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    Notes: 
 
      
 
    
    	 A tell is an artificial mound found in the Middle East, created by many generations of ancient people living and rebuilding on the same spot.  When people abandon a town, the mud-brick structures deteriorate until the tell resembles a small hill.  There are many hundreds of tells in the Middle East, each prized by archeologists. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 A wadi is equivalent to an arroyo or canyon of North America, and may be permanently dry, or have an intermittent water flow, or a continuous water flow.  Wadi Adalbi, described as a dry-wash canyon, is now the south branch of the reservoir at the Talal Dam, in the modern nation of Jordan. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 The terrain, the geographical features, and the locations of lost cities have been described as accurately as possible.  The roads used by Tamar and Hana in their travels are still in use today, although much improved by modern technology.   
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



“And it came to pass after this, that Absalom the son of David had a beautiful      sister, whose name was Tamar…” 
 
      
 
    2 Samuel 13:1 
 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
    The Brothers 
 
      
 
    Her home is all her world. 
 
    Her mother is the smiling goddess of all good things, and the world revolves around this goddess.  Her earliest, most treasured memory is of simply reaching and having her mother pick her up and carry her in the arms. 
 
    A year or two passes and she is a little girl and able to explore, and she is delighted to discover other children in the world.  She firmly believes that every child on earth is like her, that every other family is quite like her own, that everyone lives in large, splendid palaces, with servants to attend them, and fine clothing to adorn them, for this is the way of all things.  She comes to understand that she is a noble lady, and that others – adults as well as children – bow to her when she is spied walking about the streets.  But she thinks, does this not happen to everyone?  
 
    Seasons pass, she grows older.  Thoughts that seemed so important to a baby-child diminish in her heart until they are gone.  New, strange concepts, wonderful and alarming, take their place.  She is taught to read and write and finds a new world in the scrolled books – histories, lives, poetry.  One proud day she is taken out of the nursery and given a bedroom of her own.  Another eagerly anticipated day arrives when she turns twelve and, after a brief ceremony, she is rid of her child’s clothing and dons the gown of a maiden, and her hair is covered as is customary for grown women.  She is ecstatic that her father comes to her mother’s house that day to join the merry celebration of that milestone age.  It is her father himself who cloaks her in the Kethoneth, the unique garment known as the Virgin’s Robe, worn by no others in the Kingdom but for his unmarried daughters.  From that day she would proudly wear the Kethoneth whenever she would leave the house.  The days and months race by. 
 
    Fifteen years may seem a manageable span of time for one who is already mature and experienced, for one who has become world-wise; it is a length of time around which an adult can make plans.  But for a young woman of that age it is a literal lifetime, and she feels that the world was created at her birth, and that the eras of the Earth passed while she attained that venerable age.  In that year, she feels herself to be most respectable and mature.  She has grown past the childish thoughts of her place in the world and now she knows that she and her family are distinctive; indeed, they are the Royal Family.  They are rich and powerful – although she has never spent any of the riches and has never wielded any of the power.  She has been marriageable since her twelfth birthday, and sometimes wonders which husband will be picked for her by her father.  But whoever was to be her husband, she knows that he will be one of substance and honor, of nobility, and perhaps – oh, perhaps! – a sovereign in his own right. 
 
    Most times, however, her thoughts are elsewhere, dreaming the dreams of a young woman; too old to play with dolls, too young not to long for their silent comfort; old enough to lie down with a man, young enough to dread that eventuality; womanly enough to walk about with dignified bearing, childish enough to break down into foolish giggling over a trifle.  At times the heart is in chaos, the body in turmoil, and she feels a vague yearning for something she cannot name, cannot understand.  At fifteen she insists to anyone who cares to listen that she is quite grown up, yet she is still a girl in many ways, like any other girl her age.  She cannot imagine that the turning point in her life would come in that year. 
 
    And so, our history begins. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was fifteen when my world turned upside down.  I look back upon that year which started so innocently, so optimistically.  Each passing of the seasons offers another chance, and one looks forward to the promise of the new and the wonderful.  And I, no less than others, smiled at the thought of the new year, assured that this year, this time, things would be better.  Troubles in the world of which I had but vague knowledge seemed to have diminished and disappeared, and other people more mature than I did not seem to have worry hovering over them as they had for as long as I could remember.  They seemed to walk about with a leisure that only comes from assurance of security.  That year began with peace; no report of fighting anywhere, no rumors of discontent from the restless tribes of Israel, no word of famine or plague.  Surely, we all had thought, this year would be the best of them all. 
 
    Father was acclaimed by the people for giving them peace and abundance, and the praise, I thought, was his due.  He had been crowned years earlier upon the death of old King Saul.  Yet Father had no rest in those early years, for Saul’s followers and many of the northern tribes of Israel refused to recognize Father as King; they looked to Saul’s son Ishbosheth to be their new sovereign, and the civil war dragged on, seemingly without end in sight.  But Ishbosheth was assassinated by two of his own men after reigning but a pair of years.  Thereafter, Saul’s loyalists gradually died off, or were bought off, or simply wandered off to their homes, exhausted and disgusted with the fighting, and peace came at last.  Judah was united with the rest of Israel under one King.  Father eventually moved his capital away from Hebron, the town of my birth, and to Jerusalem, and began to enjoy the relative peace and obedience of his people.  He confirmed his power within the Kingdom, built his palace, accumulated more women, and begat more children.  I was a mere toddler when Father brought the Holy Ark of the Covenant into Jerusalem, and people from all over the Kingdom began coming to attend holy festivals, and to sacrifice at the altar of the god Yahweh in front of his sacred tent.  Soon the little village of Jebusi tribesmen was transformed into the great capital of the Kingdom, and the fortress inside was renamed the King’s Citadel.  From time to time there would be troubles internal or with neighboring kingdoms, but never so serious that Father would be called away from the city, and he was able to delegate Prince Amnon or a chieftain, usually General Joab, to take care of the matter.  Each year that passed seemed a little bit more peaceful than the previous year.  The quarrelsome Hebrew people had quietened themselves, and the unified Kingdom could now field an army of overwhelming numbers.  Neighboring kingdoms took note and kept their troops at home.   
 
    I believe that the procession of events that led to all the tragedy to come began at the Festival of First Fruits of the Vine in that deceptively hopeful year.  My father held a feast that day, with many of his nobles, councilors and advisors sitting with him.  Some of the Thirty were there, along with half a dozen of the Three Hundred.  Also at the feast were Ahithophel, the most respected of Father’s councilors, and Hushai, a trusted advisor.  General Joab sat nearby, his face glowering as always, not at all pleased to be seated next to Nathan the holy man.  On Father’s right sat my eldest half-brother Amnon, Crown Prince and Heir Apparent. 
 
    Father lived in the lovely Cedar Palace located inside the King’s Citadel, and it was in the Great Hall of his palace that he held the feast.  The Great Hall stretched the entire length of the Cedar Palace and was one-third as deep, and it had become renowned as the most elegant venue in the Kingdom for large, boisterous feasts.  The high ceilings added to the majesty of the room, and the elegant carvings on the beams of cedar proclaimed the owner to be sophisticated in his tastes.  In a huge hearth at one end of the hall a great fire burned, and the fire was not made of sticks and branches, but of entire logs.  For the frugal Levites, this was an extravagance unbefitting any nobleman, but not one Judean in attendance voiced disapproval. 
 
    This Festival of the Vine took place when even the least of border squabbles or the smallest band of brigands was nowhere to be found, so the men surrounding my father seemed content not to have those distractions intrude on their merrymaking at the feast, and they devoted their full attention to amusement.  Roast calf, roast lamb, honey cakes, sweetened curds, and the first grapes of the season were available, and the men enjoyed themselves immensely, singing, laughing, jesting with each other, and all the while in noisy conversation.  Women, of course, were absent from the feast, except for servants who kept up the flow of food and wine, and except for the brief appearance of the young women who would dance for the entertainment of the men.  The dancers who performed first were several of Father’s younger concubines, and they danced the stately Swaying Palms before him, and received applause from the men and gifts from Father.  Then it was the turn of his elder daughters who were unmarried, the Virgin Princesses. 
 
    I was one of this group of four, and our dance was the joyously vigorous Leaping Deer.  I loved to dance in those days!  My half-sisters and I had rehearsed for a week, so our steps were perfectly in unison, regardless of the speed of the movements, and we leaped and turned to the lively sound of pipes and drums.  On our fingertips, tiny cymbals of bronze were tied, and we expertly tinkled them in time to the music.  My exuberance was such that I felt myself glow with happiness.  I would steal glances at Father where he sat, and saw that he was pleased with our performance, his head swaying back and forth to the rhythm, his face wearing the smile that endeared him to so many.   
 
    Sitting next to him was Amnon, watching me, only me, and no other.  He was not smiling, but his face told me that he was particularly attentive to everything I did, and this pleased me for a time.  But as my sisters and I danced, his eyes never left me, they almost bored holes through me as he stared and soon I became self-conscious and wondered if others noticed how rapt was Amnon’s attention.  By the end of the dance I was no longer as exuberant as before, but a bit on edge. 
 
    Amnon was seldom in Jerusalem for, as Crown Prince, he was continually serving the King and was moving about the Kingdom with this or that duty.  Sometimes he was part of an embassy visiting neighboring kingdoms, or consulting different tribal leaders in matters important only to them, or leading troops to quell disturbances; and then there were times he simply attended Father’s or his own farms and orchards.  When he was in Jerusalem I did not see him often, as he was very busy.  We had not spoken in almost three years, yet I marked how he had changed little.  He had inherited Father’s physique; tall, powerfully built, handsome in a rough-hewn sort of way.  Unlike Father, however, he was soft-spoken and quiet, even taciturn, had only a few friends, but was intensely loyal to these friends.  I had spent little time in his company in the past so that, even if he was my half-brother, we were not close.  I recalled that when I last saw him he would scarcely give me a glance.  Ours was the loyalty and love of an extended family, and no more – he could have been merely my cousin.  Why, then, did he stare at me so?  The dance eventually ended to a loud applause and Father called us near to him, and he embraced us in turn, laughed out his praise, and gave each a small present.  He turned to Amnon. 
 
    “Do you not think they were delightful?  Your sisters have performed beautifully!” 
 
    Amnon stood up, a shy smile on his face.  He held a cup of wine which he would pass back and forth between his hands, as if he was unsure which hand preferred it.  He regarded us for the briefest moment, then he replied. 
 
    “Yes, Father, they were brilliant,” he said, “and it was so good to see them again.  But your pardon sir, I know each of my other sisters, but who is this?” 
 
    He indicated me.  I felt hurt for a moment, for Amnon had not recognized me, and I thought that to him I was so unimportant that he had utterly forgotten who I was, could not place me in his memory.  Was this the reason he had been staring at me? 
 
    “Eh?  Why, this is Tamar, of course!” cried Father.  “Don’t you know your own sister?”  He laughed heartily and slapped Amnon on the back.   
 
    Amnon seemed taken aback for an instant. 
 
    “This is Tamar?” he said.  “Why, she was just a little girl when last I saw her.  But she has grown so!  It seems just yesterday that she was running about with her hair in pigtails.  And now look at how lovely a young woman she has become.  I could not take my eyes from her.” 
 
    “Yes,” Father said, with a pleased smile.  “Yes, she has become particularly comely, hasn’t she?  Our little Tamar is one of the loveliest of the noble ladies in the city.” 
 
    I bashfully smiled and lowered my eyes; I had forgotten how much one may grow between twelve and fifteen years of age.  I had become taller, had developed a womanly figure, and I was no longer in child’s clothing, but dressed as an adult woman.  And that was why he did not seem to know me.  I was happy again.  Amnon went on to embrace me and kiss my brow, then he did the same with my sisters, complimenting us all the while. 
 
    We all sat together for a short time, and with his own hands Father offered us tidbits of food and sips of wine, and we talked for a few moments – all but Amnon.  Quiet as usual, he sat and simply looked from one to the other of us with a pleasant, if timid, smile on his face.  Yet ever and again I saw his eyes returning to me, and at times he regarded me for a long moment.  I was no longer on edge, however, for now I knew his reason for staring at me. 
 
    I turned most of my attention to Father.  I was always happy in his presence.  I loved Father and would have loved him even if he were not King but remained a simple shepherd as he had been in his youth.  He was about fifty years old that year, in the prime of his life, as strong and as agile as ever.  From the beginning of his career he had been a natural leader of men, and now, after long and hard experience, he had become an able king, and tirelessly worked long, seemingly unending hours, toiling to administer a kingdom.  For all his hard work, however, he still loved merrymaking when the occasion allowed.  He would sing and play the harp and was well-known for composing new songs which seemed to become popular in a trice.  He had a casual, winning ability with others, put strangers at ease in a twinkling, and he had a knack for quickly turning a formal occasion into a jolly event.  His gallantries were also well known, for he had never lost his eye for pretty women or attractive men, and even now he continued, on occasion, to acquire a new and young concubine. 
 
    Now he sat and joked and teased my sisters and me and would bellow out in laughter at some of the things we said in return.  I was overflowing with delight and would have remained at Father’s side all night if I could.  It was only when the holy man Nathan cleared his throat that Father remembered that women should not feast with the men, especially with men who were officials of the court.  He dismissed us after many more kisses and a parting jest or two, and my sisters and I took our leave.  And we bowed low to our father, His Majesty King David, Sovereign of Judah, Lord of the Hebrew People, and Monarch of the united Kingdom of Israel. 
 
    I made my way to our house almost skipping like a child, for I was filled with joy.  I took leave of my half-sisters, and we each went to our various homes. 
 
    The house in which I lived was a lovely mansion of mud brick and stone, only a few dozen steps from the Cedar Palace.  As were most of the mud brick structures in the city, the outside was plain, rather drab.  It was inside the house that the inhabitants declared their artful preferences by way of the décor.  The entrance to our house was a huge, heavy oaken door on massive bronze hinges; it was all I could do to push it open whenever I had need.  Hanging from a hook beside the door was a club about as long as my forearm, which visitors would use to knock on the door.  The door opened into a small, but exquisitely decorated courtyard of about twenty cubits in length and breadth.  While standing there, one could see the house surrounding three sides of the courtyard.  It was two storeys in height, and with overlooking balconies.  The walls were plastered and whitewashed while the window sills, lintels, and bannisters were trimmed in red ochre.  Flagstones of pink marble, quarried and dragged from the fields beyond Damascus, made up the floor of the courtyard.  Doors opened into the salons, the reception chamber, the dining hall, and to the stairway which led up to the sleep rooms on the second storey, and then another stairway up to the roof.  Also in the courtyard was an innovation, something new in Jerusalem: potted plants.  They were a common household feature in Mother’s homeland, but had been unseen in Judah, so a new vogue was born in the city when the people learned of the “garden-in-jars” that Mother imported, and they began to copy this fashion. 
 
    The house belonged to my full brother, Mother’s only son, from the time he had come of age.  However, all knew that it was Mother, and not my brother’s wife, who acted as mistress there, and everyone thought of my brother’s house as hers.  Even my brother went along with the pretense. 
 
    Mother was a princess of the Kingdom of Geshur and looked the part.  Perhaps my heart was the least bit biased, but I thought her exceptionally beautiful.  She was of moderate height, with exquisite features and large, black eyes set in an oval face.  When she was at home, she would remove her head covering in defiance of tradition, and let down her long, rich hair.  Although she had lived in Judah since before my brother was born, she never thought of herself as Judean.  She had continued to dress in the style of a princess of Geshur, would look directly into the eyes of any man with whom she would converse, and never showed deference or submission to anyone but the King.  Also, she continued to worship the Goddess Ishtar, although very privately, for the Judeans were exceedingly critical of anyone who worshipped what they called “foreign gods”.  She had some relatives from her homeland staying with her permanently, along with a small retinue of functionaries, and her staff of servants, and she held her own court which could at times be busy indeed.  Mother did not simply manage her household; she ruled it.  She would give unasked-for advice to her relatives and to her retinue and command her servants to perform this or that chore about the house, as if she were a queen commanding the running of a kingdom.  The Judean servants disliked her, called her “the foreigner” behind her back, and resented the way Mother would summon them, by sharply clapping her hands twice. 
 
    Mother’s only confidante, as I recall, was her lady-in-waiting, Bashnak, who had accompanied Mother from her homeland those years ago, when Mother became the fourth wife of King David.  Bashnak – unsmiling, aloof, her Aramaic accent strong – rarely spoke to me, but from the time I was very small I had always been terrified of her, although I know not why.  She had an intimidating visage, a penetrating eye, and when I was little I would scamper out of her way whenever she walked about the house.  She never called me Lady Tamar as was proper, but simply Miss, as if I had no nobility.  Mother never corrected her, and I – too fearful – dared not.  Bashnak did not endear herself to the servants for she insisted that they address her as Mistress Bashnak, as if she were a matron of the city.  She, along with my Mother, disdained the servants and cheerfully went about making their lives miserable. 
 
    With us in the house was my brother’s wife, Shoshana.  Shoshana was quiet and polite, but to me she seemed to be a bit dull, her conversation slow and usually about mundane things.  My brother had met Shoshana once or twice before their betrothal, and he privately told me that he would not have chosen her to be his wife had it been left up to him.  He was a bit put out with Father when the match was arranged.  Yet my brother treated her kindly and did his duty by her – she bore him a son a little less than a year after their marriage and was expecting her second child at the time of Father’s feast.  Shoshana was easily cowed by Mother and was just as unnerved by Bashnak as I, and so Shoshana tried to remain unseen.  No one sought her out when she was not present, and my brother gave us to understand that she preferred it this way. 
 
    And, of course, in the house was my brother Absalom. 
 
    Absalom was always everyone’s favorite – favorite of the people, favorite of our father the King, and an especial favorite of Mother’s.  He was strikingly handsome, good natured, quite charming to one and all, easily made friends wherever he went, and was pleasingly ingratiating to anyone in authority.  He was a vibrant, witty conversationalist – in sharp contrast to Amnon – and was a sought-after dinner guest at the great houses in Jerusalem.  He never forgot a face or name; it seemed as if he knew everyone in the city.  He was tall and well-built and, although not as tall or strong as Amnon, he had a cat-like grace compared to Amnon’s lumbering bull.  When I was a little girl I stood in awe of my big brother Absalom.  As I grew older I would take delight in standing near him and I would feel gleeful pride when others were nearby to see us together, for I was sister of the wonderful Prince Absalom, and I felt special because of it.  In my eyes, he was the best of men.  Mother unabashedly doted upon him, but I did not mind her favoring him over me, for I, too, doted upon him.  In a way, he was a god to me, and as a god, it was little wonder that the people of Jerusalem called him Prince Absalom, the Well-Beloved. 
 
    The Princess inside Mother ceaselessly reminded my brother of his place in the world. 
 
     “Remember, Absalom,” she had told him many a time, “that not only is your father a king, but your grandfather, too, is a king.  No other son of David can make that claim.  Now, your grandfather is a real king, a descendant of kings; Talmai, son of Ammihud, King of Geshur.  Not some farmer-turned-brigand.” 
 
    Whenever she uttered the words “farmer” and “brigand” in the same breath, I knew she would be referring to my own father, King David.  She would use those words at times when she was vexed with Father for some reason, and she would sit and mutter her complaints to us and would decry what to her was lack of respect for her position and rank.  If Absalom was nearby at these times when the Princess would grumble about the King, she would combine her grievances with reminders to him of his royalty, and with assertions about our station in the world.  Then we would wait to hear the rest of her rant, which words seldom changed. 
 
