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      There was, in the days of Herod, king of Judea, a certain priest named Zechariah, of the section of Abijah, and his wife was of the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. And they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and they both had become advanced in years.

Luke 1:5, 7 


    

    
      —Doctor Luke, Holy Bible


    

  






  Preface



The Song Beneath the Dust




The wind carried the scent of home long before the hills of Judah rose into view. Dry grass, cedar smoke, and the faint sweetness of olives ripening on unseen branches, a fragrance Mattithiah had not known since his boyhood.




He drew his cloak tighter, the Babylonian dust still clinging to its hem, and lifted his eyes toward the ridges where the old walls of Jerusalem once stood. Only a scatter of pale stones gleamed in the sun. The city of David, the place of psalms and sacrifices, lay silent.




Behind him, the caravan creaked onward, wagons heavy with children, clay jars, and rolled scrolls wrapped in linen. Oxen groaned against the slope. The older men sang softly under their breath, not the songs of Babylon, but fragments of something older: “My heart exults in the Lord, my horn is lifted high.”




It was his grandmother’s song,  the song of Hannah. Passed through their line like a lamp flame hidden through the years of exile. His father had whispered it on his deathbed by the canals of Babylon, his voice shaking: “Never let her song die, my son. It is the root of our calling.”




Now, with his wife Tirzah riding beside him and his two sons trudging barefoot in the dust, Mattithiah felt the weight of that promise more than ever. He was no warrior, no prophet. Only a singer, a keeper of psalms. Yet as the wind swept over the ruins, it seemed even the stones remembered the melody.




They made camp that night among the broken terraces below the Mount of Olives. The stars burned like scattered embers above the city’s dark outline. Tirzah lit a small fire, and the children pressed close for warmth.




Mattithiah unwrapped a bundle from his satchel: a thin scroll, its edges frayed, its writing faded but still legible. The Song of Hannah, penned generations ago by the ancestor whose faith had begun their line. He touched it reverently before reading aloud.




“The Lord raises the poor from the dust,

and lifts the needy from the ash heap…”




His voice cracked, but the words did not. The echo seemed to fill the broken valley. Around them, other exiles looked up from their own fires. One by one, their voices joined in.




A chorus rose, weary, off-key, and trembling, yet filled with something fierce and new. Hope.




By dawn, when the first light touched the stones of Zion, Mattithiah knew why they had returned. Not simply to rebuild walls or altars, but to restore remembrance, the melody of faith lost in foreign lands.




He turned to his eldest son, Elior, a quiet boy with his mother’s eyes.

“Listen,” he said softly. “This city will rise again, and you will tell your children whose song we carried home.”




Elior nodded, solemn as a priest. “Hannah’s,” he whispered.




Mattithiah smiled faintly. “Yes. But one day, another woman will sing it again. And the world will tremble when she does.”
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  Chapter 1

  
  




The sun leaned across the hills of Judea, turning the stone terraces gold. A single fig tree shaded the center of the courtyard where four houses joined like clasped hands. The scent of crushed thyme and baking barley bread floated through the open arches. Girls’ laughter rose above the hum of bees. Elisabeth knelt in the dust beside the cistern, drawing patterns with a reed. Around her, cousins braided flower chains, their chatter weaving through the sound of doves cooing from the rooftops. The courtyard was their small world, safe, walled by family, stitched together by daily rhythm. Beyond the outer gate, the road bent toward Jerusalem. Sometimes, when the wind came from that direction, the girls could smell incense from the Temple, faint, like a memory. “Elisheva!” Her mother’s voice carried from one of the adjoining doorways. Elisabeth startled, dropped her reed, and brushed off her tunic. “Yes, mother!” “Come, my heart. I would speak with you.” The other girls fell silent for a moment. They knew that tone, half-solemn, half-sweet. It meant the world was about to tilt a little. Elisabeth’s closest cousin, Hannah, her constant companion, reached for her hand. “Go,” Hannah whispered. “She sounds…soft.” Elisabeth managed a grin and crossed the courtyard, her sandals scuffing the stone. Her mother, Miriam bat Levi, waited beside a basket of newly washed wool. She was tall for a woman of Judea, her hair streaked with sun rather than age, her eyes quick and tender. “Sit with me, Elisheva.” Elisabeth sat, heart quickening. Her mother folded her hands in her lap a moment before speaking, as if measuring each word against the air. “You are nearly of age, child. fourteen years have passed since I lifted you to the altar steps for blessing. Soon, your father and I must consider your betrothal. The elders of a priestly house have inquired.” The words struck softly, yet something inside Elisabeth flinched. She had watched older girls vanish behind veils and blessings, return a year later with husbands twice their age. The thought filled her with both pride and a thin thread of sorrow. “Whose house, mother?” Miriam’s mouth curved faintly. “A good man’s family. The house of Abijah. Their son is already in training among the Levites. His name is Zechariah. You know the name, it is spoken with respect in the Temple courts.” Elisabeth looked down at her hands. She had seen the boy once, at a feast, standing beside his father, solemn, tall, dark-eyed. He had offered a prayer before the meal in a voice too deep for his youth. She had not thought then that such a voice might someday speak vows over her. “Do you wish this, mother?” she asked quietly. Miriam reached out, cupped her daughter’s chin. “I wish only that the Lord’s favor rest upon you. Marriage is obedience to the rhythm He sets for us. Yet I would not send you where your peace could not follow.” 

