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      In memory of my mother, Judy (1939—2024).

      I am so thankful for your prayers, training, discipline, hugs, and many, many letters.

      What a legacy you left in my life.

      Thank you most of all for leading me to Jesus. That has made all the difference.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I will make you as a light for the nations,

        that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.

      

        

      
        Isaiah 49:6b (ESV)

      

        

      
        Let them give thanks to the Lord for his unfailing love

        and his wonderful deeds for mankind,

        for he breaks down gates of bronze

        and cuts through bars of iron.

      

        

      
        Psalm 107:15-16 (NIV)
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      Fictional Characters

      Reuel — Midianite coppersmith from a long line of smiths tracing their ancestry back to Heber and Jael (Judges 4), Hobab and Jethro.

      Jael — Reuel’s wife.

      Reba and Hanok — Reuel and Jael’s two young sons.

      Zura — Jael’s elder sister. She is a member of their household because she is blind and unmarried. Zura also does the final polishing of all copper and bronze objects.

      Abida — Reuel’s father. A widower who has mostly retired from being a coppersmith.

      Ephah — Reuel’s elder brother. He lives with his father in Ramoth Gilead.

      Zipporah — Ephah’s wife.

      Naftali — a wealthy customer and patron of Reuel’s.

      Dedan — a survivor of the battle with Gideon.

      Dinah and Asher — a couple who show hospitality to Reuel.

      

      Biblical Characters (found in the book of Judges 4–8)

      I have chosen to use more Hebraic-anglicized versions of the familiar names. This helps us approach the story with different eyes and hopefully makes the biblical parts, feel less familiar.

      Gideon — from the tribe of Manasseh. Yahveh commissions him to fight against the Midianite/Amalekite coalition.

      Purah — Gideon’s servant.

      There are many mentions of earlier historical characters — Avraham, Job, Hagar…

      

      Place Names

      Most of the action for this book takes place in the lands of Manasseh on the eastern side of the Jordan River. The cities of Ramoth Gilead and Jabesh Gilead are mentioned in particular.
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        Near Heshbon, east of the Jordan River

        Period of Judges, pre-1050 BC

      

      

      “Aren’t you ever going to get married?” Jael asked her elder sister, Zura, as they played in the shade under a gnarled oak tree.

      There was a long pause as Jael looked up at her sister who was sitting motionless. A single tear welled up in Zura’s eye. Jael took Zura’s hand and stroked it. She hadn’t meant to make her big sister sad.

      “I doubt I’ll ever marry,” Zura said, her voice low.

      “Why not? You’re wonderful! Everyone loves you and the stories you tell.”

      Zura squeezed Jael’s hand. “The problem is that parents want their sons to marry someone whole.”

      Jael pursed her lips. “Whole? I don’t understand.”

      “My beloved sister, you look at me with the eyes of a girl and you see someone who plays with you and loves you. But other people don’t have the same kind of eyes as you.”

      Jael frowned. “Their eyes look the same to me.”

      Zura sighed. “You see with the eyes of love. You don’t see my blemishes.”

      “What’s blem-lishes?”

      Zura sighed. “When I was your age, I could see the blue of the sky, and the blush of pink that came on the apricots as they ripened. That all changed when …” Zura touched her face.

      Jael winced as she remembered what Zura had told her about the boiling water and the pain. “When the lady made it so you can’t see any more?”

      Zura nodded. “No one wants a blind woman to marry their son. No one is willing to accept someone …” She hugged her arms around her middle. “Someone so scarred.”

      Jael hadn’t thought about it. To her, Zura was simply her sister. A sister who cared, who never told Jael she didn’t have the time for her. Jael looked at the doll in her lap. Zura had made it out of a small piece of sheepskin and fitted a wooden head on it. She’d even attached fine wool for hair. She’d told Jael how to mark on the eyes and mouth and nose. Jael took this doll everywhere. Before bed, she nestled it into a little cradle Zura had made. First thing in the morning, Jael reached out to stroke the doll’s hair. Last thing at night, she whispered her good nights, just as Zura did for her.

      Zura drew Jael into a hug. “But you will probably get married, my joyful one.”

      “I hope so,” Jael mumbled as her face warmed. She was glad Zura couldn’t see her blush. Jael might be young, but there was one boy she might want to marry. Reuel was tall with an unruly mop of curly dark hair. Already he was apprenticed to his father as a coppersmith. Their people had been wandering coppersmiths for generations. Zura’s eyes might not be able to see but her hands were skillful when it came to copper. Jael had not forgotten how Reuel’s father’s eyes had opened wide when he had seen a sample of Zura’s work. He’d immediately employed her to do all the finishing work which made their finished copper products shine.

