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~ 1 ~

I would have seen the lion
if those clods of dirt flying past my head had not distracted
me.

There I was, relaxing on a hill, bothering no one.
The sheep poked around the sparse pasture for the last clumps of
edible forage while I sang Psalms and wove a basket. The summer sun
had browned the grass and baked the Judean hills, turning them tan
as barley bread.

My tongue swept around my mouth tasting the gritty
dryness of the afternoon as another clod sailed overhead. It struck
the ground in front of me and broke apart in a spray of dust.

All sorts of strange objects took flight whenever I
tended the sheep. Overripe figs, half-eaten pomegranates, sticks,
and now clods of dirt had sprouted wings and flew through the
air.

The boys did it to upset me, to make me cry. Once
upon time it had worked, but no longer. If I cried, they won. And I
would never let them win.

Jumping to my feet, I spun around to face them.

Two more clods headed toward me.

Ducking under them, I rested my hands on my hips and
glared across the ravine at the boys throwing them. “Stop, or you
will be sorry,” I yelled, adjusting my headband.

Like the bigger shepherds, I carried my
shebet, a small club, and my sling tucked in my sash. I
tugged the sling out and stooped to gather stones. Imagining myself
David, I threw my shoulders back and rolled the stones in my hand.
Seeing their startled faces when one of these rocks bounced off
their forehead would do my heart good.

But there will be no rocks to the head this day, I
thought with a sigh. No matter how angry they made me, there was
little I could do. On Mt. Sinai, the Lord gave Moshe the stone
tablets containing the Law which commanded, Thou shalt not
commit murder. The boys had nothing to fear from me, and they
knew it. Gavriel and Simeon could throw things, call me names and
torment me without fear of retaliation.

“Go sweep floors, little maiden,” Simeon hollered.
“Comb wool, weave cloth, bake loaves.”

“Perhaps you should go to Jerusalem and apprentice
yourself to a fuller.”

Simeon’s head snapped back. His eyes popped open
wide.

Beside him, Gavriel snickered at the idea of seeing
his friend removing lanolin from wool cloth by plodding knee-deep
in a vat of stale urine.

Simeon’s face reddened.

Gavriel’s snickers became laughs. They grew louder
until he doubled over, holding his sides and choking.

“Go away! You do not belong here,” Simeon shouted.
He stuck out his tongue and did a little dance, daring me to do
something about it.

“Do too belong here. I am tending my flock.” The
smooth stone slid between my thumb and fingers.

 


Where to hit him?

 


“Sheep are for shepherds.” He gestured toward his
loins. “Shepherds. Understand little girl?” He spat on the ground,
clearing his mouth of the despicable word girl.

“There are shepherds and there are shepherdesses,
you evil little boy. Take a look. What do you see? A shepherdess
with her flock. Now go away, you are making the sheep anxious.”

A rock to where he pointed would give him good
reason to dance. I gritted my teeth in frustration. Not only did
Yahweh’s law rule my life, but Abba’s did as well. My father would
never approve of me hitting a boy in the loins with a stone.

Abba’s stern voice echoed in the back of my mind.
“Rivkah, my little dove, will you never learn? A gentle answer
turns away wrath, but harsh words stir up anger. Do not fight with
the boys. Exhibit the comely behavior and feminine demeanor
befitting a daughter of Avraham.”

 


Easy enough for him to say.

 


“There is no such thing as a shepherdess,” Gavriel
hollered.

I shook my fist at him. “Did an unclean spirit turn
you into a goy?” He glared at me for calling him a gentile,
not that I cared. “What about Laban’s daughters, Leah and Rachel?
Have you never heard of Jethro’s seven daughters, of Zipporah the
shepherdess and wife of Moshe?”

Behind me the sheep bleated nervously. I ignored
them. The boys and their dirt balls not only upset me, they
bothered my sheep as well. Sometimes they threw things into the
midst of the flock scattering them. It took a lot of effort to
chase after those sheep and bring them back together.

We stared at each other across the narrow gully.

I fit a stone into the pouch of my sling and let it
dangle at the end of its straps. Shepherds used their slings to
drive off small beasts and vermin. Gavriel and Simeon
qualified.

Swinging it up in a practiced arc, I whipped it
around in a tight circle. The whirling blur above my head buzzed
like a hoard of locusts.

The boy’s mouths dropped. They glanced at each other
nervously, at me, and then at each other again.

My warning shot smacked the ground in front of their
feet, boring into the dry soil and scattering dust over their bare
toes.

Gavriel laughed. “Ha! You shoot like a girl, little
shepherdess. You would miss the side of a camel if it were standing
right in front of you.” He stuck his fingers in the corners of his
mouth and made a face.

“May the Lord will your face to remain like that for
the rest of your life,” I said.

There were several more stones in my left hand. If
they wanted war, war they would get. The boys jumped when they saw
me reloading my sling.

But I never threw that second stone.

Shemu’el appeared behind them while they scoured the
ground for ammunition. He is three years older than we are, almost
twelve and soon to become a man. Shemu’el is tall, and stronger
than Gavriel and Simeon put together. And, most importantly, he is
my friend. It upsets him when the boys bother me.

They were so busy hunting for rocks, his footsteps
went unnoticed.

Taking long strides, he marched up behind them and
grabbed each of them by a shoulder.

I grinned when the boys winced and howled as he
shook them.

“Go take care of your sheep, you little fools. They
are beginning to stray.” He spun them around and gave them a
shove.

Today’s battle may have ended, but our war had not.
The boys shot me a look that promised revenge, then slunk away.

Shemu’el swung out his staff and gave them a spank
as they left. Turning, he glanced up at the ridge behind me and
gave a start.

The expression on Shemu’el’s face made my stomach
quiver.

He studied the hillside a moment longer, then, quick
as a gazelle, leaped the ravine and ran to where I stood.

“Look, Rivkah,” he whispered. “A lion.”


 


 


 


~ 2 ~

Shemu’el dropped to one
knee and rested his hand on my shoulder. He pointed across the dry
meadow to an outcropping where a large, yellowish animal crept
along the ridge.

Tales went around the campfire of lions carrying off
sheep, but I had never seen a real one before. The hair prickled on
the back of my neck. He was much larger than those in my
imagination.

“What are we going to do?”

“We can drive him off. When a lion stalked our
flocks, my older brothers defended the sheep.”

“But we do not have Caleb and Yhonatan here to help
us.” I swallowed hard, struggling to control my rising panic.

Even though the lion’s tawny coat blended into the
dry soil, the ewes noticed him. They bumped against each other,
softly bleating. So it was not the boys who made the sheep nervous
after all.

“Where did this lion come from?”

“He came out of the mountains. My father says they
range from the Negev north all the way to Galilee and east into
Syria.”

“From the tales they tell around the campfire, I
expected more fur around his neck.”

“His mane is not yet full because he is still young
and small.”

Small?

“Why is he here?”

“Most likely he was driven by hunger. Game becomes
scarce in the hills during the dry season.”

“What if he plans on eating us?”

Shemu’el chuckled and shook his head. “They seldom
attack people. He came to raid your flock.” He gave me a reassuring
pat on the shoulder. “Our job is to stop him before he can.”

I wished for his confidence.

The lion inched along the slope, using the scrub and
dried brush for cover.

“The lion is concentrating on the sheep,” Shemu’el
whispered. “If we stand still, he may not notice us.”

My eyes scanned the parched meadow, determining the
lion’s target. Shemu’el and I saw the young lamb at the same
moment. A look of understanding passed between us. The lamb with
one brown leg had found a treasure, a patch of green growing in the
shade of a boulder. She continued eating, oblivious to the predator
stalking her.

My hands moved one around the other as tears welled
in my eyes. Why, oh why, had I let those boys distract me? A single
moment of carelessness might cost Abba one of his lambs. Maybe
Simeon and Gavriel were right. Perhaps I was not cut out to be a
shepherdess after all.

“You stay with the flock. I will go and retrieve
your lamb.”

Shemu’el adjusted the heavy shebet tucked
into the band of rope wound around his waist. About two cubits of
hard, old grapewood, his shepherd’s rod had a large knob at one
end.

Mine, much smaller, was mostly for show. When there
was nothing else to do I used it to smash bugs.

Eyes on the ridge, Shemu’el set out on a curving
path to the lamb.

I scurried down the hill toward the flock, walking
on the sides of my feet to avoid slipping. Bits of soil and
dislodged pebbles tumbled ahead of me. Like Shemu’el, my eyes
remained on the predator creeping along the ridge.

The lion had the advantage. A few quick steps and a
long leap would put him on top of the lamb. It dropped into a low
crouch and inched forward, muscles taut and tail twitching.

Shemu’el broke into a run.

Whispering a prayer, I loaded a stone into my sling.
Shemu’el counted on me for help and I could not let him down.

Crashing over the last cubits of hillside, Shemu’el
flared his cloak and gave a throaty snarl.

The surprised lion snapped out of its crouch.

Shemu’el beat his staff through the brush with a
defiant shout, sending branches and dry leaves flying into the
air.

The lion showed its teeth and growled.

Swinging with all my might, I loosed my first rock.
It slammed against the top of the big cat’s shoulder.

The lion flinched and retreated a step, grumbling
and snarling. His head swiveled, searching for the stone’s source.
An instant later its yellow eyes honed in on me standing in the
midst of my sheep.

A shiver of fear rippled through me. I imagined the
lion deciding which made the better meal, me or the lamb. A voice
inside my head screamed, “Run!” My legs twitched, begging to
go, but I held my ground. If Shemu’el had the courage to face a
lion, so did I.

The lion’s gaze moved to Shemu’el, then to the
lamb.

It might be confused, but we knew what to do. Two
slings whistled in the air. Two rocks flew toward the lion.
Shemu’el’s larger stone smacked its head.

The lion jerked its head and staggered back. Rearing
up, it clawed the air. Its angry roar echoed around the narrow
canyon.

We both hit him again.

Confused, and tired of being pelted by rocks, it
vented its frustration on the leafless branches of a nearby
bush.

Shemu’el sensed the tide of battle turning in our
favor and hurled his staff at the lion like a spear. He jerked the
rod out of his sash. One well-placed blow could shatter the lion’s
skull. Shemu’el held the rod high, ready to strike, and inched his
way closer to the cowering lamb. He scooped up a fist-sized rock,
hurled it at the lion, and broke into a run.

The rock made a hollow thud when it struck the
animal’s side. Growling over its shoulder, the lion quit the fight
and retreated.

In one swift motion, Shemu’el snatched the lamb and
tossed it over his shoulder.

I continued lobbing stones at the lion to speed him
on his way. The lion had disappeared by the time Shemu’el returned
with the lamb. Now that the danger passed, my body shook like a
leaf in the wind.

“You were brave,” Shemu’el said, placing the lamb in
my shaky arms. “Your father will be proud of you.” He smiled. “You
are a good shepherdess, Rivkah. Do not let the boys convince you
otherwise.”

He turned to leave, then stopped. “In the excitement
of the lion, I almost forgot why I came.”

He dug in his leather pouch and handed me a short
piece of carved and polished wood.

I turned it in my hand, enthralled by his artistry
and the swirling grain of the wood. Shemu’el had trimmed away a
portion of the branch, allowing him to create a wreath of delicate
flowers curling around its entire length. I studied it closer,
noting the angled cut at one end and row of neat, evenly-spaced
holes set between the blossoms.

Seeing my confusion, Shemu’el took it out of my
hand. “It is a shrika. I chose olive wood because of its
fine tone. Here, let me show you.”

He put the whistle to his lips and blew. It made a
pleasant, melodic sound. He lifted his finger, uncovering a hole.
The tone changed. He vibrated his finger above the hole.

I looked on in amazement. It was not only beautiful
to look at, the shrika made beautiful music, too. The
trilling sound he made reminded me of the small yellow and
gray-feathered serins that flitted from bush to bush.

When he handed it back I drew a big breath and blew
into one end. Instead of music it made an embarrassing squeal. My
cheeks warmed when he laughed.

“Takes a little practice,” he said, with a wink.
“You will learn.”

The strong muscles in Shemu’el’s shoulders moved
under his tunic as he trudged back up the hill. At the top he
turned to grin and wave good-bye.

My heart swelled until I feared it would burst.
Clutching my precious shrika, I raised my hand high above my
head and returned his wave.

As I watched Shemu’el leave, it became clear to me
why he came, why he always stopped the boys from pestering me and
why he brought me gifts. He planned to take me for his wife.

As a young maiden, not even a woman yet, some would
say it was too soon for me to be thinking about these things. But
what other explanation could there be?

* * *

Most days I enjoyed being
alone with the sheep. Today it unnerved me. The slightest sound
worried me. What if the lion returned and Shemu’el was not there to
help? Better to take them home to the sheepfold.

I watched the shadows, jumping at the slightest
movement as we walked home. The sheep sensed my uneasiness and
reacted to it. They clustered around me, jostling for position as
we walked.

Together we drove off a lion, I thought, smiling. It
felt like a dream. Shemu’el said we could and we did. He said I had
been brave. We both knew better. He was the courageous one.

Someday Shemu’el would be my husband and the father
of my children. It gave me a secure feeling knowing this most
important matter had been decided.
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Abba was up on a stool
picking plums when I returned with the sheep. He gave me a
surprised look and hopped down.

“You are home early, is anything wrong?”

“A lion…” All the way home I promised myself I would
not cry when I told Abba what happened. Yet as soon as the word
lion came out of my mouth, I broke down and bawled like a
lost lamb.

He pulled me into his arms and kissed the top of my
head to make me feel better. “You have no injuries, which is more
important than any lamb. Tell me about it.”

“If Shemu’el had not been there to help me, the lion
would surely have eaten one of our lambs.”

“Shemu’el is a fine young man. I will tell his
father about this good thing he did.”

His words warmed my heart. Abba thought Shemu’el was
a fine young man. he would be proud to have him for a son-in-law
when Shemu’el asked to take me for his bride.

“Which lamb was it?” Abba asked.

“This one,” I said, walking over to the
flock and picking out the ewe lamb with one brown leg.

“Very good. Now come sit beside me, my brave
little shepherdess.”

He had something on his mind. Was he upset
with me for neglecting the sheep? I snuggled against Abba’s strong
chest, hoping he was not.

“Hungry?” He offered me my choice of plums
from the pot he picked into.

Choosing a nice one, I cleaned it on my
cloak and took a big bite. Sweet juice dripped out of the side of
my mouth.

He caught the drip with his finger up and
smiled.

When Abba smiles at me like that it makes me
feel good all over.

He studied his sticky finger for a moment,
then popped it into his mouth and licked it off. “I think the time
has come for you to have a sheep of your own.”

I jumped up and down and clapped my hands
for joy. “Which one…which one?”

“The one you saved. She owes her life to
you, so we will make her yours.”

“Do you mean it?”

I frowned into Abba’s soft brown eyes. He
sometimes made jokes and played tricks on me. Do not let this be
one of those times, I prayed. Please do not let this be a joke. It
must not be.

“Of course I do. You are ready to start your
own flock.”

Throwing my arms around his neck, I hugged him with
all my might and kissed his scratchy cheek. “Oh, thank you, thank
you, thank you.”

“My father gave me my first lamb when I was about
your age. It is a way for a boy to build a flock for the day when
he must provide for himself and his family. Since I have no sons, I
will do it for you instead. This will furnish you with a dowry.” He
stopped and glanced down at me. “Are you listening to me?”

“Of course.” My mind sometime wandered, but
not this time.

“We will add an extra notch to her ear
meaning this sheep belongs to Rivkah. When your ewe is bred,
all her offspring will become yours.” He raised a cautionary
finger. “Now understand, you will be responsible for the offering
of the first fruits. After that, if she drops ewe lambs, you may
keep them to increase your flock. If she brings forth rams, we will
take them to the Temple along with mine.”

He offered me an important privilege. The
sheep vendors in Annas’ market at the Temple in Jerusalem paid the
best price for lambs. Only approved shepherds could sell to them
and, even then, they inspected each animal for blemishes. Abba’s
father and his father’s father had provided sacrificial lambs to
the Temple. He and his brother, Chayim, inherited this right when
they came of age. Now my lambs would also be eligible.

What about my husband? Could he sell to the
Temple too? You worry too much, a little voice inside my head told
me. Shemu’el’s father, Yo’el, sold his lambs to the Temple just as
we did. I imagined being grown up and married to Shemu’el and
walking beside him when we led our lambs to Jerusalem.

Abba’s voice jerked me back to reality. “Are
you paying attention to everything I’ve been telling you?”

“Yes. Oh, yes.” Well, I had been thinking
about lambs…sort of.

“When we take your lambs to Jerusalem, I
will pay the road tolls and the livestock tax at the Sheep Gate. We
will deduct it from the sales price when I give you your
money.”

Money? Did he say, “Money?” Having a
sheep of my own was such an exciting prospect that the thought of
money never entered my mind.

“When we are paid for our lambs at the Temple
Treasury, you can place your tithe into the offering bowl. It will
be up to you to set aside an equal part for second tithes. After
that, the rest will be yours to keep.”

I leaned against Abba and tugged his big arm
around me. Soon there would be a new flock in our little
settlement. Not a shepherdess, heh? What would Gavriel and Simeon
say about me now?

