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Sickness left me weak and lying on my sleeping pallet the day Rachel entered our lives. Mother and a healer had cared for me, mopping my face with cool damp cloths, as the illness raged within me. Mother leaned across her stomach, swollen with my unborn baby sister, to reach my face.

“You will stop hurting soon,” she said. “Eila gave me her most powerful herbs to stop the burning.” 

She dipped her cloth in the bowl sitting near my sleeping pallet and squeezed the excess water out. The rushing of the water returning to the bowl made my head hurt even more. 

I put my hand over my eyes and moaned.

“Move your hand, Leah. I cannot set the cloth on your head.”

I removed my hand and fell into the darkness brought by the cooling cloth. I moaned. “Hurts, Mama. Hurts.”

“I know, Baby, it hurts. You will heal, Jehovah willing. Eila has done everything she can for you now.”

She sucked in a grunt and held her breath long enough I wondered if she still sat beside me. “I suspect you will have a sister or brother before the night ends. Pray for me, as I pray for you.”

“Yes, Mama.”

I allowed the darkness to take me into sleep.

During the night, Rachel pressed out of Mama’s body. Only the thickness of the wall separated me from Mother. I lay moaning from the fiery heat in my body as she screamed through the agony of childbirth. 

Mother, all her maids, and Eila focused on helping my sister to birth. No one came to soothe the burning of my face with cool, damp cloths. In that time, the burning illness left red blisters on my face and body. 

Eila gave Mother a lotion to spread on my blisters after Rachel’s birth. Although it soothed the burning pain, it did not prevent the scars that marred my face. Even as a small child, not yet two, those days burned into my memory as deeply as the scars on my face. After that, I never called my mother Mama. She was always Mother.

As I grew older, Father searched for a husband for me. He brought a young man home to meet me.

“Does not Leah have beautiful eyes?” he asked one man.

The young man stared at me, seeing only the scars on my face. “The eyes are beautiful,” he replied, “but ...” He ran from the house saying nothing more and never returned.

Other men came to visit, having heard of my beautiful eyes. But none could see any beauty of soul or spirit beyond my scarred skin. No young men. No old men.

I spent hours in my early womanhood years gazing into my polished bronze mirror, smoothing lotion into the scars on my face and wondering how a man would ever want me, hoping Father’s words describing the beauty of my eyes would entice a man.

I could not blame my beautiful little sister for the scars. I suspect I would still have these scars even if she had not chosen that day to make her entrance into our world.
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Rachel struggled to hide her slim, lithe body from others even in the modest dresses Mother insisted we wear. Even as a little girl, I remember men watching her move through Harran toward the well or the market as she walked gracefully between Mother and me.

As we matured, men struggled to keep their eyes off us. Their eyes followed me until they saw my face. I learned to cover my face with my hair or a tichel to protect me from stares and hateful comments. Rachel seemed oblivious to the stares focused on her or me, and never noticed the ugly remarks whispered behind hands. 

One day at dinner, Father surprised us with an announcement. “Your brothers tell me they have other responsibilities with their own herds. They can no longer take my sheep to the well for water.”

Our married brothers never enjoyed herding Father’s sheep. Over the years, they often pushed the responsibility off onto our herders, until robbers attacked and he lost some. After that, Father insisted they join our herders.

“How will you water our sheep?” Mother asked.

“Leah and Rachel will take turns going with the herders each day to give them the water they need.”

“Us?” Rachel cried. “The sheep stink.”

“You,” Father responded. “Someone from the family must go to ensure the sheep get enough water.”

“How will we protect the sheep from robbers?” I asked.

“If you are there, our herders will protect you and the flock. Without someone from our family there, other herders will push our sheep away before they get enough to drink,” Father said. “Our herders are honest, but they should not be required to fight for our sheep unless a family member is there.”

“Can one of our brothers not come water them? They will gain from your flocks more than Leah and me. You should expect them to help,” Rachel said. “How can you expect us to fight off the other herders? We are women.”

“My herders will fight for you. No, do not ask them to go alone. I have spoken,” Father said. “Rachel, you and Leah will take turns going to the well each day. Work out who goes first between yourselves.”

Father had rocked up the spring and covered it with a round rock, thin at the edges, and heavy enough that it required more than one man to lift it. He allowed our neighbors, who also raised sheep, to water their flocks there. In our desert home of Harran, our well ensured the animals had enough water. They uncovered the spring once a day. Although Father owned the well, the others would drive our herders away without one of the family there. 

I could count on Rachel whining every time it was her turn. She would often whine to me, “Leah. Take my turn to water the sheep. I have other things to do. I dislike their smell.”

Many times, I took her turn, and she never repaid me. She repaid me only when I did not feel well.

I never understood why Rachel argued about leading the sheep to the well. Men always looked at her. They often urged her to take her turn to bring her sheep forward to drink ahead of the other flocks. They never did that for me.