Elisabeth nodded, though her throat ached. “I will obey.” From across the courtyard came the sound of grinding grain and Hannah’s laughter with the younger cousins. Miriam watched her daughter glance that way and understood. “You fear losing the ease of these days,” she said gently. Elisabeth blinked. “Yes, mother. Hannah and I—” 

“I know.” Miriam smiled. “I was young once, too. Even holy paths begin with a small ache.” She brushed a stray curl from Elisabeth’s brow. “Come. Help me hang the wool, and we shall pray while we work.” 

They worked until shadows stretched long. The courtyard, once full of voices, quieted under the evening call of doves. 




From the western ridge came the shimmer of temple trumpets, distant silver notes marking the hour of incense. Elisabeth paused, arms full of wool. “Mother, do you think the Lord truly hears each prayer offered there?” Miriam followed her gaze toward Jerusalem’s glow. “He hears every honest breath. The priests’ incense only reminds us of what already rises from faithful hearts.” Elisabeth’s lips moved silently, echoing the psalm her grandfather taught her: Let my prayer be set forth as incense before Thee. A stillness settled over the courtyard. The world seemed suddenly wider than she could see, stretching from their small cluster of homes to the holy mount, to the unseen sea beyond. That night, she could not sleep. Moonlight pooled on the plaster walls, pale and trembling. Hannah slept beside her, breathing softly, their hands almost touching on the woven mat. Elisabeth turned toward the open window. Somewhere beyond the hills, Zechariah might be studying by lamplight, reading the scrolls of the Law, unaware that his name had entered her future. She imagined him as she remembered from the feast, eyes intent, lips moving in prayer. She wondered whether his heart ever tired of waiting, as hers did now for a life not yet begun. 




Outside, the wind carried the low sound of jackals from the wadi. The smell of olive wood drifted through the air. She whispered into the night, “O Lord of Hosts, if this be Your will, let it bring honor to Your Name.” Then she lay back beside Hannah and closed her eyes. In her dream, the fig tree bloomed out of season, its branches heavy with gold fruit. 

At dawn, the house stirred with movement. Her father called out blessings before leaving for the vineyards. Miriam hummed softly as she mixed barley meal. 

The girls fetched water, filling clay jars from the cistern.  By mid-morning, a visitor arrived, an older man in priestly garments, gray in beard but strong in bearing. He greeted Miriam and asked for her husband. Elisabeth watched from the doorway, curiosity flickering. The man’s voice carried the cadence of temple service; she caught words like “division of Abijah” and “agreement.” Her stomach fluttered again. When the man left, Miriam turned to her, eyes unreadable. “Elisheva,” she said softly, “the Lord moves faster than our hearts sometimes. Your father and I will speak more tonight. For now, help Hannah with the bread.” Elisabeth obeyed, but her hands trembled as she kneaded. Hannah, sensing her unrest, whispered, “If this Zechariah is to be yours, perhaps he will teach you the prayers of the altar.” Elisabeth smiled faintly. “Perhaps. Or perhaps the Lord will teach me my own.” Hannah laughed, dusting flour across her cousin’s arm. “You would. You always ask questions meant for prophets.” The laughter eased her heart for a while. Yet beneath it ran a quiet certainty that her days of childhood in the courtyard were numbered. 




