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Praise for

The Tomb

“A vivid retelling of a Bible story we’ve all heard but perhaps never completely understood in all its facets until now. With a main character human enough for us all to identify with, The Tomb is a poignant tale of secrets too long guarded, the tenacity of love, and the freeing power of grace.”

—Tosca Lee, New York Times bestselling author of Iscariot

“The Tomb by author Stephanie Landsem brings the story of Martha, the over-anxious sister of Mary and Lazarus, into a dramatic and unexpected light. Often when we read the biblical story, we don’t stop to think about who these people were, what they thought, how they lived—especially when we are unfamiliar with the culture of the day. The Tomb gives us a rich glimpse into that culture and into the lives of these characters: their hopes, their joys, their fears. You will never see Martha quite the same way again. An intriguing, fascinating read.”

—Jill Eileen Smith, bestselling author of the Wives of King David series

“Stephanie Landsem delivers a fascinating perspective on Martha, Mary, and Lazarus. Gripping yet tender, The Tomb weaves these Bethany siblings into the lives of supporting Gospel characters, beckoning readers to that poignant moment when the Son of God wept. Satisfying. Inspiring. Beautiful.”

—Mesu Andrews, award-winning author of Love Amid the Ashes

“Stephanie Landsem has a gift for telling stories of eternal significance through the eyes of ordinary people. Powerful and tender, The Tomb carries us from the shadow of the valley of death to the glory of the resurrection, while keeping the hopes and dreams of its characters relevant to today’s readers.”

—Regina Jennings, author of A Most Inconvenient Marriage and Caught in the Middle

“Once I picked up The Tomb I couldn’t put it down. Landsem’s novel about Martha is not only a riveting page-turner, it’s a profound and uplifting story about people transformed by faith.”

—Rebecca Kanner, author of Sinners and the Sea

“In Stephanie Landsem’s latest novel, Martha, Mary, and Lazarus are real enough to invite you into their Bethany home, sit you before the fire, and fill your belly with barley stew and warm bread. The Tomb is an enthralling tale, impeccably researched, full of delightful characters. As women, we have always been told to emulate Mary, the sister who chose to worship at Jesus’ feet. But Landsem’s Martha has much to teach us about love, loyalty, honor, faith—and the true measure of a family.”

—Carole Towriss, author of In the Shadow of the Sinai

“Once again, Stephanie Landsem weaves a masterful tale of danger, intrigue, and love as she draws from the familiar story of two sisters, Mary and Martha, and their brother, Lazarus. Landsem pulls the reader into unexpected corners of history as this humble family does their best to figure out who Jesus really is and what his radical message means for them. She pulls from scripture and traditions passed down through the centuries to explore the human experience behind these beloved characters, breathing new life into the story in clever and surprising ways.”

—Laura Sobiech, author of Fly a Little Higher

“Landsem creates a beautiful tapestry of familiar New Testament stories, woven together with fresh insight into what it looked like to walk alongside Jesus, encountering both the mundane and the mysterious in the man who brought the kingdom even to small villages.”

—Tracy Higley, author of The Queen’s Handmaid

“Triumphant! Landsem’s words resound with hope and healing, with freedom from the chains which bind us all.”

—Siri Mitchell, author of Like A Flower in Bloom
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Fear not, I am with you; be not dismayed; I am your God.

I will strengthen you, and help you, and uphold you with my right hand of justice.

—ISAIAH 41:10


To my sisters, Jennifer, Rebecca, and Rachel and my brother, Steven, because family is where every story begins


Dear Readers,

The Martha of Bethany that you are about to meet may surprise you. I hope she does.

As always in The Living Water Series, my intention is not to rewrite the Bible but to reimagine it in ways that bring us closer to Jesus. My hope is to open all of our eyes to a new way of looking at familiar biblical stories to discover new meaning for our own lives.

The Tomb: A Novel of Martha is not an attempt to recount the historical events that took place in Bethany two thousand years ago. Instead, it is a re-imagining of how Martha, a woman who was “anxious and worried about many things,” might have been transformed into the faith-filled woman of John 11:22, who said to Jesus—as her brother lay in his tomb—“Even now I know that whatever you ask of God, God will give you.”

We’ll never know Martha’s true story. Instead, I hope to bring to you her message: no matter what sins and doubts haunt our pasts, we can lay our worries and anxieties at Jesus’ feet, and he will, in return, give us “the better part.”

In Christ,

Stephanie Landsem



Chapter One
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Hear, O children, a father’s instruction, be attentive, that you may gain understanding!

—Proverbs 4:1

MARTHA CLENCHED HER teeth so tight her jaw ached. She’d kept quiet for seven days. Seven days. Now she felt like a pot left too long over the fire. If another old woman gave her a pitying glance, if one more village girl whispered behind her hand . . . by the Most High, she’d boil over.

She filled a cup for Josiah, her sister’s new husband. Who would have believed it? Sirach of Bethany’s daughter—his younger daughter!—choosing her own husband. And what a husband he was. Josiah had many good qualities. He was kind and patient, and everyone knew how he loved Mary. But he was also poor and none too smart. Even his own mother admitted that he was about as useful as a three-legged donkey.

She took a deep breath and poured a cup of wine for her father, careful not to spill a drop on his fine linen tunic. When Abba agreed to the betrothal a full year ago, the women of Bethany had gossiped for weeks. Most had concluded that Sirach was eager to be rid of Mary, his grown daughter who spent more time playing with the village children than taking care of her father’s household. But they were wrong. Abba loved Mary just as much as he loved Martha and Lazarus.

Now, at almost fifteen years, Mary was ready to start her own family with a man she adored. Martha was glad that Abba had allowed Mary her heart’s desire. If only he would allow Martha hers.

If Mary can choose Josiah, why can’t I have a say in my husband? But of course, she knew why.

