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			A wife of noble character who can find?
She is worth far more than rubies.
Her husband has full confidence in her
And lacks nothing of value…
She makes linen garments and sells them,
and supplies the merchants with sashes.
She is clothed with strength and dignity;
She can laugh at the days to come…
Charm is deceptive and beauty is fleeting;
But a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.
Give her the reward she has earned,
And let her works bring her praise at the city gate.
(Proverbs 31:10-31)

			To Daisy, who showed me how to laugh at the days to come.

			

			Part 1

			

			Chapter 1

			AD 21

			It was the fourth watch of the night and Leah’s husband had barely cooled in his tomb. The pain came on fast, clawing at her insides like stripping bark from a tree. She pulled her legs to her chest, desperate to save the precious, fragile life within.

			‘No, no, my baby. Please no.’ She clutched the coarse blanket to her face and curled into a ball. If she just lay still it might pass. Another spasm tore at her insides. Warm fluid seeped between her legs.

			‘Ima,’ she cried out. The wetness spread quickly. She squeezed her eyes shut, willing it to stop. Another tearing cramp. She rolled off the bed and stumbled through the curtain to her parents’ pallet. It was empty—the embroidered cover smoothed neatly in place. A final shredding spasm, a rush of blood. It pooled on the scrubbed floor in the pre-dawn light, black and curdled.

			‘Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me.’ 

			Her legs wavered and crumpled. All that remained was her mournful moaning.

			***

			‘Leah, mellita, wake up.’ A soft hand smoothed her forehead. Her mother hovered, her face easing into a relieved smile. For a moment Leah could not recall why she was still in bed at this hour. Then she remembered: the merciless contractions and her mother gently washing away the blood and her baby.

			‘You’ve slept well, my daughter.’ She helped Leah sit up and placed an earthenware cup into her hands. ‘A little wine with chamomile; it will restore your strength.’

			Leah grimaced at the bitter brew. It might help her body but it would not heal her heart. 

			‘Ima, I failed my husband. He was so pleased that at last I was with child. It made him smile, even in his last hours.’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘Now he’s gone, and I’ve lost our baby too.’ Her mother held her close, rubbing her back in slow, soothing circles. ‘How can I face his family? All their hopes rested on this one child. I cannot bear the shame.’

			‘My daughter, you are young and healthy. To lose a child is tragic but it is not the end. Your body will soon recover and you will bear many children.’

			‘But who will want me?’

			‘Do not fret about such things now. Today we will honour your husband and you will remember that you have been a good and caring wife to him.’

			A tear trickled down Leah’s cheek. She had cared for her husband, but she had not loved him. Love took time, her mother had always said. Leah had watched it with her older sisters. Like fruit on the vine, their pinched cheeks and hard bellies had ripened into the warm blush of motherhood. She saw how their husbands glanced their way at family gatherings—the suppressed smiles and hungry eyes. She saw how her sisters responded—a dip of the head, a brush of the hand, a promise of intimacy for later. 

			Would she ever feel that way? Her moments alone with her husband had been awkward, clumsy attempts at what was surely meant to come naturally. Instead of relaxing in his arms, she would recoil from his limp, clammy hands and breath like rotting fruit. It was not his fault. He had the thirsty disease. It sapped his strength and melted his flesh. No matter what he ate or drank, it all drained out of him. Day and night he trailed outside to relieve himself. Day and night she swept away the mountains of ants which swarmed over each drop of urine as though it were honey. 

			Did his parents suspect that his life-span might not be long? Did that explain why they had arranged his marriage before he had yet reached his eighteenth year? The pressure to produce an heir, to continue the family name, weighed heavily upon her. The bleeding that unfailingly accompanied every cycle of the moon tormented her. She would catch her mother-in-law beseeching the family’s gods and her father-in-law staring at her stomach as if willing a child to grow. 

			

			It was that which drove her to the mandrake by the stone wall. The mandrake that her ancestor, Rachel, had been so desperate to obtain that she had allowed her husband to sleep with her sister. The mandrake that promised fertility. 

			In the town she had spied young wives scurrying away from the shaded house by the willow tree, clutching the magical root. People said that it screamed when you pulled it out of the ground, and that those who heard the scream died. She had never believed such stories. She had ripped up that root with her bare hands and hidden it beneath their bed. Still her womb remained closed. She started to break off tiny pieces and chew them, praying for fertility. Whether it was the mandrake or the prayers that eventually worked, she neither knew nor cared. 

			She had prepared her husband’s wasted body for burial, praising the gods for blessing her with the consolation of new life in this time of death. She was wrong. The gods were capricious and cruel. She pressed her hand to her stomach. Would it ever again swell with new life? 

			‘Come, mellita, it is time to rise.’ Her mother stroked her matted hair. ‘We will eat something and then we will go to the tomb together. I have arranged with your mother-in-law that we will bring the oil and perfume. I thank Yahweh that she allowed you to sleep here with us last night, but you must return to your husband’s home for this week of mourning.’

			‘I don’t want to leave you, Ima. I don’t want to see them. I don’t want to see anyone.’

			‘Take courage, my child. I, too, have felt at times like hiding in a cave, away from the world, but your duty as a wife and daughter-in-law must come first. It is only seven days and then you will return. You are strong, Leah. You will survive.’