Somewhere, the Lord was weaving a new pattern. She could not see its shape, only the shimmer of its threads in the sunlit dust. By evening, lamps glowed in each doorway. The family gathered for prayer. Miriam’s voice rose first, steady and rich: “Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, who renews the light of the world.” Elisabeth joined the chorus of “Amen.” As she lifted her eyes toward the heavens, the first stars blinked awake, small, patient witnesses. In that moment, the ache of change softened into awe. She felt the presence of something vast, merciful, and waiting, like the hush before a great psalm begins. 
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Morning came softly to the hill country, spilling light across the mosaic of limestone homes clustered along the slope. The household stirred before the sun cleared the ridge. Cocks crowed; a child yawned in the neighbor’s courtyard. The smell of damp earth, crushed olives, and baking barley drifted through the open shutters of Elisabeth’s small room. She lay still a moment, watching shadows ripple over the ceiling, her mind already tracing her mother’s words, “You are to be betrothed.” The syllables clung to her like the cool air. 

“Elisheva,” came her mother’s voice from the courtyard below, gentle but firm. She rose, rubbing sleep from her eyes, and tied her dark hair with a strip of linen. The worn mat beneath her feet was cool. 

When she stepped into the narrow corridor, the smell of wood smoke and barley bread grew stronger. Her mother, Miriam, was already by the oven, stooping to shift embers with an iron hook. “Good morning, Mother,” Elisabeth murmured. “Come, wash. The dough is nearly ready.” Miriam instructed. 

Elisabeth lifted the water jar from the wall niche. Its surface sweated coolness. She poured a thin stream over her hands, catching the chill of the cistern water. Dust from yesterday’s chores washed away, leaving the faint scent of rose petals Miriam had dropped into the jar the night before. Elisabeth helped her mother with the bread, and then began to prepare the morning meal.

They broke their fast slowly. Bread still warm from the clay oven, a bowl of soft goat cheese, and a small dish of honey rested on the low table. Miriam tore a piece of bread, dipped it, and smiled across at her daughter. “You slept little, I think.” 

Elisabeth hesitated. “I dreamed.” “Of what?” Miriam asked.

“The house Father says Zechariah will build. I saw it, though I cannot tell where. Only the sound of hammers.” Miriam smiled again, though her eyes softened with understanding. “The dreams of a betrothed girl begin early. Eat, my dove. You’ll need strength if you mean to start sewing today.” 

Elisabeth nodded and nibbled the crust of bread, staring at the small play of light through the reed shutters. The air smelled of yeast and smoke, the scents of home. Yet even those seemed to shift now, as though belonging half to her mother’s house and half to the one not yet built. 

After breakfast, she helped sweep the courtyard, scattering the husks for the hens to peck. The courtyard walls rose around her like an embrace. Her uncles’ homes on one side, her grandparents’ on another, and Hannah’s family just beyond the fig tree that shaded the cistern. From the upper terraces came the rhythmic thud of a loom. Women’s laughter mingled with the whisper of linen threads.

When she looked up, Hannah leaned from the terrace, waving a spindle. “Elisheva! Hurry! Your mother says you’re to begin the garment today!” 

“I am coming,” she called back, smiling despite herself. Miriam met her by the loom, a length of new linen draped over her arm. “This is good cloth,” she said, running her fingers across the weave. “Your aunt traded for it last week. Strong enough for years of washing, soft enough for your bridal robe.”

Elisabeth touched the fabric reverently. “It’s beautiful.”

“Begin with the hem. We’ll mark the pattern before the heat grows.” The courtyard filled with the hum of domestic life, pestles grinding grain, children laughing, the bleat of a goat calling for its kid. Hannah came to sit beside Elisabeth, legs folded under her, her spindle dancing in the morning light. “Are you frightened?” Hannah whispered, her tone half-teasing. Elisabeth’s needle paused mid-stitch. “I don’t know. Maybe.” 

“My mother says it is strange at first. Leaving the house you’ve always known.”

“She told you that?” Hannah shrugged. “She thinks I’m still too young to understand. But I watch. I see.” Elisabeth smiled faintly. “You always see too much.” 