Her eyes strayed to the center of the meadow that stretched between the Mount of Olives and her father’s many fields and vineyards. The afternoon sun cast a patina of gold on a pair of musicians—an old man playing the flute and a young one strumming the kinnor. Lazarus sat at the kinnor player’s feet, watching him with admiration.

Martha sighed. Even her little brother got to be closer to Isa than she did.

A group of village girls linked arms and began to dance, each eyeing Isa as if he were the last honey cake on the plate. Didn’t they have anything else to do but stare and giggle about how handsome he was?

Isa didn’t even look at them. He never did. He looked into the distance, where the Mount of Olives rose between Bethany and Jerusalem. The love song of Solomon was on his lips, but Martha knew his thoughts were on her. Small comfort, with all the work she had to do.

Mary’s wedding feast had lasted the full seven days. Abba’s excellent wine had flowed as generously as the music, and laughter had filled their courtyard and the meadow that surrounded it. It had been good to celebrate Mary’s joy, but with all the rejoicing, Martha had found only a few moments to be alone with Isa. And tomorrow he would leave for the Decapolis. She had to find a way to talk to him today. Who knew when they’d see each other again?

Mary and her new husband rose from their seats. The men nearest Abba elbowed each other and smiled. Martha averted her eyes from the couple. The sun wasn’t even behind the blossoming apricot trees, and they were already going to the marriage tent? Of course, they wanted children, and there was only one way to get them. But did they have to look so eager? People would talk.

“Leaving us so soon?” Simon, their neighbor and one of the most respected men in Bethany, was a handsome man—at least that’s what the village girls said—but his large, wide-set eyes and full lips had always reminded Martha of a fish. He pursed his thick lips and raised his brows. “I’ve never known a man to need so much sleep.”

A chorus of twitters sounded from maidens clustered in the shade of the olive grove. Older women, those with babies at their breasts and sleepy toddlers, exchanged knowing glances.

Martha watched as the bridal couple took their leave of her father. She had to admit, marriage agreed with her sister. Mary’s softly rounded face glowed, and her eyes, the same deep brown as Martha’s, shone with what must be the marital bliss Martha had heard of. The linen dress Martha had made for her—the best linen, dyed Mary’s favorite shade of pink—fit her plump curves perfectly and suited her bronze skin and the deep blush on her cheeks.

As Mary moved beside her new husband, her arms jingled with a dozen brass bracelets, her betrothal gift from Josiah. They weren’t silver or gold—in fact, they were practically worthless—but the best Josiah could afford. Mary hadn’t removed them since the ketubah had been signed at their betrothal.

Josiah shrugged his thin shoulders as if to brush off the laughter. He looked down at his new bride, and a ridiculous smile stretched from his crinkly eyes to his wispy beard. Josiah wasn’t much to look at, but when he smiled at Mary like that Martha could see why her sister had pleaded with Abba—even though Josiah owned little more than the cloak on his back and a tiny home in the village.

No more servants for Mary, no fine linen from Galilee, no meat in her cooking pot—not with Josiah as a husband. They’d probably live on barley bread and water. Mary didn’t seem to care, and, at this moment, Martha could see why. What would it be like to be adored? To have a husband so in love that he couldn’t keep his eyes, or his hands, off you?

Yes, Abba gave Mary to Josiah, but he would never let Martha marry Isa. It was unthinkable.

As Josiah took leave of his new father-in-law, Mary threw her arms around Martha. “It was beautiful. Everything was perfect. Thank you, my sister. I will remember my wedding feast forever.”

Martha’s throat tightened. Her only sister: beautiful, exuberant, not afraid to announce her love for all the world to hear, even the gossips of Bethany. Martha had worked for weeks to make Mary’s marriage feast—what they’d dreamed of since they were children—perfect. And it had been. But now she felt as though she stood on the edge of the sea, watching Mary sail away while she stood onshore alone. She kissed her sister’s hand and blinked back tears.

Mary’s smile faded, and she glanced toward the musicians. “Have you talked to him?”

Martha shook her head.

Mary squeezed her hand. “Talk to Abba,” she urged. “At least ask him . . . perhaps after another cup of wine?”

Martha tried to smile at Mary’s outlandish suggestion—at her hope in a hopeless cause. There wasn’t enough wine in all of Judea to make Abba let her marry Isa. Josiah at least lived in Bethany and worshipped at the Temple. But the elder daughter of Sirach, the most respected Pharisee in Bethany, marry someone like Isa? Never. “Go.” She gave Mary a gentle push. “Josiah is waiting.”

Teasing calls from the women followed Mary and Josiah to the marriage tent, tucked discreetly behind the olive trees, while Martha went back to serving the men. Simon leaned close to Abba, but his commanding voice carried far. “Let’s hope your grandsons have more sense than their father.”

Martha clenched her teeth. How dare Simon mock Josiah when he was barely out of earshot? At least I kept my unkind thoughts to myself. She tossed the dirty bowls on a growing pile of dishes and hefted the next delicacy for the guests, rounds of soft wheat cakes, drizzled with honey and sprinkled with pomegranate seeds.

The other men chuckled, but Abba frowned. “Josiah is a righteous man, despite his lack of wealth. He will be a good husband to Mary.”

Abel, a tool merchant and one of Bethany’s city judges, snorted and mumbled, “If he can keep food on the table.”

But Simon nodded as if Abba were Moses himself. “You are a wise man and a loving father, Sirach.” He tipped his cup to take the last of his wine, then clapped it on the table. “Where are your kinsman Jesus of Nazareth and his parents? They are not ones to miss a wedding.”

Abba looked thoughtfully at the cakes. “Jesus sent a message that they could not attend. His father is not long in this world.”

“May the God of Abraham and Isaac watch over him.” Simon leaned toward Abba. “I remember talk of Jesus, many years ago. The priests in the Temple said he was a great scholar, although he was little more than a boy. Some even whispered that he was the Messiah.” Simon smiled as he said it, as if he were remembering a joke.