      Jael had first seen Reuel while visiting Zura at work. She might not have paid any attention to Reuel if he hadn’t smiled at her, a smile that ensured she would remember him and want to see him again. Now she used any excuse to visit her sister’s workplace, both guiding Zura to work and home again, and taking her food for her rest break. Some days Reuel noticed Jael, and some days he took no notice of her at all.

      Zura pushed back a tendril of hair and straightened her back. “Time to help Ima with the meal.”

      Jael loved it when the three of them cooked together because Zura was often too busy nowadays with her work. When Father had been alive, Jael would have been given some small task to help, or she’d play on the floor with her doll and listen to the hum of conversation between her mother and sister. A gloom settled on Jael. Things had changed the day her father had died. When they heard him cry out in pain, Ima had rushed toward his workshop with Jael trying to keep up, but Father had stopped breathing before they could even reach him. As they had no brothers to carry on the smithing, Zura had gone to work for Reuel’s family.

      Jael helped Zura to her feet and packed away her doll, tucking it under one arm, and using her free arm to guide Zura home. Not that they had far to go. Being coppersmiths, they’d always lived in a tent and traveled wherever their work led them.

      “Ima is making sure you’re ready for marriage,” Zura said. “You’re doing well with your cooking. If you’d only concentrate, you’d keep things neat and tidy too.”

      Jael’s face heated again. She had been dreaming rather than tidying yesterday, and Zura had tripped over a bowl that shouldn’t have been in the middle of the doorway.

      “Once you are betrothed you will leave us,” Zura said.

      Jael kissed her sister’s hand. “I will never leave you. I need you.”

      “That’s not how it works,” Zura said. “A woman leaves her family and joins her husband’s household.”

      Other people might leave, but Jael had no intention of abandoning her sister. It made sense if Zura was going to a home of her own, but if Zura couldn’t marry, Jael wouldn’t leave her behind. Ima said that life was hard for widows or unmarried women. Jael had heard Ima telling Reuel’s father how grateful they were that he’d given Zura work. Especially now that they were in the middle of a drought. A drought that Zura said was because Israel had abandoned their worship of Yahveh, but that didn’t make sense to Jael. Wasn’t Baal the lord of these lands?
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      “Jael, how many times have I told you to tie that tighter?” Reuel said. “My mother⁠—”

      Jael blocked out the next few words. She was sick of hearing about Reuel’s perfect mother. She barely remembered the woman, as Reuel’s mother had died well before their marriage. Yet the dead woman had stalked her from the first morning after their wedding. Jael’s cooking, Jael’s housekeeping, Jael’s mothering, and now even her camel loading was compared to Reuel’s mother, and always came out in second place. According to Reuel, his mother had been perfect in every way. Apparently she had anticipated Reuel’s every need. The woman couldn’t possibly have been as perfect as Reuel remembered, but her death had elevated her above anything Jael could hope to achieve.

      “Here, like this.” Reuel pushed Jael aside and tied the leather straps.

      Reuel didn’t seem to understand that Jael wasn’t as strong as him. Jael rubbed her hands together where the leather ties had cut into her hands. They were on the move again, and she’d been up since well before dawn cooking the food they needed along the way. They weren’t moving far, just south through Manasseh’s eastern territory to the city of Jabesh Gilead.

      “Are the mirrors packed carefully?” Reuel asked.

      Jael bit back a retort at his lack of trust in her. “They are wrapped in the softest of the clothing and buried deep in our packs.” She’d even stitched a sackcloth bag around them.

      Jael would never risk damaging the beautiful mirrors. The richest man in Jabesh had wanted something special for his only daughter’s wedding, something no one else in the land had, something beautiful and not merely practical. He had mentioned to Reuel that he’d often seen his daughter trying to view her face in a pool of water and wondered if metal could be burnished to provide a viewing surface. Reuel had never been asked to make something so luxurious, but his father had once made a crude mirror at his mother’s request, so he’d known the basic idea.

      With such an important commission, Reuel had not risked making a single mirror, so he’d made two. One round, circled by a festoon of fruit, and one oval, surrounded by flowers. Each stood on a stand. Pride in her husband’s craftsmanship had filled Jael’s heart. Anyone who received such a mirror would be the envy of all the women around her. Jael stifled a sigh. Would Reuel ever make such a gift for her?

      Reuel looked around their campsite, scanning the ground for anything that might have escaped their notice. Jael tried not to feel hurt, for he was redoing the task he’d already asked her to do. She had paced the ground, sharp-eyed, to spot any tool or tent peg they might have missed.

      Reuel took a swig of water from the skin hanging off the lead donkey. “Are the boys ready?”

