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“Why must I take the sheep to be watered?” I asked, stamping my feet against the wooden slats that made up the porch outside the kitchen. It made a satisfying thump, echoing my unhappiness.

Leah shrugged. “It is your turn, Rachel. You know we take turns. It is my turn to get water from the well.”

My sister, not quite two years older than me, spoke the truth, but I did not have to like it.

Since our brothers were busy with their own families, the other animals, and Father’s other business, he made us take turns to lead the sheep to the well. Although we lived along the edge of the desert, lush grassland fed the sheep. Father paid herders to keep them safe, but he demanded that one of us girls go with them to give them water each day. It made no sense to me, and he would not explain himself to us. We were his daughters and expected to obey.

I did not want to go out with the smelly sheep. I looked up at the thin clouds above us and tried another tactic — guilt. “Father prefers you over me because your eyes are so beautiful.”

Leah blanched and ducked her head. I did not understand, for Leah had beautiful brown eyes, surrounded by thick, dark eyelashes. Her wavy dark hair, the color of the ravens who fought for our scraps, outlined her face. Certainly, she would be first to find a man who would marry her. Even the customs of our land were against me. Oldest daughters married first. The lack of fairness rippled through me. True, she had scars from her childhood sickness on her face, but they were hardly noticeable to me.

I tugged on my long braid. Hairs stuck out of it like the black ibis, whose feathers stuck out from his head. Why did it refuse to stay in my braid? It was so straight it would not stay in the braid, and it was not black like the ibis feathers.

I did not want to trade her chores. Going to the well no longer brought me joy, since watching most of my friends as they stopped joining me at the well when they married. Their servants now carried the needed water to their homes. Most of these girls now had babes stretching their stomachs or crying in their arms. 

Besides, after the lion tried to attack me, I tried to act courageous. Today was not a courageous day. I just did not want to go with the smelly sheep, even though they had helped protect me from the lion.

I smoothed my dress around my waist without thinking. I did not want to lose my figure to a child, but a baby who loved only me would be lovely. Especially when that child brought a man who would dote on me.

Father sometimes told the story of his sister, Rebekah. A servant had come to take her to live far away. He had draped sparkling jewels and gold chains around her neck, placed gold bracelets on her arms, and gold earrings in her ears. Then he left jewels for the rest of the family before he took her from our little city.

I wanted that. A man to take me away. I would accept gold and jewels if he offered, but I wanted a man to love me. I wanted maids to carry water from the well for me.

I often dreamed of the man who would come take me from home. A tall man with a broad chest and deep blue eyes. His deep voice would tell me he loved me as his powerful arms, roughened by working with the animals, held me close, protecting me in his embrace. Firm, full lips would kiss me until I was breathless.

If such a man existed, he did not live in Harran.

Father brought men to our home occasionally, seeking husbands for us. I suspected he would bring men home that day. However, I would not be there to see them. I was the one who had to lead the sheep to the well for water.

“Father will find a man for you before he finds one for me,” I wailed.

“You are the beautiful daughter, Rachel. Your slender shape entices men. Do you not see that the eyes of herders follow you when you go to the well?” Leah asked.

I harrumphed. “Men look at eyes first, not a body shrouded in layers of clothing. And they look your way. Every time they see you.” I sighed and stamped my foot again. “How will I find an eligible man at the well watering the sheep?”

“Do you see Father bringing men home today?” Leah gazed toward the front of our home, then lifted her hands. “I do not. Father will find you an eligible man after he finds one for me. I have no man. Why should he find one for you?”

Memory of the last time he brought a man to meet us flashed through me. The young man refused to do more than glance at Leah, my beautiful sister, and then turned to speak to me. Father had invited him to leave soon after, but my memory of the hurt in her stance and face filled me with despair and longing for her.

I breathed out a heavy breath. “Just because you are the oldest.”

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

“Why can he not find men for both of us?” Sheep nudged against my legs, crying pitifully for water. Father’s herders stood waiting a distance away, but the sheep would not wait. I sighed. “Fine. I will take you to the well. Are the herders near to take you on to the fields?” I knew they were there.

“We are here, waiting for you, Rachel,” Iben, the head herder, said, stepping forward. “I hope they have not moved the rock from the well yet.”

I cringed. I had forgotten about the herders, and time had passed without my recognizing it. I shook my head. “We should get water for these sheep while we can.” I glanced up at the sun. “We may be too late.”

