts to sound calm.


“Samuel wants to marry you,” he said. “That’s what he told me after you left. The rutting old goat, he wants to marry you!”


I stared at him in horror. “But he’s never liked me, Daniel! Remember how I once asked you what I might have done to offend him?”


Daniel laughed harshly. “He was afraid to look at you. He lusted after you, and he was married to another woman. You were a temptation to him. That’s why he never looked at you.”


I shuddered at the thought of Samuel lusting after me. “What are we going to do, Daniel? I can’t marry Samuel!”


He reached out and pulled me close. I rested my cheek against his linen tunic and felt the beating of his heart. I put my arms around his waist and held him tightly.


He said my name and I looked up at him. He bent his head and kissed me.


We had kissed before, but this was different. This kiss was full of urgency, full of need. This was a kiss I could feel all the way down in my stomach. My head fell back, and he cupped a hand behind it to support me. His strong young body was pressed against mine, and I was dizzy with what he was making me feel.


“Mary.” His voice was husky and shaking. “This isn’t right.” He put both his hands on my upper arms and put me away from him. His grip was so hard it hurt me. “I should not have kissed you like that.”


“It felt right to me.” I lifted my chin, daring him to disagree.


A flash of amusement flitted across his tense face. “I love it when you raise your chin like that.” He drew a deep, steadying breath. “I love all of you, my beloved.”


“I love you too, Daniel. I have always loved you.”


His face took on the dangerous aspect it had worn in the courtyard. He looked out the cracked door and said, “I would like to murder Samuel.”


“You can’t hurt Samuel! That would make everything worse.”


It never occurred to me that, if it came to blows, Samuel was much heavier than Daniel and would undoubtedly be the victor. The way Daniel looked . . . it never occurred to me at all.


He straightened to his full height. “I’ll speak to my father about us. I’ll tell him how we feel, that we wish to be married someday. I won’t allow you to be married to Samuel.”


From the courtyard Leah’s voice sounded, calling my name.


Daniel said, “Go out first. I’ll wait for a bit. We don’t want anyone to see us come out of here together.”


I bit my lip, gave him another fearful look, and slipped out the door.
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Neither Samuel nor Daniel appeared at supper that night, but as Ruth and I were walking toward the kitchen to help with the dishes, she hissed in my ear and pushed me into the closet where the Passover supper pots and plates were kept. All the precious dishes were lovingly wrapped in linen and carefully stacked.


Esther kept a ritually clean kitchen at all times, but for Passover she had special, treasured dinnerware. Unlike the stories I had heard in Judea about Galileans, she was very strict about following the dietary laws.
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