      “I’ll call them.”

      Jael walked toward the boys’ favorite tree. “Reba and Hanok, we’re about to leave.”

      “Do we have to?” Reba, the elder, whined. “We like this place.”

      So did Jael. This was one of the places she’d liked to have lingered. “We’ll be back, but the mirrors have to be delivered, and there will be pots and pans waiting for us to repair.”

      There was a groan above Jael, and the branches shook as the boys began to climb down. Jael looked around as Zura came from behind the bushes and walked toward where the camels were snatching some last mouthfuls of dry grass. Moving camp was hardest on Zura because she couldn’t see to help her adjust to a new campsite. Over the years, they’d learned to set up the tents in the same configuration each time, and they kept to the same circuit of towns: Jabesh Gilead, Ramoth Gilead, Mahanaim, Heshbon, and all the little places in between. They only went as far as Heshbon because Jael’s mother had lived there until her death, and they still had customers there.

      Other coppersmiths had their own circuits to travel, and Reuel made sure his family didn’t stray into their areas.

      The boys hung off the bottom branch and dropped to the ground. Jael brushed the leaves and bits of bark from their hair and took them by the hand to walk them toward their camel. They were often mistaken for twins although there were nearly two barley harvests between them.

      Reuel coaxed the camel to sit. Zura found the wooden pommel and swung her leg over the saddle. Jael helped her smooth her skirt.

      “Comfortable?” Jael squeezed her sister’s hand, then picked up Reba and placed him in the special seat Reuel had fashioned.

      Zura wriggled to find the best spot then reached to the side to tousle Reba’s head. “We’re off on adventures again. Back to the high country.”

      “I wish we didn’t have to leave the river,” Reba said as Jael placed Hanok in his matching seat on the other side of Zura. The boys sat with their backs to the camel and their eyes to the passing scenery. It worked well on long trips, as they always had something to look at and Zura enjoyed talking to them.

      “Being beside a bigger river was good, wasn’t it?” Zura said. “I’ll miss it too, but we might find some streams where we’re going.”

      “But they won’t have pools because there hasn’t been enough rain,” Hanok muttered.

      This year and last there had only been enough rain to settle the dust. The last time Jael had been inside an Israelite town there’d been murmurs the drought was because Baal had cursed these lands. The Israelites burned much incense and made many sacrifices to Baal, but nothing had worked.

      Reuel came over to check that the boys were secure in their seats, then took the camel’s lead rope and commanded it to rise.

      “Yippee!” The boys enjoyed the sensation of being thrown forward then backward as the camel straightened its front legs to stand fully upright.

      Reuel went to the first of their string of four donkeys, took up the lead and started off on foot. Jael followed. Three donkeys carried their tools and ores, and one carried their belongings, including extra clothing and cookware.

      The two cooking pots were Jael’s pride and joy and were stuffed with sackcloth to prevent them clanking.

      Jael adjusted her head covering. It was going to be another scorching hot day. Already the cicadas were falling silent as the temperature rose. The hills ahead shimmered in the heat. It looked unlikely that things would be any cooler on the heights.

      Zura still persisted in believing the drought was because the Israelites had abandoned Yahveh. Well, the Israelites were certainly not worshiping Yahveh nowadays. On the far side of the donkeys was a pile of stones and an old fig tree with a stone altar underneath. The flowers in front of the altar were fresh. Even from here, Jael could smell the drying blood from a recent sacrifice. Sourness rose in her throat. Blood sacrifice had always revolted her. One of the things she’d found attractive about Reuel was that he didn’t bother with religion. He said a man should trust his own strength, not the stupid superstitions passed down from the elders.

      Zura had warned Jael not to rush into marriage with someone lacking religion. Zura had wanted Jael to wait until she found someone who followed Yahveh, but Jael had as little time for Yahveh as she had for Baal, Asherah, and Astarte. They all demanded effort and hard-earned resources, and she didn’t have the excess energy to bother. Baal hadn’t brought rain despite the blood poured upon his altars, just as Yahveh hadn’t healed Zura despite her faithful worship.

      Once Reuel and Jael were married, Zura had never repeated her reservations about the marriage, but Jael knew Zura prayed for them every day. It irritated her, but she couldn’t prevent Zura from praying, so Jael pretended she didn’t know.

      They passed another stone altar buzzing with flies. Ahead of them, the track began to zigzag up a hill. Reuel took the lead, and Jael plodded on in the rear. Reuel insisted the children be in the center for safety. For the past seven years, there had been increasing animosity against their people. Jael understood it, as her people, the Midianites, had joined with the Amalekites and were seizing their chance to gain the upper hand while the Israelites were weak.

