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Mama called to me. “Bilhah. Come, eat before your brothers take it all.”

I delayed, in no hurry to get my food before my brothers Avdon, Melik, or Agos could grab the last flatbread.

The argument between Papa and Mama had ended with his leaving the day before.

I scooped watery stew onto the last crust and chewed on the bread which tasted like sawdust. Mama had little more to give us.

After the fifth day, no more stew filled the pot. Did my tears come from missing Papa or the food he brought to our cooking pot?

How could you leave us? Why have you not returned? I am so hungry.

Mama left to heal others each day, and often at night, usually taking me with her, even though I was only eight when she started taking me. We went when needed. “You must learn,” she whispered when she woke me late at night. I worked hard to learn all I could. My brothers cared for our younger sister, two-year-old Nissa, grumbling about doing ‘women’s work.’

One morning Mama brought home a mutton leg to add to our stewpot. My brothers ate as if it would fill our pot forever. It was soon gone.

She took me with her more often after Papa left. I helped care for women giving birth, men with gory injuries that turned my stomach, children who fell into fires, and many other illnesses. I learned to treat them with patience and gentleness as Mama did. Although I did not like the horrors of healing, I was proud of my efforts and all I learned.

I returned too tired to cry for Papa. Yet my heart cried for him. We needed his help. Mama could not provide enough for all of us. My stomach always hurt.

Jehovah, why did Papa leave us? Help Mama get us enough food.

One day, Mama left with Avdon and did not come back with him.

“Mama,” I asked the next day as we walked to visit an injured patient, “where is Avdon? I do not miss his teasing, but where is he?”

She waved her hand. “He works for a man, herding his sheep. He is old enough to work.”

Never come home? Avdon protects me. Who will protect me now? 

Sadness and loss overwhelmed me.

“Will he not come home at night?” I asked.

I glanced up to see her brush a tear away. “No. He serves his master.”

I bit my lip. Avdon serves a man here in Harran. Why? Papa said we would never become servants of another. He told me he was proud of me learning and becoming independent.

After that, we left Nissa with my grandmama when we went to heal others. Melek and Agos could not care for one so young. Tears leaked onto Nissa’s dark hair as I pulled her close to me when we took her to our grandmother. Would Mama leave her with Grandmama?

I feared more when in the next days, Melek and Agos disappeared, also becoming servants to others. I did not miss the food eaten by my brothers or their fighting. I did miss their gentle teasing and their warmth when I needed their love.

Will Mama give me and Nissa away as well?

One morning, two weeks after Avdon disappeared, Mama took me to care for a boy with an injured leg. As we worked to bandage his leg, her face became grim. I asked why, but she only shook her head. After working a short time longer, she led me home, refusing to answer my questions. We stopped by Grandmama's for Nissa. 

Mama must not plan to heal anyone else today.

At home, with crisp, brusque words, Mama sent me to wash and change into a clean dress. She then inspected me, ensuring I had washed the blood and sickness away.

“Bring your other clean dress and sleeping robe,” she ordered. "We are going out."

“Where are we going?” I asked, wrapping the clothing into a bundle.

Mama only shook her head and wrapped a scarf around Nissa and tied it over her shoulder.

“Come,” she said.

I followed, asking no more questions. Mama had drilled into me the need to stay quiet. She knew more than me. 

It was early, not yet midday. Fear filled my heart, and I trembled. Where would she take me? Will she give me away too? She would not. I help her heal. But where is she taking me?

When we passed the road to Grandmama's home, Mama went another way. At last, we reached a large brown house with the usual beehive-shaped roof. I searched my memory, trying to remember the owner. Mother had brought me once when I was six. Now I  had much more experience. Perhaps someone in this home needed our services as a healer. But who lived here? Why would we bring Nissa?

She wouldn't give Nissa away! Would she?

At last, the name sprang into my memory with fear. Laban.

I shuddered. I had heard rumors about the mistreatment of servants by Laban and his sons. Mama will not leave me here! She would not! Would she? Perhaps for only a day or two. I can help someone and then return home.

Mama called out the usual greeting, "Peace," and we waited at the red-colored reed door covering. I expected a manservant. But Laban answered. I stared up at a tall, burly man with graying hair and beard, dressed impeccably in a light green tunic topped with a darker green robe.

I sucked in a breath. Laban scared me.

Before he could speak, Mama pushed me forward. With pain in her voice, she cried, “You said you owe me a debt. I can no longer care for my children. Pay your debt to me. Take Bilhah. Feed and clothe her as your maidservant.”

I stood frozen, my eyes wide in disbelief, no longer seeing Laban or his home. I saw only emptiness. No Papa. No brothers. No Mama nor Nissa. "Why, Mama? I help you with your healing."

As if she did not hear me, she said, “Obey Laban. He is your master now.”

Chills ran down my spine. She would leave me here? Had she not heard the rumors? Was there not another home she could take me to? 

She pushed me forward. I stumbled into Laban, who stopped my fall.

“I only take her because you helped Avagail give birth.” Laban turned his stare from Mama to me. “Did you teach her your skills?”

“As much as I could teach a child of ten.”

Much more than that. I learned many things from you, Mama. I could help you if you let me!

But the words would not leave my mouth.

She turned and marched away, never looking back, with Nissa still clinging to her.

Will Mama give Nissa to another? Jehovah, please. Let her not do such a thing.

I swallowed my tears. Laban would not see my pain. How little I understood the world of adults, only the grief of the past months. I now belonged to Laban. Jehovah, bless me! What will happen to me?