An old ram and ewe walked with me ahead of our flock. Father’s flock was larger than the others, but he had only just over a hundred sheep until after the ewes, heavy with young, lambed.

A breeze cooled my hot face. I berated myself. Because of me, the other herds of sheep waited at the well. They could not move the rock from the well until all the herds arrived. Their herders would not be happy with me. 

I rebuked myself as I walked. Rachel, you know better than to argue with Leah. It took precious time. All the sheep are waiting for water. How could you be so unkind? I hope the men are still at the well with the rock removed.

As we came closer to the well, the herders stood near while their sheep lay close around it. Men removed the stone only once a day, by law, and three flocks of sheep and their herders waited for me to arrive. The men would be angry with me for my tardiness. Their sheep were hungry as well as thirsty. I cringed inwardly, expecting their angry words.

But the herders did not stare down the trail, looking for me. Instead, a stranger stood among them, asking questions. I slowed, desiring to hear what the stranger had to say before drawing closer. Was he a danger to me and my sheep? I had to know before I took them closer. The sheep crowded behind me, impatient to drink the water they smelled.
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“Do you know a Laban? He lived in Harran the last time I heard.”

I gasped softly. This man looked like the man of my dreams! But what brought him to Harran seeking a man named Laban?

My father’s name is Laban? Why would a stranger seek my father? My hand fluttered up to my chest.

“There are many men named Laban in our city. Which Laban do you seek?” a herder, Yair, said.

I swallowed. Perhaps it was not my father the stranger sought.

“I seek Laban, the son of Nahor. Do you know him?”

“We do.”

“Is he well?” the stranger asked.

Why would he care? Who is this man who seeks after the health of my father? I took a hesitant step forward.

Yair glanced up and saw me and my herd of sheep. “He is well. Look! Rachel, his daughter, comes with his sheep now.”

What could I do? I strode forward with my sheep toward the well. They needed water.

“It is past time to water your sheep, is it not?” the stranger asked. “Why are you still here with your sheep?”

My stomach churned. Nosey man. But what a man!

He stood taller than the other herders, wearing traveling clothing. His dusty clothing revealed he had traveled for a long time. He moved, and his blue cloak hugged his body, emphasizing his well-developed chest muscles. I sucked in a breath. 

“We cannot water our sheep until all the herds are here. We may open the well once a day.” Yair stepped closer to the well.

“Is this all the sheep, then?” the stranger asked.

Yair nodded. “We waited for Rachel.”

I heard the complaint in his voice.

The stranger glanced my way as I brought our herd to a halt near the others. Would he despise me for my tardiness? 

Knowing the water they needed flowed nearby, they bleated. Sheep from the other herds stood and joined them. The cacophony muffled the stranger’s next words.

He said something and walked to the well. He rolled the stone away. Sparkles of dust shone in the sunlight, lighting his face with a heavenly glow. I sighed. 

He signaled for me to come water my flocks, his long hands extended my way, his smile enticing. Oh, to have him smile at me like that every day.

I touched my chest and shook my head. “The others were here first. They should go before me.”

The stranger called me over again. I looked at the other herders.

Yair waved for me to take my sheep. “We have waited this long. We can wait for you to water your flock.”

I shrugged and led my sheep to the well. I stood next to the stranger, near enough his warmth encircled me, watching the sheep drink. The well stood over a spring, with rocks near the top to hold the spring in place. It was not large, perhaps the distance of three men’s feet. The big stone covered the well and was too heavy for me to move, though most men could move it.

Because we used this spring only for watering our animals, Father and his friends who used it had rocked it to ground level. The rocks that surrounded it included a sluice sending the water down a short distance, giving more animals space to drink. My sheep moved to their usual positions, thirstily dipping their heads to drink. A young ewe struggled to push her nose into the water. The stranger stepped in before I could to help move the other thirsty sheep, making a space for her.

I glanced up at the stranger’s strong, rugged face. My heart pounded to be so close. This is a man I could trust. I wanted to sigh but held it in. I could not smell him, for the potent scent of the sheep pervaded my nose.

Here is the man I have hoped would carry me away. He wants to meet my father, and I saw him first. Perhaps he will take me away like the servant took Rebekah.

When my sheep finished drinking, I led them away, making space for the other flocks, aware of my rat-colored hair that would not stay in its braid. Some of the hair belonging in my braid fell onto my face. I pushed it off. 