			Leah allowed her mother to brush her hair and braid it into a heavy plait. She dressed in fresh, flowing linen and wrapped a pale shawl about her. She would neither bathe nor cook for the next seven days but would sit on the floor, barefooted, grieving with the parents of her dead husband and for the baby that was no more.

			When she emerged from the house, her mother was turning flatbread over the fire. The aroma carried across the vegetable garden, catching up whispers of coriander, rosemary and mint. The plants had wilted in the late summer heat but now the first rains had fallen and they stood tall and green in the centre of the courtyard. Beyond was her favourite fig tree and she settled in its shade at the large wooden meal table.

			‘This will strengthen you, my daughter.’ Her mother placed on the table fragrant golden bread and a thick stew of lentils, garlic, cumin and herbs. She picked up her spoon. It lay leaden in her hand and her stomach stirred in protest. She set her spoon down again and watched her mother piling flatbread higher and higher on the plate. The courtyard gate flew open and in burst Atticus and Calev jostling each other like lion cubs—loose-limbed, broad-shouldered, their faces shiny with sweat, their laughter bouncing around the courtyard.

			‘Atticus, Calev. Shalom.’ Her mother set a circle of goat’s cheese on a platter. ‘I hope you are hungry this morning.’

			‘We are always hungry, Ima,’ said Atticus, stealing a flatbread and stuffing a portion in his mouth.

			Despite her stern stare, Leah saw the joy in her mother’s face; her parents loved all of their five children but especially their only son. 

			‘A good morning’s harvesting always stirs the appetite,’ she said, ladling generous portions of stew onto two plates. ‘Sit over there with your sister. She needs cheering.’

			Plates piled high, they joined Leah at the table. They smelt of fresh sweat, olives and grass; a familiar, comforting, men-of-the-soil smell. 

			‘Curse the gods who brought that vile disease upon your husband,’ said Calev. ‘He was a good man.’ The sincerity of his words tightened her throat and tugged at her tears. Calev spoke more with his dagger than his mouth, but Atticus insisted that beyond his brooding brow he was the most faithful of friends.

			‘He was,’ she mumbled, not daring to look up from her food. 

			‘Don’t cry, little sister,’ said Atticus. ‘Calev and I will always look after you, won’t we?’ 

			Calev solemnly nodded. 

			‘Is your father coming home to eat?’ Leah’s mother plucked several figs from the branches above, cut them into quarters and placed them with the cheese.

			‘He is eating with Marcellus. They have business to discuss.’ Atticus scooped up a mouthful of food and wiped the back of his hand across his beard, clearing it of a speck of stew.

			‘I would wager it’s about the oil mill,’ said Calev. ‘Your father was cursing like the cavalry this morning. He found olive paste on the milling stones already starting to ferment. We scrubbed for hours to clean off the mess.’

			‘That supervisor should go,’ said Atticus. ‘One dirty millstone will ruin a whole batch of oil.’

			‘A dagger at his throat might persuade him.’ 

			‘As always, my friend, you are the master of delicacy,’ said Atticus.

			They continued to discuss the olive harvest and where the barrels of oil might be destined for this season: Capernaum, Athens or Rome. The oil of Samaria was highly sought after, and especially oil from the groves of Marcellus. 

			His connections spread far and wide – forged during the twenty-five iron-studded, blood-soaked years in command of an auxiliary regiment in the Imperial Roman Army. He had marched from Galatia to Germania, from Carthage to Cyrene. Their father had marched with him. Finally he had stopped here, in the land of his fighting companion, in the shadow of Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal—where the fertile valleys, rolling hills and temperate climate nourished and nurtured every sown seed and every wearied soul.

			‘Cease filling your stomach, Atticus. It’s time to leave.’ Calev drummed his fingers on the table waiting for Atticus to scrape up the last of the goat’s cheese with a fig.

			‘It’s a sin to waste such good food.’ Atticus licked the remains from his fingers.

			‘That’s one sin we won’t have to concern ourselves with while you are around.’ Calev slapped Atticus on the back. They broke out in laughter that echoed across the fields as they returned to the olives; laughter that soothed Leah’s sad heart and brought a smile to her face.

			‘It is good to see you revived, my daughter.’

			‘I am much improved, Ima.’ She summoned the strength that her mother assured her she had. ‘I am ready to visit my husband’s grave.’

			

			Chapter 2

			The month of Tevet

			The sky in the east cast a pomegranate glow over the mist-shrouded land. Leah pulled on her cloak against the cold that had descended overnight, slid on her soft leather boots and stepped out onto the roof. A door creaked. It was at the far side of the large courtyard, where the sheep and goats were kept dry during the freezing winter months. Was it this that had roused her so early from sleep? She hurried down the outer steps. Her mother still slept at this early hour and her father and brother were away. It was she who must check the animals. She lifted the heavy wood that held in place the door to the animals’ pen. The musty stench of enclosed animals hit her like a charging ram but amidst it was a shard of fresh, icy air. She peered past the ruminating sheep to the door at the other end of the shelter. It was ajar and the first goat pen was empty. She was sure she had secured both doors last night. Had robbers broken in and taken their prized animals, the ones set apart for the Passover sacrifice? Her father had warned of the danger of thieves at this time of year; the rain and mist were their allies. She carefully secured both doors, took a dagger from the alcove behind the stairs, tucked it into her belt and hastened towards the hills.

