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For Sarah

Unto you is born this day in the city of David
a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.






THE LAND OF ISRAEL

This map is full of real places because the story youre about to
read is based on a true one, found in the book of Ruth in the
Old Testament part of the Bible. If at any stage you want to
know more about the history that lies behind this book, turn

to page 159—there are accompanying notes for each chapter.






CHAPTER 1

The Decision

y mother-in-law’s mouth was as wrinkled as a
Mprune. Right then she was pursing her lips, so
the deep grooves around them were especially obvious. I
think she'd pursed them too many times, and theyd got
stuck that way.

Her forehead was furrowed as well. Her eyes were
fierce.

“Go home,” she said again. “You are 7ot coming with
me.”

But I shook my head. Naomi wasn’t going to have her
way this time.

I looked back. Orpah was already a dark figure disap-
pearing in the half-grown barley. It was just after dawn,
and the light was still low, making my friend’s shadow
long and black as she walked back towards our village.

My mother-in-law interpreted my backwards glance
as hesitation. “Go with her,” she said insistently. “Go
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back to your own people. Go home.”

But I stood my ground.

I didn’t care that Naomi was much older than me. I
didn’t care that I was supposed to do what she said.

It was for her own good.

I pursed my lips just like her.

“Don’t urge me to leave you,” I said. “Don’t urge me to
turn back.”

The lines around Naomi’s mouth deepened. I put my
hand on her arm, wishing I could get across everything
I was feeling.

“Where you go,” I said firmly, “I will go.”

I stared at her.

She stared at me.

"5),\))&

The day I first saw Naomi was ten years before that—it
was the day my third sister was born. I was twelve years
old, and I had woken early that morning to find myself
being shooed out of the house by my aunts.

“Ruth, get up!” one of them shouted at me. “The baby
is coming!”

She was pulling the blankets away from where they'd
twisted around my body in sleep. My other aunt forced
my hand open and shoved a chunk of bread into it, then
yanked me upright. “No place for you here,” she said,
flapping at me to tell me to go. “Out!”
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I shook my head slowly, still sleepy. “I'm old enough. I
should stay with Ma.”

“Out, out!” the aunts cried again, in unison this time.
“Take your brother with you. Reminah and Amam have
already gone.”

I looked down at my sisters’ empty bed on the ground.
Usually we had to pile up the bedrolls and fold the blan-
kets neatly each morning to make space for everything
else the room was used for during the day. But now
Reminah and Amam’s blankets lay in a crumpled heap,
just like mine.

Bek, the youngest and the only boy, was crouched
in a corner sucking his thumb. His eyes were big as he
watched my aunts. I held out my hand, and he grabbed
my fingers in his small, slobbery fist.

“Ugh,” I said, and swung him up onto my hip instead.

“Out,” said the nearest aunt again, but she was dis-
tracted this time. Deep groans were coming from the
tiny room where my parents slept. The new baby really
was on its way.

“Out!” My aunt gave me a little shove and then hur-
ried out of the room.

Obediently, I held Bek tight and headed in the oppo-
site direction.

The sunlight took me by surprise: I blinked and
stepped back for a moment, losing my balance and
making my brother bang his head on my shoulder. The
goat snickered at me from her position tethered to a
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tree just outside the house.

I wrinkled my nose back at her. “The joke’s on you,” 1
said, sticking my tongue out. / was the one who was free
to go wherever I wanted for once. I hardly ever got sent
out of the house like this without some sort of errand.
Nobody would want me back for hours now that my
aunts had taken over, and when I really thought about
it, I definitely didnt want to be around for the birth.
But what to do with a day of freedom?

First I had to do something with Bek, who was now
getting his slimy fingers all over my hair. I put him
down hurriedly. “You need looking after for the day,
don’t you? Hmm. I know. How about we go and see
Dinah?”

“Di,” he answered cheerfully. And so on we toddled
across the village.

It was a small place, our village. Just a bunch of mud-
brick houses scraped together in a loose circle. Our house
sat on the top of a low rise of ground from which you
could see for miles across the wide, flat plain of Moab.
Everything felt fresh and good that morning, now that
I'd got used to being awake; the sun was shining, the
cold weather was behind us, and the spring rains had
made everything green. The houses looked snug and
neat in the early sunshine.

Except the house next to ours. That belonged to the
widow Zowelah, and it was dirty and crumbling. As
Bek and I dawdled past, I noticed that the long cracks
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in one of its walls had tiny pink and white flowers
growing in them.

“Fla,” said Bek (meaning “flowers”). He reached to-
wards them, but I dragged him away. I was sure those

cracks were getting wider.
S

We found Dinah sitting on a stool in the little court-
yard outside her house. She was twisting a fuzz of wool
around one end of a long stick, ready to spin it into
yarn—but she set it down as I came near and lifted her
cheek so that I could kiss her.

“Ma is giving birth right now,” I said. “My aunts are
there.”

Dinah nodded. “She’ll be well, then. A strong woman,
anyway, your mother.”

Bek was reaching out his chubby hands to be lifted
onto her lap. She helped him up. “Your arrival didnt
give her much trouble, did it, Bek-boy? So this new
baby won't either.”

I shuddered. Bek’s birth had sounded like quite a lot
of trouble to me.

“We must pray that it will be another boy,” Dinah
added, nodding towards the shrine that stood in the
opposite corner of her courtyard.

“We've been praying that every day,” I told her. “Please,
great gods, give us a healthy, strong boy, who will keep the
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Jamily line going and look after our parents in their old
age. We've said it every single day.”

“Good girl,” Dinah smiled. “Now, I suppose you're
not welcome at home for a while? I just sent Orpah off
to the well, and she has work to do after she comes back.
But if you help her for a while, I think I can spare her
for the rest of the morning.” She raised her eyebrows
knowingly. “And I can keep Bek with me.”

Bek said, “Di,” enthusiastically.

So that was that. Soon I was running to find Orpah—
Dinah’s daughter, and my best friend.

And it was during that morning of freedom that we
would first meet Naomi.
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