That morning, as usual, Rachel begged me to take her turn to water the sheep. “Why must I take the sheep to be watered?” she had asked, stamping her foot against the wooden slats making up the porch outside our kitchen.

I shrugged. “It is your turn. It is my turn to get water from the well. Then we will deep clean the kitchen.”

Her foot twitched again. “What will I do if Father brings a man to our home to discuss marriage to one of us?”

Her suspicions were not without reason. Father brought men into our home more frequently in the last months.

I heard him arguing with mother only nights before. “There must be some man who will marry Leah. The scars on her face chase away the eligible men I bring. They only look at Rachel and refuse to consider Leah.”

“Leah is gentle, patient, and kind. Cannot your men visitors see that?” Mother retorted.

“All they see are her scars.”

I had hurried past their chamber, unwilling to hear more. Because of me, Father could not find a husband for Rachel. Many of our friends were married with children.

I refused to let their rejections hurt me, for most did not worship Jehovah. I did not understand why Father would even entertain these men. He had taught us to seek only those who did. 

“It is your turn today, Rachel. You know it is,” I said when she begged me to water the sheep for her yet again.

She stamped her foot again on the worn wooden slats. “Why must I lead the sheep to be watered?”  

I shrugged. Although I preferred to go as the herders treated me a little better than the other men, I said, “It is your turn. You know Father insists we both go.”

She rolled her eyes upward, staring into the sky. “Father prefers you over me because your eyes are beautiful.”

My eyes! Do you not see the scars?

She tugged on her beautiful long braid, the colors of dark and light brown twisted through it. She thought it ugly. Silly sister.

“Father will find a man for you before he finds one for me.” Her wail grated on my nerves. 

Hardly.

“You are the beautiful one, Rachel. Your slim, lithe shape entices men. The eyes of the herders never leave you when you go to the well. Do you not see?”

She lifted her foot to stomp again, but set it quietly on the ground. “Men look at eyes first, not the body shrouded in layers of clothing. And they look your way. Every time you go to the well.”

At the scars on my face.

She stamped her foot this time. “How will I find an eligible man at the well?”

“Do you see men with Father today?” My gaze turned toward the front of our home. I lifted my hands. “I do not. Father will find each of us an eligible man. He will find one for you after he finds one for me, as is the custom. As yet, I have no man. Why should he find one for you?” I bit my lip. 

Would he ever find a man who would accept my scarred face?

“Just because you are the oldest,” she cried.

“You know it is our way. It would disgrace Father if you married before me.”

“It is custom, not law. Why can he not find men for both of us?” A sheep nudged against her leg, bleating. “Fine. I will go with you to the well.”

She turned and marched toward the well, with the sheep and their herders following her.

How could I have known she would meet Jacob at the well? If I had known, I would have traded her this time.
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I desired a man to marry as much as Rachel did. I heard whispers as I pulled water from the well that morning, whispers that we would never marry if Father had to find a man for me before Rachel could marry. At seventeen, many already considered me too old for marriage. If Father did not find a man for me, I would cause us both to become unmarried spinsters. I ducked my head and hurried home, but the pain lingered. Would Rachel never marry because of my scars?

Father often brought men home to visit, hoping to find a man worthy and willing to marry his daughters. I often heard some of them arguing with him. I remembered their hurtful words as I crossed the grassy space between our family well and the kitchen where mother and our maids were doing a deep clean, carrying my urn of water that morning after Rachel asked me to take her turn watering the sheep. Their words still stung.

“You know I must marry my oldest daughter first,” Father had told the men each time before they left.

None of those men wanted to marry me. One or two had wanted to marry my sister, but not me. If they had, they would have returned to marry me. Rachel’s exasperation with me grew with each visit. She hid it well, but I heard her complaints through our adjoining sleeping chamber wall. She had kicked her side of the wall a few times after Father’s last visitor left without taking time for dinner.

The blame was not hers. I would not want to wait for an older, uglier sister to find a man before I could marry, either. 

Cold water sloshed onto my feet from the urn. My last steps into the kitchen were squelchy and cold. I set the urn on the rocks beside the fire and pulled the pot toward me. With greater care, I poured the cold water into it. I did not want to put the fire out. Mother’s displeasure was not something I wanted to experience. She would not be happy to see me with wet, squishy feet.

When I heard no reprimand, I gazed around the kitchen. “Where is Mother?”

“Gone,” Zilpah, my maidservant, said. Father had assigned her as my maidservant when we were both ten. I longed for her smooth, dark-tanned skin. Even if she had scars, they would not show like on my pink skin.

I joined Zilpah in cleaning the wall beside the cooking fire, a greasy, smoky mess.

None of us missed Rachel’s squeal coming from Father’s office. “Father, I met a handsome man at the well.”

Good for Rachel. She always meets men.

