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1

T he early morning breeze lifted Mary’s shawl, exposing 
her long dark hair, and brought with it the tangy smell 

of seaweed. She stood with her mother, Rachel, on the bluff 
overlooking the harbor of Magdala. Although it was filled 
with merchant ships and the sea beyond dotted with the white 
sails of the fishing boats, there was no sign of her father’s ship. 
Mary was almost twelve, and teetering between child and 
young woman. Patience was not a virtue she embraced. With 
a sigh, she occupied herself by watching the seagulls dip and 
soar overhead. It was the fourth day they had come here to 
watch for him, and Mary felt surely it had to be this morning.

Her mother looked down at her. “It will be good to have 
your father home again.”

Her father, Jared, and his brother, Zerah, built sturdy fish-
ing boats and occasionally small merchant ships. This time 
Jared had combined a maiden voyage and an excursion to 
seek out a new source of lumber for their boats. He had been 
gone a month.

When a small ship rounded the point and entered the har-
bor, Mary danced with excitement and pulled on her mother’s 
sleeve. “Mama, it’s here. There’s Abba’s ship.”

Her mother smiled. “Yes, Mary, I believe it is.”
As the vessel approached the dock, small figures threw 

mooring lines to secure it.
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Mary noticed her mother’s eyes were moist as she looked 
out to sea. She knew her mother missed her father as much 
as she did and had tried to hide her worry. Storms on the Sea 
of Galilee could be fierce and dangerous for an untried ship.

With a sigh of relief, Rachel turned from the view of the 
sea. “Your father will need a special welcome today.” She 
motioned to the servant who stood silently nearby. “Eliab, 
we are ready to go home.”

The big African, over six feet tall, nodded. Women didn’t 
venture from the house through some parts of the city with-
out an escort. Mary heard her father say one day that their 
city was a melting pot for unsavory characters, brigands, 
and Roman soldiers on leave to watch the games in the Hip-
podrome. They came to drink and patronize the dark streets 
of the slums where the brothels flourished.

“They’re blight on our city, Jared,” their neighbor Samuel 
had commented one day. “If anything will bring the wrath 
of the Holy One down on us, it is those places of iniquity.”

Jared nodded. “I understand, Samuel, but in a city this 
size, one will find all manner of evil.”

Now Rachel walked quickly and Mary ran to keep up 
with her. Eliab followed with long strides. Once or twice 
she glanced back and he smiled at her, but then his dark 
face became solemn again, his eyes moving back and forth, 
scanning their surroundings for danger.

As they walked, Mary heard the sounds of industry every-
where. Hammers sounded from the boatyards, merchants 
hawked their wares. With over eighty woolen mills in the city, a 
buzz of voices grew as workers streamed into the warehouses 
and factories. The scent of perfume wafted through the air 
from one of the stalls, mingling with the pungent odor of the 
day’s catch spread out in the fish market. Donkeys plodded 
patiently up the narrow streets, laden with baskets of shells 
strapped on each side, on their way to the dye makers. Sheep 
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bleated loudly as they were herded into pens, awaiting buyers 
for the temple sacrifices. In cages along the street of the doves, 
there was cooing and the fluttering of wings. Mary looked 
around excitedly. With Eliab next to them, she could happily 
take in the sights and smells all around her without fear.

She glanced back at the huge man following them and 
murmured to herself, “I am glad Eliab is with us.”

Mary’s mind churned with questions she had wanted so 
much to ask the last few days before her father set sail with 
the ship. Why the unexplained looks that passed between 
her parents and why had her normally cheerful mother gone 
about her work so quietly? Her father, who enjoyed time 
with his family, appeared distracted and spent long hours at 
the boatbuilding yard. Fear tugged at her heart, a nagging 
disquiet followed her like a shadow.

Uncle Zerah had come the evening before the ship sailed. A 
gaunt man, with a short black beard, he stalked into the house 
as if loath to be there. When her father was watching, Zerah 
was the benevolent uncle, smiling indulgently at his niece, but 
his smile never reached his eyes. Mary knew her uncle was not 
what he seemed. She was courteous to him, respectful as all 
children were taught to be, but stayed out of his way.

That night Zerah glowered at his brother and was barely 
civil to Rachel.

“Zerah, we are brothers . . . ,” Jared began, as they ate. 
“We have the finest boatbuilding yard in Magdala. We must 
work together—”

“It was necessary to cut costs,” Zerah murmured, aware 
of Rachel and Mary nearby. “You don’t appreciate that I can 
increase our profits.”

Her father leaned forward. “At the cost of our good repu-
tation, brother?”

Zerah started to answer, then with an imperceptible nod 
of his head toward Rachel, looked pointedly at his brother.
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Jared followed his gaze and stroked his beard. “Perhaps 
the garden . . . ?”

Both men rose and strode outside, her father leading the 
way. Her uncle’s face was pinched and hard.

Mary helped her mother put things away and then went 
up to her bed but couldn’t sleep. Voices outside in the gar-
den drew her to the window. Her father and uncle shared 
an animated conversation, speaking in fierce whispers. She 
couldn’t understand most of their words but caught snatches 
of the conversation. It seemed to have to do with the new 
merchant vessel.

“Change your ways, Zerah,” Jared admonished, and turned 
abruptly to return to the house.

Zerah looked after him, then started for the courtyard 
gate. Suddenly he paused and looked up to Mary’s window. 
His eyes narrowed when he saw her and his face clouded 
with anger.

The next morning as Mary helped her mother prepare the 
bread dough, her thoughts tumbled into a question.