      Why couldn’t people just live in peace? Why did men always want power and refuse to be content with the way things were? Reuel wasn’t any better. He delighted in the current rise to power of their own people. Yet, as far as Jael could see, such struggles only made life more dangerous for ordinary folk. Struggles sowed distrust, and distrust impacted their livelihood.
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      As they approached the city of Jabesh Gilead, Reuel felt the pulse pounding in his neck. Nowadays he never knew what the situation would be in a city. Would they be welcomed or turned away? More importantly, was there danger for his family? He’d heard of Midianites being spat upon or beaten. In former times, they could walk safely into any Israelite city and be welcomed. Welcomed because people wanted their wares, whether knives for ceremonial or practical use, bells for their livestock, or plainer items for daily use. People used to only cook on a hot stone, but now wealthier folk wanted a bronze pan.

      It hadn’t mattered that Reuel was an outsider. A Kenite, one of the many tribes of Midianites. The Kenites were related to Mosheh, the man who had rescued his people from Egypt and brought them to the boundaries of the land promised to Avraham centuries before. His successor, Yehoshua had been a great leader too. He’d led the conquest of the peoples of Canaan. But the greatness of Mosheh and Yehoshua was long gone. The Israelite culture and beliefs had weakened as they lived among a mix of peoples, adapting and taking on many of their customs, their ways of life, and even their gods.

      And into the gap left by such weakness, Reuel’s people had seized the chance to take all they could. The Israelites would never have been happy about being raided, but the fact that Reuel’s people allied themselves with the Amalekites—that had really stirred things up. Now the Israelites locked themselves in their towns and hid their crops rather than allow them to be taken.

      If his customers hadn’t liked and trusted Zura and Jael, Reuel doubted he would be able to sell anything at all. Reuel stopped the donkeys, reached into a pack, and pulled out a bronze gong. Standing well out of the arrow-range of the walls of Jabesh Gilead, he set the gong on a rock and struck it once, then twice more. The bong-bong-bong reverberated off the city walls.

      “Abba, can I hit it?” Reba asked from his seat atop the camel.

      “Later, son. I’m hoping the buyer of the mirror hears our signal.” The signal that had been Jael’s idea. As animosity towards them had grown more tense, she’d made the sensible suggestion that whenever they arrived at a town, they should sound the gong to alert potential customers of their arrival. It was certainly much easier than pounding on heavy wooden gates and risking something being dropped on them from above.

      Reuel waited. Seeing no reaction from anyone in the town, he struck the gong a few more times.

      Still no response.

      Reuel spat into the dust. He’d be angry if the mirror he’d spent so long crafting was no longer wanted. It was the most expensive item he’d ever made. Although his customer, Naftali, was wealthy, the man had had plenty of time to change his mind. It was even possible the wedding might have been called off. It wasn’t unusual for one of the parties to die before a wedding day. Accidents or illness so often snatched life away.

      With a creak, the city gate opened a little and a small group emerged. One carried a rolled-up carpet. Others in the group were laden with various skins or containers. Reuel straightened as he recognized Naftali, the father of the bride.

      If only the children would stay quiet. Reba had once ruined a sale by commenting loudly about a wart on a man’s nose. If Reuel remembered correctly, Naftali had a similar blemish. Reuel glanced toward the camel and his shoulders relaxed. Zura was playing some sort of game with the boys and keeping them occupied. Good woman.

      “Jael, can you get the mirrors ready to display?” Reuel asked in a voice that wouldn’t carry to the approaching men.

      His wife nodded and moved toward the donkey carrying the mirrors.

      Reuel watched the approaching group until they were close enough to speak and be heard.

      “Greetings, Reuel, greetings,” Naftali said.

      Reuel inclined his head and bowed. From the early days of his apprenticeship, his father had impressed on him the need to always make the customer feel superior.

      “Sorry for the delay in welcoming you.” Naftali shrugged and spread out his hands. “But nothing is as it used to be. Our chieftain no longer permits us to leave the city gates open during the day.” His tone suggested he didn’t agree with his chieftain’s policy. “It is disastrous for the sales of any goods. We are now cut off from most news, so I didn’t know you were due today.”

      In the past, a man such as Naftali would have had many people eager to tell him about the movements of people through the area.

      “We have brought the item you requested,” Reuel bowed. “In fact, I have made two so that you can choose your favorite.”

      Two of the men who’d accompanied their master had unrolled the carpet, set up a covering to give some shade, and poured drinks and laid out dried figs and pistachios. Naftali gestured toward the carpet and led Reuel into the little patch of shade cast by the covering. Behind them, Jael came forward, now fully veiled and carrying the two sackcloth-bound mirrors. Tucked under her arm was a soft polishing cloth.