“Then you will not tell me what you dreamt?” Elisabeth shook her head. “Only hammers and light.” They both fell silent. The thread pulled through the linen with a soft hiss. The smell of dye simmering in a clay pot filled the air, pomegranate skins crushed with alum, steeping in hot water. Miriam stirred it with a wooden rod, testing the shade. “You’ll dip the border in this,” she said. “A color of fruitfulness. Your grandmother used the same dye when she married.” Elisabeth imagined the cloth when finished, a soft blush along the edges like dawn light. She wondered if Zechariah would notice such things. Did young men care about color or stitches? Or only that the house stood strong, the roof did not leak, and the food was warm? As the sun climbed, the heat deepened. Miriam called a rest. 

They spread a small rug under the olive tree and set down cool water, figs, and the last of the cheese. Hannah plucked a leaf and twirled it in her fingers. “Elisheva,” she said thoughtfully, “will you be far when you’re married?” 

“Not far,” Miriam answered from behind them. “Zechariah’s father’s house is near the road toward Jerusalem. Still within the hill country.” “Then you’ll come back to visit?” Hannah asked, eyes wide. “If my husband allows,” Elisabeth said softly, half-teasing, half unsure what to expect. 

Miriam looked at her daughter and, for a moment, saw not the child who had once played with lambs in the yard but a young woman whose eyes had learned to dream. She reached to smooth a loose curl from Elisabeth’s temple. “Every marriage begins with two hopes,” she said. “One for the home you build, and one for the heart that will learn to dwell in it.” The words stayed with Elisabeth long after they cleaned the tools and folded the fabric away for the afternoon. 

On the other side of the valley, Zechariah hefted a timber beam onto his shoulder. The scent of cedar filled his lungs, sharp and clean. His father, Abijah, stood nearby, inspecting the pile of stone they had gathered. “It must rest square,” Abijah said, crouching to adjust the foundation. “A man’s home is his witness. When the Lord looks upon it, He must see truth in its corners.” 

“Yes, Father.” Zechariah acknowledged.  Abijah studied him a moment. “Do you know why you build this, Zechariah?” 

He hesitated. “For my bride.”

“Partly.” The older man brushed dust from his palms. “You build because your house stands among the houses of the priests. Your line will serve in the temple, as my father and his father did. The chamber you make must be fit for prayer, fit for peace. Do not rush it. When the elders see it, they will know whether your heart was careful.” 

Zechariah nodded, sweat beading on his forehead. He could hear birds nesting in the cypress above, the murmur of other men working along the road. “I won’t rush it.” 

“Good,” Abijah said, softening. “Tell me, what do you imagine when you work?” Zechariah looked at the half-built frame. The wood glowed amber in the sun. “I think of her hands,” he admitted. “She was spinning wool once when we came to your brother’s house. Her fingers were quick, not idle.” Abijah smiled faintly. “Then build for such hands. A table smooth enough for her work. A shelf for her jars. A roof to keep her warm. Build so that peace dwells with her.” The words settled deep in Zechariah’s heart like seeds in tilled soil. He wiped his brow and turned back to the beam, feeling the weight as both burden and blessing. 




That evening, the wind cooled. Doves cooed from the fig tree as the women folded their fabrics and closed the shutters. The courtyard was filled with long shadows and the hiss of oil lamps being lit. Elisabeth sat by the window, her garment folded neatly in her lap. The first few embroidered vines curved along the hem, uneven, but hers. Miriam was singing softly while sorting lentils. 

Hannah plaited palm fibers into a basket. The air smelled of olive oil and smoke. Elisabeth touched the fabric again, tracing the tiny knots, feeling how the day’s labor had left her fingertips rough. She wondered if Zechariah’s hands felt the same, chafed from wood and stone. 

Outside, a hammer struck faintly in the distance. She paused, head tilted. One, two, three taps. She smiled to herself. Somewhere across the valley, perhaps under the same pale moon, he too was building. 

“Mother,” she whispered, “how long will it take?” Miriam looked up from her bowl. “As long as it must. A strong home is not built in haste.” Elisabeth nodded, resting her cheek against the linen. “Then I will be patient.” The lamp flame wavered. A nightbird called. 

The courtyard settled into quiet, the hush before the stars emerged. And beneath that quiet, Elisabeth felt a strange peace, like a promise whispered through the olive leaves: her waiting was holy, her hands already part of something being made.
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A warm wind rippled through the narrow hills outside Ein Kerem, bending the wheat and setting the olive trees whispering. The days had lengthened; the air was thick with the sweetness of fig sap and pressed grapes drying in the sun.

