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For Jesus.

May He be pleased.
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  A Note from the Author
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Mara and Ezra never existed. But children like them did. 
Two thousand years ago, in a small fishing town on the northern edge of a lake called the Sea of Galilee, ordinary people went about their ordinary lives — mending nets, keeping goats, studying Torah, and waiting for the Messiah. Their names are mostly lost to us. But they were there.
Yeshua of Nazareth was also there. You may know him by another name — Jesus. Yeshua is simply the name his family called him. I've used it throughout this book because I wanted you to meet him where he actually lived.
The miracles in this story come from the Gospels of the New Testament. I didn't invent them. I only tried to imagine what they might have looked like for those nearby. You can read about those true stories in the Bible. While most of the other characters are from my imagination, the world they live in is drawn from historical records of first-century Jewish life in Galilee.
But Yeshua is real. He was real then, and he is real now. I hope you enjoy meeting him as much as I enjoyed writing about him.

— Jess
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You can find a list of all the character names, places, and Hebrew or Aramaic words in the back of this book, along with their pronunciation and meanings.
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  Chapter one
The Man on the Wall
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The wood shavings always landed the same way. Ezra noticed this a long time ago. They curled as they fell, forming tight little spirals that always pointed towards the door, as though they were trying to leave. 
This morning he stood in the workshop doorway, one shoulder against the frame — eating a piece of bread while he watched his Abba work. Josiah didn’t speak when he carved. He hardly blinked. His hands moved across the wood slowly and purposefully, knowing precisely where they were going. Ezra had been watching those hands for as long as he could remember, trying to understand how a person could be that certain.
Ezra looked at his own hands. They were like his Abba’s, wide-set and callusing from handling rough wood every day. He was only six years old when his Abba brought him into the workshop to begin his trade. He wasn’t given any real work to do then. But he watched everything his Abba did, and learnt the rhythms of the day before he understood much of anything else. When he was ten, his Abba gave him a small carving knife, which he kept on his belt. Now at thirteen, he was almost a man, and his Abba trusted him with more of the serious work. But he saw the vast distance between his Abba’s ability and his own.
The sun had barely cleared the rooftops when he heard an urgent whisper come from behind him. He knew exactly who the whisper belonged to — and what it meant. Ruth had escaped again.
The nanny goat belonged to Mara’s family. Their houses faced the same narrow alley, which meant the courtyard walls were practically shared. Ruth had escaped from Mara’s courtyard for as long as he could remember. She was always secured with the tightest knot anyone could manage, but she didn’t care about the knot. She untied it with her mouth or chewed straight through it, whichever she had the mind for that day.
The routine was always the same. Mara went out at first light to milk her. Ruth decided she had better things to do. She hopped the low wall to freedom. Chaos followed.
By the time Mara got to the workshop door, she was already flustered, which meant her wavy hair was wilder than usual and something like dirt — at least he hoped it was dirt — was smeared across her cheek. Her dark eyebrows were in the bothered position. Her whisper was now at full volume.
“She went through the gap again and she’s heading towards the market and I need—”
“Yes, I know,” Ezra said, without letting her finish. “Abba, I’ll be back.”
“Hm,” Josiah replied without looking up.
Ezra threw the last piece of his bread into his mouth and pushed off the door frame. Mara was already ahead of him.

      [image: ]The trouble with Ruth was that she was faster than she looked. This was deeply unfair. She was not a small goat, but when she wanted to move, she moved. They found her four houses over, already trotting with purpose in the direction of the market, head up, completely unbothered.
“Left!” Mara shouted.
Ezra went left. Ruth went right.
Of course she did.
He should have expected that. The goat skidded around the corner and sent a basket of onions flying. They rolled across the dirt road in every direction. The woman who owned them said something extremely pointed, and Ezra called back an apology without slowing down.
“She might be heading for the harbour,” Mara called. 
This was bad. The boats would have just come in. Early morning in Capernaum was the worst possible time for a goat at the docks. He ran harder. His hair was going in every direction — the mass of waves totally out of control — but Ruth was already past the barrels.