    “I am the Princess Makha,” she would declare, “a royal princess, born of a king and queen, and a descendent of kings and queens.  Not some grubby, uneducated farmer’s daughter somehow come into respectability, as are the other wives of David.  For all that gaggle of women the King possesses, not one is a princess, except me.” 
 
    I had long known never to point out that Father’s first wife Michal was daughter of King Saul.  Would this not make Michal a princess, too?  But Mother would never acknowledge this.  To her, King Saul was no more royal than King David, but was just a clan chieftain who had managed to seize power over the tribes of Israel, and his daughter was certainly not a princess.  In Mother’s eyes, no one in Israel had a drop of royal blood, but for herself, Absalom, and me.  Thus, she would fume, and we would sit, patient and silent, waiting for her eruption to subside.  Many times, I had longed to have the courage to ask her to stop, for I loved Father even if the Princess no longer held any affection for him, and she would hurt me when she disparaged him so.  But I would hold my tongue. 
 
    I reflect upon that time and see Absalom – as no other man I ever knew – the very embodiment of both his parents to the full; as natural a leader as Father, with the same captivating personality; as proud, energetic, and ambitious as Mother, and as physically attractive.  Yet I realize now that the greater influence upon him was Mother.  Absalom had been her favorite since his birth, but it was the Princess inside her, and not the Mother, that formed his character. 
 
    On that evening of the feast, and after Father had dismissed me, I hurried home for I was eager to tell everyone of the feast, the dance, and my part in it.  When I reached the oaken door, I did not need to knock for it was already open to the courtyard.  And there was Absalom, alone, standing just inside, and it was he who greeted me.  He had not attended the feast, although I do not recall the reason why he stayed away. 
 
    “Tamar!” he cried, embracing me.  “I wish I had been there to see you dance.  Well, how was it?  How did it go?  Did the dance please Father?  Let me see your costume!” 
 
    “Oh, the dance was wonderful!” I exclaimed, “and the feast was magnificent from what I saw of it.” 
 
    I was wearing the Kethoneth, but underneath it I was still wearing the costume I had worn while dancing before Father.  I removed the Kethoneth and dropped it to the floor of the courtyard so that Absalom could admire the costume. 
 
    “Father said he enjoyed our dance, and he praised my sisters and me in front of all his guests,” I boasted.  “He gave presents to all the dancers!” 
 
    I held up a small gold necklace.  Absalom leaned over to see it better.  He took it from my hands, pushed my headscarf back over my shoulders, then put the chain around my neck, and complimented what he saw.  As he replaced the headscarf, he looked into my eyes and smiled. 
 
    “You must show me your dance,” he said, “for I shall feel left out that Father saw it and not I.” 
 
    I could not resist.  So, there in the courtyard, with the first stars of the evening peeping through the dusky sky above us, I danced for Absalom, alone and without music.  Yet we cared not.  I hummed out the tune as I danced, and Absalom would make small exclamations with each leap I made.  When it ended, he jumped up and began dancing beside me in a funny imitation of my steps.  His clumsy moves soon had us roaring; we laughed and laughed, and then he took my hands and swung me round and round until I was dizzy.  We tumbled down and sat on the floor of the courtyard, his arm about me.  Our laughter subsided, and I rested my head on his shoulder. 
 
    “Now I am heartbroken indeed that I did not see you dance at the feast,” he said, and we were silent for a few moments as our breathing slowed down.  Then, after a pause, he murmured, “Tamar, you have grown into a beautiful woman.” 
 
    I giggled.  “That is what Father said.  And Amnon.” 
 
    “As well they should,” he said.  “Whoever Father selects to be your husband must be the best that can be found, and even then, he will never be worthy of you.” 
 
    I did not take this as the compliment he had intended, for I was the least bit afraid that he would begin talking as Mother would talk, about our royal heritage, and how no one in Israel was our equal.  Happily, he did not, for I did not want to hear the prideful talk about Mother’s family in another kingdom.  Yet as I looked up at him, as he looked down upon me, I was so aware of his manliness, how strong and handsome he was, how agreeable and charming he was, and for a fleeting moment I had the wish that the one I would have as husband would be one as much like Absalom as to be his twin.  For that mere instant Mother’s influence and unrelenting pride flowed through me, and I, too, thought that no one in Judah would be worthy of me.  I pushed that childish conceit away. 
 
    Then I saw something in his eyes.  Was it the same thought that I had held? that he would have wanted a wife who would be his equal?  I knew my brother well enough to know that he secretly thought of poor Shoshana as being beneath him, and that he was dissatisfied with his marriage.  And if I had wished for Absalom’s twin to be my husband, had he also wished for my twin to be his wife, and not Shoshana?  I felt a moment’s confusion and, strangely, I felt fear and shame.  But for what?  I searched my heart to find the source.  My body was the body of an adolescent; my heart was the heart of a young woman who felt her body’s needs.  I felt a struggle within me, but had no power over myself, nor the wit to understand my own thoughts.  My head was no longer on his shoulder, and I was sitting apart from him by a span.  We sat in silence for many moments.  My heart was pounding in my breast, for along with the fear and shame was a mixture of joy and desire.  I could not fathom this.  In desperation, I changed the subject.  
 
     “Do you know,” I said, “that Amnon did not recognize me at first?  We’ve not seen each other in some time, as you know, and since I was wearing my dance costume, and not children’s clothing anymore, he simply did not know who I was.” 
 
    “That sounds like Amnon,” he smirked.  “When he walks, he studies each pebble on the ground; when he sits, his regard shifts here and there; when he talks, his eyes are never upon the one with whom he speaks.  I am surprised he recognizes anyone.” 
 
    I playfully slapped at him.  “That is just his way, Absalom.  He is just thoughtful, that is all.” 
 
    “If he were thoughtful, he would have remembered his own sister.” 
 
    “Then call him contemplative,” I said.  “His mother Ahinoam is from Jezreel, and people from Jezreel are not known for being talkative.  You know that!” 
 
    “True, they are quiet,” he said, “but at least their eyes will hold one’s own when speaking.  Never Amnon.  I do not think he focuses on anyone.” 
 
    “Well, he certainly focused on me this evening.  I noticed him staring at me as I danced.  He stared so much I became uncomfortable.” 
 
    Absalom looked at me quickly, his eyebrows knitted as if this bit of news puzzled him, perhaps even worried him.  Then he shrugged, said, “That was ill-mannered of him.  It is little wonder he has no friends.” 
 
    “That is unjust,” I said.  “He has several friends; our cousin Jonadab is his most solid.  They are very close.” 
 
    “Hah!” he laughed derisively.  “So true!  Amnon and Jonadab make such a pair.  A sheep who owns a sheepdog.” 
 
    I laughed and laughed, for that was the first time I had heard that exceedingly funny Assyrian expression. 
 
    “No one is worthy of you,” he repeated, and gazed long into my eyes. 
 
    Then he stood up, bent over and offered his hand, said, “Come.  Mother is within.  I am sure she would like to hear about the dance and the feast and see your little necklace.” 
 
    I grasped his hand, rose, and we went in to see Mother. 
 
   


  
 

 The Wives 
 
    I look across the years in astonishment for in the distance I see a simple, trusting girl.  She is a stranger to me, yet she is familiar; her land alien, but it is mine.  In unbroken chain, hand-in-hand with ghosts of myself, over the days and the hours, over years measured in heartbeats, I am linked to her.  My heart rebels for we are so unalike, and I admit only with reluctance that I and she are one.  Even so, from pity I long to reach to her, to touch her heart, to whisper counsel in her ear.  But what word of mine would cause her to turn and listen?  I yearn to tell her to run, to flee the coming storm.  But could mere counseling change events that were meant to be and cause the storm to be kept at bay, and make it dissipate without harm?  If not, then I would not counsel her even if I could, for useless counsel is cruel counsel indeed.  So I look on with dismay, for much that is to come could have been averted had she possessed but a particle more wisdom, and that she knew that the souls of some men are not as noble as others. 
 
    My naïveté was my enemy. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Be still, my Lady!” 
 
    “But you’re hurting me!” 
 
    “Oh, stop your howling,” said Hana.  “Your hair is so tangled I cannot wash it properly unless I get my fingers into it.”  
 
    “But do you need to pull it so?” I whimpered, batting at her hand. 
 
    Hana ignored my struggling and firmly pushed my head over the basin, so she could continue washing my hair.  I could have been a mere puppy squirming in her arms, for she was much too strong for me.  I was quite sure she was trying to murder me, either by pulling my hair or drowning me in the basin. 
 
    “If this is to be my last duty in this household,” she said gravely, “then I shall do it properly if I have to break every bone in your body.  Now stop complaining!  Be still!” 
 
    Hana, daughter of the fearsome Bashnak, was about five years older than me.  I had never inquired into Hana’s status in the household – it had never occurred to me to do so.  For as long as I could remember she had been the big girl who would come to stay in our household for weeks or months, then she would disappear for weeks or months, eventually to return.  Mother’s regard for Hana was one of warm friendliness, but with the understanding that while Hana stayed with us, she would serve Mother or me.  Yet there was a difference, for it seemed that I obeyed Hana as much as she obeyed me.  When I was a child all this seemed normal. 
 
    When she was not playing the servant, Hana and I participated in many things together.  She taught me spinning and weaving, sewing and cooking, and although women of royalty did not normally spend their days in those occupations, it was understood that they should at least know these skills and pretend to work on them while at home.  And while my schoolmaster taught me my letters in Hebrew, it was Hana who helped me learn to speak, read, and write Aramaic, the language of Geshur.  It was Hana who taught me much practical wisdom and helped me learn about myself as my body changed from child to woman.  When I was an adolescent and able to converse with more maturity, Hana and I would sometimes talk long into the night on anything touching our hearts, and we would sit, curled up on my bed, for hours after the rest of the household had gone to sleep.  Her mother Bashnak was as unapproachable as ever, but Hana was more a sister to me than my half-sisters who lived nearby. 
 
    Why did I not stand in awe of Hana, when I came to understand her strength and wisdom?  Why did I take her for granted, as children take parents and home for granted?  Why did I never recognize her as the most sensible and bravest person I ever knew?  Hana was as valuable and necessary to me as my parents, and I never noticed.   
 
    It was perhaps a week after Father’s feast that Bashnak informed Mother that Hana needed to return to Geshur to attend her father, who was ill.  Bashnak and Hana had spoken of her father only on rare occasions and I had childishly paid no attention.  Now, for the first time, I became interested. 
 
    “Your father’s name is Adullam, yes?” I asked, while she was toweling my hair. 
 
    “Adullam, son of Hamman,” she answered. 
 
    “And is he not one of King Talmai’s gentlemen of the guard?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, you will be staying at the house of King Talmai?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she replied, “but at my father’s estate at Salib, near the city of Bishsed.” 
 
    “Is your mother his principal wife?” I asked, quite expecting an affirmative reply, for I could not believe that strong-willed Bashnak would settle for less. 
 
    “They are not married,” Hana said simply.  I pondered this for but a moment.  
 
    “How long will you be gone this time?” I asked her.  “Last time, you were gone for three months, and that is far too long.” 
 
    She laughed a bit, then very quietly she said, “I may not return, my Lady.” 
 
    I gasped.  “But you must!  Your home is here with me!” 
 
    She laughed again.  She had often been absent, for she divided her time between living with her mother and with her father; there was an obscure reason for this strange arrangement, but I never inquired, and I became used to her frequent absences.  But I could not accept the notion that I would never see her again. 
 
    “My home is in the Kingdom of Geshur, in the land of Aram, and you know it, my Lady,” she replied.  “I come to Jerusalem to be with my mother as often as I am able, but my true home is in the house of my father.” 
 
    As the words left her lips I realized that I had known this all along; however, in my young and immature heart, the knowledge had never connected with my day-to-day thoughts. 
 
    “And don’t you remember,” she continued, “that my father’s wife died a year ago?  He said in his letter to my mother that he is too ill to marry again.  So, he will need me to act as mistress of his household.  There I’ll be able to care for him properly.” 
 
    “But why cannot your father marry your mother and come live with us?” I asked.  “We have enough room.  You can care for him here.” 
 
    It seemed a reasonable suggestion to me, but she only laughed again, this time quite heartily. 
 
    “You will need to ask my mother why they do not marry,” she said. 
 
    She probably knew that I would never ask the fearsome Bashnak anything unless I absolutely must.  I was silent for several moments.  She finished toweling my hair and began to brush it. 
 
    “How will you get to Bishsed?” I asked. 
 
    “Camel.”   
 
    “No, no!” I laughed, for she had taken me too literally.  “I meant, what roads will you be taking, and with whom will you go?” 
 
    “Oh,” she said.  “The usual way, due north along the Jordan Valley to the Sea of Galilee, then along the east coast road until the sea comes to its end, and there is Bishsed.  I am joining a caravan that is going that way, but I do not know anyone in the caravan.”  She clucked her tongue.  “Only now, the day before my departure, you ask these things.”  She laughed.  “I think you need to mature a bit more.  You are still the self-centered little brat as you ever were.  You need to notice that there are other people in the world, beside yourself.” 
 
    I said nothing, for this was the way she normally spoke to me.  I never gave a thought that other nobles would have been scandalized by her seeming familiarity with me, even if she were free-born.  Yet I knew her as close friend more than servant, and we had teased and scolded and laughed at each other many times over the years. 
 
     “I think I want to go with you,” I said.  Before she could react, I continued, “I am grown up now, and I think I am old enough to go with you.  I have been many places in Israel, although always part of someone else’s party, but I am old enough to go places without my family now.  I have never been to Mother’s homeland before, and I have been wanting to meet my grandfather, King Talmai.  So, I think it would be such fun if I went with you.” 
 
    “Ah!” she countered.  “How do you know King Talmai would receive you at court?” 
 
    This stumped me for a moment, and she laughed at my puzzled expression, and I realized she was merely being playful with me. 
 
    “I am sure he would be overjoyed to meet the granddaughter he has never seen before,” she said, “the child of his favorite child, Princess Makha.” 
 
    “Then I may come with you?” 
 
    “A companion on the road is always welcome,” she said, as she continued brushing my hair.  “It would be delightful to have you along.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Nonsense,” Mother said, in the same dismissive tone she would use when I was little, and I would ask for a sweet before dinner.  “Hana has more pressing duties than to play nursemaid to you while she is in Geshur.  You, on the other hand, may have a reason to stay in Jerusalem.” 
 
    “How so, Mother?” I asked, disappointed. 
 
    “We are to visit your father, the King today,” she said.  “In fact, I received summons from him just an hour ago, while you were bathing, and the summons specifically requested me to bring you along.  I’ve a good idea as to why he wants to see us together.” 
 
    This was a riddle it took me but a moment to guess.  I always enjoyed visits to Father, but now I became very hesitant. 
 
    “He has a match for me,” I said, more as statement than query. 
 
    “That is my assumption,” said Mother, “and I want to see the King to make sure that the husband picked for you will not be some clod who needs to be told to wipe the sheep’s dung off his feet before entering the house.  I have tried many times to see the King about a marriage match for you, but for some reason he keeps putting me off.  So, now that he wants to see us together, I think there is no other reason for his summons but to discuss you.  However, for your sake and for my own, I must not let him decide by himself.” 
 
    Deep in my heart I felt that no one on earth loved me more than my Mother.  Her tender ways toward me were unending and heartfelt.  However, Mother could at times seem to be a different woman to anyone other than her children; she would become strident, opinionated, and forceful, and was quite assured of her superiority over almost everyone.  Two women possessed her heart: the sweet, warm-hearted Mother, and the imperious, demanding Princess. 
 
    I had always known that Mother would want an equal say with Father in choosing a husband for me.  In my mind’s eye, I could see the two debating my future, while I stood nearby, mute.  She would insist on helping with the decision, but I could picture them not asking me or even looking my way as they planned my life for me.  Who would be debating with Father? I wondered.  The mother or the princess? 
 
    Yet I fervently wished I had a say.  In the time before the feast at the Cedar Palace, I had been looking forward to the day Father would select a husband for me.  But no more.  Had I grown so much in a mere week?  Had I matured so much that marriage was no longer a vague, happy fairy tale, but now a reality that I could envision?  When had my heart turned from enthusiasm to reluctance?  I could only think that something happened to me on the day of the feast that I did not notice, and from that time I felt in my heart that I did not want marriage or husband. 
 
    Mother and I walked up the steep street to the Cedar Palace, followed by a single servant.  Mother chatted a bit about marriage and family, children and homes.  She spoke of various nobles and wealthy commoners that she knew that may have been inquiring about a bride, either for themselves or for a son.  She speculated about other prominent families among the many tribes of Israel, and even of kings and princes in neighboring kingdoms.  She solemnly told me that she would do her best to see that I became a principal wife, and not a junior wife among many wives kept in a man’s stable.  She promised that she would insist that the husband picked for me would be rich enough that his different wives would each have their own household and would not live together under the same roof.  The wives of the same husband, she told me, are seldom happy if they are forced to live together.  She went on to talk about Father’s other wives, and how they all had their own homes, and were at peace with each other, if not respectful.  She then observed the contrast with Father’s several concubines, all living together in the Cedar Palace, and how there was continual friction between them, for they could not escape each other. 
 
    I said not a word, nor looked her way. 
 
    At the palace, a functionary brought us to an inner chamber where Father was holding court.  Several other people were in his chamber, members of his council who were attending him that day.  I saw Nathan the holy man among them, which was curious.  It was not an occasion that called for him.  We bowed to the King and he looked up with a smile. 
 
    “Ah, Makha, my beautiful Princess,” he said, rising, reaching out his hand.  Mother approached, took his hand, then kissed Father on both cheeks.  “And my little Tamar,” he said, reaching to me with the other hand. 
 
    I went to him, then stood on tiptoe to kiss his neck, as daughters do when greeting a father.  I smiled up at him, sincerely happy to be with him despite my misgivings about a possible match.  He took Mother’s hand and led her to a nearby bench where they sat together. 
 
    I regarded Father as he sat.  The face of a parent gives feelings of comfort and safety to the heart of a child without the child being aware of it, for being so familiar.  Yet for all his familiarity to me, I could think of no one more handsome but for Absalom.  From others, I had learned that Father had been quite attractive in his youth, and in his maturity his features had only gained in their appeal to others.  His tall, robust frame was as athletic as ever, yet, unlike other mighty warriors, his was without the intimidation; one felt safe and warm in his presence.  He had kept his body exercised and strong, and he would frequently practice with weapons with one of his guard, so that he was always at his peak – a king must ever be ready to lead troops in battle.  One time I had watched him at practice with his weapons and saw how he would laugh and joke with his training opponent as they furiously engaged in mock combat, at times he would shout out in appreciation of a move by the other.  If his opponent bested him at sword play – a rare event – Father would laugh the louder and clap the guard on the back, then drape his arm about the guard’s shoulders.  So easily, it seemed, he could win the hearts of his men.  
 
    “You look as lovely as ever, Princess,” Father said to Mother as they sat together.  “But I rarely see you anymore.  And you, only a few steps from my front door.  Why do you never come round to visit?” 
 
    “My King,” Mother said, with a slightly puzzled expression, “I am here just as you commanded, and I always come to you whenever you summon me.” 
 