“Mama, are Abba and Uncle Zerah angry with each other?”
Her mother slid the paddle with one of the loaves of bread 

into the clay oven and turned to her. “What made you ask 
that?”

Mary hung her head. “Last night they were arguing in the 
garden outside my window about the new ship. Abba was 
very angry.” She told her mother what she’d seen and what 
little she’d heard.

“They had a disagreement about something. A problem at 
the shipyard. There is no need to trouble yourself about it.”

Mary lifted her face. “I thought you and Abba were angry 
with each other. We hardly see him anymore. I was afraid.”

Her mother turned and drew Mary to her. “There is no 
trouble between your father and me, just a problem at the 
shipyard that concerns him.”
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Mary leaned into her mother’s side, relief lightening the 
burden she had carried. She sent a quick prayer to HaShem, 
the God Who Sees, and thanked him for hearing her prayers. 
There was nothing wrong between her parents. It was just busi-
ness. Her father was a good businessman. He would solve it.



Mary swept the courtyard, looking up at every sound as 
she waited for her father. When her father opened the gate, 
she dropped the broom and ran to be gathered in his arms.

“Abba, we saw your ship come in.”
“My little blossom, have you grown in the short time I’ve 

been gone?”
She giggled. “I am the same, Abba.” Then she beamed up 

at him mischievously. “Is there something in your pocket?”
He tried to look stern, but then smiled and produced a small, 

beautifully engraved leather box from the folds of his cloak.
“Oh, thank you, Abba.”
“And wife . . .” He held out a lovely scarf in shades of 

blue and magenta and, as Rachel approached, presented it 
with a flourish.

“Thank you, Jared.” She smiled at the scarf, but then, with 
a slightly anxious tone, “The voyage went well?”

“The . . . uh . . . problems we discussed were evident. I 
promised Demas that I would make the necessary repairs at 
no cost to him.”

“Oh, Jared, what are you going to do?”
He gave a slight shake of his head that said they would 

talk later and turned to Mary. “Tell me, my little flower, what 
have you been up to while I have been gone? Have you done 
your lessons?”

“Yes, Abba, I study hard. I have learned the Hebrew alpha-
bet. I can recite it and write it. Would you like me to show you?”

Before Jared could answer, a familiar voice called a greeting 
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and Mary looked up with pleasure. It was her childhood 
friend and tutor, Nathan.

A few weeks before her father decided to sail on their new 
ship, he’d approached the local rabbi of the Bet Hasefer, the 
House of the Book. He sought a tutor for Mary. He wanted 
her to learn the Torah but knew girls were not permitted in 
the school. The rabbi had been indignant. “It is better that 
the words of the Law should be burned than that they should 
be given to a woman.”

“What is wrong with a girl learning the Torah?” Jared had 
argued in vain that Mary was his only child. “I don’t want 
her to be ignorant.”

Still the rabbi refused. When her father returned home, 
Mary asked him what the rabbi had said. Her father, still 
angry, said, “He told me it is not possible, that girls should 
be taught the ways of a household, to tend the home and 
children. He suggested there was no need to trouble your mind 
with things best left to men.” He stalked off to the garden.

Then one day Jared overheard Nathan, Mary’s childhood 
friend and now his apprentice, talking to her about the Torah. 
Her father took Nathan aside and hired him to come twice 
a week to tutor Mary. Nathan was admonished that it was 
best to keep news of the lessons to himself. The young man 
had agreed readily and the lessons began. Though Nathan 
was four years older than Mary, because he had grown up 
with the family, her parents did not think it unseemly for 
them to sit together in the courtyard. Her mother continued 
her work, but Mary knew she kept a watchful eye on them.

Nathan greeted Jared respectfully. “Your journey went 
well, sir?”

“Yes. We need to make a few repairs, but she sailed well.”
The young man frowned. Mary had never heard her father 

mention repairs to any of their boats before. Storm-damaged 
boats perhaps, but not new ones.
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Jared nodded to the bench in the courtyard. “Perhaps the 
two of you would best begin your lesson.” He followed Rachel 
into the house.

Nathan turned to Mary, his eyes twinkling. “Good morn-
ing, my little friend.”

“I am getting taller, Nathan, you cannot call me little any-
more.” She gave him an impudent smile.

He pretended to consider her carefully. “Ah, so you are. 
Should I call you my big friend?”

She put her hands on her hips. “You may call me, ‘my 
friend Mary.’ ”

A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Very well, 
my friend Mary, should we get started?”

She loved having Nathan nearby. He was like the brother 
she never had. She happily anticipated each lesson.

Soon the two heads were close together as he shared the day’s 
lesson from the Torah. Nathan had her review the twenty-two 
letters of the Hebrew alphabet, tracing them on a small tablet.

“Aleph, Beth, Gimel, Daleth—” she murmured, concen-
trating on the symbols.

“Well done, Mary. Soon you will be ready for individual 
words. After that, we will learn whole phrases of the Torah.”

She was excited to learn the Torah. She knew how impor-
tant that was to her father, but it was hard to keep her lessons 
secret from her friends. Yet she had promised Abba, and she 
would keep her promise.

Suddenly she frowned. “Will HaShem be displeased that 
I am learning the Holy Scriptures?”

He shook his head. “I think he would be pleased that you 
are working so hard to know him better.”

Warmth filled her heart. She would get to know HaShem 
better.

She glanced toward the house. “My father is upset about 
something. I think it has to do with Uncle Zerah.”
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Nathan shifted on the bench and looked uncomfortable.
She lowered her voice and spoke in a fierce whisper. “You 

know something.”
He avoided her eyes. “I could get in trouble with your 

father if he knew I told you anything.”
Mary leaned forward and willed her voice to remain calm. 

