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FOR MY DEAR FRIEND, EDITH LAYTON FELBER. 
 I MISS YOU.
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ABOUT LANGUAGE

The languages spoken by the characters in this book would have been Persian and Aramaic. What you are reading is a “translation” into modern English.



CHAPTER ONE

485 BC

Esther rose early as usual. She dressed in her brown robe and overtunic, fitted her veil over her long black hair, and went out to the courtyard behind her uncle’s house to begin making the day’s bread—more than she and her uncle needed because she gave some to the old women in their community every day. By the time Mordecai came into the courtyard, she had kneaded the dough and set the loaves out to rise.

“Tired, Uncle?” Esther asked in a teasing tone as she saw &7 Mordecai yawn. “The Great King’s feast kept you up late last night.”

Mordecai smiled ruefully. “Far later than I care to be out, chicken. But I had no choice. All of the palace staff was invited and the Head Treasurer would have noticed if I did not appear for the king’s birthday.”

He took a seat on the bench at the small table in the courtyard and Esther began to assemble their breakfast. The plates contained dates and figs and slices of yesterday’s bread, which Esther had warmed in the outdoor oven. She fetched cups of water from inside the house, Mordecai said the blessing over the food, and silence fell as they ate.

Esther waited until her uncle had finished before she spoke again. She and her friends were all curious about the new king, Ahasuerus, who had only recently arrived in Susa, the capital of the Persian Empire. It had been a huge surprise two years ago when the old king, Darius, had chosen him over his other son, Xerxes, and it made him an intriguing figure. But the real reason for the girls’ interest was the gossip they had heard in the marketplace that the king was the most handsome man who ever lived.

Unfortunately, the Jewish girls who made up Esther’s circle would probably never have an opportunity to see this paragon for themselves, but they hoped that Esther’s uncle might have seen him at the feast.

“Did you get to see the king, Uncle?”

Mordecai pushed his plate a little away from him. “No, Esther, I did not. We menials were crowded into the Apanada, while the king and the Royal Kin dined inside in splendor. But I must say that we were treated well. There were huge quantities of meat and fowl: horses, camels, oxen, donkeys, deer, ostriches, geese; the countryside must have been decimated to provide so much food. The wine served was from Damascus, I was told, and everyone assured me it was excellent.”

“Did you at least take a cup of water?” Esther asked.

Mordecai gave her a stern look and did not reply.

Esther wasn’t surprised. The Jewish community to which they belonged held strictly to the Mosaic dietary laws. Even a cup from a Persian kitchen would be unclean for Mordecai. Esther thought about how thirsty her uncle must have been and sighed. His look grew sterner. “The Law is the Law, Esther. Except if you’re that weasel Ezra and his friends. They were eating and drinking without a thought for what it means to be Jewish.” His lip curled in disgust. “They were as drunk as the Persians by the end of the evening.”

This was one topic that Mordecai could hold forth about for a long time. The Susa Jews were broken into two sects. The smaller one, to which Mordecai belonged, held strictly to Mosaic Law. The other sect, comprised of most of the wealthy Jewish merchants in the city, had assumed many of the ways of the Persians among whom they lived.

Esther nodded impatiently.

Mordecai continued, “It’s a disgrace. That the descendants of Abraham and Moses should turn their backs on the Torah and seek to become like these pleasure-loving Persians! It was Nebuchadnezzar who forced us out of our homeland of Judah and dragged us into years of subjugation in Babylon. Now these traitor Jews seek to imitate the very people who enslaved us? Bah! It is disgusting.”

Esther tried her best to cheer him. “You taught me the scriptures, so I know that such a thing has happened many times before, and we always survived. We are God’s chosen people, Uncle. No matter how many may turn away from the Covenant, we will always triumph in the end.”

He grunted, looking only slightly mollified.

Esther attempted to steer the conversation back to their original topic. “Even if you didn’t get to see the king last night, I’m sure you will see him soon. After all, you work right there in the palace. And he is going to reside in Susa now, isn’t he?”

“Yes, it appears he has decided it is time he took up the reins of government here in the capital. He’s been Great King for almost two years, but first there was that rebellion in Egypt that he had to put down, and next he decided to go to his summer palace in Ecbatana to escape the summer heat. But I understand that he has come to Susa for good.”

Esther reached across the table for her uncle’s empty plate and put it on top of her own. “There is still a chance that Rachel got to go with her brother to the procession through the city yesterday. Ahasuerus was riding in his golden chariot and she might have gotten a good look at him. I know that Sarah and Rebecca weren’t allowed to go. Nor was I.” This last statement was accompanied by a faintly reproachful look at her uncle.

Mordecai regarded her with a trace of amusement. “I am asking myself, why would a group of nice Jewish girls be so interested in the Great King of Persia?”

Esther grinned. “Because he’s supposed to be so magnificently handsome. We want to know if it’s true or not.”

Mordecai’s thin, intelligent face became instantly grave. “I hope you have enough sense not to be swayed by a good-looking face, Esther.” His voice was as severe as his expression. “That’s what happened to your mother, and look what it brought her.”