      She handed Reuel the first package, and he  pulled the fastenings and unwrapped the round mirror. Taking the offered cloth, he buffed the mirror and placed it carefully on the carpet. One of the servants gasped, receiving a swift look from his master who had also blinked but had quickly covered his surprise.

      Reuel unwrapped the second mirror, buffed it, and placed it near the first. His breath caught in his throat, but he forced himself to relax. He knew the worth of the objects. A price had been agreed on beforehand, as long as the mirror pleased the man.

      Naftali took his time. He picked up the first mirror and examined it closely, leaving fingerprints all over the lustrous surface, fingerprints Reuel tried to ignore.

      “You’ve done well,” Naftali said. “Exceedingly well. I know we agreed on a price––”

      Reuel swallowed.

      “But in this case, I will increase the price. I’ll take both mirrors, for my wife will almost certainly wish for one as well when she sees the one I have for our daughter.”

      Reuel had trained himself to keep his smile just right. Neither too broad, as though the sale had been in doubt, nor too narrow, as though he was displeased. Naftali was clever. By buying both mirrors, he had ensured no other family in the area would have such an object. He must know that once others saw the gift, anyone who could afford such a piece would be nagged by their womenfolk to purchase one. Reuel had already bought more copper ore in anticipation of such a demand. He’d also asked Jael to sketch an outline of the mirrors onto clay tablets, to show potential customers.

      Jael might irritate him sometimes, but she’d proven extremely canny. Reuel’s father had been an excellent coppersmith, but he had undervalued his work. Reuel intended to be the best coppersmith in the land. He would provide his family with a life his father could not imagine with his limited dreams.

      “Try a fig,” Naftali said. He gestured to his servants. “Make sure that Reuel’s sons and wives are also served.”

      Reuel didn’t bother to tell him that Zura wasn’t his wife. A man’s status was often measured by how many wives and children he had.

      Reuel reached for the offered fig and accepted some of the goat’s milk. Its coolness slid down easily, and he relaxed. He had questions, but they must wait. Questions about whether he could stay here and for how long. Reuel needed Naftali’s protection. Without it, the Israelites would think nothing of cheating him if they could. Small signs of rebellion from a people who were too weak and too divided to fight back against their oppressors.

      Reuel had been waiting for the Midianites to be on the ascent all his life. He could still remember the bitterness in his father’s voice whenever an Israelite had insulted or cheated their family. His father had nursed old grievances, especially the one about how the Midianites were also descendants of Avraham, yet all the blessings went to the descendants of Yitzchak, the second son. No other nation did such a thing. The inheritance should go to the eldest son or be divided evenly: Midian, the fourth son of Keturah should have been included, yet that had not been the case. Tension radiated across Reuel’s broad shoulders as he considered this old grudge.

      “Are you feeling well?” Naftali asked.

      “Very well.” Reuel forced his lips into an appropriate smile.

      “Good, for I wish for you to be my guest at my daughter’s wedding. Many people will want to meet the maker of her mirror.”

      “I would be honored,” Reuel said. And he would. If Naftali promoted Reuel’s work, he might gain many more customers. His father would have to acknowledge his skills were greater than his older brother’s, and Reba and Hanok would be proud to be known as his sons.

      “Is it safe for us to set up our tents out here?” Reuel asked.

      “It is safe enough. Raiders come, but they shouldn’t bother you,” Naftali said.

      He was probably right. The Midianites recognized their own, and Reuel would make certain of it by displaying the coppersmith’s flag on the top of his work tent. As the master craftsman of the family, Father’s flag should have come to Reuel, but of course it had gone to his elder brother, Ephah. Ephah, who only played around with smithing, preferring a more settled existence on the outskirts of Ramoth Gilead with their father. Seeing Reuel’s hurt, Jael had made him a flag. She’d been so proud of it, and with good reason. It was much finer than the original, even if it didn’t have the same symbolism.

      “I will send a messenger to bring you to the wedding in two days’ time,” Naftali said. “First, I will bring you what I owe.” He stood and gestured toward the city wall.

      Almost immediately a pair of servants came out of the city gate, carrying a sack between them. Reuel had requested payment in copper. It was less of a temptation for thieves, and he could use it to make more objects. When the servants arrived, Reuel took the ingots out of the sack and weighed and tested each. All was as it should have been.

      With much mutual bowing, Naftali and his servants left for home with the carefully wrapped mirrors. Once the city gates closed, Reuel unloaded the camels and the donkeys and led them to water. Then he called to Jael and together they began the process of setting up their living and working areas, in the same configuration as usual for Zura’s sake.