    “I mean, why do you never come to me without being summoned?  Why do you never seek me out?”  He smiled at her, and I could see he was in a teasing, playful mood. 
 
    “My King, I would never interrupt you in your work, for I know your burdens of rule are great.” 
 
    “Oh, you know what I mean!” he said, pretending to be hurt.  “Why are you never seeking me out of your own desire, or coming to me of an evening and spending a night of love with me?” 
 
    Spending a night of love with him was something about which Mother was less than enthusiastic.  Her crisp reply made it clear. 
 
    “If you call me to your bed – which you haven’t in ever so long – and if I can make my way through this flock of concubines you keep here, then I must obey your command, my King.” 
 
    Father laughed, and it became apparent that he had only been flirting with his wife, as husbands will.  He settled himself to speak of the business for which he had summoned us. 
 
    “I shall not keep you long,” he said.  “I visited Amnon this morning.  It seems he is ill, but not seriously from what I could see.  However, he asked that Tamar go over to his house and bake him some of those cakes of which he is so fond.” 
 
    For an instant Mother was speechless. 
 
    “This is the reason for your summons?” she asked.  “That you would have my daughter play the cook for Amnon?” 
 
    “Yes,” Father said, quite nonchalant in the face of Mother’s obvious annoyance.  “He has some notion that if he sees Tamar prepare his food with her own hands, then he would feel better.” 
 
    Mother exhaled huskily.     
 
    “And after that, my King, do you want her to go to Adonijah’s house and do his laundry for him?” 
 
    Father laughed.  He was one of those strong, confident men, seldom angered by mere words. 
 
    “Of course not,” he said.  “I called you here to ask you rather than send word, because – knowing you – if I merely sent a message, you would ignore it and not reply.” 
 
    He indeed knew her well.  Somehow, without moving, it seemed that Father sat a bit taller, his voice became more commanding, and he spoke as a King would speak. 
 
    “Amnon is Heir Apparent,” he said, “and Crown Prince of all Israel, and his word is second only to mine in this Kingdom.  I would that you never forget this.  If he thinks he will feel better by having Tamar cook for him, then so be it.” 
 
    “Then by all means, we must appease the Crown Prince,” Mother said in mock enthusiasm.  “I shall not deny, however, that we came here believing that the topic would be a bit different, that we would be talking about Tamar’s future, that our daughter is fifteen years of age, yet no arrangements for her life and happiness have been made.  But that is not nearly as important as Amnon’s cakes!” 
 
    Father looked from Mother to me, then back.  He was a very perceptive man, and able to read a person’s heart by looking at the face.  But for this moment, there was no doubt that he had been taken by surprise. 
 
    “Hmm, I think I understand,” he said.  “When I sent for you both, you believed that we were to discuss a possible match for Tamar, did you not?” 
 
    Mother nodded.  I felt a clutching in my heart; I did not want to hear more. 
 
    “I am sorry I misled you unintentionally,” Father said.  He chuckled for a moment at the thought of the mistake but stopped himself quickly.  “And forgive that bit of laughter.  How callous of me not to realize that you were probably on your way here with high hopes.” 
 
    “We were,” Mother said.  “You and I have delayed finding a match for her – for years, it seems.  I have often wondered why we have delayed, and you must accept that much of it is your responsibility, since you seem to have put off the discussions many times.  So, yes, we were most eager when you asked us to come.  I beg your Majesty to understand our disappointment.” 
 
     “Of course,” said Father.  “Quite right.  How annoying for you it must have been.  But now that you have brought it up, or rather, now that you have reminded me, perhaps we can take a moment to –” 
 
    At that instant, Father’s favorite wife entered the room, holding the hand of a boy of about ten years old.  She and the boy bowed to the King and voiced their greetings.  She stood, and then the two wives looked at each other.  One did not need to be told that there was no love lost between them – they were barely civil in their acknowledgements.  The favored wife spoke first. 
 
    “Makha,” she said in simple, terse greeting, bowing her head a fraction toward Mother. 
 
    “Bathsheba,” Mother replied, not bowing at all, but casually turning her head in another direction. 
 
    Bathsheba gently nudged the boy forward.  He advanced to Father, knelt, and kissed Father’s hand. 
 
    “Solomon,” Father smiled, looking down at the boy.  “Here, my son.  Come sit up here with me.” 
 
    With that Father leaned over and picked up the boy and sat him on his lap.  Mother immediately rose, took a few steps away.  Solomon settled himself, looked up at Father with a smile, then his eyes moved about the room, eventually settling on Mother.  He was a mere boy, but his gaze made me uneasy, for it was so penetrating, so perceptive, as one would see in an ancient sage.  Why, I wondered, was he looking at Mother? 
 
    “Bathsheba, my dear,” said Father.  “Makha and I were about to discuss a match for Tamar when you walked in.” 
 
    “Oh?” she replied.  “I understood that you would simply be asking Tamar to go to Amnon’s house.” 
 
    I saw her eyes glance a little to the side, pausing for an instant, then she looked back at Father. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” said Father, “but while she is here with Princess Makha we could probably discuss a few names.  Would you like to join us for a few moments?” 
 
    “My King,” Mother quickly interjected.  “I am sure that my sister Bathsheba has important things to discuss with your Majesty.  Tamar and I beg permission to withdraw.” 
 
    “But, Makha,” he said, “now is a good opportunity for the three of us to talk about a match for our daughter.” 
 
    I knew that ‘the three of us’ to whom he was referring did not include me, and I had felt self-conscious for a moment, wondering why Father would want Bathsheba to participate in discussions about my future.  I was grateful that Mother asked him to allow us to leave. 
 
    “Quite so, my King,” Mother said, “however, we must ask to be excused.  Another time we can talk about Tamar, and Amnon remains ill and is patiently waiting for his cakes.” 
 
    “Very well,” Father said.  “I’ll set aside a specific time for us to talk about Tamar.  We must give the matter our full attention such that we make the right decision.”  He looked my way, said, “We wouldn’t want a mere yokel for the daughter of the King, eh, Tamar?” 
 
    He smiled and winked at me, then almost as an afterthought he said, “He likes the heart-shaped cakes, Tamar.  I’m sure you remember how to make them.” 
 
    Mother and I bowed, then departed. 
 
    We left the Cedar Palace.  Mother walked but a few steps, then she stopped abruptly in the middle of the street almost bristling with rage, her fists clenched, her lips quivering. 
 
    “Cakes?” she cried.  “Cakes?  Sweet Mother Goddess!  We are called to the King, to – to – to discuss cakes?” 
 
    Infuriated, she then strode forward with rapid steps.  I trotted to catch up with her, pulled at her sleeve. 
 
    “Please do not be angry, Mother,” I said, for I was always unhappy if our home was not at peace.  “I do not mind.” 
 
    She shook her head, then remained silent for the rest of our short walk.  Our servant ran ahead and opened the heavy door into the courtyard, then we went into one of the chambers where she dismissed the servant.  By that time, she was calm and answered me in a smooth, if impolite tone. 
 
    “Make those dratted cakes for Amnon,” she said.  “It is an absurd annoyance, yes, but that is not what truly troubles me.  It was Bathsheba and Solomon.” 
 
    I had not known that Mother was upset for more reasons than Amnon’s cakes.  There had been undercurrents in the brief exchange between Father and Mother and Bathsheba that I had barely noticed. 
 
    “I have lived at a royal court all my life,” she said.  I grimaced, for I had heard her declare this ever so many times, and was loth to hear it again; however, she had said it as a prelude to what she said next.  “I have watched people gather treasure for themselves or advance their families by currying favor at court.  I have watched the fawning and the flattering.  I can recognize it when it happens.  And I have watched this Bathsheba enrich herself over the years.  I never trusted that woman!  I knew from the beginning that she had ambition, and now she keeps her son before the eyes of the King, and she uses any opportunity that comes her way to advance him.  I know what she desires.  She aims for the very throne of the Kingdom, through Solomon.” 
 
    “But Mother,” I said, disbelieving.  “Solomon is Father’s ninth son.  Amnon, of course, is first.  Absalom is third, although he is second in line to the throne.  After them there are Adonijah, and Shephatiah, and –” 
 
    “Yes, yes!” she interrupted.  “I am quite aware of that herd of offspring that the King has.  I ignore the younger ones for they count for nothing.  But Solomon, now, is the son of the King’s most favored wife.  That counts for a great deal, and more so if that wife also happens to be the most manipulative.  Bathsheba’s purring in the King’s ear gives Solomon a formidable advantage.” 
 
    “Bathsheba is Father’s most beloved wife, yes,” I said, “but even so, all those brothers are ahead of Solomon in line of succession.” 
 
    “All the more reason for her to begin her maneuvering now,” she replied.  “I marked her out years ago and could have almost predicted what form her career would take.” 
 
    “How so, Mother?” 
 
     “These Hebrew farmers are new at kingship and having courts of monarchs,” she replied.  “When they found that they could make their families wealthy with land, titles of nobility, and gold, just by giving a favorable impression to the King, they have been quite busy in their endeavors ever since.  But I can see it.  And they get subtler and more skillful each year.  Hear me!  These Israelites give their loyalty firstly to their families, then their clans, then their tribes, and only lastly to the King.  And when I met Bathsheba I saw that she was no different.  She has been diverting treasure into her coffers for years, for she is talented in wheedling whatever she wants from the King.  Advancing her son toward the throne is merely what one would expect for the next step in her ambition.  I knew that Bathsheba was up to something while she was still married to her first husband.” 
 
    “Bathsheba was up to something?” I repeated uselessly.  “From what I was told, her husband was one of Father’s officers, but he died in battle and so Father married her.  She sounds innocent to me.” 
 
    “Do not think for an instant that this bitch Bathsheba is so innocent!” she said vehemently.  “Nor your father!  Her husband was alive when she flung herself into David’s arms, and then David had the husband murdered.” 
 
    I was shocked.  “Do not say that, Mother!” 
 
    “It is true, and the truth will hurt,” she said.  “It is high time that someone spoke to you with honesty about your father.  You know that the Cedar Palace is next door to Bathsheba’s house and its rooftop is just above her own.  Those years ago, David would walk on his rooftop every afternoon, after siesta hour.  Everyone in Jerusalem knew this, for he would lean over the wall and talk to passersby.  If she knew that, then where was her so-called innocence that day she went to her rooftop for her bath, at that very hour?  Where was her virtue as she pranced about naked, pretending to be bathing, knowing full well that the King would look down and see her?  She flaunted herself before him, hoping he would lust after her.  And how eager she was to go to him when he sent for her.  She did not hesitate.  She welcomed his advances.  It excited her that the very King singled her out for his debauchery.  She felt honored that David chose her, and she believed that she would receive more respect from her neighbors for being the paramour of the King.  Yet hear me, as the story is quite elaborate.  I have watched greed and covetousness for advancement since my birth, and I know it when I see it.  She wanted more than simply to become the mistress of the King.  She saw opportunity coming her way, and she saw horizons open that would have been closed had she remained married to her foreign husband.  She spread her legs for a king, for that was merely the first and easiest step toward bigger prizes for herself.”  
 
    I remained silent. 
 
    “Their love affair went on for weeks,” she continued.  “Bathsheba knew that it was very likely that she would come to be with child by the King, and that she and the King would not be able to pass the child off as her husband’s, for he was off fighting the Ammonites.  It was her plan to have the King’s seed grow inside her, then her husband would have no choice but to divorce her when he found out, leaving David free to take her as wife.  However, when she indeed became pregnant and she informed King David, he surprised her by sending for her husband.  She did not know David well in those days, that he was very conscious of his reputation as King and wished to avoid scandal.  So, he sent for the husband.  David assumed that Bathsheba’s husband would sleep with her when he returned from the war, and then the husband would be deceived into thinking the child was his own.  But this was not what Bathsheba had been planning.  She did not want to remain married to that foreigner, so, somehow, she maneuvered her husband away from her bed.  I was informed by a gossipy servant that she told him her menses had arrived, so she gave him one of the servant women for his pleasure.  Another rumor was that she cited an ancient Israelite law to him, that warriors must remain chaste while in battle.  But he was far from battle!  Another story says she locked him out of her house, and it may be so, for it is common knowledge that her husband slept in a tent in the King’s courtyard during his stay in Jerusalem.  Regardless of how it happened, her husband slept apart from her, and she made sure that David knew it.  David’s scheme was frustrated, and his plan to avoid scandal utterly failed.  And now he faced unbearable shame if it came to be known by everyone that he had seduced a married woman – the very wife of one of the Thirty, his highest-ranking officers! – and he had placed his child into her womb.  He felt that none of the other officers in the Thirty would trust him ever after.  So, he took desperate measures.  He sent the husband back to the army, however David passed instructions on to Joab to have him killed in a manner that would make it seem as if he died in battle.  And Joab did just that.  Joab did the deed, but in my eyes David is the murderer.” 
 
    I blinked back tears for I did not want to hear this about my dear father, about King David, the most beloved man in all Judah.  I did not want to believe any of it.  I wanted to accuse Mother of fabricating a monstrous lie about Father. 
 
    But in my heart, I somehow knew that what she said was true. 
 
    I quickly composed myself, and asked, “So that child was Solomon?” 
 
    “No,” she said.  “Bathsheba delivered a baby boy, but it died after only a few weeks.  This happens, as you know, for many babies die in their first days of life.  Yet your father blamed himself, thinking that his sin with Bathsheba and the murder of her husband caused his god Yahweh to curse him, and punish him by killing the child.  Your father is so superstitious!  Deeply religious people can easily fool themselves into believing all sorts of outrageous nonsense.  But think: If the god Yahweh had any sense of justice, he would not punish the father by killing the child.  No, the child died as other children die, by act of nature.  Solomon was born the following year.” 
 
    I felt overwhelmed by these revelations, felt my heart racing, my mind refusing to accept any of it.  Mother spoke on. 
 
    “Did you not see,” she said, “how Bathsheba walked into the chamber almost on our very heels?  Without having been announced?  And she knew the reason for our visit before we arrived, that the King was going to send you to Amnon.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said slowly, “although I did not think about it until just now, when you spoke of it.  It does seem curious that she knew before we did.” 
 
    “It only proves to me what I already suspected,” she said, “that Bathsheba keeps herself well-informed about all that passes in the Cedar Palace.  And now I’ve an idea why you are fifteen years old and not yet betrothed.  I believe that Bathsheba has been dissuading David from choosing a husband for you.” 
 
    I was still very shaken by Mother’s accusation of Father.  My thoughts eventually settled slightly, and I focused on what Mother had just said.   
 
    “But why?” I said.  “Why would she care?  Why would she be interested in me?” 
 
    Mother looked at me.  “Bathsheba has a brother.” 
 
    Idiotically, I asked, “What is his name?  Is he a good man?” 
 
    “Don’t be such a fool!” she shouted.  I jumped.  She continued, “His name matters not a whit, nor what kind of man he is.  Bathsheba comes from a prominent family.  Her brother, however, is viewed as something of an embarrassment.  Yet Bathsheba seems to be particularly attached to the family embarrassment, and she helps him as often as she can as he is useless to himself and anyone else.  She sees her opportunity to insert him into the royal household, and you are the key.  Arrangements for your older unmarried sisters have already been made, so that direction is closed to Bathsheba; and your younger sisters are too young.  And most telling is that, although I have asked him on many occasions, the King has put off discussing your betrothal.  He is usually thorough in these matters, but not in your case.  But then see what happened today, that the King asked Bathsheba to participate in the discussions about your future.  This is not how these matters are normally arranged.  It gives clue that Bathsheba has the King’s ear about you as well as other things, and she has talked him into deferring any decision on your betrothal until she was ready to put forth her brother as a suitor.” 
 
    I was overcome, for there was too much about which to think.  I was hurt and upset at the way she had portrayed Father, as a common adulterer and murderer.  I did not like the idea of being used by Bathsheba in a game of ambition, or advancement of her relatives.  And I felt hopelessly inept, for I did not have the wit to perceive or unravel the plots and scheming that Mother seemed to see all too easily. 
 
    “Why,” I asked, “why only now do you tell me that Bathsheba wants me to marry her brother?”  
 
    “I did not know until this very day, the instant I saw Nathan look from you to Bathsheba and saw her return his glance.” 
 
    I had not seen this, then again I was not watching for it.  Yet I recalled Bathsheba looking up for a moment during the exchange with the King.  I would come to know by hard lessons to watch as much as possible when I was with others, for one never knows from where or in what form one may learn new, sometimes troubling things, or that one could interpret volumes of information by observing the countenance of another. 
 
    “Wh – Why Nathan?” I asked. 
 
    I felt that my questions were those of a simpleton, and Mother made no effort to convince me otherwise, for with exaggerated patience she told me, “If one watches carefully, one can see when different people are allies.  Bathsheba and Nathan are allies in whatever plotting and maneuvering occur in the palace.” 
 
    “But – but why a holy man?  Why would she pick a holy man?  A holy man is – is holy!  And above – ” 
 
    “Oh, Tamar, must you so meekly believe such things?”  she said, as if pained for me.  “I have never met a ‘holy’ man who was very holy.  In my experience, priests, prophets and holy men are more dishonest, less trustworthy than many others.  When they attain status, they find that others defer to them, and how quickly they will put that petty power to use – ordering people about, telling others how to live their lives, and grasping, always grasping for prestige, power, and gold.  Hah!  They are all pious, greedy busybodies from what I have seen.  So, since Bathsheba could use an ally in the Cedar Palace, one that has some small influence with the King and power over others, she approached Nathan, and they have come to an understanding and made common cause.  I think it may have happened when Bathsheba’s first child died, for I remember that Nathan used the child’s death to contrive a ludicrous story of divine vengeance to tell the King.  That gave Nathan a small, if temporary power over David.  Nathan pretended to hold righteous anger toward Bathsheba for being an adulteress, but it seems they have been quite friendly ever since.” 
 
    “I know Father respects Nathan.” 
 
    “To a point,” she said.  “Your father was quite shaken when Nathan told him that his god’s anger was poured out on the child.  David is a particularly religious man, so he likes to have holy men around him, and Nathan’s explanation for the child’s death made an impression on David – for a time.  David can be foolish when it comes to his religion, but he is decidedly not a fool when it comes to human nature.  He knows people.  Nathan had gained the attention of the King, so the King keeps him on for this or that task, yet your father listens to him only occasionally.  Even David can become wearied by that sanctimonious prig.” 
 
    “I had always thought that Father had high regard for Nathan,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed?” she replied.  “Then let me tell you something about Nathan and your father’s regard for him, and it is also very funny.  When Solomon was born, Nathan claimed to have had a ‘vision from Yahweh’, and that the god wanted the boy to be named Jedidiah.  David laughed uproariously and ignored Nathan’s ‘vision’, and had the boy named Solomon.  No one has ever addressed Solomon by the name of Jedidiah.  David has his own ideas on the opinions of Yahweh.  Your father inquires of the god Yahweh frequently, usually by casting lots with those flat stones that the priests carry about with them in the pockets of their vests.  The names escape me for the moment.  Do you recall them?  I never paid attention because I have little regard for the mysteries of this Hebrew cult of Yahweh.” 
 