“I can keep secrets.”
He sighed heavily and shrugged. “Perhaps.”
“Then tell me—please.”
He looked around furtively, then whispered, “There are prob-

lems. Zerah ordered cheaper wood to build the merchant ship.”
“That is not a good thing?”
“No, only good cedar should be used for the boats. We 

used materials of lesser quality, but your uncle did not reduce 
the price.”

Mary frowned, trying to puzzle out what Nathan was tell-
ing her. Uncle Zerah was doing something wrong, but she 
didn’t fully understand what it was. “My father found out 
what my uncle is doing?”

“Yes.” He shifted his position on the bench. “I don’t think 
I should say any more.”

“My father would never do anything wrong.”
“I know, Mary. The shipyard has a fine reputation and 

your father is known as an honest man.” He shrugged. “Your 
uncle’s actions could ruin their business.”

Her eyes pooled with tears. She didn’t like discord in her 
family. Her heart was troubled about her uncle, but there was 
nothing she could do. Then a thought came to her. She must 
pray. HaShem would help them.

“Uncle Zerah acts strangely.” She looked out over the court-
yard. “He is nice to me when my parents are nearby, but the 
look in his eyes frightens me.”

Nathan opened his mouth to comment, but just then 
Mary’s mother came toward them from the house.
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“The noon meal is ready. Come and help me, Mary. Na-
than, my husband invites you to join him for the meal before 
you return to the yard. We will have a special dinner tonight 
to celebrate my husband’s homecoming—you and your father 
are also welcome to join us then.” She paused, studying them 
both for a moment. “How are the lessons coming?”

Nathan and Mary exchanged glances. “Mary learns 
quickly,” he said with a smile.

Mary helped her mother serve the bread, cheese, and fruit, 
then bowed her head as her father prayed.

“Blessed are you, Lord, our God, King of the universe, 
through whose word everything comes into being.”

Jared glanced up at his daughter. “So now you can recite 
the alphabet. Can you also read the letters?” He waited ex-
pectantly. She nodded and began to recite as she had done 
for Nathan. Her father nodded his head. “That is good. You 
are teaching her well, Nathan.”

Then, to Mary’s surprise, her father and Nathan ate the 
rest of their meal in silence. Mary caught Nathan glancing 
at her father from time to time, a puzzled look on his face.

When the men returned to the shipyard, Rachel sent Mary 
to the larger garden outside the walls for some leeks and garlic 
for their special dinner. Eliab followed, and like a bronzed 
statue, stood nearby, his arms folded, while he watched her 
fill her basket.

As she stood up to leave, Mary was surprised to see a man 
leaning up against the side of a house nearby. She couldn’t 
see his face clearly as he stood partly in the shadows, but he 
seemed to be watching her. She instinctively moved closer 
to Eliab and looked up at her protector with a question in 
her eyes. Eliab was also watching the stranger, his face like 
granite and his hand upon his knife.
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R achel, happy to have her husband home again, made 
her best dishes. The aroma of the lamb and lentil stew 

with coriander spread throughout the courtyard. She mixed 
millet with saffron, raisins, and walnuts and piled date cakes 
on a platter. Nathan came with his father, Beriah. Their close 
neighbors, Aaron, his wife Merab, Samuel, and his wife Hul-
dah, joined them. Her uncle sent word he had unexpected 
plans for the evening and Mary was secretly glad. Without 
his presence the mood was lighthearted. Mary loved listening 
to the laughter and conversation that flowed as their guests 
dipped their bread in the stew and savored the wonderful 
meal. She watched her father carefully as they ate. From time 
to time a pensive look crossed his face.

At the end of the meal Mary bowed her head as her father 
intoned the prayer said after each meal.

“Blessed are you, Lord our God, master of the universe, 
who nourishes the whole world in goodness, with grace, 
kindness, and compassion. He gives bread to all flesh, for 
his mercy endures forever. And through his great goodness 
we have never lacked, nor will we lack food forever, for the 
sake of his great Name. For he is God, who nourishes and 
sustains all, and does good to all, and prepares food for all 
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his creatures which he created. Blessed are you, Lord, who 
nourishes all. Amen.”

Mary felt comforted as she listened to the familiar words 
that thanked HaShem for taking care of them and providing 
their food. The Holy One watched over them.

The conversation was about the voyage, and her father talked 
about the arrangements for a new shipment of lumber and the 
ports where they had unloaded the dried fish for which Mag-
dala was known. The women served and listened and then, 
when the men retired to the courtyard to discuss other topics, 
they gathered around the table and talked of the newest child 
delivered in the neighborhood, who was betrothed, and who 
was having visitors from other towns. Mary listened eagerly 
as the conversation flowed around her. Though she was only 
eleven, she knew that in only two years her father would be 
arranging her own betrothal. She imagined the faces of some 
of the young men who lived in their immediate neighborhood 
and one by one mentally discarded them. Her betrothed would 
be handsome and a hard worker. Without thinking, she turned 
and found herself looking at Nathan. Sensing her glance, he 
looked directly back at her and to her surprise she felt a soft 
fluttering in her heart. She looked away quickly, hiding the 
strange thoughts that now excited her mind.

Their neighbors at last rose and departed to their homes 
after profuse thanks to Rachel for a fine dinner. Jared waved 
them off, and then seeing Mary watching him, absentmind-
edly patted her on the shoulder and turned toward the garden 
where he went to pray and contemplate what was on his mind. 
She watched him leave and sighed. There was nothing she 
could do to make him feel better.