      Now that the main business was done, the townsfolk should start bringing out any metal items that needed repair or requesting new items. The next few days should be busy and if the mirrors did their work, they’d soon be using the new copper.
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      “Jael, you’ve got to keep the boys under control. I can’t focus on my work with them running around.”

      The criticism stung, and Jael bit her lip to keep back the retort that rose in her throat. She supposed his mother had been a perfect parent, too, although somehow she doubted that Reuel had been quiet and sedate.

      “I’ll take them away from your work tent,” she said.

      “Good!” Reuel said.

      She should have known Reuel would be more easily angered today. The first customer had arrived soon after dawn, aiming to miss the day’s heat. Jael’s job was to sort out the arrivals so that similar repair jobs were grouped together—cracked pans, broken handles, metal becoming too thin and brittle and needing to be strengthened. It was easier for Reuel to do similar tasks one after another.

      Once she’d grouped the customers, Jael had spent most of the day keeping Reba and Hanok out of mischief, but the boys had the energy of summer fleas. And, like summer fleas, they were hard to catch. From the moment they had woken in the morning she’d been keeping them from annoying Reuel, and it was exhausting. Why couldn’t children sit quietly or whisper? Their words exploded into the quiet spaces between conversations. This morning, they’d loudly asked about the white streak running through the dark hair of one of their customers, then embarrassed Jael further by going closer to look and exclaim. Jael, face burning, had scurried to take the children as far as possible away from the customers squatting on their haunches in any shade they could find.

      “Boys, your mother is going to take you to the stream,” Reuel said.

      Reba groaned and Hanok copied his elder brother. Jael shooed them in front of her, but not before she’d seen Zura pause in her polishing and turn her face toward Jael. Long ago, Zura had mastered an expression that signaled to Jael that Zura understood and they’d talk later. Jael was sometimes glad Zura had never married, or she’d have been alone. It would be nice if they could sometimes talk about normal topics instead of continually discussing Reuel’s treatment of her. He didn’t mean to be unkind, but how Jael longed for kindness and consideration. For kindness that acknowledged her part in running this household. It didn’t run itself, no matter what her husband seemed to think. He took his meals and the tidiness of the area as if it was his due as the man of the family, but never thanked her for producing them. It was all so different from the days when she’d longed to be married to Reuel.

      “Ima, the stream isn’t fun anymore,” Reba said.

      Jael ruffled his sweaty hair. “I know. There hasn’t been enough rain. If you help me dig, we should be able to give you enough water to sit in.”

      She led them toward a large tree that hung over the stream. Even the tree looked thirsty with its leaves dusty and drooping.

      Jael found a sluggish trickle of water. Standing in the tepid water, she demonstrated how to scoop the sand to one side to form a backrest. Then she dug a bottom-and-legs-sized hole and let the cleaner water wash out the water muddied by her digging.

      “This one’s yours,” she said to Hanok. “Now, Reba, where do you think we should dig?”

      Seeing Hanok contentedly settled, Reba helped her dig another hole and found a stick to dig under rocks while they waited for the dirty water to be washed downstream and the shallow hole to fill up before he seated himself in it.

      “Splash some of the cleaner water over your head.” Jael cupped her hand to scoop water over a rock so it would be cool enough for her to sit on. She’d bring Zura here later. It was cooler here than under the trees where they’d pitched their tents.

      Zura had to work with Reuel nearly every day, but Reuel was seldom annoyed at her. She said it would make someone feel pretty low to be angry at a blind person. There were times that Jael wished she were blind, so she could be treated with the same respect.

      “Ima, can you set up a target for us?” Reba asked.

      Jael looked for a suitable flat rock and stepped toward it. “Is this far enough?”

      Reba narrowed his eyes. “Probably. It’s far enough away for Hanok anyway.”

      Jael added smaller rocks until they formed a lopsided tower. Then she took a few steps back to her rock. Hanok was already searching for fist-size rocks to throw.

      “Me first, Ima,” Reba said.

      Jael shook her head. “No, Hanok can go first.”

      Hanok peered at the target. Frowning, he launched his first rock. It fell short.

      “Have another try,” Jael said.

      “But it’s my turn,” Reba said.

      “Let Hanok have another turn first. Then you can have two turns,” Jael said.

      Reba stuck out his lip but kept silent. Hanok’s second throw was closer to the target. Reba’s first shot also missed, but his second took a chip out of the rock close to the pile of stones.

      “If you stand up, you might find it easier,” Jael said.

      Hanok stood up, water streaming down his legs. His third attempt sailed over the target. His fourth hit the top stone and it fell off with a clunk.

      “Well done, Hanok,” Jael said. “Now, Reba, you try.”