* * *

After supper Abba said our
evening prayers and put a single lamp in the niche for our
nightlight. Abba always said the sleep of a laborer is sweet. He
fell asleep right away. Shafts of moonlight shone through our
window while he snored.

Even though it had been a tiring day, my mind
refused to let me rest. When not remembering the lion or thinking
about my new sheep, my thoughts returned to Shemu’el.

A few weeks before, in the shade of the orchard, my
friend Rachel and I took turns braiding each other’s hair. We found
a scrap of blue ribbon and tied the ends with it, pretending we
were getting ready for our wedding day. While we worked we
speculated on what it would be like to have husbands.

I piled my braids atop my head and spun around for
Rachel to admire. “Do you think Shemu’el would like my hair pulled
up like this?”

“Do you really think Shemu’el will take you for his
wife?”

“I am certain of it.”

“What if he chooses someone else.”

Just the thought of Shemu’el choosing someone else
made me sad enough to weep. “Do not ever say that, Rachel. Shemu’el
will take me for his wife. He will…he must.”

“And will you kiss him?”

“Well, of course,” I stammered, trying to sound very
confident.

Rachel giggled. “When you are betrothed you must let
Shemu’el kiss you right on the mouth the way lovers do.”

“How do you know so much about lovers?” She always
seemed to know more about these things than me.

“My older sister, Ahnava, is to be married soon. One
evening I followed her and Uri’el, her betrothed, while they walked
in the vineyard.”

“They let you do that?”

A devilish gleam twinkled in Rachel’s eyes. “I hid
between the rows. They spent all of their time staring at one
another.” She clasped her hands and pretended to swoon.

I scooted over so as not to miss a word.

“They never noticed me. I watched them put their
arms around each other. Uri’el stroked Ahnava’s cheek and sniffed
her hair. They lay down on the grass side-by-side and kissed each
other on the mouth over and over. They were so close I couldn’t
tell where Uri’el stopped and Ahnava began.”

Rachel leaned over and whispered, “The following day
I overheard Ahnava tell a friend she had incited Uri’el’s lust in
the vineyard. She said his wonderful kisses made her weak.”

We thought we understood the part about inciting his
lust, though neither of us knew for sure. As for kisses making you
weak, Abba often kissed me. Always on the cheek or the top of my
head, never on the mouth. It made me feel happy inside and secure
when he kissed me. Is that how Uri’el made Ahnava feel, happy
inside?

The only person who ever kissed me on the mouth was
my little cousin, Yohan. He was still learning to walk and called
me Rivvy. Whenever I picked him up, he grinned and gave me a wet,
slobbery kiss right on the mouth. Would a lover’s kisses be messy
like that?

 


How would it feel to kiss Shemu’el?

 


Abba snorted in his sleep making me jerk.

Could he somehow know my thoughts?

He coughed and moved in the bed. After a deep sigh,
he resumed snoring.

Easing my arm out from under the covers, I brought
my hand to my mouth. I closed my eyes and kissed the back of my
hand pretending I was kissing Shemu’el.

That was not how kisses would feel. There should be
some lips pressed against mine. The next time I put my first two
fingers against my lips.

Too bony.

How could I ever know what it felt like? I would die
rather than ask Shemu’el to kiss me.

 


But if it was his idea…
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Aunt Tamar was not
pleased when she heard about me starting my own flock. It seemed
like she complained to Abba about me every chance she got. Said I
spent too much time with the sheep and not enough time learning
household tasks. The household tasks were just an excuse. She
needed me to care for my young cousins, Yohan and Elisheva, so she
had more time to gossip at the well.

Not that I minded caring for my cousins.
Women’s work was fine too, but I liked being with the sheep as
well. She and Abba reached an agreement allowing me to split my
time between the sheep and the house. After we prayed, I spent the
rest of each Shabbat with the sheep since the Law forbade
housework.

More importantly, I got to stay in the
fields all night with Abba during lambing season. It was my
favorite time of the year because I loved babies, all kinds of
babies. Baby lambs, baby goats, baby birds…even baby people. My
cousins were young, but not babies anymore. I loved them just the
same.

Some birds nested in one of the olive trees
beside my uncle’s house. Every few days I checked the eggs to see
if they hatched. Once they did, I looked in on my baby birds every
afternoon to see how they were getting along.

Gavriel and Simeon noticed and asked about
the birds. It surprised me that they would be interested in baby
birds. I offered to let them climb up and take a look, but they
said, “No, thanks. We are happy just letting you tell us about
them.”

Aunt Tamar saw me up in the tree and talked
to Abba about it.

“You must stay out of the tree, my little
dove,” Abba said. “It is not proper for a young maiden to be
climbing.”

“Why?”

“Because you must lift your clothing when
you climb. A young maiden should not expose herself in such a
manner. Tamar noticed the boys staring up your tunic while you were
in the tree.” He paused to let me think about this then asked,
“Were you wearing a loincloth?”

My stomach quivered and my cheeks burned.
“Yes, Abba,” I said, lowering my head. “Always.”

He hugged me. “Then you have nothing to be
ashamed of.”

And that was that.

Not having a mother meant my father and I sometimes
had to discuss embarrassing topics. My mother, Hadassah, died a few
days after I was born.

The same thing sometimes happens with our ewes. They
have a lamb and then turn right around and get sick and die. You
can never tell. It happens the other way, too. The mother survives
and the lamb dies. But it all evens out in the end. We put the
motherless lambs with another ewe and she raises them.

My father’s brother, Chayim, is also a
shepherd. He and his family live in the house next to ours. They
took me in as a newborn, making me and their oldest daughter, Ruth,
milk-sisters. His wife, my Aunt Tamar, nursed me until my father
took me back at three years of age.

Aunt Tamar opposed the idea, saying it was
not a good thing for him to do. Better I should stay with her and
learn the womanly work of keeping a house. After all, who wanted a
wife who herded sheep and could not cook and sew?

But he insisted, and so back I went. It has
worked out all right. I learned how to cook and keep house.
Everything in our little home gets taken care of and Abba never
complains. We have each other and that is all we need. The Lord
looks after us and we look after the sheep.

* * *

If I was such a disgusting person, why did
Gavriel and Simeon want to look up my tunic? They told me they were
interested in knowing how my baby birds were doing. Ha! They had no
interest in birds at all. No more climbing for Rivkah.

I spent a lot of time thinking about it and
the same thought kept running through my mind. Gavriel and Simeon
were the ones who misbehaved, not me. So why did it feel like I was
the one being punished? Who committed the transgression, Bathsheba
taking her bath and bothering no one, or King David sneaking around
his palace and peeking out the window at her nakedness?

Aunt Tamar said I should not waste my
afternoons watching birds when there were useful chores to be done.
She taught me to spin wool into thread. Making clothes is more than
just sewing cloth. First we sheared the sheep, and then I carded,
or combed, the wool to remove any dirt in it.

In the evenings, while Abba said our
prayers, I took handfuls of carded wool and rolled them on my
thigh, twisting them into coarse yarn. Since I started doing this,
my hands were no longer rough and scratchy like a shepherd’s. The
lanolin in the wool made them nice and soft. Very womanly.

Aunt Tamar wanted to teach me how to spin my
coarse yarn into finished thread. We placed the balls of yarn in a
special bowl with guides to keep it from becoming tangled. I
attached one end to a spindle, turned my back to the bowl and
raised my arm. Then, holding the thread between my first finger and
thumb, I dropped the spindle.

The spindle twirled as it fell, spinning the
coarse yarn into finished thread. You controlled the thread’s
thickness by how fast you let the spindle drop. When it hit the
floor, I wrapped the new thread around the spindle and repeated the
process.

My aunt did two at once, one strand in each
hand. Each time I tried to keep track of two of them, I got
confused and made a mess of them both. My thread never came out as
fine as hers either. I tried to explain, because I am short, her
spindle had farther to fall than mine.

Aunt Tamar said it was because I am
hopeless.

I worked extra hard spinning several skeins
of very nice thread to impress her. Even she admitted I did an
excellent job. I planned to dye it red and use it to weave stripes
into a bolt of cloth for Abba’s cloak. One day, while she shopped,
I decided to dye it myself and surprise her.

Everything went just the way it should. I
ground dried madder roots, put them in a pot of water, and heated
it. Then I strained the roots out and soaked my thread for a long
time over a low fire before letting it cool.

No one told me to use a stick to lift the
yarn out of the dye. When the time came to remove it, I reached
into the pot, squeezed out the excess dye and put the thread into a
cool rinse. My arms turned bright red all the way up to my
elbows.

Aunt Tamar screamed so loud when she saw me
that everyone in our little settlement came running.

“I thought you were bleeding to death,” she
said, patting her heart and fanning the air in front of her
face.

Abba heard the noise and hurried over to
check. He patted my head and chuckled. “This is how we all learn,”
he said. “The next time you will know.”

“There may not be a next time,” Aunt Tamar
said and made a nasty face.

For two weeks every time Gavriel or Simeon
saw me they jumped back and waved their hands in the air shouting,
“Unclean! Unclean!”

It made me wish I had some terrible disease
just so they would catch it.

 



 


 


 


~ 5 ~

Shemu’el and I sat
side-by-side on the hillside scarcely breathing. A few feet away, a
chickadee hopped from branch to branch in search of berries.

We stared into the bush without making a sound and
communicated with our eyes. A hush settled around us and I listened
to the faraway hum of a beehive. A fly landed on my arm. I gritted
my teeth and stifled the urge to bat it away. To do so would
startle the tiny feathered creature we were watching.

Shemu’el sighed with pleasure when the bird flew
away. “As light and free as the angels, birds are the wonder of
God’s creation. Imagine what it must be like to soar in the
air.”

We speculated on the benefits of flight
while the sheep, an impromptu merging of his flock and mine, grazed
in the meadow below us. Shemu’el often led his flock to fields
adjacent to where mine grazed. It gave us time to spend together
talking about whatever crossed our minds. We enjoyed each other’s
company and spent many days this way. Because I was young, and he
not yet a man, no one paid much attention.

When it came time for the midday meal, we
shared what was in our sacks. I usually slipped little treats and
tidbits into mine to give to Shemu’el.

After we ate, we lay on our backs and stared
up at the sky. Raptors soared high above us, nearly as high as the
clouds it seemed. We watched hawks, white-tailed sea eagles and
Egyptian vultures. The swallows that built mud nests under the
eaves of our home also visited, diving and swooping as they
snatched bugs out of the air.

Shemu’el grinned and pointed to our left.
Looking up, I saw a scattering of storks sweep past. The return of
the storks signaled the beginning of their annual migration. Soon
our skies would be filled with flocks of migrating birds.

* * *

Shemu’el unwrapped
the cloth. “I love the wood’s beauty,” he said and handed me the
bowl.

Beauty? What beauty? All I saw was a crude
bowl, rough and splintery. I slid my tongue along my lips trying to
decide what to say. Would his feelings be hurt if I spoke the
truth?

Shemu’el read my face and grinned. “You do
not see it, do you?”

Lowering my eyes, I shook my head. “I am
sorry, but I do not.”

Rather than taking offense, he surprised me
by laughing. “No wonder. There is little, if any, beauty there yet.
I look at it with my imagination, not my eyes.” He touched the side
of his head. “I sometimes forget you cannot see what is in here.
Hopefully, I will transfer what I hold in my mind to the bowl you
hold in your hand.”

“Where did you get it?”

“When we take lambs to the Temple, Abba lets
me visit Leandros the woodworker,” he said. “He attaches the block
of wood to a device called a lathe that turns it like a wheel. As
it spins, he gouges out the center and shapes the sides.” Shemu’el
smiled. “And then he gives it to me.”

“After all that work, he gives it to
you?”

“To finish, carve and polish. Then I return
it to him and he pays me three denarii for my work.”

“He is very generous.”

Shemu’el gave a self-conscious chuckle. “Do
not grieve for Leandros. Rich men pay him well for my bowls. But
not this one. When this bowl is finished, I plan to give it to
Imma.”

I envied his mother receiving such a
beautiful gift. Shemu’el covered his lap with a piece of hide.
Placing the bowl in the center of it, he began working on it with a
curved scraper. Sweat beaded on his brow as he scraped. Every so
often he stopped, brushed an arm over his forehead and dumped out
the thin curls of wood that accumulated inside the bowl.

A week later Shemu’el removed his materials from his
bag and arranged them in a straight line. The last item out was the
bowl.

He offered it to me for inspection. “Well,
what do you think now?”

I hardly recognized it. His scraping had
shaved away all the gouges, splinters and chips.

“It is lovely,” I said, turning it in my
hands. I ran my fingers over the wood, feeling its grainy
texture.

“It still must be smoothed,” Shemu’el said,
reading my mind. He filled the bottom of a clay dish with light
gray powder.

“What is that?”

“The Romans call it pumicis. It is
mined near the town of Herculaneum, at the base of Mt. Vesuvius,
and crushed into fine powder. I get if from Leandros.”

“Is it hard work to smooth the wood?”

“It is one of the easier steps. Would you
like to try?”

I looked everywhere but at Shemu’el. “Oh,
no. I might ruin your bowl.”

He caught my hand and gave a playful tug.
“Nonsense. Come, sit here. I trust you.”

I sat cross-legged as I had seen him do and
smoothed my tunic. He spread the hide across my lap and placed the
bowl on it. I folded my hands in my lap and squeezed them together
to keep them from shaking.

“We always start with oil and finish with
water.” Shemu’el removed the stopper from a small bottle of olive
oil, added it to the gray powder in a dish, and stirred them into a
paste. He handed me the dish and a pad.

I stared up at him, not knowing what to
do.

“Would you like me to show you how?”

I nodded.

Shemu’el stood beside me for a moment
chewing his lip, then said, “Uh…Rivkah, I do not want you to think
I am taking liberties. Would you be offended if I reached around
you? Just to show you how it is done, you understand.”

“No,” I said in a tiny voice. I swallowed
hard. “You may do that.”

He dropped to the ground and slid close.
“First, dip the pad into the paste.”

I did as he instructed.

“Now set the dish aside and place your pad
into the bowl.”

Shemu’el eased his arm around me, taking
care not to brush me. He placed his hand atop mine. “Like this,” he
said, directing my hand. “Without too much pressure, swirl it in
circles.”

Together, our hands glided around the bowl
in a slush of oily grit. Feeling his breath on my cheek made my
heart pound. I forced myself to concentrate on the swirling pattern
inside the bowl, though other thoughts kept intruding.

“Now begin to run the pad up the side each
time we go around.”

Shemu’el inched forward. When his chest
brushed my back, I leaned back against him ever so lightly.

* * *

“Can I see it yet?”
I would never look until Shemu’el allowed me to.

He unwrapped it with care and handed it to
me. After our oil sanding, he sanded the bowl again with
pumicis and water, then carved and stained the wood. The
bowl was nearly done.

I squealed with surprise and delight.
Graceful stalks of wheat circled the outside of the bowl. I ran my
finger over them, marveling at their realistic beauty. “The wheat
is unbelievable,” I said, handing it back to him. “You should be a
woodcarver, not a shepherd.”

He shook his head. “I enjoy carving, but I
was born to be a shepherd. All that remains is the polishing,” he
said and stretched for the pot he’d left warming in the sun.

“What do you use to polish the bowl?”

He tilted it for me to see. “My own recipe,
sweet almond oil and beeswax. Taste it,” he said, offering me the
pot.

“Will it make me sick?”

He stared into my eyes, his expression
serious. “I would never do anything that would bring you harm. Go
ahead.” With a happy chuckle, Shemu’el caught a dab on his
fingertip and licked it off. “See. There is nothing in it to hurt
you.”

I took some and rubbed it between my thumb
and forefinger, feeling its slipperiness. I sniffed, then put it to
my tongue. It tasted sweet and nutty…surprisingly pleasant.

Shemu’el grinned when my finger returned to
the pot a second time.

More than anything, I wanted to fix the
taste in my memory…and with it this day. Even then, I somehow
sensed how much this memory would someday mean to me.


 


 


 


~ 6 ~

“And in that region there were shepherds out in
the field, keeping watch over their flock night.”

―Luke 2:8

I named my sheep Liat,
which means You are mine.

Having a sheep all my own made going to the fields
much more exciting. I still did womanly chores with Aunt Tamar, but
as soon as Abba returned with the flock, my feet flew out the door
as I ran to check on Liat. Now I had two things to think about
while sweeping, grinding meal and kneading dough, Liat and
Shemu’el. Well, mostly Shemu’el.

But for a time there would be no more weaving and
dyeing, sweeping and stitching for Rivkah. Lambing season had come
and, as a shepherdess, my duty was to be with my flock. Abba and I
would spend our nights in the field along with Shemu’el, his
brothers and father and the other shepherds of our settlement. I
danced with excitement as I scurried around the house preparing to
leave.

Abba moved the sheep to the birthing pasture about
the ninth hour, leaving me behind to gather the things we needed.
My bag waited, stuffed with food. Knowing the fields grew cold at
night, I threw in our fleece-lined cloaks. After tucking my rod
into my sash, I glanced around the room making a final check. Ready
to go. I tossed the bag over my shoulder, grabbed my staff and bid
my cousins in the next house farewell.