“It’s just a game we’re playing, Uncle Mordecai. We’re not really interested in the king.” Her voice softened. “I will never run away from you, dear Uncle. You have always been so good to me. And I love you.”

Mordecai looked away, both embarrassed and touched by her statement. She waited for him to resume the conversation and finally he said, “I may not have seen the king, chicken, but I do have some exciting news to tell you about the feast.”

Esther’s interest sparked. “You do?”

“Yes, indeed. It was quite an extraordinary thing. None of us in the Apanada saw it, but we heard about it as we were leaving. Soon all of Susa will hear about it, but here is a chance for you to be first with the news to your friends.”

Esther’s eyes widened and she leaned forward. “What happened?” she breathed.

“The king sent for his wife, Vashti, to show herself at the banquet.”

Esther’s mouth opened in amazement. Persian women were kept sequestered, allowed to see no males but their husbands or blood kin. Such a summons would be unthinkable in Persian society.

“Before all those men?” she asked.

“Yes.” Mordecai raised his graying eyebrows. “And unveiled, because he said he wanted them to see how beautiful she was.”

Esther gasped. “A Persian woman would never do that!”

“Exactly. She refused, and apparently that made the king angry. I’m sure he was drunk. All of the Persians had been drinking for days.”

“What happened next?”

“The king issued a royal decree, right there in the banquet room. He was angry, but I’ve heard his anger runs cold, not hot. So he issued this decree, with perfect clarity, stating that Vashti’s refusal to obey her husband’s request was a violation of her marriage vow and a dangerous example to the women of Persia. Therefore she was no longer his wife.”

“But he put her in an impossible situation! It would have been wrong of her to show herself, and it was wrong of her to disobey him. How could she choose correctly?”

“It was a diabolically clever move,” Mordecai said with a tinge of admiration in his voice. “Everyone knows he never wanted to marry Vashti. Now he is rid of her.”

“I think it was a horrible thing to do.” Esther glared at her uncle. “Poor Vashti. How she must feel!”

Mordecai shrugged. “I think Ahasuerus means to rule. Vashti was pushed on him by his father, and now that Darius is dead, Ahasuerus wants a fresh start, unencumbered by a politically connected wife.”

“How terrible it must be to be a Persian woman. To be unable to walk to the market or visit friends, to have to cover up your face and hide inside a harem and never get to see the men of your community.” She shivered. “I thank God, Uncle Mordecai, that you brought me up to be a Jew.”

“You always were a Jew, Esther,” Mordecai assured her. “Your father might have been Persian, but a Jew is defined as the child of a Jewish mother. Among our people, the father’s blood does not count.”

Mordecai rose from his bench. “Now I must wash and go to the palace.” He gave a grim little smile. “The place will be buzzing with speculation and gossip. Everyone will want to know what is going to happen next.”

Esther watched her uncle depart, but instead of removing the breakfast plates, she leaned her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her hands. The morning sun was warm, not hot, and it felt comforting on her shoulders and head.

Poor Vashti. Her mind turned to what she had said to her uncle about being glad she had been raised as a Jew.

Her life might have been very different had that not happened. When her mother had been only a little older than Esther was now, she had eloped with a Persian cavalry lieutenant. After her father had been killed in battle, her mother’s brother, Mordecai, had taken her mother and Esther home to Susa; Esther had been two years old at the time. Her mother had died when Esther was only six. Since Mordecai had not remarried after the death of his wife, for many years it had been just the two of them in the tidy, mudbrick house in the Jewish quarter of Susa.

Esther knew nothing about her father except that her mother had loved him enough to turn her back on her own family and community to follow him. When Esther was small she had once asked Mordecai to tell her about him, and her uncle had shown that stern face she always obeyed and commanded her never to mention her father to him again. She had never done so.

But sometimes she thought about this Persian father of hers, who had stolen her mother’s heart and then died tragically at a young age. Her mother must have been brave. Esther knew she could never do such a mad thing. She was comfortable in her familiar surroundings: her small, tight community; her friends; her beloved Uncle Mordecai. She was fifteen and knew that one day she would get married. She liked her best friend’s brother, Abraham, and she thought he liked her. But she was in no hurry to leave home. No hurry at all.
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That afternoon Esther joined the other women from her street for their weekly visit to the local market. All of the Jews in her community patronized this particular market because it was the only place in Susa that offered meat and fowl that had been ritually killed and dressed by a trained Jewish butcher.

Esther’s clothing was nicer than the clothes she wore to work around the house; today she wore a long white tunic encircled with a narrow leather belt, and over that a shorter robe in green that opened at the front. Her long black hair was braided, wound into a bun and covered by a light veil with a simple gold fillet. On her feet she wore soft leather sandals. It was a style of dress adapted to the hot climate of Persia, and most inhabitants of Susa, male and female, wore some variation of it.