    “The stones are called the Urim and Thummin,” I said, “and the vest the priests wear is called the Ephod.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember now.  The Urim and Thummin.  The Hebrew tribes got the idea for the Urim and Thummin from the Sumerians and their Tablet of Destinies.  The tablet is kept in the pocket of an apron that the priest of the god Enki wears, and he uses the tablet to cast lots.  The Israelites copied the practice long ago when they came to this land, and they cast lots to divine the will of the gods – or rather, their main god.  Whenever David would ‘inquire of the god Yahweh’, it always seemed that Yahweh would tell David exactly what David expected to hear.  Is David such a man of Yahweh that the god speaks to him so clearly?  Or is David the same as all the other kings who manipulate their people with religion?  Even my own father is guilty of this, to pretend that his seers and priests bring him messages from the gods.  Yet I do not fault either Talmai or David, for ruling a contentious people is a difficult and never-ending task.  Kings speak whatever lies will work on the people, and the best lie to tell the people is one that begins ‘God told me’, for who can refute it?  So, David gleefully tells others that his god speaks to him.  But if someone claims to have a message from his god, your father will disregard any message that displeases him, and so he disregarded Nathan and his name for the boy.  Pity.  I like the name Jedidiah.  It has a certain grandeur that the name Solomon lacks.  Who has ever heard of anyone of importance with the name of Solomon?” 
 
    I sat unmoving, my eyes to the floor.  All these things were new to me, and I suddenly realized that I had entered the world of adults in earnest, and I liked not what I saw.  Had these busy machinations among the aristocrats been going on around me all my life, and I was unaware of them until now?  Was this to be my future, to live constantly alert and attuned to subtle distinctions in the words that people said? 
 
    Deep in my heart I promised myself that if ever I got the chance, I would live as far from a royal court as I could.    
 
    “Enough!” said Mother.  “You had better go to Amnon’s house and make him those precious cakes.” 
 
   


  
 

 The Kethoneth  
 
    Growth brings daily change, but the day-to-day change is delicately subtle, such that one cannot see the difference between this day and that.  Yet, within the life of an individual, or within an era of a nation, there is a single day – a single moment – where there is an event that divides the old and the new.  One speaks of before this event and after this event and compares the two, as if the event is a boundary stone separating one kingdom from another.  And as insignificant as I am, a single day in my life came to be the boundary stone marking the end of an old, familiar world and the beginning of a new, uncertain one, and there is a veritable chasm between the one day and the other.  Those who survived the times that followed were bewildered and fearful, and their lives were never to be the same. 
 
    *** 
 
    I went to Amnon’s house carrying a bundle containing flour and honey, nuts and raisins, and other ingredients.  A servant opened the door, but it was my cousin Jonadab standing behind him that greeted me, and he led me through the house, bobbing and bouncing his head as he prattled on. 
 
    Amnon’s house in the King’s Citadel was a curious survivor of olden Jebusi times; the house had been built and rebuilt in stages over many years, side-by-side or on top of ancient rooms, with no regard for right angles, so the rooms were placed in no recognizable pattern, or even on the same level.  One room had two levels for no apparent reason; obliquely across the floor was a step, causing the furnishings in the room to be set at inconvenient places.  Another room had a bricked-over doorway on one wall, and I was overcome with curiosity to know what was on the other side of the door, and why it was bricked over. 
 
    So went the house of Amnon, yet he seemed to be content with it and never sought another.  I had been inside Amnon’s house but once or twice before, years earlier when I was very young, and I remembered with amusement how I had been confused by the illogical angles and odd turns, and the clutter inside each room.  For a child it would have been the perfect place for hiding games with other children. 
 
    Jonadab, talkative as ever, made many jests and spoke nonsense as we turned and twisted, climbed and descended, until he brought me to the room adjacent to Amnon’s sleep chamber.  There we found Amnon lying on a divan.  His only clothing was a sadhin of soft linen.  Two servants attended him.    
 
    “Tamar, hullo,” he said, in his quiet voice.  For a clumsy moment it seemed he wanted to say more, for his lips made a movement that made me think he was forming another word, and so I did not immediately reply.  By the time I answered there had been an awkward pause. 
 
    “Amnon, my brother,” I said, “peace be upon you and this house.” 
 
    “You are so kind to come to me.  Have you spoken to Father?” 
 
    “Yes, he sent me,” I said, “and he said you were ill, and that you had asked for me to make your favorite cakes.  What is your ail?  How do you feel?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing, nothing,” he said.  “I have, um, I have a bellyache.  And – and I have a headache.” 
 
    “A bellyache?” I repeated.  “Is it wise to have heart cakes when you have a bellyache?” 
 
    Jonadab spoke quickly, as if preventing a reply from Amnon.  “Why don’t you touch his head and see if he has a fever?” 
 
    Jonadab’s smile was almost mocking, almost as if his tongue was in his cheek, but I paid this little mind, for Jonadab was this sort of person.  He was exceedingly clever and talkative, but frivolous and rather flippant.  I remembered what Absalom had said about Jonadab and Amnon only the week before.  I caught myself before I could smile at the “sheepdog” owned by the “sheep”. 
 
    As I held the back of my hand to Amnon’s forehead I felt him trembling, and his eyes made me think that he could devour me with his gaze.  I wondered at this for a moment, but then I thought that it was merely his ailment that made him regard me so. 
 
    “No fever,” I said, “but do you feel cold?  You are shivering.” 
 
    “No,” he said, “I am warm enough.”  And he smiled for the first time since I had entered the room. 
 
    I then looked about the room and silently counted those present, wondering if I had brought enough ingredients to make cakes for everyone.  I shrugged to myself, thinking that if I needed to make more I would send for more ingredients.  I removed my Kethoneth and laid it upon a chair. 
 
    “You can start making the cakes there, at the hearth,” said Jonadab.  “Is the fire the way you need it to cook?  Do you have the right implements?” 
 
    I looked at the hearth, judged that the fire would suffice, and saw that the various bowls, spoons, and copper pots and kettles had been brought and placed on a table by the fire.  I told him that I had all I needed.  We chatted as I began preparing the ingredients – or rather, it was Jonadab and I who chatted.  Amnon was as quiet as ever.  Even so, it was Jonadab the most talkative, joking, teasing, relating foolish stories.  Soon I was busy kneading the dough and paid little attention to the talk.  Then as I was shaping the dough I heard Jonadab’s voice quieten itself, I heard murmuring, then a shuffling of feet, yet I scarcely paid attention until I heard the door shut, which caused me to turn.  I was surprised to see the room empty, but for Amnon.  He rose from the divan and came close to me. 
 
    “Finish the cakes later, Tamar,” he said.  “Let’s sit and talk for a bit.  I haven’t seen you in ever so long a time, except the other day at Father’s feast.  It is time we were reacquainted.” 
 
    “But –,” I began to protest, then stopped myself.  “Very well.  But I cannot leave the dough out too long.  I’ll need to get it baking soon.”  
 
    Before I could wipe my hands on a cloth, he took my arm and led me through the open door and into his bedchamber.  We sat side-by-side on his bed.  He smiled at me.  I noticed him trembling again. 
 
    “You’ve grown into a beautiful young lady,” he said.  “So delicately lovely.  You’re almost a stranger to me.”   
 
    How unsophisticated I was, that day long ago.  I had led a protected life, surrounded by wealth and privilege, aloof from the realities of men and women, and in my fifteen years I had never known the experiences of other young women that age.  So, I sat on the bed with my father’s firstborn son, someone I trusted.  Is it strange, then, that I was not concerned to be alone with him, in an inner chamber of his house?  That I did not pay mind to the tension that held him, and that his trembling was not from a chill?  He took my hand. 
 
    “I – I saw you looking at me, at – at the feast,” he stammered.  “And I knew you felt the same for me as I for you.” 
 
    I was baffled for a moment, and I said, “I was wondering why you were staring at me.  That is all.” 
 
    I saw him nervously forming words, and it seemed he was steeling himself to take on a difficult task.  Then he blurted, “You love me, don’t you?” 
 
    How ignorant I was, that I had no idea of what he was speaking.  Ignorance in an unforgiving world may carry dreadful consequences. 
 
    “I love all my brothers,” I said, a more infantile reply there could not be. 
 
    “I mean that you love me as much as I love you,” he said.  “I know it!  I saw you looking at me.  You love me, don’t you?” 
 
    “You – you are my family.” 
 
    “No, no!” he rasped.  I had forgotten that he was holding my hand.  Now I felt his huge fist closing, almost crushing it.  “You know of what I speak!  I love you, Tamar.  And you love me.  I know it!  I saw how you kept looking at me as you danced, and I knew.  Oh, how I knew!  That is all that matters.  You are so beautiful, Tamar.  My heart aches when I look upon you, for you are so lovely.  There is no one else in the world as exquisitely beautiful as you.” 
 
    He clumsily pushed his face toward me and I knew he was trying to kiss me.  I turned my head away from him, and then – at last – realization about what was happening flashed upon me.  I tried to push him away, but I could have as easily pushed away a full-grown bull.  Only now was I concerned, but I had no idea what to do or expect. 
 
    “Let us make love, my sister,” he said, and tried to kiss me again.  “It is what we both desire.  Let us have this hour of love together.” 
 
    Then I knew beyond doubt that he wanted to take me, then and there.  And only then did I come to know that if I had but a seed of wisdom, I would have left along with the others and averted this, but I had not.  How unwise I was, that I had no schooling in what to do with a man when he has become consumed with lust.  I was not frightened, but I knew that I should be doing something to stop him.  Yet I was at a loss. 
 
    “Amnon, we mustn’t!” was all I could think to say.  “You know we cannot.  We are sister and brother.  You know it is forbidden by law.  We would be reviled in all Israel if we did this.” 
 
    “Oh, let the law find others to stone!” he said.  “No one need know.”   
 
    And he tried to kiss me again, this time succeeding, for his arm held me so tightly I could barely move, and one of his hands grasped my chin and turned my face to him. 
 
    “Amnon, no!” I said, when I was free.  “Stop that!  I don’t want to.  I don’t want to make love with you.  Now unhand me at once!” 
 
    “But I love you, Tamar.  And you love me.  I know it!  I saw it in your eyes.  Let us have this moment, my darling.  I could never love anyone on earth as much as I love you.” 
 
    And he kissed me again.  He held me too tightly for me to free myself, and he was much too strong for me to overpower, and for all my wriggling, I could not get away from him.  I cried out, first pleading, then demanding that he stop.  He did not seem to care about my protests – indeed, my protests merely inflamed him further, as if I were being coy. 
 
    I could only think of a clumsy stratagem to divert him.  I believed that if Amnon was in love with me, he would also want to marry me, for I naïvely thought that people in love always wanted to wed.  If he went to Father to ask permission, then I would be able to make my escape.  I knew that Father would forbid the marriage, but by then I would be safe at home. 
 
    “Amnon, please!  If you love me, then go to Father and ask him to give me to you as your wife.  Let us marry first.  Please!  Make me your wife before you take me to your bed.” 
 
    Foolishly, I did not know that when a man is in love, marriage is rarely first in his thoughts. 
 
    “Wife?” he replied incredulously.  “Marriage?  You know Father would never consent.” 
 
    “But – but I thought you said you loved me.” 
 
    “I do,” he said, his breath husky, his lips kissing all about my face, my neck.  “I do.  Father need never know, my darling.  Come, Tamar.  We are alone.  Let me – let me touch your beauty.  Let me look upon your loveliness.  Let me – let me just –” 
 
    His words became incoherent.  It seemed as if he was in a rapture and could not think clearly, his eyelids half-closed, his mouth slack.  And then his movements became rapid, as if the needs of his body had run away with him.  Time moved much too quickly for me to fathom all that was happening, and I remember only glimpses.  He pawed my body, touched me everywhere.  His hands found the bodice of my gown.  He grasped it and pushed it down, tearing it as he did so.  Then his bare hand grasped at me, moving about me, clutching at my breasts, reaching down between my legs.  I thrashed at him until he grabbed both my hands and crammed them into one of his fists, and then he pushed me down until I was lying on the bed.  
 
    Only vaguely do I remember how I struggled as he held me down, his great weight pressing the air out of my lungs.  His rough hand reached downward to the hem of the gown, then he pulled it upward until it was about my hips.  Then his hand went back to my breasts, squeezing until I almost cried out in pain.  I felt the probing as he tried to enter me, the chafing inside as his dry penis penetrated me, then the stretching, pinch-like feeling as the maidenhead was torn asunder. 
 
    But those distressing sensations were merely secondary in my thoughts. 
 
    What tormented me much more was the feeling that I was being desecrated, as if an intruder was invading me, as if a thief was ransacking my body.  It was the horrible comprehension that my dignity was forcibly being stolen from me, and I was helpless to stop it.  My cries were in anger, not in fear or shame.  I demanded that he stop and let me alone, yet my cries went unheeded.  I freed one hand and began slapping at him about his arms.  His shoulders felt as if they were polished logs under my hand, so hard were his muscles.  I slapped at his face, his neck.  How I wish that I had thought to scratch at his eyes, yet I believe even that would not have stopped him.  I cried out for help at the top of my lungs.  My shouts were not answered.  I know not how long his thrusting went on, it seemed forever.  But then he began to grunt, and his thrusting intensified.  Then he stopped and rolled off me, panting. 
 
    I did not want to look at him, but I do remember a crooked smile on his face, and then he began to reach for me as if he wanted to embrace me.  I slid away from him and sat up on the edge of the bed, clutching at my gown that had been torn, pulling at it to cover me. 
 
    I had never felt so corrupted, so befouled, so soiled.  I had never felt this betrayed.  I wanted to call him vile names, wanted to tell him he was a despicable cur, a jackal.  I did not.  I wanted to tell him that he would be scorned in all Judah as lower than a lowly, pagan Amalekite.  I wanted to say that I would run to Father, and that Father would have him whipped through the streets of Jerusalem.  I said none of these things.  I only murmured the thing that held my heart uppermost. 
 
    “Never again shall I let myself be touched by a man.” 
 
    And this affected him more than any curse or insult I could have flung at him.  His pleasurable moment of triumph was snatched from him.  Suddenly he felt hollow, unfulfilled. 
 
    “Any man?” he cried, “or another man?  I am your man!” 
 
    It seemed as if he was hurt by my reaction.  He?  He the one who felt hurt?  It must have been his belief that his violation of me would have somehow captured my heart, and that I would have eagerly become his willing lover, and now he was disheartened that I was not clinging to him in ecstasy, declaring my undying devotion. 
 
    “I am your man!” he repeated.  “You belong to me now.”  
 
    “I belong to no man,” I said with outward calm.  “I shall curse this day to the end of my life.” 
 
    He realized, all too late, that I did not love him.  Only now did it occur to him that he had deceived himself into thinking it so, and he had utterly misread me.  Now that it was too late he understood that his advances were revolting to me, our passage together odious to me, and that I cared not for him as a man and wanted nothing to do with him.  Agitated, he sat up, quivering and offended.  And then it dawned upon him that he now faced dire consequences for his appalling act. 
 
    His love for me turned to hate. 
 
    “I despise women like you!” he said harshly.  “You lead us on, and lead us on, and then spurn us.  It is a game for you, is it not?  You play on men’s hearts like that, and then pretend it is a game.  Bitches!  All of you are bitches.  Go, then, if you hate me so much!  Go!  Get out of my house!” 
 
    “And now I see your true character,” I said quietly, “and this last part is the worst of all.” 
 
    He leaped up with a snarl, pulling the hem of his sadhin back down below his knees.  I sat without moving, without looking up at him.  I briefly wondered if he was going to strike me.  But he strode to the door, opened it and shouted for a servant.  I sat quietly, holding my expression neutral, not looking at him.  A servant came running. 
 
    “Show this woman out!” he said savagely.  “And lock the door behind her!” 
 
    The servant was quite frightened at his master’s anger.  When we left Amnon, the servant led me through the maze of the house and to the door, apologizing all the while without saying why he was apologizing.  He held the front door open for me.  I stopped on the threshold and tried my best to tie the front of the torn gown together.  As I stepped outside, I heard another servant running up to the door.  Before it was shut, a bundle was flung out onto the street, landing at my feet.  It was the Kethoneth.  
 
    I stood in the street, and for a very brief time I wanted to cry, but stopped myself.  I did not want to weep for my virginity, not for the shame, not for the minor hurts to my body.  I wanted to weep for the deception, to weep out of anger, for I had been violated by a son of my own father.  But I held back my tears.  I bent down and picked up the Kethoneth. 
 
    “The Virgin’s Robe,” I said to myself, and laughed bitterly.   
 
    I found a seam and tore the robe apart and threw it down onto the cobblestones. 
 
    *** 
 
    I left Amnon’s house.  I felt in a daze and was reluctant to go home, so with my eyes bleary and unheeding I simply set one foot in front of the other and followed the winding streets of the city.  How long I wandered, I know not – perhaps an hour, perhaps two.  The sun had been just past noon when I visited Amnon, but now it was lower in the sky.  Images passed dreamlike before my eyes; the various mansions of the prominent, the battlements of the city walls, the steep streets, the stalls of merchants.  It is possible I walked every one of the meandering streets of the King’s Citadel, gradually going downhill.  I passed through shadows that I guessed were from the watchtowers of the gate.  I found myself looking down into the mysterious fountain of Gihon, wanting to leap into the cool waters and wash myself clean.  I recall how people stared at me, at my disheveled appearance, my torn gown, my tear-streaked face.  I could see that many recognized me, and their mouths fell open in astonishment and concern, but none would approach.  They must have reasoned that whatever unpleasantness occurred, it was something between the royals, and it would be safer for them if they avoided me.  But I did see a man whisper to an adolescent boy, and then the boy sprinted up the hill in the direction of our house.  I cared not why he was running, or what was happening around me, but wandered on. 
 
    After a time, it seemed that I was suddenly looking up at Absalom.  He had appeared from nowhere, and as he stood before me, my heart clutched at me, for it felt as if an angel had come to earth, a savior.  He took me in his arms, and only then did my voice crack and I began to weep with wracking, aching sobs, and for a long while I could not control myself.  I clutched at my big brother, my only full-brother, and I knew that this was the only man in the world I could trust with my life, so I let myself go and cried with abandon.  I did not answer his queries, did not speak, merely shook my head.  He slowly led me home. 
 
    When we arrived at our house, I had settled down a little.  Then I told Mother and Absalom enough for them to know what had happened.  Absalom was enraged.  He jumped up, and I thought he was about to go directly to Amnon and confront him.  Would they fight? I wondered.  Would he call witnesses to the crime? 
 
    Mother, in spite of this, was in control of herself although very grim.  I could see her thinking about something carefully.  Then she looked up at Absalom as he paced about, making noises about retribution. 
 
    “Contain yourself,” Mother said quietly.  “You will not go anywhere near Amnon.” 
 
    Absalom calmed only a little.  “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “We must go to the King,” she answered, “and not go to the house of Amnon.  I received summons to the Cedar Palace just this hour, and it is no difficult thing to guess that it is about Tamar.  So, Absalom, it will not be for you to exact vengeance upon Amnon, but we shall allow the King to do so.  He will give judgement.” 
 
    “But she is my sister!” Absalom shouted.  “Amnon has touched upon the honor of my house, and it falls to me to give him justice.” 
 
    “Stay!” Mother demanded.  “You forget that he is Heir Apparent, and an injury to his person is the same crime as an injury to the King.  If you should harm him in any way, if you should so much as challenge him or threaten him, then you would find that you would be the one to be punished, not he.  There is a much, much better penalty for him than any you would be able to mete out, but we must go to the King.” 
 