They tried to cut her off before the harbour opened up, and for a moment, it seemed like it might work. Ruth slowed, looked between them, and considered her options. Then she glanced at the low wall to her left.
“Don’t,” Ezra said.
Ruth jumped the wall. Ezra stared at the space where a goat had previously been, then he looked at Mara. Mara looked at him. They both ran. 
The harbour was loud and busy. Twenty fishing boats had come in since dawn. The dock was spread with nets for mending, baskets of fresh catch, ropes coiled in careful loops, and men moving around all of it with the exhaustion of fishermen who had been up since the middle of the night and wanted to go home.
Ruth arrived at all of this with the mild panic of a creature who couldn’t decide where to go first. She knocked over the nearest basket of fish on her way through.
“Hey!”
The shout came from a very large fisherman with a very red face who had watched part of his morning’s work scatter across the ground. He had arms like ship’s timber and the look of a man who was absolutely unwilling to tolerate a goat on the docks.
Ruth lifted her head. She did not look sorry.
“Whose goat is this?”
Mara raised her hand slightly. This felt like a mistake immediately.
The large fisherman pointed at them. “Get. It. Out.”
“Yes. Sorry,” she said. “We’re trying—”
But Ruth had already moved on. She trotted along the dock, past a man mending a net who had to snatch it out of her path, past a stack of rope she examined briefly with her teeth, past two boys about Ezra’s age who pressed themselves against the wall and watched her go by with amusement.
“Your goat went that way,” one of them said.
“I can see that,” Ezra replied, running again.
Mara had circled ahead and was trying to cut Ruth off near the far end of the dock. But the goat changed direction, and somehow ended up back near the fish baskets.
The fisherman made another noise, probably suppressing a word he shouldn’t say out loud.
“Get that animal—”
“She won’t eat anything—”
“I don’t care what she won’t eat—”
Ruth — sensing another opportunity — jumped over a mooring stone, between two barrels, past three fishermen, and disappeared. Ezra lost her completely. He stood on the dock, breathing hard, with fish smell everywhere, and the fisherman still shouting at him.
From somewhere behind him came the voices of two older boys he’d seen working on the docks before. 
“The woodworker’s son is back chasing a goat again.” Not talking to Ezra, but loud enough to be heard.
One of them laughed. “Real hard work, that is.”
Ezra kept his eyes forward.
“Ignore them,” Mara said, appearing at his elbow.
“I am,” he said. He was.
“There!” She pointed.
Ruth had found a small space between the side of a storage hut and a large coil of old rope. She had walked straight into it — perhaps thinking it was a way through — and discovered it was not. She was now stuck. Not stuck in a way she couldn’t get out of eventually, but stuck enough that she couldn’t turn. She would need to reverse, which she deeply objected to on principle.
She tried to go forward. Forward was a wall. She tried again. Still a wall. She made a sound of profound personal outrage at the wall. Ezra and Mara exchanged glances.
“I think I can get to her,” Mara said.
“No sudden movements.” Ezra put his hands up in front of him. They approached from behind, slowly. Ruth heard them coming and tried to go forward again. She kicked backwards once. It connected with nothing. She made another sound — louder this time, as though deeply betrayed — as Mara’s arms came down around her neck.
“Got you, you silly goat.” Mara crumpled onto the ground, blowing a piece of hair from her face.
“Don’t let go of her.” He grabbed the trailing end of the rope and wound it around his fist once. “We have to get her out of there now.”
What followed required some effort and a certain amount of Ruth-related protest, but eventually they emerged back onto the dock, goat secured, rope dishevelled, and both of them needing to apologise to several people at once.
The large fisherman stood and said nothing. His face said enough.
“We’re sorry,” Ezra said again. “She got out. It won’t — it doesn’t usually —”
The man grunted and returned to his work.
Ezra and Mara stood there for a moment, watching the work continue around them — it never really stopped — and the early morning light made the lake silver and wide behind the boats. Ezra’s feet were damp with fish water. He was trying not to think about it. Mara had something sticky in her hair. Neither of them mentioned it. Ruth shook her head and bleated once.
A voice came from a little way down the wall. “She was on a mission, that goat.”
They both turned.