Esther walked through the familiar narrow streets of her neighborhood chatting to her neighbor, Naomi. Naomi had always looked out for Esther, inviting her over to spend time with her own children so Esther would not be lonely. After the initial polite greetings, Esther related the tale she had heard from Mordecai about what had happened at last night’s feast. Some of the other women overheard what she was saying, and by the time they reached the market everyone had the news.

The Jewish women kept together as they made their way from stall to stall. The market was both noisy and colorful: the cries of the vendors, the chatter of Aramaic spoken with the accents of countries from all over the empire, the stalls heaped with colorful produce from the countryside, even live lambs and bullocks for slaughter. Esther and Naomi were examining a display of delicious-looking pomegranates when they heard someone call Esther’s name. Both women turned their heads.

“Rachel!” Esther said in surprise. “What are you doing here?” Rachel was Esther’s closest friend, a small, dark girl with the long-lashed eyes of a deer. Since her father was a rich merchant, the servants usually did all of their household shopping.

A young man stepped up to stand beside Rachel. “She has a nice piece of gossip that she can’t wait to tell you, that’s what she’s doing here.”

“Abraham.” Esther smiled up at her friend’s tall, well-built brother. “Did she make you bring her?”

“She did,” he replied.

“We went to your house first and when you weren’t there, I remembered this was your market day,” Rachel explained.

Naomi commanded, “Come away from the stall, girls. We are impeding people who wish to buy.” She shooed the young people out of the way, then turned to Rachel. “Now, what is this gossip that is so urgent you must seek Esther out at the market to tell it to her?”

“The king has put away Vashti!” Rachel said, looking around to see the effect her dramatic revelation had on the others.

Naomi’s face broke into a small, satisfied smile. “Oh, that. We already know all about that from Esther.”

Rachel’s face fell and she turned to Esther, her brown eyes bright with accusation. “Your uncle told you! Why didn’t you come right away to tell me?”

“I was going to come to your house after I finished the marketing,” Esther apologized.

“Isn’t it dreadful?” Rachel demanded. “He put her away for not obeying his command to show herself. How could she be expected to do that?”

“Uncle Mordecai thinks he wanted to get rid of Vashti for political purposes.”

Abraham nodded agreement. “It’s politics, all right. The court is divided into the party that wants to go to war against Greece and the party that doesn’t. Vashti’s family evidently belonged to the wrong party.”

Esther shivered at the thought of how terrible it must be to have your whole life ruled by the vagaries of politics. “I’m glad I’m not a Persian woman,” she said.

“Me too,” Rachel agreed.

Naomi looked from one girl to the other. “A Jewish woman can be divorced against her will, girls. You must know that.”

“Yes, but that can only happen if the wife has committed adultery,” Rachel replied.

“That’s not true,” Naomi said. “A Jewish man can put his wife away by simply giving her a bill of divorcement. The marriage is immediately dissolved, even if the wife doesn’t agree.”

Rachel frowned. “But doesn’t he have to give a reason?”

Naomi patted her arm. “Believe me, Rachel, if a man wants to get rid of a woman, he will find a reason.”

Rachel was horrified. “But . . . if the wife is forced to leave her husband, where does she go?”

“She goes home to her parents. Where else can she go?”

The autumn sun was warm, but Esther suddenly felt chilled. If her future husband should grow tired of her, could he divorce her because she was half-Persian? She pulled her robe closer to her body. It was as if the tightness and security of her little community had suddenly been breached and the world was a less kind and stable place than she had thought.
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That evening, over supper in the courtyard, Esther asked Mordecai if what Naomi had said about Jewish divorce was true. He confirmed that it was.

She toyed with her bread, her eyes avoiding his. “What if that should happen to me?”

“It won’t happen to you, chicken. No man would ever want to put you away.”

“You say that because you love me, Uncle Mordecai.”

“Esther, look at me.” He waited until her eyes were looking directly into his. “Do you trust me?”

“Of course I trust you.”

“Then know that I would never give you into the keeping of a man whom I did not think would take care of you for the rest of your life. Do you trust me to do that?”

She smiled. “Yes, Uncle Mordecai, I do.”

“Then finish your dinner,” he said with mock sternness, and obediently she took a bite of her fish.



CHAPTER TWO

It was one of those beautiful spring days in Susa where the sun was bright but not hot and a cool breeze still blew from the mountains. Esther had taken the house oil lamps out into the courtyard to clean them, and she was wiping down the simple clay containers and humming a tune when she heard Rachel call her name. She looked up and saw her friend and Abraham standing in the doorway.

“Come out, come out,” Rachel called. “I’ll move these lamps. It’s too nice a day to be indoors.”

“Let me move those lamps for you.” Abraham hurried to the table and, as he took the lamps from the table to put on the ground, Esther went into the house for refreshments. When she came out again carrying a tray with cups of pomegranate juice and honey cakes, Rachel and Abraham were sitting at the table, waiting for her.

Esther served the refreshments, then sat down herself and took a long, thirsty drink of the juice. She put her cup on the table and smiled at her friends. “How nice of you to call on me.”

Abraham smiled back. “I should be at work with my father, but something happened that Rachel insisted she must share with you. So I brought her.”