The stranger followed me. “I am Jacob, the son of your father’s sister, Rebekah.” Tears fell from his blue eyes.

My mouth fell open at her name. “Rebekah? Father speaks of Rebekah often and wonders how she is.”

Jacob stared at his feet, then looked into my eyes. “She was sad the last time I saw her. There are no young women who worship Jehovah in our land. She sent me here seeking Laban, her brother. She hoped he would have a daughter I could marry.”

After he sees Leah, will he want me?

I allowed my breath to escape. “Laban has two daughters, my older sister Leah and me. I am Rachel.”

He murmured something under his breath, then grabbed me by the arms and kissed me. My eyes rolled into my head. No man had kissed me before, and not on my lips. At first, the kiss was gentle. Then he pressed harder. Delicious lips, warm and hungry. Oh, I could get used to this if Father does not kill him for kissing me. He cannot kill Jacob. I will not tell him.

When he let me go, I stepped back, rolling my lips together, unsure of how to react to this first kiss.

I turned and ran toward home, depending on Father’s herders to take the sheep to the meadow. Father needed to meet this man.
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“Where is the man who had the temerity to kiss you?” Father growled after I told him the tale.

I should not have told him about the kiss.

“But he is a cousin, Rebekah’s son! Should not cousins greet each other with a kiss?” I asked, fearing Father would take his guards to meet Jacob and threaten his life.

“He should have waited until I met him before his impudence. Kissing my daughter, and the younger one.”

Ah. What bothered Father about the kiss was that Jacob kissed me, not Leah. Leah is oldest. She must marry first.

My stomach clenched. Leah first, always Leah first. I found Jacob. He kissed me! Will he want me after he sees Leah?

As Father marched away with a small guard of men armed with swords and javelins, I rushed to my chamber. I wanted to look beautiful for Jacob. I needed him to desire me, not Leah. I always had to wait for her to have “her turn.” Not this time. I would have Jacob for myself.

I washed the smell of sheep off me and changed into my favorite red dress with a darker pattern woven into it. I searched for the matching tichel to hide my face, as had become the custom of Harran. I did not wear the tichel when I took our flocks to the well, as it got in the way.

This man, the man I had hoped for, came to Harran searching for my father to find a wife who worships Jehovah. I, and all our household, worshiped Jehovah. Would he marry me? I hoped he would. I remembered his gaze lighting on me and warming my soul before he hurried to move the stone from the well. I shivered. 

I finally found the tichel and draped it across my face as I heard Father enter the house with Jacob.

“You are my sister’s son. That makes you my brother. Stay with me while you are here in Harran,” Father said as he took Jacob into the cool of his office.

I harrumphed. I wanted to go visit Jacob. I liked his kisses. But if he was to live with us, I would get to know him, perhaps even receive more kisses.

I danced around my chamber, thinking of Jacob.

“What are you doing in here?” Mother asked, startling me with her gruff question.

I stopped dancing and stared at her, hiding my hands behind my back, even though I knew it would make me look more guilty. “I took the sheep to the well.”

“And you have no other duties but to dance here in your chamber in your best dress? How do you expect to clean in that dress?”

“A man —”

“Yes. A man is with your father, but that gives you no reason to change and dance as if you are a princess of Egypt. We have work to do. Change into your work dress. We still have cleaning to do today.” Mother stared hard at me for a short time until I nodded. Then she turned on her slippered heel and stalked out of my chamber, closing the door with a little slam.

I sighed and my shoulders drooped. I desired men to consider me beautiful, not a woman who worked hard in my parents’ home. How I wanted Jacob to marry me and take me away. I tired of all the chores Mother gave me, and I never wanted to take the sheep to the well again. I stamped my foot softly at the thought, but still removed my tichel and folded it carefully before setting it on the foot of my sleeping pallet. I untied the ties on my nice dress and let it fall to my feet.

I will wear this to dinner. If Jacob is staying here, I will wear this dress and tichel when we are together.

I picked up the silky dress and hung it on the pegs in my dressing space before redressing in the older dress I had worn to water the sheep. I tied a scarf around my hair to keep it clean and bounced down the stairs to the kitchen where Leah and our maids helped Mother clean out the pantries and cupboards. Deep cleaning the kitchen did not thrill me, but I preferred it to washing all the clothing. Ugh! That was the worst.

I disliked putting my hands in the hot water and scrubbing stains from our clothing. At least my brothers were married and had wives who washed their clothing. Before they married, the piles of clothing seemed as tall as mountains.