			It was the month of Tevet and snow sprinkled the mountains like salt. For the past few months, since they had laid her husband in the tomb, the rains had fallen in great deluges, gouging deep, muddy furrows in the roads and soaking the ground until it was as sodden as a sponge. They had arrived unseasonably early and had caught some olive grove owners by surprise, but not her father and Marcellus. They had driven their labourers as hard as soldiers in order to gather and press the abundant crop in the shortest span. Everyone had helped: Atticus, Calev, Leah and her mother. The seasons did not slow for death.

			Leah hugged her woollen coat tighter about her and blew a tiny cloud of warm air upwards to warm her nose. Her boots crunched across the grass, brittle with ice. Where were those animals? She strained to hear even a faint bleat. Silence. They had melted into the mist.

			She trudged through the olive trees, their barren branches patiently waiting for the warmth of spring. Beyond the terraced olive groves were the rolling hills where the goats loved to graze. If the mist was thin, she would see the roads and tracks that a thief might have taken. Every so often she stopped and called and listened. The goats knew her voice. They would surely answer if they heard her. She reached the muddy road which led upwards to the villa of Marcellus. Her breath came out short and hard and she stopped. There it was—the familiar, mournful call of her goats. A faint cry from the fields below. She lifted her tunic high, tucking it into her belt and freeing her legs to run towards the sound. She gripped the dagger at her waist and raced down the road, dodging the furrows and half-frozen puddles. Murder was a sin but defending your property was not. Despite her mother’s protests that it was not right for a good Samaritan girl, her father had taught her the secret dagger skills of a Roman warrior. She could slaughter a sheep, she could sever a sinew, she could save her goats.

			The bleats were closer now. She leaped across a deep furrow in the road, and landed on a patch of ice. Her feet splayed out beneath her. She crashed to the ground, the stones gouging her hands and knees. Her dagger clattered to the side. She jumped up to grab it, an instinct born of her father’s warning: Never lose hold of your weapon, then staggered and collapsed in pain. Her foot would not hold her weight. Blood seeped through the mud on her hands and welled in deep, tattered wounds across both knees. She couldn’t just sit here; she needed to get to her animals. Bracing against the pain, she forced herself up and limped a few excruciating steps. Her vision blurred. She slumped to the ground again. Perhaps if she called, the goats would hear and come. She prayed they were on their own. She called as loudly as she could, her voice piercing the crisp winter air, and listened for a response.

			Through the clearing mist she saw a dark figure approaching. She gripped her dagger, ready to defend herself. The figure drew nearer. He was a few years older than her, tall and lean and wearing a fine coat. He did not look at all like a goat thief. She readied her dagger under her coat, just to be sure.

			‘This is not the best place to take a rest,’ the stranger said. His bold gaze held hers until she looked away.

			‘I am not taking a rest. I am searching for my goats. They have been stolen.’ She glanced at him to observe his reaction. His mouth turned up at the sides and his eyes danced in the now rising sun. He did not appear guilty.

			‘You are hurt.’ It was a statement, not a question. ‘Can you walk?’ He knelt down beside her and gently lifted one of her bloodied hands. Her heart fluttered. He should not be touching her; she should not be letting him. 

			‘I … I am more concerned about my goats,’ she stuttered. 

			He glanced at her ankle which had swollen purple. ‘You cannot walk on that. I will help you. Where do you live?’

			Could she trust this stranger? There was no-one around to hear her screams. It had happened before; it was even written into the law: “If a man finds a girl out in the country and though she screams there is no one to rescue her …”

			Trust your instinct: it is greater than your fears. Her father’s words echoed in her mind. Instinct had saved his life in many battles. Instinct – that mysterious knowing that surpassed logic. She nodded her head towards the terraced slopes below them.

			‘These are my father’s olive groves. Our home is just beyond, but I cannot return without my goats.’ She struggled to her feet. He caught her by the elbow, holding her steady. Pain seared her foot but his touch seared more.

			‘Does it not say in the law that if a man finds his neighbour’s animal he must return it and if he finds his donkey or ox fallen on the road he must help it to its feet? I will help you find your goats and then return both you and your animals to your home—but first you must put away your dagger.’

			Her face burned at her woeful attempts at concealment. She withdrew her dagger from her coat and tucked it into her belt.

			‘Are you saying that I am a donkey?’ She struggled to free herself from his grip and march back down the road. She managed only a pitiful hobble. He stepped up beside her and again took her elbow.

			‘I imagine you are as wilful as a donkey but no, I would say that you are more like an ox … a most beautiful ox.’

			She did not know whether to feel flattered or insulted, so she kept silent. They stumbled along, moving slower than her brother on his way to the synagogue. Finally the stranger stopped. Before she could protest he had swept her up in his arms, striding down the road and cutting across the wet grass towards the sound of her goats.

			‘This is better.’ His face was radiant and ruddy and so close. ‘Perhaps you are not an ox; you are as light as a dove.’ His laughter chimed through the olive trees. 

			Leah closed her eyes. She felt no cold or pain, just his arms like rods of gold holding her. It seemed only a few fragrant moments before they came across the goats nibbling the sparse, frigid grass by the stone wall. The stone wall where the mandrake grew. They raised their heads, their pendulous ears framing innocent, inquisitive eyes. One greeted her with a cry of complaint, a few stalks of grass spilling from its mouth.

			‘You should be pleased that it is me and not some thief,’ she chided the animals. They regarded her as regally as any Roman emperor.