A man was sitting on a low wall a few steps away, his legs dangling casually, with a piece of bread in his hand. He looked a little younger than their Abbas, with dark hair and a short beard, and a face that was easy to look at — not because it was exceptional, but because it seemed completely at rest. Like a man with nowhere else to be and nothing better to do. He was watching Ruth with genuine amusement.
He glanced at them. “I think you may have ruined her plan.”
Mara stared at him for a moment. Then she laughed. It was the kind of laugh that came when someone surprised a laugh out of her, which didn’t happen often.
“She did have a plan,” she said. “She always has a plan. She’s done this more times than I can count.”
“We've tried every knot we can think of,” Ezra added.
The man looked at Ruth, who was standing at the end of her rope with the supreme unconcern of an animal who had made her point and was prepared to be patient now. “I don’t think she cares about the knot.” He took a bite of his bread, and didn’t say anything else. He wasn't in a hurry, Ezra noticed, which was most unlike many people he knew. Especially those on the docks in the early morning.
“You’re not from here, are you?” Ezra asked. Less of a question, more an observation.
“No, I’m not,” he replied. “I’m just passing through, on my way to Bethsaida.”
“Where have you come from?” Mara asked.
“From further south, near the Jordan. But I’m from Nazareth.”
“Oh.” Mara paused. “I’ve heard nothing ever happens in Nazareth.”
The man laughed. It was a full laugh, completely unguarded, the kind that doesn't care what it looks like. “No,” he said. “Not usually.”
“Are you a teacher?” Ezra asked the question without knowing where it had come from. 
“I am. Among other things.”
“What do you teach?” Mara asked.
The man considered this with the seriousness the question deserved. “About Adonai,” he said. “About what He’s like. About what it means to live in a way that’s actually alive.” A pause. “It’s easier to show than to say.”
Ezra turned that over. He wasn’t sure what it meant exactly.
“You don’t look like the teachers I know,” Mara said.
Ezra closed his eyes briefly. Mara.
The man looked down at himself — his plain tunic, his dusty sandals, the half-eaten piece of bread in his hand — and seemed to consider this seriously. “No,” he said. “I probably don’t. I’ll see what I can do about that.”
Mara nodded, satisfied, as though this was a reasonable answer.
The man’s eyes moved between them both. Then he said, “I think your Imas will be looking for you. Both of you.” He glanced at Ruth. “And your goat.” He tossed the last of the bread into his mouth. “Don’t keep them waiting. I made that mistake once, when I was about your age. My Ima scolded me very much.”
Mara giggled. Ezra smiled.
“Go on then,” he said, with a small nod towards home.
They turned to go. Ruth sensed the decision had been made without her, and decided to cooperate.
“Try the Harbour Wrap," he called to their backs.
They both turned.
“The what?” Mara asked.
“With the rope,” he said, gesturing to Ruth. “Wrap it around the post — twice over itself. She’ll have nothing to pull at.” 
Mara looked at Ezra.
“Thanks,” Ezra replied. “Anything is worth a try, I suppose.” 
The man smiled, nodded once, and returned his attention to the lake, and that was all.

      [image: ]They walked home with Ruth between them, the rope in Mara’s hand now. The morning was waking up around them. 
Mara was quiet for a short moment, and then: “He was a nice man.”
“Mm.”
“He had kind eyes. Did you notice his eyes?” She reached up and gathered a fistful of loose hair, twisting it back without looking at what she was doing.
Ezra had noticed his eyes. He didn’t say this.
“He really didn’t seem like a teacher,” Mara continued. “But he did look like someone who’d be good at telling stories. I bet he has a lot of stories. And he obviously knows something about knots.” She considered this. “I liked him. Do you think we’ll see him again?”
Ezra thought about the man on the wall. The bread. The laugh about Nazareth. The way he’d looked at them both — direct, unhurried, like he had all morning and was doing exactly what he wanted to in that moment.
“Maybe,” he said. “Probably not. He said he was only passing through.”
“That’s a shame.” Mara tugged lightly on Ruth’s rope. “I forgot to ask his name.”
Ezra had forgotten too.