“Why has she not come to help us?” Shiri, a maid with sparkling eyes, asked as she emptied a cupboard of dishes.

Without allowing my boiling emotions to spill over, I said, “She met a man.”

Soon, Mother returned, and Father and a group of his guards marched past the open kitchen door.

I glanced at Mother with my eyebrows raised.

She shrugged her narrow shoulders. “He is going to meet Rachel’s man. We will learn more when he returns. We have no time to wonder now. The kitchen must be cleaned, especially if we are to have a visitor.”

The maids itched to gossip about this man, but could not with Mother in the kitchen.

“I will share with you when Laban tells me. No need to gossip about it now,” she said. Mother’s no-nonsense attitude kept their mouths shut.

“Yes, Mother,” I said, and rinsed out my cloth before scrubbing more on the wall. “How clean must we get this wall?” It seemed silly to scrub it much since it would be nasty again by the next evening.

“Clean,” Mother said.

I sighed. My hands were red already, but I continued to scrub beside Zilpah. We had almost finished when Father and his guards clattered past the kitchen door. I wanted to peek at the stranger when they came past, but I was too busy with the wall. 

I will meet him later. Perhaps I can show him to his chamber.

“I will go meet this stranger,” Mother said, dropping her cleaning cloth in the water. She glanced at Shiri and Bilhah, who was Rachel’s maidservant. “Clean the cold closet while I am gone.”

Zilpah glanced at me. I shook my head. “Not us. Not now.”

“How handsome do you think this man really is?” Shiri asked. “To Rachel, every man is handsome.”

“She is young,” Ada, our plump cook, said. “We have work to do.”

“He could be handsome,” Zilpah murmured.

“He could,” I said with a shrug. It will not matter.

We finished cleaning our wall and joined the maids emptying the cold closet. I retrieved a cloth from the basket near the fire and tied it around my mouth to block the reek of spoiled food. Most of the food we removed continued to be edible, but some had rotted. We set these in a pail to carry out for the animals.

When we had the closet empty, I poured some of the hot water into a container with cold water and added soap. We each grabbed rags and washed the shelves of the cold closet. 

Before Mother returned, we had the closet cleaned and returned most of the food. 

When Mother joined us once more, Ada asked,“ Why is Rachel not here yet? Should she not be here helping?”

“Yes, where is Rachel?” Mother asked. “Laban introduced me to Rebekah’s son.”

“Rebekah?” I asked. “Do you mean Father’s sister, Rebekah? He must have traveled far. He will want a bath.”

“Rachel should have been here long ago,” Mother said, ignoring my questions. “I would send her to settle this son of Rebekah into his chamber. Since she is not here,” her eyes roamed across the kitchen, “Bilhah. Go to Laban’s study and tell him you are there to show Rebekah’s son to his chamber. Give him the last one on the left, the one Gera occupied before his marriage.”

The chamber where my brother lived? More than overnight? A handsome man would stay here with us? I guess he would as Rebekah’s son. We have a responsibility to care for family. But why not send me? I am the oldest sister. 

Before I could open my mouth to ask, Bilhah sashayed out of the kitchen.

“Mother? Why did you not send me?” I asked.

“You are dressed in cleaning clothes, not prepared to meet a man who came from Canaan to find a bride. You will meet him when he joins us for the evening meal.”

I bit the inside of my mouth, struggling to keep my words inside. Zilpah wanted to shout out in my defense, but I caught her eye and shook my head. “Do not,” I silently mouthed.

Mother’s nose wiggled at the stench of rotten food and stared at me.

“I am taking the pail of rotten food out to the animals now.” I snatched the bucket of stinky food and slipped past her before she could complain any more.

Mother liked her home clean and filled with a lovely fragrance. Like Rachel, she did not enjoy these chores, and her disgust emerged in bitterness, a sentiment she had expressed most often as long as I could remember. I hoped never to express my distaste to cause pain to my family. I loved my mother, but I sometimes feared her. I suspect Rachel and our maids feared her as well.

When I returned, Mother had left once more, and the maids continued to clean the kitchen.
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Mother returned to the kitchen before Rachel, who eventually moped into the kitchen. When she did, I looked up and smiled. “You joined us?” I asked, keeping my voice syrupy sweet.

I knew she wanted to stomp her foot, but Mother’s frown prevented it. “I took the sheep to the well.” She removed dishes from the shelf and dropped a rag into a bucket of hot water to wash underneath them.

“And you met a handsome man.” I dropped my rag into my bucket of water, leaving it there. “I heard you tell Father. Since then, I have waited for you to join us in the kitchen. I knew you were back.”

“I had other things to do.” She flipped her braid over her shoulder and scoured the shelf.

I reached into the hot water and found my rag, squeezed the water from it, and returned to my cleaning.

“Other things to do?” Mother asked. “Like dancing in your best dress?”