			‘They do not seem pleased to be found. Let us rest here awhile and let them finish their feasting.’ The man lowered her to the ground and taking a goatskin bag from his shoulder, offered her some water. She drank deeply. The water was sweet to taste and fragrant with spices where his lips had touched it. She returned it to him and their fingers brushed.

			‘I am Leah Marcellus,’ she said. ‘Who are you and why were you walking across my father’s fields at such an early hour?’

			‘My name is Yosef.’ Yosef, a noble name: the name of the son of their patriarch Jacob and nephew of her own namesake. ‘I have business in Sychar to conduct for my father. Our land is half a day’s journey.’ He waved his hand towards the hills stretching south. ‘Like you I care for our family’s flocks. I must return before nightfall.’

			‘Do you own many animals?’

			‘We have fifty-three sheep and forty-two goats—every one of them as haughty as these.’ He spoke with confidence and affection and her heart fluttered a thousand wild wings. ‘They are a supplement to our olives but this year they are all we have; our olives were ruined by the early rains.’

			‘You lost the entire crop?’

			‘Barely enough to light the lamps.’ Yosef stabbed his knife into a cake of pressed figs and cleaved off two wedges. He handed one to Leah and they ate silently. Leah tried not to stare at his lips, so perfectly framed by his beard, and his hair drenched with dew like a young stag come up from the water. He turned to her and she caught her breath, almost choking on the figs. There was fury in his face.

			‘If only my brother had listened to me. The signs were there in the skies and on the land: the halo around the moon, the turning of the lilac leaves, the heavy scent in the air. I told him the rains were coming but he ignored my warnings. My father listened but what could he do from his bed? We lost everything.’ His voice trembled. Was it anger or sorrow? Perhaps both.

			‘I will pray for your family’s fortune.’

			It was a gesture of empathy, the soft touch of her hand on his. He stared for a moment at their hands, and then leaned towards her. His lips were so close, so very close. His breath was fragrant like blossoms of henna. Her blood flowed like honey in the heat. Was this how her sisters felt with their husbands? Was this how it was meant to be? But this man was a stranger—a stranger with arms of gold and strong, tender hands.

			A tightening of his jaw, a ridging of his brow and he pulled away, his voice strangely hoarse.

			‘Come, Leah, it is time for me to take you home.’

			***

			For the next week the snow fell and the ground froze. Leah rested on cushions with her foot bound and raised. She busied her hands with grinding grain, threading dried figs onto strings and weaving yarn dyed with pomegranate and madder. She busied her mind with schemes to find Yosef.

			On the morning of the seventh day, the sun burst forth. Leah sat with her legs exposed, watching her mother pour cleansing wine over her grazed knees. 

			‘Your father and brother will surely arrive home today.’ Her mother pressed a poultice of olive paste and honey onto the wounds, binding it in place with strips of linen.

			Leah nodded and absently trailed a finger over her hand—the hand Yosef had held.

			‘Leah! Are you still dreaming? Put that young man from your mind. It is like chasing after the wind.’

			

			‘But if I ask Abba, surely he will consider my request.’ 

			Her mother wrapped her arms around her daughter, nesting her head next to hers. ‘Your father loves you and desires to see you content in marriage, as his other daughters are. He may consider your request but it is his duty to choose the best man not only for you but for the family.’

			Leah understood. She would be wise to crush these childish feelings; they would lead only to heartache.

			The sun was dipping behind Mount Gerizim when the braying of donkeys and the welcome shouts of her father and Atticus rang through the courtyard. Her mother ran to embrace them. Leah hobbled out, leaning on a staff. Atticus saw her first and strode over to hug her.

			‘What have you been doing, little sister? Leaping from trees again?’ He looked at the bandage encasing her still swollen foot. ‘That will dampen your pace for a while.’

			‘It is improving quickly. With this weather I have been able to do nothing but sit for a week.’

			Their parents joined them. Her father appeared lively, excited … or was it simply gladness to finally be home?

			‘We also were hampered by the snow and forced to take shelter in a cave. But fortune was on our side. The owner appeared and took us to his home. Such hospitality! We ate and drank like kings. ’ 

			‘Their home was filled with colour—on the floor, on the walls, on their clothes,’ said Atticus. ‘They have a colossal loom and a room full of wool and flax spun as fine as a spider’s web.’

			Leah laughed. ‘So you have taken a liking to women’s work. Wait until I tell Calev.’

			‘Where there is a chance to make money, he will take interest. As for me, I prefer the olive press over the linen loom.’

			Atticus and his father fed and tethered the donkeys while the women prepared the evening meal. They pounded the dough into rounds and flipped them onto the fire. They chopped cabbage, leeks, garlic and herbs into a steaming chickpea soup.

			Leah went to the storeroom. She poured olive oil into an earthenware flask and scooped salt into a small bowl. She dug out dried figs and sliced off a generous portion of hard cheese. She carried everything carefully to the table where her father stood with his arms wrapped around his wife, kissing her neck. It was hard to imagine those same arms killing men. 

			She and Atticus would beg him to recount the terrible and heroic tales of his years fighting across the Roman Empire under the command of Marcellus. Once he had been shipwrecked in a wild storm and had pushed the flailing Marcellus onto a floating plank of wood, swimming beside him to safety. In the barbaric north when an arrow had struck Marcellus in the neck, causing him to fall and strike his head on a rock, her father had dragged him out of harm’s reach despite a gaping wound in his thigh. Yes, he had killed but he had also saved, and for his bravery he had earned an early discharge and Roman citizenship. 