“You joined us?” Leah asked, smirking at me.

My toes wiggled in my slippers. I wanted to respond with a snide remark and a stamping foot, but Mother worked beside us. She would not be happy with such behavior.

“You know I took the sheep to be watered.” I said, removing dishes from the shelves so I could wash beneath them.

“Where you met a handsome man,” Leah said. “I heard you tell Father. Then I waited for you to join us in the kitchen.”

“I had other things to do.” I pushed back the scarf around my hair and washed the shelf as if nothing else took my attention.

“Like dance in your better dress?” Mother asked.

My cheeks burned. The others did not need to know about my dreaming.

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

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

The red in my pale cheeks deepened. She would send my maid with him. I wanted to stamp my foot again, but Mother would laugh at me. I had been dreaming in my chamber. I would not let that happen again. I would be where I could help Jacob.

We worked together to clean the kitchen of dust and grime from the fire. We teased each other and gossiped. 

“Tell us about the man at the well,” Zilpah, the maid assigned to Leah, asked. “I heard him come in with the master. His voice is deep and kind.”

“It is.” And his kiss is gentle. “He is taller than any of the herders. I suspect he is taller than Father. He cannot hide his muscles beneath his clothing.”

“His eyes?” Leah asked. “What color are his eyes?”

I closed my eyes, pretending to struggle to remember. “Blue,” I drawled. “Deep blue with dark eyelashes fringing them. His light brown hair and beard are unkempt and dirty from traveling.”

“He will clean and brush those,” Leah said.

“His eyes are deep blue,” Bilhah said, returning to the kitchen to help. “And so kind.” She closed her eyes and sighed. “And he is so strong.”

I was describing him! I wanted to stamp my foot. Instead, I pushed my braid back over my shoulder. “He is a handsome man with a rugged face.”

I set the dishes back on the shelf and removed more dishes from another shelf. The kitchen was almost clean. While the others babbled in excitement about having another man in the house, I thought about the kiss he gave me. Did it mean he wanted to marry me? Silly. It is much too soon for that.

But Leah’s earlier words filled me with dread. “Father will find you an eligible man after he finds one for me. I have no man. Why should he find one for you?” 

Why indeed? Fathers found husbands for their oldest daughters first. Who would marry Leah so I could marry Jacob? Too bad he did not bring a brother.
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Before dinner, I returned to my chamber to change into the red dress I wore before Mother called me to help clean the kitchen. Bilhah came with me to help me change.

She was full of chatter about Jacob, his kindness, his handsome looks. I agreed. He was both kind and well-favored. I sighed in memory of his kiss. Would he kiss me again? Would I welcome it? I longed to find out.

As Bilhah helped me dress, she continued to prattle.

“Jacob is a fine man,” she tittered as she brushed my hair.

I gazed at her face reflecting above mine in my polished bronze mirror, sourness filling my stomach. “A fine man? What did you learn from him as you helped him to his chambers?”

“He is taken with you, Mistress Rachel. He wanted to know more about you. Only you.”

I lifted my eyebrows. “Only me? He asked nothing about the others living here? No questions of my sister?”

Her dark brown eyes flashed. “I do not tell untruths. His words and questions were only about you.”

Me, as my thoughts dwelled on him. Would he, could he, want me as his wife?

“What did he ask?”

Bilhah trilled with excitement. “He wanted to know if you go to water the flocks every day and asked how old you are.”

I frowned and closed my eyes. “Old enough,” I muttered.

“Then he asked the strangest thing. He asked which flower you preferred.”

“Flower?” My eyes popped open, and I stared at Bilhah. “What did you tell him?” What flower do I prefer? I love all the flowers created by Jehovah. Each bloomed at different times of the year. I love them all. What will Bilhah say?

Bilhah shrugged. “Do you want your hair braided for dinner or left down?”

“Leave it down tonight.”

She brushed my hair, pulling back a small strand of hair on either side and braiding it, then tying it behind my head. “I told him it is hard to tell, for you bring flowers of many kinds to your chamber. But I suspect you prefer the desert rose.”

“I do like the desert rose, and I love the red poppies. The small blue flower that lies close to the desert is delicate and beautiful, as well.” I glanced at the small vase sitting on my dressing table filled with the desert roses I had picked that morning. “Do you think he likes flowers?” 

Bilhah laughed. “He is a man. How would I know if he likes flowers?”

She helped to slip my dress over my head without mussing my hair.