“Pfft. A Galilean is no scholar,” Abel scoffed. “Jesus is well past twenty and still working for his father, not even studying the law in Jerusalem.”

Martha set two cakes in front of her father, her temper rising. Yes, Jesus and his parents were Galileans, but they deserved more respect from Abel and Simon. His mother was Mama’s cousin and had always been welcomed in Bethany. And Jesus was like a brother to her and Mary and Lazarus. They’d all been disappointed when Jesus hadn’t come to Mary’s wedding feast.

Abba stroked his beard, its silver streaks glinting in the sun. “There have been many—far too many—who have claimed to be the Messiah. They’ve ended up dead, and many righteous men have died with them.”

Simon eyed the cakes as Martha came closer. “But surely the Anointed One will come. Someday.”

Abba frowned. “If we keep the law, the Lord will surely send the Deliverer, but we must be vigilant against false prophets. We must doubt, until his power is proven to us.”

Simon tilted his head toward his host. “As always, you are blessed with wisdom, Sirach.” He turned to Abel and whispered, “As if the Messiah could come from a poor hovel in Nazareth.”

Martha bristled, her temper sizzling like water on hot coals. Simon and Abel wouldn’t know the Messiah if he sat down at the table with them and announced the coming of the Kingdom. No one was good enough to be their Messiah.

Abba motioned for Martha to serve the rest of the honey cakes, as if he hadn’t heard their disrespectful talk. “Let us enjoy the feast and the last rays of the sun. You know every woman in Bethany wishes they could make cakes as light as the clouds, like my Martha.”

Martha plopped a cake in front of Simon before banging the wooden tray beside Abel. Abba raised his brows in surprise, a question in his eyes. She pressed her lips together and looked away, ashamed at her display of temper.

He who honors his father atones for sins. Was it a sin to think badly of her father’s friends? If it was, she’d atone tomorrow.

Tomorrow, when Mary moved into her new home with her new husband.

Tomorrow, when Isa left, and she wouldn’t see him until Tabernacles.

Abba returned his attention to his guests, but Simon watched her closely. Lately, it seemed he was always watching her.

She crossed her arms and looked at the ground. When would they stop their talk long enough to eat and let her clear the empty dishes before them? It wasn’t as though she didn’t have other things to do.

Simon licked the last of the honey from his fingers and stretched his arms over his head with a deep sigh. His rounded stomach strained his fine linen tunic. “Your daughter is the best cook in Bethany, Sirach.” His words may have been to her father, but his fishlike eyes were on Martha. “Tell me again why she isn’t married before her younger sister?”

Martha knew what was coming next. She’d heard it enough from the women in the last year. And with good reason. She was almost seventeen years old, long past time to talk of marriage.

Abba fished a lamb bone from his plate and nibbled the remaining meat from it. “No man in Bethany is worthy of my Martha,” he said, his lips shiny with the cumin sauce that every woman in Bethany tried and failed to duplicate.

“But you will let her marry?” Simon smiled.

Martha stilled her hands, waiting for her father’s reply.

Abba chewed thoughtfully. “Most women let their hearts rule their heads, but not my Martha. She knows that the way to the Lord is through obedience and purity, just like her mother, blessed be her memory.”

“Blessed be her memory forever,” Simon repeated. “An obedient daughter is indeed rare and deserves a righteous husband.”

Martha’s stomach turned. A righteous husband.

Abba nodded. “She is a daughter I won’t easily part with. How could I give away such a treasure except to the most righteous man I can find? A man who can give her everything that I have given her.”

A treasure. Martha’s chest constricted, and despair clogged her throat. Across the meadow, Isa’s gaze was turned on her. The lilt of the kinnor joined with his deep voice, his song for her alone. She blinked back tears. Isa could never be the husband her father wanted for her, because he wasn’t righteous. He was a pagan. And he could give her nothing, because he had nothing.

Still, her heart cried out for Isa even as her head told her that the boy she’d loved since she was a child would never be worthy of Abba’s treasure.



Chapter Two
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When I was my father’s child, frail, yet the darling of my mother, He taught me, and said to me: “Let your heart hold fast to my words: keep my commands, that you may live!”

—Proverbs 4:3–4

MARTHA TURNED HER back on the men and began to stack her father’s costly stoneware bowls on the tray. She had only herself to blame. Perhaps if she hadn’t been a perfect daughter—if she hadn’t tried so hard to fulfill Mama’s dying wish—perhaps then Abba wouldn’t be determined to choose the perfect husband for her.

Mama was gone, but her last words to Martha echoed in her mind each day. Take care of them, my daughter. And she did. She cooked Abba’s favorite dishes, worked in the gardens, was a mother to Lazarus, and kept Abba’s household running smoothly. Everything Mama would have wanted.

Martha balanced yet another bowl on top of the stack. Of course Abba loved her—all the women said they’d never seen such a devoted father. And he would find a man worthy of his treasure.

She hoisted the tray, bowls shifting and teetering. Wasn’t a righteous husband what any good Jewish woman wished for? A respectable husband who owned land and had plenty of servants? Her own household to run and—if the Most High was kind and willed it—children to love and care for? That was what a sensible woman—a woman who didn’t let her heart rule her head—wished for. She’d always known she couldn’t marry Isa, since they’d first spoken of it years ago. It was hopeless.

She rounded the table and caught sight of her brother. He’d snuck beside the men, sitting as close to them as he dared, listening in on their talk of messiahs and the law and whatever else men spoke of. She peered over the dirty dishes. “Lazarus, go find your friends.”

“But I would rather—”

She raised her brows at him. “Go play. You’ll have plenty of time to talk with the men when you’re older.” Her tone brooked no argument. He was only ten years old. Young enough to still be running with the village boys, sneaking food and climbing trees.

“I saved you some honey cakes.” She held out the tray. “Share them with Simcha.” The shepherd boy who was Lazarus’s best friend loved her honey cakes.