“Do not stand there gawking. Follow me,” Laban snapped. He turned and walked into the cool darkness of the house, his back straight. I could not depend on him to love me.

I followed him, struggling to remember something good about Laban and his wife.

Avagail stomped her foot on her soft blue rug when Laban brought me to her.

A tall, angular woman scowled at me. I wondered if she ever smiled. She had piled her dark hair back on top of her head, making her look stern.

“What am I to do with this ... this scrawny little girl?”

“What do you always do with a maidservant? She can cook and clean, and her mother taught her about healing.” Laban’s voice lost its coldness as he all but begged his wife to accept me.

“Maidservant?” Avagail growled. “Why would I take on this little girl,” she ground out the word ‘girl,’ “to be my maidservant?”

I can do more than you think. I am a healer. If you do not want me, I will go back to Mama. I would have run, but Laban stood between me and the entrance.

“She will learn. I took her in payment.”

Avagail harrumphed. “No doubt her lazy father left town owing you money.”

Laban grimaced and my heart froze. Is that what happened to Papa?

“Eila —“

“Eila, the healer?” Avagail asked. Her frown softened.

“Yes, the healer. Bilhah worked beside her mother.”
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Laban nudged me toward Avagail as she stood and turned on her heel. “Come. Did you bring anything?”

“Only a dress and a robe.” I held the bundle of clothing up to her retreating back, then scurried after her. I did not want her to be angry with me already.

Avagail strode down the hall to the stairs. Without looking back, she clumped into the darkness of the chambers below. I shuddered and followed behind her. A small, uncovered opening high above us provided dim light.

An earthy smell of stone filled my nostrils, not the musty smell I expected. Avagail must have required regular cleaning here. We walked down the ever-darkening hallway on uneven, rough stones until she pushed open a thin cloth leading to a small chamber. “You can leave your things here. Zilpah will have to make space for you.”

Dismay filled me as I stared at the small straw-filled pallet on the floor against the wall, covered neatly with a yellow blanket . Hooks on the opposite side held this Zilpah's clothing.

Am I to stay here in this small space? I should have brought my blanket.

“Set your clothing there,” Avagail ordered.

I gazed past her at a small wooden stool, already filled with Zilpah’s possessions. I gulped and set my small bundle beside hers.

Avagail jerked her head toward the hall. “We have work to do. People need to eat.”

I trailed behind her, allowing the cloth divider to fall across the open space. We marched back down the dark hallway. Avagail strode onward. I tagged close behind. A hardness lurked beneath her feminine exterior. I did not want to cause it to emerge.

We entered the kitchen where an older maidservant raked the coals in the fire, preparing to add the dung we burned. An open hearth lay in the center of the floor, as it had in Mama's house. A tannur had been sunk in the courtyard just outside the kitchen door. 

I glanced up at the smoke hole at the top of the house, allowing smoke to escape. The sun stood before its apex. Time to prepare the evening meal. Avagail left me in the care of the older maidservant, Ada, who handed me a pail of tubers and a knife. I peeled and cut them into a copper pot filled with water.

Unfamiliar noise surrounded me. I counted six maidservants chattering as they worked. I peeled and listened. The older girls ignored me. I did not mind.

“She is a pretty little thing,” one commented, uncaring of who listened. “Problem is, she knows it.”

Who are they speaking of? Not me. I am not pretty, and I know it.

“It will cause her problems,” another said.

“Have you ever seen a pretty little girl who does not have problems?” the first asked.

Avagail entered the kitchen. The chatter ended.

Gossips. They do not speak of me, or they would not end their gossip. I searched my memory. They must speak of Avagail'sdaughter. What will they say about me when I am not here?

Mama had delivered Avagail’s children. The last two were daughters. The oldest, Leah, who must be twelve now, had beautiful eyes. Sadly, scars covered her face and body from an illness while she was two. At the same time, they waited for another child to be born. Mama had tended to her until Avagail called her away to help deliver the baby.

In the time it took Mama to deliver Rachel, the illness had settled into Leah’s face. Mama gave the servants a lotion, but they refused to help, fearing they would catch her illness. They left the tiny girl alone until the sores began to heal. Only then did they return to smooth the lotion on her face too late, leaving scars to cover her face.

Mama could not care for Leah. She hurried home to give birth to me.

Ada took the pot and set it over the fire. “You did well. What is your name?”

“Bilhah.”

“Is your mother not Eila?” she gazed into my face. “I remember seeing you with her when she came to help heal one of the boys.”

“Yes,” I mumbled, my face heating.

“Why are you not with her helping Norit give birth?”

The short, pudgy cook brushed a loose lock of hair off her face. She likes the food she cooks. But I like her. Her voice is kind, and her smile is cheerful.

“Mama brought me here this morning. Says she can no longer care for me.” My lip trembled, but I refused to share my pain. Why did Mama leave me here?

The woman nodded. “It does not surprise me. Eila works hard, but it is a struggle with five children.”

“She took my brothers to other men.” I bit my lip, fighting back my tears. “What now?”

“It is hard for your mother,” she crooned and handed me a stack of plates. “Go with Shiri to set these on the table.” She turned. “Shiri. Show Bilhah where to set the plates for the evening meal.”

Between the two of us, we prepared the table with fine dishes, silver, and linen for the family. 

“Will we eat?” I asked over the grumbling of my stomach.

“After the family eats. We eat last before cleaning the dishes.” A few years older than me and pretty, Shiri could become a friend.

“Do you live here, too?” I asked.

Shiri shook her head. “No. Mother comes each night for me and brings me back in the morning. Your mother is not coming?”