      Reba’s two throws demolished half the tower, and Hanok wailed. “I want to do it.”

      “You need to learn to play together,” Jael said. “There’s still half the tower standing. Keep your eyes on the tower, not the stone in your hand.”

      The next stone hit the tower.

      “Throw the stone a little harder,” Jael said.

      Hanok took a deep breath and launched his stone. It hit the bottom of the tower with a thud and scattered the remaining stones in all directions.

      Hanok cheered and barely paused before saying, “Build me another. I want my own tower to knock down.”

      Finally, she’d found something that might keep Hanok occupied. There was not a suitable tree nearby for his short legs to climb.

      “Reba, do you want your own as well?”

      He nodded.

      She’d build a few more towers and then teach them, or at least Reba, to build their own. Sometime soon, Reuel would start to teach Reba the basics of his craft. Both the boys enjoyed watching their father. What boy wouldn’t enjoy watching the flow of molten metal and the noise and excitement of forming metal into different shapes? Jael had loved to watch her father when she was little, but he’d died before she’d had the chance to learn any of his skills. Would Reuel have appreciated her more if she’d been able to work alongside him?
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        * * *

      

      The late afternoon sun was casting an orange glow over the hills. Jael and Zura had grabbed a few moments to wash some clothes. Jael settled Zura on a stable, flat rock.

      Zura placed her bare feet in the water. “Is there anyone around?”

      Jael checked. “No.”

      “Good,” Zura said. “I am dying to rinse out my hair.” She pulled off the veil. Beneath it, her hair was damp with sweat. Reuel insisted Jael and Zura were veiled among the customers, but the veils on top of their long hair made their heads so hot.

      “I brought a scoop,” Zura said. “Would you pour water over my head?”

      Usually, Zura did this task herself, but not when the water levels were so low. She wanted clear water over her head, not mud and pebbles.

      Jael took the scoop and filled it with the cleanest water she could find. Then she poured a few scoopfuls over her sister’s head. There were now a few strands of grey among the dark hair that hung to Zura’s waist. Jael never knew if she pitied Zura for her childless life or envied her freedom from such responsibilities.

      “That’s much better,” Zura said. “Hand me the boys’ dirty tunics.”

      Jael picked up the tunics and peered at them. The cloth was wearing thin. She’d have to weave some more soon. Both boys were growing like young trees. What with climbing trees, fighting with sticks, and scrambling over rocks, they were not gentle on their clothes.

      They scrubbed in silence until Zura spoke. “Jael, I don’t think he means to be unkind.”

      “Don’t you stand up for him,” Jael said. “He is often unkind. I keep hoping that he’ll change, and he never does.”

      “People seldom change much on their own. They need strength beyond their own,” Zura said.

      Ugh. Zura always managed to bring Yahveh into the conversation. Zura would say only Yahveh could change people’s hearts. Maybe she was right, because Zura was continually changing. The longer she’d followed Yahveh, the more at peace she became with her lot in life. She seemed to accept her unmarried state and not being able to see the results of her labors.

      Jael’s emotions were so mixed up. Sometimes she envied Zura for her part in Reuel’s life, and sometimes she pitied her sister. Jael’s emotions went up and down depending on how Reuel had treated her that day or how well the boys had behaved. Up and down. Up and down. As though she was molten metal, easily bent to any shape while she wanted to be hard and resistant to hurt.

      “You always were a dreamer. I fear you have unrealistic expectations of Reuel,” Zura said.

      It irritated Jael, like a stone caught between her toes, that Zura seemed to be excusing Reuel. After all that Jael had done for Zura, couldn’t Jael at least have her sister’s unqualified support?

      “I don’t see how respect, kindness, and love and not having to do all the boring or dirty tasks are high expectations,” Jael snapped.

      “Maybe not,” Zura said. “But sometimes we have to lower our expectations. I’ve had to do that in my situation. Most people can’t be bothered to talk to me directly about my blindness and how they can help. Instead, they talk about my blindness as though I’m not there.”

      Jael was always telling people not to talk to her about Zura but to ask Zura herself. Jael wrung out the tunic she’d just washed and laid it on a hot rock to dry. “I don’t see why men get to tickle the children or climb trees with them but hand them back the minute they throw up or start crying. It’s not fair!”

      “As I’ve often told you, life isn’t fair,” Zura said.

      Jael sighed. “That doesn’t help me.” Why was she expected to do the changing? Shouldn’t Reuel also have to change?