“And the tichel?” she asked, pointing to the matching tichel lying across my sleeping pallet.

I nodded.

“It is rather formal for dinner.”

“But I will look beautiful,” I said.

“Yes, Mistress Rachel. You always look beautiful.” Bilhah set the tichel over my head and pinned it close to the braids.

“You can pull it over your face if you want to hide it, or appear demure,” she said, drawing the tichel across my face.

“Appear demure?” I asked in mock anger. “I am always demure.”

Bilhah sucked in a quick breath. “Are you?”

I laughed, but her teasing hurt. I would not let her see. “No. I am not, but it would be an enticing look. Do you think Jacob likes demure women?”

“I think he likes you. You are ready, and dinner is ready.”

I heard the bell from near the eating chamber signaling dinner.

“Thank you, Bilhah.”

She nodded as I passed out of the chamber in front of her.

Leah must have had the same hopes for Jacob, for her blue dress highlighted her dark eyes. They twinkled in the candlelight like dark stars. She was competition for me. And she was the oldest.

The lively conversation at dinner centered on the questions Father had for Jacob. He set Jacob on his right where he could question him further. He asked Jacob about his mother, his family, his plans for the future, his trust in Jehovah, and anything else Father could think of between every bite.

I listened to Jacob’s answers, seeking to discover how best to entice him to want me rather than Leah. He spoke of his love for his mother, Rebekah, and how she had made him promise not to marry one of the local Canaanite women, and to return to her home of Harran to find a woman who trusted Jehovah.

I love and trust Jehovah. How do I let him know? 

My desire to marry this handsome man overwhelmed me. He had everything I had ever wanted. My heart pounded loud enough I feared Jacob would hear it. Oh, Jehovah, let him decide to marry me!

My inattention came to the notice of the others, for Leah jabbed me in the ribs. “Did you hear the question he asked?”

I shook myself. “Question?”

Everyone around the table laughed. I joined in, feeling my face burn, and pulled my tichel across my face. I did not quite know why they would laugh at me.

“I asked if you often take the sheep to be watered,” Jacob said.

“Oh,” I let my tichel dangle from the tips of my fingers. Would this make me appear demure or silly? “Father divides the assignment between Leah and me. Today it was my turn.”

“And I had to convince you it was your turn this morning,” Leah teased. Her frustration leaked through her teasing.

If she had taken my turn, Jacob would have met Leah first. He may have kissed her. I tried to hide my shudder.

Everyone around the table giggled once more. This time, I understood the joke and joined in.

Leah smiled. What was she thinking? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

“You must miss your family,” I said.

Jacob rubbed his freshly trimmed beard. “I miss my parents. I even miss Esau and his strutting ways. We were close.”

Pain filled his face. What caused the pain? Did I miss something else?

“Esau is your twin, is he not? You must miss him,” Mother said.

“We have been close since before our birth, but even before our birth we struggled against each other.” Jacob shook his head. “Mother tells me I held fast to Esau’s heel during our birth. I think I wanted to be first, but he was in my way.”

Mother nodded. “Babies have no choice in that.”

He shrugged. “Perhaps. I know nothing of babies. I know we have loved and fought with each other since that day.”

I leaned forward. Leah and I were close in many things, but we also struggled with each other. Or maybe, if I were honest with myself, I struggled against her. I wanted the things she deserved as oldest.

“Esau should have come with me. But he threatened me...”

“Why would he threaten his twin?” Father asked.

“I received something from my father that Esau believed belonged to him.” Jacob bit the inside of his lip and stared down.

“What?” I asked.

“Rachel,” Mother said, shaking her head. “He will tell us when he is ready.”

As the meal ended, we took comfortable seats in the sitting area. Jacob sat next to me, with Leah on his other side. I wanted to scream that he belonged to me, but that would have caused Mother to send me to my chamber. I did not want to be forced to leave.

Jacob shared stories of living in Canaan. I listened to every word, not wishing to be the subject of the family’s gaiety.

“Father is still active in the business of raising sheep and goats and selling their wool. His wool continues to be considered the best in the land. He has been ill recently. May Jehovah heal and protect him.”

“And did you help with the sheep and goats?” Father asked.

“I did. I have always loved caring for the sheep and goats. While I stay with you, may I take the sheep to their pastures and take them to the well for water? There is no need for your beautiful daughters to be at risk each day.”