My heart pounded with anticipation as I skipped down
the path. The coolness of the coming evening settled around me on
my way to the pasture. A surprisingly large number of people
traveled the main road heading for Bethlehem. I threaded my way
between them watching the setting sun paint pink and purple bands
across the western sky.

I had slipped my shrika into my leather purse
in hopes of playing it when we sang around the fire. A quick pat
verified it was still there. My feet could not get me there fast
enough.

By the time I reached the fields, the sky had turned
dusky blue-gray and a delicate rim of moon peaked over the
mountains behind me. Wispy ribbons of smoke rose from the valley;
they had already lit the evening’s fire. Abba noticed me walking
along the crest of the hill and dashed up to meet me.

“Good news,” he said, breathless from the climb.

Seeing his wide grin filled me with happiness.

“Lambing season has begun, my little dove. Just
before you arrived the first ewe dropped a pair of healthy
rams.”

“Perhaps those twins are the omen of a prosperous
season.”

“May the Lord make it so.”

I took his hand as we walked. “Why are there so many
pilgrims on the road? It is not a time for festivals, and
Pesach is not until the month of Nisan.”

“Those are not pilgrims, they are going to Bethlehem
for the census.” Seeing my confusion, he explained. “Some time ago
Caesar Augustus ordered a count of the whole world. They do it by
province, beginning in the west and moving to the east.”

He shrugged. “Our turn has come. It is about
taxation and gathering gold. Just another Roman scheme to squeeze
the last drops out of a rag they have already wrung dry.”

“Do they not have enough already?”

Abba rested his arm over my shoulder and lowered his
voice. “Let me tell you something about gold, little one. It is
best to have none at all. Once you begin to accumulate gold it
makes your palm itch for more. Love of money is the root of all
evil.” He licked his lips. “So what have you brought for our
supper?”

Other shepherds drifted in from the fields as I
spread a cloth and sat out our meal. There was a large block of
soft cheese with herbs kneaded in the way Abba preferred,
fresh-baked barley loaves, parched grains in vinegar and oil with
sliced cucumbers, dried fruits, eggs cooked hard in water and a
skin of wine.

A man’s voice from behind startled me. “Those
apricots look tasty.”

A large hand reached over my shoulder into my open
package of dried fruit and stole an apricot. I jerked around in
surprise and watched the thief, my Uncle Chayim, grin as he popped
the fruit into his mouth.

He and Abba looked enough alike that strangers
sometimes confused them. Chayim was more than an uncle to me…almost
a father. He called me his other daughter because I spent my
earliest years in his household. Many of those evenings I crawled
into my uncle’s strong arms and fell asleep.

Chayim clapped my father on the back and dropped
onto the grass beside him. “Twins, eh Ya’akov. An auspicious start
to the lambing season.” He grinned. “You may be ahead for now,
brother, but this season is far from over. We shall see who wins
out in the end.”

“And how are you, little shepherdess?” He rummaged
in his pack for supper as he spoke. “Tamar sent honey cakes. There
may be enough to share, although you will have to fight me for
them. I feel hungry as a lion tonight.” He bared his teeth, gave a
low growl, then chuckled deep in his belly.

Abba grabbed a stick from the pile of branches the
younger boys gathered that afternoon and poked at the fire, sending
sparks soaring into the sky. He continued prodding the embers until
flames re-appeared, then tossed on several more logs. The circle
around the fire filled as the other shepherds drifted in from the
meadows. The men shared food and talked among themselves. I sat
with my head down, listening as I ate.

Shemu’el sat opposite me, on the other side of the
fire with his brothers and father. We stole glances at each other
through the flames. He and his brothers talked and laughed, making
me wonder what they said. Each time our eyes met he smiled. The
fire painted a glow on his face and its light sparkled in his
eyes.

* * *

The hungry lion shared Aunt
Tamar’s honey cakes like I knew he would. They left my fingers
sticky so I walked down to a nearby creek to wash.

“May I come down?” Shemu’el asked from the top of
the hill.

“Of course.” The cold water made my hands
tingle.

Shemu’el’s footsteps drew closer, then he plopped
down beside me. “You do not mind me being here, do you?”

He understood that as the only maiden it was
sometimes necessary for me to go away by myself.

“Oh no. Uncle Chayim brought honey cakes to share. I
came to wash my sticky fingers.”

He rubbed his hands together and grinned. “This is
your first season with your own flock. You must be excited.”

I beamed with pride. “Yes I am, thanks to you.”

Shemu’el and his brothers each had their own sheep.
He had been building his herd for several years in anticipation of
the day he would take a wife.

“You give me too much credit, Rivkah. I did not
rescue Liat. We drove the lion off together.”

Shemu’el always said nice things that made me feel
good inside. He never belittled me the way the other boys did.
Stay and talk some more, my heart begged. Knowing the other
boys would tease us if we were gone too long, I forced myself to
say instead, “We should get back to the fire.”

Shemu’el rose and extended an arm. His strong hand
grasped mine and he pulled me up. He continued holding my hand as
we walked back to the campfire. I imagined walking this way
everywhere we went after we wed.

“As your herd increases you may want to introduce
new bloodlines,” Shemu’el said. “My brother Caleb has a fine new
ram. He would let you use him if I asked for you. I watched the ram
search out and mount some of our ewes; he is a very aggressive
breeder.”

My fingers quivered in his hand. “How nice. I will
keep that in mind.” Aggressive breeding was the last thing I wanted
to discuss with Shemu’el.

Our eyes met in the moonlight.

Shemu’el noticed my embarrassment and let my fingers
slip through his.

We walked the rest of the way in silence. Oh, how I
hated that ram of Caleb’s.

* * *

Abba and I rechecked the sheep before turning in.
Like always, groups of shepherds kept watch in shifts while the
others slept. If a predator appeared, or anything out of the
ordinary occurred, they would rouse the others.

Those on the first watch left for the field and the
rest of us took our places around the fire. The flames danced in
the dark as the men began chanting Ma’ariv. I tugged my fleece cloak over me for a
blanket and tucked it under my chin as they sang our evening
prayers.

Using my arm as a pillow, I watched Shemu’el through
the flames as he arranged his bedroll. I imagined us snuggled
together and sleeping in each other’s arms.

Myriad stars spread across the heavens above me. An
unseen weight pushed my eyelids closed and I drifted into a deep
slumber.
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“And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and
the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were filled with
fear.”

― Luke 2:9

“Look out, a star is
falling on us!”

I awoke with a start and squinted into the bright
light racing toward us.

Abba hunched beside me staring into the sky.

The terrified look on his face gave me a chill. What
was happening? Nothing frightened Abba.

The light drew nearer, growing larger and larger,
until it surrounded us. I scrunched between the other shepherds,
making myself as small as possible. The other shepherds? What were
the other shepherds doing clustered around me? When did they move
to our side of the fire? What became of our watchmen? Why had no
one sounded an alarm?

Too many questions. No answers.

Struck dumb with fright, we sat like statues, our
faces turned to the sky. What at first appeared to be a falling
star gradually took shape. The light came from the creature at the
center of it. Placing a hand along my brow to shield my eyes, I
squinted up at him. His light washed over us, pure and clear.
Everything stilled as this powerful being hovered above us.

 


“Do not be afraid.”

 


I cannot recall what his voice sounded like, or if
he even had a voice. His words became a part of my thoughts without
me knowing how. An incredible sense of peace washed over me, better
even than waking from a nightmare in my father’s arms.

The others felt it too. All around me people smiled
and sighed in relief. We could breathe again; we had nothing to
fear.

No matter what happened, we knew it would be good.
Just four simple words. This mighty creature had said, “Do not be
afraid,” and we cast away our fears as easily as one tossed aside
their cloak at the end of the day.

We came to understand he was one of God’s angels
sent to bring us a message. I snuggled under Abba’s left arm and
stared into the sky. With my fears gone, I could now look up at the
angel without squinting.

 


“I bring you good tidings of great joy, which
shall be to all people,” the angel said. “For unto you is born this
day in the city of David a Savior. He is the Mashiach, the Lord.
And this shall be a sign unto you; you shall find the babe wrapped
in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.”

 


Then the night sky opened.

I gasped as more and more of these marvelous
creatures poured out of the heavens as rapidly as barley kernels
spill from a split sack. This heavenly host gathered about us,
swirling above our heads, praising God and singing, “Glory to God
in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.”

And then, as quickly as they appeared, they were
gone. The sky closed around them and we were left in darkness, left
staring up at the stars in wonder. The night never seemed darker
than it did after the angels left.

“What was that light?”

“We have seen the Shekinah, the Cloud
of Glory,” Abba said. “The manifestation of the Most High God.”

“And those creatures of light were his
angels, cherubim or seraphim perhaps,” Shemu’el added.

Shemu’el? How could I not have noticed him
beside me?

Everyone grew quiet, thinking on this. All
at once the men looked at one another and cried in a single voice,
“Bethlehem. We must go to Bethlehem. Let us go and see this thing
that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.”

The men scurried about gathering their things and
preparing for the trip.

“What about our sheep?” someone shouted.
“Shepherds do not abandon their sheep. Have we forgotten there are
ewes in the meadow about to give birth?”

The men stopped in their tracks and cast
questioning glances at each other.

Yes, I thought, what of the sheep?

“We shall leave the sheep in the hands of
the Lord,” Abba said. “He would not have sent his messengers to
call us if He did not expect us to go.”

So off to Bethlehem we went.

* * *

When men are in a
hurry they take long strides, making it difficult for people with
short legs to keep up. The shepherds led the way and I ran
alongside. Each time I stumbled in the dark Abba’s strong arm
caught me before I fell.

No one knew what to expect when we arrived
in Bethlehem. The angel gave us no directions, yet somehow we knew
right where to go.

We turned the corner of Bethlehem’s back streets and
found a man sitting on the ground blocking the entrance to a
stable. He had his coarse traveling cloak wrapped around himself as
a blanket and his back propped against the post which framed the
opening. He reminded me of a shepherd keeping watch in front of a
sheepfold. Seeing his head resting on folded arms laid across his
bent knees, I assumed he dozed.

As we drew nearer, he heard the scuffling of our
footsteps and stirred. Pushing aside the cloak gathered about his
face, he lifted his head and studied our little band warily.

He rose, stretched and rolled his shoulders before
untying the straps of his tefillin.

These small leather pouches contained verses from
the Law. Jews tie them around their forehead and on their left arm
near their heart in obedience to the Torah, which said, “bind the
commands, decrees and laws of the Lord to your forehead and to your
heart.”

He had been praying, not sleeping.

The man stood and combed his fingers through the
tangles of his beard, watching us as we approached. Though clearly
tired, his dark, intelligent eyes remained alert. I knew just about
everyone in Bethlehem, but not him. He must have come to be
numbered in Caesar’s census.

He held his large hands in front of him, not
threatening, but prepared to defend if necessary. Defend what? What
needed guarding in this little room attached to the back of a small
house?

He moved to the center of the doorway. “Shalom
Aleichem. Peace be unto you,” he said. “What is it you
seek?”

“Aleichem Shalom. Peace to you as well,” Abba
replied. “I am Ya’akov bar Yohan, a shepherd.” Planting his staff
in the soft dirt, he grabbed it with both hands and gently rocked
from side to side as he spoke. “These are my friends and neighbors,
other shepherds. We seek the one of whom the angels spoke.”

The man’s eyes widened. “Angels? I do not
understand. I know nothing of angels.”

Abba and the other men all spoke at once, chattering
in excited voices as they tried to explain what had happened in the
fields. The bright light that surrounded us, the angelic being and
the heavenly host singing, “Peace on earth and goodwill to
men.”

Then they told him about the message the angel gave
us.

“We know only what we were told. The hand of the
Most High urged us to leave our flocks and come to Bethlehem. We
came without understanding why,” the men confessed, spreading their
arms in bewilderment. “Can you help us find this wondrous thing of
which the angels spoke?”

“You have come to the right place, ” the man
replied.

Recalling their fright when the heavens opened and
the heavenly host poured out, the men shrank back. But as in the
fields, their fears quickly gave way to excitement. Regaining their
courage, they inched forward toward the doorway, stretching their
necks and craning to see. His raised hand stopped them.

“You must wait here,” he said, courteous but
resolute. “The midwife and the other women just left. My wife is
feeding her infant for the first time. They must not be disturbed.”
He smiled and motioned the men away from the entrance. “Come,” he
said, “we shall talk while we wait.”

He seemed most interested in hearing about what
happened to us in the fields.

“Tell me again all you saw and heard,” he said,
squatting. His eyes swept across the men circled around him. “Omit
nothing.”

He listened, interrupting to ask questions from time
to time. Sometimes he made reference to one or another of the
prophets. As Jewish men will do, the shepherds all replied at once,
each giving their own interpretation, telling what this rabbi or
that rabbi once said.

When they finished with the angels he asked about
their new lambs. Were they healthy? Was the lamb crop good this
year? He was a carpenter, he explained, from the North Country,
from Nazareth in Galilee.

Laughing and nodding, the men discussed the kind of
things men always talked about, tools and work.

Then, from inside the stable, a baby’s cry pierced
the quiet night.
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“And they went with haste and found Mary and
Joseph, and the babe…”

―Luke 2:16

The lusty cry of the
newborn echoed in the night air. The men paused, listened, then
grinned and clapped the man on the back, congratulating him.

Everyone ignored me. Curious, I tiptoed away from
the men and back to the entrance. And, since no one tried to stop
me, I went inside.

The family’s animals had been tethered outside and
the room, which usually housed them, had been cleaned and prepared
for these travelers.

A young woman sat on a blanket laid over a bed of
fresh straw near the back of the stable. Head down, she
concentrated on moving her newborn from one side to the other.
Adjusting the child in her arms, she tugged her cloak open and
exposed her other breast. She brushed his cheek and he latched on,
eating as greedily as a newborn lamb.

Watching her made me smile.

When he finished, she rested him on her lap and
adjusted her clothing. She patted his back until he burped and then
nestled him against her bosom.

I crept forward into the circle of light surrounding
them.

Her head jerked up. My crinkling sound of my
footsteps on the straw must have startled her.

I lowered my eyes, waiting for some signal she was
not upset with me for being there.

“Hello. Who are you?” She lifted a finger and
motioned me closer.

“My name is Rivkah. Shalom Aleichem.”

“And to you.” She smiled. “I am Miryam. That was
Yosef, my husband, at the doorway.”

“The baby’s father.”

For an instant an unsettled look clouded Miryam’s
face. She didn’t seem to know how to answer me.

She chewed her lip as she thought. Then a load
seemed to lift off her shoulders. “Yes,” she nodded, “Yosef will be
the child’s father.”

“How are you feeling?” I asked, noting the fatigue
in her eyes.

“Tired,” she said. “Tired, but very, very
happy.”

She eased the blanket back and let me see the baby’s
face. It looked pink and slightly wrinkled, pretty much like every
other new baby I’d seen. I reached out and brushed back a few stray
hairs from the child’s forehead.

Miryam seemed pleased.

New mothers enjoy having people fuss over their
babies. Every time I see a baby I always try to act like they are
extra special. Even the ugly ones. Not that this child was ugly; it
was the sweetest baby I had ever seen.

“May I hold your baby?”

My request shocked her. New mothers are always
nervous about letting people hold their babies. Some sheep are the
same way. They get very protective when they have their first lamb
and try to butt you if you come too close. But, just like the ewes,
new mothers eventually get better. Time passes and they worry
less.

“Will you be very careful?”

A part of me wanted to tell her I knew all about
newborns. I had handled more baby lambs than you could ever count.
Pulled them out when they got stuck, held them up to their mother’s
teat if they were too weak to nurse and cut the cord for ewes too
weak to do it themselves. Many a cold night a new lamb slept with
me nestled inside my cloak.

Of course there were also the babies of the
shepherd’s wives. My younger cousins, Aunt Tamar’s children, needed
my help every day. But Miryam was new at this, so I thought it best
to humor her.

I sat down and scooted back until we touched. Then
she reached around and placed the infant in my arms. The first
thing I did was loosen the wrap and peek in to check. The angels
were right. It was a boy. When I glanced back over my shoulder, our
eyes met and we shared a smile.

Every mother wants her firstborn to be a boy. It
pleases her husband. By Jewish law the first boy child belongs to
the Temple. Yosef and Miryam would have to go to Jerusalem and make
an offering to ransom him back.

I re-wrapped the swaddling and leaned forward,
putting my mouth very close to his little ear, and whispered,
“Sh’ma Yisrael Adonai eleheinu Adonai ehad.”

She liked seeing me do that.

The Sh’ma is the first prayer of every Jew: Hear
O Israel, the Lord is our God; the Lord is one.

He squirmed and made a whimpering sound in his
sleep. Thinking he was uncomfortable, I adjusted him in my
arms.

Miryam reached around me and put her arms under mine
to help support him. “Here,” she said, “let me help you.”

Imagine. She worried about me dropping her baby. It
was easy to see how she might think that, but given a little time
she would learn.

Together, we rocked from side to side. He snuggled
against me and I sang the Jewish lullaby, Lailah Tov Motek,
Goodnight, my darling. His little lips made sucking motions as he
dozed.