Lazarus took the cakes, stretching up to kiss her proffered cheek. “Thanks, Marmar,” he said before running off, shouting for Simcha.

Martha lugged her burden down the grassy incline, her sadness lightened as it often did with her little brother’s affection. She’d had to grow up fast when Mama died, but Lazarus deserved plenty of time to be a child and she’d make sure he had it.

She arrived at her father’s walled courtyard, her arms aching. The poorer residents of Bethany lived in houses of clay and mud in the village, but among the rolling green hills and verdant pastures surrounding Bethany were the houses of the Pharisees—men rich enough to afford land and devout enough to live close to the Temple. Most of them, like her father, made plenty of silver supplying the people of Jerusalem with grain for bread and animals for sacrifice.

Sirach of Bethany lived in a timber-and-brick home with an imposing arched entry guarded by a door of oak and iron. She pushed through it to the spacious courtyard. Smoke and the sharp scent of cumin drifted from three smoldering cooking fires. Baskets half-filled with onions, cucumbers, and figs littered the ground, along with dirty dishes and a mountain of empty wine amphorae. Servants crouching near the fire jumped to attention when they saw her.

She let out a long breath. Was she the only one who could see what needed to be done? Abba had agreed to pay the extra servants a ridiculous wage. He could afford it, but it was up to her to make sure they earned it. She set her tray down with a clatter. “Clear the dishes and get water for washing. And you”—she motioned to two guilty-looking servants—“bring the rest of the bread to the women and children, please.”

Safta, her grandmother on her father’s side, sat in the corner, her chin doubled into her chest and her eyes half-closed against the smoke. She liked to call herself the oldest woman in Bethany, and she was probably right. She was as thin and frail as a reed, with a frizz of silver hair perched on the top of her head like a bird’s nest. Deep grooves outlined a toothless mouth that could speak words as sharp as arrows.

Safta opened an eye. “Are they gone yet?”

“Some of them,” Martha answered. “Tomorrow the rest will leave.”

Safta blew air out her nose. “I suppose we’ll be holding your feast next, if my son decides which of his friends is worthy to be your husband.”

“Safta,” Martha whispered, looking at the servants. She didn’t need more gossip in the village.

Safta cackled, her laugh as dry as parchment. “We all know what kind of man your abba wants you to marry, even the servants.”

Martha tore a round of soft bread into bite-sized pieces and shoved them in an earthen cup. Yes, a righteous one. She poured warm goat’s milk over the bread and put the cup in her grandmother’s hands. That should keep Safta’s mouth busy. Now, with the servants working and Abba and his friends sated, she could talk to Isa.

If she was careful.

Martha scooped the last of the roasted lamb into two rounds of bread and added a generous spoonful of seared onions, garlic, and chickpeas. She pinched off a sprig of fresh rosemary, rubbed it between her palms to release the scent, and sprinkled the needlelike leaves over the lamb. Three honey cakes were left, two for Isa—he was too thin—and one for Zerubabbel, the flute player. She broke open a pomegranate and scattered a handful of juicy seeds over the cakes. Isa would eat like a king tonight if she had anything to do with it.

As she balanced the rounds of bread in each hand and turned to the door, her heart dropped. Jael, Simon’s mother and their closest neighbor, entered her courtyard like the queen of Sheba entering a palace.

Not her. And not now. Martha glanced at the sky. The sun was setting, casting a pink light over the stone walls. In a few minutes it would be dark.

Jael sauntered toward Martha, a smile pinned to her mouth like a faded flower, and her hair, blackened with expensive dye, swept up into braids so tight they pulled her eyebrows into questioning arches over her critical eyes.

“And just who are you bringing such a fine meal to, hmm?” The older woman’s voice scraped on her nerves like a rusty knife.

A response sprung to Martha’s lips—to my sister’s marriage tent, in case she and her husband get hungry during their long night of making grandchildren for my abba. She’d love to see how high Jael’s eyebrows would stretch. “Just to the musicians,” she said instead.

“That half Jew and the pagan abomination he drags around the countryside with him?” Jael puckered her lips in a disapproving circle. “A good woman does not cast pearls before swine, my dear.”

Heat rose in Martha’s face. Isa isn’t swine. “And a worthy woman reaches out her hands to the poor and extends her arms to the needy.” She raised her chin, daring—wishing—Jael to respond.

But Jael only narrowed her eyes and harrumphed like a constipated camel.

Martha edged toward the door. Of course Jael would tell Simon of her rudeness, and Simon would surely tell Abba. Abba would be disappointed with her, but by then Isa would be gone with a full belly. He might not eat well again for weeks.

Almost at the door, Jael’s mumble reached her. “You’ll learn better manners if you are to live in my household and be respected in Bethany.”

Martha jerked, and the food teetered in her hands. Her household? Does she mean what I think she means? Marriage to Simon? And Martha didn’t want to be respected by the women Jael called friends. They kept their homes pure but gossiped with spiteful words about anyone who wasn’t the wife of a Pharisee.

Martha pushed through the door without a word, her stomach curdling like sour milk. If Jael meant what she said, Abba must be considering an offer from Simon. How long before a betrothal? How long until even the tiniest hope for her and Isa would be snuffed out like a flame in the wind?

With feet as heavy as stones, Martha carried the laden bowls toward the meadow where Isa and his guardian, Zerubabbel, were finishing a haunting melody. Isa’s eyes were closed, his fingers sure on the strings of his kinnor. The last rays of the sun gave his olive skin a burnished glow. His hair was as black as soot, straight as a donkey’s mane, and almost as shaggy. Dark, untamed brows curved over slate-gray eyes, and his chin showed the beginnings of a beard.

Each day of Mary’s wedding feast had been both sweetness and suffering as she’d dashed between the cooking fires and the wedding guests, knowing his gaze was on her. Knowing they could never be together, not like Mary and Josiah.