“At risk?” I gasped. “Of what?” I refused to admit to the lion that had attacked months earlier.

“Men who would take you far from your home.” Jacob looked at me, then at Leah. “I would not have either of you abducted nor hurt. I will take the flocks to the well while I am here.”
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Father refused to relieve Leah and me of our duties to our flocks. He insisted we should continue to take turns, although now we went with Jacob.

That meant Leah would go with him the following morning. She would have time to speak with him, to be with him out of the sight of our parents. As always, the herders followed with the sheep, but Leah and Jacob would walk together in front.

I did my chores around the house while she was gone, cleaning the walls in the hallways that day, water dripping from my elbows. Whenever I could, I stared out the window, watching for Leah to return. Would Jacob kiss her as he had kissed me? Would he want to marry her instead of me? I shook my head and returned to dusting the table near the window. What makes you think he wants to marry you? Just because he came to find a wife does not mean he will choose you. 

I wanted him to choose me. Who else was there in Harran who loved and worshiped Jehovah? Who else left me desiring him? How could he not choose me?

I caught sight of Leah as she passed the trees where she turned down the path toward our house. She walked with her head bent and a goofy smile on her face. 

He kissed her! How could he do that to my sister?

Eddies of jealousy twisted my heart. I stamped my foot, just missing the pot of cleaning water.

No! Jacob is for me.

Bilhah was passing the window with a stack of folded laundry. She peeked out the window. “Leah returns? Do you think Jacob will choose her?”

I turned toward her, wanting to scream my frustration. Instead, I breathed out, allowing the anger to dissipate. “He may choose whomever he wants.” I tipped my head up and walked toward the next table needing to be cleaned.

“I do not blame you. I would not mind Jacob as my husband.” A grin filled her voice.

I spun on my heel toward her. “You too?”

The blush on her cheeks revealed her feelings. 

“What has that man done to the women of this house?” I mumbled and bent to dust the table, my teeth clenched so tight it hurt my jaw.

“He has smitten us all with a desire to marry,” Bilhah breathed as she passed me.

I pressed hard as I rubbed at a spot on the table. Smitten. Anticipation has afflicted every young woman in this house.

I tapped my foot on the floor. “And I am struck worse than any.”

It did not take long for Leah to dance into the hall. She also suffered from the malady. I would have to do all I could to win the prize of Jacob.

“Jacob is so strong,” Leah gushed. “He moved the stone away as if it weighed little. All the other men were there with their flocks, but they waited for Jacob and me. It was a pleasure to water the flocks. No pushing or shoving.”

“Did he kiss you?” How did those words fall from my lips? I pulled my lips together as fast as I could. Since they had escaped, I stared at Leah, waiting for an answer.

“Kiss me?” Confusion filled her face. “Why would he kiss me? We took the sheep to be watered.”

Relief chilled the sharp wolves of jealousy that curled through my body. “I do not know.” I tried to sound as though I were indifferent. “He kissed me yesterday.”

“He kissed you?” Leah’s squeal satisfied my soul. She lowered her voice. “Does Father know?"

I nodded. “He was not happy at first. But Jacob is his sister’s son, here to find a wife. How could he stay angry?”

“He kissed you, and you did not slap him?”

I grinned. “It took me by surprise. And what a kiss! How could I slap him after that kiss?” I closed my eyes, remembering.

“I would not slap him either,” Leah sighed. “Oh, that he would kiss me like that.”

Oh, that he will never kiss you.

***
[image: ]


That night, I found a small bouquet of desert roses on my dressing table.

“Where did this come from?” I asked Bilhah.

She shrugged. “I do not know. I have been busy.”

Desert roses. She told Jacob I like desert roses. Had he left them there for me? I found a small urn for them and set the flowers near my sleeping pallet where I could inhale their perfume and dream of Jacob.

The next morning, I did not consider asking Leah to take my turn. I dressed in my best sheep-herding dress and hurried to join the family for our morning meal.

Mother eyed my dress, but said nothing. 

As we ate, Leah looked up from her food. “Rachel, you have not asked me to take your turn leading the flocks to the well. Are you certain you do not want to trade me?”

Jacob’s eyebrows lifted.

“Not today. I am happy to lead the flocks today.”

“I am happy to go with you, Rachel.” He turned to Father. “I can do this alone. Your daughters are not required.”

“They must go with you for a time. The herders of other flocks must know you are there to water my flocks. It will stop any disagreements.”

Jacob nodded. “I will do as you say.”