Shuffling footsteps and whispered voices came from
the front of the stable. The men had finally come to see the baby.
Yosef and Abba were in the lead. When they saw me sitting with
Miryam holding the baby, they came to a halt. The surprised look on
their faces made me grin.

* * *

Eight days later, when
Yosef circumcised him, they named their baby Yeshua. Since they had
to make trips to the Temple to ransom their son and then again for
Miryam’s purification, they remained in Bethlehem. They may have
intended to return to Galilee, but one thing led to another and
they ended up staying on.

At first they knew very few people, so each time
Abba made a trip to Bethlehem I tagged along. He would drop me off
at Yosef’s carpenter shop to visit with Miryam and Yeshua while he
conducted his business.

Times were becoming hard for Abba and me. We
paid taxes and duties and road tolls to Herod each time we took
sheep to Jerusalem, plus the poll tax, the annual Temple tax, first
tithes and second tithes. We paid and paid until Abba’s purse was
nearly empty.

Raising more lambs seemed to be the answer.
One Shabbat we asked Uncle Chayim to watch our flock so we
could go to the synagogue in Bethlehem to pray about it. Red
streaks filled the eastern sky when we left the house. We talked
and sang Psalms along the way.

Some people at the synagogue gave us unkind
looks and whispered comments about smelly shepherds when we
arrived. You might expect that in Jerusalem, but not in a farming
town like Bethlehem.

Many of the people in Jerusalem lived very
well. They grew proud and looked down on shepherds and country
folk. Annas, the former high priest, and his family lived in homes
made of cut block, each stone polished until it sparkled. Their
lavish homes crowded the hills west of the Temple.

I sometimes saw children of the rich when we
delivered lambs to the Temple. A rich man’s daughter had little in
common with me. They wore the finest linen, gold bracelets and
anklets and jeweled earrings.

Even girls my age colored their eyelids and
cheeks and perfumed their hair. And they never sweat. Why should
they? They had slaves to do all their work. In the summer, some of
them even had a slave trailing behind them carrying a sunshade.

I had lived with this prejudice all my life.
When you are a shepherd, you get used to people not giving you any
respect. The scribes and the Pharisees murmur we shepherds do not
keep all the rules of the Law. Well, perhaps not down to the last
iota and dot.

We were shepherds, not Pharisees, after all.
We did the best we could. When I was alone at night with the flock
under the stars, I felt as close to God as any High Priest ever did
in the Holy of Holies.

Yosef and Miryam were at the synagogue when
we arrived. I squeezed in beside Miryam in the women’s section,
wishing her “Shabbat Shalom.”

I got to hold my little friend, Yeshua. He brought
the toy sheep I made for him. I cut a scrap of fleece, sewed it and
stuffed it with barley husks.

He shook it and said, “Baa, baa, baa.”

I pretended to be upset and tried to shush him, but
I secretly enjoyed it.

A few weeks earlier I found a burl on a
branch that Abba pruned from one of our olive trees. While Shemu’el
worked on his bowls I whittled at my burl, squaring the sides and
putting a point at the bottom. It would become a
dreidel.

After I smoothed it, I planned to ask
Shemu’el to carve the letters nun,
gimmel, hay and shin on it. One letter on each
of its four sides. They stand for nes gadol hayah sham―A
great miracle happened here. When my driedel’s finished,
I’ll rub it with some of Shemu’el’s almond oil and beeswax finish.
I plan to give it to Y’shau the next time we go to Bethlehem and
teach him how to make it spin.

* * *

Abba made a special mark on
the left ear of all the twin ewe lambs. When he decided which to
sell and which to keep, he selected the keepers from among the
twins. He believed that a twin, when bred, was more likely to
produce more twins.

At the synagogue I asked the Lord to bless our flock
and let every ewe bring forth two lambs this spring so we would
have enough money to pay our taxes. After our visit to Bethlehem
life continued in a normal manner for a time, then strange things
began happening.
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“Rise, take the child and his mother, and flee to
Egypt,...”

―Matthew 2:13

A few weeks after we went
to Bethlehem the first ewes began dropping their lambs. Perhaps the
Lord answered my prayer. It felt like we were getting more twins
than usual. Not all twins, though. Maybe I asked for more than we
deserved.

It was the middle of Shebat, the month of
spring lambing and we spent our nights in the fields, looking after
the sheep from a watchtower. Being up high gave us a bird’s eye
view of the field. We could spot predators long before they
threatened our flock.

Constructed of mortar and stones gathered
from the surrounding fields, these round towers had a lot in common
with our house. Both of them had an outside stairway leading to the
top. It was flat, like our roof, and they each had a low wall
around them so no one fell over the side.

I stretched to my full height and pointed
north. “Look.”

Together Abba and I watched the far-off
silhouette of a solitary wayfarer trudging toward us on the south
road. I rubbed my eyes and squinted at the dark image. A man led a
donkey piled high with…well, he was too far away to say.

It surprised me to see a lone traveler. Long
strings of camels often slipped past in the moonlight while we
tended our sheep. Merchant caravans preferred traveling at night
when it was cool, but few others dared be on the road after sunset.
Even pilgrims traveled during the day and in the company of friends
or relatives. Bandits lurked in the Judean hills ready to pounce on
the unwary.

A full moon hung low in the heavens,
shimmering across the surrounding fields. The sheep gathered in
tight clusters along the grassy hillside below us. They shone white
in the moonlight, reminding me of the limestone boulders strewn
along the road to Jerusalem.

The high-pitched, cackling laughter of a hyena
reverberated in the darkness.

Jerking up, I cocked my head and listened. An eerie
stillness settled over the valley, a tense waiting.

Abba tossed his cloak aside.

My heart thumped. I leaned forward and scanned the
brush for movement. What else might be out there? Even after two
years, I had not forgotten the day Shemu’el and I drove off the
lion.

The sheep stirred on the hillside below
us.

Abba pulled his shebet from his sash.
The knurled piece of ancient grapewood bore the stains of many a
predator’s blood. He rocked it in his hand as he counted the
shadowy shapes scattered across the dark meadow.

Everyone accounted for. He gave a relieved
sigh.

Most ewes go off by themselves when the time comes
to deliver their lambs. A missing sheep often meant someone was
giving birth. We had to track them down right away because she
could be in distress and need our help. Jackals, wolves and hyenas
became more aggressive during lambing season. They often stalked
isolated ewes, waiting to steal their newborn lambs.

Abba left to soothe the sheep.

I rechecked the road. The man leading the
donkey had gotten closer. What I imagined to be his pack of goods
turned out to be a passenger, a woman. He took quick, measured
steps, checking the moonlit road in front of him, then casting
furtive glances over his shoulder.

When Abba returned I pointed out the man’s
odd behavior. “He looks like he is running away from something. Do
you think he is being chased?”

The man led the donkey around a curve in the
road and headed straight at us. He spent so much time checking the
road behind that he failed to notice us watching from the tower.
Moonlight flooded down on him. His distorted shadow, overly tall
and stretched-out looking, moved along the grass with each step he
and the donkey took.

My heart leaped in my chest. I recognized
them! It was Miryam on the donkey and her husband, Yosef, leading
it. They should be asleep in their bed behind his carpentry shop in
Bethlehem. What were they doing out here all by themselves so late
at night?

“Look, Abba. It’s my friends, Miryam and
Yosef. Can I say hello to them?”

“I suppose it would be all right.”

I skipped down the stairway and began
pulling up handfuls of grass.

“What are you doing?” Abba asked.

I stooped for another handful. “Gathering
grass for Isaias, Yosef’s donkey.”

“Yosef named his donkey, Isaias?”

“No. I did.” Why explain about the jokes I
played on Yosef by giving his donkey a different name each time I
visited? I ran toward the road waving my grass and hollering,
“Miryam, Yosef, stop. It is me, Rivkah.”

Yosef made an unpleasant face when he saw
me. He pulled back on the donkey’s rope, bringing the little animal
to a halt. Miryam whispered something to him and Yosef’s shoulders
relaxed.

“Hello, Isaias,” I said to the donkey. I
still could not believe they were so far from home. “What are you
doing out this night?”

I scratched the donkey’s long nose and fed
him clumps of fresh grass. He seemed happy to see me even if no one
else was. Isaias raised his sad, brown eyes and stared at me as if
to say, “It was not my idea to be out late at night. I was happy
sleeping in my stall until Yosef roused me.”

In back, Yosef muttered to himself while he
checked the baggage. He came around the side of the donkey shaking
his head.

“Why must you always call him names? The
poor creature has a weak enough intellect without you changing his
name every week or two. It confuses him. And calling an animal by
the name of so great a prophet is disrespectful.”

I grinned up at him. “Maybe I will call him
Caesar Augustus instead.” The donkey took another mouthful of
grass. “Or perhaps, King Herod.”

“You are a foolish little girl. If a soldier
heard you say such a thing, he would knock you down and kick you
across the street.”

It was not like him to be short with me.

“It was only a jest. I meant nothing by it.”
Lowering my head, I offered the donkey the last of my grass. “Here,
nameless donkey.” I dabbed at my eyes and scratched the donkey’s
nose while he chewed.

“She meant no disrespect,” Miryam
whispered.

Yosef’s mouth formed a tight line. “I am
sorry, Rivkah. I did not mean to upset you. We are in a great hurry
and must not be delayed.”

The bundle on Miryam’s back began wiggling
and making noises. She gave Yosef a loving look. “You have had
little sleep today, husband, and you are tired. Rest here while I
feed the baby. We have a long night ahead of us.”

He gave a resigned nod. Giving the rope a
sharp tug, Yosef led the donkey over to the side of road.

Abba appeared over the brow of the hill. His
eyes went from me, to Miryam, to the man leading the animal.

“Shalom Aleichem, Yosef. You appear
to be a man full of troubling thoughts. Is all well with you this
evening?”

Motioning Abba aside, Yosef stepped away
from the donkey. They turned their backs to me and conversed in
hushed whispers. Whatever it was that upset Yosef, he did not want
me to know about it.

I walked around to the side of the donkey,
looked up and smiled. “Shalom Aleichem, Miryam.”

“Aleichem Shalom, Rivkah. Ignore
Yosef. He thinks of other things tonight.” She glanced back over
her shoulder, studying the moon. “And how are you this night?”

“Abba and I are watching the sheep. Lambing
time again.” I rested my hands on my hips and gave her a stern
look. “Do you know how dangerous it is to travel alone at
night?”

Miryam chuckled. “Sometimes, my young friend, a
person must do what they must do. Fear not, God is with us. Yosef
plans to join a caravan along the way. If not in Hebron, then
surely by the time we reach Beersheba.”

“Beersheba? Why are you going to Beersheba?”

She nibbled at her lip. Miryam’s eyes flicked to
Yosef, still in deep conversation with Abba, then back to me. She
shook her head. Her expression said she could tell no more.

“Did I wake Yeshua?”

“Oh, no.” She loosened the strap and swung
the cloth bundle on her back around to her lap. “He has been awake
for a little while now making hungry noises.” She folded back his
blanket. “Would you take him for a moment?”

She handed him down to me. At eighteen
months, Yeshua was much heavier than the first time I held him.
Miryam no longer worried because Yeshua and I played so often at
their home behind Yosef’s shop.

Miryam slipped off the donkey’s back and
onto the grass. As she stretched, her eyes searched the moonlit
road a second time. She made no attempt to mask her concerns.

The men squatted by the side of the road
whispering and scratching lines in the dirt.

“We have heavy cloaks in the
watchtower.”

At the sound of my voice, Yeshua blinked up
at me with a toothy grin. I lifted him up to my shoulder and kissed
him on the cheek. He hugged my neck and said, “Rivvy,” the way my
little cousin, Yohan, used to.

I sat on my cloak and offered Abba’s to
Miryam. Yeshua and I played grab my finger while she loosened her
clothing. I sat beside her, listening to her hum Lailah Tov
Motek as he nursed.

“I wish I had a baby like Yeshua to feed and
care for.”



Miryam smiled. “I remember watching women nurse
their babies when I was a girl and thinking the same thing. Your
womanhood will come upon you before you know it. Then a young man
will knock at the door asking your father if he can take you for
his wife.”

“I already know who it will be.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Do you now?”

“He is very handsome.”

“I am sure he is.”

“And he is strong and brave and brings me
presents.”

She paused, trying to decide what to say
next. “Rivkah, you and I both know the marriage arrangements are
made by the men in the family.”

“No matter. Shemu’el will be the one.”

“And you know this how?” She switched Yeshua
to her other arm and closed her cloak over him.

“Because I love him. Better a meal of
vegetables where there is love than a fatted calf with hatred.”

“Time will tell, my young friend. Time will
tell.”

“But marriages are b’shert. If
something is destined by the will of God, it must come to
pass.”

“True enough.” Miryam hugged me tightly and
kissed my forehead. “Keep in mind, God’s ways are not our ways. In
addition to happiness, God’s plan sometimes brings heartache and
sacrifice.”
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“And being warned in a dream not to return to
Herod, they departed to their own country by another way.”

―Matthew 2:12

I held Yeshua while
Miryam settled herself on the donkey. He grinned up at me sleepy
eyed. Putting my mouth close to his little ear, I whispered the
Birkat Kohanim. This priestly blessing was repeated many
times each day in the Temple, “May the Lord bless and keep you. May
the Lord cause his countenance to shine upon you and be gracious
unto you. May the Lord favor you and grant you peace.”

“May it be his will. Blessed be the Lord
God, the God of Israel, from everlasting to everlasting,” Miryam
responded for her young son.

I kissed him. “Good-bye Yeshua. Be safe
while we are apart, Yeki’ri.”

When we first began playing together I
called Yeshua my little king. After all, the angel told us
he would be the Mashiach. Miryam heard me do this and asked
me not to. She said Yeshua would find his destiny in his own way
and time. From then on I called him Yeki’ri, my precious
one.

I dug in my bag and offered her the
dreidel I had carved. “Here. I made this for Yeshua. I
planned to give it to him the next time I visited.”

She thanked me and tucked it away in a
saddlebag. Then she said something that sent a chill up my spine.
“It will be good for him to have something that reminds him of
home.”

“Home? Where are you going? When will we see
each other again?”

Some questions, it seems, get no answer. Miryam
adjusted the slumbering babe on her back and nodded her readiness
to Yosef. As the donkey plodded away, she waved. “All in God’s good
time, Rivkah. Kol Tuv, my little friend.”

I returned her wish to Be Well with a
heavy heart. They grew smaller and smaller until they became a
speck on the horizon. I leaned into Abba and he rested his hands
upon my shoulders.

“Where are they going?”

“For Yeshua’s sake, it is better that you
not know.”

“I do not understand.”

He dropped to one knee and held me by my
arms. “Yosef has been warned. The child is no longer safe in
Bethlehem.”

I looked at him with questioning eyes.

He shook his head. “I can tell you no more,
my little dove. In time, perhaps things will become clear. For now,
know this, you must forget you ever saw them. Say nothing of this
night to anyone.”

Though it made no sense at the time, as a
good daughter I would do what my father asked.

He took my hand. “Come, time to check the
ewes.”

* * *

Hours later the sound of
many hooves roused me. I snapped awake in an instant, my heart
pounding. It was dark and cold, the bone-chilling cold which came
just before dawn. My cloak was damp, heavy with dew.

“Listen, Abba. Horses,” I whispered. “Many
horses, coming toward us.”

He grabbed his rod from where it rested
against the tower’s low wall. “Stay here. I will see who it
is.”

“No. I want to go with you.” I jerked my
little rod out of my sash and rose, ready to fight.

He opened his mouth to speak, but shook his
head and gave an angry grunt instead.

I followed one step behind. By the time we
reached the roadway an entire cavalry had drawn into a line in
front of us.

Never had I seen such finery. They looked like a
royal escort. The war horses, one indistinguishable from the next,
were black as night, sleek, broad-chested and muscular. Their
harnesses, bridles and saddles gleamed with silver buckles and
trim. Even their saddle blankets matched, deep blue with a white
star at one corner. These massive stallions tossed their heads and
pawed the ground, blowing and snorting.

Each of the riders wore a plumed helmet and
a blue cape drawn around pure white tunics. Their heavy leather
breeches extended to their ankles and an armored coat of silver
scales protected their upper body. They carried a sword on their
right side, holstered in a heavy scabbard, and a javelin slung
along the horse’s flank. A hammered shield, emblazoned with gold
lions and eagles, hung from the left side of each saddle.

Farther down the road a group of pack camels plodded
toward us. Three riders pushed through the formation of horses and
reined their mounts to a stop. A uniformed man leaped off his horse
and gathered the leads as the three men dismounted.

Instead of a soldier’s uniform and armor,
all three wore rich brocades and silks. Their tunics were long and
loose, with gold tassels around the hem. Their purple cloaks were
as beautiful as those worn by the High Priest. Elaborate turbans,
each secured with a jewel, encircled their heads.

Our shepherd’s rods were of no use against
such an overwhelming force. Abba sank to his knees and bowed low. I
dropped down beside him, quaking.

“Arise. You have nothing to fear from us,”
their leader said in heavily accented Aramaic. “We are on a mission
of peace and diplomacy.”

The man was tall and thin with bushy white
eyebrows above his welcoming eyes. He towered above his two
companions. I stared up at his gaunt, deeply-lined face as I rose
and smoothed my tunic.