I shook my head and fought back the tears once more. Why could Mama not have done this little thing?

“Sorry.” She put her arms around me briefly. “This is not a bad place to live.”

***
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ADA INTRODUCED ME TO a tall, slender girl, Zilpah, as they prepared to serve the family. She smiled at me, then hurried away.

Ada grabbed my arm and kept me back. “Watch this time,” she said. “You need to know what Avagail demands of us. You can join the others tomorrow.”

I watched from the doorway. Laban and Avagail had three sons and two daughters. The sons were older, old enough to marry. I gazed at the daughters, naming them. Rachel, the one my age, and Leah, two years older than us. I did not see her scars from a distance. The brothers sat near and on either side of Laban. The sisters sat on either side of Avagail. Serving them did not seem a demanding job, but I waited and watched. Certainly, something must make it difficult.

The oldest son, about nineteen, stretched his hand out and touched Shiri’s leg. She flinched, but said nothing as she served him and moved on to a daughter.

I shuddered. Could I ignore such touching? Would they expect me to accept this and more?

“You take a wife soon, Gera,” Laban said. “Have you spoken with Ilan about when you can marry his daughter?”

The offending son turned to his father. “Ilan demands a bride price.”

“It is expected. How much?”

Gera chewed on his beard. “Silver and sheep.”

“How much silver and how many sheep?” Laban set his hands on the table and leaned forward.

“Two silvers, thirty ewes, three rams ... and a home for us to live in. He will not allow Devora to live here. He says too many live here already.”

Avagail harrumphed. “A wife has no say. She lives with the mother of her husband.”

“You want another woman to help you?” another son asked.

“Is that not what all mothers desire?” the oldest daughter said. Leah. I saw her scars.

“Always room for more help,” Avagail said with a covetous grin.

“Which is why I accepted the new maidservant,” Laban said. He turned to Gera. “Have you bargained with him?”

Gera licked his lips. “I have a flock, but if I give that many to Ilan, I will have few left.”

“And silver?”

“I have the silver. Mother helped. But where will we live?”

“Father’s uncle lives in a tent,” the younger sister said. A grin filled her face. Rachel?

Gera gasped. “Devora living in a tent?”

“It would be a home.” Her saucy reply filled the room.

I want a home where I will be safe. A tent is better than no home.

Gera shook his head and growled. “I have looked everywhere. There is an empty house I think I can bargain for ...” his voice drifted away.

“What is the problem with it?” Laban asked,  tilting his head to the side and staring into Gera's eyes. He twitched a finger at Zilpah.

She stepped forward and filled his glass with more wine.

Ada pulled me back into the kitchen. “Do you see the maids standing back near the wall, not noticing anything until someone signals a need for more?”

“Yes.” I bobbed my head. “Gera touched Shiri’s leg. Will he touch me?”

Ada growled. “Laban has warned Gera about that. For now, I will keep you in the kitchen. But soon you will be big enough to help serve. Avagail will question why I keep you away. You are small enough Gera may not be enticed by you. Perhaps he will have a wife by the time you grow big enough I can no longer keep you in the kitchen.”

“And live elsewhere,” I murmured.

“You listened to their conversation?” Ada asked, her eyebrows lifting almost to her hair.

“What else do I do? Everyone stood still, doing nothing, until Zilpah refilled Laban’s cup.”

“Do not repeat what you hear at the table.” She frowned at me.

“Yes, Ada.”

“May Jehovah take Gera and his bride to another home,” Ada grumbled. “Now go back to watch. We will bring in more food.”

***
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AFTER THE SERVANTS ate, Zilpah, Shiri, and I helped Ada clean the kitchen. I had dried many copper pots and colorful dishes, but many more waited.

Ada handed me  a clean, dry towel. “Zilpah, you and Bilhah can help Shiri with the dishes. You should know, Avagail put her in your chamber.”

Zilpah’s long dark hair hung in a braid down her back. Her dark eyes matched her hair. She stood a head taller than me, probably a little more than two years older than my ten.

“My chamber?” Zilpah pressed her lips together. “It is small.”

“You have no choice,” Ada said.

“I have little,” I said. “Just my dress and sleeping robe.”

Zilpah’s mouth twisted . “You are not big. I suppose you can fit in with me. It could be worse. You could be fat.”

I drew back, looking down and touching my belly. “Me? Fat?”

Zilpah giggled. “No, you are not fat.”

What could I say? She seems like a cheerful person. Perhaps she teases like my brothers did. A sudden longing for my brothers tugged at my heart.

Shiri set another dish on the drying towel and giggled. "You will never be fat."

“The mistress will provide you with more dresses,” Ada said. “She likes us to be dressed alike.”

I had noticed everyone wore a soft green, the color of sage. Ada's dress had stripes. Both Zilpah's and Shiri's had subtle flowers. 

I nodded and set a dry plate on the stack.

Zilpah took a wet plate. “My pallet is cold in the winter. It will be more comfortable with someone to keep me warm. Even in the summer, the temperature does not change enough to notice down there.” She smiled. “Welcome, Bilhah.”

I grinned. “I will help with that.”

“Good. Our chamber is not beneath the kitchen and receives little heat. Yours will help me sleep.”

I lost myself in thought, imagining what it must be like to have a friend to share with. Mama did not give me time to be with other girls. This would be different.

“How old are you?” Zilpah asked, interrupting me.

“Ten.”

“I am thirteen and a woman,” she said, lifting her chin.

“Do not be haughty about that,” Ada said, tilting her head to the side and staring at Zilpah. “You have had only one experience with the woman’s flow. Wait a year. You will not be so proud.”