			Her mother set the steaming bowl of soup on the table and then firmly removed her husband’s hands from her. 

			‘Tonight, my love,’ she whispered.

			He grinned. ‘Come, my beautiful wife and daughter, we have important matters to discuss.’ 

			Important matters? Leah sat at the table and took a spoonful of the thick, nourishing soup. Was it the olive grove with its trees gnarled and barren under the snow, sleeping ’til springtime? Was it a sister sending word she was with child? Was it an important invitation? Her father sliced off a portion of cheese. Leah watched and waited.

			‘The people we stayed with have a son who I think would make a good husband for you, Leah.’

			The soup caught like clay in Leah’s mouth. Her throat had clamped shut. A slow panic crept across her, like spiders on her skin. 

			Her mother gave her a warning glance. For every crop there was a right time to harvest, as for every request there was a right time to ask. 

			‘Abba,’ she used the word of respect for a father. ‘It is not yet the fourth month after the death of my husband. Surely it is too soon for me to consider another husband?’

			Her father glared as though she were one of his soldiers questioning his orders.

			‘Every battle, every business is built on good planning. You will be free to marry again at the next olive harvest and I plan to have a good husband ready to come for you as soon as the first olive falls from the tree.’

			

			‘What if I have already met the man I wish to marry?’ The words rushed out like sheep at an open gate, before she could think, before she could close her mouth.

			‘You have not!’ His words were a windstorm, the sort that brewed early in the east and burst upon the fallow fields. Her heart flew to her throat and clung tight. Her mother stopped her cup of wine mid-air. Atticus stopped slurping his soup. Her father’s face hardened with fear; the fear of family disgrace should his daughter be found with a man not her husband.

			‘No, Abba. I was merely asking if I will be able to consider this man for myself.’

			Her father’s features softened.

			‘You will meet him in a few months when they come for Pesach. He is a fine young man, the eldest son. I am sure you will see the merits of my choice and will be pleased for us to draw up the marriage contract.’

			A shadow slid over her. Her father cared for her as a centurion cared for his men: he cared for her welfare, he cared for her honour, but he did not care for her dissention. If she had any chance of finding Yosef, she would need the wisdom of a serpent. 

			And the meekness of a lamb.

			

			Chapter 3

			AD 22 The month of Nisan - Spring

			The month of Nisan arrived; the beginning of a new year. The olive trees had woken from their winter rest and would soon produce blossoms of creamy flowers on their young branches. Leah’s foot had healed and she was again able to follow the goats on their rambling across rocky slopes. The night air still held a bite but the days brought sunshine and the promise of new growth.

			On the tenth day, in accordance with the law, Leah’s father selected a year-old male lamb from their flock and brought it into the household in preparation for Pesach, the Passover sacrifice. Leah’s sisters, their husbands and their children had descended upon the house in time for the festival. Their chatter and laughter filled the rooms. In the courtyard the children played with the lamb, feeding it tufts of grass and trying to ride on its back.

			‘Be careful with that lamb,’ her father chided. ‘He’s not a camel for riding on. If you hurt him, I will have to find another.’

			The lamb had to be perfect, without blemish, without a bone broken. The children continued to cuddle it and carry it and argue over whose bedside it would be tethered to each night, the younger ones unaware that their beloved, innocent lamb was set aside for sacrifice.

			On the thirteenth day of Nisan they loaded the donkeys with enough provisions for a week and set out for Mount Gerizim. The roads were full of people, donkeys, sheep and goats, all making their way to the holy mountain. It was a slow journey. No-one was in a hurry. The men walked in clusters of two or three, holding their long staffs, and discussing how each had fared during the winter months. The children darted in and out of the procession, chasing each other, the little ones running to their mothers for comfort when they tripped and scraped their knees. 

			Leah loosened her head scarf, allowing a few strands of thick, silken hair to escape. Perhaps it would help Yosef to more easily recognise her. Her gaze swept the throngs, searching for a glimpse of the man with the arms of gold and lips of fragrant henna. She had determined to put him out of her mind but each night, in her dreams, he came to her like the sweetest forbidden fruit. She glared at her father strolling ahead with Atticus, Calev and the other men. If she were a man she would be free to marry whomever she wanted. Despite her dark mood, her lips pursed in wry humour; if she were a man she would not be dreaming each night of Yosef.

			Like rivulets of water running into a river the people converged on the mountain, trudging up the winding paths that led to the place set apart for the tents. The women set up the goats’ hair tents, hammering the ropes into place with heavy wooden mallets and carting woven mats, colourful cushions and eating utensils inside. Each was spacious enough for an entire household. 

			Leah worked apart with the other menstruating women, setting up a tent at the edge of the community. The worst had passed and her bleeding had tapered to a trickle. In a few days she would again be ceremonially clean and able to return to her family tent. She was in no hurry. The women’s tent with its talk of festivals and food and family distracted her from the thought that she would soon meet the man her father had chosen for her. By day’s end throngs of ashen tents sprawled across the mountain. Smoke from hundreds of cooking fires drifted upward and the bleating of sheep and donkeys echoed across the valley separating Mount Gerizim from Mount Ebal. 