Her mother gave her a platter of food to take to Eliab. He 
slept in a small open room Jared had built into the corner of the 
courtyard. It allowed him to see anyone who came to the gate.

“Thank you, mistress.”
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As he took the platter, she studied his face. Eliab was a 
strange man in many ways. When he was with their family, he 
was a gentle giant, but when in the role of their guardian, a 
warrior. She knew he had been a slave, captured by the slave 
traders near the African coast. He had fought in the Hippo-
drome. In fact, he’d fought so fiercely, her father told her, 
that Eliab won his freedom. As a gladiator he always had a 
place to sleep and food, but freedom had come with a sad 
price. When her father accidentally came upon him on his 
way home from the shipyard, he was sleeping in an alcove in 
the stone wall of the Hippodrome. The man’s dark face was 
glazed with pain from a wound on his arm that was infected 
and festering.

Jared brought the wounded man home and her mother 
nursed him back to health. In gratitude for their kindness, 
he surprised Jared by asking to remain with their family, 
swearing allegiance to her father.

When Mary returned, her father and mother were talking 
quietly. They stopped when they saw her. Jared blew out all 
but the one candle that was allowed to burn on a stand in 
the center of the main room of the house.

“Good night, my little blossom.”
“Thank you, Abba, for the little box. I shall keep my trea-

sures in it.”
He turned toward the room he shared with her mother.
Rachel reached out and brushed Mary’s hair back with one 

hand. “Your father has much on his mind, Mary. We need to 
be understanding and helpful.”

She looked up at her mother’s face and nodded.
“You are growing into a young woman. Before we know 

it, your father will be arranging a betrothal for you.”
“Yes, Mama.” Mary turned and climbed the stairs, aware 

of her mother watching her. Marriage? That was far from 
her mind right now, or was it?
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She hung her mantle and tunic on a peg and slipped off 
her sandals before padding over to the window to look at the 
moon—a waning sliver of light in the sky. I wonder where 
God lives, she thought, as a star twinkled here and there. 
And where is heaven? The Torah told her of a God who made 
many rules to live by. They were part of the Mishnah. Her 
father said God made the laws to keep his people righteous, 
but no living person could keep them all. They brought the 
lambs and sacrifices to the Temple to purge the sins of the 
people. How could she, a young Jewish girl, please such a 
righteous and holy God? He was called the God Who Sees. 
Did he see her? Did he know who she was?

Clouds crept across the moon, making the night inky black, 
covering the city like a shroud. She looked down at the gar-
den’s mysterious shadows and a small shiver passed through 
her body. Father said there was more evil in the town on the 
darkest of nights, and she was glad to be safe in her own 
room. She turned from the window, said her prayers, and 
snuggled down in her bed to sleep.
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U zza waited until he saw only the dim light of the small 
lamp burning in the house.

“The problem is the huge one who guards the house. If 
we could knock him unconscious . . .”

The smaller man, Gera, frowned. “We must think of some-
thing, Uzza. There has to be a way. The man said it would 
take stealth.” He grinned. “We are good at that. Are we not?”

Uzza positioned himself in the shadows near the gate, while 
Gera tapped lightly. The noise was not enough to be heard 
in the house, but enough to wake the servant.

When the huge man opened the gate, he peered at them, 
then stood with his arms folded. “What do you want? The 
hour is late.”

Gera spread his hands innocently. “Forgive me for disturb-
ing you. I have just arrived in the city and have lost my way. 
I seek the home of Barak the potter.”

“He does not live here. He is three houses down the street.”
“Ah, a thousand pardons. Would you be good enough to 

point out the house, my friend?”
The guardian hesitated, his brows knit fiercely as he eyed 

the man who waited politely in front of him. Finally, with a 
grunt of irritation, he stepped into the street and, with his 
back to the gate, pointed to the potter’s house.
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Uzza quickly stepped out of the shadows and brought 
a club down on the servant’s head with all his might. The 
guardian slumped to the ground, unconscious.

The men looked at each other smugly. Gera retrieved the 
ladder they’d hidden and the two men crossed the patio 
quickly. They slipped into the garden and looked up at the 
window they’d been told to look for. They positioned the 
ladder underneath it.

“You’re smaller. You climb up, I’ll hold the ladder,” Uzza 
whispered.

When Gera reached the top, he peered through the lat-
ticework. The girl appeared to be sleeping. Small whiffling 
sounds emanated from her mouth. He pried the latticework 
loose, stopping suddenly each time he thought she might 
wake. In a few moments he dropped the lattice down to his 
accomplice. He climbed into the room, took the small vial 
from his belt, and moved quietly to the bed. With one quick 
motion, he poured the contents into the girl’s open mouth. 
As she sputtered, he put his hand over her mouth and pressed 
his dagger to her throat.

“Make one sound and I will slit your throat,” he growled.
The girl was wide-eyed with fright as the potion slipped 

down her throat, but she did not scream. Gera grabbed her 
arm and pulled her upright out of bed.

The potion quickly took effect and she slumped against him.



When Mary awoke, her head hurt. She was dimly aware of 
her surroundings. Her hands were bound with coarse rope 
that bit into her flesh. She gave up trying to free herself and 
looked around. She lay on a dirty pallet in a dingy room. 
The smell of perspiration and garbage assailed her nose. In 
the dark something ran over her foot. She gasped and tried 
to tuck her feet under her.
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Where am I? She began to whimper with cold and fear as 
she realized what had happened. Someone had taken her from 
her home! Something had been poured into her mouth. She 
screwed up her face at the aftertaste that lingered on her tongue.