Elisabeth’s mornings had fallen into a quiet rhythm. She rose early to draw water before the heat settled in, the pitcher balanced against her hip, her bare feet dusted in the fine pale soil that coated everything by midsummer. The path to the well wound past the gate of their small courtyard, where the sounds of her household, grinding grain, children’s laughter, hens clucking, rose softly with the light.

She had grown used to the low murmur of her mother Miriam’s voice reciting blessings over bread, and the sound of her aunt Keturah’s spindle tapping against the wall as she spun wool in the corner. Life had not changed so much since the news of her betrothal, yet every movement, every routine task, now shimmered with new meaning.

Sometimes, she felt the weight of it in her chest, a mixture of wonder and a tremor of fear. 




One morning as she neared the gate, she heard the steady rhythm of hooves and the creak of cart wheels on the road. Looking up, she saw him, Zechariah, walking beside a loaded mule, shoulders drawn taut under the beam of timber he balanced with the other young men. His tunic clung to him where sweat had darkened it at the collar.

He was older now, or seemed it. The sun had browned his arms and set faint shadows beneath his eyes. He walked with purpose, the way one might carry a vow on his back.

Elisabeth froze, half-hidden by the gatepost. He did not see her at first. But as he passed the courtyard’s edge, he lifted his gaze for a fleeting moment, his eyes catching hers.

Time thinned between them. Neither smiled, yet something deeper stirred, a recognition, unspoken but understood.

Her pulse quickened. She looked down quickly, feigning to adjust her jug. When she looked again, he had turned his head away, but the back of his neck had flushed the faint red of effort or embarrassment.




Hannah stepped into the courtyard with her basket of herbs and caught sight of Zechariah.

“Look at him,” she whispered. “Carrying that beam as if he’s carrying his future.”

Elisabeth tried not to smile. “Maybe he is.”

Hannah nudged her playfully. “Then you’d best prepare, Elisheva. A good marriage takes more than dreaming — it takes the work of two hands and one heart.”




By late morning, the courtyard pulsed with life, the scent of baking barley loaves mingled with sun-warmed stone. Keturah arrived not long after, her shawl tossed over her shoulder, her step lively as always.

“I’ve brought something for our bride,” she announced, setting a bundle onto the table.

Elisabeth’s face warmed. “Aunt Keturah, I’m not yet”

“Not yet a wife, no. But a home begins long before a wedding,” Keturah said. Her hands were calloused but deft as she unwrapped a folded cloth from around the bundle. Inside lay a set of clay lamps, each small enough to fit in a child’s palm, their rims incised with a simple vine pattern. Alongside them lay a length of woven linen dyed a muted rose color the shade of evening light over the hills.

Elisabeth reached out, fingertips brushing the cloth. “You made these?”

Keturah nodded. “I did. My mother made such lamps for me when I was promised. I thought it right to pass that blessing onward. May your home never know darkness, and may your table never lack bread.”

Miriam smiled softly. “Your hands keep the old blessings alive, sister.”

The three women stood together for a moment in a circle of quiet understanding. The scent of olive oil and baked bread mingled with the faint smoke from the kiln outside.

Keturah turned to Elisabeth. “When you trim these lamps, child, remember that light and patience burn from the same wick.”




The months turned gently. The feast of Shavuot came, and with it, the long caravans to Jerusalem. Families from the nearby villages filled the roads, pilgrims with baskets of grain offerings, doves cooing in cages, the rhythmic beat of feet on the dusty paths.

Elisabeth traveled with her mother and cousin Hannah, and their aunts, the sun hot against her veil. At the edge of a bend in the road, she saw Zechariah again. He walked ahead with his father and the other priests, their linen garments fluttering slightly in the breeze.

For a moment, she forgot herself, her eyes tracing the straightness of his shoulders, the set of his jaw. He turned slightly, just enough to catch sight of her among the women. A flicker of a smile touched his mouth before he looked away again, respectful, restrained.

Her heart thudded. She lowered her gaze, pretending to adjust her basket, though every part of her trembled.

That night, in the crowded lodging on the city’s edge, she thought of that half-smile. She remembered the sound of his voice as a child singing festival songs, steady and clear. How different it had sounded now, lower, a man’s tone.

She whispered a quiet prayer that the Holy One might prepare her as surely as Zechariah was preparing her home. “Holy One…prepare me. Prepare my hands. Prepare my heart.

Prepare whatever is being built around me, and within me.”

Outside, the breeze stirred the fig leaves, brushing them together with a sound like a blessing spoken just out of hearing.




