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PROLOGUE 

“And Cain talked with Abel his brother: and it came to pass, when they were in the 

field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother, and slew him. And the Lord said unto 

Cain, Where is Abel thy brother? And he said, I know not: Am I my brother’s keeper? 

And He said, What hast thou done? The voice of thy brother’s blood crieth unto Me 

from the ground. And now art thou cursed from the earth, which hath opened her 

mouth to receive thy brother’s blood from thy hand; When thou tillest the ground, it 

shall not henceforth yield unto thee her strength; a fugitive and a vagabond shalt thou 

be in the earth. And Cain said unto the Lord, My punishment is greater than I can 

bear. Behold, Thou hast driven me out this day from the face of the earth; and from 

Thy face shall I be hid; and I shall be a fugitive and a vagabond in the earth. And it 

shall come to pass, that every one that findeth me shall slay me. And the Lord said unto 

him, Therefore whosoever slayeth Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold. 

And the Lord set a mark upon Cain, lest any finding him should kill him. And Cain 

went out from the presence of the Lord, and dwelt in the Land of Wandering, on the 

east of Eden. And Cain knew his wife; and she conceived, and bare Chanokh: and he 

builded a city, and called the name of the city, after the name of his son, Chanokh.” 

—Genesis 4:8-171 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

Yes. He did kill his brother.  

                                                   
1 Translations of the Hebrew Bible are based on the King James Version with minor adjustments by 

the author. 
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You cannot lie about the truth. I learned that one the hard way. And I knew you’d 

ask about it, too. Who wouldn’t? So let’s just get it out of the way. You heard right: He 

did kill his brother. 

The thought of it makes you want to cry. Your greatest fear, as a mother, is losing a 

child.  It takes your breath away. You fathers might feel that way, too. I wouldn’t know. I 

never was a father. I, Maskila, am only a mother, so I can only speak as a mother. If you 

want to know about fathers, you can ask a man. I’m sure he’d tell you. But you’re asking 

me, so you’re going to hear what a mother has to say. All I can say is this: as bad as it 

would be to lose a child, it has to be a thousand times worse to lose a child at the hand of 

his brother. 

It happened. It makes me cry. What can you do but cry? 

And maybe scream a little. 
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BOOK I 

“And it shall come to pass, that every one that findeth me shall slay me.” 

—Genesis 4:14 

A Man at the Spring 

“There’s a man at my spring!”  

Ro’eh had run all the way to bring Shomer the news. 

Ro’eh loved going to the spring, but it was a hard and dusty trek down the mountain 

to get there and a harder and dustier trek back. The path was steep and rocky. Boys 

twice his age had a hard time. Ro’eh was a little mountain goat and loved the fact that 

the other boys couldn’t keep up with him. 

“You and your spring2,” Shomer said. 

Shomer was master of the flocks, a demanding man for his age, strong but fair. The 

shepherds looked up to him as to an older brother or, for the young ones like Ro’eh, as a 

father. 

“I like my spring.” Ro’eh gasped for breath. “It’s a great place.” 

                                                   
2 The original Hebrew is ma’ayan, meaning “water spring”; a play on the word me’ayin meaning 

“from the eye” as it was not known to Shomer whether the man reported to be at the spring was real or a 

figment of the boy’s imagination. Compare a similar play on words in Psalm 121:1: “I will lift up mine eyes 

unto the hills, from whence cometh my help,” including the word for eye and the similar sounding 

me:ayin meaning “whence.” 
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Shomer sat quietly for some time in the cool shadow of his tent while Ro’eh 

breathed heavily. He was carving slowly and meticulously on a long stick of olive wood 

that was to become his new staff, a pile of wood chips at his feet, with small flecks in his 

bushy beard. “Your spring is on the other side of the mountain,” he said at last. “No one 

can live there.” 

“You can live at my spring,” said Ro’eh smiling broadly with pride, showing spaces 

where two baby teeth were recently lost. “You can even catch fish there.” 

“I’ve seen the fish,” said Shomer. He brushed the wood chips out of his beard and 

from his lap. He breathed in the fragrance of freshly cut wood and slowly turned the 

stick in his large hands admiring his work. “I wouldn’t want to live off catch like that.” 