Why hadn’t Eliab stopped them? He was their guardian. 
Large tears rolled down her cheeks and she leaned to wipe 
her face on the sleeve of her nightshift. “Oh HaShem, help 
me please. Send someone to find me.”

She prayed quietly for several minutes, then leaned back 
against the wall, listening for any kind of sound that would 
tell her where they were keeping her. Faint street noise came 
from a high window that barely let in the light. She hung 
her head. There was nothing to do but wait. Abba would 
find her. He must find her. Her father would turn the town 
upside down looking for her when he discovered her gone.

Men’s loud voices came from the next room. As she lis-
tened, they seemed to be quarreling. Her heart pounded. 
They were talking about her.

“What should we do with the girl? He spouts a lot, that vain 
peacock, but his plan better work or he’ll feel my dagger.”

“Have patience, Gera. It will work. The note will be deliv-
ered. The man said she is her father’s only child. The father 
will come surely. Then we’ll have our gold.”

“I don’t trust the man. What if he takes all the gold?”
“What if we kill the father and take the ransom money 

for ourselves?”
“And what about that fool who hired us?”
There was a snort of derision. “He cannot go to the author-

ities. What would he tell them?” Both men laughed heartily.
Mary sat back, stifling the terror that threatened to enfold 

her. What were they going to do to her? Could it be a plot to hurt 
her father? She whimpered softly, afraid they would hear her.

“We’d better check on the girl, the potion should be wear-
ing off soon.”
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Mary quickly fell on her side on the pallet, feigning sleep. 
The door creaked open and heavy footsteps crossed the room 
to where she lay. She kept her eyes shut and waited.

The footsteps retreated and the door closed again.
“She still sleeps. You gave her too much. If she dies, we 

lose the gold.”
“I didn’t give her too much. She’ll sleep it off.”
Furniture scraped the floor. “Let’s get something to eat. 

The door is locked and no one will bother her.”
“You go,” said the other voice. “If he comes, someone 

needs to be here.”
Footsteps moved away and faded into the distance. Mary lay 

quietly, but the need to relieve herself grew, as did her thirst. 
Should she risk calling out? Finally, her need overcame her fear.

“Is someone there?”
The door creaked open and a man stood looking at her. 

He was heavy and his clothes were dirty, He had a ragged 
beard and smelled of wine. “Awake now, are you?”

“Please, sir, I need to—”
“There’s a bucket in the corner. Do what you have to do 

there.”
She gathered her courage. “Could I have some water?”
His face showed annoyance, but he turned and went out, 

then came back in with a goatskin water bag. She didn’t want 
to think what kind of water was in it but was too afraid to say 
anything. He cut the bonds on her wrists and handed her the 
bag. She drank quickly. The water tasted brackish and warm.

She returned the water bag and the man’s eyes seemed to 
glitter in the dim light. “You’re a pretty little thing. Perhaps 
you could be of gain to us in other ways.”

She shrank back against the wall, her heart pounding. Just 
then a man’s voice called from the other room. “Leave the 
girl alone. Nothing is supposed to happen to her, remember? 
Come, I have bread, cheese, and some wine.”
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The big man laughed and went out, closing the door firmly. 
Mary wept with relief.

A little later he brought her a piece of bread and a small 
piece of cheese. She hated the way he looked at her with 
contempt, but she was hungry and ate quickly.

“Thank you.”
His eyebrows went up and he sneered. “What nice manners 

we have. You’d better hope your father brings the money or 
you won’t need to worry about being hungry ever again.” 
He put one hand on his beard. “I could get a good price for 
you in the slave market. A beautiful young virgin could bring 
much gold.” His eyes narrowed as he contemplated her.

Mary whimpered, fear knotting her stomach.
He laughed, obviously enjoying her distress, and left the 

room with a smirk on his face. He hadn’t tied up her hands 
again. She brushed her hair out of her eyes, fighting panic, and 
looked around for some means of escape. The dim room had 
only one small window, too high on the wall to reach. Even if 
she was able to climb out, what awaited her on the other side? 
It could be high off the ground, or the part of the city around 
the building could be worse for her than staying here. She 
shivered again from cold and fear. As she wrapped her arms 
around herself and rocked slowly back and forth, large tears 
ran down her cheeks. Abba must find me. He must.

The same man returned to the room yet again. He strolled 
over to the pallet where Mary crouched. Staring down at her 
with a sneer on his face, he said, “You’d better be worth the 
trouble we’ve gone to.” He pretended to study her. “Yes, you 
would bring a good price. You don’t have long to wait. When 
your father is out of the way, you’ll be sold. The brothels pay 
well for such as you. You will please many men. Who knows, 
perhaps I may be the first.”

Mary bit her lip to keep from crying out again. He left, 
and as he closed the door, she wept silently. If only she could 
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think of a way to warn her father! She looked up at the glim-
mer of light in the window and bowed her head.

Oh HaShem, our God Who Sees, help me. Help my father 
and protect him so these men won’t hurt him. You are my 
only hope.

Mary lay on the pallet, hardly able to tell day from night 
with the dinginess of the room. After what seemed like hours, 
the door was suddenly opened and the man returned. Fearing 
what he’d come to do, she shrank back and wrapped her arms 
around herself. He grabbed her by the arm and jerked her 
to her feet. Placing a low stool in the doorway, he forced her 
down on it and tied her hands behind her back. He tied 
her feet to the stool so she couldn’t move and then, in spite 
of her pleading, took a rag and tied it over her mouth. She 
looked in front of her and saw that she faced another door 
across the room.