“I hoped to help Father get him settled,” Rachel murmured.

“I sent Bilhah to show him to his chamber,” Mother said. “You were unavailable, too busy dancing in your own.”

And I took slop out to the animals. Mother could have allowed me to show our guest to his chamber. I allowed my breath to come out in a soft sigh, hoping no one heard.

“What is this man’s name?” Zilpah asked, stretching her back.

“Jacob,” Rachel said.

“A strong name,” Shiri said.

We worked together, removing the grime from the fire. Around me, the others gossiped and laughed. I withdrew into my thoughts.

Perhaps this new man, this Jacob, will show interest in me. Perhaps he has a kind heart. Will he?

I doubt he will after seeing Rachel first. He will do little more than glance my way. Will I ever find a man willing to overlook my scarred face?

“Where are you, Leah?” Zilpah murmured, touching my arm.

I shook away my thoughts. “Thinking.”

“Shiri asked what the strange man looked like,” Zilpah whispered. “You did not join the questions. Are you well?”

I nodded. I looked towards the others. “Yes, tell us what he is like.”

“I heard his voice, deep and kind,” Shiri said.

Rachel let her hand rest on the table she washed. “He is taller than any of our herders. I suspect he is taller than Father, and he is the biggest man in Harran. Jacob cannot hide his muscles beneath his clothing.”

Things Rachel would notice. 

“His eyes?” I asked. “What color are his eyes?” And are they kind?

Rachel closed her eyes. I knew it to be a pretence. She knew well the color of his eyes. Without opening them, she spoke in a slow, whispery voice. “Blue. Blue with a fringe of dark eyelashes.” She sighed. “His brown hair and beard are unkempt and dirty. I suspect it is from his travels.”

“He will clean and brush those,” I said. Rebekah’s son would not be unkempt, not in his uncle’s home.

Bilhah stepped into the kitchen as Rachel spoke. “His eyes are deep blue,” she added. “And so kind. And he is strong.”

Kind eyes. There is hope for me.

“He is a handsome man with a rugged face,” Rachel said, frowning at Bilhah.

“A handsome man in our home,” Shiri said. “How did he find us?”

“Why would he come all the way from Canaan to Harran?” Bilhah asked.

“Did you not ask him?” Zilpah asked.

“I directed him to his chamber. He looked tired. He will want a bath.” Bilhah glanced at the pot of heating water. “Good. There will be more hot water for him.”

More? Did menservants take water to him? They must have while I carried out the slop.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Jacob


[image: ]


We finished the kitchen, leaving the fragrance of food simmering on the edge of the fire that had enticed us as we worked. Our hands wrinkled from the water. Our backs ached from the effort. But the kitchen sparkled.

Mother tasked Shiri with baking bread for the evening meal, while Mother, Rachel, and I went to rest before changing for dinner.

After resting for a short time, I rose to find a dress to wear to dinner. I shook my head. What dress will help him look at me?

Zilpah pushed into my chamber. “Your mother sent me to help you dress.”

“She does not trust me to dress myself after all these years?” I asked, allowing frustration to slide into my voice.

She set her fists on her hips. “I have helped you dress since we were ten. And a man is here for the evening meal. Avagail sent Bilhah to Rachel and called Alma to help her. This man must be special.”

I breathed out a sigh. “He is special. He is Father’s sister’s son. I do not know his reason for coming so far from Canaan, but he is here in Harran now.”

“Perhaps he came to find a wife. You should wear your most beautiful dress.” She walked to my trunk and searched for a dress. “This blue dress will work. The blue makes your eyes dance.”

“Dance?” Skepticism shrouded my voice. “My eyes dance?”

“They will dance in the candlelight in this dress. You do not realize how beautiful your eyes are. You are a beautiful young woman.”

“Hah!” I snorted. “Everyone knows my scars make me ugly. No man wants to marry a scarred woman.”

“You are beautiful inside, and your eyes overcome the scars on your face.” She touched a scar. “They fade. They will not be noticeable one day.”

“One day, but not today.” Jehovah had allowed the illness and the scarring. I would not complain again, not aloud.

Zilpah dressed me with care and gentleness. She brushed my hair until it shone, letting the soft curls fall across my back and shoulders. “You have beautiful hair, too, Mistress Leah.”

I nodded. “Mmm.” I stared in the mirror and sighed. My eyes were beautiful. I can only have beautiful eyes and spirit, and perhaps beautiful hair. Will a man ever want me?

I shrugged as I stood, prepared for dinner. How would this Jacob treat me?

As I entered the sitting area, the stranger, Jacob, stood. Bilhah and Rachel were correct. He was a handsome man. He stood taller than Father, though not as broad, and his dark eyelashes outlined the deep blue eyes that seemed to bore through me. No wonder the women were all agog over him.

“Jacob, this is my older daughter, Leah,” Father said.