He went home with fish water in his sandals and the memory of a look he didn’t have words for — and somewhere in the back of his mind, where he kept things he hadn’t finished thinking about, was the man from Nazareth, eating bread on a wall.






  
  Chapter two
The Lamb
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Mara’s house was quiet by the time she returned, which would have been peaceful, if she hadn’t found the skink. 
She tied Ruth up — trying a version of the knot the man described, although she suspected her attempt was more a mass of rope and no actual knot. Ruth watched her with keen interest, probably suspecting this. Simeon had gone to Bet Talmud with Ezra. Eleazar and Asher had left for Uncle Tobias’s workshop two houses over. And now the whole house had fallen back into the quiet rhythms of the morning. She was told to sweep the courtyard — which she was doing, more or less — when she noticed a skink on the low wall near the water jar.
Small. Brown. Watching her with one bright eye.
She picked him up before she’d decided to. 
He was calm about it, which was surprising. Most skinks didn't stay around long enough to be caught. This one simply sat in her cupped hands and surveyed the world from his new elevation.
She named him Ephraim before she was back at the tabun. It suited him. She could tell. 
The courtyard smelled of bread and onions, which was how it always smelled in the morning. Her Ima was at the grinding stone, working through the grain for more bread with the steady rhythm Mara had watched her whole life. Her Savta was stoking the hearth fire, and stirring a large pot of lentil stew which was intended for midday meal. She moved with the confidence of a woman who had been feeding a household for more than forty years and didn’t need to think about it anymore.
Mara came close with her hands cupped.
Her Ima didn’t look up. “You haven’t finished the sweeping, biti.”
“It’s almost done.”
“Almost is not finished.”
“I’ll finish. But Ima, look.” She leaned in closer and opened her cupped hands carefully.
Dinah looked. A small brown head lifted from between Mara’s palms. “Mara.”
“He’s calm.”
“Get it away from the food.” She held a spoon out. “If it ends up in the stew—”
“He won’t do anything. He’s calm. I’ve been holding him for—”
“Away."
“Why don’t you keep him in the pouch at your waist,” Savta said mildly. “He’s quite small.”
“He is quite small,” Mara agreed quickly.
Ima looked at her. Then at Savta. “If that creature goes anywhere near my food—”
“He won’t, I promise. He’s going to stay right here.” Mara tucked Ephraim gently into her cloth pouch, where he immediately settled like a creature who’d been expecting this all along. “See? You won’t even notice him.”
Her Ima made a sound that wasn’t quite a word and went back to the grain. Mara picked up the broom and kept sweeping.

      [image: ]For a while, everything was fine.
Mara swept the courtyard the best she had ever done, because she was genuinely trying to be useful. She helped scoop the ground flour from the grinding stone to the bowl. She refilled the water jar without being asked, which earned her a brief look from her Ima that meant noted, but I’m still watching you. She talked, because she always talked, but kept it at a reasonable volume. 
Ephraim stayed in her pouch. She checked on him twice. He was still there, calm, and apparently content with the darkness and warmth of the pouch, which she found endearing. She told him so, quietly, on the second check. Savta heard this and said nothing, which Mara took as encouragement.
It was going well. It was going very well, until Mara decided to pull Ephraim out for some fresh air. The skink, who had been completely calm up to this point, did what skinks do when a way out unexpectedly becomes available.
He launched from her hands.
He went straight up — straight up, which Mara did not expect — and came down on the edge of the flour bowl. He tried to hang on, he really did. But he could not hang on. He went in.
The sound it made was very small. The silence that followed was very large. Three pairs of eyes fixed on the flour bowl.
Dinah was holding the wooden spoon she’d been using. She didn’t put it down. She stared at the bowl the way a person looks at something they can’t fully comprehend.
Savta had stopped stirring. She was looking at the bowl and trying hard to keep a laugh inside.
Mara looked at the bowl and then at her Ima and then at the bowl again. “He’s fine,” she said, into the silence. “He’ll just—”
Her Ima said nothing.
Savta pointed. “He’s in there.”
A small brown shape moved beneath the surface of the flour, leaving a small trail.
“—he’ll come out,” Mara finished.