They’d met when Martha was just six years old. Isa was taller and a few years older, but back then his voice was still high and clear—the most beautiful voice in Judea, his guardian had bragged.

She’d found him sneaking food from the storage room. He’d run away, but that night after dusk Martha had gone to the orchard with bread and olives. She’d watched him eat, but he hadn’t said a word. The next year, not long after Mama died, they came again to play for Purim. He didn’t speak when he found her crying in the orchard that night, but sat beside her, as if he understood her sorrow could not be soothed by words.

The next year at Tabernacles, they met again in the orchard. “Question or command?” were the first words he said to her, his voice a hesitant squeak.

She stared at him, more in shock that he spoke than in wonder at his words.

“It’s a game. Choose one.”

If it got him talking, she was willing to play. “Question.”

He fidgeted with a fallen twig, peeling the bark from the wood. “What’s it like to have a real father?”

She stared at him. What kind of question was that?

“If you don’t answer, you have to do my command.” His gray eyes were serious. “That’s the rule.”

She chewed on her fingernail. What did he mean? Abba was Abba. “He takes care of us,” she said slowly, “but he misses Mama.”

Isa nodded solemnly. “Does he beat you?”

“Of course not.” What a question! Abba would never do that.

“Does he . . . love you?”

“He’s our Abba. Why wouldn’t he?” She looked sideways at the strange boy who didn’t seem to understand family. “Now it’s my turn. Question or command?”

After that, they played the game each time he and Zerubabbel visited Bethany. For feasts, for weddings, whenever the rich Pharisees needed the best musicians silver could buy.

Martha always chose questions; Isa chose commands. He asked her about her sister, her brother, living in Bethany. She made him climb trees, hang upside down from branches, and carry her on his back across the stream, their laughter drifting through the dark orchard like petals carried on the wind. She didn’t know that he wasn’t a Jew. Not until later, and by then it was too late.

As the years passed and her responsibilities weighed heavier on her shoulders, she needed his calm presence like parched land needed rain. And as they grew older, their unlikely friendship went from a spark to a flame, as though they weren’t a pagan musician and the daughter of a rich Pharisee. This year, when he strode into town for Mary’s wedding, she’d felt its heat like never before.

Martha watched the men and women gather around Isa as he played the last song of the evening, their faces rapt, their bodies swaying to the melody. Isa was taller and broader than he’d been last year, and handsome in the way that made the rabbis nervous. The village girls elbowed each other to dance closest to him and bickered about whom he rested his gaze on. Eliana was the worst. She was bold, too bold—her father should keep a better eye on her. The first night, Eliana had brought an extra cloak to Isa’s tent in the meadow. Martha sniffed. She probably wanted to help him keep warm under it.

Abba had called Martha beautiful, but Eliana with her almond-shaped eyes and generous mouth was surely the most beautiful girl in the village. Did Isa think Eliana pretty? Martha blew at a strand of hair tickling her face. What does Isa see when he looks at me?

Her clothing was finely woven and dyed. The tunic she wore today, deep green with pink embroidery, was made from the best linen Abba could buy. Her hair was thick and fell in plentiful curls almost to her waist. Unless she was working—and there was always much work to be done—then it was pulled in a thick braid under her head covering. She was taller than Mary and not as plump, but she had curves in the right places and her face was said to be pretty. But was she beautiful, as Abba said? As beautiful as Eliana?

It didn’t matter. Isa loved her. She knew that like she knew when the bread was perfectly baked, like she knew when her cumin sauce was just right.

The song ended. Guests began packing their cups and knives, getting ready to return to the village. Others laid their cloaks on the grass to sleep their last night in Bethany before journeying home in the morning.

Tomorrow, the meadow would be empty again. No more Isa, no more Mary. Just Martha and Lazarus and Abba. She’d have enough work to keep her busy from sunup to sundown, and plenty of time to worry that she’d be wed to Simon by this time next year.

Zerubabbel laid down his flute and took his food without a word of thanks. She shivered when his hands brushed hers. He was tall, taller than any man she’d ever seen, and his sharp eyes and beaky nose reminded Martha of a hawk looking for its next meal.

She’d heard enough from Isa to fear him. Isa’s guardian might act like a Jew in Jerusalem and Bethany, but he was as pagan as the Greeks they sang for in the cities across the Jordan. In the Decapolis, Zerubabbel told fortunes and sold amulets while Isa sang and played his music. If Abba knew that, he’d never let them return to Bethany.

Some of the women talked about what a good man Zerubabbel was, how he’d taken in a boy—a pagan boy abandoned by his own parents—and raised him like a son.

Raised him like a son. Yes, if raising him like a son meant beating him. If it meant not feeding him enough to keep a mouse alive. Martha wished she’d laced the flute player’s stew with something that would make his stomach ache. Isa didn’t talk about Zerubabbel anymore, not like when they were children, but he didn’t have to. She saw the bruises, the way he cowered when his master was angry. She knew how Zerubabbel treated him, and it wasn’t like a son.

Isa laid his kinnor carefully on the grass. Without the strings under his fingers and the curved wood between him and the rest of the world, he stood awkwardly. A few of the village men gathered around. “He has the voice of King David,” they said to Zerubabbel.

Isa shuffled and looked at his feet as his guardian accepted all the praise. When would he realize he deserved more than Zerubabbel’s abuse?

The men wandered off, and Martha approached. Isa, with relief written on his face, took the food from her hand and bent his head toward the other side of the meadow, out of earshot of his guardian and partially hidden by a screen of junipers.

Martha followed him, glancing sideways to see if anyone watched. She whispered to his back. “It’s almost dark. Abba will miss me.”

He slipped behind the junipers. “Meet me tonight. In the orchard.” His words were quick and quiet. His long, calloused fingers curved around her hand.