Esther briefly lowered her eyes. Abraham was finding many reasons to come to her house these days. She said, “It is always nice to see you, Abraham.”

She turned to Rachel, who was clearly bursting to speak. “So, Rachel, what is your news?”

“The king has announced that he is going to hold a contest to find the most beautiful woman in the empire to be his wife.” Rachel managed to look both excited and disapproving at the same time. “Isn’t that disgusting?”

“A contest? What kind of contest?”

“He has sent out a proclamation to all the countries in the empire that they should send beautiful young virgins to the harem in Susa to be candidates for his hand. He said that the one who pleased him most would reign in place of Vashti.”

Esther pictured the capital city being inundated day after day with waves of beautiful young girls hoping for a chance to be queen. It was the maddest idea she had ever heard.

She said, “This king certainly has a strange way of dealing with women. He chooses them and gets rid of them as if they were horses.”

Abraham chuckled. “It does sound rather like a horse fair.” His arched black eyebrows rose a little higher. “I am sorry to have to inform you girls that the proclamation my father and I saw posted specified that only girls of the Achaemenid clan may apply for the position of queen.” He shook his head with mock sorrow. “Neither of you will be eligible.”

Esther laughed. “Oh, Abraham, you just broke my heart.”

He grinned back at her and she felt her cheeks grow a little warm. Abraham had a nice smile.

Rachel’s long-lashed eyes had been darting between her brother and her friend. She said, “Oh well, I suppose if you are a Persian woman and have to be shut up anyway, you might as well be queen and get shut up in a palace.”

Esther’s tender heart was touched. “That may be true. Poor things, what a life they are forced to lead.”

She and Rachel looked at each other in mutual recognition of their own superiority to the pitiful Persian women who had not been lucky enough to be born Jews.
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Even though the Jewish women of Esther’s community condemned the Great King’s way of searching for a new queen, they were nevertheless extremely interested in the process. Within a month of the king’s proclamation, girls began to pour into Susa, hoping to be found beautiful enough to enter the Great King’s harem and compete to be queen. They came from Mesopotamia, making the easy journey by ship down the Tigris or the Euphrates; they came overland, from the courts of the satraps in Cappadocia and Lydia, Baktria and the Hindukush. And, of course, there were the girls from the Achaemenid aristocracy whose families lived right around the capital.

Mordecai, who worked in the finance office of the palace, obliged his niece and her friends by gathering as much information as he could about the seemingly endless stream of hopeful candidates. But Mordecai had more on his mind these days than the king’s potential marriage choice. The unrest between the Jews and the Edomites in their homeland of Palestine was increasing, and all the men of Mordecai’s community were worried that, should fighting break out, Ahasuerus might not side with the Jews.

Cyrus and Darius, the two Persian kings who had preceded Ahasuerus, had a history of supporting the Jews. Cyrus had even given his permission for the Jews to rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem. But no one knew where Ahasuerus stood.

One Sabbath afternoon, after Esther and Mordecai had returned from the synagogue gathering in Rachel’s father’s house, Mordecai shared his concerns with his niece. The brutal summer heat had begun, so the two were sitting in the common room of their own house, which, like most of the houses in Susa, was protected from the merciless sun by a roof of palm covered over with three feet of earth.

As women were not allowed at the synagogue meeting itself, Mordecai told Esther about the discussion the men had held after their reading of the Torah. The conversation always changed when the women came in with the food, so Esther never knew what had been discussed by the men until she reached home, where her uncle had formed the habit of sharing everything with his niece.

Mordecai was a teacher by nature, and once he had discovered how quick Esther was, how curious and intelligent, he had made her his pupil. They had progressed from him reading the scriptures to her, to him teaching her to read them for herself.

Today, though, Mordecai was focused on political matters. Esther could see that he was deeply disturbed and she listened intently as he spoke.

“You know about the land the Edomites stole from us when we were driven into exile in Babylon,” he said.

“Yes, Uncle. You look worried. Has something happened?”

“Yes. I have learned from my friend Araxis, one of the palace scribes, that the Edomites have sent a letter to the Great King asking him to confirm their rights to southern Judah.”

“To our land?”

“Yes. Our land.” Mordecai pulled at his beard, something he always did when he was upset. “Then, to make matters worse, some mad prophet is going around Jerusalem trying to stir up our people to go to war to take it back.”

Now Esther understood why her uncle looked so concerned. “War in Palestine? That would not be a good thing for anybody!”

“It is the worst thing that could happen. Should war break out, and the king decide to send troops to pacify the region, we don’t know which side he will favor. Darius would have favored the Jews, but no one knows about Ahasuerus. If he should choose the Edomites, we could lose half our country!”

Esther slid forward on her stool, leaning toward Mordecai. “Do you think the king would send an army? Would he not let the two sides fight it out between themselves?”