    Mother waited until I was fully composed and had changed into a clean gown and washed my face.  We then left our house and went up to the Cedar Palace.      
 
    Word had reached my father quickly, for the King’s Citadel is like a village, and news travels rapidly from house to house.  Father had immediately sent for Amnon and everyone in his household and was questioning them even as I wandered in the streets of Jerusalem.  Father had assumed that I was home and sent a request for me and Mother to attend him at all speed.  This alerted Mother that something unpleasant had happened, and when a boy came to the door to tell her that Lady Tamar was spied near the Spring Gate and appeared to be in a bad way, Mother immediately sent Absalom with the boy to find me.  By the time Mother, Absalom, and I had reached the Cedar Palace, Father had finished questioning Amnon, Jonadab, and Amnon’s servants.  They departed Father’s council chamber by a different door than where we were waiting. 
 
    When we were ushered into his chamber, it was Mother who spoke for me.  All this time I had been stunned, untalkative, and inattentive to my surroundings, so I did not hear all that was being said – I was aware only of mumbling and paid no heed.  But then I heard Mother become more heated in her exchange with the King; something caused her to become more outraged than when I had told her what Amnon had done.  From that moment I listened to the talk, and I heard and remembered everything, and understood why Mother was beside herself with indignation. 
 
    It was because Father had said that there was no case of rape against Amnon.   
 
    “You doubt the word of a princess?” Mother demanded, almost shouting.  Whether she meant me or herself was not clear at that moment.  She was barely keeping herself under control, and in her agitated state, her Aramaic accent became sharp. 
 
    “Of course not,” Father said.  “However, our law regarding rape that occurs inside a town requires witnesses, specifically someone who heard her cry out for help.  Amnon admits that they did lie down together but insists that it was not rape.  I have questioned Jonadab and all Amnon’s servants, and not one will admit having heard anything.  If no one heard her calling for help, then the law says that there is no rape.  Yet, both have –” 
 
    “That is absurd!” Mother said angrily.  “Is this a farce?  How blind can justice be before it becomes worthless?  You know why no one will come forward as witness, that the only ones to hear her protests were Jonadab and the servants, and they would never contradict their master.  Does a woman have no rights?  No say?” 
 
    “The voice of one woman is never enough to accuse a man,” Father said, “and a witness is always required in such cases.  That is the Law of Moses, and as ancient as –” 
 
    “How brainless a lawgiver, Moses!” Mother snapped.  “How brainless the people who follow him blindly!” 
 
    “The Law regarding witnesses is as ancient as our nation,” Father continued calmly, “and cannot be set aside.  So, in the eyes of the Law of Moses, there is no rape here.  Yet, both have committed the crime of incest.  Therefore, there is –” 
 
    “Both committed the crime?”  Mother cried.  “She as guilty as he?  Do I hear correctly?” 
 
    “Peace, Makha!” Father shouted.  “Cease your interruptions and allow me to finish!  I do not say she is guilty of incest.  However, neither Tamar nor Amnon will deny that the act occurred, and if there was no rape, then the Law says that they both consented to incest.  I believe Tamar, but it is the Law of Moses that says she is guilty.  The Law is clear on punishment, so what am I to do now?  Have Tamar stoned to death alongside Amnon?  And compound the scandal by giving the order myself?  No!  This I refuse to do.  I am King.  I refuse to invoke the Law.  I shall not have them arrested and brought before me for judgement, and no one will dare force the issue with me.  I have sternly rebuked Amnon and told him to quietly travel through the countryside for the next month or two.  As for the rest of us, let us merely remain quiet and speak no more about it, and let the outrage be forgotten.” 
 
    “Forgotten?” Mother replied incredulously.  “By the Queen of the gods, no!  I agree with you to ignore that ridiculous Law of Moses.  And I do not demand Amnon’s blood.  But he must not go unpunished.  You know that Tamar is innocent.  Ignore those revolting laws, yes, but do what is right.  Do what is just.  Do what you know must be done.  Punish him not by that outrageous Law, but as a father punishing a son for an unforgivable act.  I insist that he be punished!” 
 
    “So, what do you suggest?” Father demanded. 
 
    Mother instantly answered. 
 
    “Send him away!  Send him away in disgrace!” 
 
    “What?” shouted Father.  “Disinherit him?  Disown my first-born son and heir?” 
 
    “Yes!” Mother shouted in return.  “Disown him for what he has done to your daughter.  I demand justice.  May he never become King in Israel, for he is unworthy of kingship.  And he is guilty twice over.  Twice over!  For rape, and for incest.  Send him away.  Disinherit him.  Let someone worthy inherit your throne.” 
 
    For an instant I could see inside Mother’s heart, for while she thought of the rape, she also held another thought of abundant complexity, and an unwanted realization crept into my mind.  Mother had always known that only Amnon was between Absalom and eventual kingship, and I realized that this knowledge had passed through Mother’s heart many and many a time.  And now Mother saw a chance to have her son Absalom become heir to King David, by having Amnon disinherited.  I was hurt and profoundly upset when I came to sense this, that Mother would use my plight to advance her son closer to the throne, and that very morning she had been most critical of Bathsheba’s machinations regarding Solomon. 
 
    I had not come to Father seeking punishment for Amnon – my heart does not take me in this direction – but simply from a childlike belief that Father would comfort me, and somehow make things right again.  I could not think of anything more.  Yet now I saw Mother’s overriding ambition.  I remained mute, and deeply troubled. 
 
    I glanced at my brother.  Upon his face was an expression of eagerness I had never seen before, and I knew that he had the same thoughts as Mother.  Did they speak of this together?  Or had Absalom’s outlook coincided with Mother’s because he was his mother’s son?  I knew not, but I became more troubled when I saw this.  Absalom?  Using my humiliation as an opportunity?  Third son he was, but unspoken second in line to the throne.  There was never any thought about Father’s second-born son, Chileab.  It was whispered that his mother Abigail was not entirely faithful to David, and Chileab may have been fathered by another.  Perhaps the whispering was mere rumor, but what was known was that Father had once loved Abigail, but then his affections died when she became pregnant with Chileab, and ever after Father studiously ignored her.  Whatever the truth, Chileab did not live in Jerusalem and never came there unless specifically summoned by Father, and since then, Absalom had always been tacitly acknowledged as next in line of succession after Amnon. 
 
    But Father set his face and I knew that he had made his decision, one that he would not revoke, and he gave his final answer. 
 
    “I shall not disinherit Amnon for the same reason that I shall not invoke the Law,” he said, “for if I did, then I would acknowledge that there has been a crime.  This I shall not do.  We shall simply remain silent on this unfortunate incident and let it be forgotten.  I have spoken.” 
 
    Mother, furious, stormed out of the room without having been dismissed by the King.  Father chose to ignore the breach.  Father seemed very troubled, but he was not quite shamefaced when he dismissed Absalom and me.  My brother and I silently walked back to our house.  There, Absalom turned to me. 
 
    “Tamar,” he said very gently, “I shall do what I can for you.  When a woman is shamed like this – even if she is innocent – it is proper for her to live the rest of her life in seclusion.  You may go to live at Mother’s house in Hebron, and there you will have a bit more freedom than here, for you will be away from all these busybodies of Jerusalem.  I’ll give you an ample allowance.”   
 
    Of all that had happened that day, this last statement by Absalom was one thing too many to bear. 
 
    “Seclusion?” I cried.  “Imprisonment, do you mean?  House arrest here, or exiled to Hebron?  I am to be punished for Amnon’s crime?” 
 
    “It is tradition,” he said.  “It is for your own good.” 
 
    “I shall not live in sad seclusion for the rest of my life!” I replied forcefully.  “The dishonor is his, not mine, and I shall say this to anyone.  I have been wronged.  Do not compound the wrong by making me look as if it is too shameful for me to be seen in public.” 
 
    “I am trying to help you repair your life,” he said.  “We must keep you away from those who would taunt you, so we’ll keep you secluded for now.  As for marriage, men who hear of this will be reluctant to take you as a wife, for you have been defiled.  Given time I am sure we shall find someone for you.  Perhaps in another kingdom.  But for now –” 
 
    “I care not!” I shot back.  “I don’t want a husband!  I never want a husband!” 
 
    He seemed surprised. 
 
    “But every woman desires a husband and children,” he said.  “At this moment you are distraught and simply blaming all men for the act of only one.  I can understand this, Tamar, and I sympathize.  Yet one day you will move past this feeling, and soon you will think as other women think.  A woman needs a man.  A woman is incomplete without a man.” 
 
    “Every Judean woman,” I replied, “for that is what they are taught from birth.  I, however, never want a husband, regardless of this outrage by Amnon.” 
 
    I had said aloud words about myself that had been keeping quiet in my heart. 
 
    “You are a Judean woman.” 
 
    “I am also Mother’s daughter,” I said, “just as you are Mother’s son.  Half of me is of the house of King Talmai, and I refuse to behave as a sheep.  I shall rule my own life.” 
 
    “Hah!  Your strong will and defiance come from Mother!” 
 
    “As do your pride and ambition, and your lust for the Crown!” I retorted, and I felt that I had uttered a truth I had never known until that moment.  His eyes glinted in a flash of anger. 
 
    At that moment Mother entered, followed by Bashnak, Hana, and Shoshana.  Bashnak’s face was as stoic as ever, but Hana looked to me with heartfelt concern.  Shoshana looked as if she had been crying quietly, but now she had composed herself, and she tried her best to give me an encouraging smile. 
 
    Mother demanded to know why Absalom and I had raised our voices at each other.  Absalom told her what he had proposed for me. 
 
    “Absalom!” Mother said sharply.  “She is blameless.  Why force her into purdah if she does not want to go?  And you have no right to speak to her so, after her ordeal.” 
 
    “But, it was incest, Mother!” he cried.  “She cannot show her face on the streets of Jerusalem after this.  It is more than what people might say to her, but what they might do to her.” 
 
    “Absalom, think!” Mother replied.  “The King wants to pretend that no crime has occurred.  Very well, then!  If there was no crime, there is no punishment, and no need for her to be put in seclusion.  And no one in Jerusalem will ostracize her, or even taunt her without incurring the wrath of the house of Absalom!  I look to you to make sure that happens.  Let us have her remain indoors for a few weeks, then when she leaves the house, have one of the young male servants attend her.  And have him carry a sword!  People will get used to it.  They always do.  Simply say she is of the household of Prince Absalom.  If anyone has the impertinence to ask further, say she is your daughter.  They would not dare say anything more!  After a time, people will pay no mind.” 
 
    His eyes told me he thought this an odd solution, yet he agreed. 
 
    “As you wish,” he said tersely, then he turned to me, still stung by my accusation.  “But never ask me to arrange a marriage for you.” 
 
    I replied heatedly.  “To that I shall agree.  Happily!” 
 
    He stood glaring at me for a moment.  Mother turned to me. 
 
    “My dear girl,” Mother said soothingly, and she put her arms about me. 
 
    I felt her warmth and gentle embrace.  I came close to crying again, but I held myself back.  At that moment I wanted nothing more than to be in Mother’s arms. 
 
    “I have asked Bashnak to look you over carefully,” she said, “and to see if there are any serious injuries to you – she is good at these things – then Hana will help you with a warm bath.  Then I want you to lie down until dinner time.”   
 
    She kissed my brow.  I held her tightly for a long moment, but then I felt her softly pushing me away, then she stood apart. 
 
    Hana approached from behind and put her hands upon my shoulders.  I turned and clutched at her.  She was taller than Mother, sturdier, her muscles very firm, but at that moment she felt softer, warmer, and from her I felt a comfort differing from that of my mother.  I held Hana close.  She gently rocked me as we stood together. 
 
    “Princess Makha,” she said to Mother, “I shall delay my journey to Geshur, and remain with Lady Tamar until she feels better.” 
 
    “How kind of you, Hana,” Mother said, then to me, “Go along with Bashnak, now.” 
 
    She turned to Absalom. 
 
    “Come,” she said to him.  “We need to discuss this.” 
 
    I wondered why Absalom and Mother wanted to discuss my ordeal without me present.  They turned and walked into the next room together.  Something made me want to call out to them, to demand that I be included in any discussion about me.  But I did not.  Bashnak led me and Hana to my room. 
 
    For what would occur in the terrible years to come, this indeed was a day I would curse to the end of my life. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 A Feast at Baal-Hazor  
 
    Since antiquity there had been but few blacksmiths in Israel, and those few could only buy paltry amounts of the iron they needed from the Philistines of Gaza, Gath, and Ekron.  The Philistines were supreme in the art of smelting iron, jealously kept the secret, and were reluctant to trade stocks of bar and rod to our people for fear that the iron would go to make weapons of war.  Indeed, the iron-equipped Philistine warriors had kept the land-hungry Hebrew tribes at bay for generations, even though the Philistines were outnumbered two to one. 
 
    Among the tribes of Israel, only the well-to-do could afford to buy steel swords from Damascus and crude iron implements from Israelite blacksmiths; most people had to make do with bronze articles or weapons.  All this changed within my lifetime, for trade and the quest for riches are more ubiquitous than war; and where profit can be made, the well-being of the many is all too often set aside for the self-interest of the few.  There came a day when a Philistine master of iron, whose name is lost to us, became bedazzled by the gold that dangled before him if he and his sons were willing to go to Judah and set up a furnace there.  This man unwittingly doomed his countrymen to eventual subjugation by the Israelites, for the smelting and forging of iron quickly became a lively industry in Judah, and iron weapons were indeed made in quantity and then used against the Philistines with bloody effect.  That grim day came only later in my life, but when I was young, iron tools made in Israel were scarce and dear of cost, and at times were specifically named in bequests.  The number of iron implements possessed indicated one’s wealth and status. 
 
    It came to pass that Absalom equipped his sheep farm with iron shears.  As in every land on earth, farms mean survival.  The year is marked by events of sowing and planting, reaping and gathering, and each event becomes its own festival, especially any harvesting event.  The exhausting, desperately furious days of mowing, reaping, and threshing were eased with nights of banquets, music, and gaiety.  No less so with sheep shearing.  Absalom owned a vast sheep farm near the village of Baal-Hazor in the tribal lands of Ephraim, and for a frantic week in early spring each year his farm was crowded with guests and shearers, there to relieve thousands of sheep of their wool, and to participate in the feasting and celebrations. 
 
     “I bought the iron shears to cut my own hair,” Absalom would laugh, holding up a pair.  “It was only an afterthought to use them on the sheep!” 
 
    He told this joke every year at shearing time, yet everyone laughed all the same.  Absalom, like Mother, had a glorious mane of heavy black hair which grew quickly.  Each year at shearing time he would seat himself outside the farmhouse at his sheep farm, there to have a shearer cut his hair before his amused guests. 
 
    “The first sheep for the shearing!” he would always exclaim, as his thick locks fell to the ground.  When he had finished with his annual haircut, he would lead everyone to the pens, and the shearing and the festivities would begin in earnest.   
 
    When I was little, Mother and I would go with Absalom for the shearing festival.  I loved the jollity, the shearing contests, and the games for the children.  I delighted in the plentiful food laid out on tables outdoors, and in the music and dancing at the end of each day.  Young men seeking to earn a bit extra for their families, and sometimes accompanied by wives or sweethearts, made their way through the countryside and would stop at the large sheep farms of the rich to offer their services for a week of shearing.  Absalom never lacked for enough shearers.  With the iron shears he had provided, the cutting of wool at the farm of Absalom went much faster, and a shearer was paid by the number of sheep he sheared each day.  So, along with the sheep, the young men came flocking. 
 
    One year when I was nine or ten I asked one of the experienced shearers to teach me the art.  He laughed at the thought of a little girl shearing, but I wheedled him unmercifully as children are wont to do when they desire a thing.  At last he relented with a rueful smile and a shake of the head.  He found a lamb, and then he proceeded to teach me, showing me how to hold the lamb and how to avoid hurting it with the shears.  I was having a wonderful time until Mother caught me. 
 
     “You are a royal princess!” she said, pretending to be indignant.  “I shall not have you demean yourself by joining in menial labor.” 
 
    “But Mother!” I protested, “sometimes even Father helps with the shearing.” 
 
    “Not for many years,” she said sternly, “and not since he left Hebron.  If your father stoops to those tasks, it is his choice.  He was not born a member of royalty but a servant of sheep.  You, however, look undignified performing the work of a filthy peasant.” 
 
    “Oh, let her try, Mother!” Absalom laughed.  He had quietly walked up behind her.  “It is only a game for her now.  She will never need to earn her bread, and she is not trying now.  She’s just having a bit of fun.” 
 
    And Absalom coaxed Mother until she allowed me to play at shearing for an hour or two.  Absalom was one who could consistently get Mother to change her mind. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two years passed after the incident with Amnon. 
 
    I seldom spoke of the event, and very few would bring the subject up in conversation with me.  Although almost everyone in Jerusalem came to understand what had happened, few had the courage to voice their opinions, for the King pretended that nothing untoward had occurred.  No one would openly contradict the King.  And most especially, no one wanted to incur the displeasure of the formidable house of Absalom.  It was as Mother had predicted, and although the people might have indulged in gossipy whispering, they outwardly went about their business as usual and their regard for me was as if nothing had happened. 
 
    But I had changed.  Everyone had changed.  And Absalom was a different man. 
 
    I remembered Mother’s frequent tirades over the years, how she had disparaged my Father in front of my brother and me, and I slowly learned that Absalom felt closer kinship to his grandfather than to his father.  From an early age, exceeding pride was drilled into Absalom by Mother.  She taught him to revel in his heritage and in his blood that was royal, and never to forget, and thus my brother came to believe as Mother did, that he was superior to anyone in Israel.  However, he never betrayed his true thoughts, for he was of a disarming nature; his sweet smile would melt a heart of stone, and for all his high regard for himself, he never spoke of it outwardly, and he never treated anyone as his inferior.  He had carefully hidden any arrogance and conceit from the world and kept his manner to others as amiable and of concern.  Anyone encountering him for the first time would leave him thinking that Absalom had become a close friend.   
 
    After my terrible day in the house of Amnon, my brother changed in a way only I could see.  Although Absalom remained outwardly friendly, I knew him well, and I began to detect a hidden insincerity in his dealings with others.  When he spoke with anyone I could see that for all his appeal and the adulating way he addressed them, there was an unctuousness that was repugnant to see – I would feel embarrassment whenever I detected it.  His winning ways were now a tool for him.  Whenever he conversed with someone, it seemed that he would be gauging that person, deciding if that one would become friend or enemy, thinking of how this person could serve him, and he concealed this judging with smiles and flattery.  
 
      I began to have the impression that Absalom and Mother were in a sort of political partnership that I could ill define, yet I knew it was there.  At first, I only suspected it; now after two years I knew with certainty.  They would have long discussions together, many times on issues that Absalom had heard at the King’s court, and many times their conversations were behind closed doors.  The chagrin they felt when Amnon remained heir affected them deeply, and caused them to become closer in their partnership, and my unease grew along with it.  It was if they fed each other, that they grew more indignant when they were together, speaking to each other and reinforcing their opinions, and they had convinced themselves that the oh-so-noble house of Absalom had been slighted.  Many years later I came to understand that if, perhaps, Absalom had grown to maturity with Father instead of Mother, my story would be quite different. 
 