Dinah set down the wooden spoon deliberately, like a woman choosing carefully what she was going to do next.
“Mara,” she said.
“I’m sorry, Ima—”
“Leave the courtyard,” she said in a controlled, calm voice, which Mara knew meant her Ima was absolutely not calm. 
“Take the mending to your Aunt Rivka.”
“Can I just—”
“It’s on the bench by the door. She knows what needs doing.”
“Ima—”
“Go.”
Mara checked the flour bowl again, and saw a small brown head emerging with tremendous dignity. She looked at her Ima’s back and picked up the mending from the bench.
“Goodbye Ephraim,” she whispered over her shoulder as she left.

      [image: ]Aunt Rivka’s house was better. It always smelled warm and full. Not full of people, necessarily — right now it was only Rivka and Tobias — but full of the feeling that people had recently been there, or were about to be there, or that conversations were always at some stage of beginning or continuing or being paused.
This was because Aunt Rivka knew everyone. Not in the general way that people in small towns know everyone — Rivka knew everyone thoroughly, with the kind of detail that suggested she had been paying close attention for a long time. She had friends in the upper streets and friends at the harbour. She knew the fishermen's wives and the merchants’ wives and the rabbi's wife and the woman who sold cloth near the south end of the market who everyone found difficult but Rivka had somehow befriended anyway. If something happened in Capernaum, Rivka knew about it. If something happened in the next town, Rivka probably knew about that too.
Uncle Tobias was a quiet man who had long ago made peace with the fact that his house was a thoroughfare for half the women of Capernaum. This morning, he was at the bench along the wall with a piece of leather and a small tool, working with the careful motions of a man who had done this particular thing ten thousand times. Two larger sets of tools were on the bench, laid out in order. They belonged to two of her older brothers — Eleazar and Asher — who were apprentices under Tobias. The boys were nowhere to be seen now, which meant they had been sent on an errand by their uncle. 
Tobias glanced up when Mara came through the door and nodded once. From Tobias, this was quite a warm greeting.
“My biti,” Rivka called, immediately crossing the room with her arms wide. She pulled Mara into a hug that held nothing back — with both arms, full weight, and the smell of mint and flour and whatever she’d been cooking. She squeezed all the breath from Mara’s small body, then stood back and examined her face.
“I’ll make you something to eat," she said. "You look like you need to eat.”
“I brought the mending from Ima.”
“Yes yes. Sit.”
Mara sat. Rivka poured her a warm drink, and set it down in front of her. She followed with a plate of salted fish and a small piece of flatbread that had been dipped in olive oil.
“How’s your Ima?”
“Better now that I’m here, probably,” she replied. “I was trying to help.”
Rivka nodded once. This apparently told her everything she needed to know, because she picked up her own cup and sat back and said nothing more about it.
Mara wrapped her hands around her cup. Everything at Rivka’s felt like it had been where it was for a long time and was content to stay there.
She was on her second sip when Rivka set her cup down and said, to Tobias rather than to Mara: “I was talking to Elisheva this morning. You know, Simon’s wife.”
Tobias made the small sound he made when he was listening but didn’t want to stop working.
“She says Simon and Andrew had a good trip south to the Jordan. Quite a catch, apparently. Though I don’t think it was fish she meant.” Rivka was looking at her cup, turning it in her hands. “Andrew went to hear the Baptiser. You know who I mean — John, the one in the wilderness.”
“Oh, I’ve heard of him,” Mara perked up. “People say the desert sun has got to him.”
“It probably has. He dresses in camel hair and eats locusts and upsets everyone with money and power, which your uncle finds either very holy or very foolish.”
“Both,” Tobias said, without looking up.
“He says both,” Rivka agreed. “The point is, Andrew wanted to hear him. And he convinced Simon to come along — if not to hear the preacher, then at least to fish. Simon being Simon.”
“Simon being Simon,” Tobias agreed.
Mara listened. She had learnt that the best way to keep Aunt Rivka talking was to be a good listener.
“Elisheva says Andrew came back different.” Rivka’s voice was careful now. “Not strange different. But — quiet. And Andrew is not a quiet man, usually.”