Mordecai shook his head. “Palestine lies directly on the route into Egypt. No Persian king wants unrest in Palestine.” Mordecai slapped his hand against the arm of his chair in frustration. “This king is so hard to figure out, Esther. He went to war against Egypt when that country rebelled against Persian rule, and he put the rebellion down quickly and efficiently. But he is outraging the party at court that wants him to continue the war against the Greeks by refusing to do so.” He looked at her somberly. “I don’t know what he will do, and the not knowing makes me nervous.”

“Ahasuerus was supposed to be a good king in Babylon, wasn’t he?”

“He was a very good king. Darius sent him there when he was only eighteen years old, fully expecting him to fail. But he surprised everyone. The people in Babylon loved him. And he has brought back a contingent of his councilors from Babylon to whom he appears to listen. Darius’ people are furious because they are not the ones who have the king’s ear.”

Esther shook her head. “It all sounds complicated, Uncle. The Babylonian party, the Persian party, the Greek War party, the anti-Greek War party. It must be hard to keep it all clear in your head. But surely you must know someone in the palace whom you can approach to find out how the king stands on Palestine.”

“I don’t,” was Mordecai’s grim reply. “I work in the Treasury, chicken. I am too far removed from the political scene to be acquainted with anyone who might know the king’s mind.”

Esther let her eyes run around the simple room, with its ceiling supported by plain wooden columns and its whitewashed mudbrick walls. She had arranged some bright ceramic vases on a small wooden table to give the room color, and an old Persian rug added its faded tints as well.

As she regarded the parchment roll her uncle had brought home from work, she had a thought. “Why don’t we Jews imitate the Edomites and send our own letter to the king? They have written that they want their rights to our land confirmed, then we should write that the land is legally ours and it should be confirmed to us.”

Mordecai smiled. “My clever girl. That is exactly what we have decided to do.”

“You should make me part of your council, Uncle.”

Mordecai laughed, as she had intended. He stood up and stretched. “The sun has gone down. Perhaps we might find a breeze in the courtyard.”

Esther rose easily to her feet and followed her uncle outside.
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Summer in Susa was not pleasant. The sun burned relentlessly over the plain upon which the city was situated, and no breeze arrived from the surrounding mountains. In the summertime, Susa baked.

The Great King had gone to his summer palace of Ecbatana, taking with him most of the court, so the issue of Palestine was set aside for the moment. Life in the Jewish community went on as usual, although most of the socializing took place in the evening, when the heat abated a trifle.

Abraham had continued to accompany his sister on her visits to Esther and, by August, she realized that he might want to marry her. This idea was strengthened when Rachel told her she was going to be betrothed to another of the young men in their congregation.

Esther was surprised and said so.

Rachel laughed. The girls were sitting in Rachel’s courtyard, which was much bigger than Mordecai’s. A few other community families were there as well, but Rachel had taken Esther aside to give her the good news.

“How can you be surprised?” Rachel gave Esther a quizzical look. “We’re both of the age to be married. We’ve spoken about it.”

Esther put her hand over Rachel’s as they sat side by side on a small wooden bench in the corner of the courtyard. “I know, I know. I suppose I kept thinking it was still in the future . . .”

“I thought Jacob would ask for me.” Rachel sounded pleased with herself. “He always talked to me at supper after synagogue.” She looked into Esther’s eyes. “Do you think he’s handsome?”

Jacob was not quite as tall as Esther, but then Rachel was small. And his ears were big. Esther looked back into her friend’s eager eyes and said, “He’s very handsome, Rachel. And nice too.”

Rachel beamed.

Abraham chose this moment to come into the courtyard from the house. Both girls looked at him, then Rachel said mischievously, “Perhaps you won’t be far behind me, Esther.”

Abraham was far more handsome than Jacob. But Esther felt herself shying away from the thought of marriage. Her life with her uncle was so comfortable, so safe. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to give it up.

Mordecai had evidently been thinking about marriage also, because as soon as they returned from Rachel’s he suggested that they go out into their own courtyard to cool off before they went to bed.

“I thought Rachel looked happy,” he remarked as they took the chairs best positioned to catch the tiny breeze.

“I think she is happy, Uncle Mordecai. She is looking forward to having a house and family of her own.”

“Are you looking forward to being married, chicken?”

Esther didn’t answer.

“Abraham’s father as much as told me tonight that I can expect an offer for you.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“You have turned into a beautiful young woman, Esther. If you don’t wish to marry Abraham, there will be others. I can promise you that.”

Esther was surprised. Her uncle never complimented her on her looks. He told her often how smart she was, but never once had he said she was pretty. She met his eyes briefly and saw that he was serious.

“Tell me what you want, chicken,” he said gently.

“Wouldn’t you be lonely without me, Uncle Mordecai?”

“I will miss you very much. But I have always known that you will marry, Esther. That is where your future lies, with a husband and children of your own.” He smiled at her. “I will be their eccentric grandfather.”

She laughed shakily. “I know I must marry. But . . . I’m not sure if I’m ready yet. You see, I have my own house here with you, Uncle Mordecai. And we have such a nice life! I would miss my studies—”

He cut in. “There is no reason to stop your studies. Abraham would never ask that of you.”