    What was never hidden was his hatred for Amnon.  One could almost see him stiffening whenever Amnon was nearby.  Father also noticed, and quietly told Amnon to keep his distance from his younger brother. 
 
    As for Mother, her condescension toward the King was replaced with icy courtesy.  She attended feasts or religious celebrations at his invitation, but she never sought him of her own accord or invited him to any social function that she had planned, or evening at home.  Very few of her friends were also friends of the King.   
 
    And so the weeks and months would pass, the seasons punctuated with festivals and celebrations.  Each new year brought the offer of new hopes for others, yet I no longer looked forward to them with delight as I had when I was younger.  We continued our occasional travel to this and that corner of the Kingdom and a week’s relaxation here or there at one of the many farms owned by Absalom.  Sadly, they were grand adventures to me no more, for I was older and knew these places well, and travel to them was merely for the distraction from our mundane life in the city.  
 
    My seventeenth birthday came while Mother and I were staying at her house in Hebron.  Mother’s house had been a wedding gift from Father.  It was a lovely home, a bit smaller than the mansion in Jerusalem, but the rooms were spacious and airy, the windows wide and tall, and the tiled roof and whitewashed walls made the house cooler when the summer sun glared in earnest.  So, when Father moved his capital to Jerusalem, the house became a pleasant refuge from the summer’s heat.  This year, however, Mother decided that she and I would go to Hebron in early spring.  The nights were very chill, but the rains of winter had almost passed, and the dry months were before us.  Absalom stayed in Jerusalem. 
 
    A few days after my birthday, a courier brought Mother a letter from her father, King Talmai.  She had read but a few lines when she stopped and turned her eyes away from the letter.  She moved to a nearby chair and lowered herself into it, moving slowly, wearily, then she began to read again.  The letter was lengthy, and at times I would see her eyes stop, then glance upward to re-read a passage, as if hoping to see if the words had somehow changed.  When she had finished, she sat back in the chair and stared out the window.  A moment passed until I could hold myself no longer. 
 
    “Mother, was there something distressful in your letter?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and she turned to me.  “It is about my own mother, the Queen.  She has died.” 
 
    I felt a pang in my heart.  I approached and knelt at her side, tried to take her in my arms, but she waved me away. 
 
    “I shall not pretend that my mother and I were close,” she said, “but her passing does affect me.  I feel a grief in my heart that I thought would never occur.” 
 
    “Oh, Mother,” I said, on the verge of tears.  “I am so sorry.  It must be a great loss for you, regardless of what you say.  I never knew my grandmother, but I so wish that I had, for now I feel bereft of someone I never met.  How I wish I had known her.” 
 
    And then I cried a little, mourning the loss of the mother of my mother. 
 
    “Calm yourself, child,” she said.  “It seems that she, too, had wanted to meet you.” 
 
    I looked up at her. 
 
    “Among the many details in his letter,” she said, “my father tells me that there is a legacy.  The Queen has left you a farming estate near the city of Aphek, and three thousand silver shekels.” 
 
    A farming estate.  Almost a talent’s worth of silver shekels. 
 
    “I know this estate,” she continued.  “I visited it once or twice.  Very lovely.  It has a pleasing view of the Sea of Galilee, and I know it brings in a nice yearly income.  You have told me more than once that you do not ever wish to marry, so now you need not worry about your future, for you will be able to live of your own when your father and I are gone.  That is, providing you go to Geshur and take claim upon the estate.” 
 
    The thought of traveling to Geshur suddenly appealed to me, and the bereavement I felt but a moment before diminished a little.  Because I had never met my grandmother, I now wanted to meet my grandfather all the more, before he, too, was taken from us. 
 
    “Mother, will you be going to Geshur for the funeral?  May I come?” 
 
    “She is already buried, or rather, entombed in her family’s dolmen,” Mother said.  “However, I had been intending to go up to Geshur in about a month’s time.  You may come then.” 
 
    This was the first I heard of her plan.  What was strange, however, was that as she spoke these words her face held an expression I could not read.  Yet I knew that whatever she was thinking, it was not of the passing of her mother, and it was not merely the thought of a pleasant visit to her father.  There was a hint of grimness in her eyes which puzzled me.  I let it go and simply tried to think of what would take her to Geshur in one month and wondered if the people there had the same festivals as we in Judah.  I contemplated the coming weeks and thought of the different events that might occur in both kingdoms simultaneously. 
 
    “Let me see,” I said.  “Next month Absalom will be making ready at Baal-Hazor.” 
 
     “What?” Mother asked sharply, almost as a challenge.  She turned to face me quickly, her eyebrows set in a stern expression. 
 
    “For the feast at shearing time,” I explained, taken aback by her reaction. 
 
    Then she caught herself, softened a bit, and said, “Yes, of course.  Yes.  He will be preparing for the celebrations at his sheep farm.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can stay at Absalom’s farm during the shearing festival, then go directly to Geshur from there?” I suggested. 
 
    “No!” she said forcefully.  And again, she caught herself, and pushed her lips into a smile.  “No, we shall not go there this year.” 
 
    “Oh?  Why not?  I love Absalom’s shearing festival.” 
 
    “No,” she said, and with forced calm in her voice, she continued.  “You are not to go, for Amnon is among the guests invited.” 
 
    I was stunned.  It was true that I had avoided Amnon in every manner and at all events, and I would not attend any social function where I knew he would be present.  What surprised me was that Absalom had invited him to his own farm.  I knew that Absalom despised Amnon. 
 
    Then, almost trembling, she said, “He has also invited the King.” 
 
    The disquiet she felt as these words left her lips should have been apparent to me.  Yet the news of Amnon had captured my attention and I overlooked her expressions as she spoke of the King. 
 
    “But – but why?” I asked.  “Why Amnon?”   
 
    “It – it is a matter between the King and Absalom and Amnon,” she said, “for they have much to sort out, and they are to have a serious discussion while they attend the shearing feast.  More I cannot say.” 
 
    Cannot say, I wondered, or will not say? 
 
    In the following weeks we made ready for our journey.  Since I was in high anticipation, the days perversely slowed their passing, and the Sun became lazy in the sky, and I thought our day of departure would never come.  But then the same week that my brother’s shearing festival was to take place, Mother and I left Hebron to make our journey to Geshur.  I was excited and happy, looking forward to the real adventure of leaving the Kingdom for the first time, and for the prospect of meeting my grandfather, and visiting my mother’s homeland.  I would not have been as happy if I had known what was to occur at Baal-Hazor. 
 
    Our travel was unhurried, almost leisurely, much too slow to suit me.  On our third day from Hebron we stopped at the city of Jabesh on the east bank of the Jordan River.  I was quite surprised when Mother announced that we would stay a few days.  She ordered the caravan master to pitch tents outside the city walls, but close by the ravine called Wadi Yabis.  The wadi led due east and upward, rapidly ascending to the wide plains of the land of Gilead, but I paid it little mind.  A small creek trickled down the ravine, providing water for our beasts. 
 
    I wondered why we would stop since the border with Geshur was less than seven leagues due north of the city.  Mother would only say we would rest a few days, for perhaps Absalom would want to join us when his festival had ended.  Again, I had not known that she was planning this delay, or that she anticipated Absalom joining us.  I pressed her, wanting to know what was happening, but she silenced me with a single, harsh word. 
 
    On the third morning of our stay at Jabesh, Mother shook me awake.  It was so early and dark that I thought it was still night.  She told me to make haste, for we would leave as soon as the tents were folded and the baggage packed on the camels.  I sleepily asked why we were starting so early, but Mother shushed me and again urged me to hurry. 
 
    “Has Absalom come yet?” I asked her. 
 
    “He sent a messenger ahead of him.  He is but an hour behind us and will catch up with us as we travel.  But now we must away.  No more talk!  Get ready!” 
 
    I was too sleepy to be curious about the strange thing that I had heard, that Absalom must have been traveling in the dead of night.  Our caravan began to move as soon as there was enough dim, gray light for the camels to pick out their path.  I rocked along, yawning and irritable that we were on the move before having anything to eat, and I saw that I was not the only one who was grumpy about our early and hasty departure.  I looked about me, and it was only then that I realized that we were not taking the well-traveled highway north along the Jordan, but that we were going east, ascending the ravine of Wadi Yabis, upward to the high plains of Gilead.  
 
    *** 
 
    Much later I learned what occurred when Absalom invited my father to the shearing festival.  Absalom had tried to have Father come along with Amnon, but Father reminded my brother that he never traveled outside of Jerusalem unless accompanied by the Three Hundred who acted as his bodyguard.  Absalom replied that having an additional three hundred people at the farm would be too much of a burden for him, that he would need to provide for their food and for tents where they would sleep, and that so many warriors at a festival would intimidate the guests.  Rather than understand and agree with Absalom, Father seized this reason to stay away from the festival altogether, saying that he did not want to become a burden.  Absalom then pleaded with Father to come nevertheless and pointed out that Baal-Hazor was not too far from Jerusalem, and there should not be any sort of danger.  Father was adamant, however.  If he could not go with the Three Hundred, then he would not go at all.  But then Father told Absalom that he would command the older brothers to go to Baal-Hazor and attend the festival in his stead.   
 
    Absalom went away, sorely perplexed.  He had wanted both Father and Amnon to attend and had not intended to have the other princes.  If Absalom had planned to have a conference with the King and Amnon, as Mother had said, then quite obviously the conference would not take place if the King were to be absent.  I was never to learn the urgent subject that Absalom wished to discuss at this conference. 
 
    Absalom went forward with the shearing festival.  There was a difference, however.  He did not have his annual haircut at the festival, as he had done for many years.  Neither did he joke, laugh, or sing with the others, or preside over the shearing contests.  He seemed uninterested.  Guests later said that Absalom was out-of-sorts, even short-tempered, which was unusual.  Since Absalom had a reputation for being a most charming host and able to make every guest feel welcome at every social event, his behavior that year surprised everyone, and made not a few feel unease. 
 
    On the third day of the festival there was a private feast for the princes, which took place in the largest room of the great house.  Six of the older princes sat with Absalom at the long table.  No women were present in the dining hall; they were attended by young and strong men, who carried in the food and wine in a casual way.  Many at the table thought they looked more like warriors than house servants.  They eyed the guests unceasingly, as if appraising each of the men sitting at the table.  Aside from the brothers and Absalom’s servants, the only other person in the room was our cousin Jonadab, who sat beside Amnon.  How he had managed to be invited to the private feast can only be guessed.  Here the accounts differ between the eyewitnesses only in small details. 
 
    Absalom sat quietly, untalkative, as the others ate, drank, and conversed.  Absalom’s eyes seemed to be directed toward Amnon, but Amnon did not seem to notice.  Some of the witnesses said that Jonadab became alarmed as he watched Absalom, and he turned to say something to Amnon.  Amnon seemed to wave him away.  Adonijah, sitting on the other side of Amnon, said something in jest, which caused Amnon to laugh and reply with another jest.  Amnon had been drinking steadily since early afternoon, and as he loudly related the funny story, it was quite apparent that he was drunk.  It was then that Absalom sprang to his feet, causing his chair to topple over.  He pointed to Amnon. 
 
    “Kill him!” he screamed.  “Kill him now!” 
 
    Three of Absalom’s servants immediately drew knives and descended upon Amnon, stabbing and stabbing again.  One eyewitness recalled how the blood shot from Amnon’s chest in a long arc that extended down the table.  Another said that Amnon made not a sound as he was being butchered.  All agreed that the servants who did the stabbing had obeyed Absalom so swiftly that there could be no doubt that Absalom had given them instructions before the feast took place.  Jonadab, who had been watching Absalom with misgivings, immediately leaped out of his chair and then through one of the windows as soon as he heard Absalom yell.  One of the princes followed Jonadab, the others climbed over each other trying to get to the door.  Outside the great house, someone began shouting, “Murder!  Murder!” 
 
    Pandemonium ensued. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Exile 
 
    King Talmai would never stay in one place in his Kingdom for more than a few weeks or months.  This was the practice for some kings, for the burden on the local countryside in providing for a royal court could become excessive.  Although Talmai’s capital was at Bishsed, the court was wherever the King happened to be, and he would move from city to city to his several palaces around the Kingdom of Geshur in a loosely arranged circuit.  One could almost predict where the King would be at any time during the year.  
 
    One day, during the season of flax planting, the King was staying at his palace in the city of Ashtaroth.  He had been there long enough to see two full moons, and this day was chosen for the court to move on.  His intention was to travel southwest to Golan, but pass through that city without stopping, then proceed west to his palace at Aphek; they expected to arrive by late afternoon. 
 
     Beside him in his chariot was his young daughter, the Princess Makha.  This daughter was well-beloved by the King.  He would have her beside him whenever he was not engaged in business of state, and so the people of Geshur were often amused and delighted to behold the scene of the tall King standing in his chariot beside the diminutive Princess, the two in animated conversation. 
 
    The procession that departed Ashtaroth that day was no different than many other processions of the sovereign when he was making his circuit of the Kingdom.  Even so, the townspeople lined the road to cheer as he passed, as they always did.  The King stood upright and unmoving as he passed the crowds, his gaze straight ahead, the reins of the horses firmly in his hands.  But he would occasionally whisper to his daughter to smile and wave to the people.  Behind the King were four other chariots each containing two of his officers, and about one hundred warriors as bodyguard, marching on foot.  Then came the King’s court, functionaries, and staff of servants, riding on donkeys, mules, and camels.  The baggage train of ox carts brought up the rear.  Only a single horseman ranged far ahead to scout the road. 
 
    The land about the three cities – indeed, most of the Kingdom of Geshur – was a flat, spacious plateau, stretching from the wastelands in the east and ending in the west as tableland high above the Sea of Galilee.  The plateau was sliced here and there by narrow, but long and deep wadis meandering toward the small Sea.  On the heights above Galilee, one could look west across the water and see most of the northern provinces of the Kingdom of Israel, and almost to the Great Sea beyond.  But in these flat spaces between the three cities there were many groves of olive trees and vineyards of wine grapes, such that a traveler on the road could not see far. 
 
    Not long after they had passed through Golan, Talmai’s party approached Wadi Alan which cut across their road right-to-left.  They began to go down into the defile, and the road, which was bee-line straight on the plateau, became serpentine as it descended the steep, rocky sides of the wadi; it was carefully maintained to give wheeled vehicles a gentler grade on which to move, on an otherwise steep path. 
 
    Near the bottom of the wadi, they came upon the scout who was supposed to be ranging ahead.  The scout’s horse had stumbled and injured one of its legs; the scout was waiting for the King’s party to catch up with him, so that he could get a new mount.  The King moved on without stopping, believing that when the scout had remounted he would gallop ahead and resume his watch.  The party climbed out the other side of the wadi and back onto the flat terrain, and for about a bowshot they moved between olive groves bordering the road.  Then they left the olive trees behind as the road entered fields of grain. 
 
    Before them stood three hundred heavily armed warriors. 
 
    Talmai’s party stopped.  Without needing orders, the chariots containing the King’s officers moved up to either side of the King – two to the right, two to the left, slightly ahead of the King’s chariot; the bodyguard silently deployed themselves from column to fighting array behind the King.  Talmai gazed at the intruders, noted that they looked hardened from a hundred campaigns, toughened by combat.  Three hundred men could overcome his own party of one hundred guards.  However, Talmai had five battle chariots on terrain well-suited for chariot fighting, and this gave the invaders pause.  Five chariots could do serious damage, even to three hundred warriors; it was apparent that there could be no easy victory for either party.  It was a standoff – each side held their ground.  The King was quite aware that his daughter was at his side, so he decided that if battle was forced upon them, he would flee with his daughter and let the other four chariots and his bodyguard fight a rearguard action until they could get close enough to Golan to gather more warriors to help them. 
 
    King Talmai then studied the leader of the trespassers, who was standing a few steps before the others, calling out orders and deploying his men.  He saw a young man in his twenties, well-formed and with a face that seemed congenial.  His clothing was that of a Judean.  Talmai had a shrewd idea who the leader was.  He called out in the Hebrew language. 
 
    “Is that you, David, son of Jesse?  The same David of whom I have heard so much?” 
 
    “I am he,” the chieftain replied, and he bowed with a flourish and an impudent grin; the men behind him remained standing and alert.  “And your chariot is of such magnificence it could only be fit to carry a monarch.  So, am I right to guess that my Lord is King Talmai, son of Ammihud?” 
 
    “You would be right,” said the King.  “This is unexpected, Lord David, to see you here with your men in my lands.  We did not hear of your plans to visit us, so pardon us for not having a proper reception ready for you.” 
 
    David smiled at the irony. 
 
    Then, in a meaningful voice, Talmai continued, “We welcome all peaceful merchants, but I see that you have somehow mislaid your camels, baggage, and trade goods.” 
 
    The Judeans roared with laughter at the King’s jest.  David replied with a smile, “Now, where could they have gone?  Perhaps within the baggage I could have found a royal gift to present to your Majesty.” 
 
    “The thought is as good as the deed, my Lord David,” said Talmai.  “But while you are here, I would ask a favor of you.  If you should ever see brigands or raiders crossing into my Kingdom, you would tell me about them, won’t you?  As a courtesy?” 
 
    The men laughed again. It was apparent to all that King Talmai knew that David and his men had come to Geshur with the aim of raiding for supplies.  By rights, the King should have attacked the foreign robbers instantly and without talk, but he lacked sufficient numbers.  Talmai also thought that he would be unable to send a rider for help without being seen by David.  The standoff continued. 
 
    “I promise to warn you of any ruffians we might see,” David said, his grin even wider, “just as quickly as we would announce ourselves.” 
 
    “So I see,” Talmai said dryly.  “And may I ask how it is we are honored with your visit?” 
 
    David and Talmai were alike in that both were cheerful by nature, and enjoyed speaking in an easy, jocose manner.  David instantly understood that King Talmai was challenging him over the intrusion into his Kingdom, yet both men decided to play a witty, if careful, diplomatic game.  The standoff could have become very strained had not the leadership and natural humor of the two men eased an otherwise tense situation.  They exchanged jaunty banter for a time, and the more they talked, the more they began to like each other.  Each took the measure of the other man and admired what he saw.  Tacitly, David and Talmai decided to negotiate.  
 
    Princess Makha stood beside her father, looking at the famous David of Judah, rapture in her heart.  She understood very few of the Hebrew words that the two men spoke, and she was innocently unaware that battle might flare up about her at any moment.  Her gaze was upon David and no one else.  She noted his friendly and charming smile, his masculine good looks, his calm self-assurance, and his pleasingly muscular arms.  And she saw that the eyes of this Judean were especially beautiful. 
 
    She had heard about this romantic outlaw David many times, for he was something of a popular legend.  She remembered how the young women would sing about him: 
 
    “Saul has killed his thousands, 
 
    and David his tens of thousands!” 
 
    His feats and daring were well known in the several kingdoms surrounding Israel.  Indeed, the young women of Geshur would eagerly share with each other what they had heard of the exploits of this audacious phantom, this ghost that appeared here and there unexpectedly, up and down the Kingdom of Israel.  And then they would tell each other the latest stories of how David easily outwitted King Saul and his minions who were trying to catch him, and after he had taunted them, he would fade away into the wilderness without a trace.  On more than one occasion David had the power to kill King Saul, but left him unharmed, and such grand gestures were highly praised.  The young women would go on to rhapsodize about his striking appearance and allure; they would sing the latest songs about David, then they would smile at each other and sigh. 
 