“I know you wouldn’t,” said Ro’eh laughing. “Not everyone has to have big fish, you 

know. These are big enough.” 

“I suppose so, my son,” said Shomer, beginning to carve again. 

“The man at the spring might like the fish,” Ro’eh offered. 

“I’m sure he might,” said Shomer absently. 

“There’s grass and water there for his sheep,” said Ro’eh. 

“I told you not to take my sheep to the spring,” said Shomer impatiently, stopping 

his work. “It’s too hard on the sheep.” 

“They’re not your sheep, Shomer,” Ro’eh insisted. “I told you: There’s a man down 

there. The sheep are his.” 

“How could there be a man down there?” asked Shomer. “With sheep, no less? 

There’s nothing but rock and wilderness for many days’ journey in all directions, unless 

the man—and the sheep—came from here.” 

“I have no idea where he came from,” Ro’eh answered. “But I can tell you that he 

didn’t come from here.” 

“So what does this man of yours, and his sheep, do?” 

“I’m keeping an eye on him,” said Ro’eh, demonstrating by closing one eye and 

staring closely into Shomer’s face. Shomer waved his hand motioning for Ro’eh to go 
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away, but the boy continued. “When the shadows3 grew long, he came out of the valley4 

and sat on the rock. I think he’s looking for something. He puts his hand over his eyes 

and looks out to the distance. Sometimes he looks in this direction.” 

 “What’s he looking for?” 

“How am I supposed to know?” 

“He’s your man.” 

“He’s not my man. I just watched him.” 

“Keep a good eye on him, Ro’eh. But don’t forget your chores.” 

“I never forget.” Shomer squinted and gave him a look. “Well, not on purpose.” 

Shomer shook his head. “Hey, maybe the man is lost. Maybe he could work for you, too, 

like I do.” 

“A man in the wilderness isn’t looking for a master, Ro’eh.” 

“I wasn’t looking either.” 

“But you were a boy, not a man.”  

 

* * * * * 

 

The sky was dark5 with clouds and thunder rumbled in the distance by the time 

Ro’eh finished counting Shomer’s sheep. None of the sheep were missing, to Ro’eh’s 

great relief. A missing sheep meant a trek out into the fields to find it. Worse, it meant 

disappointing Shomer and getting a stern scolding. Dinner was waiting for Ro’eh, but he 

slipped off, as he often did, as he did the night before, going past the ridge and down the 

                                                   
3 The original Hebrew for “shadows” is tzelim. Cf. tzelem, meaning “image.”  

4 The original Hebrew for “valley” is bik’ah, also meaning “crevice” or “fissure”; a narrow valley or 

split in the rock of the mountain. 

5 The original Hebrew is dimdoom, meaning “half-light”; a reduplication of dom, meaning “blood.” 
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mountain. The flash of lightning didn’t bother him. It rarely rained on the other side of 

the mountain. Certainly not enough to be bothered by. 

It was his secret path6 that took him to the spring. Well, maybe it wasn’t so secret, 

but the grownups didn’t like going down it. Or up it, really. Coming back up was the part 

that bothered them most. They didn’t much like their kids going down it either. But 

Ro’eh liked climbing the rocks. Really, it wasn’t so bad. He could even bring the sheep 

down it, if he wanted. But it would take a long time, and getting them back up would be 

hard. That’s why the spring was a place he would go to be by himself. 

He first noticed the man four days ago and he returned the night before to watch 

him. The man wasn’t a full-grown man, like Shomer. He had no beard7, just the 

beginnings of one. The man’s hair was long and dark, just like Ro’eh’s own. And he sat 

crouched like a cat waiting to spring on prey. But there was no prey, only sheep. Or like 

a mouse hiding in its hole. Hiding from the cat.8  

Shomer told me to keep watching the man, Ro’eh thought. He also told me to be 

careful, but you could tell that Shomer did not believe in the man. He thinks that I made 

it all up. I’m not afraid of a man and his sheep. 

The man always seemed to be looking at the storms across the mountains behind 

Ro’eh. He would rise from his crouch when lightning would flash and pace nervously. 

And then he would go away into the valley of the spring. Ro’eh had seen him do this two 

nights. This evening, it looked like there would be no man-watching for no one was 

there. Ro’eh sat for a time at his stony vantage point overlooking the entrance to the 

spring, wondering where the man could have gone. But just when Ro’eh was about to go 

back up the mountain, the man appeared. He had a stick in his hand and seemed mad or 

something. 