Jacob took my hand and bowed over it, and I ducked my head. “Leah, it is good to meet you.”

“I have heard much about you, Jacob.”

“Two beautiful daughters, Laban. You are blessed.”

“I am. I would rather not leave them for their brothers to care for. I seek a husband for them.”

Jacob swallowed. “One man for both?”

“If I must. Many men have more than one wife.”

Jacob ducked his head. “I have seen that. My grandfather had a wife and a concubine. They caused him much trouble.”

Father tipped back his head and guffawed. “Women will do that. But a man must marry his daughters to honorable men.”

“Yes, sir. He must.”

Mother entered, and Rachel followed behind her. Jacob’s eyes followed Rachel. He had seen me, but he had eyes only for her. It did not surprise me.

Father and Mother led us into the eating area. Jacob took Rachel’s arm, tucking it into his right elbow. I prepared to follow behind them, but he took my hand with his other hand and walked with me as well.

His mother had taught him well.

If only he had eyes for me.

I thought Father had spent hours with Jacob since Rachel watered the sheep, but it seems he had not, for he questioned Jacob about his home and family during the evening meal.

“How is my sister now?” Father asked.

“Mother and Father love each other. She has been happy with Esau and me, her only children. But it has been difficult for her since we grew older. We needed wives, and none of the women in Canaan worshiped Jehovah. Mother tried to send us here ten years ago, but Father always had reasons to keep us at home.”

“Our daughters were not old enough to marry ten years ago,” Mother said.

Jacob looked at us. “No. I see that, but sometime sooner would have been better for Esau.”

“What happened?” Father asked, leaning on the table.

Jacob slumped. “Even though Mother made us promise we would not find wives among the Canaanites, Esau found two wives to marry among the Hittites.”

I sucked in a soft breath.

Jacob stared at his plate. “It broke Mother’s heart. She insisted I leave before I found a wife from among the Hittites or the Philistine women. Father agreed.”

Jacob swallowed then lifted his head. “It was hard on her. She married Isaac to be with a man who worships Jehovah. She never expected to have her son marry Canaanites.”

I averted my gaze from him. No reason for me to act needy.

Rachel sat lost in her thoughts, a dreamy expression on her face. Jacob turned to her. “Do you often take the sheep to the well?”

Rachel did not hear him, even though she stared at him. She did not respond.

I reached behind Jacob and nudged her shoulder. “Rachel, did you hear the question Jacob asked?”

She shook herself. “Question?”

Everyone chuckled. Her face reddened as she tittered with us. I could see she did not know why we laughed and pulled her tichel across her face.

Jacob spoke again. “I asked if you often take your flocks to the well.”

“Oh.” Her tichel dangled from her fingers. “Father gave Leah and me the assignment of taking the sheep to the well. Today was my turn.”

“And I had to convince you to go,” I teased. “You wanted me to take your turn.” I wished I had worn my tichel. I would pull it across my face as she had, teasing Jacob.

Everyone chortled again. I smiled at Rachel, hoping she would let me take her next turns.

“You must miss your family,” she said.

Jacob rubbed his mouth. “I miss my parents. I even miss Esau and his strutting ways. As twins, we were close.”

Pain filled his face, but he smoothed it before others could notice. Were close? I wanted to ask.

“You must miss your twin,” Mother said. She could show consideration and kindness when necessary.

“We have been close since before our births, but the rivalry between us is strong.” He pressed his lips together. “Mother tells me I held Esau’s heel during our birth. I suppose I wanted to be the first one born, but he was in the way.”

“Babies have little choice in that,” Mother said with a frown.

“Perhaps,” Jacob said, turning from Rachel to Mother. “I know little about babies. Mother had only Esau and me. We have loved each other and fought together since our birth.”

Rachel and I were near in age and close. But we, like many sisters, had our challenges. Mostly, Rachel wanted to marry as soon as possible, and I was in her way.

The meal ended, and Mother led us into the sitting area, where everyone took comfortable seats. Rachel and I sat at opposite ends of the long seat. Jacob sat between us. I tried not to shiver as he sat next to me. 

“And your father, Isaac?” Father asked. “How is he doing?”

“Father has been ill, but he is still active in the business of raising sheep and goats and selling their wool. Our wool is still considered the best in the land. I pray Jehovah protects him.”

“And did you help with the animals?” Father asked.

“I have always loved and cared for the animals. They have been my friends for many years. While I am here, may I take your sheep to their pasture and to the well? There is no need for your beautiful daughters to risk themselves everyday taking your flocks to the well.”

My heart raced. Beautiful? Then he glanced at Rachel. My heart returned to its normal speed. 

“At risk?” Rachel gasped. “Risk of what?”

“Men wait near wells to abduct lone women. I want neither of your daughters taken.” He looked at Rachel, then at me. “I can take the sheep to the well,” Jacob told Father. “It is not safe to send your daughters.”