Then realization dawned. If someone came in that door, 
she would be the first thing they saw. The men checked their 
knives and glanced nervously at the door from time to time. 
They were expecting someone and Mary recoiled in horror as 
she realized who it was. Her two kidnappers talked between 
themselves and watched the street through a small window. 
When they weren’t looking, she struggled against her bonds. 
Her heart pounded in her chest. She had to get free. She had 
to. She twisted her wrists against the rope until they became 
raw and chaffed. Finally, she slumped on the stool as she real-
ized it was no use. There was nothing she could do.

Hot tears rolled down her cheeks. She could only watch 
and wait.
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T he next morning, Jared, studying a scroll from the ship-
yard, looked up to see his wife standing with her hands 

on her hips.
“Mary has still not come down. What can be keeping her?”
He frowned. “Perhaps she is ill?”
Clicking her tongue, Rachel wiped her hands on a cloth 

and went up the stairs. All was silent for a moment and then 
he heard an anguished cry. His wife rushed down the stairs, 
nearly stumbling in her haste to reach him.

As he rose, puzzled at her distress, Rachel flung herself into 
his arms. With fear and dismay, she cried, “Mary is gone.”

“Gone? Gone where?”
“She is nowhere in sight. Her clothes and sandals have not 

been touched.”
“Perhaps she went out to the garden?”
“Jared, the latticework has been torn out of the window 

and there was a ladder on the ground. Someone has taken 
her!” She began to weep.

Jared took a moment for her words to register, but before 
he could reply, someone knocked loudly at their gate and 
called his name. Torn between comforting his wife and the 
urgency in the man’s voice, Jared rushed outside with Rachel 
right behind him. He glanced around for Eliab, but the big 
man was not in sight.
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The gate was open and his neighbor Samuel was tending 
Eliab, who had dried blood over his face and down his neck. 
A huge lump had formed on his head. It took both men to get 
Eliab on his feet and help him inside to his bed. Jared turned to 
Rachel, who was clasping and unclasping her hands in distress.

“Bring water and a bowl. Eliab is hurt.”
Samuel shook his head sadly. “I was on my way to the 

marketplace when I saw your servant lying by the gate. At 
first I thought he was dead, but I heard a small moan and 
realized he was alive. What happened here?”

Jared flung both hands in the air. “My daughter has been 
kidnapped! And from my very house! Someone would have 
had to do this to Eliab to get past him.”

Eliab’s eyes were red and filled with pain as he looked up at 
his benefactor, his voice nearly a whisper. “A knock—I—only 
stepped outside the gate—gave directions to—I remember 
nothing more.”

Jared bent over the injured servant. “Someone has taken 
Mary, Eliab. Do not blame yourself. You could not know 
their intent.”

As he heard the words, Eliab’s eyes widened. He reached 
for Jared’s arm and tried to rise. “I have failed you.”

He was gently pushed back down by his shoulders. “No, 
Eliab, it must have been well planned. Rest and gather your 
strength. If they are holding her for ransom, we will soon know.”

Rachel, her eyes red from weeping, appeared with water 
in a basin and began to gently wash the gash in the back of 
Eliab’s head. “Please, Eliab, do you know anything at all?”

He moved his head slowly from side to side.
Samuel looked down at the injured man. “I will get Merab.” 

He glanced at Jared’s face. “Rachel will need someone.”
He left and returned shortly with his wife, who brought 

a small goatskin bag of herbs. She began to make a poultice 
to dress the wound.
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Merab put a hand on Rachel’s arm. “I will stay with you. 
Your husband will find your daughter.”

Samuel and Jared talked quietly on the other side of the 
courtyard away from the women who tended Eliab.

“The only reason I can think of is that they want money,” 
growled Jared. “We can only hope someone will contact us. 
They must!” He pounded his fist in his palm. “If I have to 
turn this city upside down, I will find my daughter. May 
HaShem forgive me for what I do if they have harmed her 
in any way.”

Samuel shook his head in sympathy and pulled on his 
beard. “This is a large city. To find her yourself would be like 
looking for a kernel of corn in a field. You must wait to see 
what the kidnapper will do.”

Jared flung up a hand. “I’m to just wait here to hear from 
someone while my daughter is missing?”

“My friend, I understand, but what direction will you 
go? Where will you begin to look for her? You must wait or 
be like a sheep rushing in the wrong direction without the 
shepherd.”

Jared’s shoulders slumped. “You are right. What can I do?”
“Is there someone who knows the city. . . the, uh . . . parts 

where you and I do not venture?”
“My brother Zerah has a slave who no doubt knows the 

city well, but he is a worthless servant. I would get little in-
formation from him.”

Samuel put a hand on his shoulder. “I will tell your brother 
at the shipyard and see if anyone there has any contacts that 
might help. You must remain here in case the kidnapper 
sends word.”

“Thank you, my friend. We have men working in the ship-
yard from all walks of life. Perhaps you are right, that one 
could help us. It is worth a try.”

As Samuel left, a strange thought crossed Jared’s mind. 

_Taylor_MaryMagdalene_BB_kf.indd   28 3/13/12   7:32 AM

Diana Wallis Taylor, Mary Magdalene
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group,  © 2012. Used by permission.



 Diana Wallis Taylor

29

Who would have a motive for taking his daughter except for 
money? The name of his brother crossed his mind, but he 
shook his head and dismissed it. Zerah always needed money, 
but even he would not stoop to such a thing.