Her body warmed, as though she stood too close to the cooking fire. Meet alone, in the orchard, at night? When they were young, they’d met at night. They’d talked, looked at the heavens full of stars, and played their favorite game. But since Martha had become a woman, they had found each other only in daylight. If Abba knew that Martha spoke to Isa—even in the day—he would lock her in the courtyard and never let Zerubabbel or Isa near Bethany again. But if he found her in the orchard at night, with a pagan boy . . . she didn’t want to think about it.

He turned his serious gray eyes on her. “Please, Martha.”

Across the meadow, Zerubabbel stood and wiped his hands on his tunic. “Boy,” he barked. “Get our things packed. We leave at first light.”

Isa tensed, and his grip on her hand tightened.

“Boy!”

Isa jumped as if he’d been hit by a flying spark. “I’ll wait for you,” he mouthed as he backed away, his dinner forgotten in his hand.

Martha knew he would. He would wait all night under the apricot trees for her, shivering in his thin cloak. Hoping. Heat crept up her neck at the thought of being alone with him in the night. She couldn’t take the chance. But could she bear to let him leave without saying good-bye?

She gazed back over the meadow at the village women, busy with their gossip, at Mary’s empty place. At Simon and Abel arguing with the other Pharisees. Tonight might be their last chance to be together before Abba betrothed her to Simon and then . . . it would be too late.



Chapter Three

[image: Images]

Get wisdom, get understanding! Do not forget or turn aside from the words I utter.

—Proverbs 4:5

MARTHA TURNED RESTLESSLY, rustling her straw-stuffed pallet. Abba’s deep voice and the murmurs of his friends drifted through the window that opened on the courtyard. It was late, at least halfway through the night. If they didn’t go to sleep soon she’d never be able to get to the orchard to see Isa.

The bed she’d shared with Mary felt too big; the space where Mary had warmed her back stretched empty and cold. For six nights, Martha had slept alone—when she slept at all. Lazarus was a good brother and she loved him, but a boy couldn’t be the friend that Mary was. That Mary had been.

Since Mama died, Martha had shared everything with her sister. They’d grumbled about their father, cared for their baby brother and ancient grandmother. They were different—two sisters couldn’t be more different—but they belonged together. Since the wedding night, when Mary had left her family to join Josiah’s, Martha had been alone. Bereft. Like a pot without a spoon. Like a mortar without a pestle.

Martha turned over again, the bedclothes twining around her legs. So many nights they had burrowed into the warm bed, whispering secrets. They spoke of marriage, what every little girl dreamed of. What would it be like? Who would their husbands be? Now Mary knew the answers to their childhood questions, and Martha was happy for her. But Martha’s future seemed to stretch before her like a starless night, bleak and hopeless. A future without Mary, and without Isa.

She closed her eyes and pictured the apricot orchard where Isa waited. The boughs were heavy with blossoms, and their heady fragrance scented the night air. He would be standing—no, sitting—with his back against the oldest tree, the one they’d climbed as children.

When she was married, she wouldn’t be able to see him again. It wouldn’t be right. How could she say good-bye to him forever? She loved him as much as Mary loved Josiah. As much as Abba had loved Mama. And Isa loved her. Not because she could cook and take care of the house. Not because she was obedient to the law and devout in her prayers.

He loved her . . . because she was Martha.

Martha kicked the coverings to the other side of the bed. She had to see him tonight. By the time he came back for Tabernacles, she’d surely be betrothed.

They had to do something, just as Mary had said. If she could convince Isa to talk to Abba. To ask for her . . . surely there was a chance Abba would listen to him.

Slipping off her pallet, she wrapped a fine-spun mantle around her shoulders and padded through the open door, the tile floor cold on her bare feet. She peered around the door frame into the black night.

Abba and his friends sat around a low-burning fire in the center of the courtyard. The only way out of the courtyard was on the other side. Perhaps they’d drunk enough wine that they wouldn’t notice her. She slipped out the door, staying in the shadows of the wall.

Simon’s slurred voice carried through the dark. “A wife such as Martha is worth more than rubies and emeralds. She is a pearl without price.”

Abba’s voice returned, quoting the sages as he often did. “Haste in buying land; hesitate in taking a wife.”

“You want land?” Simon’s voice rose. “Anything, my fields, the olive grove—whatever you want is yours.”

Martha clenched her fists. She wasn’t a donkey to be bought and sold.

“We will talk of it tomorrow, when you are sober.” Abba’s voice was serious.

She froze in the shadows. So it was true. Abba was considering Simon. Simon was almost as wealthy as Abba, and at a much younger age. And Isa had nothing but his kinnor to his name.

She wrapped her mantle closer around her shoulders and edged around the courtyard until she reached the door. The latch slid smoothly under her careful hands. She slipped through the opening and closed it behind her without a sound.

Dew soaked her tunic as she ran through the knee-high grass, wishing she could keep running. Away from Abba, away from Bethany. She lifted her tunic high to wade through the icy stream that tumbled down the mountain and toward the Jordan. The rainy season had just ended, and the deep rush of water pulled at her feet like cold hands. She clawed her way up the steep embankment and entered the orchard.

The blossoming trees stood like white-garbed maidens, their branches reaching pale arms to the sky. Fallen flowers blanketed the ground like a layer of sweet-smelling snow that soothed her mind and calmed her spirit. Yes, perhaps there was hope for her and Isa.

A murky shadow moved at the base of the largest tree. A tall, lanky form just as she’d imagined him. “Isa.” She let out her breath in a rush.

He stood, his hands reaching out to enfold hers. His chest rose and fell as though he’d been running. She brought her gaze to his face, a face she loved more than any other. His long lashes shadowed his eyes, and his lips slanted in the smile he saved only for her. How could she ever be another man’s wife?

“What about Zerubabbel?” The thought of the hawk-faced soothsayer finding them in the orchard was enough to send a shiver down her back.

Isa shook his head. “He won’t cross the river.”

They were alone. At least for tonight. Shyness suddenly made her look away from him.