      “It’s amazing how we keep hoping and expecting life to be fair. It doesn’t help me to wish that woman hadn’t tripped with the pan of boiling water or to wish I hadn’t been in the way and hadn’t ended up blind.” Zura rinsed out the tunic Jael had scrubbed then passed to her. “It doesn’t help me to focus on all I can’t do and can’t have. Instead, I focus on what I can change and can do.”

      Zura was much better at being content than Jael. Jael wasn’t going to comment, because she knew what Zura would say. “I’m not naturally more contented than you, but Yahveh has changed me.”

      Jael didn’t want to hear about Yahveh. She already had enough trouble with one man in her life.

      She didn’t need another man telling her what to do.
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      “Abba, the servant has come to take you to the wedding!”

      Reba’s urgent summons broke into Reuel’s daydream about how today would be the day he became famous. Well, perhaps not famous, but at least well known for his craft, thus increasing the demand for his wares. The more he sold, the more he could provide for his family.

      Reuel went to the entrance of his tent where the servant bowed and held out a new tunic draped across his arms. A new tunic! What would be the cost of all these favors? Surely a coppersmith couldn’t have much to offer to such a man. If there was a cost, Reuel hoped it wouldn’t be too high to pay.

      The servant waited while Reuel changed.

      “You look handsome,” Jael said as she combed his hair and beard.

      “Don’t fuss. I’ve already done that.” Reuel brushed her away.

      Jael tightened her lips and turned. She was so easily hurt, and it annoyed him to have to smooth things over. He didn’t have time to stop now, not when Naftali’s servant was waiting. Reuel left the tent and followed the servant toward the city gates. In the old days, such a large wedding would have been held outside the city with pavilions set up for days. In these times, having a wedding outside the city would be inviting trouble. Once inside the gates, they pushed on into the center of town. The crowds increased as they got closer to the central square, and their progress became slower and slower.

      There were pavilions at the entrance of the main city streets which led into the main square. The entire square would be taken over. Everyone would be inconvenienced a little, but it was a small price to pay for such an event.

      The sound of horns and drums swirled around them, and Reuel’s nose twitched with delight at the smell of roasting lamb. They’d slowed to almost a standstill as they reached a bottleneck. Everyone was dressed in their best, for no one would turn down an invitation from the richest man in the area.

      Reuel’s stomach was churning as they pushed through the most crowded section and came out into the square. Would today change his life? Being sent a tunic was a good sign, but he’d know for sure what Naftali thought of him when he was led to his seat. The closer he was seated to the bride and groom and Naftali and his wife, would show the extent of the esteem in which Naftali held Reuel.

      “This way,” the servant said. He led Reuel halfway down the status stakes. Naftali was shrewd. He’d placed Reuel neither too high nor too low. He was placed among the other artisans, but Reuel was pleased to see he was the only one in a tunic supplied by the host.

      Reuel found himself a space on the carpet, under the shade offered by the canopy. The servant brought him a beaker of goat’s milk. The container was cold to the touch. The milk must have been cooled by standing it in water in an underground chamber.

      Reuel took a swallow and looked around. Already half the mats were occupied by guests, with more arriving all the time. Neighbors greeted each other by touching their hearts and clasping hands. Some of Reuel’s customers recognized him and nodded politely. No one would want to be overly friendly with a Midianite. Reuel stifled a sigh and prepared himself for a long, hot day. Reuel might be secretly pleased that the Midianites were on the rise at last, but he wasn’t going to say that out loud. Saying something out loud would only lose him customers. Once their rule was established over these lands, things might be different. Meanwhile, he intended to increase his wealth from anyone who would pay him.

      Reuel’s stomach rumbled. The man next to him said, “Naftali won’t keep us waiting. Look, here comes the bread.”

      Every baker in the town must have been hard at work for days. Each basket required two men to carry it as they handed various kinds of flatbreads to each group of guests. The last of the guests scurried toward their places.

      There was a blare of trumpets. Naftali, covered by a canopy, led his wife by her arm toward the raised platform. He looked like what he was, a rich man adorned in the best garments who always had plenty to eat. He waved and nodded to all he passed as they wended their way through the clumps of guests to the center. When they had reached their places, he helped his wife take her seat on the carpet and solicitously placed a heavy cushion behind her. Once she was comfortable, Naftali came and stood in front of them all.

      “Welcome, friends and family, to the wedding feast of my daughter and her new husband.”

      It was likely that Naftali’s son-in-law was the son of another wealthy merchant. The negotiations would have been conducted when his daughter had survived infanthood.

      There was another trumpet blast. Reuel and all those around him scrambled to their feet. From the entry of a home in the square, a troop of dancers emerged dressed in colored garments. As they twirled, they scattered grains for fertility before the couple. The bride was so heavily veiled that her groom had to lead her slowly over the grains and toward the central dais.
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