Merab tended Eliab and Jared encouraged his wife to re-
turn to her task of mixing the dough for their daily bread. 
She nodded, yet her tears mixed with the flour as she worked. 
There was nothing Jared could do to help her.

Jared could not remain still either and began to pace the 
courtyard. When would they get word, if at all? Would the 
kidnappers just take Mary and do something else with her? 
The thought brought not only shock but anger. He had to 
believe they wanted money and would contact him. The al-
ternative was more than he could bear.

A stone flew through the air, just missing his head, and he 
jumped. As he looked down at the stone, he saw there was 
a piece of parchment wrapped around it with a cord. He 
unwrapped the parchment, and as he opened it, his heart 
pounded in his chest.

Rachel ran to his side and plucked at his sleeve. “What 
does it say?”

He sighed heavily. “I am to come to a certain part of the 
city alone after sundown and bring money or we will never 
see our daughter again.” Jared knew this part of the city. No 
righteous man or Jew went into this dark area, full of thieves, 
brothels, and those who hid from the law. How could he go 
there alone? If he carried gold, his life was worth nothing.

Rachel gasped and cried out, her voice trembling with fear. 
“My husband, you must not go alone. It is not safe. Eliab 
must go with you.”

He turned to her. “It says I am to come alone. If I bring 
Eliab, I could jeopardize Mary’s life.”
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There was a knock at the gate and Jared nodded to Merab, 
who was closer. She opened it and Zerah’s slave Badri stepped 
carefully into the courtyard. Jared didn’t like the man, but 
his thin body and sallow skin caused Jared to suspect Zerah 
didn’t feed him enough.

He faced the slave, whose stance was insolent but wary. 
“Did your master send you?”

The slave shook his head. His eyes took in the people 
gathered before him and he looked back over his shoulder 
toward the street. “No, Esteemed One,” he said, lowering his 
voice, “but I have many eyes and ears in the city. It is possible 
that I can be of service to you.”

“In what way?”
Badri hesitated, then spread his hands. “One tends to think 

of slaves as part of the walls of the house, but we see and 
hear. I know of your daughter’s kidnapping. Perhaps I have 
reasons of my own, Most Esteemed One. How would you 
reward one for helping you?”

Jared stepped forward, his face near Badri’s. “Do you know 
anything about my daughter?”

“It is possible, my Lord.”
“If you know where she is and had any part of this, you’ll—” 

His face was almost inches from Badri’s. “If something has 
happened to her, the reward you will get is a whip.”

Badri’s eyes did not move from Jared’s face. “You judge 
me harshly. I had no part in anything happening to your 
daughter. The only reward I ask for helping you, Esteemed 
One, is my freedom. I wish to return to my people in Gaul. 
If I find your daughter, will you buy my freedom from your 
brother?”

Jared took a step back. His freedom? He studied Badri’s 
face a long moment. It was a small price to pay. He finally 
nodded. “I shall buy your freedom—if you find my daughter 
and she is well.”
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The slave smiled, showing missing teeth. “As you say, Es-
teemed One, I shall see what I can learn and return to you.” 
With a cautious glance up and down the street, he trotted 
down the road.



Jared turned to Eliab, who sat up and insisted he was ready 
to find the kidnappers. “I have suffered worse wounds at the 
Hippodrome,” he growled.

All morning, at the slightest sound outside the gate, every-
one jumped. Jared watched his wife as she served their noon 
meal. Her face was solemn and swollen from crying. Aaron 
joined Merab and soon Samuel and Huldah, who had heard 
the news, came to commiserate with the family.

The shadows began to cross the courtyard, and as the 
sunset approached, Jared became more restless. He felt like 
a donkey confined to the stable when it wanted to run.

He changed his clothes to his simplest tunic. The less he 
looked like a prosperous merchant, the better. The note had 
called for 3,000 shekels, and as he moved a brick from the 
wall of his room and reached for the box of money he kept 
hidden, he became angry all over again. If he had his way, they 
would never live to spend it. He filled a pouch and tucked it in 
his waistband, on the side where the bulge would be covered 
by his cloak. He returned to the gathering in the courtyard 
and prepared to wait for Badri’s return.

The sun began its descent and Jared’s impatience grew. 
The sight of his distraught wife, who now sat on a bench, 
comforted by Merab on one side and Huldah on the other, 
stirred his desire for action. If he had to comb the city single-
handedly, he would find his daughter.

The evening stars began to appear and still Badri had not 
returned. There was nothing Jared could do but wait and 
hope the slave was able to find out what they needed to know. 
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If Badri did not return by morning, Jared decided he would 
gather some men and, in spite of the note’s instructions, 
search the city himself.

Rachel, emotionally spent, had been persuaded to rest 
awhile. Jared spoke gently to her. “I will alert you if I hear 
anything.” Merab lay down on a pallet nearby to be available 
if needed. Samuel and his wife returned home, for they had 
young sons to see to.

In the early hours of the morning, Jared’s shoulders 
slumped in despair. He begrudged the bird who sang its cheer-
ful melody in the sycamore tree. His mood was more suited 
to the owl that hooted in a mournful tone as it flew low over 
the fields hunting its dinner. In the distance there were sounds 
from the city, and he wondered how Mary was. Could she be 
hurt? Had they killed her? Where had the kidnapper taken 
her? He put his head in his hands. Eliab watched with him, 
refusing to lie down and sleep.

At first light, Jared returned to the courtyard and opened 
the gate for Samuel, who came to quietly wait with him. 
Jared’s friend had run out of things to say, and now could 
only share the strength of his company.