“Are you kings?” I asked.

He stroked his white beard and gave me a
benevolent smile. “No, my child, we are not kings.” He turned to
Abba. “Pardon my rudeness. I am Melchior.” He swept his arm in the
direction of the others. “My companions…Gaspar and Balthasar. In
our country they call us Magoi, the Great Ones of the Upper
House of the Megistanes. We are advisors to Phraates, ruler
of the Parthian Dynasty.”

The man called Gaspar studied us for a
moment. “You are Jews, yes?”

Abba seemed to stand taller as he replied,
“We are shepherds, children of Avraham who worship the one and only
God of the universe.”

“We came to your king bearing gifts,”
Balthasar said.

“You have seen Herod?”

“Indeed. We paid a courtesy call to Herod, the
Idumean pretender.” Melchior spat on the ground. “With his army
away on maneuvers, he tolerated our presence and feigned
hospitality. We expected little more. After all, forty years ago it
was the Parthians who killed his brother, Phasaelus, drove Herod
from this land, and restored Hasmonean rule. The only thing Herod
hates more than Parthians is the thought of a rival to his throne.
We found the king we sought, the true King of the Jews, in
Bethlehem, not Jerusalem.”

“Did angels tell you where to find him?”

“Angels?” Melchior chuckled and shook his
head. “No, my child. Not angels, prophets.”

“Prophets?”

“Your prophet Daniy’yel, the man
Nebuchadnezzar re-named, Belteshazzar. He once held a position in
the court of Babylon and is still revered by my people. His scrolls
and others like it have a place of honor in the Royal Library. They
foretell the birth of a King who will be your Mashiach, the
Rock not cut by human hands. Our mathematicians calculated the
dates and predicted his birth. Our astrologers studied the night
skies.” He pointed into the dark, pre-dawn sky. “We followed a star
that led us to the babe.”

I danced with excitement. He meant Yeshua.
They had been to see my little king. “Abba! Abba, does he
know―”

My father clamped his large hand over my
mouth.

Melchior gave him a reassuring smile. “Do
not worry about her unwittingly betraying confidences, my friend.
We, too, have been warned.”

My father’s eyes sent the old man a message
and he said no more.

All these secrets were getting
worrisome.

Melchior dropped to one knee and took my
hand. “You wonder why we have come, and I will tell you. There are
still many of your people in our Empire, descendants of Jews who,
many hundreds of years ago, chose to remain in Babylon rather than
return to Jerusalem.”

He lifted his eyes and gazed far off. “We
are on a diplomatic mission. Someday this King, this Masiach
of yours, will crush all the kingdoms of this world. He will
conquer not with war, but with peace and love. When he does, he
will find allies among the Parthians.”

“How may we serve you?” Abba asked.

“We planned to take on water and provisions
at Jerusalem before heading east from whence we came. Our plans
have changed. We will not be going to your holy city. Still, we
must replenish our waterskins and allow our animals to drink their
fill.”

“My daughter will lead your men to
water.”

Melchior stepped aside and conferred with
one of his chiefs for a moment. The man turned, barked a command in
a strange language and the soldiers dismounted as a group.

As they formed into a line, Melchior said,
“The Parthians and the Romans maintain an uneasy peace sustained by
mutual distrust and our cavalry’s consistent ability to outflank
their legions. We wish to draw as little attention to ourselves as
possible. Despite our worthy mission, Caesar would not appreciate
so deep an incursion into his territory.”

The chief of the guard snapped to attention
in front of me. “We await your command,” he said with a bow.

I pointed the way.

A long line of men, horses and camels
stretched out behind me as I led them down the trail to the lake
where we watered our sheep. Leaving them there, I traipsed back up
the hill. The first rays of daylight were breaking over the peaks
of the Judean Mountains.

Abba knelt beside the road with a soldier at
his side. Melchior, Gaspar and Balthasar bent over with hands
resting on their knees and looked over his shoulder while Abba
scratched a map in the dirt.

He pointed in the direction of the rising
sun. “Due east of here, on the other side of those mountains, is
Lake Asphaltitis.” His stick skipped over the long row of upturned
points representing the Judean mountains and came down in the
center of a large oblong shape.

“Do not go there. Its waters are dead.
Neither man nor beast can drink of them. Pillars of pure salt rise
from its depths.” He raised his eyes to the man at his side.

The man nodded in understanding.

“To the south of us is Herodium, one of
Herod’s retreats. Here.” The point of his stick poked into the
dust, marking it. “It has a small garrison of troops.” He moved the
stick closer to Jerusalem and poked again, this time into one of
his peaks. “Hyrcania, a Jewish city in the mountains. Best to
thread your way between them. Here is the pass,” he said, tracing a
squiggly line between the peaks.

“Can a camel train make it through?”

“Some of the defiles are narrow, but they
can advance single file. It is safe, there are no troops anywhere
near there. This route will bring you out near the top of Lake
Asphaltitis. Follow the shoreline north past Secacah, a peaceful
community of the Essenes ― devout Jews who spend their days in
prayer and meditation. Beyond Secacah you will encounter the sweet
water of the Jordan River. Perea lies east of the river, Nabatea to
the south and The Decapolis to the north.”

“We can retrace our steps from there,” the
soldier said.

He retrieved a quill and inkhorn from his
saddlebag and copied the drawing onto a scroll. When he finished,
he handed it to my father for his approval. They rose smiling and
dusted their knees.

“For your trouble,” Melchior said. The gold
coins he placed in Abba’s palm sparkled in the morning sun.

My father contemplated them for a moment,
then shook his head. “Thank you for your generosity, but no. Our
Law demands we provide hospitality and assistance to the sojourner.
I have done nothing to merit payment and we are not beggars.”

“As you wish.” Melchior returned the coins
to his bag and said something in another language. A camel driver
rummaged in one of his packs. He returned with a large, square
package wrapped in a type of papyrus and tied with twine. Melchior
removed a sword from one of the men’s scabbards and sliced the
twine.

Motioning me forward, he leaned down and
handed it to me. Inside was the biggest block of Persian candy I
had ever seen.

He watched my face light up and smiled.
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“Then Herod,…sent and killed all the male
children in Bethlehem and in all that region who were two years old
or under…”

―Matthew 2:16

I pestered Abba to tell me
more. A few days later, when Miryam and Yosef were safely away, he
told me where they went.

“Yosef planned to hide during the day and travel at
night until they left Gaza.”

“Gaza? Where were they going?”

“Egypt. From Gaza they will follow the Via
Maris, the road that runs beside the Great Sea, to Pelusium.
Then around the Nile delta to Memphis, and back up to the sea at
Alexandria.”

This was awful. I would never see little Yeshua
again if they lived in Alexandria.

“Why go to Alexandria? Bethlehem is nice enough. Did
you remind him our people ran away from Egypt once before?”

Abba laughed and pulled me into his arms. “Do not
look so troubled. Your friends will be fine. Alexandria is a great
metropolis, second only to Rome itself. And, unlike Rome, almost a
quarter of the Alexandrians are Jews.”

“Bethlehem has nothing but Jews,” I said,
pouting.

“Be happy for them.” He put fingers at the corners
of my mouth and pushed up.

It was hard to frown when Abba did that.

“They will have a good life. There are many fine
synagogues and much work for a craftsman like Yosef. Alexandria
also puts Yeshua well beyond Herod’s reach.”

“What do you mean, Herod’s reach?”

He brought a finger to his lips and shook his head.
“Patience, my little dove. Patience.”

Would the secrets never end?

* * *

One horrible day made it
all clear. Yosef’s fidgety behavior, his constant glancing back,
Miryam’s evasiveness, their whispered conversations with Abba…even
the Magoi, made sense to me now.

Herod’s soldiers began north of Bethlehem. They
scoured the countryside moving from farm to farm, searching for
infants. They came unannounced, stopping to ask for a cup of water,
a handful of dates, directions perhaps. Once they received what
they requested, the Centurion opened a conversation.

“Have you gotten enough rain?” he would ask. “How
are the crops? Are your children well? Splendid! May I see
them?”

Anytime someone presented a small child for him to
admire, one of his soldiers ripped it out of its mother’s arms and
stripped away its clothing. They returned the girls without
explanation and moved on to the next farm. They dashed the boys to
the ground and ran them through with their gladius. One
thrust of the soldier’s short fighting sword ended the youngster’s
life.

Word spread quickly. By the time the troops reached
Bethlehem, the town was in a panic. Too late then. The soldiers
sealed all the roads so no one could escape. They beat mothers who
tried to shield their children. Fathers died protecting their sons.
After they found an infant hidden in a wheat bin, the soldiers
ransacked every home.

* * *

“Go! Do not worry about
your things, just leave,” Abba shouted. He grabbed Aunt Tamar by
the hand and tugged her out the door. “There is no time. The
soldiers could be here any moment, take the children and run.
Chayim waits beyond the treeline.”

My Uncle’s family was the last to leave our
settlement. They stayed longer than they should have. Seeing Abba
so agitated made me nervous.

I tried to calm myself by sitting in the side yard
and combing wool. I imagined weaving a new cloak for my husband,
Shemu’el. And, though it shamed me to admit it, I took guilty
pleasure in the knowledge that the soldiers were searching for
infants. Shemu’el was safe. The thought of soldiers harming him
would have been unbearable.

A dark shadow blotted out the sun. I looked over my
shoulder and found myself eye to eye with a Roman Centurion. The
soldiers had come to our settlement just as Abba warned.

He smiled. “How are you this fine day, little
maiden? I see you are hard at work combing wool.”

“Shalom Ale―” I stopped half way through my
greeting. He was a Roman, not a Jew. “Ave,” I stammered. My
hands refused to stay still in my lap.

“You need not fear me,” he said. The Centurion
squatted beside me and pointed to Uncle Chayim and Aunt Tamar’s
house. “Where is the boy who lives in that house?”

Fear rolled in my stomach. I began to shake. It
would be easy for the soldiers to catch up with Aunt Tamar. She had
my cousin, Yohan, with her. How could I save him?

“I do not know,” I blurted out.

My hand was on the comb when I saw the flicker of
satisfaction in the Centurion’s eyes. In an instant everything
became clear. He had tricked me into giving the wrong answer. In my
turmoil I forgot that he could not have known a boy lived there. My
answer should have been, “No boy lives there.”

Having talked with Yosef, Abba knew of the impending
danger and warned our neighbors. Families with young boys abandoned
their possessions and fled. The remaining shepherds divided their
sheep and goats among them, each adding a few to their flock. Older
women, well past childbearing age, moved into the deserted
homes.

My foolish tongue undid all his hard work. Without
intending to, I had betrayed my cousin Yohan. Sweet Yohan whom I
loved dearly. A little boy who never hurt a soul would now die
because silly Rivkah fell for Roman trickery. I buried my face in
my hands and sobbed.

The Centurion grabbed the back of my garments and
yanked me to my feet. “Look at me,” he shouted.

Horrified at what I had done, I kept my head down.
Tears rolled down my cheeks, making my nose run. My lips quivered.
He shook me until I looked into his face.

“Just as I supposed, a boy does live there.
Where is he?”

“I do not know.”

“Do not lie to me!”

He jerked me back and forth as easily as I snapped
out a damp towel.

I continued weeping hysterically, shaking my head
and crying I do not know.

Then I heard my father’s voice ask, “Is this
necessary? I understood you sought boys, not girls.”

I collapsed like a pile of rags when the Centurion
let me go.

“She refuses to tell me where the boy is,” he said,
pointing at my Uncle’s house. He stepped toward Abba and took out
his flagellum. The whip’s metal tips clinked against each other as
he held it in front of Abba’s face.

Sniffing and hiccuping, I scooted along in the dirt.
The effects of my blunder had spiraled out of control. Not only had
I endangered Yohan, but now Abba might be beaten.

“What boy?” Abba asked.

He was so brave. As brave as I wished I had been. I
curled up in a little ball, covering my face.

The Centurion pointed at my uncle’s house. “The one
who lives there.”

Abba shrugged. “No boy lives in that house.”

“You lie.”

“I do not. My daughter is easily frightened and just
as easily confused. You asked where the boy was, not if a boy lived
there. She gave an honest answer. She did not know the family moved
to Emmaus.”

Lying on the ground, I watched the two men eye each
other.

Hearing the commotion, Dinah, the old widow who
temporarily moved into Uncle Chayim’s house, peeked out the
door.

Abba smiled. “A widow woman lives there now. Ask her
yourself if you do not believe me.” He raised his arm and motioned
to her. “Dinah,” he called, “this Roman refuses to believe that
Chayim and Tamar moved to Emmaus. Come tell him so he will leave us
in peace.”

Beaten at his own game, the Centurion holstered his
whip and stormed away.

Still sobbing, I ran to the safety of Abba’s
arms.

The soldiers who came to our little settlement,
never knew that the birds had flown the coop. When the danger
passed, our friends drifted back and their neighbors returned the
goods and livestock they safeguarded for them.

King Herod had sent his soldiers to kill Yeshua.
Unsure of who or where he was, they killed every boy child they
found. Everyone mourned the loss of those innocent children.

We later learned Herod gave an order to kill all
males two years or under. But the soldiers wasted no time counting
birthdays, some boys as old as four perished beneath their
swords.
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“…for those who sought the child’s life
are dead.”

―Matthew 2:20

They say bad news travels
like wildfire. That day good news flew across the countryside as if
carried on the wings of eagles. Herod, the king, had died. After
reigning almost 34 years, he left this earth the winter following
the massacre of the innocents, in the month of Tebeth. When the
news of his death reached us, we danced and wept tears of joy.

Whether we rejoiced or mourned, we expressed our
feelings through the Psalms. There was never a time I had not known
them. My earliest memories consisted of sitting cross-legged with
Aunt Tamar and my cousins, listening to the men sing. Their deep
voices wrapped around me like a fleece blanket. Even now, the
memory of those warm feelings brings me comfort.

We were moving the flocks to new pasture and, like
always, sang Psalms as we walked. They were such a part of our
lives that speaking the first line brought the entire Psalm to
mind. If, for instance, I wanted to refer to Psalm 23, I could say,
“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.” Everyone knew the
rest.

It was a time of rejoicing over the death of an evil
man, and Abba chose Psalm 36. “transgression speaks to the wicked
deep in his heart,” he sang, in his rich baritone. His voice seemed
to float across the meadow ahead of us, spreading joy. “There is no
fear of God before his eyes.”

“For he flatters himself in his own eyes
that his iniquity cannot be found out and hated,” I sang in
response.

Other shepherds joined us. “The words of his
mouth are mischief and deceit; he has ceased to act wisely and do
good.”

Then Abba sang again. “He plots mischief
while on his bed; he sets himself in a way that is not good; he
spurns not evil.”

When the Psalm ended, the men walked in
silence. I listened to the bleat of the sheep and wondered what lay
ahead for us now. The men turned to discussing Herod’s sins. Horrid
tales of the king’s wickedness burned my ears.

Even on his deathbed, Herod’s evil hand
struck out. Four days before he died, he had his son and designated
heir, Antipater, executed. The caravans told us Herod named another
of his sons, Archelaus, to succeed him. They also said his sons,
Herod Antipas and Herod Phillip, planned to lay counterclaims
before Caesar.

These traveling merchants believed Caesar
would decide who ruled the Jews. They failed to comprehend that
God, not Caesar, determined who ruled his chosen people.

We came to a fork in the path. Some of us
led our flocks to the right; others went to the left. We waved,
knowing at day’s end we would gather again. Beside me, Uncle Chayim
sang the opening lines of Psalm 37. “Fret not yourself because of
the wicked, be not envious of wrongdoers! For they will soon fade
like the grass and wither like the green herb.”

As he neared the end of his verse I glanced
over at Shemu’el. Our eyes met and we nodded to each other. When
the time came, together we sang, “Trust in the Lord, and do good;
so you will dwell in the land, and enjoy security.”

* * *

We expected better
times after Herod died. Alas, the Lord willed otherwise. A fever
pitch of revolt swept across the land like a summer sirocco.
Herod’s death did nothing to quench the anger over his killing of
the men who pulled down the eagle from the Temple wall. The people
petitioned his successor, Archelaus, to punish those responsible
for their murder. Instead, he sent delegates to tell them his
father had acted lawfully.

His answer inflamed the people. Their anger
simmered like a covered pot until the Feast of Unleavened Bread.
Then, with the temple full of pilgrims, it boiled over.

Abba and Uncle Chayim left early that
morning taking lambs to the Temple. They were gone longer than
usual. The afternoon waned, but still they did not return. I grew
more concerned each time I checked the road and did not see them.
Our little house felt emptier and emptier with each passing
hour.

Supper time came and went. The sky began to
darken and still no Abba. I sat on a stool wringing my hands and
trying to guess what terrible tragedy befell him. Knowing that
anxiety weighs down the heart, but a good word cheers it up, I put
my supper in a pot and knocked on Aunt Tamar’s door.

But she and my cousins had no good words for
me. After we said our evening prayers Aunt Tamar had us join hands
and ask the Lord to protect our fathers. “We will sing a Psalm to
lift our spirits.” She began, “He who dwells in the shelter of the
Most High, abides under the shadow of the Almighty,”

We sang our hearts out, but our spirits
refused to lift. Little Elisheva wept when her turn came. My lips
quivered and I stuttered my way along, “A thousand may fall at your
side, ten thousand at your right hand; but it will not come near
you.”