                                                   
6 The original Hebrew is sh’vil chasha’i, meaning “quiet path” or “secret path.” 

7 The original Hebrew is n’oret, meaning “fuzz of youth,” as opposed to zakan, meaning “beard.” 

8 That ate the kid that father bought for two zuzim. Chad gadya. Chad gadya. 
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Ro’eh wondered if the man had seen some kind of danger. It’s always important to 

pay attention to signs like that. Shomer had told him this. But then the man sat down, 

returning to his crouch. 

Ro’eh decided he wanted to get closer, so he continued down the path as quietly as 

he could. But when he set a few rocks sliding down the slope, he saw the man jump up 

and raise his stick. 

It was funny watching the man jump up over the sound of a few tiny stones. So 

when the man tired of holding his stick up and went to sit back down, Ro’eh let loose 

another scrabble of loose rocks. And the man jumped up again and began looking 

frantically around. 

Ro’eh put his hands over his mouth to keep from laughing aloud. 

When the man sat down again, Ro’eh quietly made his way to a small cave where he 

kept some branches and built himself a small fire. He wondered if the man would have a 

fire. Ro’eh warmed two of the three barley cakes he had brought with him and wondered 

what the man had to eat. A man could live off the berries in the valley and the fish in the 

pool, but if you really wanted to live, there was no place better than Shomer’s table. 

Shomer was kind to have taken Ro’eh into his home. He wasn’t family. Ro’eh’s poor 

mother had died when he was four shearings old.9 And no one ever talked about his 

father. His mother was always sad when Ro’eh asked why he didn’t have a dad, so his 

dad must have died too. 

Shomer said that he was looking for a shepherd boy to help with the sheep, but it 

was more like he wanted Ro’eh to be his son. Shomer kept a closer eye on Ro’eh than he 

did the others. But not too close. 

Shomer let Ro’eh spend nights at the spring when he wasn’t needed to stay with the 

sheep. Ro’eh liked that. A lot of the other boys had to stay with their families. I guess it’s 

because he was on his own so much when his mom was sick. No one seemed to take 

notice when he went off to the spring. And none of the boys really wanted to follow him 

there, like they were afraid of the wilderness, afraid of the night, or afraid of him. 

                                                   
9 Years were reckoned in the spring, at the time of the annual shearing. 
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Ro’eh wanted to know if the man was still sitting by the rock. The sun had set and 

the clouds had begun to break up. The rising moon would be full in a few days and so 

was a bright light in the sky. Ro’eh climbed the rocks above his cave so that he could see 

the place where the man had been.  

The man was still there and seemed to be looking in his direction. Ro’eh watched the 

man watching him for a long time. The clouds blew away and the sky, far from the 

mountain and over the wilderness, was clear. Ro’eh liked to watch the stars. His favorite 

stars made a fine shawl spread across the sky, like the shawl his mother had worn. But 

he knew the shawl would be low in the sky at this time of year. It hadn’t even risen yet. 

The moon was like a squash this night. And Ro’eh made sure to notice the positions of 

the wandering stars,10 as Shomer had shown him. 

Ro’eh stayed on top of the rocks until the moon was high in the sky. He looked once 

more to where the man had been. It seemed to him that the man might have fallen 

asleep, though he couldn’t be sure. It looked as if the man was still holding his stick. He 

wondered what the man was dreaming and whether he liked looking at the stars. 

As he climbed back down to the cave, he saw a faint glow from his fire. Good, he 

thought. The fire didn’t go out. He wondered if the man had seen the glow or smelled 

the smoke.  

 

* * * * * 

 

The sun was low in the sky when Ro’eh woke. He was already late returning to 

Shomer, but he wanted to see the man one more time, so he climbed to the top of the 

                                                   
10 The original Hebrew, kochave-lechet, means “wandering stars” or “planets” in modern 

terminology. Planets are said to wander because, as days and months and years pass, they appear in 

different places in the sky compared to the background stars. Two planets are mentioned in the Hebrew 

Bible. Venus is referred to as m’lechet hashamayim, the “Queen of Heaven,” in Jeremiah 7:18. Saturn is 

referred to as Kiun in Amos 5:26. In addition to these two, Mars and Jupiter are visible to the naked eye 

and would have been prominent in the ancient sky, which was not yet affected by city lights. The shawl 

that Ro’eh saw is now called the Milky Way. 
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rock that was now bathed in the early morning light. The man was still asleep. Ro’eh 

noticed two lambs near the man, one a baby and the other not much more than a 

yearling. The ewe must be near, he thought. And then he heard the bleating. 

