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I curled into myself, my screams dying to moans. Nothing I could do would change anything. My son was dead, killed by a soldier’s sword. The dry street grew muddy beneath my face. My husband’s hands were gentle as he lifted me, carried me into the house; then lay me on our bed. 

I wish I need never leave here. I wish I could spend the rest of my life hiding from this truth. But I cannot hide:  my mind keeps reliving  the horror, beginning with the pounding on our door. 

When Ari opened it, two soldiers pushed him aside, one drawing his sword as he entered. The other spoke a command that froze my heart. By the order of King Herod, my baby must die. Screaming, I threw myself at the soldier who was reaching for my precious son. His fist in my stomach stole my breath. By the time I could breathe again, our door was closing behind them. Ari tried to hold me, but I pulled free and ran outside. The street was crowded with soldiers holding boys of all ages from newborn to toddler. I could not see my son, but when I screamed his name, I heard his answering cry. Other mothers were searching as I was, and the combination of our screams and the babies’ cries was deafening.

Those soldiers not holding our sons formed a living wall, barricading us from our hearts. I tried pleading with one, but his face was impassive; his eyes looking  above and beyond us, staring into the distance. I pushed him, but it was like pushing a stone wall. Even hitting and kicking him had no effect. 

Our sons were screaming their fear and confusion, and then suddenly—they weren’t. The only sound was the mothers’ voices as they called their sons’ names. The soldiers melted away from in front of us, and I screamed until I had no voice. I wanted to run to my son, but could not move. My knees buckled, and I curled into myself on the ground, my screams dying to moans.

When I am not reliving the event, I am asking questions that have no answers. “How can Yahweh ever be glorified by this slaughter?” Did my ancestors wonder the same thing when Pharaoh was killing their children? Papa had always told us the Passover story was about hope, not despair. But where was the hope in this?

How do I explain to my daughters? How do I sleep when every time I close my eyes, I see their faces, feel the soldier's fist in my stomach? I wish they were animals, wish they had been brutes. But they were soldiers following orders, their faces as calm as on a parade ground.

I don't want it to be real. I want to wake up to little Ari's voice asking another thousand questions as he explores our world, but I'll never hear him again. I don't know how to keep going on; don't know why I should. I didn't know I could hurt so much without physical injury, and I don't know if this pain will ever go away.

If Papa were here, he would help me make sense of it, like he helped us understand Pharaoh. He would tell me that Yahweh has some greater plan beyond my ability to see. But he is not here, and I lie alone in the darkness of my heart, empty arms aching to be filled.

As my father told the story, the hair on my arms stood up, and I breathed faster. It didn’t matter that I knew it by heart. I always had the same reaction.

“Why, Papa?” My younger brother asked. “Why was the Pharaoh so mean?”

I whispered Papa’s answer along with him. “Yahweh hardened Pharaoh’s heart, my son.”

“But why, Papa? Why would he do that?”

Again, I whispered Papa’s answer. “Pharaoh did not believe in the One True God. Yahweh used our trials and the Pharaoh’s punishment to reveal His glory and power.”

The questions and answers were part of the story for us, as much a ritual as the night of remembrance  the story led to. This was the story of Moshe, used by Yahweh to lead us out of Egypt and into our promised land. That year, the story hit me harder—that year, I was old enough to bear children, and when Papa told the part about Pharaoh killing the baby boys, I couldn’t breathe. What would I do, I wondered, if soldiers came to take my baby boy?

“Miriam, are you all right?” 

“Papa, what could we do if someone came to take our babies? What would it feel like?”

“I pray you never have to know, little girl.” Papa’s hand was gentle as he stroked my hair.

“Please Yahweh,” I prayed silently. “Protect all your children, and keep them safe.”

Papa was long-gone, and Mama was a grandmother several times over. I was a mama now, my girls healthy and growing strong. But no boys. I had never been able to carry a boy to delivery.

Until now. When the ladies told me I had a son, I wept from joy. Now Ari would have someone to carry on his work. As I fed my son, I dreamt of the day he would work beside his father, his young strength making Ari strong.

Ari wept too, when he held his son for the first time. As I fell asleep that night, the prayer from my childhood floated through my mind. “Please Yahweh, protect all your children, and keep them safe.”

Any baby brought joy to our household, but with little Ari it was tripled. His sisters delighted in helping to care for him, sometimes arguing over whose turn it was. I watched every milestone with a sad joy. He rolled over; he crawled; he pulled himself up onto his knees; he stood; he tottered forward, grinning so hugely we couldn’t help but laugh at his joy.