			The following morning Leah rose early to gather the bitter herbs required for the Pesach meal. She was not alone. Women, young and old, combed the hillside, pinching off flat and curled green leaves and piling them into their baskets. The men too had risen early to dig the slaughter troughs and deep fire pits for roasting the sacrificial lambs. 

			This day of Pesach marked the first day of the Festival of Unleavened Bread. For the next seven days until the twenty-first day of Nisan they would remain on Mount Gerizim, doing no work except preparing food for everyone to eat and remembering, each time they ate the unleavened bread, how Yahweh had miraculously brought the ancient Israelites out of captivity in Egypt. 

			Leah wandered away from the other women, taking the path that led to the ancient oak tree. It was quiet on this side of the mountain, far from the thousands of Samaritans busy with their preparations. At the great oak she dropped her basket of bitter greens and stared up at the towering tree. Could this be the great oak under which, thousands of years earlier, Abraham had once pitched his tent and Jacob had hidden his teraphim, the forbidden gods of his wives? No one had yet found them. Birds twittered in its massive branches and the sun broke through in golden shafts. She looked across the narrow valley to Mount Ebal, where her ancestors had stood to pronounce curses on anyone who broke the laws of Yahweh. One law kept prodding her with possibility: If a man seduces a virgin who is not pledged to be married and sleeps with her, he must pay the bride-price, and she shall be his wife. 

			What if she found Yosef tonight before her father pledged her to be married to this other man? Her heart pulsed at the thought of them lying together in the embrace of this mountain, his arm under her head, their bodies as one. She was not a virgin but surely with the death of her husband she might be considered as one. All the men would be at the festival tonight while the women remained in their tents waiting until their husbands, brothers and sons brought portions of the roasted lamb to eat with the bitter herbs and matzah. If she could find Yosef they could slip away in the dark together and … 

			Her shoulders slumped, her heart too. Yosef would never agree to dishonour her in that way, even if she found him, even if he remembered her, even if she was not in the midst of her monthly bleeding. Her mouth curled in a sad smile. Here on the holy mountain of blessing, her only fortune was that she slept in the women’s tent, set apart from everyone else. It would be easy to slip away unnoticed. Yes, she would go to the festival tonight and search for Yosef. It was her only hope.

			As the sun stooped towards the Great Sea, Leah slipped away from the tent of the unclean. Her heart beating with anticipation, she strolled towards the area set aside for the women to care for themselves and then, with a swift glance each way, hurried up the hillside keeping a row of thorn bushes between her and the camp. She passed the great oak and in her haste stumbled over the loose rocks. Women were forbidden from the festival; she dared not be caught. Yet the law said that all the people of the community, the whole assembly, must slaughter the lambs at twilight. Surely women were part of the community? She would not be breaking the Law of Moses, only the law of men.

			She slowed her pace and crept into the gloom of a wild olive tree. Across the hillside the multitudes of men gathered in a large open space surrounded by a rough stone wall, their white robes glowing in the final fading rays of sun. Their prayers and chanting songs caught on the chill breeze, low then rising to the heavens, carried on the smoke of the roaring fires. The high priest, dressed in ceremonial gold, stood on a fallen pillar from the temple ruins, reading from the holy scrolls. Several chosen sheep milled about at the high priest’s feet, hemmed in by a few young boys. She saw her nephew, his tiny white robed arms flung around the lamb that had slept by his bed in a tearful embrace.

			A line of white robed men stood, each with their sharpened knives poised at the throat of a lamb. The sun set, the high priest proclaimed the time of slaughter and the men slit the lambs’ throats. Hot red blood gushed forth and splattered scarlet across their white robes. Young men rushed in with bowls to catch the blood. This, they would smear on the top and sides of each tent with a bunch of hyssop, exactly the way their ancestors had on that terrible night in Egypt.

			Leah searched the faces for Yosef but he was not among them. She peered through the dusk at the men rejoicing and kissing each other, at the men cleaning the dead lambs with scalding water, at the men pulling slick entrails from the carcasses. No Yosef.

			An immense heat blew from the fire pits waiting to receive the skewered sheep. The cloying smell of blood and death hung in the night air like a shroud. Leah pressed her hand over her nose. She had seen death before but not on this scale. It would have been like this on the first Passover in Egypt: the slaying of so many lambs and the sprinkling of their blood on the doorposts so that Yahweh would pass over their homes and not strike down every firstborn male. 

			Her head reeled under a sudden heaviness. Sweat beaded on her brow. She must return to the women before she was missed. She would not find Yosef this night.

			A low rumbling sound set her feet to stone. Men’s voices approached. She shrank back behind the tree. They were laughing and clapping each other on the back and brandishing their knives in mock battle.

			

			‘So tell us, Simeon, did you really attack that Jew on the south road or is it just idle gossip?’ The man’s swarthy face merged with the darkness.

			‘I would have slit his throat like a lamb,’ said another. 

			‘You can barely slice a pomegranate.’ The swarthy one laughed and shoved him towards the tree. Leah squeezed her eyes shut as though that might somehow make her unseen.

			‘If you women would stop squabbling, I will tell you a story,’ said a third voice, as deep and low as the purr of a prowling tiger. ‘Judge for yourselves whether it might be true.’

			There was a thudding of bodies settling on the ground. Leah opened her eyes and peered at the men sprawled before her. The one with the deep voice started to speak.