The man seemed to hear it, too, and he woke holding his stick close. He looked at 

the lambs and jumped up and then looked out toward Ro’eh. He was looking for 

something. And then the man took his stick and began herding the lambs back into the 

valley of the spring.  

Ro’eh listened to the man talk to the lambs as he disappeared behind the rock, and 

he knew it was time to go. Shomer was waiting. Already Shomer was not going to be 

happy. 

As Ro’eh made the climb back up to the village, he looked back often to see if the 

man would come out again. Before Ro’eh had gotten very far, he saw the man again. He 

seemed to be carrying something large. And Ro’eh paused to watch as the man left the 

spring and started heading down the mountain path and into the wilderness.  

Wandering in the Wilderness of Nod 

No rain falls in the Wilderness of Nod.11  

Cain’s small flock, which had belonged to his brother Abel, was now sustained by a 

spring flowing in a small valley he found on that fifth day. Valley is really too large a 

word for the world in which Cain now found himself. It was nothing more than a narrow 

crevice in the earth. Water trickled from the rocks above into a small shaded pool. Reeds 

and trees grew in the cool of the shade around the pool, but their leaves did not rise 

above the surrounding rock. 

                                                   
11 The original Hebrew nod means “wandering.” Gen. 4:16 says: “And Cain went out from the 

presence of the Lord, and dwelt in the Land of Nod (Wandering), on the east of Eden.” 
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All around, the land was parched and hard and the valley could not be seen until you 

were almost in it. Cain had found it by following a slight path, possibly made, he 

thought, by the goats that frequented the spring. 

Cain climbed to the top of a hill. Away from the sun, the land fell away into a yellow, 

muddy heat. Behind him was a gray ridge. He’d been watching the ridge since the heat 

of the day had lifted. Clouds were gathered over the ridge and it appeared to be raining. 

In the far distance. 

He had seen this before, on his fifth day and on his seventh day after leaving Eden. 

The ridge was a distant place and the rain never came any closer. 

Cain wondered if anyone was up there.  

Dad had always said that they were alone in the world and that it was their job to be 

fruitful and multiply and to fill the world—whatever that meant.12 How could you fill a 

world? Abel13 always said there were others and to watch out.  

Cain always thought that his little brother was trying to scare him with his stories 

about the others. Abel never told these stories when Dad was around. Or Mom.  

Were there other people? Abel told him about the others at night and said that the 

others would get him. What would he know about it anyway? Abel’s stories worried 

Cain. Who was right? Abel? Or Dad? 

Cain missed his Mom the most. He remembered her long flowing hair and her kind, 

dark eyes. Dad never had much sympathy when he came crying about Abel. Dad looked 

at him sternly and told him that he was the big brother and that he should act like a 

man. Cain didn’t know what that meant. Mom would listen and was gentle with him. He 

should have listened to Mom, not Dad. 

                                                   
12 See Gen. 1:28. 

13 The original Hebrew for Abel is hevel, meaning “a fleeting breath”; Cf.  Psalms 144:4: “Man is like 

a fleeting breath, his days are as a shadow that passeth away”; or meaning “vanity”; Cf. Ecclesiastes 1:2: 

“Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher. Vanity of vanities all is vanity.” 
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Cain thought about the flower he once gave Mom. “In the ugliest mom contest,” he 

told her then, “you lose.” Abel had said that was the dumbest thing in the world, seeing 

that there were no other moms in the world. But Mom laughed and saved the flower. 

She pressed it between two rocks. It didn’t matter to her that he didn’t grow it. 

As the light grew dim, Cain came down from the rocks and stood at the mouth of the 

valley. The sheep bleated by the water and he began to walk toward them when he heard 

a kind of scraping noise that seemed to come from behind the rocks. 

“Who is that?” he called out. 