    And now, the very legend had come to life before the Princess.  What young woman could resist?  Why is a dashing hero-turned-bandit so appealing?  What makes the breathtaking life of a gorgeous brigand appear so glamorous?  Makha knew not, but as she stood beside her father, she was aware of nothing but the music in the voice of the handsome and engaging David.  Their eyes met. 
 
    She felt herself falling in love. 
 
    *** 
 
     “As I recall,” King Talmai said to Mother, “you seemed quite eager when the idea of a marriage of diplomacy was first advanced.  Indeed, you begged me to allow the match.” 
 
    We stood before the King of Geshur – I, Mother, and Absalom – in a private audience.  Mother had requested that she meet with her father in confidence for her to make formal plea for asylum on behalf of my brother, for she felt that there was no need for the courtiers to hear the sordid details.  Before entering the King’s audience chamber, she emphatically told my brother to remain silent until she had secured sanctuary for him.  Absalom had been unusually quiet, if not moody since the feast at Baal-Hazor; indeed, he was sullen – quite unlike himself.  Mother was worried that Absalom would bark out surly answers to the King and jeopardize his chances for gaining refuge in Geshur. 
 
    King Talmai had greeted Mother warmly, and one could see in his eyes the affection he held for his daughter.  He and she spoke for a few moments, as relatives will when they have been apart for several years.  Mother presented me to him since this was the first time for me to meet my grandfather, and the King graciously said that I resembled Mother so much that his heart was touched when he saw me enter.  The King’s rambling speech of welcome eventually brought him to certain memories shared with Mother.  And he, pleased to speak lightheartedly for a while before the discussion turned serious, had related the story of the first time he had met his future son-in-law, David, in the days before he became King of Israel, and how a threat of battle had been turned into a diplomatic coup for both camps.  Mother had never told me the details of her first meeting with Father, or about the arrangement of marriage to him, other than to say that she was given to him – in her words – to “buy him off” or “sent to him as if a payment of tribute”.  Several of Mother’s relatives privately told me a different version of events. 
 
     “Father,” she replied, a bit embarrassed that I had heard the King’s remarks, “I was little more than a child, and I childishly thought him daring and appealing, and I had a silly attraction to a charming rogue.  I was but fourteen years old.  You could have simply declined the match.” 
 
    Talmai laughed heartily.  “Say ‘no’ to you, Princess?  There is not a man on Earth or a god in the heavens that can say ‘no’ to you!  You are too much like your mother in that regard.” 
 
    His chuckling diminished, then his eyes became wistful as sweet memory gently haunted him. 
 
    “You remind me so much of your dear mother, may she rest peacefully in the arms of the Goddess.  Both of you were the most spoiled of princesses – scandalously so! – yet I loved you both all the same.” 
 
    He smiled for a moment as he thought of his late Queen.  He came to himself, then continued, “Yet the match, I believe, was brilliant.  I knew from but a few moments with David that he would indeed become the king of a united Israel, and a marriage alliance with him would be of benefit to Geshur.  And it was also apparent that you were quite smitten with him, which made the decision all the easier.” 
 
    I could see Mother becoming impatient, for she did not appreciate this reminder of the King that she had once been in love with her husband.  It was she who had warned Absalom to stay silent, yet there was no one to make the same suggestion to her – but herself.  I could see her make a visible effort not to speak tersely with her father.  The King sat down and invited us to sit nearby.  He then became solemn as he turned the conversation to the reason for the audience. 
 
    “I have heard rumors,” he said to Mother.  “Very disturbing rumors.  And I can guess the reason for this unexpected visit.  Now that polite greetings are out of the way, tell me precisely what has happened.  Is it true that your son Absalom killed his brother Amnon, Crown Prince of Jerusalem?” 
 
    Mother sighed and confirmed the assassination.  She gave a circumspect account, beginning with Amnon’s rape of me two years previously.  At first, she told only the bare facts.  But then she tried to justify Absalom’s actions by speaking of the affront to his house.  A further insult was when Amnon received no punishment from King David.  She said that the outrage felt by Absalom intensified over two years until Absalom could bear no more.  The throne of Israel sat in the background, not mentioned but not forgotten.  She finished by requesting asylum for Absalom, and the King’s permission for her and me to join him in exile, along with her household and retinue. 
 
    My grandfather shook his head in grave concern.  Of anyone on earth, he could fathom the heart of his favorite daughter, and he surmised what she was truly telling him – and not telling him.  One could see that he was deeply disturbed.  He looked toward Absalom. 
 
    “Here are two great crimes,” he said.  “The rape of King David’s daughter, and the murder of King David’s son.” 
 
    “I do not call it murder!” Absalom retorted, then quickly added, “your Majesty.” 
 
    Mother shot him a severe glance, willing without words for him to keep quiet. 
 
    “Then what would you call it?” asked the King. 
 
    “Justice!” Absalom answered fervently. 
 
    I looked at my brother.  Such hypocrisy overwhelmed me, and all my hurt and astonishment at his deeds crashed together inside me as I recalled how he had tried to use my ordeal to promote himself to Heir Apparent.  And now he would not admit before King Talmai that the murder of Amnon was not for justice, but from envy and hatred, for his brother Amnon had remained in King David’s favor as heir, and as such he remained an obstacle to Absalom’s advancement to the throne.  No longer was my brother the god to me as he was when I was little. 
 
    “This unhappy occurrence between your sister and Prince Amnon took place two years ago,” said the King to Absalom, “but the killing only last week, so we can safely rule out an impetuous act on your part.  I shall be blunt, Prince Absalom.  It is disquieting to hear of the coldly planned murder of a defenseless man.”   
 
     “Tell me, Majesty,” Absalom said, almost through clenched teeth.  “When a king executes a criminal in chains, is this not also the coldly planned murder of a defenseless man?” 
 
    Mother gasped.  “Absalom!” she cried.  “On your knees and beg the King’s pardon!” 
 
    I knew what she was thinking, and it was not that she was indignant that her father had been shown disrespect.  She had come to beseech the protection of King Talmai, and Talmai could easily refuse the protection for such insolence. 
 
    “Calm yourself,” the King quietly said to Mother.  He then turned to my brother, who had not moved to obey Mother’s command.  “Tell me, then.  Did not King David hear of the incident?  And did he not make decision and give judgement then?  And his was to rebuke Amnon in private, and no more?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Then,” said Talmai, “since King David had made his ruling on the incident, your action was murder, not justice.  And remember in future, Prince, that a king’s word is law.  Nor does a king need explain himself to any subject who disagrees with the king’s justice.  Hear me well.  I do not suffer anyone in my Kingdom to take the law into his own hands should he disagree with my decisions, or second-guess whatever justice is meted out to any wrongdoer.  If you would remain in my Kingdom, Prince, I suggest you not forget this.” 
 
    This time Absalom bowed his head and answered politely, “Yes, your Majesty.” 
 
    Talmai mused for a bit, then murmured, almost to himself, “The King of Damascus, who has always coveted my lands, has been making odd noises lately.  His neighbor to the east, the Assyrian Empire, appears less warlike these past years.  I believe that the Damascenes will reason that peace with Assyria will allow them to –” 
 
     “Father!” interrupted Mother, for she could contain herself no longer.  She continued in a more moderate tone.  “My King, forgive me, but what does the one have to do with the other?  I am in torture!  If you can but tell me now.  Will you or will you not allow us to stay here while Absalom is under proscription in Israel?” 
 
    The King regarded her for a moment. 
 
    “Attend my words,” he said to her.  “This request for asylum puts us into an awkward position.  I can ill-afford a quarrel with King David at this time.  I depend on strong ties with Israel to help maintain a counterbalance to Damascus, and I cannot allow those ties to weaken if David is resentful because I am harboring his son’s killer.  You must understand that this is more than simply a matter between two families for me to refuse King David should he request Absalom’s return; in truth, it would be a diplomatic embarrassment between two kingdoms.  Now do you appreciate my concern?  But I believe David will understand that Absalom is also my grandson, and I have a blood obligation.  So, before I receive any message from Jerusalem demanding Absalom’s return, I shall prepare a letter to David, and send it off at once by fast courier.  If he receives it quickly enough he may forgo sending a formal request to us to give up your son.  But my answer to your question is ‘yes’.  However, we must make decision on whether he stays as guest or as exile.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Mother said, more forcefully than gratefully. 
 
    We sat in silence for a moment, each of us calming ourselves after the tense exchange of words.  King Talmai studied the floor, tugging lightly at his beard.  He then looked up at me. 
 
    “Lady Tamar,” he said, “and what of you?  You have said nothing except formal greetings, yet it seems you are central to these troubling events.  Tell me, what is your desire?” 
 
    Mother opened her mouth to speak, but the King held his hand up to her. 
 
    “My King,” I said, “I do not think of myself as being central to these events, but I do admit that I am at the beginning of them.  What has happened after the beginning I claim no part and have had no prior knowledge.  If it had been given me to decide, I would have preferred that we had obeyed King David those years ago and put the matter behind us as best we could.” 
 
    From the corner of my eye I saw Mother almost squirming in her seat.  The King also saw her movement, and calmly lifted his hand again, palm outward.  Mother quieted herself. 
 
    “Truly, those are your thoughts?” he asked.  “What, then, would you have considered an equitable resolution?” 
 
    “If I were to be unraped,” I said, “that would be the only way for me to be at peace, but that would be as impossible as asking the Sun to set in the East this evening.  It is done, and there is no undoing of it.  Yes, I felt hurt and betrayed by Amnon, but my heart does not contain the desire for revenge or for punishment, for there is no vengeance on earth that would set things straight in my heart, and no punishment that would make things right, for the fact of rape would still be with me.  For his own reasons, King David chose not to disown the Crown Prince.  But whether as honored prince, or as reviled outcast, or even as prisoner in chains, Amnon would have remained Amnon, and I would feel no different.  My father’s decision to ignore the Law of Moses and speak of it no more was not equitable, but it was a resolution of a sort.  And now that Amnon is dead, I do not feel the satisfaction of accounts having been squared between us; I do feel deep sorrow that he is dead.  For all his faults, for all my anger and bitterness toward him, he was my brother, and our family has suffered a loss.  So you ask what, then, is my desire?  If I could, I would at this very instant be with King David, that we would mourn the loss of a prince together.  And I feel horror in my heart that my own brother Absalom is the murderer.” 
 
    Mother could sit still no longer.  She leaped to her feet. 
 
    “Have you no loyalty to your brother?” she cried. 
 
    She then realized what she had just said and tried to qualify.  “He did this for you!  It is a brother’s duty to avenge a wrong done his maiden sister.” 
 
    She sat down again, biting her lip. 
 
    “It seems you have betrayed yourself, daughter,” said the King, and he looked at her with a sad, disappointed expression.  “Your words say one thing, yet your heart says another.  Your regard is for your son before your daughter.  And Absalom betrayed himself earlier when he cried out ‘Justice!’, while his heart was feeling something else altogether.  Oh, yes!  I saw it in his eyes – not wrath for the sake of his outraged sister, but desire for the Crown of Israel.  How refreshing it is to hear a bit of honesty today, from Lady Tamar.” 
 
    He stood, indicating that he was about to give the word of a king.  We also rose, for one must never sit before a standing monarch. 
 
    “Prince Absalom and his household shall be welcome in my lands,” he said.  “But mark well these words:  I shall not interfere with the internal politics of the Kingdom of Israel.  The Kingdom of Geshur shall not become a staging ground for any ambitious moves by you, Prince Absalom.  If you are in exile, then in exile you must be.  It is my command that you shall not travel outside of my Kingdom except by my leave.  You shall speak with no one from Jerusalem or the Kingdom of Israel, except with my permission and with full knowledge of the subject of your discussions.” 
 
    Absalom bowed. 
 
    The King then turned to Mother, and said pointedly, “Nor by you, my darling Makha.” 
 
    Mother nodded her head. 
 
    He continued, “Nor shall I form an opinion over the merits of your true motives, that of your joint ambition to see Absalom on the throne.  Amnon’s wretched action with Lady Tamar merely provided you a cause.  I met Prince Amnon on two occasions and would agree with you that Absalom would have made a better King, and I would have understood – although without approval – if there had been intriguing on your part to make that happen.  Palace politics can be very bloody indeed.  However, grandson, the way the assassination was carried out has not advanced you toward the throne by one particle.  In sooth, it has denied you the throne altogether.  That was a blunder.” 
 
    I was puzzled for a moment.  What were the King’s true thoughts?  I marveled at how perceptive the King had been when he sifted the words of Absalom and Mother, and he had instantly deduced the truth, that Absalom’s eye was upon the throne of Israel.  Talmai had said that Amnon’s rape of me was a “wretched action”, but the crime was snatched upon by Absalom and Mother as a “cause”.  The murder was “distasteful” and a “blunder”.  I wondered at Talmai’s concept of morality, until I fathomed at last that Talmai thought as most kings thought, that kingdoms must be run as smoothly as can be managed, that if one were forced to choose, then an able, if ruthless ruler was to be preferred over one that was incompetent.  There were too many people in a kingdom to observe the niceties for every individual; the well-being of the many were all that mattered.  Replacing an incompetent heir with a better one, by whatever means, was something that King Talmai understood.  Yet Talmai said he would not “form an opinion” about their true motives, which I understood to mean that he, speaking as King of Geshur, would remain silent as a matter of policy.  This was a lesson to me in the delicate art of rule and kingship. 
 
    But the lesson left me unhappy.  King Talmai, like King David, was a ruler who had the perfect combination of gentle spirit and forceful leadership.  If the world had more of their like, the world would be a better place.  All too often, however, kings were not as Talmai and David, but were childish despots who had ruled by impulse, by immature whim, and believed whatever nonsense was whispered into their ears by their lackeys.  Yet they would disbelieve truth if that truth was not to their liking, or from an unlikeable source.  And they had dragged their people down into turmoil, despair, poverty, and needless war by their ignorant caprice and vanity.  A nation could thrive or wither by the actions of a solitary man, and that was the danger, for good kings are neither abundant nor immortal.  I wondered, was there not a way where people could define their own well-being?  And by means of arriving at consensus, could they avoid the misrule of a monarch whose almighty opinion of himself prevented good government? 
 
    For all my misgivings, I liked and admired King Talmai.  One felt confident in his presence; one felt that the King would do his best in any situation.  He was born a prince and had been trained for kingship from the time he was a mere boy, yet he remained just a man who preferred peace over strife, even-handedness over assertions of superiority, humor over arrogance.  He was a king who wanted to do good.  Deep in my heart I felt that he detested the actions that he would need to take to ensure the obedience and harmony of his people, yet he would harden his will and perform those very actions all the same. 
 
    He pulled his robe about him, then said, “You may leave.” 
 
    We bowed toward the King and had turned toward the door when we heard him call out. 
 
    “Lady Tamar, a word if you please.” 
 
    Mother shot me a look of astonishment mixed with a sort of stern warning.  She and Absalom left. 
 
    “Sit with me for a moment,” Talmai said, as he reseated himself. 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty.” 
 
    He laughed quietly, said, “Child, when we are alone I would that you call me ‘Grandfather.’ Can you do this for me?” 
 
    “As you wish, Grandfather.” 
 
    “My little granddaughter, Tamar,” he said happily, and his smile was broad.  “It is with such joy I meet you at last.  You look so much as your mother did when she was your age, except that you have your father’s eyes.  It would please me if we could simply sit and get to know each other.  However, I wanted to speak with you without your mother present.  As dearly as I love Princess Makha, she can be quite overbearing at times.  I believe you would be able to talk candidly if she were not here.” 
 
    I nodded but said nothing.  I felt myself becoming fond of my grandfather with each passing moment. 
 
    “I want to ask you privately.  Did you not know of anything about this assassination that Absalom was planning?  Any detail at all?” 
 
    “No, Grandfather.” 
 
    He searched my eyes, decided I was truthful. 
 
     “I am glad to hear this, for perhaps I can help you a bit.  At this moment, you are with your mother and brother because you are simply part of their household and had no say in the matter when they left Jerusalem.  And had they tried to include you in their plots, I dare say you would have done your best to remain out of them.  Yet here you are with them.  You said earlier that you would prefer to be back with your father, King David.  I can arrange it for you if you desire and would make sure your mother cannot object.” 
 
    I almost leaped to accept his offer, but thoughts furiously rattled about in my head and it was all I could do to prevent myself from giving in to impulse.  After a moment, I replied. 
 
    “Grandfather, I dearly want to be back with Father this very instant.  But think of what he has seen: the death of a son by the hand of a son, and then the incriminating flight of the killer and his family.  At this moment, he sees me as being guilty as a conspirator, perhaps even an accomplice.  If I should return now I may find myself put in chains.  But even if Father accepts my word and decides I am no part of this crime, I would still be regarded with suspicion by others.  The time is not ripe for me to return.  I must work to make it ripe.” 
 
    “That is astute of you,” said the King.  “You are wiser than your years.” 
 
    “Grandfather, is it possible for me to send letters to King David without my Mother’s knowledge?” 
 
    Talmai laughed.  “Well advised, Tamar!  Yes, we can help there, to exchange correspondence with David, and prepare the ground for the day you decide to return – without Makha’s interference.” 
 
    “But tell me,” he continued.  “How old are you?  Sixteen?  Seventeen?” 
 
    “I am seventeen, Grandfather.” 
 
    “Hmm, you should have been married years ago.  One believes that if you had been married, Amnon would not have approached you.” 
 
    “I was his own sister,” I said.  “That did not stop him.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said.  He rubbed his brow for a moment.  “We’ll try our best to get you back to your father soon.  You are still his daughter, and I’m sure that if this sad business had not come along, he would be thinking about arrangements for your life.  There are many men of the highest honor and nobility with whom your father would make alliance.  A marriageable daughter is an asset for a king.” 
 
    His words quite irked me.  I was becoming affectionate of Grandfather as we sat together, however his assumption that my father would have used me in his diplomatic schemes made me feel as so much barter goods.  My answer to him was a bit more curt than necessary, for the influence of Princess Makha took hold, and her voice came through my lips. 
 
    “Majesty, I am a person of royalty, a descendant of kings and queens,” I said.  “I shall choose my own life.” 
 
    Surprised, he answered, “I was thinking of your future, Tamar.  Your father will want to provide for you somehow, most likely by a good marriage.  If these recent events have precluded any marriage of political alliance, or if a marriage of diplomacy is now out of the question, then I am sure that King David would still think of your happiness and well-being and will match you to someone who will provide it.” 
 
    “Grandfather, he will not,” I answered.  “In Judah, an unmarried woman who has been raped would not be considered respectable ever after.  Also, mine was a case of incest.” 
 
    “But you were the victim,” he said, “and had no control.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Regardless of her innocence, a Judean woman who has been raped is considered unclean.  And should the man who had violated her evade punishment, then by law the only honorable marriage open to her would be to the rapist himself.” 
 
    “The rapist himself?” exclaimed the King in disbelief. 
 
    “And by law I should be stoned to death for incest, no matter that I was powerless to prevent it.” 
 
    “But – but that is monstrous!” he cried.  “You were blameless!  How could civilized people make such laws?” 
 