“They go to ensure our flocks get the water they deserve. If they do not go, the men will chase away my herders.”

“They will not chase your herders away with me there,” Jacob said. 

Father nodded. “I do not want the other herders thinking they can take our share of water.”

“I will go with Rachel and Leah until you are certain I can handle the herders,” Jacob said, glancing towards each of us.

I looked forward to our time alone with the sheep.

***
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I went with Jacob the next morning to water our flocks. I had not been alone with a man before, except my brothers. We were not alone then either. The sheep and their herders were with us, but Jacob walked with me at the head of the herd. We allowed the ram and ewe that always led the flock to come between us.

“You do not complain about watering the flocks?” Jacob finally asked.

“I do not mind. It takes me away from the chores Mother finds for me to do at home. She thinks we should be kept busy.”

Jacob kicked a rock down the trail. “Father kept us busy. But when we were young, Esau and I found different tasks.”

“You said you enjoyed working with the animals.” I glanced over at him, then kicked the same rock he had kicked. “What did Esau do?”

Jacob frowned and kicked the rock a little further. “Esau joined the hunters. He liked to hunt for food for the family. He was not satisfied with eating only mutton and goats. He loved to eat venison and meat from other wild animals.”

“He likes to hunt and kill them?” My stomach churned.

He glanced at me. “Does that bother you?” 

I came upon the rock we had kicked and kicked it along the path. It bounced off the plants on the side of the trail. “I suppose it does not. We all need to eat. But he enjoys killing innocent animals?”

Jacob shrugged. “I guess the animals are innocent. Jehovah placed them on the earth for the use of man. If we do not eat them, the lions or crocodiles will.”

I shuddered. “Yes. That will happen. But it is hard to think of them.”

“Do you not eat mutton? We had mutton stew last night.” He kicked the rock.

I stared at the ewe trotting beside me. “I do, but I do not like it. The animals are my friends.”

“That is the problem with being with our animals so closely. We grow to love them.”

“Yes. I will be sad to lose these two.” I glanced at the ewe and ram that ran between us.

“Perhaps you will not know.”

“It will sadden me.”

We arrived at the well. Some of the other herders had not arrived.

“It does not look like everyone is here,” Jacob said, glancing around the clearing.

“No,” I looked around at those who were there. “Two herds are not here yet. Father decreed we not remove the rock until everyone is here. In the past, water was lost because the water flowed while waiting for those who had not yet arrived.”

“That makes sense,” Jacob said. “We can wait for the others.”

Soon the bleating of flocks warned us that the other herders had arrived. I nodded to Jacob. “They are all here now.”

“Who moves the stone?”

“I never have. It is too heavy. The herders move it.”

“That stone is heavy. I do not doubt that you do not move it. I will go move it.” Jacob strode to the well and rolled the stone from the well. He signaled me to bring the flocks. I stepped forward, and the sheep followed me. I stepped aside and watched them drink.

“They will try to drink too much if you let them,” I said.

“Sheep are the same everywhere,” Jacob said with a chuckle. 

We watched them until they had drunk enough, then I called the sheep away. Our herders and I moved back to wait for the others to water their sheep. Jacob stayed next to the stone, speaking to the other herders and watching their sheep as they drank. 

The men laughed and talked together. Jacob’s easy ways endeared him to them, becoming their friend. He exuded friendliness and understood these men. I could never understand them. I was happy to allow him to take the flocks to the well, although I enjoyed walking there with him. 

When he had ensured all the flocks had received water, the flocks separated, each following the herder who led them. Jacob returned the stone to the top of the well and stepped down the path to lead our sheep toward our pasture. 

Iben stepped to Jacob’s side. “I will show you the way to our pastures.”

Jacob nodded and turned to me. “Will you be safe getting home?”

“I always walk home alone from here. I will be safe.”

“Do you have a weapon?” 

“My sheep crook.” I waved it. “And my belt knife.” My arms and legs tingled.

“Good. I would not want you injured or taken. Go right home.”

I brought my arm to my chest in salute. “Yes, sir.”

Jacob laughed. “I want you to be safe.”

I caught my breath and held it briefly. “I have done this for years, since my brothers married and took their own sheep to the pasture.”

Jacob brought his fist to his chest. “Remember to watch for strangers.”

I laughed. “As I always have.”
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I enjoyed my turn taking the flocks to the well with Jacob. I hoped he would consider me to be his wife. We talked about many things, especially his life in Canaan. It sounded lovely to me to live in tents and move often. I would not be required to live with Father and Mother any more, as large families separated into several smaller tents.

Much as I loved my parents, I hoped to move away from them. I would be happy to live near Jacob’s mother. She sounded kind, and best of all, I would not be required to live in her home. I feared Mother and Father would require Jacob and his new wife, whether he chose Rachel or me, to live in their home. They have a large home, but the walls are thin. I would not want everyone who lives in the house to hear what goes on behind closed doors. What if we fought? They did not need to hear our discussions, nor did they need to hear us as we loved each other.