No response. Though, who did he think was going to answer? The others? The 

sound must have been a rock he had loosened. Or the wind. Or a goat. Hadn’t the goats 

worn a trail to the water? 

Cain wasn’t much of a farmer,14 for God’s sake! How can a guy screw up a farm in a 

place like Eden? Abel never said much about it, but his silence was mocking. Mom tried 

to help him and Abel would always run off with his little flock.15 What did it take to be a 

shepherd, for God’s sake? All Abel did was follow his little lambs around and they took 

care of themselves. While Cain had to collect seeds and plant them and keep them from 

washing away and fetch water and wait and wait and pull out weeds, and still his crop 

would hardly grow.16  

Again he heard the scraping sound. Then the flapping of wings as a large bird came 

to roost in the growing darkness. 

Cain thought about the stories that Abel told him about the others. He thought 

about the taunting and how he had raised a stick and hit Abel. He had hit Abel a 

hundred times before, but this time Abel fell down and didn’t get up. Before, Abel would 

hit him back and give him a cross-eyed look, stick out his tongue, and laugh. This time, 

he just lay still. No crossed eyes. No stuck-out tongue. No laugh. Cain had poked him in 

the side with his foot. Nothing. He crouched down and called his brother’s name: 

                                                   
14 But farming was Cain’s lot in life, as it is said: “Cain was a tiller of the ground.” Gen. 4:2. 

15 “Abel was a keeper of sheep.” Ibid. 

16 Oy! 
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“Abel!” Nothing. He called again, “Abel!” and pried his brother’s eyes open. Nothing. 

Nothing. Nothing. 

Cain looked into the dark to the place where the bird had come to roost. He was 

afraid that the others would come and hit him with a stick like he did to Abel. And then 

it would be Cain who would fall and not get up. 

And so Cain went into the valley and walked in the dark to a place where he had 

gathered sticks to protect himself from the others. After a while, he came out quietly to 

the place where he heard the scraping—footsteps, he thought—and sat down to wait in 

the dark. 

He missed Abel now. What a kid! His curly head. His cross-eyed looks. His big ears. 

All Cain wanted was for Abel to just shut up once in a while. Who knew he would fall 

down and never get up? It was always kinda fun sparring with him and showing him 

who was boss. Cain was ashamed to think about the look on Mom’s and Dad’s faces 

when they saw Abel on the ground, not moving. It was to get away from that look that 

Cain told them that he was taking Abel’s flock and leaving. 

 

Cain saw a dim light coming from behind the rocks. Points of starlight showed 

through the clouds. And he heard the scraping again. This time he was sure that the 

sound was footsteps. He grabbed his stick and crept toward the light. 

But the path was dark and Cain didn’t want to go into the shadows of the rock. So he 

sat down to watch and think about the others. 

Cain was startled awake by the bleating of a young lamb. He had fallen asleep on his 

watch. The sun was warm on his face and he still held his stick in his hand. Cain looked 

at the spot where he had seen the light the night before. All he saw was yellow rock. So 

he began driving the lambs back into the valley. 

Cain knew he couldn’t stay in this valley. He wondered if the others knew he was 

there. And he missed his mom and dad. Why had he left Eden? Were his mom and dad 

sad to see him go, he wondered, especially about his mom. Maybe he could go back. 
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So Cain took up a supply of food and water and left the spring, determined to find 

his way home again. 

 

* * * * * 

 

“But the man walked out into the wilderness,” Ro’eh insisted. 

“Well, that will be the end of him.” Shomer took up his new staff and turned to go. 

“Won’t you go and save him?” Ro’eh pleaded. 

“We have work of our own to do,” said Shomer. “A boy like you can have many 

friends in the desert, but even a father would not go into that wilderness to follow a 

son.”17  

“You think I am making this all up.” Ro’eh stomped his foot. 

Shomer walked over to Ro’eh and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I commend 

your wish to help a friend—real or not.” Shomer mussed the boy’s hair. 

“He is real!” shouted Ro’eh pulling away from Shomer angrily. “And he went out 

into the wilderness without his sheep.” 

“The sheep have more sense than your man,” said Shomer stroking his beard. “I’d 

stay at the spring myself rather than cross the wilderness on such a hot day.” 