Suddenly there was a soft knock and Eliab, who had stood 
most of the evening near the gate, waiting and listening, 
jerked it open. Badri slunk into the courtyard, glancing behind 
him as if he’d been followed.

He bowed low to Jared. “Esteemed One, there is a possibil-
ity that I know where your daughter is being held prisoner. 
A friend, on an errand for his master, saw two men carry 
someone into a certain house. He believes it was a young 
girl, but he could not be sure.”

“How many men did he see?”
“Two. Very bad men, Esteemed One. They are well known. 

They would not hesitate to—” The slave spread his hands 
leaving the other possibility up to Jared’s imagination.
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Suddenly Eliab, who stood nearby, stepped up and put his 
large hand under Badri’s chin, almost lifting him up by his 
neck. “If you do not speak the truth, you will soon feel my 
dagger between your ribs.”

The slave sputtered, choking from the grip. “I—speak—
truth.”

Eliab removed his hand and Badri nearly collapsed on the 
ground, his eyes glittering with anger.

Jared turned the situation over in his mind. If he and Eliab 
went in by themselves, it could be dangerous. In the slums of 
Magdala, there were those who would rob and kill without 
asking questions. Eliab was a strong and fierce fighter, but 
he’d been wounded. If there were more than just the two 
men, even he couldn’t fight alone. He hated the thought of 
involving Roman soldiers, but his men at the shipyard were 
not fighters. Would the soldiers care if the daughter of an up-
standing citizen of Magdala had been kidnapped—especially 
if the man was a Jew? The soldiers who were on leave came 
to Magdala for the brothels and to get drunk. Jared shook 
his head. Involving the soldiers would only make it worse.

Just then there was a commotion outside the gate and 
Nathan burst in the courtyard. “Peace be upon this house.” 
With him was a man Jared had never seen. He looked like a 
gladiator, solidly built. Nathan’s father, Beriah, was behind 
them, along with Amos, a tall carpenter from the shipyard.

Beriah spoke up. “We have come to help you find your 
daughter. Word has come to us of your plight.”

“I’m grateful, but I do not wish to put you in danger. 
Nathan, you are young for this.”

Nathan drew himself up. “I am sixteen and a man in the 
eyes of the Law. You need all the help you can get.”

Beriah turned to Jared. “You cannot go alone, sir, in some 
parts of the city, even with Eliab. You have treated us well 
and helped our families. We will go with you.”
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Nathan took a step forward and the look of determina-
tion in his eyes told Jared and his father that he would not 
stay behind.

Jared appraised each of the men in turn. They were sturdy 
men, armed with swords and daggers. Nathan pointed to the 
well-built man who stood silently next to him. “This is Levi, 
a friend of mine. He is no stranger to a battle and a good 
man to have at your back.”

Levi and Eliab silently contemplated each other. There 
seemed to be a brief glimmer of recognition between them, and 
Jared wondered if they had both fought in the Hippodrome.

He was touched by these men who stood ready to brave 
danger to save his daughter. They were right. He and Eliab 
could not go alone. Five strong men were better than two. 
As he glanced again at Nathan, he saw him in a different 
light. Gone was the young boy Jared had hired years ago as 
an apprentice. Nathan was indeed a man.

“Thank you, my friends. I am grateful.” He turned to Badri. 
“Lead the way to my daughter.”

The slave’s smugness disappeared when the other men 
arrived. His face clouded and he became sullen. His eyes 
darted from one man to the other. “Too many men will cause 
suspicion, Esteemed One. It is better just two of us go.”

Jared studied the slave with a sense of unrest. Something 
seemed wrong here, but he couldn’t decide what it was. “We 
will all go, but when we reach the place Mary is being held, 
Eliab and the rest of you must stay back unless I need you.”

Badri shrugged and jerked his head toward the gate. “This 
way.”

The men stayed close together, and however he felt inside, 
Jared appeared to walk confidently through the back streets 
of Magdala, following Badri. Rough-looking men sat in alley-
ways and darkened wineshops. A Roman soldier staggered 
out of a building as a woman held him up. They paused and 
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stared at the newcomers for a moment but went on their way. 
Men and women stopped and watched them, the men with 
hooded eyes. The smell of rotting food and trash almost made 
Jared gag as he tried to hold his breath. His heart beat hard 
against his ribs.

Badri kept looking back nervously at them. When they 
had gone deep into the roughest part of the city, the slave 
stopped and pointed. “It is that house.”

They looked at a building made of large flat bricks with 
many cracks where vines worked their way up. The front 
door was weathered and cracked. As they approached, an 
emaciated dog dragged itself from the gutter and growled 
at them before slinking off into a side street.

Jared felt their every move was being watched. One or 
two men nearby observed them and started to rise, fingering 
their knives, but Eliab stared them down and they shrugged 
and backed away.

When Jared turned to question Badri, he was nowhere in 
sight. He had melted into the crowd. Was it a trap?

With bravado he scarcely felt, he put up a hand indicating 
the others were to wait.

“If anything happens, rush the door and find Mary.”
He approached the door and entered slowly. Muffled 

sounds across the room drew his eyes. Mary! She was tied 
to a stool. He started forward eagerly, filled with joy to find 
her alive. She was moving her head from side to side and her 
eyes were wide with fright. He would soon have that rag off 
her mouth.

So intent was Jared to get to Mary that he did not see the 
men hiding behind the door. In an instant, something hard 
hit his back. As the darkness closed in, Jared realized too late 
that he’d been stabbed.
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