Zilpah dropped her eyes. “Yes, Ada.” She looked at me. “Be grateful you are not yet a woman.”

“Why?”

“It is a bloody mess, and when you are a woman, men want to touch you where they should not,” Shiri said.

“Ugh,” I made a face. “I saw Gera touch your leg.”

Shiri shuddered. “Thankfully, that was all he touched.” 

“You dare not say much, especially when the man lives here.” Zilpah glanced toward the front of the house.

Did she fear Gera, Laban, or Avagail?

“No, Avagail does not like to know,” Ada said.

We changed the subject and chattered together until the kitchen was clean. At a tap at the outside door, Shiri opened it and waved goodbye to us.

“Her mother ...” Zilpah said.

“I know. She told me. Why do you stay here?”

“Ada found me alone in the market after our home burned.” Zilpah spoke with little emotion.

I sucked in a sharp breath. “Mama expected Laban to take me because she helped Avagail give birth.” I said with a shrug. “She says she cannot care for us any longer. I do not understand why he still owed her. She gave my brothers and me away. Only my little sister remains. I do not know if she will keep her.” I swallowed my sudden tears.

Zilpah touched my shoulder. “I hope she keeps your sister.”

I rolled my lips in. “Me too. I wish ...” I rubbed my stomach, trying to soothe away the hurt. “I wish she had kept me too. I helped her...”

Ada hugged me close, reminding me of my grandmama's love for me. Perhaps Ada  would love me as Mama had. “Your mama loves you. She did what was best for you. We will be your family now.”

I nodded, refusing to allow tears to slide down my face. It felt good to be among women who cared for me. Perhaps they would become my family, and I could survive here, even find some happiness.

When we finished, Zilpah led me to our chamber.

“We cannot always light the lamp, so learn the way. Touch the walls.”

Zilpah walked behind me and directed me as I felt my way.

“Turn right,” she said.

I turned, touched a door, and pushed it open.

“We are given a small amount of oil each month,” Zilpah said, striking the flint to light the lamp wick. “Usually, I light this in the cooking fire."

I blinked to adjust to the light, though it was not much. “Easier there than using a flint here,” I murmured.

“Much.” Zilpah moved around, picking up her possessions. “You can have this trunk for your possessions,” she said, pointing to a small trunk.

“My possessions?” I choked. “My old dress and my night robe.”

“You will have more clothes later,” Zilpah said. “Avagail sounds gruff, but she is generous with her maids.”

Our door opened and Avagail stepped in with a larger oil lamp lighting our little chamber. “I cannot have you wearing that dress, Bilhah.”

“It is my best dress,” I murmured.

“Perhaps, but it is not appropriate. This may be large. Do you sew? Can you fix it?” She handed me a sage green dress with small flowers, made from a rough wool, similar to the wool Mama dressed me in.

I wanted to set my hands on my hips and exclaim my abilities, but my hands were now full and Mama had taught me not to talk back to my elders. I had sewn clothing and bodies beside Mama. I held the dress in front of me. Much too big. I lowered my eyes. “Yes. I sew. If Zilpah helps, I can work on it tonight.”

“Good,” Avagail said. “Zilpah, help her.” She turned back to me. “Wear this tomorrow morning.”

My eyes widened. It had been a long day. “It will take most of the night. And our oil —“

“If you use it all, you will be in the dark. Only enough to fill your lamp once is allowed each month.” Avagail turned and left, closing the door behind her.

Our tiny lamp hardly lit the chamber.

“I will help you fix it,” Zilpah said.

Her warm smile helped soothe my concerns.

***
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IN OUR RUSH, WE DID not trim the seams, and my new dress rubbed uncomfortably at my sides and under my arms. They made me itch.

“You will want to let the seams out when you grow,” Zilpah counseled as we mounted the stairs. “This dress is big now, but you will grow.”

I had no time to do anything else but grow.

Ada nodded with approval when Zilpah and I entered the kitchen, rubbing our eyes.

“She gave you last night to make that dress fit?” Ada asked. I expected surprise, but she expressed none.

“Yes,” Zilpah answered for me. “And our lamp guttered out as we finished.”

“Not much sleep, then?” Ada asked.

We shook our heads, too tired to answer.

“I will keep the two of you away from the fire today. However, you must learn to be alert even when you do not sleep. I will not always be here to protect you.”

I rested my head on my hand as I sat at the kitchen table and scooped my morning grains into my mouth, giving me warmth and hopefully enough energy to lift my head.

Ada touched my shoulder. “You will do fine. Pay attention. I will try to give you a break to rest later today. Avagail tests her new maids this way. You should plait your braids again, however. They look unkempt.”

That is why she expressed no surprise. She expected this from Avagail.

I nodded and braided my dark brown hair on either side of my head, as Mama had always braided it.

Ada assigned me to dust the furniture downstairs. “But do not go into Laban’s office. He fears the maids will mix up his papers.”

“Perhaps he thinks he has something secret,” Zilpah said with a yawn. She had undone the braid down her back and rebraided it in the time I braided one braid. I still had one to plait as she hurried from the kitchen.

Ada shrugged. “Dust everything downstairs. Do not miss any surfaces and do not drop or break anything. You do not want to know what happens to one who breaks Avagail’s trinkets.”

I shuddered. I had not seen her temper, and I did not want to.

I yawned many times, but soon the focus on not dropping expensive decorative plates, gold-rimmed urns, and the other heavy objects I dusted woke me. Among the heaviest objects were idol statues of local gods.