“He’s much quieter than Simon,” Mara offered.
“Everyone is quieter than Simon. I mean quiet for Andrew. She said they met a man at the Jordan. Someone the Baptiser pointed out. In front of everyone.”
“Who?” Mara asked.
“It was strange, the way she told it to me. I don’t know what she meant, really.” Rivka looked at her. “She said he pointed at the man — in front of the whole crowd — and he said this man was the Lamb of God.”
“The Lamb of God?” Mara frowned.
“That’s what she said.”
Mara thought about this for a moment. “Why would Adonai need a lamb?”
Rivka considered this. “Tobias?” she said, gesturing for him to explain.
Tobias set down his tool. “The Korban Pesach," he said. “You know the story.”
“The Passover offering. A lamb.”
“Yes, exactly. Blood on the doorposts. Death passing over. The lamb given so the household lives.” He folded the cloth over his arm. “That’s the only lamb of God I know about.”
Mara frowned. It wasn’t getting any clearer. “But the Baptiser said this about a person,” she said. “He pointed to a man.”
“Yes. He did.”
“So what did he mean?”
Tobias and Rivka looked briefly at each other.
“Only heaven knows,” Rivka said. “I certainly don’t.”
Mara sat with this. She had the feeling, sitting there with her warm drink and her fish and bread, that this question was not going to go away. It would sit in the back of her mind the way the man on the harbour wall sat in the back of her mind — not demanding anything, simply there, taking up space.
“Does Elisheva know who he is?” she asked eventually.
Rivka picked up her cup. “She said they called him Yeshua. From Nazareth.”
“Nazareth,” Tobias repeated. One word. Dry as dust.
Nazareth? Mara needed to tell Ezra about this. “Do you think it’s true?” she said. “What they say about John being a prophet.”
“The one to prepare the way for the Messiah?” Rivka put her hands together and held them close to her chest. “Oh biti, may He send the Anointed One soon. Perhaps in our days, we aren’t to know. But God will raise up the Redeemer to restore his people.”
“Let the Messiah come,” said Tobias softly from the bench.
Rivka was quiet for a long moment then.
“Whether John is the prophet Isaiah wrote of, I do not know,” she said finally. “But Andrew went south to hear this man and came home quieter than when he left. And Simon thought enough of it to tell his wife about it. Make of that what you will.”
Rivka stood, which was the signal that the morning must move on. She kissed the top of Mara’s head, and told her to tell her Ima the oil she’d promised was still coming, and she would bring the mending tomorrow.
Mara walked home thinking about Nazareth. The Baptiser. The Lamb of God. The man on the wall. And now a name that connected them all.
Yeshua.

      [image: ]As she rounded the corner of her house, she saw him standing on the roof. Abba.
He was standing by the wall with a cup in his hand, his face turned towards the late morning light the way a man turns towards the warmth when he’s had a long time away from it. He looked how he always looked when he’d come home and hadn’t yet remembered all the things waiting for him — settled. Like a lamp that had been re-lit.
He heard her coming up the stone stairs and turned to meet her. “There she is.” He put his cup down and opened his arms.
“Abba!” She ran into them without hesitation. He held her tightly, and for a moment neither of them said anything, which was its own kind of conversation.
“Ima told me about Ephraim,” he said eventually.
Mara groaned. “The flour would have been fine. But Ima didn’t think so.”
“Ah.” He bent down to retrieve his cup. “I had a lizard once. When I was your age. I called him Goliath.”
“Like the giant?” She laughed.
“He had quite a commanding presence. For a lizard.” He glanced at her sideways. “Your Savta threw him out of the house personally. With a broom.”
Mara laughed.
“These things run in families,” Elias said, with great dignity.
She leant against his arm and looked out across the town. It was so quiet up here. The lake shimmered in the autumn sun. She heard her Ima and Savta moving around in the courtyard below them, with the soft knock of pottery, and someone humming.
“Abba.”
“Mm.”
“When I was at Aunt Rivka’s just now—” She paused, trying to find the right place to start. “She was talking about Simon’s wife and about Andrew and Simon and the trip they took south.” She looked up at him. “Andrew

      [image: ]
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