“Can we save his sheep, at least?” Ro’eh held out his hands toward Shomer in a 

gesture of entreaty. 

“The sheep aren’t going anywhere,” said Shomer. “Not until you finish your work. 

Get to it!” 

Ro’eh felt like he was about to cry but didn’t want Shomer to chastise him for crying 

over an imaginary man and an imaginary flock of sheep. So he turned his back on 

Shomer and gathered up his bag and his rod to go tend to Shomer’s flock. 

                                                   
17 As Abraham sent his son Ishmael and his mother Hagar into the wilderness but did not follow 

them. Gen. 21: 14. 
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On the way out of Shomer’s tent, Ro’eh ran into Shomer’s sister Neshama. 

“Tell him that I am not making this up,” Ro’eh blurted to Neshama and ran out of 

the tent. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Eden was Cain’s home.18 Cain had never lived anywhere else. He had never lived on 

his own. It had been seven days since he had left Eden, and he considered himself lucky 

to have found the spring. Berries and roots could sustain him for a while. And water. 

But home. 

Eden was a refuge in the wilderness. Not that he had spent much time in the 

wilderness, until now. He remembered the first time he had seen the wilderness. He and 

Abel had walked along the river to a place where one could climb the cliffs. 

“Come on, Abel,” Cain had said. He had tried to be cheerful and excited about the 

adventure. Abel was always cheerful. And a good climber. Cain was a good climber, too, 

but he had a little shakiness when it came to heights. He didn’t want to be shaky when 

Abel was around. 

It was early morning and the crevices in the cliff were still cool and even damp in 

places. Small dusty bushes clung to the rock, providing handholds in places as they 

climbed, and filled with tiny brush hoppers that flew in your face when you grabbed 

hold. But they became less and less frequent as they got closer to the top. The truth is, 

you wouldn’t fall far if you fell. The slope at this place was mostly gentle, but it was rocky 

and one of the few ways out of the protected valley that was their home. 

Abel was a strong but slight boy. Abel reached the top first and extended his hand to 

help his brother up. But Cain wanted to do it on his own. He pushed Abel’s hand away. 

                                                   
18 The original Hebrew is makom, meaning literally “place.” Scholars point to the use of this term 

rather than bayit, meaning “home” suggesting that Eden was impermanent and ephemeral. 
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The view from the top had been stark and silent. Barren yellow rock stretched out to 

the horizon. The air was dry with a faint scent like dried sweat. Like the place he was 

now in.  

And then he turned to look back at his home. A narrow green plain between yellow 

cliffs where the rivers19 came together and meandered, splitting around islands covered 

in green reeds, the chirping of birds breaking the silence. Their home was on the bank of 

one of the rivers. It was a leafy place with river willows and wild flowers. Eden was 

always sunny and warm, but you could always find a cool, shadowed place with cliffs 

and trees all around.  

The morning mist still hovered over the water and in the reeds on the riverbanks. 

The two brothers could barely make out their father in the reeds with a line in the water 

waiting for a bite. 

As they looked downstream, the cliffs came closer and closer together, the riverbed 

became narrow and rocky, and the water played, fast and chaotic, as it flowed over the 

rocks. Abel told Cain that the rocks had fallen from the cliffs into the river there, and 

that the narrow strait and frenzied water were all that kept the others from coming into 

their valley. If there were others. 

But Dad had said there were no others. And when the day came that Cain left Eden, 

he had led Abel’s sheep out of the valley along a narrow stone bank that threaded its way 

between the cliff and the rushing water.  

 

* * * * * 

 

Today Cain hoped to find his way back to Eden. 

He hated to leave the sheep behind. But it had taken him four days to find the spring 

after he left Eden. And the journey was a hard one. He could barely travel in the heat 

                                                   
19 Gen. 2:10 speaks of four rivers, but the identification of these rivers is difficult because the rivers 

named—at least as they are known today—flow on more than one continent. 
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except in the morning and at dusk. His supplies had dwindled to almost nothing. If he 

was lucky, maybe he could get back to Eden in a day or two. And then his dad could help 

him come and retrieve the sheep.  

In the meantime, the sheep wouldn’t go far from the spring on their own. His only 

worry was about the others. Well, not his only worry, but he liked to count his worries 

one at a time. Were the others watching him last night? Was the light he saw a 

campfire? Or was it the light of the moon? 