Why idols? Laban and his household worshipped Jehovah, did they not? Jehovah would not approve of Avagail placing these idols where all can see.

I thought about it throughout the day. How could Laban expect protection from Jehovah if he worshiped idol gods?

When Abram and Sarai fled Harran, Grandmama had continued to worship Jehovah, teaching her daughters and warning them to keep the name private, for the priests of Libnah and Elkenah would choose them as sacrifices if they knew, as they tried to sacrifice Jacob.

Perhaps Avagail and Laban considered it less dangerous to scatter images of the gods around the house for others to see? I could not do such a thing, but what did I know? I was only ten.

When I finished, I reported back to Ada. “What now?”

“Clean your chamber. While there, sleep. Someone will wake you in an hour,” Ada said.

“Are you certain?”

“Avagail is shopping and will not return for another few hours. I will have you working before she returns. Now, go. You are wasting your hour.”

I rushed down the stairs, holding onto the wall to keep from stumbling. The little windows lit my way, but I closed my eyes, trying to remember. I needed to know how to reach our chamber in the dark.

I pushed open the door. Everything we had left on the floor or draped on the stool lay folded on the trunk. Zilpah slept on the pallet.

She looked up at me with sleepy eyes. “Rest while we can.”

I expected the excitement of working in a new house to keep me awake. It did not. I yawned twice. I remember nothing else.

***
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ZILPAH TOUCHED ME. “You must wake up. Avagail returned early and is not happy.”

Confusion darkened my mind as I struggled awake. “Avagail? Not happy?”

“She did not purchase the saffron she wanted. Shiri says they were also out of the silk she wants for Gera's betrothal rite. We must rush to the kitchen.”

Sleep fell from my eyes, and I leapt from the pallet and pulled my dress over my head. I tied the sash at my waist as I loped up the stairs. Before entering the kitchen, I pushed my braids over my shoulder, hoping they still looked presentable.

Four other maids scurried around the kitchen, looking busy as I entered. I strode to the fire, where Ada handed me a spoon. “Stir this,” she said as she stepped away.

“Is the midday meal prepared?” Avagail asked, storming into the kitchen.

“It is, and the evening meal is cooking,” Ada answered.

“I expected you to waste time while I was gone,” Avagail said with a growl.

“No. We complete our assignments whether you are here or gone.”

“The downstairs tables were dusted?” Avagail sank into a chair at the kitchen table.

“Bilhah dusted them,” Ada said, dishing up a bowl of soup from the pot I stirred. “Get the mistress a spoon,” she whispered.

I hurried to the basket of spoons, grabbed one, and laid it next to the bowl in front of Avagail. I dipped my head and backed away.

“You dusted the downstairs?” she asked.

I stepped forward. “I did. Some things on the tables are heavy, but I did not drop any.”

Avagail’s gaze turned from her soup to me. “You dropped nothing? Not even the heaviest idol?”

“None of them. I wondered ...” I stopped speaking, fearing  her response.

Her eyebrows lifted. “You wondered? What did you wonder?”

“I mean no disrespect,” I said in a low voice. “I thought you worshipped Jehovah.”

Ada warned me with a glance, but it was too late. 

“And you wonder about our idols?” Avagail’s voice turned syrupy sweet.

I nodded. “Mama taught me about Jehovah ...”

Avagail blew out a breath. “You know Jehovah?”

I nodded.

“And you heard the priests tried to sacrifice Abram?”

I nodded once more. “Grandmama was a little girl in Ur. She was there.”

Avagail shook her head. “I hear that was a terrible time. I was not yet born, but Terah was there. He told us of the rumble that filled the city. He thought his home would fall. He was Abram’s father, you know.”

I shook my head. “I did not know.”

I did, but Avagail did not need to know that.

“He came here with Abram and Sarai, but they moved on after some years. Terah’s other son, Nahor, and his family joined him here later. Our family has been here since then.”

“That must have been frightening,” I whispered.

“Yes, Nahor and Bethuel agreed to keep images of the idol gods out for others to see. They hoped to confuse the priests and keep their attention away from our family and our home.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “Has it worked?”

“It has so far. No one has come to take us to be sacrificed.” Avagail turned away from me and spooned soup into her mouth.

I stepped away, glad she had not slapped me for my impertinence.

Ada signaled for me to help wash the dishes. I sighed as my hands sank beneath the water. I did not mind washing the dishes. It kept my hands busy while I observed the others.

Avagail continued to grumble about the missing saffron. “Gera will want a special meal for Devora. They will celebrate their betrothal next week. I told the spice seller to save the best for me. He promised to have some in three days. If he does not, I do not know what I will do.”

The maids circled around her, offering sweets and support.

“I am certain he will have saffron before next week,” Ada said. “If Yubal said he would have it, only a disaster will prevent it.”

Avagail leaned back in her seat and accepted the sweets with a sigh.

I will have to learn the art of calming my mistress.

Soon Avagail rose and left the kitchen, mumbling about needing to rest before bringing her girls down to teach them about the kitchen.

Leah and Rachel were at the evening meal the night before. I missed seeing them that morning. I supposed someone took food to them in their chambers. It must be nice to have maidservants to wait on you.

Ada put me to work scraping the skins from vegetables once more. I did not mind. I could work and observe.

“You know, you will not stay in the kitchen all the time,” Zilpah said, coming to sit beside me.

“I know. I dusted earlier.” I kept scraping the vegetables.

She nodded. “Yes, but you will be assigned to Rachel soon.”

I glanced up at Zilpah before returning to scraping. “Why?”

“You were given the dress of a personal maidservant. Look at the dresses of the other maids.”