I certainly did not want to hear those things from Rachel and her husband, whether it was Jacob or another man. I wanted to live in a home of my own, as Mother had moved into her own home when she married. As I walked to and from the well where we watered the flocks, I watched for homes near ours where I could live with a husband.

I found one I liked. Zilpah and I went there one afternoon, looking around from the outside.

“No one has lived here for years,” she said.

I lifted a drying limb of an overgrown bush. “No. I think the old couple left to live elsewhere.”

“Sad that no one lives here now. The bushes are overgrown. They stopped blooming long ago.” She pointed to a stunted, dried blossom. “They did not bloom this year as much as I remember.”

I waved at the sagging, peeling shutters. “The house will need repair as well. The shutters sag. We cannot go inside, but Jacob can make the repairs. He tightened the stairs so they no longer squeak when we climb them.”

“Jacob? Do you hope he will marry you?”

I swallowed the lump rising in my throat. “No. But I can dream.”

The house called to me. I wanted to go inside, but it belonged to another, and it would be wrong to enter it. I tried to remember what had happened to the couple who had lived there when we were small. I did not remember why they had left the house empty.

My parents stifled me, insisting I follow their rules and work beside Mother, even when I had other preferred tasks. I still loved them, but because of their overbearing persistence, I refused to ask Mother about the house. She would learn of my desire to leave her home. And, when others learned of my dream, they would tease me. I struggled with my confidence enough already. 

The house filled my dreams every night. In them, I trimmed the flowers and cleaned the inside, making it mine. I woke each morning hoping Jacob would invite me to marry him and take me there. If not him, perhaps Esau would ride into Harran and sweep me off my feet, inviting me to return to Canaan with him.

Dreams.

Then, after two weeks of taking the flocks to the well, Jacob once again suggested to Father that he could take the flocks to the well without Rachel’s or my help.

“The men know I serve you and your flocks. They respect me, and your animals love me as I love them. I fear for your daughters. They walk home alone from the well, and strangers lurk near there. I fear Rachel and Leah will not stay safe. I would not want you to have to chase those strangers to retrieve your daughter.”

Father bowed his head in thought. I had not seen strangers. I frowned and glanced at Rachel, who also frowned. We enjoyed going to the well with the flocks now.

Father looked at me, then at Rachel. “I would not want to chase after men to rescue my daughters, nor would I want to pay a ransom.”

Ah, that is the reason. He does not want to pay a ransom for his daughters. He would do it for his sons.

“Jacob can handle the flocks and the herders of other herds. Jacob, congratulations. You now have total responsibility for my animals.” Father looked at Rachel and me. “You two have other duties at home. You can work on those during the time you would have gone with Jacob to the well.”

“Cooking and cleaning,” Rachel mumbled so low I did not believe others heard.

“More time to sew and weave,” Mother said. “You two are old enough to prepare for a marriage.”

I glanced at Jacob. He kept his face still as he continued to eat. He said he had come to find a wife. Which of us would he choose? Good thing Father has only two daughters.

Father had provided looms for us when we were younger. If Mother did not keep us busy cleaning, she kept us in the weaving space working on weaving fabrics for our homes.

I wove a blue wedding blanket in the next two weeks, hoping to spread it across the marriage pallet, as Rachel wove a red blanket. We both hoped Jacob would choose us.

Then one morning, Rachel breezed into the weaving space with a smile bigger than I had seen on her face in many years. “Why the smile?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I am happy. Is there a problem with my smiling?”

“No,” I drug out the word as I tried to understand my feelings surrounding her grin. “I rarely see you smile when you enter the weaving space.”

Rachel lifted a shoulder. “I am happy. I feel like smiling.”

My stomach churned. Something had happened. She knew something — something I did not want to know.

I wove the final three rows of my blue and white blanket and removed it from the loom. I folded it with care, hoping I could use it soon. I carried it to my chamber and put it in the trunk with the other items I had prepared earlier.

As I fingered my other wedding treasures, I considered what else I would need to use in a new home, perhaps the home I so often passed. I had most of the things I would need for a home already.

I sighed. Will I ever be able to use these? Will any man agree to marry me? Will Jacob? Not now. Rachel has heard something.

I considered what I needed to weave next. Perhaps towels. I would not weave beautiful fabric for a wedding dress and tichel yet. It may curse my hopes for a husband.

***
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That evening, as dinner ended, Father cleared his throat. “I have something to announce before we leave.” He gazed around the table, staring at the three women sitting there. “Jacob has asked to marry Rachel.”

“Me?” Rachel cried. 

She was pretending. She heard something about this earlier. I struggled to keep a smile on my face.

Father gazed at Rachel before continuing. “Jacob has no bride price. He agreed to work for me for the next seven years instead.”