			‘There is a place on the road to Jerusalem where the horses fear to pass. It is a place of deep shadow where it is said the lions lurk. The Samaritans have no fear for they know the lion’s heart. He holds his head with stately bearing, always turned northwards towards Mount Gerizim. The king of all creatures, he will not harm those who travel to this holy mountain but beware those vile ones who worship in Jerusalem. He will pursue them at Pesach and stalk them each Sukkot until they succumb to the truth.’

			‘So, Simeon, are you saying you are that lion?’

			Simeon’s teeth glinted like sharp knives in the moonlight. ‘I am simply telling you a story that I have heard.’ He rose to his feet and stood tall and erect, his hand clasped over his heart. ‘I am the responsible eldest son of a respected Samaritan. Would you accuse me of such things?’ 

			He whipped out his dagger and threw it straight at the tree. It struck deep. Leah stifled a gasp and the screaming of her feet telling her to run. Her heart thudded so loud she feared they would hear it. Simeon strolled over and reached out to retrieve the dagger.

			He paused. Leah froze. The olive leaves rustled overhead.

			Could he sense her presence? All she knew was that if he took one more step he would see her. She held her breath and prayed. Finally he turned away and with a chuckle called to his friends.

			‘Let us return to the men. We would not want to be caught skulking in the dark.’

			

			As soon as they had gone she hitched up her robe and ran.

			***

			The whole assembly ate the roast lamb at midnight, at the very hour when Yahweh passed through Egypt striking down every firstborn—both men and animals. The men brought the mouth-watering roast meat in baskets topped with matzah and bitter herbs back to the women waiting in the blood-smeared tents. Atticus brought Leah her portion, placing it on the ground so as not to touch her.

			‘I am sorry that you cannot eat with us tonight, little sister.’

			‘It is of no matter; I am content here with the other women. Go now or you may miss the feast.’ She took the plate from where he had placed it on the ground and watched him weave his way back through the tents.

			Pesach was not a leisurely feast. As prescribed in the law, everyone ate in haste, the men standing with their cloak tucked into their belt, their sandals on their feet and their staff in hand to remember that first Pesach when their ancestors had to be ready to leave as soon as the great prophet Moses told them. A peace passed over the mountain, as though Yahweh was watching, approving. She stared at the stars flickering like far flung lamps in the clear night sky. Could anything be more beautiful? The God who had made the stars and brought her people out of slavery and into this Promised Land was surely still nearby. One day he would bring the promised Messiah to them. Meanwhile, she prayed he would somehow bring Yosef to her.

			***

			Leah awoke at dawn to the smell of freshly baked flatbread. She heard the men returning from their night on the mountain, their voices hoarse from the hours of prayer and thanksgiving, yet hearty in their eagerness to taste the delicious food that the women were preparing. It was the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread. The next day was a Sabbath which meant that the following day was the day of first fruits—a day when the priests waved a sheaf of the first of the barley harvest along with burnt offerings of a lamb, fine flour mixed with oil, and a fourth of a hin of wine to thank Yahweh for the bounty of the land.

			Apart from preparing food the law permitted no work—and certainly no marriage transactions—on these sacred days. So it was not until the fourth day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread that Leah, her father and Atticus made their way to the great oak. The air was cool but the sun beamed with the promise of a perfect spring day. They followed the path around the hillside with Leah’s father favouring his left leg. The battle injury hampered him only when he walked up and down too many hills. Leah said nothing; he did not appreciate sympathy. After a while he paused, leaving Atticus to stride on ahead.

			‘Daughter, I wish to speak plainly.’ He cleared his throat and shifted his weight to his good leg. ‘Although you are a widow, you are beautiful not only in your appearance but in your nature. I am sure this man will approve of you.’ 

			Leah lowered her eyes. Her father did not usually speak to her this way. She felt his gaze upon her, appraising her not just as a daughter but as a woman. 

			‘Your first marriage was a gift to our dear friends and their only son in the hope that you would bear a child to continue the family name. If the gods had spared him I have no doubt you would have succeeded.’

			His words scratched at her scars. She prayed he would cease his attempts at encouragement.

			‘Our alliance with this family is of mutual benefit. Your dowry will assist them through a difficult patch in their affairs and in return we will have a share of the best positioned olive grove in Samaria.’

			‘If this man is only half as generous of spirit as his parents, he will make you a fine husband. Let us see for ourselves.’

			Leah steeled her heart. To him, the matter was settled. It would do no good to dream of Yosef. He had most likely forgotten all about her. She trailed behind her father, preparing herself to meet this stranger, who might soon be her husband. Under the great oak stood two men who, upon seeing them, stepped forward in greeting. The older men clasped shoulders.

			‘Allow me to present to you my daughter, Leah,’ said her father.

			The older man bowed his head in respectful acknowledgment. His face was pale and withered, yet kind. 

			‘It is a strong name for a beautiful young woman. Your father did not speak rashly in his praise of you.’ He placed his hand on the younger man’s shoulder. ‘This is my son who has impatiently anticipated this day.’ 

			Leah’s breath seized her throat and held tight. It was Simeon; the man with the dagger. She tried to breathe, tried to loosen the chains in her chest. Of the thousands of men in Samaria, how could it be him? 

			‘Shalom, Leah. I am Simeon.’ His voice rolled like thunder over far mountains. He bowed his head, branding her with his gaze. It roamed her body, as freely as goats on a hillside, and danced with desire. His beard was neatly trimmed and oiled, his body taut and tall under a richly dyed robe. His teeth did not look like sharpened swords in the light of day but rather neat and white, like a row of shorn sheep. He was indeed handsome. 