Esther knew that. She was reaching for excuses, that was all. “If I wait a little, do you think I will be too old for suitors?” she asked.

Mordecai smiled. “Esther, you will never lack for suitors, believe me. And if you want to spend a little more time with your old uncle, you will make me very happy.”

She grinned at him, relieved by his reply. “I do like Abraham,” she said. “Do you think he will be willing to wait?”

“Didn’t Jacob serve seven years for Rachel? Believe me, chicken, Abraham will be happy to wait.”



CHAPTER THREE

The coming of autumn brought the king and his courtiers back from the mountains and trouble back to the Susa Jews. A week after the court’s return, Mordecai came slowly into the house after work and shocked Esther by the grayness of his face.

“Sit down, Uncle, and I will bring you a cup of water,” she commanded.

He obeyed without protest, which worried her even more. When she handed him the cup, she saw that his hands were shaking.

She sank on her knees in front of him. “Are you ill?”

She struggled to keep the fright from her voice. What would happen to her if she lost Mordecai? For almost all of her life he had been her rock, her protector, the person who loved her most in the world. She had a few memories of her mother, but the person who had always been there for her was her Uncle Mordecai.

“No, chicken, I’m not ill. I’ve just had a bad shock.”

She took the empty cup from him and put it on the floor. Then she held his cold hands in her warm ones.

“Can you tell me what happened?”

“First we must send for the men of our community so I may speak to them. Can you run across the street and ask Naomi if her servant could pass along that message for me?”

Esther jumped to her feet, found Jacob, and came back to tell Mordecai that he would go. “You must eat, though, Uncle, before you have this meeting.”

He shook his head. “I couldn’t swallow a morsel.” He waved his hand toward her usual stool. “Sit and I will tell you what has caused my distress. Talking will help me to collect my thoughts.”

She leaned forward to listen.

“Haman, one of the men who came with the king from Babylon, came into my office today. It doesn’t matter what he wanted, but in the course of our brief conversation I discovered that he is not a Babylonian, as we all thought, but an Edomite. An Edomite, Esther! And he has the ear of the king—is one of his most trusted advisors, in fact. I was horrified.”

The first of the men Mordecai had summoned knocked on the front door and Esther went to let him in.

When the meeting finally adjourned, Esther came in from the kitchen to find Mordecai looking as pale and worried as he had when first he came home. Although Esther had been brought up to feel both religious and racial ties to the Jewish homeland, her immediate worry was more for her uncle’s health than it was for war in a faraway place.

“There is no sense in making yourself ill about something you have no control over,” she urged, as they sat at breakfast the following morning. “War has not broken out in Palestine. War may never break out there. Nothing you do can change what happens, Uncle Mordecai, so don’t worry about it so much.”

He shook his head. He had hardly eaten a thing. “I have a terrible feeling about this, Esther. I cannot help it. Something dreadful is going to happen to the Jews. It is like God is sending me a . . . a prophecy.”
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The weeks went by and cool air finally began to blow down from the mountains, and the streets of Susa, almost empty in the heat of summer, became lively again. The markets were crowded with people, the king’s cavalry rode through the city on an almost daily basis, and the sun’s warmth felt good, not oppressive. It was Esther’s favorite time of year.

Then one night Mordecai had a dream. Esther heard him yelling from his sleeping room and she grabbed her shawl and ran next door, afraid that he might be having a heart cramp. “Are you all right, Uncle Mordecai?” she called from the doorway.

She could hear him panting as if he had run twenty miles. She lit the oil lamp and went in to check on him. He was sitting up, his eyes wild, his body bathed in sweat.

“What is wrong?”

“A dream,” he gasped. “A terrible dream.”

Relief surged through Esther. A dream would not kill him. She knelt next to the raised pallet that was his bed. He was shivering, and she took the shawl she had thrown over her nightdress and wrapped it around his shoulders. “You’re all right, Uncle Mordecai. You’re safe. You’re here with me.”

In a flash of memory, she recalled the times when she was a child and he had come to comfort her from a bad dream with the exact same words she had just spoken to him.

He breathed in deeply several times, trying to gain control of himself.

“Do you want to tell me about it?” she asked.

He croaked, “Yes, I think so.” He cleared his voice, waited a moment, then went on. “I think it is important, Esther. I think this dream was sent to me by God. I need to say it out loud before I forget any of it.”

“All right, then. Tell me.”

He gazed in front of him, as if he was seeing something she could not. “I saw the earth spread out before me and it was shaking with booming thunder and earthquakes. Then two huge dragons appeared and began to fight each other. As they struggled, I saw the entire world dissolving into hatred and evil, and I knew”—for the first time during this recital he looked at her—“I knew, Esther, that the whole of the Jewish race was doomed to destruction.” He shook his head, as if to clear it. “I cried out to God for deliverance, and God answered by sending a great healing river over the earth, and the sun broke through the darkness, and I knew that my people would be saved.”

Esther was stunned. It was such a fantastic dream. Dragons fighting? The world delivered over to hatred and evil? Where had such a dream come from?