She slid her hand over the rough bark of the apricot tree. They had climbed this tree together, eaten apricots in the light of the moon, and played games until the dawn crept into the eastern sky. Each time they’d seen each other, it had become harder to say good-bye. Isa didn’t need to speak; she knew that he was reliving the same memories.

“Isa.” She swallowed hard. “He’s going to—I think Abba is going to settle on a betrothal for me.”

Isa straightened, and his jaw firmed. After a long minute, he spoke softly. “If I were your father . . . if I had a daughter like you”—his gray eyes met hers and he brushed a hand down her cheek—“I’d want the best for her.”

Tears clogged her throat. Didn’t he know he was the best for her? “If you go to him . . . ask him?” At least try.

Isa ducked his head, avoiding her pleading gaze. “You know what he’ll say. And Zerubabbel—”

“But you could try.” Please.

He looked at his feet, his throat working. His voice was gentle, but she heard every word like a blow to her heart. “He’d never let us come back. You’re not even supposed to speak to me.” He brought her hand to his mouth and pressed his lips on her fingers. “I can’t bear the thought of you married to someone else. But to never see you again . . .” He closed his eyes and laid his cheek on her palm.

The touch of his lips on her fingers set her heart pounding. She wasn’t like other women, Abba had said. She didn’t let her heart rule her head. She followed the law, took care of her family, worked from sunrise to sunset—just as Mama had asked. She was the perfect daughter. And because of that, she would never have Isa.

As she saw her lonely future stretch before her, despair welled in her chest and the stars blurred.

Isa leaned in, as if drawn by an invisible force. “Don’t cry, Martha. Please.”

She heard the pain in his voice, and her heart twisted. At least she would have Abba and Lazarus, a home and people who loved her. What would Isa have? Tears for his loneliness joined those for her own.

He slipped his arms around her and pulled her close. His head lowered. Would he kiss her? Would she let him? His breath brushed her cheek as softly as a flower petal. Didn’t she deserve one kiss before he left her? Couldn’t they have at least that? She leaned closer and lifted her chin. His lips brushed hers, soft and warm . . . and she couldn’t breathe.

Her arms went around his neck like they had always belonged there.

He kissed the corner of her mouth, her cheek, her closed eyes, then back to her lips for a kiss unlike the first tentative touch, but like a starving man at a feast.

Her thoughts muddled as though she’d drunk too much wine. Unthinkable. Saying good-bye was unthinkable. She curved into his embrace. A thought whispered in one corner of her intoxicated mind. This is wrong.

As though he’d heard her thought, Isa pulled away. “Martha,” he whispered against her cheek. He closed his eyes as though to summon strength. “You must go back.”

His warning clamored in her mind, but it was dull and distant. This is what Mary has with Josiah. This was what Martha wanted. Just a moment longer. Then she would go back to Abba and Lazarus and her life of obedience. Then she would go back to her lonely bed.

She leaned closer to Isa, soaking in his warmth. The tree branches arched over them like a wedding tent; the trees swathed them in their rich perfume. Insects sang a gentle night song, and doves cooed in the branches like lovers whispering their secrets.

She brought her lips to his again and closed her eyes. She felt the moment his strength ebbed and slipped away. He pulled her down with him, onto the bed of velvety blossoms. And for the first time in her life, Martha let her heart rule over her head.



Chapter Four
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My son, forget not my teaching, keep in mind my commands; For many days, and years of life, and peace, will they bring you.

—Proverbs 3:1–2

LAZARUS WOKE WITH a gasp, the sharp claws of the nightmare pinning him to his sleeping mat, his heart hammering. The night closed around him, the darkness a living beast reaching out to drag him away.

He lay frozen, a wordless prayer his only defense. Finally, his heart slowed its staccato rhythm. The stars still shone in the onyx sky, just as they had when he’d fallen asleep on the flat roof of his father’s house. The moon still hung in a golden arc, and his cousins still snored beside him.

It was just a dream. He knew that. But the threatening shadow had seemed so real. It always did.

He pushed himself to his feet, stumbled around his sleeping cousins, and climbed down the ladder. Martha would understand. She’d let him curl up beside her until the dawn chased away the memory of the beast. He was too old to be scared by bad dreams, but Martha wouldn’t tell anyone.

He crept into the house, past the open area where Abba slept on his pallet and Safta snored in the corner, and into the tiny room in the back of the house. But Martha’s bed was empty, the bed coverings a tangled heap.

The hazy terror of his dream receded as he stood beside Martha’s empty bed and contemplated a greater mystery. Where would Martha go in the dark? Abba would be angry if he found out. And if Abba was angry, Martha would work harder—even harder than usual—to make him happy. And she’d make him work, too, instead of listening to the teachers in the synagogue.

He’d have to find her before Abba did.

He returned to the courtyard, where Abba’s friends slept near the smoldering fire, their cloaks tucked under their chins against the spring chill. He’d listened to their talk late into the night, at least until Martha sent him to bed. In a few years, when he wouldn’t have to obey Martha, he’d stay up all night with the men talking of the law and scriptures. Abba promised he’d study at the Temple with the doctors of the law and become a great scholar. But for now, he ran errands and worked in the garden and did what Martha told him.

He threaded his way around the guests and out the gate, hugging his bare arms to ward away the chill of the night air. In the east, he could see the first lightening of the horizon. Dawn would be here soon, and Abba would expect Martha to be baking their bread.

Poor Marmar. She’d been mad all week. She’d banged the cooking pots and snapped orders. He knew why. It was because she wasn’t married and Mary was. Although why Mary wanted to wed Josiah, he couldn’t understand. Josiah was never called on to read from the scrolls at the synagogue, and he stumbled through the prayers. No one asked Josiah’s opinions on the law, not like they did Abba and Simon. But Lazarus liked Josiah. He was always kind, and he laughed a great deal. He made Mary happy, Abba had said when he agreed to the marriage, and he was a righteous man. If that was enough for Abba, then it was enough for Lazarus.