The next thing I knew, we were all hugging
and sobbing, convinced something terrible had happened to the men
in our family.

* * *

They returned the
next evening, ashen-faced and exhausted, wearing dirty,
blood-stained clothes.

“I knew it! I knew it,” Aunt Tamar cried.
She ran with open arms. “Chayim, where are you hurt? Come, let me
help you.”

His raised hand stopped her. “You must not
touch me. Neither Ya’akov nor I have injuries, but we are unclean.
We will explain later.”

They washed as the Law required and burned
their clothing. They returned with hair and beards still dripping
and told us their story.

“Mounted soldiers stopped us on our way to
Jeruslaem,” Abba said. “They had blockaded the city and held us
prisoner there with our lambs.”

“Horsemen also surrounded the pilgrims
camping outside the city, preventing them from going to the
Temple,” Chayim said.

“Why?”

“Some of the worshippers staged a protest.
Archelaus panicked and sent in his soldiers.”

“When did the soldiers release you?”

“As dusk came upon the land,” Abba said. “It
was too late to go to the Temple then, so we led the lambs to fresh
pasture and spent the night with them.”

“But you had no food or heavy cloaks.”

My father smiled. “Do not worry, my little
dove. We survived.” He smiled. “See, here we are safe and
sound.”

“The next morning, hungry, cold and tired,
we delivered our lambs,” Chayim said. “The priests inspecting the
lambs told us of the previous day’s events, but nothing could have
prepared us for what we saw.”

Both men lowered their heads and beat their
breasts.

“Was it bad?” Yohan asked.

Chayim sighed. “May you never live to see
such a scene.”

Aunt Tamar clapped her hands over little
Yohan’s ears. “Later, Chayim. The children do not need to hear
this.”

“Yes they do,” Abba said. “Let them hear the
truth when it is spoken. The Temple was in shambles when we went to
the Treasury with our tablets. Bodies of the guilty and innocent
alike still lay scattered across the Court of the Gentiles.”

“It was awful.” My uncle ran his eyes around
the room, seeing it all again. He buried his face in his hands.
“Women moved among the bodies wailing and tearing their clothes as
they searched for their loved ones.”

Tamar’s hands shook, causing her to spill
the wine she was pouring.

“Our hearts were moved with pity,” Abba
explained. “We stayed to help them search among the dead for their
husbands.”

Elisheva’s hand went to her mouth. “If you
touched a dead man, you are both unclean.”

“Save those words for the Pharisees who
tiptoed between the bodies with their cloaks hiked-up around their
knobby knees,” Chayim said. “We touched more corpses than you can
count.”

Abba read our shocked faces. “Do not be
concerned for us, my dears. We performed a mitzvah, a good
deed. We did what we did, Law or no Law. How can the God who
defends and sustains the widow not be pleased?”

While his countrymen mourned 3,000 dead, Archelaus
and his family left Jerusalem and sailed for Rome. All of Herod’s
sons followed, each arguing their cases before Caesar.

No matter who won, God’s chosen people would most
certainly lose.
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“This was foreseen by Varus…so he left one of
those legions which he brought with him out of Syria…”

―Josephus, Wars of the Jews, Book 2, 3:1-40

“Is it not just as
I said?”

Even though the troops in the valley were
half a mile away, Shemu’el kept his voice to a faint whisper.

“You were right. They seem to go on
forever.” What I saw frightened me so that I, too, spoke in
whispers. “Who are they?”

Shemu’el and I lay on our stomachs at the
edge of a bluff, hidden among the weeds and scrub pines. We stared
down into the valley below where a thousand campfires glowed in the
darkness. Unlike the stars above us, which God scattered across the
firmament of heaven with the fruitful abandon of a sower spreading
seed on well-tilled soil, the pinpoints of firelight formed a
precise grid. Fear tiptoed up my spine, raising bumps on my
arms.

“It is one of the Syrian Legions,” Shemu’el
said.

“Why do you think they have come?”

Muffled, disconnected sounds from the valley
floor drifted up to us, the whinny of their horses, braying of
asses, the clang of the smith’s hammer against metal, an occasional
muffled shout.

“My father says Quintilius Varus, the
Governor of Syria, sent them. You know that with King Herod dead
all three of his sons have traveled to Rome?”

Yes, I knew.

A sliver of moon shone above us. Watchers in
the Temple had spotted the new moon just two days before. One of
the priests blew the shophar, the ram’s
horn trumpet, and signal fires transmitted the message throughout
the countryside. It was Rosh Chodesh, the first
day of the month, of Sivan. The month of wheat harvest and
Shavo’ut, the Feast of Weeks―Pentecost.

“Caesar sent a procurator named Sabinus to
administrator Herod’s domain until they return. I overheard my
father talking with some of the other men. They think Sabinus is
afraid the Jews will outnumber his troops during the upcoming Feast
and stage a revolt. He petitioned Varus for additional men.”

Transfixed by all the activity, we watched for
several more minutes before slipping away.

We returned the following afternoon. All we saw were
the scattered remnants of their perimeter fences, a wide expanse of
trampled grass and a grid of blackened rings left by their fire
pits. The troops had broken camp and marched on to Jerusalem.

We stood side-by-side gazing down at this
scene with no understanding of the events about to overtake us.

* * *

Over the next week the cares of day-to-day
living pushed the memory of the Syrian legion to the back of my
mind.

The sun was to Shemu’el’s back and, when I
stared up at him, I noticed soft whiskers running from his ear down
along his jaw. Looking closer, I saw a shadowy line of dark hair
bordering his upper lip. It was fitting for him to go to Jerusalem
and present himself to the teachers, I thought. Truly, Shemu’el was
becoming a man.

“The sun allows me to see your beard,” I
said, smiling.

He frowned. “It is as soft as down on a
newly-hatched duckling.” Shemu’el rubbed his hand along his cheek,
then brightened. “But Yhonatan says that is how it starts.”

“Before you know it you will have the
luxuriant beard of a scribe.”

He gave me an uncertain look, hoping my
words were true, but not really believing them.

“I wish I could go to Jerusalem with you,” I
said.

“I do too, but they would never allow
it.”

“Everyone is giving you presents and I have
nothing for you.”

“Your friendship is worth more to me than
any present.”

An idea occurred to me. I did have something
for him. Digging into my bag, I removed the shrika he made
for me and placed it in his hand. “Here, take this with you when
you are examined by the rabbis and scribes.”

“You do not wish to have it any longer?” His words
were tinged with disappointment.

“It is the most valuable thing I have ever owned.
More precious to me even than Liat. Take it with you to Jerusalem.
It will remind you I am thinking of you, praying for you, believing
in you. It will be my way of being there, if only in spirit.”

He studied the shrika for a moment,
smiled and dropped it into the shepherd’s purse hanging from his
waist. “Thank you. I promise I will return it.”

I started to leave, but Shemu’el’s voice
pulled me back.

“Rivkah?”

I turned. “Yes.”

“Can I tell you something?”

Hour by hour, most of our lives pass unnoticed. Then
there are those special instances when time seems to stop. When
events rush in and change us in profound ways, transforming us into
something, someone, we never were before. These are the moments we
remember not for just a day, a week, or a year, but for a lifetime.
I knew in my heart this was such a time. Swallowing my concerns, I
nodded.

“I have always thought you were different from the
rest of the girls here in our settlement.”

Different? What did he mean, different? Aunt
Tamar thought I was different. Simeon, Gavriel…a lot of people said
I was different. My face must have revealed my confusion.

“I meant I always considered you very
pretty.”

“And I think you are strong and
handsome.”

What had I done? Without thinking I spoke
the first words that came into my head. A young maiden was not
supposed to be so bold in her speech. Blood surged into my cheeks
setting them on fire.

He stepped closer. “I have imagined someday
taking you for my wife.”

In his eagerness Shemu’el, too, had spoken
from his heart. I knew all about having a secret hidden deep within
you. Sometimes it refuses to stay put. Words must be spoken and
feelings shared.

Happiness washed over me like a mountain
waterfall. Shemu’el wanted me just as I wanted him. It was not the
childish dream my friends said it was.

“I have prayed you would.”

Shemu’el made a clumsy, disjointed reach for
me.

Frightened by what I knew was coming, I
turned into a stone statue.

He grasped my arms and brought his face
close to mine. His breath smelled of cinnamon from the spiced
apricots we had shared at our noonday meal. Bending, he pressed his
lips against mine.

Joy surged through me.

Shemu’el’s lips were against mine for only
an instant, then he whisked them away.

His actions left me speechless. Feeling his
lips touch mine for even the briefest of moments made my knees
wobbly. I leaned against him, resting my head on his chest.

His arms tightened around me in a hug.

I pressed myself against him, listening to
his heart thump in his chest. When I lifted my face to look up at
him, Shemu’el kissed me again. Longer this time. I attempted to
kiss him back.

Shemu’el released me and took a step
back.

I stared at the ground, nervous and afraid,
unsure what to do or say.

He cleared his throat and, in a husky voice,
whispered, “I love you, Rivkah.”

“I love you too, Shemu’el,” I said, raising
my eyes to meet his.

We both took a deep breath. The tension
between us drained away.

The first time, Shemu’el had not known what
to do; the second time he did and I did not. This time, when he
took me in his arms, we both knew what we wanted. We held each
other and shared the lover’s kiss Rachel talked about. A lover’s
kiss sweeter than any honey. A lover’s kiss repeated over and over
until we were both flushed and shaking.

This physical connection between us felt new,
strange and incredibly exciting. Unlike anything I imagined. At
last I knew what Rachel’s sister, Ahnava, meant about a man making
you weak.

I thought myself very womanly, with understanding in
the ways of love. The coming years would teach me how little I had
known of love…and life.
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“Since therefore the Romans were sorely
afflicted…they set fire to the cloisters…whereupon (they) were
encompassed by flame, and many of them perished therein…and others
dispersed by the terror they were in…”

―Josephus, Wars of the Jews, Book 2, 3:3-50

Shemu’el knocked at our
door the following morning. I opened it to find him standing there
with a grin and a new tallit over his arm. His father,
Yo’el, and his brothers waited on the road.

“I wanted to say good-bye. We are leaving for
Jerusalem.”

“Is that the tallit you will wear in the
Temple?”

“Yes. Imma made it especially for this day.”

A few feet away his older brothers, Caleb and
Yhonatan, frowned and pawed the ground like restless camels. The
longer we talked the more impatient they became.

Ignoring their angry expressions, I asked, “Can I
see it on you?”

Shemu’el unfolded the prayer shawl and kissed the
atarah, the collar band, on which his mother had embroidered
the tallit blessing. He held it above his head for a moment,
eyes closed and praying, then draped it around his shoulders. He
opened his eyes, blinking in the sunlight, and smiled at me.

I longed to tell him how handsome he looked wearing
it, tell him again that I loved him, kiss him one last time.
Instead, I said, “It is quite nice, just the right size.”

“Imma worked very hard on it.” He removed the
tallit and carefully refolded it. He hesitated, licking his
lips as he cast a furtive glance at his waiting family.

“Rivkah,” he whispered, “when I return I will be a
man. At that time I shall ask your father if―”

The look on my face stopped him. In some places
girls were betrothed before their womanhood, but not in our
settlement. Such an act would be highly irregular. Why court the
wrath of our elders?

“I love you more than life itself,” I whispered in
reply. “But we must not speak of this now. It is too soon. We are
both young.” I hated myself more as each word left my tongue. Love
and logic, it seemed, occupied different worlds.

“I would never do anything to draw shame upon you.
All I need to know is that you will wait for me.”

I stared into his eyes. “Shemu’el, I would wait for
you until the end of time.”

A quick glance at his brothers’ angry faces told us
our time together had come to an end.

“Well, everyone is ready to leave. I will tell you
all about it when I return.”

I leaned against the doorframe watching them walk
away. Just before they disappeared over the rise, Shemu’el looked
back and waved.

That was how I remembered him…smiling as he
waved, his eyes bright and sparkling, a glow of happiness lighting
his face. I grinned and waved, then turned back into the house
wondering how I would pass the time until his return.

Never imagining how unbearable that time
would be.

* * *

All the way to Jerusalem
Shemu’el’s brothers took turns posing questions, testing his
knowledge of the Torah―the Law, the Nevi’im―the
Prophets, and the Ketuvim―the Writings. He gave thoughtful
replies to each question they asked.

After what seemed like an interminable wait, the
city finally came into view. The Bethlehem road circled the Hinnon
Valley and deposited them in front of the Gennath Gate adjacent to
Herod’s palace. Shemu’el glanced up and for instant locked eyes
with one of the spear-wielding guards stationed along its
battlements. He shivered and jerked his eyes away.

The magnificent edifice, half the length of the
Temple courtyard and equal to the city wall in height, now sat
empty while Herod’s sons argued over who would succeed the dead
tyrant. Like everything Herod built, the palace was constructed of
mammoth blocks of white Melekeh limestone quarried from the same
caves where Solomon had gathered material for his Temple.

Herod employed the best stonecutters and artisans in
the land. Each ashlar had a flat, finely cut margin around its
raised and polished center panel. These dressed stones fit their
neighbor with such precision that not even a knife blade’s space
remained between them.

Once inside the city gate Shemu’el’s party headed
east, taking the most direct route to the Temple. When they brought
sheep, they remained on the main road and continued around the
Temple Mount. It was a familiar trek, one Shemu’el had made with
his father many times. Past the Roman garrison, Antonia Fortress,
then along the Maccabean wall, the city’s northern boundary, and on
to the west side of the Kidron Valley. There, near the Pools of
Bethesda, were the holding pens where the priests inspected
sheep.

The street they walked paralleled Jerusalem’s
original north wall. The wall Nebuchadnezzar’s army leveled when
they sacked the city and Nehemias rebuilt after the remnant
returned from Babylon.

Shemu’el’s group joined the throng of worshippers
heading toward the Temple. By the time they reached the former
Palace of the Hasmoneans the crowd’s progress slowed to a crawl.
Impatient, Shemu’el craned to stare over the heads of the crowd. He
delighted in watching the river of worshippers thin as they flowed
onto the tall viaduct spanning the Tyropean Valley.

“Look, Abba,” Shemu’el said as they crossed, “we
must be higher than six houses stacked on top of each other.”

He glanced over the side down into the valley floor.
At the base of the Temple Mount, eighty feet below, shops and
vendor’s stalls, sellers of scrolls, incense and souvenirs lined
the busy thoroughfare.

He looked up at the Temple entrance and took a deep
breath. At last they were here. As unbelievable as it seemed, his
dream was about to come true. Shemu’el’s excitement increased with
each step.

He heard the hum of a thousand conversations buzzing
around him like bees in a distant hive. Shemu’el and his father and
brothers topped the stairs and crossed into the Court of the
Gentiles. As expected, on this first day of Shavo’ut, the
crowds were large.

The buzzing grew louder. Jews from all over the
world had returned to Jerusalem for the feast. Shemu’el heard
voices speaking a multitude of languages. The differing modes of
dress and behavior astonished him.

He grinned, pointed and yelled something in his
father’s ear. In a crowd this size one had to shout to be heard. He
cataloged every sight, sound and smell as they walked, planning to
relate each detail to Rivkah when he returned. Shemu’el kept his
eyes on their destination, the pillars of the colonnaded
walkway.

Today, he thought, would be an unforgettable
day.

* * *

The scene changed in the
blink of an eye.

The multitude of voices around him became the shouts
of an angry mob. One moment Shemu’el, his brothers and father were
walking across the crowded courtyard. The next instant they found
themselves trapped amidst shouting protestors. The men around them
raised their arms, clenched their fists and screamed curses.

Frightened people raced past them on every side.
Shemu’el looked up and saw the reason. A phalanx of Legionnaires,
arms drawn and shields raised, marched straight at them. The
hobnailed soles of the soldier’s sandals clattered against the
paving stones like rain on a rooftop.

The troops collided with the mob. Slowing, but never
stopping, they continued their advance, slashing and shoving their
way across the courtyard. Panic rippled through the crowd as
bloodied protestors fell to the pavement.

Shemu’el glanced around in terror. His brothers were
no longer beside him. Where had they gone? He shouted their names,
but the cries of a thousand strangers drowned him out.

Yo’el’s hand closed around his son’s. His father’s
touch gave Shemu’el the reassurance he needed. They must stick
together; there was strength in numbers. He looked across the
courtyard hoping to see his brothers. They must find Caleb and
Yhonatan and escape this craziness.

A soldier bore down on them from the left.

Too late, Shemu’el shouted a warning to his
father.

The Roman snatched the tallit from the boy’s
arms and tossed it aside.

Shemu’el watched it unfurl on the dirty pavement and
recalled how lovingly his mother had sewn each stitch. Then out of
the corner of his eye, he saw the soldier’s arm sweep down.

The man’s gladius sliced across his father’s
face.

Yo’el screamed in pain and clutched the side of his
head. Blood trickled between his fingers, painting red streaks on
his cloak. He moaned and crumpled at Shemu’el’s feet. A widening
pool of blood formed beneath his father’s head.