My baby boy—the last baby I would have—was growing up. Soon he would be a boy, not a baby. He would grow in stature and strength, learning about Yahweh, following his father, one day becoming a father himself. These were my dreams for him, so vivid they felt like reality.

Those dreams are dry dust now, crushed under a soldier’s foot, washed away in a flood of tears along a river of blood dripping from a soldier’s sword. I no longer wonder what it would feel like if soldiers came to take my baby boy. Now I wonder how I will continue when the heart has been ripped from my chest. I wonder how Yahweh could be so cruel; how Herod could be so evil.

HE WAS A BABY! 

Not even two years old—how could he ever threaten a king?

Did Yahweh harden Herod’s heart like he did Pharaoh? How did my ancestors trust Yahweh after that? How could I? But how could I not? He is Yahweh—his ways are foreign to us. He moves the stars in the sky, brings the rain for our crops. He fed us in the desert, delivered us from Pharaoh’s hand. He is the God who keeps his promises, and that truth stretches back through all the generations of our people. Losing my son must be part of some greater plan I cannot see. But what plan could Yahweh have that requires mothers' hearts to break?

Esther worries about me, but I cannot rouse myself to reassure her. I cannot do anything, except cry and sleep. How many tears does one heart hold? Is it possible to die from grief, to cry oneself to death? I don't know—I only know that my eyes are red and sore, and that my tears do not wash away my pain.

Mama brings me food, but when I try to eat, it tastes like sand and I leave most of it untouched. Ari mourns too, but it is different for men. He didn't carry our son inside his body for nine months, feeling him grow right beneath his heart.

I close my eyes against the daylight and wander the night time in my soul, where no stars light the darkness and Yahweh ignores his promises. I know I am wrong to think this way, but it feels as if I am some other person; not the Miriam I have always been, but a bitter, disillusioned woman who has no more heart for life.

Mama sits with me, but her murmured reassurances cannot pierce my darkness. A corner of my mind tries to tell me that grief is a luxury we cannot afford, but it makes no difference. I am lost in the darkness that covered me when I saw his lifeless body, and there is no way out. Mama's soothing voice is a gentle river current flowing through my mind, telling me the ordinary stories of our village, or the gossip from the well. I hear, but at the same time I do not hear, her voice forming a backdrop to my memories.

Little Ari, wrinkled and red after his first breath, tiny hands swinging before he was swaddled. Those same hands, larger now, clapping along as we sing songs, his face broken in two by his grin. Following his sisters as fast as his little legs would carry him, picking himself up every time he fell down. I did not know heartache could be physical, but mine is an ache in my chest that will not ease; a heaviness that steals my breath. 

I wish Papa were here to make sense of this for me. Maybe he could explain the kind of world where a king is allowed to kill babies.

Mama's voice continued outside my pain, telling of a flower Esther saw on a walk, blooming in the crevice of a rock. The fields were ripe with grain, she said; it would soon be harvest time. In my mind, I saw sunshine gilding the grain sheaves, heard the laughter of the children celebrating a successful harvest. Little Ari was born during harvest time...

My tears puddled beneath my face: Mama sat beside me stroking my matted hair, while an animal howled in the distance.

It gets better with time, they tell me, but I'm not sure that's true. Will time make sense out of this senseless slaughter? Will time tell our village why our sons had to die? 

Yahweh is all knowing and all powerful, but he keeps his own counsel, rarely sharing his reasons for allowing things to happen. Would it matter if he did? Would my heart ache any less if I knew why my son was killed? No. He would still be dead, and my heart would still be broken.

"How long, O Lord?" I whispered to the wall. "When will you deliver us?"
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“I don’t like you today,” I grumbled as I pushed myself to a sitting position. “Do you laugh at me when you watch me move?” Some might consider that blasphemy, but I liked to think that Yahweh knew me well enough to know otherwise.

A fire raged in my lower back, and moving only made it worse. Days like this, I should surrender to my age and remain in bed, while my wife massaged my aches. But my wife was miles away, and I had an appointment with Yahweh.

Groaning, I pulled myself to my feet and shuffled outside, bracing myself against a wall as I walked. Why was I even here? Why, after decades of obscurity, had I been chosen? Yahweh is not cruel, so he did not choose me just to laugh at me. No, he was choosing to honor my decades of service. I should be grateful, but all I felt was pain.

“Is this how you reward us?” I asked him as I bathed. "Waiting until we are too old to enjoy the honor?" The warm water relaxed my stiff muscles and made moving easier, more or less. My joints still ached, as they did most days anymore, and I reached for my walking stick.

When had I become such an old man? Wasn’t it only yesterday that I was winning footraces among the village youth; being yelled at by the gray-beards as we dodged them in the street? My own beard was gray
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