Lazarus crept across the flat meadow between the gardens and the vineyard, the air damp on his face. Guests clustered in groups around low-burning fires. A few were already waking, rubbing their eyes and pulling their cloaks around them. But Martha wasn’t here, with the relatives from Galilee. Maybe she was in the gardens south of the house. He hurried toward the southern fields, where the darkness lingered. His heartbeat quickened. Even though I walk in the darkest valley, I fear no evil, for you are with me. Martha had better have a good reason for leaving.

No, Martha didn’t want to marry someone like Josiah, but she should have married before Mary. Everyone in the village said it. Just like they said that Mary was the useless sister, the one Abba was ashamed of. That made him angry.

Abba loved Mary. He might wish she followed the law as carefully as Martha, but he wasn’t ashamed of her. And Mary was a good sister. She took him to the Temple in Jerusalem. She let him listen to the rabbis who taught in the courtyards. And she hardly ever remembered to check if he’d done his chores.

Martha was more like a mother—the mother he’d never known. She made sure the garden was watered, that the vegetables grew, and that they had good food to eat. And in some ways, she treated him like a grown-up. She asked him which goats were ready to slaughter and to choose the best kids for the Temple sacrifices. She depended on him and didn’t treat him like a child all the time, because he wasn’t a child. He was almost ten.

Still, he knew why Abba didn’t accept any of the men who asked to marry Martha. Abba was afraid to lose Martha. If she were married, she’d leave them and live with her husband. He and Abba would be alone.

If he could find her, maybe he could tell her that. Maybe then she wouldn’t be so angry. He reached the gardens and scanned the rows of beans that were just beginning to poke out of the ground. Not even a footprint. He moved farther down, to the long rows of lettuces and herbs, the spring onions, and the hills of cucumber plants. She wasn’t here.

The first burst of light broke over the horizon, turning the blossoming trees in the orchard to gold. The orchard. It was her favorite place. Didn’t she always go there when she was sad? He should have known.

He sprinted through the rows and reached the stream that cut a narrow gorge between the garden and the orchard. He pushed through the scrub and half slid down the steep bank to the rushing water. During the dry season, the stream was hardly more than a trickle, meandering toward the Jordan. But now the water was deep, sliding over the rocks like a black snake. A shiver slipped up his back at the remembered fear of his dream. He clenched his teeth and hiked up his tunic.

The icy water was deeper than it looked. The current pulled hard at his feet, water swirling above his knees. He slipped on the water-smoothed rocks and went down on one knee. Water surged to his waist. He clambered up, his tunic soaked. The icy wind took his breath away as he climbed to the top of the opposite bank.

She better be in the orchard. He didn’t want to cross that river again by himself.

The soft light of dawn slanted over the blossoming trees, illuminating a canopy of pink-and-white petals. He stopped at the first tree and listened. He could call out for her, but what if a wild animal or a bandit heard him? He tiptoed into the deep shadows under the branches.

He jerked to a stop. Was that a voice? Just a low murmur, but yes, a man’s voice. And then the soft tone he’d known all his life: Marmar. Relief swept through him. But who would she talk to here in the dark? Father was asleep; he’d seen him in his bed. She wouldn’t speak to a man alone, and surely not here in the orchard. Alarm replaced relief.

He picked up a rock the size of his fist. If she was in trouble, he’d help her. He may be small, but he could fight. He’d seen the village boys hitting each other enough. He crept through the trees, his heart skipping. The murmurs grew louder, but Martha didn’t sound like a woman in trouble. And the man’s voice was familiar.

Lazarus peeked around a trunk to a place where branches hung low enough to form a secluded alcove. His breath caught in his throat. She was with the musician—Isa, the one who sang for the wedding, the one they called the pagan. But what were they doing?

They leaned against the trunk of the old tree. Isa’s arms were around Martha, and her head lay pillowed on his chest. Martha’s hair was loose over her shoulders, her mantle crumpled beside her on the grass.

Isa dipped his head to kiss Martha . . . on her mouth.

He can’t do that. Lazarus jerked back, dropping the rock as he fell on his backside. Abba said one brush against a pagan’s cloak was reason to immerse in the mikvah. What happened if you kissed one?

“What was that?” Martha’s voice was an alarmed whisper.

This wasn’t right. Lazarus squeezed his hands into fists. That Isa deserved a beating, but something kept him from moving forward to stop them. He drew back into the shadow of the tree. Martha would be angry if she saw him. She’d make him promise not to tell Abba. But Abba needed to know.

Isa answered after a moment’s silence. “Nothing.” Lazarus was close enough to hear him take a deep breath. “Martha, what will we do now?”

“We’ll marry, Isa.”

Lazarus edged closer, careful not to make a sound. What did Martha mean? A Jewish woman couldn’t marry a pagan. Everyone knew that.

Isa sounded worried. “Your father would kill me before he’d let me marry you.”

“No. He’ll have to. It’s the law.”

Alarm jolted through Lazarus. Martha’s voice, always so sure, quivered with doubt. What made her sound like she was going to cry?

“I don’t want you shamed, Martha. And your family, they would hate me.”

He was right. Abba would never give his blessing. Not to a pagan.

“Then what? What should we do?”

Isa took a deep breath. “Zerubabbel wants to go to the Decapolis next. We always get plenty of work there. I’ll get my share of the silver this time. Then I’ll come back.”

“And then?”

“I’ve heard in Jerusalem, of non-Jews learning the law, of becoming one of you.”

“You’d do that for me?” Martha whispered.

“I’d do anything for you, Martha.”

Lazarus almost snorted. Isa, a proselyte? He’d heard his father’s friends complaining about how some rabbis in Jerusalem let non-Jews learn the law. After they were circumcised, they welcomed them in the synagogues like members of the Chosen People. They even sacrificed in the Temple. But Abba would never allow it.
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