Trembling with fear, Shemu’el knelt and placed his
hand on his father’s shoulder. “Abba, speak to me,” he begged. “Say
something.”

No response.

An approaching shadow forced Shemu’el to look up.
Another soldier lumbered toward them, clubbing anyone who dared
cross his path. Thinking the man intended to strike his father,
Shemu’el threw himself over the older man. The soldier paused,
looked down at him and roared with laughter. Only then did Shemu’el
realize that he, not his father, had been the soldier’s intended
target.

This was not the way things were supposed to be.
They had come in peace, why were they being attacked? How could
things have gone so terribly wrong?

“No!” Shemu’el screamed. He instinctively lifted his
arm, shielding his face.

The soldier’s upraised club became an approaching
blur.

His arm exploded with pain. The force of the blow
threw him back. His head struck the pavement and everything went
black.
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Abba called.

I hurried home, my eyes on the black smoke rising
like a dirty smudge on the northern horizon.

Shemu’el’s brother, Caleb, came down the path
leading from our house. He avoided my gaze and turned away without
acknowledging my greeting. He took several steps, then glanced
back. Our eyes met. His haunted look terrified me. Then I noticed
the bright bruise on his forehead…and his cloak. Why was it soiled
and torn?

A pall of silence descended over the settlement.
Children stopped laughing. People whispered.

If Caleb was here, it meant they had returned from
Jerusalem. Shemu’el was now a man. The festivities should have
begun. I baked a plum cake especially for his party. Why was no one
celebrating?

I ran my eyes around the settlement looking for
Shemu’el, checking every house, bush and shrub. Where was he? Fear
clawed at my stomach. My mind raced. I looked again at the smoke
rising on the horizon. Tears welled in my eyes.

My father came to stand beside me, his footsteps
silent upon the grass. “Come to me, my little dove,” he
whispered.

My legs no long wanted to support me. I took a
staggering step and collapsed into Abba’s waiting arms. He carried
me to the back of the house, sat me in his lap, and rocked me the
way I rocked little Yohan when he fell and skinned a knee.

I took a deep breath. “Tell me. I must know
what happened.”

“Dissidents staged another protest at the
Temple. The Procurator, Sabinus, panicked and sent in troops. The
Romans set fire to the cloisters.”

What did any of this have to do with Shemu’el? The
cloisters housed the Temple’s business and administrative
functions. The Temple treasury and the counting rooms were there,
along with the court of the Great Sanhedrin and…and the rooms where
the scribes copied scrolls and…and… My bottom lip quivered. And the
place where young men went to be examined by the teachers and
scholars of the Law.

 


Shemu’el!

 


My lips moved, but no sound came out. Tears
rolled down my cheeks. I sniffed and wiped my nose on the sleeve of
my tunic.

“What happened to Shemu’el?”

My father held me tighter. “The boys became
separated when soldiers parted the crowd. Caleb and Yhonatan were forced out of the courtyard and down the steps.
Shemu’el rushed forward to protect his father. The last thing Caleb
saw was a Roman soldier clubbing him.”

His words made me shiver. I felt as if my stomach
might be sick. “Please tell me they all survived.”

“Yhonatan twisted his
ankle when he fell on the steps. Until it heals, he must limp to
get around. A soldier tore Caleb’s cloak. They knocked him down and
he cracked his head on the pavement. Yo’el was attacked with a
sword. Kind strangers carried him to safety and a physician
stitched the wound on his face.”

I tugged his sleeve. “Shemu’el!” I cried.
“What of Shemu’el?”

“The men came back for Shemu’el after they
carried Yo’el to safety. By then the fire burned so hot that it
drove them back. His brothers watched the roof collapse upon the
dead and injured. The Temple cloisters sits in ruins, still
smoldering as we speak.”

 


The smoke in the north sky.

 


“No!” I screamed. “Do not tell me Shemu’el
is gone. Tell me he is lost; I will search until I find him. Tell
me he is blind; I will be his eyes. Tell me he is lame; I will
support him when he walks. Tell me anything, but do not tell me
that he died.” I covered my ears and rocked from side to side. “Do
not say those words; I cannot bear to hear them.”

Abba’s words had pierced my heart like a sword. We
loved each other. Shemu’el must not be under a building. He planned
to take me for his wife. Shemu’el must not be burned up to
ashes.

Kriah symbolizes a heart ripped apart by
grief. I grabbed my cloak and tore the left side, the side next to
my heart. I had finished making it just the week before and wore it
for the first time that day. Aunt Tamar would be displeased, but
her displeasure meant nothing to me then.

“Adonai natan, Radonai lakach. Yehi shem Adonai
merorach―God has given, God has taken. May the name of God be
blessed,” I shouted as the cloth parted.

Abba carried me into the house. He washed my
face with a cool rag and laid me on the bed. I wept late into the
night, wept until I had no more tears. He brought me melon slices
when my mouth grew parched and swabbed my puffy eyes with a
cloth.

Totally spent, I craved nothing more than
dark, dreamless sleep. But that was not to be my fate. Demons
tormented me while I slept. I wandered through dark passageways
searching for Shemu’el. I called his name and heard it echo back at
me unanswered.

Over and over again I relived Abba’s words,
watching Shemu’el fall beneath the Roman’s club. I opened my mouth
and yelled warnings that were never heeded. I ran to him, but could
never reach him. The heat of the flames licked at my face, the
smell of charring timbers filled my nostrils.

Each time, I awoke with a jerk to find
Abba’s reassuring hand on my shoulder.
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A soldier noticed the boy
quivering on the ground and snagged his injured arm. “Up you
slacker.”

Roused from his stupor, Shemu’el cried out in agony
as white hot pain surged through him. His eyes snapped open. The
Temple courtyard was in a state of panic. People ran past headed in
every direction. Everything around him had become a jumble of fire,
smoke and chaos.

“I’ll show out what happens to Jews who defy
Caesar’s army,” the soldier said, jerking him to his feet.

Shemu’el whimpered in pain and pointed to the
ground. “Please, Sir, release me. I beg you. My father needs
me.”

The big man glanced down at Yo’el’s unconscious
form. He kicked him and, when Yo’el remained unresponsive, gave
Shemu’el a push. “Too late for him. Now go.”

Shemu’el scooped his soiled, bloodstained
tallit off the pavement and hugged it to his breast as he
staggered away with the soldier. Turning, he snatched a final,
fleeting glance of his father. Shemu’el cradled his broken arm to
his chest and stumbled over the bodies of fallen Jews, struggling
to keep pace with the trooper who clutched his collar.

The man thrust him into the hands of waiting
soldiers and left without a word. They pushed and prodded Shemu’el
and his fellow prisoners along Solomon’s Porch and out the Temple’s
north gate where additional soldiers waited. Forming a line, they
passed the young men along one to the next.

First, they searched the prisoners for valuables.
Rivkah’s shrika tumbled out of his bag along with the few
coins Shemu’el brought for his offering. A brawny soldier looked it
over for a moment, then held it high for all to see.

“Toys.” He laughed. “Our little man plays with a
child’s toy.”

Shemu’el became their scapegoat. The other soldiers
joined in, jeering and ridiculing him. When they finished, the
soldier dropped the whistle back into his bag with excessive
daintiness and tied it to Shemu’el’s rope girdle. He gave him an
affectionate pat. “We would not want you to lose your toy.”

They ignored the tattered tallit. Shemu’el
managed to stuff it inside his tunic as they shoved him along. A
soldier reached to clamp his wrists into manacles, but stopped when
he noticed Shemu’el’s broken arm.

He swiveled his head, catching his superior’s eye.
“This one has only one good arm. No one buys a lame slave, better I
give him a stiff kick and send him on his way.”

“Keep him. Quintus must have known about the arm
when he brought him to us.”

The soldier locked the manacle around Shemu’el’s
right wrist, leaving the left side empty, then he hung a metal
plate around the boy’s neck identifying him as a slave. They
chained the men in pairs and shackled each pair to the pair ahead.
The line of prisoners grew, linked together like fish on a
stringer.

When they added the last man to the chain, a mounted
Centurion shouted, “On to Sebaste,” and pointed the way with the
handle of his whip.

The sad caravan lurched forward, stumbling north
toward Samaria. Soldiers armed with flagellum patrolled each
side of the column, eager to use their multi-tailed whips to
encourage any whose pace lagged. And so, with neither examination
nor ceremony, Shemu’el bar Yo’el became a nameless slave, a spoil
of war.

* * *

Shemu’el stared straight at
the man’s back ahead of him as they marched. Had his father died in
the Temple courtyard? And what of his brothers? Did Caleb and
Yhonatan escape? They were not part of this train of human misery,
that much he knew. He released a withering sob. In the blink of an
eye he had lost everything he held dear…his family, his home, his
dreams of life with Rivkah.

A soft voice intruded on his thoughts. “I am Yu’dah,
son of Jepthah.”

Shemu’el glanced at the man walking beside him. He
guessed him to be the age of his older brother, Yhonatan. His gray eyes remained on the back of the
man ahead, never wavering.

Yu’dah spoke again out of the side of his mouth, his
lips scarcely moving. “I come from Marisa. I am a metalworker.”

Shemu’el knew Marisa. South and east of Bethlehem,
it lay in a valley beyond the mountains that fed Solomon’s Pools.
“I am Shemu’el, son of Yo’el. We raise lambs for the Temple in a
settlement near Bethlehem.”

Yu’dah walked at a crooked angle and, at first,
Shemu’el thought him lame. Watching his feet, he realized the true
reason. Yu’dah did it to create slack on the chain that bound them,
making it easier for Shemu’el to cradle his injured arm.

“Do your legs hurt when you walk as you do?”

“It is nothing,” Yu’dah replied.

“I thank you for your kindness.”

Yu’dah smiled for the first time. For an instant
their eyes met and he said, “This chain makes us brothers. We have
nothing but each other.”

“Why were you at the Temple?”

“A group of us came for Shavo’ut.” He made
subtle motions with his head. “Ahead in the striped cloak is my
friend, Gideon, a vine-dresser.” Yu’dah’s voice quivered as he
said, “My wife, Salome, is heavy with our first child. Her time
draws near, so I made an offering and prayed she would have an easy
delivery.” He gave a wrenching sigh and shook tears from his eyes.
“And you?”

“I came to be examined by the priests, to become a
man.”

Yu’dah shot him a wry look. “You are a man now.”

* * *

When they crossed the
border, groups of Samaritans massed along the sides of the road,
mocking and taunting them. They spit and threw spoiled vegetables
at their traditional enemies, the Jews. Shemu’el and the others
stared straight ahead as they marched through this gauntlet of
abuse, trying to maintain whatever shreds of dignity the Romans had
not already taken away.

They encountered similar harassment in each town and
village they passed. The man ahead in line overheard them talking
and joined in. As the day wore on, snippets of conversation and
whispered confidences bonded them together. Each step jarred
Shemu’el’s arm and, by day’s end, he’d taken thousands upon
thousands of steps.

It was dark when they made camp outside of Sebaste.
The soldiers gathered around a fire, eating, drinking wine and
laughing. Exhausted, Shemu’el collapsed in a heap, rousing only
long enough to gulp a dipper of water when it was offered.

With night came the chill. Shemu’el hugged his
broken limb and shivered uncontrollably.

“Come,” Yu’dah said to those around him. “Our
injured brother needs our warmth.”

Chains clanked as men scraped along the ground
creating the slack Yu’dah needed. He moved against Shemu’el,
pressing his body to him. The man behind Shemu’el did the same.
Nestled between them, his shivering slowed and then stopped.
Together, the men whispered the Ma’ariv, evening prayers,
then drifted into fitful slumber.

* * *

The next days passed in a
pain-clouded blur, one the same as the other. They rose early and
fought like dogs for whatever bread the Roman’s threw to them. At
the Centurion’s command they plodded off, slowly baking under the
merciless sun.

“I cannot go on.” Shemu’el could barely speak. The
sun was high overhead and his lips were cracked and dry. He raised
his red-rimmed eyes the sky. “End my suffering, Lord. Take me now
to be with my fathers.”

Yu’dah heard him and commanded, “Do not relinquish
the gift of life so easily. You must survive.” His voice broke as
it rose to a shout. “We all must survive. We owe it to those we
love.”

The men around him cheered encouragement.

Hearing the uproar, soldiers armed with flagellum
rushed down the line.

The soldiers would be upon them in an instant. With
seconds left, Yu’dah caught Shemu’el’s gaze and held it. “If not
for yourself, then live for Rivkah,” he whispered.

The men had lapsed into silence by the time the
soldiers reached them. They strode past threatening and cursing.
The metal tips of the their flagellum clacked as they waved it in
the men’s faces, before they withdrew.

Imagining Rivkah’s kisses on his parched lips,
Shemu’el lifted his head, threw his shoulders back and forced
himself to take another step…and then another…and another.

Each night the Romans clustered around their
bonfires enjoying good food, good drink and good company. Beyond
those comfortable circles of light, wretched clumps of men clung to
each other seeking solace and warmth among their peers.

They eventually entered the hill country of Galilee.
Crowds gathered there, too, but not to mock. These were Jews and
they expressed heartfelt sorrow for the men. When they passed
Nazareth, the entire village paused to wail and weep and beat their
breast as the men paraded by. Children from the village ran
alongside, slipping into the line to hand the men small tidbits of
food then scurrying away before the guards noticed.

“Where are we headed?” Shemu’el asked. The chewy
date from the child’s hand tasted sweeter than any he had ever
eaten.

Yu’dah gauged the sun against the mountains. “We are
heading northwest…toward the Great Sea.”

The following afternoon they reached Ptolemais and
followed the coast road north into Phoenicia. Two days later they
stumbled into Tyre, hungry and shivering in the cold sea wind. The
constant marching had left even the strongest of them haggard and
footsore. All through the day the weaker ones dropped from
exhaustion.

“Another moment’s rest, savor it,” Yu’dah said.

They’d grown accustomed to the chain’s restrictions
over the long march. He and Shemu’el rocked from side to side in
unison like a pair of dancers, easing the kinks out of their tired
muscles.

“Baruch dayan ha’met―Blessed is the judge of
truth,” Shemu’el said.

Together they bent forward, stretching their backs
and legs, and intoned the prayer for the dead. Soldier’s shouts
echoed around them as they unchained the man, pitched him into the
sea and re-coupled the caravan. Neither man rent his garment. With
such a high attrition rate, doing so would have left them in
tattered rags.

Each man tossed over the cliff represented a loss of
potential income. The soldiers, accustomed to transporting
battle-hardened soldiers, treated the young men as they would foes
captured in battle. And now their prisoners were dying like flies,
forcing the Centurion to institute a new policy.

The soldiers fed them well that night and housed
them in a large barn. The walls broke the wind, but bedding down on
dirty straw, amid animal droppings and vermin brought the prisoners
scant comfort.

Shemu’el had just nodded off when the glare of a
torch woke him. He blinked into the darkness, hearing the steady
drip, drip, drip of water off the eaves and squinting at the
shadowy figures in the doorway.

The man with the torch spotted Shemu’el and stepped
over sleeping prisoners to get to him. He thrust the light close to
his face, blinding him.

“This is him, the one you wanted,” he said over his
shoulder to the older man behind him.
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I mourned Shemu’el as if I
were his widow. True we were never officially betrothed, but in
spirit we were. If he had lived, Shemu’el would have taken me for
his wife. He said so. During Shiva, the period of mourning,
I put ashes on my head, wore sackcloth, and went barefoot.

Abba gave me no more than a questioning look. He
respected my feelings, even if most of the people in our little
settlement thought I acted strangely. Let them roll their eyes and
whisper behind my back. What did I care? I mourned the man I
loved.

For a week, I spoke only when spoken to and grieved
while I watched the sheep, weeping and wailing, “Ho, Shemu’el,”
again and again. At night I recited Torah verses on Shemu’el’s
behalf.

One day Sarit, Shemu’el’s mother, called me over.
“Come, my child. We must talk.”

Sarit took me by the hand and led me to a quiet
place. She ran her hand over my hair then rubbed her thumb and
forefinger together.

“Ashes, Rivkah?”

“Yes, ashes.”

She lifted the hem of my sackcloth dress. “And
sackcloth, too. Why?”

“Because I mourn your son, Shemu’el.”

“But you mourn him as if you were his widow. Is
there something I should know?”

I gave her a confused look. “I do not know what you
mean.”

She rested her arm over my shoulder and leaned close
to whisper, “This is not something a young maiden normally
does.”

“Do I dishonor his memory?”

“No. I only wonder why you mourn him as you do.”

“Because I loved Shemu’el.”

“That is all. Because you loved him?”

“Yes.”

“And Shemu’el, he loved you as well?”

“He told me so the day before he left for
Jerusalem.”

Sarit ran her tongue around her cheek and stroked
her chin. “And did the two of you ever act on these feelings of
love?”

“Before he left for Jerusalem, after he said he
loved me, Shemu’el kissed me.” I bowed my head, staring at my bare
feet. “On the mouth as lovers do. And I kissed him back.”

I found a piece of loose skin beside a fingernail
and picked at it. Was there no end to her questions?

“Kissed, and no more?”