			She lifted her chin, daring him to speak of the night of Pesach. ‘Peace be upon you.’

			‘Come, let us discuss matters while these two become acquainted,’ said her father and the older men settled under the great oak. 

			Atticus reclined against a nearby tree and started scraping dirt from his nails with his knife. Simeon and Leah chose a large flat rock overlooking the fields of new grain below and sat a respectable distance apart. 

			‘I am most impressed with your religious fervour. It is an admirable quality in a wife.’ There was mischief in Simeon’s eyes; he had seen her that night. 

			‘And I am most impressed with your discretion.’ 

			‘Well answered. You are as wise as you are beautiful.’ He stroked his short beard and arched an amused eyebrow. ‘Tell me, do you frequently flaunt the rules of our people?’

			‘Not at all. I carefully follow the law of Yahweh as taught to us by the great prophet Moses. However, I am curious to know how you might interpret the law that states the whole assembly of our people must gather for Pesach.’

			‘Should I presume you consider women to be part of the whole assembly?’ A grin played on his lips.

			‘Should I presume you do not?’ 

			‘I see that you are skilled in the art of debate. Did your father teach you?’

			‘He has been most diligent in passing onto his children the skills he acquired while fighting in the Roman auxiliary. And you, Simeon? What are your skills?’ 

			‘My father dismisses my skills. He proclaims I am the manager of our olive grove yet he continues to meddle.’ His hand shifted to his belt, the habit of all who wore a weapon.

			‘Perhaps he is merely guiding you with the knowledge gathered over the years. Is not his advice wise?’

			‘I admit that it has been useful at times.’ Simeon stretched his arms above his head and gazed out over the valley. ‘There is one decision that he has truly excelled himself in.’

			‘What might that be?’ asked Leah.

			He moved nearer, his body so close she could feel his heat. He smelt of straw and incense and danger. 

			‘His choice of my wife.’

			Her heart quickened at his breath on her neck. Her skin burned at his touch. She forced herself to slide away. 

			‘Would you defile yourself by sitting so close?’ She glanced at Atticus asleep, thankfully, under the tree. She did not need her reputation soiled by Simeon’s indiscretion.

			He reached out and caught an escaped tendril of hair, leisurely twisting it around his finger. ‘Yes, Leah, I would gladly defile myself for you.’

			

			Chapter 4 

			The month of Av - Summer

			The household was humming with anticipation. This was the day Simeon would arrive to take Leah to the home he had prepared for them. No bride knew exactly when her bridegroom would appear. She waited in a state of eager expectation: would he come in the evening or would he arrive sooner? Dinah, Leah’s close friend, insisted he would arrive early so there was time to return to his home for the celebrations. But who could be certain? 

			Leah stood in the centre of her chamber in a white woven tunic. Her mother, sisters and Dinah fluttered around her, arranging her hair in intricate braids, perfuming her skin and adorning her with gems of turquoise, ruby and lapis lazuli. One sister slid a pair of gold and ruby earrings through her ears—the earrings Simeon had presented to her on the day of their betrothal. They glowed a deep, dusk red that sent a murmur of excitement through her. She had not seen Simeon since that day and yet as the weeks passed into months the prospect of becoming his wife had ripened like fruit on a vine. 

			Dark dreams of blood flooding the floor, of her blanched, dead husband in a sealed stone tomb no longer tortured her sleep. Their marriage had been as passionate as milk in a sun-warmed bath. She had condemned herself as a woman unable to feel. Until Yosef. 

			Whenever the scent of spices or the bleat of goats brought his face to mind she resolutely pushed it aside. It had been a childish notion to hope that he might return and ask her father for permission to marry. It would have been fruitless if he had. Her father had set his mind on this alliance with Simeon’s family. It was Simeon who would be her husband and of him only would she think.

			

			‘I have heard he has the face of Apollo,’ said Dinah, reclaiming Leah’s attention.

			‘And the virility of Mars,’ said one of her sisters, setting the young women to twitter with delight. 

			Leah rubbed the ruby at her ear. ‘He is indeed handsome. As for virility, we shall see tonight.’ 

			They burst into laughter. The sun beamed across the room enveloping Leah in its warmth. Unlike her first husband, she was sure this one would have no trouble consummating their marriage. To no longer be a widow in her father’s household, to be a wife again, to bear children; at last she would gain honour. 

			She wound a turquoise studded bracelet around her arm. It was a gift from her father; a treasure he had acquired from a grateful gem merchant whom their auxiliary regiment had protected in Arabia. It was engraved with lions and tigers and the blue-green gems reminded her of the Great Sea, of waves gliding over smooth rocks and of lands far away. Her new home was not far away. It was only a half day’s journey and still within Samaria. She would be amongst olive groves and flocks. She would be amongst people of whom her father approved. She would be the wife of the eldest son in a home that Atticus said was filled with colour. All would be well.

			‘The bridegroom is coming! The bridegroom is coming!’ A voice from the courtyard below called out the traditional words. Leah and her companions rushed to the lattice window to see a procession of young men dressed in rich robes the colour of fire and autumn. They were singing and beating tambourines, a little out of time as some danced and others tugged at a donkey laden with baskets. Behind the group were two oxen
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