Cain hoped the rain clouds would return today. Though he hadn’t seen a drop of 

rain since he had left Eden, the clouds cooled the air and made the walk more bearable. 

But for now, the sun shone in a clear sky. A dusty haze rose from the rocks as Cain tried 

to retrace his path.  

In truth, it was not too difficult, as not much time had passed since he had come 

through this wilderness with a flock of sheep. Except over bare rock, the track was 

unmistakable. But there were gaps. And Cain knew that, if he couldn’t find his way back 

to Eden, he would have to come back to the spring, if he could. So he left signs20 in the 

gaps to show him the way if he returned. 

In the heat of the day, Cain watered the cloth he used to cover his head to get relief 

from the heat, but the cloth dried quickly and his water bags were getting light. He knew 

he would need every drop to get home. There were places along the way where he could 

rest in shade, but the air was still hot and dry.  

 

* * * * * 

 

Early in the evening on the second day of his return, Cain saw a line in the distance, 

which he knew was the river coming from Eden. When he neared the riverbank, though, 

he sensed that something was wrong. The stench of rotting fish was in the air. And when 

he arrived he saw that instead of a flowing river, there was only a small creek, a mere 

                                                   
20 The original Hebrew is simanim. 
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trickle compared to the flowing river he walked along only a few days before. Small flies 

swarmed. And in the old riverbed were dead fish, fish that once swam there. Birds 

picked at the carcasses. 

Cain was hot and thirsty. And the trickle was enough to cool him, the water itself 

still clear to drink. In places where the river once was deep, pools of surviving fish 

swam. And Cain could reach in and quickly grab a fish for his dinner. 

As the evening darkened, Cain made camp at a distance from the old river, built a 

fire and cooked his meal. Late into the evening, he watched the stars and wondered what 

had happened to the river. And he hoped that his mom and dad were well. He wanted to 

rush to their side, but the rocks between this place and Eden were treacherous in spots. 

And so, when the moon rose, illuminating the cliffs between him and his home, Cain lay 

down to a fitful sleep. 

 

* * * * * 

 

“Why do you come down here, Ro’eh?” Neshama demanded to know. She held back 

her dark hair with both hands over her ears as if to frame her face, her eyes wide and 

accusing.  

“Shh!” Ro’eh whispered sharply, walking quickly ahead of her down the steep slope 

to the spring. “Be careful not to make the loose rocks fall.”  

“Don’t shush me,” said Neshama, trying her best to keep up. She steadied herself 

against the rock as she slid down the steep slope of the path. 

“Please,” said Ro’eh, angrily. “You’re just like your brother Shomer.” 

“Why doesn’t he come down here himself? Or is he just too grown up to be following 

a little boy around?” Neshama lowered her voice. Ro’eh didn’t know whether she was 

humoring him or just talking to herself. 

“Why do you come down?” she whispered. “We have plenty of water above.” 

“Do I look crazy?” asked Ro’eh. “I don’t come for water.” 
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“Then why?” Neshama exclaimed, rolling her eyes. 

“Shh.” 

“Then why?” Neshama whispered. 

“To get away,” said Ro’eh. 

“To get away?” Neshama raised her voice again indignantly. “Who do you think you 

are?” 

“Please,” Ro’eh whispered holding up his hand. 

“Who do you think you are?” Neshama whispered. “My brother did not have to take 

you in.” 

Ro’eh and Neshama were nearing the end of the path to the spring. Ro’eh turned to 

his master’s sister and said, “I’m not trying to get away from anyone. This is just where I 

come to think and be alone.” 

“But now a man and a flock of sheep . . .” 

“Is anyone here?” Ro’eh called out. 

“So much for being quiet,” said Neshama. 

“I don’t think a noisy girl like you is surprising anyone.” Ro’eh replied and called out 

again, “Is anyone here?” 

“What if someone is here?” asked Neshama suddenly concerned. 

“I’d rather meet him face-to-face than be surprised myself,” said Ro’eh. “Besides, I 

saw him walk away from here this morning.” 

“Don’t you think he’d come back?” asked Neshama. “If . . .” 

“. . . If he’s real?” Ro’eh interrupted her. “Here are some tracks.21 I saw him leave 

without his sheep. Maybe you’ll believe me when we find his sheep.”  