I looked more closely at the other dresses. Three were different — Zilpah’s, Shiri’s, and mine. The others had plain sage green dresses tied at the waist. None had the ties at the shoulder like mine. Ours looked nicer than the others. 

Did Avagail plan to assign me to Rachel? How would that affect me? Could I do it without causing Avagail to complain? Why could I not be home with Mama and Nissa? Would I ever have a safe family again?
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Later that day, I turned from my assignment when Alma, a maidservant cutting vegetables, cried out in pain. She gripped her finger, but blood dripped through her hand.

“Bilhah,” Ada cried. “Can you help with that?”

“I need a clean cloth,” I called as I hurried to Alma’s side.

Alma whimpered in pain and held up her hand. Blood dripped on the table.

“What happened?” I murmured as I took her hand in mine.

Alma did not release her grip on the injured hand. “Knife slipped.”

“Where did it cut you?”

She lifted a finger, showing a gash on the tip. “I cut off the tip of my finger.”

My stomach gurgled, but because of Mama’s training, the injury did not make me sick. I needed to apply pressure to stop the bleeding. I glanced at the table where she was cutting the vegetables. “I do not see it here. Let me look.”

When I examined her finger closer, Alma had not lost the tip of her finger. It bled down her arm. I stopped the bleeding, cleaned it with herb-infused water, and spread honey on it before bandaging it. I then gave her herbal tea to prevent further illness.

She lifted her eyebrows in question, but drank the remedy.

After bandaging Alma’s injury, I returned to preparing food. A young boy came into the kitchen. I thought little of it, not yet knowing boys and men seldom entered Avagail’s kitchen. The other girls stared and tittered at him. Red climbed up his neck and onto his face. Still, he walked over to Ada and whispered to her.

“Now?” Ada asked.

The boy nodded.

“Bilhah. The mistress needs you. Go with this boy.”

“Me?” I asked. “Why would she need me?”

“How would I know?” Ada waved her spoon. “Wash the blood from your cheek and go with this boy.”

I used the last clean cloth and the now-cool herb-infused water to wash my face and hands.

“Is that better?” I held up my hands.

Ada inspected me. “Much. Now, go with the boy. Do not keep Mistress Avagail waiting.”

I followed the messenger up the stairs and to the door at the end of the hall. He rapped on it and shoved it open at Avagail’s call, before running off.

“Well?” Avagail growled. “Are you coming in?”

I sucked in a breath and entered, allowing the beads to fall behind me. The chamber held soft, cushioned seats and a small wooden desk and chair with papers in neat piles. 

Avagail inspected me, her eyes roaming from the top of my head to the tip of my toes, peeping out from beneath the dress I had taken in the night before.

“No slippers?” She asked.

“Mama had no money for slippers.” I had never worn slippers.

She shook her head and grimaced. “Why do they expect me to provide everything?” she mumbled. “You will have to live without slippers for a day or two. Have you any service experience?”

“I just bandaged Alma's cut finger. It was bad, but it could have been worse. Mama taught me about healing, and I helped her bring a child into the world this week.”

Avagail drew her eyebrows together. “Who is your mother again?”

“Eila, the healer.”

“Yes, yes, now I remember. And she could not care for you any longer?” Her voice rose a bit before she stopped to swallow. “I would expect she could easily care for her family as a healer.”

“She could before my father left us. She then had too many mouths to feed.”

Avagail quirked her eyebrow up. “How many children are there?”

“I have three brothers and a sister. I am the second oldest.” Sharing about my family squeezed my heart tight. I missed my family. Why —?

“Your father kept her busy with children.” She tapped the side of her face near her nose. “You can be useful with your healer training. How old are you?”

“Ten. Mama took me with her since I was four.”

Avagail continued to tap her face. “Perhaps you can be taught. Or you can clean the night pots.” She looked up at me. “You know how to obey?”

“Yes, mistress.” I did not want to be assigned to clean the filthy night pots.

She stared at me a bit longer, then stood. “Come with me.”

***
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AVAGAIL LED ME ALONG the hallway to another chamber, and a girl my age with golden-brown eyes matching the lighter color of her hair looked up. Like many girls I knew, the light and dark streaks in her hair made her more beautiful. However, the ends of her hair stuck out of the braids hanging from either side of her head.

Her eyes and face resembled Avagail. This was the younger, saucy girl from dinner the night before. This must be the girl Mama helped to birth before giving birth to me. If so, she was one day older than me.

“Mother?” the girl asked.

“Rachel.” Avagail waved toward me. “It is time you had a maidservant. This is Bilhah. She is here to serve you.”

Rachel’s face twisted in thought before she smiled. “Like Zilpah helps Leah?”

“Yes.” Avagail turned to me. “You are to be here early each morning to help Rachel brush and braid her hair and dress her each morning. You will also help her dress for the evening meal and prepare her for sleep at night. If she has other needs, you are to be available to help her.”

“Does that mean I do not have to learn how to clean?” Rachel asked.

“No. You and Bilhah will clean together. She will teach you. Her mother did not permit her to avoid work, as I have. You are ten, Rachel. No longer a child. Time to grow up.” Avagail glanced at me. “Get to know each other. Bilhah, maybe you can fix those braids. And then, do not stay here. Ada has chores for you in the kitchen. Both of you.”

Rachel flinched, then whined, “Me? Mother?”

“You must know how to run a house. You will be responsible for your own home someday. Perhaps even in the home of your husband’s mother. Time to learn. Be in the kitchen in half an hour.” Avagail kissed Rachel on the forehead, then left the chamber.