My gasp joined Rachel’s. I knew Father would demand an enormous price, but seven years of work?

Her lip quivered, but she maintained her smile.

“Are you willing to marry Jacob?” Father asked Rachel.

We were Father’s daughters. We had no choice in whom we would marry, or when. He had the responsibility of finding a man for us, and he could set the bride price.

“Yes, Father,” Rachel said, her face glowing once more. Jacob reached his hand across the table and took Rachel’s hand.

Father scowled at them. “We will conduct the betrothal this Sabbath at the end of the Sabbath service. You two may sit together now and walk together in the evenings. But you must remember, this is a betrothal, not a marriage.” His look became stern. You will have none of the rights of marriage until after the seven years. You may not touch each other in unacceptable ways.”

Rachel will struggle to wait seven years, but for Father to expect them to be chaste will be a challenge for them both. I would not want to have the same limitations.

I gripped her hand in sympathy. She turned and smiled at me. I saw tears shimmering in her eyes. I would cry as well.

With my hopes dashed, I complained of a headache when the family adjourned to the sitting area and returned to my chamber. I could not face her joy. Not then. My heart was breaking.

***
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Later that evening, I heard Rachel enter her chamber. I needed to show kindness and congratulate her. I sucked in a deep breath and tapped on her door. When she called, “Come,” I entered.

“Congratulations,” I said. “You won Jacob.”

“Was it a competition?” Rachel asked, allowing her fingers to brush her brown blanket as she sat on her sleeping pallet.

“How can you think it was anything but a competition?” I asked and set my fists on my hips. “Jacob came here seeking a wife. Father has two daughters, you and me. Jacob would marry one of us.” I sighed. “I hoped he would choose me although I knew it to be a dream. You are the beautiful sister.”

Rachel brushed her hair back across her shoulder. “I wish ... but it is not possible.”

“What do you wish?” I leaned forward, the hurt softening in my heart.

“I wish Esau and Jacob had come together earlier. Then I could have Jacob, and you could have Esau.”

I snorted. “And Jacob and Esau would have fought over you. You are the beautiful sister. Esau would not want me.”

“No, Leah!” Rachel leapt up. “You are beautiful. Esau would have loved you.”

“With these scars?” I brushed my fingertips across my face. “I see them in the mirror every day and have done for most of my life.”

“But they are fading —“

Before Rachel could say more, I lifted my hand to stop her argument. “You are not the first to suggest they are fading. Zilpah said the same thing. I see the scars. I know they are there. And every man Father brings here hoping to marry me off, sees my scars.”

“You have beautiful eyes and a beautiful soul.”

“Bah!” I barked. “No man seeking a wife recognizes beautiful eyes or a beautiful soul. He wants a beautiful woman without scars.”

Rachel’s arms surrounded me. “I am sorry.”

“For what?” I sniffed. “It is not your fault my face is scarred and ugly. They will fade, some time in the future. Perhaps Jehovah will send a man who will see past them.”

My tears fell on her shoulder, though I did not want her to know the depths of my grief. What could she do?

I kept myself aloof in the days before the Sabbath. I did not trust myself to keep my grief to myself yet. I knew I would come to terms with this in time. But not yet.

I sat at the end of the line on our family row beside Mother at the next Sabbath observance, not yet willing to cheer Rachel on. I ignored all the comments whispered by those in the congregation. 

Our brothers Gera, Shelomiy, and Chayim sat with their families behind us, acting as a buffer between us and the others. I concentrated on the backs of the heads in front of me.

Daniy, the leader of our little group of believers, led us in our worship and spoke of obedience to Jehovah’s commands. At the end, he asked if anyone had needs or blessings to share, as he often did. Three men stood, asking us to pray for their families. One man announced that his family would leave Harran within the month to live with a distant family. Two women stood, sharing the news of their coming babies.

Then Father stood. I wanted to hide from everyone. Instead, I sat up straighter and stared at a point behind Father’s head. 

“I am here to announce the betrothal of my daughter, Rachel, to Jacob, the son of my long-lost sister. I have agreed to allow them to wed.”

Daniy called Jacob and Rachel to the front, but I stopped listening. My thoughts turned to the house down the lane from ours. Would Father purchase it and allow me to live in it with a servant? I would never marry. If kind, generous Jacob would not have me, how can I expect another man who loves Jehovah to desire me as a wife?

Father stood once more. “We have agreed to a bride price of seven years’ labor. He brought no gold nor jewels to purchase a wife as the servant of Abraham sent when he came for Rebekah. My daughter is as valuable to me as Rebekah was to our father.”

Gasps and whispers filled the sanctuary. Daniy called them to silence. Although the whispering stopped, the place filled with tension.

That is why he demands seven years.

“And you agreed to this?” Daniy asked Jacob.

Jacob bowed his head. “I
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