Confused, I raised my head and stared into her face.
Her gray eyes reminded of Shemu’el’s. “What else is there?”

“He went to Jerusalem to meet with the scribes and
teachers, to become a man. You are a young maiden soon to be a
woman.” She lifted her arm, tossing her palm to the sky. “Surely
you know what else there is.”

A flock of little birds fluttered in my stomach. How
could she accuse her own son of such things?

“Never, never…never.” I buried my face in my hands.
“It was not as you imagine; Shemu’el wanted me for his wife, not
his harlot.”

“I imagined nothing, child,” she said in a voice
soft as rose petals. “When you have lived as long as I have you
will understand that men are men and love makes women foolish.”
Putting a finger under my chin, she lifted my face and dried my
tears with the hem of her sleeve. “You truly loved him.”

“Yes. I truly loved him.”

“So did I, child. So did I.” She pulled me into her
arms and hugged me close. “From now on you shall be the daughter I
never had and together we will honor the man whom we both
loved.”

I called her Imma Sarit ever after. In time
it seemed the most natural thing in the world. This was, after all,
what I would have called her had Shemu’el and I married. How could
I have known this simple endearment would someday return to haunt
me?

* * *

I clung to my grief like a
jealous lover. As time went on I felt my loss gave me nobility and
wore my pain as a queen wears her crown. Abba was gentle with me
then, much gentler perhaps than I deserved.

Many days I survived by pretending Shemu’el had not
died. I would tell myself he went on a trip, a very long trip from
which he would eventually return. Sitting in the shade of our fig
tree, I narrowed my eyes and watched the road, imagining Shemu’el
about to top the rise. I smiled and wondered what he would be
wearing. I pretended to have anticipated his return and imagined my
hair tied with ribbons, a necklace around my neck and rings in my
ears, perfume applied to my neck and bosom.

He would break into a giddy run when he saw me. I
would rise, smiling. And Shemu’el would sweep me up in his arms.
Closing my eyes, I imagined breathing in the manly smell of his
body. Then we would kiss as we had that day in the field, not
caring what anyone saw or thought. We would smile and laugh again
and lie on our backs staring into the sky and talk about nothing
important.

Sometimes my fantasies seemed almost real. For that
brief instant a tiny ray of hope lit my world before the darkness
of despair returned to snuff it out.

When Imma died, they say my father nearly destroyed
the left side of his cloak. A month later, as is the custom, he
stitched it up. Even now, it is difficult for me to picture him as
a young man who had just lost his wife, his infant daughter in the
care of his brother’s wife, sitting alone laboriously mending his
torn cloak.

Abba once told me the tear in our heart never
completely goes away. Like the garment, it too, can never be as it
once was. He still had that cloak, clumsy mend and all, tucked away
at home.

When the time came, I mended mine. I never wore it
again. The cloak lies with my things, a reminder of what might have
been. Another secret pain Abba and I shared.

Over the years, many of the shepherds encouraged my
father to take a new wife so he could have sons. He always
resisted. One day, as we ate our evening meal, I asked him about
it.

“Why have you never sought another wife like Uncle
Chayim says you should?”

He sat quietly, stroking his beard for a long time.
A deep sadness crept into his eyes.

Seeing the pain I caused made me regret asking.

“Wives come easily to men of wealth and position,”
he said, at last. “But a shepherd’s life is not an easy one. All I
had to offer was hard work and drudgery.”

“Other shepherds marry. You married once.”

“True, I could have.” He sighed. “But my bride would
soon realize that my heart belonged to a woman long dead. Would it
be fair to do this to the woman I married?” He looked down at the
tabletop. “No. Far better I remain unmarried.”

Abba’s words brought both pain and comfort. I, too,
had the thoughts and feelings he described. I learned then my pain
was not as unique as I believed it to be.

“Do you wish we had a woman in the house?” he
asked.

“Sometimes, but mostly I worry about you getting
lonely. The Lord God said, ‘It is not good for a man to be
alone.’”

Abba gave the hearty laugh that never failed to fill
my heart with delight. He drew me into his arms and kissed the top
of my head.

“Ah, my little dove, there is no need to fret. I am
not alone; I have you. The day your mother died, the light in my
life went out. I felt certain I would never smile again. But you
made a liar of me many times over. Someday you too will laugh and
smile again.”

A good daughter believes what her father
tells her, but that day I did not believe his words. How could it
ever get better? He knew as well as I that even in laughter the
heart aches.

* * *

That night in bed I
asked myself why God poured out his wrath upon us? Was this what
Miryam meant when she said, “In addition to happiness, God’s
plan sometimes brings heartache and sacrifice.”

But Shemu’el and I tried to keep the Law.
Neither of us were sinners. How was it possible to be so sure God
smiled upon you one day, and be just as certain you were cursed the
next?

I had begged God to make Shemu’el mine.
Hearing him say he wanted me for his wife seemed the answer to my
prayers. I even had names picked out for our first three children,
two boys and a girl. A boy first because I knew that would be what
Shemu’el wanted.

As foolish as I was, I assumed bad things
only happened to other people. Evil people who deserved it.
Shemu’el and I were somehow different. If you were righteous, the
Lord gave you what you wanted. Or so I believed.

I knew better now.
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The grizzled soldier thrust
the torch close to Shemu’el’s face. When Shemu’el tried to rise
white-hot pain shot through his injured arm causing him to wince.
He hugged it to his chest and collapsed onto the dirty straw.

“Why did it take over a week for me to hear about
this?” the officer demanded.

The man groveled and muttered an indistinct
reply.

Shemu’el squinted into the light, trying to identify
the two figures hovering above him.

“Unchain him.”

The soldier handed the older man the torch. Kneeling
beside Shemu’el, he fiddled with the lock, fuming and cursing.

Shemu’el felt a hand touch his. He turned and saw
Yu’dah lying beside him in the shadows.

“Shalom Aleichem, my brother,” he whispered.
“May the Lord smile upon you.”

Shemu’el blinked back tears. “Aleichem
Shalom. I will never forget your kindness.”

The chain linking them dropped away. The man began
work on the manacle around Shemu’el’s wrist.

“Live,” Yu’dah said. “Live each day for Rivkah.”

“As you will live for Salome. May God bless her with
a son.”

Several hard twists released the manacle. The coarse
metal bracelet had rubbed an ulcerous sore on Shemu’el’s wrist.

“Get him out of this muck and into the air,” the
older man commanded.

The man prodded Shemu’el with a hard kick. Ignoring
his pain, he clambered to his feet. His leg muscles, aching from
five days of walking, knotted with cramps. He wobbled and stumbled
in circles. The guard grunted obscenities under his breath and
threw an arm around Shemu’el to steady him. They staggered out of
the barn together like friends returning from a night of heavy
drinking.

The guard fixed the torch into a holder near the
doorway and left to continue his rounds. Shemu’el sagged against
the doorway, gulping fresh air. The stink of the barn clung to him
like a damp cloak. Gravity tugged at his weary legs and he slid
down the post into a sitting position.

The older man watched without comment.

Shemu’el glanced up at him. He had short gray hair,
clean-shaven cheeks and a large frame tending to middle-aged
flabbiness.

He knelt and touched the boy’s left arm. “How long
has it been like this?”

Shemu’el jerked away. Throwing his right arm over
his left, he spun on the ground and turned his back to the
stranger.

“You must let me examine it.”

“Your soldiers have done quite enough already.”
Shemu’el had noted the insignia of a Centurion in the dim light,
though the man did not wear a soldier’s uniform.

He made no attempt to reach for the arm as Shemu’el
expected. Instead, the man took a step back and squatted, putting
them eye-to-eye.

“My name is Evodius Scipio. I am the Medicus
Cohortis, a healer. A guard, seeing your injury as you marched,
requested that as physician to the cohort, I examine your arm. How
long ago was it injured?”

“In Jerusalem…five, six…perhaps eight days ago.” He
shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs. “I no longer know the
days or hours.”

Shemu’el’s shoulders relaxed. These were the his
first friendly words exchanged with a Roman since the melee in the
Temple. “I raised my arm to protect myself and a soldier struck me
with his club.”

“As I suspected. I treat many such injuries in
battle.” Using his own arm to demonstrate, Evodius said, “The
forearm has two bones. One of them is broken here, at the point of
impact. It is not too late to correct the damage.”

The heavyset man placed a hand on his bent knee and
grunted as he heaved himself up. He extended a hand and smiled.
“Come.”

The physician, Evodius, grasped Shemu’el’s right
forearm with a firm grip and pulled him to his feet. He led him to
the tent that served as his surgery.

“Atticus,” he shouted, “we have our patient.”

The tent flap snapped back and a round black face
appeared in the opening. “The one with the lame arm?”

Evodius nodded and transferred Shemu’el to the
younger man.

“He reeks,” the black man said, blinking his eyes
and wrinkling his nose.

“Indeed he does. Wash him before we begin.”

The young black man, Atticus, led Shemu’el into the
tent and positioned him beside a table. He removed Shemu’el’s
filthy cloak, taking care not to jostle his injured arm. He studied
the dirty tallit wound around the man’s rope girdle, then
pointed to the cloak on the ground with a question in his eyes.
Shemu’el shook his head and put a hand over his heart.

“You want to keep it?” Atticus asked,
incredulous.

Shemu’el smiled for the first time. “Please. My
mother made it.”

Atticus folded the dirty piece of cloth and sat it
aside. He untied Shemu’el’s girdle, tossed it on top of the cloak
and pulled Shemu’el’s tunic over his head. Leaving his patient in
only a loincloth, Atticus gathered the clothes and left without a
word. He returned a short while later with a cloth and bowl of warm
water.

Shemu’el protested when Atticus loosened his
loincloth. Ignoring Shemu’el’s complaints, he began bathing
him.

Normally having another man touch his nude body
would have been intolerable. Had Shemu’el been stronger, he might
have resisted. But he was in no position to confront anyone and
knew it. He stood quietly, head hung in shame, while the
black-skinned man washed and dried him.

Atticus opened a trunk and removed a new loincloth
and a short, military style tunic. He dressed Shemu’el in clean
clothes and helped him onto a table.

Evodius returned with a mortar and pestle in his
hand. He scraped the powdered residue of the leaves and berries he
crushed into a cup and swirled it with wine. After making sure all
of the powder mixed, he handed it to Shemu’el.

“Swallow it quickly, before the solids settle.”

Shemu’el gulped the bitter liquid, forcing it down
in a single swallow. He screwed up his face at the wretched taste
and gave a violent shudder. The undiluted wine burned in the pit of
his stomach.

Evodius watched his reaction and grinned. “It may
taste bitter, but its effect is a sweet blessing. It will put you
to sleep while I re-break and set your arm.”

Behind him Atticus laid out the bandages, tools and
the other items Evodius required. The room began to sway. Shemu’el
gave a frightened lurch. Atticus rested a hand on his shoulder and
eased him back onto the table as he drifted into
unconsciousness.

Atticus positioned the dozing patient on the table
for Evodius as he had done many times before. As he did, he noticed
Shemu’el’s right hand curled into a tight fist. He gently pried his
fingers open and chuckled at what he found. Men often slipped into
the world of dreams grasping a ring, a coin, tiny statues of a god
or goddess, perhaps some talisman for good luck. Instead he found a
child’s toy, a whistle.

* * *

Shemu’el woke to the smell
of roasted meat. His eyelids fluttered, then closed against the
light. He heard the indistinct sound of voices, punctuated by
coarse laughter and profanities. Opening his eyes again, he stared
at the orange glow of the goatskin tent stretched above him.

His left arm throbbed. When he tried to move it, he
noticed an unexpected heaviness. Understanding seeped back. He
recalled Evodius and the bitter mixture he gave him to drink. He
felt his empty right hand against his leg and walked his fingers
around the bed, searching for what it last held.

“Looking for this?” Atticus asked.

Shemu’el jerked at the sound of his voice.

He held the whistle he removed from Shemu’el’s hand
between his thumb and forefinger.

“I must have it. Give it to me, please.” Shemu’el
made a feeble grab for it.

Atticus took a step back and raised the arm holding
the shrika. “You are not ready to be moving around yet.”

He put it to his lips and blew into it, making it
squeal. Chuckling, he threaded a thin strip of leather through the
blowhole and brought it out the slot. After knotting it, he fit it
around Shemu’el’s neck.

“There,” he said with a pat. “You have a new
necklace. It will remain safe while you heal.”

Mention of his injury drew Shemu’el’s attention back
to his left arm. It lay across his chest, swathed in a hard white
crust.

“The bone in your arm had begun knitting itself back
together. If it healed that way, you would have been a cripple.”
Atticus demonstrated by crooking his finger at an unnatural angle.
“We re-broke it,” he straightened the finger, “and put it back the
way it should be.” He flexed the digit into a right angle,
imitating an elbow.

Shemu’el tapped the hard surface of his cast. “What
is this?”

“Once we got the bones back where they belonged,
Evodius bound pieces of a sapling to your arm and secured them with
strips of cloth. Then I dipped more cloths in plaster and laid it
over them, encasing the arm.” He knocked a knuckle on the hard
cast. “This will hold everything in position. After it mends,
Evodius will break off the plaster and free your arm.”

Atticus took a large square of cloth and folded it
into a triangle. After helping Shemu’el sit up, he looped the sling
around his neck.

“This will help support the weight,” he said,
knotting it behind Shemu’el’s shoulder.

“Will I be able to use it? When he removes the
plaster, I mean.”

“Yours broke right here.” Atticus tapped his own
forearm midway between the wrist and elbow. “This usually fixes
it.”

Shemu’el raised his right hand. Several layers of
cloth were tied around his wrist. “And this?”

“I applied salve to the open sore and bandaged it.
Cradling your arm while you walked created pressure points that
festered. Expect to have a scar.”

“You have both been very kind to me. Thank you.”

Atticus accepted the compliment with a smile. “All
part of the job. Hungry?”

He took a plate from the table and handed it to him.
Despite the pain in his arm, Shemu’el dug into the food. “Where are
we headed?” he asked between bites.

“Antioch on the Orontes.”

“You make it sound like there’s another Antioch
lurking about somewhere else.”

Atticus chuckled at Shemu’el’s ignorance. “About
fifteen more. Like families, nations develop a fondness for
particular names. In their desire to honor a patriarch, a family
ends up with fathers and sons, cousins and uncles all carrying the
same name. Similarly, Seleucus Nicator, Alexander’s General and
founder of the Seleucid Empire, scattered 16 lesser and greater
Antiochs throughout his land.”

Shemu’el thought about what he said, then gave an
understanding nod. “A bit like the Romans who have burdened their
Empire with an abundance of Caeserea’s.”

“And as far as the arm goes?” Atticus said. “I am
sorry to say kindness had little to do with it. You see, my friend,
a crippled slave brings very little on the auction stone.”

 



 


 


 


~ 19 ~

“This Caius put those that met him to flight, and
took the city, Sepphoris, and burnt it, and made slaves of its
inhabitants.”

―Josephus, Wars of the Jews, Book 2, 5:1-69

Thoughts of Shemu’el never
left of my mind. I saw him in the clouds drifting across the
afternoon sky and among the stars scattered in the heavens at
night. I had always loved looking up at the moon. Now when I stared
at the moon, it kindled memories of the night we crept out to look
down on the Roman encampment. How could I have known the same
soldiers whom we watched would be the ones who killed my dear
Shemu’el?

Liat also reminded me of him. Her name meant You
are mine. He was mine too, at least for a short while.

It was the season of fall lambs, the month of
Tishri, and Aunt Tamar released me from womanly bondage to stay in
the fields. Because of the cold we dressed in heavy lambskin cloaks
with the fleece left on and turned against our bodies for
warmth.

My little flock continued to prosper. Three of the
ewes among Abba’s sheep were now mine. One, born the previous
spring, was not yet old enough to breed. The other delighted me by
producing twins. The third, and matriarch of my flock, Liat, had
yet to drop her lamb.

“Have you seen Liat?” I peered anxiously into the
clusters of sheep scattered across the dark meadow.

Abba pointed to our left. “She is over there.”

A big sigh of relief. It worried me each time she
wandered into the shadows.

“Could I have foretold the future,” Abba said,
watching me relax. “I would have chosen another lamb for you that
day three years ago.”

“ I am glad you did not. When I look at Liat she
reminds me of the day Shemu’el and I rescued her.”

He grunted his displeasure. “My point exactly.”

“Last week, when we were shopping in Bethlehem, I
saw Shemu’el in the marketplace.”

Abba looked surprised for a moment, then smiled.
“And it turned out not to be him.”

“No, it was not him,” I admitted. “But for just a
moment, my heart leapt with joy. Will it always be like this?”

“In some ways, yes. Do you recall how each spring
the fresh pasture grows tall enough to swallow the sheep and
billowy clouds move beneath the sun casting shadows over the
fields?”

Yes, I knew.

“On such days a warm wind moves the grass, making it
ripple like waves upon the sea. And when I glance across the field
I sometimes see your mother rushing toward me with open arms. She
is happy and laughing just as she was the day she ran to tell me
she was with child.”

He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me close when
I sniffed.

“Such is the way with the dead, my little dove. The
ones we love are never truly gone, they live on in our hearts.
Memories of those we have loved sustain us, even while they haunt
us.”
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