Rachel poked her tongue out at Avagail’s retreating back.

I stared with bulging eyes in shock at her disrespect.

Rachel stared at me. “Do you not poke your tongue out at your mother?”

“Never. Not when I lived with her. I cannot now. She gave me to your father.”

“She left you here? Will you ever see her again?”

I shrugged. I hope to one day. Maybe I will find her at the market or the well.

Rachel pouted and stared at me. “How old are you?”

“Ten.”

“I am ten as well.”

I grinned. “My mama helped your mother give birth to you, then she went home to give birth to me. We are almost the exact same age.” 

“Almost twins,” she clapped her hands. “But you are my maid. I can tell you what to do.” She rolled her eyes, then laughed. 

“Your mama told me to work on your hair.” I glanced around the chamber. “Sit at your dressing table. I will see what I can do. I used to braid my little sister’s hair.” I bit my lip as sudden tears filled my eyes.

“You miss her?” Rachel sat on the stool in front of her dressing table and stared up at my reflection in her polished bronze mirror.

“I do. I miss my mother and my sister — not so much my brothers.”

Rachel perched on the stool, and I picked up her brush.

“You have brothers, too? Are they as mean as my brothers?” she asked.

While we shared stories, I brushed her hair. “I have not seen your brothers much, so I do not know how mean your brothers are. Only my brother, Avdon, is older than me. The others are younger. They did not like Mama taking me with her to learn how to heal. I helped heal her patients.”

“You are a healer?” Rachel squealed.

I braided one side of her hair. “These ends do not want to stay in your braid. I was learning about healing. But Mama brought me here before I learned all I need to know. I bandaged a cut finger this afternoon.” 

Why did Mama bring me here? I could have helped her? 

Rachel’s hair ends refused to smooth into her braid. What can I do to keep the ends in her braid?

Lotion sat in a jar on the table. I took the lid off and sniffed it. “Nice.” I dipped a tiny bit out of the jar and rubbed it into my hands.

Rachel stamped her foot. “That is mine. Not yours.”

“I know.” I ran my hands through her hair. “This should keep your ends where they belong.” I braided it once more. The ends stayed put.

“Oh! How did you know to do that?”

“Mama,” I murmured as I brushed the other half of her hair and smoothed a dab of lotion into it. The hair stayed in her braid.

“We should go to the kitchen now.” I tied the braid. “I do not want your mother to be angry with me.”

“How could she be angry? My braids look much better.” She spun around on the stool and threw her arms around me. “We are going to be friends.”

Friends between a girl and her maid? Can that be? Will such a friendship take the place of Mama and Nissa? I miss them. I hope she becomes my friend.

***
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RACHEL RACED DOWN THE stairs with me following behind. I passed her as we entered the kitchen panting and giggling. Ada glanced up at us, frowning.

“Do you have any sense about you, girl?” she growled.

Then Rachel stepped past me. “Mother told me I was to help you in the kitchen.”

Ada smoothed her face. “She said you would come. You girls can wash the dishes.”

Rachel stared at me. I led her to the cleaning table.

“I will wash. You can dry.” I handed Rachel a cloth for drying.

She stared at the cloth dangling from her fingers. “What do I do with this?”

“Wipe the dishes dry after I wash them.”

I washed the dishes and set them in the hot rinse water. Rachel picked them out with the tips of her fingers and set them on the towel before drying them. I tittered. “You need to grab those dishes with more than the tips of your fingers. You do not want to drop them.”

“But that water is hot,” Rachel complained.

I showed her how to grab the dishes out of the hot water. We laughed and talked as we worked.

I washed the last dish as Avagail entered the kitchen. “Where is Rachel?”

“Over here, Mother,” she called as she set the dry dish on the stack of clean dishes.

“What have you done?” her mother asked.

“Ada assigned Bilhah and me to wash those dishes,” Rachel laughed. “We are almost finished.”

Avagail drew her eyebrows together. “You are working.”

“It was fun,” Rachel gushed.

Avagail’s eyebrows shot up. “Fun? I did not expect to hear those words.”

Rachel’s shoulder twitched. “I had fun with Bilhah.”

Avagail’s eyes moved from Rachel to me. “You made it fun?”

“We giggled a lot,” My face burned.

Avagail nodded. “Good. Rachel will join you again tomorrow morning.”

I grinned at Rachel, but her face fell.

“I thought it would only be today.” Her lower lip slipped out in a pout.

I would never have argued with my mother.

“No, Rachel. You will learn how to clean everything. You must know how to manage your own home. This is just the beginning.”

“Mother!” Rachel cried.

The next morning, Rachel joined in dusting furniture in the halls upstairs.

“Be careful,” I warned as she lifted a heavy decorative plate off a table. “Those break.”

She set it on the floor before responding. “I know. I knocked one off the table in my chamber. It shattered. Pieces went everywhere.” Her arms flailed in demonstration.

“Watch out!” I cried as her hand swung near an urn.

She pulled her hands and arms close and hugged herself. “Mother would not be happy if I broke that urn. Grandmother Milcah purchased it with the gold Abraham’s servant gave her when he came for Rebekah.”

“Rebekah? Abraham?” I lifted the urn and set it on the floor before dusting the table.

“She is Father’s sister. Abraham was Abram. Jehovah changed his name. He sent a servant to bring her back to marry Isaac, his son.”

“But Abraham had to be ancient.” I could not understand how his son would marry Laban’s sister.

“Father says he was over a hundred when Isaac was born.” Rachel dusted a table as she spoke. “I do not know if he still lives. Few people live that long anymore.”