“Maybe.” 

                                                   
21 Ro’eh had found the simanim, meaning “signs” that Cain had left, but Neshama was not convinced. 
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Neshama followed Ro’eh into the valley. She used to come down here when she was 

little and her people had first come to their home in the hills above them. She was 

becoming a young woman now and young women didn’t climb about the rocks like 

goats. The spring didn’t look like much from the outside. The rocks were barren. The 

grasses were thin and yellow and burnt by the sun. Many of the deep crevices22 in the 

wilderness rock held dripping springs in their deep shadows that watered the desert 

plants, but few had enough water for a person to live on, let alone a flock of sheep. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Cain woke early. The tops of the cliffs were blindingly bright in the distance against 

a still-dark sky, but the river valley was dark yet. He lay still for a time in the long 

shadows of the early morning. The river, such that it was, flowed in its new smaller 

channel between banks that were part of the riverbed just a few days ago. 

The air still smelled of rotting fish, but it was not the stifling hot air of last evening. 

A light breeze blew. 

What happened to the river? He had seen the rain clouds off toward the place of the 

setting sun. Rain in the place of the setting sun often caused the river to swell, not dry 

up. Flooding was always a danger in Eden because, in spite of the breadth of the valley, 

floodwaters had nowhere to go where the river flowed out of the valley between the 

cliffs. 

Dad had built shelters on high ground near the cliff walls in places where one could 

climb to higher ground if need be until a flood would subside. Dad and Mom knew from 

experience. Cain had seen high waters nearly every spring, but the floods had never 

                                                   
22 The image of a narrow place as a place of distress is common in ancient Hebrew literature. See 

Psalm 118:5—“I called upon the Lord in distress [literally “from a narrow place”] and the Lord set me in a 

large place.” Here the narrow place is a refuge, not a place of distress, as is the spring itself, and even 

Eden. 
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come close to threatening their safe places. Flowers would bloom at the time of the 

floods. Fish were plentiful. And birds would come for a feast.  

Birds that would dive for live fish. Not carrion birds that stop to pick a dead carcass. 

The carrion birds were here on this day.23  

Cain emptied his water bags to lighten his load, he picked up his walking stick, and 

began his walk upstream. As the sun rose in the sky, the walls of the cliffs became 

bathed in a harsh light that crept downward until the new banks of the river were baked 

in its light. The mud was dry and cracked. And swarms of small flies hovered wherever a 

dead fish lie. Cain tried to brush them away but they only came back the instant he 

turned away. 

By midafternoon, Cain began to recognize the place where he and Abel had climbed 

the rocks to see the wilderness for the first time. The rocks had been broken at this place 

and Cain could see immediately that a big block of rock had broken away from the cliff 

and fallen into the valley. 

He could see the rubble in the riverbed. Here at the bend in the river he couldn’t see 

the extent of the fallen rock. Could the fallen rock have caused the river to dry up? 

Cain worried whether it would be safe to climb the new rock, but his old climbing 

spot still seemed solid. He feared something bad had happened to Mom and Dad. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Baa. 

Ro’eh looked at Neshama with a big smile. “See,” he said. “What did I tell you?” 

“Shh!” Neshama was scared. 

“How can you not believe your ears?” asked Ro’eh. 

                                                   
23 Legend has it that no scavenger birds lived in Eden. Cain may have never seen so many gathered 

in one spot. 
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“Shh! I believe you,” Neshama whispered. 

“Then what? Ro’eh asked in an exaggerated whisper. 

Neshama winced. “How do you know that the man didn’t have other men with 

him?”  

“It is a small place,” said Ro’eh. “How would there be other men with him that I 

didn’t see?” 

“All the same, it is good to be careful,” said Neshama. Her voice trembled. “Let’s 

hide in the reeds and go quietly.” 

“In case the sheep rise up and attack us?” 

“Yes. Or anyone else,” she sassed. 

Ro’eh tried hard to stifle a laugh and was becoming quite red in the face. Neshama 

put her hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh and then Ro’eh, too exploded. “You’re such a 

girl,” he said. 

Baa. 

“Let’s go see your sheep, Ro’eh,” said Neshama. “But please be careful.” 