Later, as we led the flocks toward the well, I looked up at him. “Do you not desire to be with me?” I held my breath, waiting for his reply.

He swallowed, yet kept his eyes ahead on the trail. “What do you mean?

“You tell Father you do not need me to help.”

“I do not. I am capable.” He finally looked at me. “Rachel, you are a beautiful woman. It is dangerous for us to be alone together.”

“Dangerous?” I squawked. “We are not alone. We have the sheep. The old ram and ewe are wonderful escorts, and the herders follow behind.”

I half-expected Jacob to turn to see that the herders continued to follow behind the sheep, but his gaze returned to the path ahead. “You are a beautiful woman.”

“And you are a handsome man. Do you not like walking with me?”

He nodded.

“Did you put the desert roses on my dressing table yesterday?”

His head snapped toward me. “You found them?”

“You left them on my table? Yes, I found them. They are beautiful.”

“As you are,” he murmured. 

We walked without speaking for a few paces.

“Tell me about Rebekah. What is she like?” I asked, wanting to know more about this man.

Jacob’s face softened. His gaze lengthened as though he were staring across the far distance toward Canaan. “Mother is a beautiful woman.” He glanced at me. “Much as you are. She is intelligent and kind. My twin brother and I caused her much grief, but she always loved us. She always stood at her tent door waiting to welcome us home.”

“Tent door?”

“We are herders, much like your father. We travel from one feeding ground to another to protect the land. Sheep like to eat everything, including the roots if we allow it.”

I chuckled. “I have heard those complaints from our herders.”

“We move them, and ourselves, as often as we need to prevent that. And as Canaan is a desert,” Jacob’s hands moved in front of him as he spoke. “We must be more aware of our land. Rain is not always consistent, so we move our village often to find greener pastures.”

“That must be difficult for your mother. She grew up here, in a home that never moves.” Would I be able to move with the herds? Would I want to? I made a swift decision. Yes. I would if it meant being with Jacob.

“Mother says the first moves were the hardest. After that, she and her maids adjusted. They each knew what to do and did it with ease. Now she looks forward to new lands, although she prefers to live near the well of Beer-sheba.”

“Beer-sheba? The Well of Sheba?”

“Grandfather Abraham gave it the name. It is a sacred place where Jehovah comes.” He glanced up at the men waiting for us by our well. “There is the well, and the others wait for us. I will go move the stone. Bring the sheep forward after it is moved.”

Before I could say anything, he strode toward the stone covering the well. I waited with the flock, admiring Jacob’s muscles. He rolled away the stone with no trouble and signaled for me and our flocks to come forward.

As the flocks drank from the well, I stood near, observing the sheep. Sometimes, a young ram would push away one of the older rams. I would have to ensure the older rams drank all they needed.

One young buck pushed an older ram away. Before I could step forward to help, Jacob was there, making a space and enticing the ram back to the water. I sighed.

The sheep no longer required my help. After a few days, the other herders would know Jacob led our flocks and would not argue with him. They would not overcome his strength anyway. Jacob would not need my help anymore. I swallowed a sudden lump in my throat.

Between the day Jacob came and the day Father agreed Leah and I were unneeded, I refused to argue with Leah about who should go with the flock to the well. I would take every turn. Leah did not agree. She took her turn without discussion.
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After only two weeks of insisting that Leah and I go with Jacob to the well, Father agreed with Jacob during the morning meal. We were no longer needed to water the sheep. Jacob was free to take the flocks on his own.

Both Leah and I frowned. We enjoyed going to the well now. 

I missed walking with Jacob to the well. It gave us time to talk about everything and learn about each other better. Jacob had often bumped into the ram that walked between us as he stared at me. At last, I had suggested we walk between the sheep. I no longer noticed the path, trees, or flowers along the path. I directed all my attention toward Jacob. Sometimes his fingers stretched out and touched mine. His touch sent a spark of excitement up my spine.

But Father stopped all that. He agreed Jacob could take the flocks on his own, and Leah and I were no longer needed. 

“No,” Father said, staring at us, when I argued to continue. “Jacob can do it on his own. The others know he handles my sheep, and the sheep follow him. They will not cause him any problems. You two have other duties at home.”

“More time to cook and clean,” I grumbled under my breath.

“More time to weave and sew,” Mother said. “You two will marry someday. We have much to prepare.”

I glanced at Jacob, who concentrated on his food. He kept his face calm. 
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