“Mama’s grandmother was old, over a hundred when she died. Mama told me that few live that long.” I grunted with the weight of the urn and set it back in place. “Mama’s grandmother was a little girl when she and her mother watched the priests try to sacrifice Abram. Mama says she spoke of her fear until the day she died.”

Rachel stared at me. “I did not know your family knew Abram.”

I ran my dusting cloth over the front and legs of the table. “Mama’s grandmother came to Harran as a servant with Sarai. She married a man from here and did not leave when Sarai and Abram left. Many times, Mama moaned about Grandmama and her family staying here in Harran.”

Rachel stepped close. “You are here because Jehovah wanted you here. If your grandmama had gone to Canaan with Sarai, how would you be here to become my maidservant? I needed to know you.”

My eyes widened. “You needed to know me?”

“Yes, I feel it.” She placed a hand over her heart. “I needed a friend. You are my friend.”

Friend? Mama gave me to Rachel’s father because she could no longer care for me. He owns me as a servant. How can I be her friend? Rachel has never suffered hunger or want. She will never become someone’s maidservant because her parents could no longer feed her. She will never know family separation as I do.

I turned toward her. “It is nice to be your friend.” But I must always remember you are my mistress and I am your maidservant.

***
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WE WORKED TOGETHER most days after that, as Leah worked with Zilpah, although neither girl joined us on laundry days. Avagail and her daughters never came to help wash clothing.

One day as we maids worked together, Zilpah lifted a dress from the water. “Leah says her mother does not want them to risk burning their hands in the hot water.”

“Rachel would fall into the fire,” one maid teased.

“No,” I pushed the apron I washed into the hot water. “Rachel is careful when we work together. She would not fall into the fire.”

“But her mother fears she would do something to her beautiful face,” another maid laughed. “They want to marry her off to some wealthy man. Leah’s scars will prevent her from marrying a wealthy man. She will be lucky to marry at all.”

How can a maid become so hateful and snobbish?

“Leah’s scars are healing,” Zilpah cried. “A man will be blessed to marry her. She is a kind and gentle girl.”

“Unlike Rachel,” the maid said.

Her words hurt. My face warmed more than my hands grabbing clothing from the boiling water. “Rachel is kind to me.”

“But we have seen her.” Zilpah shook out the dress. “She complains about the chores her mother sets her to do.”

“But she does them,” I argued.

“And you go behind her to ensure they are done correctly,” Shiri pointed at me. “We have all seen it. You cannot deny it. Rachel works, but she never completes the assignment.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but Zilpah nudged me. “We see it, Bilhah. You cannot argue for her. Not among us.”

“She is good to me,” I plunged the apron in the hot water. “She is learning to work. She has not been required to work before.”

The others tittered. I did not reply. I knew Rachel tried her best. She only complained when others were around. I believed she did because they expected it.

I had often entered Rachel's chamber to help her, finding her reading scrolls from her father’s library. She loved to read. Mama taught me to read so I could write the directions for making the cures she made. I missed reading and writing, although I seldom had the opportunity.

Some days, Rachel would ask me to sit beside her as she read to me. I dared not take long reading with her, fearing her mother would find me lounging beside her daughter rather than serving her.

I asked Rachel to read to me as I brushed and braided her hair. She loved thinking she was better than me. I do not think she knew I could read the words over her shoulder.

However, I had to admit the other maids were more right than I wanted to admit. Rachel did not want to do anything that would make her look less than beautiful, and she was happy to shrug off work early and let me finish. She often stamped her foot and complained about her mother’s requirements.

I hoped that would change as she grew. Her mother would insist. Until then, I accepted the responsibility of teaching her.

Ada learned of my ability to read and write and asked me to write for her. I appreciated the opportunity to practice. Zilpah had been writing for her for a few years, and suggested I help sometimes when she was busy.

At Ada’s insistence, I filled a basket with healing supplies and left it in the corner of the kitchen where I could readily retrieve it. I kept packets of herbs and clean bandages in the pocket I wore over my shoulder to have them available when needed. 

Ada purchased a packet of needles for me to stitch injuries, along with lengths of the thread Mama used in multiple thicknesses, to sew those injuries requiring more attention.

Whenever Ada or Avagail called in another healer, I helped, becoming more confident in my healing abilities. They called on experienced healers less often as time went by, choosing to use my healing abilities. 

In the years I served in Laban’s home, I never saw Mama. I wondered if she had left Harran. I prayed she had not died. I missed her. Did she give Nissa away?
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All of Rachel’s brothers married in the following years and moved to the other side of Harran away from us. We maids cheered in private, no longer needing to fear their unwanted touching or other advances.

Laban could no longer depend on his sons to take the flocks to the well to drink. Herders opened the well only once a day to water the flocks. Laban had dug the well, but if one of his sons did not join the herders, others would drive the sheep away.

To resolve the problem, Laban assigned Leah and Rachel to go with the herders. They were thirteen and fifteen. They took turns after their father went with them the first week. Rachel did not want to go, but her father gave her no choice. Stomping and arguing did not help. Leah never complained, but she never complained about anything around others.

Rachel asked Leah to take her turn almost every time. Sometimes Leah gave in. Rachel seldom took Leah’s turn unless Leah was sick, which did not happen often.

“Why do you fight your father?” I asked her one day a few months after Laban had assigned her the job.

“The sheep are smelly and dirty.” Her face twisted in disgust.

“But you wash it all off when you return.” I said. “And you have men who will protect you. Perhaps one will admit an interest in you.”

Rachel shuddered. “Herders? I have little need to know them.”

“But they protect
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