Mordecai said, “God sent me this dream. He sent it to warn me. Those dragons, Esther . . . those dragons had eyes that looked just like Haman’s.”

Suddenly Esther felt chilled. She wished she had her shawl back.

“Are you sure?” she whispered.

“Yes. We must find someone to counteract Haman’s influence with the king! We must find someone to represent Jewish interests.”

“But who?”

Mordecai looked at his niece. Esther was kneeling in a pool of lamplight, and the removal of her shawl showed the long line of her throat and the swell of her chest under the thin linen of her nightdress. Her black hair was loose and flowed over her shoulders and down her back. Her large eyes were filled with concern for him.

“Here.” He removed the shawl from his shoulders and handed it back to her. “I am fine now and you must be chilled.”

She took it and wrapped it around her shoulders.

“Would you like me to fetch you a cup of milk?”

“No.” He reached out and flicked her cheek with his finger. “Go back to bed. I have disturbed your sleep enough, chicken.”

Esther thought that he was looking better. His shivering had stopped and his voice was stronger. She stood up. “Do you really think the dream came from God, Uncle?”

He looked up at her. “Yes, Esther, I do.”
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In the days after the dream Mordecai was deeply preoccupied and spoke very little. Esther tried her best to find out if something was bothering him, but for the first time in all their years together she felt as if he was withdrawing from her. It made her uneasy.

Then, the following Sabbath, Mordecai asked her to remain after the meal so that he and a few of the men from the community could speak to her.

“Have I done something wrong?” she asked in alarm.

“No, Esther. You have done nothing wrong. We just wish &7 to speak to you.”

So Esther stayed while the other women left, Rachel throwing her a curious glance before she went out the door. The table that earlier had contained the food still stood in the middle of the floor, and the two men who had remained sat opposite Mordecai and Esther, with the table between them.

Esther was frightened. Something unusual was about to happen, and she was not comforted by the somber looks on the bearded faces of Rachel’s father, Jojachin, and the community’s priest, Shimeon.

Mordecai spoke first. “We have received bad news from Palestine, Esther. The prophet Obadiah has been whipping the people of Jerusalem into a frenzy about the Edomite’s theft of southern Judah. If he succeeds in rousing them to arms, there will be war.”

He stopped and Esther nodded that she understood. What she didn’t understand was why she was here.

Mordecai went on, “We need to place someone in the palace who will be able to represent Jewish interests to the king.”

Esther struggled not to look as mystified as she felt. She nodded again.

Suddenly, Mordecai raised his hands to his face. “You tell her,” he said through his fingers to the priest. “I cannot.”

Shimeon gave Mordecai a sympathetic look, then turned to Esther. “Esther, we have decided that our emissary to the king must be you.”

Esther stared. She could not possibly have heard aright. “I am sorry,” she said. “Will you repeat that?”

“I said that we have chosen you to be our emissary to the king. We have decided that you must enter the competition to be the king’s wife. If God wishes you to have this position, then the king will choose you.” Shimeon lifted his bushy eyebrows a little. “Who better to have the king’s ear than his wife?”

Esther’s heart gave a thud. She looked from Shimeon to Rachel’s father, Jojachin, who sat beside him. They seemed perfectly serious. Then she turned to Mordecai, who was sitting beside her. He had uncovered his face and was looking haggard. She said, “This is impossible, Uncle Mordecai. You must realize that. The king’s proclamation made it quite clear that only Persian aristocrats could apply. As you have always told me, I am a Jew. I cannot be considered.”

Mordecai’s voice was husky. “The Persians count their lineage through the father, not through the mother as we do. Your father was an Achaemenid, therefore, in the eyes of the Persians, you are an Achaemenid too.”

Esther’s heart felt as if it was thundering in her chest. It was unbelievable, but they were serious.

Mordecai went on, “I was furious when your mother ran away with a Persian noble, and I have always tried to ignore his very existence. But it is in my mind now, Esther, that God allowed that marriage for a reason.”

“What reason?” Esther asked, dreading the reply.

“You have the two things necessary to become queen. You have extraordinary beauty and you are an Achaemenid. Believe me, Esther, it is excruciatingly painful for me to ask this of you, but I have come to believe that God has a purpose for you. I believe that God has chosen you to be His instrument to save His people.”

Esther raised her voice. “This is all because of that mad dream, isn’t it? Well, I am not going to allow myself to become incarcerated in a Persian harem because you had a dream, Uncle Mordecai. I am not!”

Rachel’s father leaned toward her. “You have the right to refuse, certainly, but we have discussed this at length and we have prayed about it. I beg you to consider your decision, my dear.”

Esther stared at him. “Would you ask your daughter to do such a thing?”

He smiled a little. “Rachel has not the qualifications. You are the only one who does, Esther. That is why we are asking you.”

She shook her head. “You are wrong. They will never accept me if they know my mother was a Jew.”

The priest answered, “We understand that. Our plan is to keep your Jewish blood secret. We will say that your mother was a Babylonian. That will not hinder you from being a candidate.”