When Elisabeth and Hannah turned to make the journey back toward the village, Elisabeth found her steps slowing, just a little. She kept her eyes on the path, but her heart tugged behind her, half-expecting, half-praying, for a final glimpse of him.

But the hillside was empty now. A small disappointment pricked her.




Hannah squeezed her hand knowingly. “He is with his father,” she said gently. “They lingered after the feast to gather more supplies. Your mother heard the elders speak of it.”

Elisabeth nodded, cheeks warming again. She knew it was foolish to hope for a second look, yet she had hoped all the same.

The path curled through terraces of barley and thyme. Bees swayed lazily between blossoms. The scent of warm dust and crushed mint rose beneath their sandals. With each step Elisabeth felt the hush of a new season gathering around her, close as breath, unseen but unmistakable.




In the fading light of another day, Zechariah stood beside his father, Abijah, watching the last layer of plaster dry on the new wall. The smell of wet lime filled the air.

“You have done well, my son,” Abijah said, brushing a streak of dust from his hands.

Zechariah nodded, still staring at the wall. “It is not yet finished. I keep thinking perhaps if I worked later—”

Abijah’s voice, though kind, held weight. “You may love the idea of finishing quickly, to bring her home, to prove your strength. But a hasty home leaks; floors warp; beams crack. You must let your heart guide your hand.”

Zechariah hesitated, the faintest flush creeping up his neck. “Yes, Father.”

Abijah placed a steady hand on his shoulder. “Build for eternity, son. Let every nail and every beam speak of care.”

The young man’s throat tightened. He looked toward the distant ridge where a single lamp flickered, Elisabeth’s village, faint and far. He could almost see it if he stood just so. The ache it brought was strange and holy.

He exhaled, then bent again to his work, slower this time, deliberate. 




Elisabeth sat by her window as the hills cooled and the cicadas began their hum. The lamps her aunt had gifted her glowed softly on the low table beside her bed. She had lit one that evening for no reason other than to watch the light move.

Outside, a nightbird called from the trees. The scent of olive oil and pressed figs drifted through the open shutters.

Her thoughts turned toward the valley, where she imagined Zechariah at work, perhaps by lamplight as well. Did his hands ache from the hammer and chisel? Did he think of her as often as she thought of him?




Her mother’s footsteps approached. Miriam peeked through the curtain. “You’re still awake.” Elisabeth smiled faintly. “Only thinking.”

“Of him?”

Elisabeth blushed and looked down. “Of what lies ahead.”

Miriam entered fully, sitting beside her. “Waiting shapes a heart, my daughter. It teaches you to see what cannot yet be touched.”

They sat in silence for a while, listening to the hum of the night. Somewhere beyond the hills, a faint glow flickered, perhaps a work lamp or simply starlight.

Elisabeth whispered, “I think he works by night.”

Miriam smiled. “Then may your light keep him company.”

Elisabeth bowed her head and let her eyelids flutter closed, her prayer rising softly into the dark: “Let my waiting be worship.”

The wind sighed through the fig trees, carrying her words toward the valley below.
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Morning loosened itself from the folds of the Judean hills and spilled down the terraces, thin as silk. Dew hung on barley awns like beads of glass. The path to the village market filled slowly: neighbors greeting one another with palm-up blessings, a bleat of a kid goat from a rope at a boy’s wrist, a pair of women balancing water jars on cloth-wrapped crowns, the soft slap of sandals on sun-warmed stone.

Elisabeth walked with her mother, Miriam, and her cousin Hannah. The three moved in an easy pattern learned from years of errands together: Miriam a measured step behind, the girls a half-pace ahead, then drifting back to match her rhythm whenever the slope steepened or the stones turned treacherous.

They passed a fig orchard where the fruit swelled beneath broad leaves, and a courtyard where an old man sang under his breath as he repaired a reed basket. Wind combed the olive trees, setting their leaves to whisper and flash silver. From somewhere down the switchback road came a scatter of laughter, a cluster of young wives comparing notes about bread rising too fast in the heat, a crow scolding from a wall, a mule snorting at a buzzing fly.

“Not so far ahead,” Miriam called, not unkindly. “The path narrows after the bend.”

“Yes, Mother,” Elisabeth answered, and she and Hannah slowed, letting the hem of Miriam’s shawl draw nearer.


They fell into the flow of other travelers moving toward the marketplace. Snippets of
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