By now anger had completely washed away Esther’s fear. “No one is to know that I am a Jew? That is your plan?”

“That is right.”

“Suppose we imagine that the unlikely happens and the king actually chooses me to be his wife. How am I supposed to represent Jewish issues to him if he doesn’t know I am a Jew? Or am I supposed to reveal myself on my wedding night? I hardly think such a revelation will so endear me to my husband that he will listen to my advice. In fact, he will probably put me away even faster than he got rid of Vashti.”

“I told you she was smart,” Mordecai murmured, a flicker of life in his shadowed eyes.

The priest held her angry eyes with his grave ones. “You cannot tell anyone, Esther, not even the king. I will give you permission to ignore Mosaic Law and follow Persian ways. Remember, Moses lived as an Egyptian until the time came for him to answer God’s call. So will it be with you.”

“I am no Moses!” Esther cried.

“Perhaps not,” Shimeon agreed. “But you may be called by God in a different way.” He leaned forward, bringing their faces closer. “Listen, my child. God gave you the gift of great beauty. Extraordinary beauty. It was given to you for a purpose, Esther, and we believe that this mission we have asked you to undertake is what that purpose is.

“Will you at least think about it?” Shimeon concluded, extending a pleading hand in her direction.

All Esther wanted to do was to get away from here. “I will think about it.” She turned to her uncle. “Right now I just want to go home.”

“Of course I will take you home, chicken,” he said, standing as well.

Don’t call me chicken! Esther longed to shout those words at him. How could he have done this to her? How could he have put her in such a position? She had thought he loved her, but he had betrayed her. This was all his idea. She knew that, even though no one had said it. This idea belonged to Uncle Mordecai.

Ignoring all protocol, Esther stood, turned her back on the men, and walked to the door.
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Esther felt as if an earthquake had hit her. She did her household chores, fixed her uncle’s food, answered his attempts at conversation with short sentences, and all the time her brain was in a whirl of anger, outrage, and fear.

Uncle Mordecai had betrayed her. He, who had told her she could wait before she decided to marry a man of her own people, a man who cared about her, was ready to sacrifice her to the horrors of a Persian harem. He actually wanted her to be chosen queen. To sleep with an uncircumcised pagan, a man who had no respect for women and would most certainly have no respect for her.

It was impossible. They were asking too much. She would not do it. She could not do it.

She was sitting by herself in the courtyard on the second night of sleeplessness, watching the first light of dawn brighten the sky, when she began to think of what it would mean to refuse to do her uncle’s bidding. Tiredness swept over her like a heavy cloak. She had never felt so weary in all her young life. Could she bear to continue to live her ordinary life, knowing that she had failed to answer the call of her community in their time of need?

Her eyes fixed on the sky, just where the light was starting to peek over the horizon. Father in Heaven, she prayed. What am I to do? Shimeon our priest is a very holy man, and he wants me to do it. Uncle Mordecai is a very holy man and a brilliant man as well. Would he have asked me to do this if he did not think it was Your will?

Slowly the sky began to lighten and a thought for escape began to form in Esther’s mind. If God was looking for a savior for His people, He would not look to a simple Jewish maiden. He would surely have someone else in mind. However, the men had become so enamored of their idea that they would not even try to search for the true savior if they continued to think that she was the one.

Their idea of getting her into the harem would never work. Esther had her mother’s polished bronze hand mirror, so she knew what she looked like. She knew she was pretty. To be honest, she was probably the prettiest girl in their small community. But the Persian women who would be presented as candidates to the king would be soft and lovely, with skin like ivory and eyes like does. Their hair would be curled and they would smell like exotic spices. They would know all the protocols of courtly behavior and would fit into their place as smoothly as rare silk from Damascus.

They would not have a heavy mass of black hair that was straight as rain and impossible to curl. They would not have skin still browned from the summer sun and hands rough from outdoor work. They would not have muscles in their shoulders and arms from carrying heavy buckets of water. They would all be far more beautiful and presentable than she.

She would never be accepted into the harem—the Head Eunuch would take one look at her and send her straight home. Esther smiled as the idea grew in her mind. This was a way she could make everyone happy. She would tell the men that she agreed to the scheme and she would tell Uncle Mordecai to present her as a candidate for the contest. She doubted she would even make it in the door.

Her smile broadened into a grin. She would be returned to Mordecai, and her old life would go on as usual, and everyone would be grateful to her that at least she had tried. The sun was brilliant now in the eastern sky, and Esther rose to her feet and stretched her arms over her head, rising up on her toes as far as she could go. Maybe she would marry Abraham after all, but in her heart she was still angry with Uncle Mordecai for putting her in this position.

The sun rose even higher in the sky and soon Mordecai came out into the courtyard looking for her. She turned to him with downcast eyes and said softly, “I have been thinking about your request, Uncle Mordecai, and I have decided that I will obey your wishes and those of the synagogue council. I will seek to become a candidate for the king’s hand.”

Mordecai reached out and took her into his arms. “I am glad, Esther,” he said.
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