    “Our people were not civilized when those laws were handed down,” I replied.  “We were desert nomads, barbarians without lands or cities, living a brutal existence in the wastelands.  It was in the wilderness that our laws were given by our ancient lawgiver, Moses, and so they are revered for their antiquity, without regard to their lack of merit.  So, by those laws of alien and backward nomads, we must live our lives.  And since the people of Israel are born to these laws, and have known no others for generations, they believe these outlandish codes to be normal.  If the Law of Moses were to be proposed today, it would be ridiculed for its absurdity, and scorned for its barbarity.” 
 
    Talmai pondered for a while. 
 
    “Every lawgiver claims that his laws are the mandate of the gods,” he said.  “And if the lawgiver is successful, who is there to gainsay him, without regard to how – ah – strict the laws may be?  Few have that courage.  And I am told that the Israelites believe the first ten laws have been carved into a large stone by the very finger of your god.  I can understand why few question them.” 
 
    “Our priests claim the ten laws were carved in stone by the hand of Yahweh,” I said, “however, this stone has never been produced, that we may behold it with our own eyes.  It is all legend, all word of mouth.  That is, the priest’s word of the priest’s mouth.” 
 
    “I know but few of the laws of the Hebrew people,” he replied.  “Those that I do know always struck me as rather meddling in one’s private life, others as overly vicious in their punishments.  Yet, to blame the woman for the crime of the man!  Not even the Philistine barbarians are that unrefined.” 
 
    “I am fortunate,” I continued, “in that my father is King, and has the power to ignore the Law and its penalties, and so for that reason I am still alive.  However, there is no Judean man of noble blood that would be content to have a bride who was not a virgin, except if she be a widow.  It was expected of me to live the rest of my life in seclusion, for in the people’s eyes I have been dishonored, and Judean men would look upon me as soiled goods.  But I refuse to live in hiding, as if I were the wrongdoer.  I am not dishonorable!  I was treated dishonorably, but I refuse to consider myself dishonorable.  However, Grandfather, even if I was never raped, even if incest was never forced upon me, then I would still deny anyone the right to compel me to marry, even my father.  It is I who shall decide whom I marry, if I marry at all.  As for my future, Grandfather, you are very kind to think of me.  But as you recall I have my own small fortune, the bequest I inherited from your late Queen, my grandmother, along with the estate that she left me, with its income.  It gives me some independence in a world where women have little, therefore I have no need of a husband to provide for me.  I shall decide whom I marry.” 
 
    Grandfather looked at me a long while, then he sheepishly asked, “Would you be upset if I suggest someone now and then?” 
 
    I laughed, reached and embraced him, kissing his neck. 
 
    “Of course not, Grandfather!” 
 
   


  
 

 The Fish of Galilee 
 
    The small tell atop Gamla Hill had been leveled by workmen during the time of Talmai’s father, King Ammihud.  Yet after all these years, one could still see the lines of ancient walls and houses down in the grasses.  It was said that the tell was once a town from a time so distant that no one remembered the name of the people who had once lived there, or the language they spoke, or the gods they had worshipped.  With imagination, one could roam through the past by wandering barefoot through the grass-covered field, walking upon the faint impression of streets that were once laid down, and dreaming about the people who had strolled these same lanes.  Each step on the lawn was a step into the homes and chambers of an ancient people; here they raised their children and here a kitchen where they cooked meals; here the workshop of an artisan and here a sleep room for the night’s rest.  I would stand with eyes closed amid the faint lines of the lost town and feel the activities of a people long dead and sense the presence of their ghosts as they went about their daily lives, blithely unaware of the eavesdropper from the far future who shamelessly listened in on their murmurs, peeped into their doings, and watched their shades moving about a vanished city. 
 
    From the valley below, Gamla Hill could not be discerned as being a part of the tableland east of the Sea of Galilee.  But upon climbing the wide, rounded slopes and gaining the summit, one saw a luscious, perfectly flat field of succulent grasses in a circle almost a thousand paces across, interrupted only by the grand mansion and its outbuildings perched on the western edge.  Here was peace and rest.  Here was refuge from the bustling world below.  I would walk about the spacious grounds for exercise and not help but find an urn or vase, hoary from the centuries, or an occasional arrowhead, so antique that it was made not of bronze, but of pure copper.  Or I would walk to the southwestern edge of the hill and admire the spectacular view of the Sea of Galilee below, less than a league distant.  The northwest overlooked a valley with the city of Bishsed on the far side.  And on the eastern side of the hill, one could view an enigma – two rows of dolmens, the tombs of ancient lords.  And beyond, past the scattering of flat-topped hills, the endless plateau.  The gardens beside the great house were extensive and well-kept, filled with exquisite flowers that bloomed at different times of the year, and each morning I would pick a few blossoms for the table.  Sometimes I would simply lie down on the soft grasses and gaze into the sky, and feel myself falling upward, into the clouds.  Gamla Hill was a tranquil place. 
 
    King Ammihud had intended to make the hill a farm for breeding his chariot horses, for there was enough room for horses to run as well as graze, and the mansion would serve as a summer home for his family.  The story told was that several of his prize horses had tumbled down the steep slopes of the north ravine because Ammihud had neglected to erect a wall, believing the horses to be too sensible to approach the cliff closely.  Horses, alas, are not the most sensible of beasts, and they strayed too near one night.  Regardless of the reason, King Ammihud stopped breeding his war horses there, and simply used the mansion as a retreat.  The hill and mansion now belonged to Mother’s brother, Prince Ner, but he had kindly loaned it to Mother and Absalom, their families, retinue, and servants. 
 
    When I explored the great house the first day I raced from room to room, looking for one to my liking.  On the second floor, I came upon the suite of rooms that I determined to have, for the bed chamber was in the west corner of the mansion and had large windows on two of its walls.  The left window offered marvelous scenery of the slopes that led downward and on to the Sea of Galilee beyond.  The chief steward of the mansion later told me that Gamla Hill was a full thousand cubits higher than the water, and one could see for leagues and leagues, and he pointed out many landmarks quite on the far side of the Sea.  The right window looked downward upon the alluvial plain and the fertile farms surrounding a small bay and boat landing, and the slopes that led upward to the walls of the city of Bishsed.  I was enchanted, and begged Mother to allow me this suite of rooms.  She laughed and assented.  We settled into the mansion and I was content to put aside all cares except living from day to day.  Mother’s relatives who had lived with us in Jerusalem came to stay, and we also had many visitors that would come for a day or a month.  We never lacked for jolly company.  One had a nice mixture of congenial housemates, interesting guests, or restful solitude if one wished. 
 
    Descending from the flat summit of the hill were many paths and trails that one could walk, and over the months I became familiar with them all and explored the countryside or walked down to the shores of the Sea to a tiny village upon the water, there to watch the fishermen at their nets.  The steward of the house was friendly and told me much of the history of the area, and about this flat-topped hill that was part of the vast plateau of Bashan but had been cut off by the deep wadi to the north.  Prince Ner’s permanent staff at the house became used to us in time and mingled with our own servants civilly.  We were appreciative of their efficiency and initiative, especially that of the chief cook; a boon we had to my delight was that no matter what the cook served to us for supper each night, there was always included a dish of fresh fish, caught that very morning.  It was a benefit of living so close to the Sea. 
 
    Mother and I whiled away the days and the seasons.  During that time, I was absent from Gamla but once, and that was when I visited the farming estate near Aphek that I inherited from my grandmother.  I assured myself that the steward was competent and trustworthy and had been managing the estate efficiently for years.  I stayed the night and returned to Gamla Hill the next day, where I resumed my lazy existence.  Perhaps once a month I would walk to Bishsed on some pretext or other, there to give a letter to a certain functionary, who would then privately dispatch it to my father.  I never received a reply.  After a year, I ceased writing the letters. 
 
    Absalom got over his moodiness within weeks of our arrival, and he became cheerful and appealing again.  He did not take up residence with us, although Shoshana and her two boys did.  Absalom had become a courtier and stayed with the King, moving with him here and there through the Kingdom and attending him with various functions.  As a Prince and grandson of the King he was considered a member of the royal family and was given duties as one.  He was made a colonel of the army and would be given a brigade of warriors in the event of war.  He was also made a younger minister, reviewing this or coordinating that or giving reports on the other.  It seemed natural to me that my brother was given these honors, for he was Prince Absalom the Well-Beloved; to my mind they were his due.  Even so, I was surprised to find that my family were in line of succession to the throne of Geshur.  Prince Ner, of course, was Heir Apparent, after King Talmai.  He had two little sons in line to the throne after him.  In line after them was Mother, no less.  I had to pause an instant before I thought, of course, she is the daughter of the King, and Geshur was one of the few kingdoms where a woman could rule as queen in her own right.  After Mother, Absalom, then Absalom’s two little boys.  And after them – I was dumbfounded to learn – was me!  When I first heard this, I laughed and laughed, then I stood and posed an imposing pose, my nose in the air, my arm outstretched, palm down, and in a stilted and imperious voice, said, “Queen Tamar, if you please!”  Mother laughed a bit, then reminded me that I would first have to wait for eight people to drop dead, unless Ner or Absalom fathered more children, and then I would be nudged farther and farther down the line.  Somehow this thought did not disturb me. 
 
    Absalom, however, did visit us occasionally.  Absalom’s effervescent personality would make each of his visits an event, and all the residents, guests, and friends would sit down to dinner as if it were a special feast, and listen to his amusing, lively monologues.  He would stay in Shoshana’s rooms while he visited, then after a few days or a week, he would be away again, returning to his duties attending the King.  It is odd, but it seems I was with Shoshana more at the great house at Gamla than when I had lived with her in the smaller mansion in Jerusalem.  Odder still, she would be out of her rooms and mingling with everyone whenever Absalom was not at home.  Although she and I were together oftener at Gamla, I did not get to know her better, for her introversion softened only a little, and seldom could I draw her out into conversations other than repetitions of the children’s antics, or her opinions of the weather.  Within a few months of our staying at Gamla, Shoshana announced that she was with child again.  When she told Absalom on his next visit he seemed pleased, but he did not stay with us more than a few days, then he was gone again. 
 
    That first year passed, then began the next.  Shoshana delivered another boy, healthy and strong, and I fussed over him as if he were my own.  I never neglected the other boys, though, for I played with them often, helped Shoshana and the nurse with them, allowed them to play pranks on me, and chased after them when they were naughty.  The second year slipped past.  As the third year wore on, I noticed that Absalom would visit oftener.  Yet now when he visited, he and Mother would closet themselves and have long, private conversations.  What they discussed they never said, but whenever they would emerge, both would have expressions of grim determination.  However, their mood would quickly change to outgoing good cheer when they were with others.  It seemed curious to me, but otherwise I gave it little thought. 
 
    Time is the best healer, and since Gamla Hill had an abundance of time to offer, I had gotten over the distress I felt about Absalom’s assassination of Amnon.  I no longer had need to think of his ambitions, and my heart accepted him as my brother again.  Absalom and Mother were as charming and considerate as ever, and after three years I was happy to think of Gamla Hill as our new home.  It was my belief that Gamla Hill gave peace to us, and that we had left all the unhappiness behind and found contentment, and that we needed never to think of Jerusalem again.  
 
    My belief was ill-founded. 
 
    ***     
 
    I sat in my room at the window that overlooked the Sea of Galilee, busy work in my hands.  Mother entered and approached me with a smile.  She bent to kiss the top of my head, then sat beside me, gazing out the window, lightly stroking my back. 
 
    These were the times I loved Mother the most, when her mind was not on royal prerogative, or political machinations; times when she was no longer a princess with a son and his precious career uppermost in her mind.  But when she was simply a woman and mother, I could think of no one else in the world with whom I would want to be.  Had these years changed her? I wondered.  Did the drowsy magic of Gamla Hill gently lull her heart into untroubled rest? 
 
    “I regret letting you have these rooms,” she said, laughing gently, “for the views are so splendid I want them for my own.” 
 
    I looked up with a smile, said, “I am in fear every day that you will ask them back.” 
 
    We had one of those lazy conversations people have from time to time – a quiet word or two, the passage of many moments, and then the drawling reply.  There was more silence than words, yet even the bare, few words were more than enough, for we simply enjoyed each other’s company. 
 
    After a passage of time I sensed Mother’s restless spirit slowly awaken.  She stood and went to the window, staring intently. 
 
    “All those lands one can see across the water, do they not all belong to the Israelite tribe of Naphtali?” she asked. 
 
    “The lands closer to us, yes,” I said.  “But the lands in the far distance that you can see between the mountaintops belong to the tribes of Asher and Zebulun.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said, impatient with herself.  “I should have known that; it slipped my mind for a moment.  But can one see the city of Chinnereth from here?” 
 
    “Mmm, on the clearest of days I can barely make out the city walls.  But I can point out where to look.” 
 
    “Yes, please!” she said eagerly. 
 
    I laid aside my sewing and stood beside her. 
 
    “Look at the cove where the Sea comes to its very end,” I said, gesturing slightly to the right.  “Now, on the far side of the Sea, count one, two, three points of land down the coast.  See the third point?  Almost due west of us?  Behind the third point is a cove.  Can you see it?” 
 
    “I – I am not sure,” she said.  “My eyes are not what they were.  I only see the mountains beyond.” 
 
    “But you can see the third point?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Behind it is a cove, and the city of Chinnereth is there.” 
 
    She nodded in satisfaction, then sat down again. 
 
    “Why?  What is in Chinnereth?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said.  “Mere curiosity.” 
 
    I looked at her closely and was saddened to see that Mother had vanished, and in her place sat Princess Makha.  So brief a visit, then the mother was gone.  The princess became brusque and businesslike. 
 
    “Your brother will be visiting tomorrow, but he will come for a fishing trip with his friend,” she said.  “He and his friend will be discussing matters of state while they are here.  If you should overhear a word or two, you are not to discuss it with anyone.” 
 
    I was peeved by the way she told me this. 
 
    “Mother,” I said, “you need not speak to me as if I were a naughty child that had to be warned to behave herself.  I am an adult.  If Absalom asks me to give him peace, I shall do so.” 
 
    She whirled about with annoyance in her expression, but she quickly calmed herself. 
 
    “Very well,” she said, “I’ll let Absalom tell you himself.” 
 
    “Why do they come here for fishing?” I asked.  “The boat landing near Bishsed is very close to the Palace, and convenient for them.  But from here they will need a good one-hour’s walk to get to the fishing village below, and a steep, uphill climb to return.” 
 
    “I did not speak clearly,” she said.  “I meant to say that your brother will be meeting his friend here.” 
 
    “Here?  How do you mean?” 
 
    But Mother did not answer.  Her eyes were fixed west, across the water, toward the city of Chinnereth.  
 
    *** 
 
     “The King has not yet named an heir,” said General Joab. 
 
    David was the youngest of the many sons of Jesse.  Jesse’s several wives had produced a swarm of children, and when grown, they married and produced more children, such that Jesse’s farm at Bethlehem resembled a small village.  One of David’s elder sisters, Zeruaih, added to the crowd when she gave birth to a son only one year following my own father’s birth, and she named him Joab.  The two boys grew up as brothers, even if one was uncle, the other nephew.  Joab, along with not a few of Jesse’s sons and grandsons, inherited the patriarch’s formidable physique, and grew up tall and strong, and with an aggressive disposition.  By the time he had come of age, Joab was foremost among David’s Thirty, the mighty men of Judah.  When Father became King, he named Joab his General of the Armies.  Although Joab was Father’s nephew, I had been raised to call him “my Lord” or “General”, and I would have been too shy to call him “cousin”. 
 
    I was utterly surprised to see him climbing the steep path from the Sea, in company with Absalom.  It took me but a moment to realize that while Absalom was “fishing with his friend”, he had truly gone down to the fishing village to meet Joab, who had arrived by boat.  My thoughts immediately went to Mother’s cryptic queries about Chinnereth the previous day, and in a trice, I deduced that she and Absalom had colluded to receive General Joab here, at Gamla Hill.  This disturbed me, for I knew that one of the conditions of asylum that King Talmai had decreed was that Absalom could not speak with anyone from Israel unless permitted by Talmai.  It was obvious that Joab had taken a boat and crossed the narrow sea from Chinnereth to avoid being seen.  It was early afternoon when the two reached the great house, so a late luncheon was arranged.  We sat together, and Joab – a military man to his core – wasted no time and immediately began to speak on the subject of his visit. 
 
    “Nor will he say why he does not name an heir,” he continued.  “He stops all talk the moment the subject of the succession is mentioned.  And, Prince Absalom, even if he were to forgive you unconditionally, I do not see him naming you as his successor at this time.  But he does miss you grievously and yearns to see you home.” 
 
    “Then why does he not send for me?” Absalom asked testily. 
 
    “Politics!  Bloody politics!” Joab said with disdain.  “He fears that his council would disapprove, and the remains of Amnon’s faction at court would howl in protest.  David also thinks that the common people are not yet ready to see reconciliation between him and you.  I reminded him that he was King, and damn what the people think!  He replied that he wanted to be a good shepherd and have everyone cooperative, to which I replied that he was not a shepherd, but a sheep dog, and he had better start biting some backsides!  The northern tribes especially; they are a cantankerous crew.” 
 
    Absalom pondered a moment.  “Do the commoners truly hate me, such that Father would not send for me even if he so desired?” 
 
    “No, Prince,” Joab said, “I do not think so.  It is your father’s thought.  Most of the people think that what occurred was something between the royals, and not their concern.  Everyone knows what passed between Amnon and your sister, and – although no one says it aloud – there are not a few who think Amnon deserved what happened to him.  And you were always popular with everyone, while Amnon was politely respected, and no more.  From what I have seen, I believe your popularity has not diminished.  David is ready in his heart to forgive you, but not yet ready to do so publicly, for he fears some sort of outrage or scandal.” 
 
    Mother spoke up.  “I know how David thinks.  Perhaps there is a way to convince him that Absalom would be welcomed home by everyone.” 
 
    “How so, Princess?” 
 
    “Hmm.  Let me think on it.” 
 
    Absalom became impatient.  “General, if Father will not summon me, then why did you make contact with me?” 
 
    Joab looked from Absalom to my mother, then back.  He answered with a single name. 
 
    “Solomon.” 
 
    Mother exhaled huskily, and I saw her scowling. 
 
    “Solomon?” she said forcefully.  “Bathsheba, I would say!  Let me guess!  That harlot has taken advantage of Absalom’s exile, and now she tries all the more to advance her son Solomon to be king after David is in his grave.  Can you now see why David does not name anyone as his heir?  I can almost see her whispering to the King late at night, and preventing him from making any decision, until she is quite assured that he will name her son.  It is Absalom who should be Heir Apparent!  Who is this Solomon but the bastard son of an adulteress and her lover?  And this Solomon would be King?  King?” 
 
     “Peace, my Lady,” Joab said, “I beg your pardon if I have angered you.  Let me hasten to say that I agree with all that you have said.  Solomon is only fifteen, yet he is a clever little beast, far too clever for a boy his age.  And now he and his mother have made a formidable pair of intriguers.  Behind the King’s back they have been building a faction.  I cannot expose them to David, for Bathsheba remains his most favored wife, and she can do no wrong in his eyes.  And she has very little regard for me, for she sees me as an impediment to her ambitions.  And so I am!  There is only one thing where Bathsheba and I agree, and it is that she and I shall be rivals to the end.” 
 
    “I marvel at Bathsheba,” Mother said, “that she is stronger than the mightiest warrior in the Kingdom, for my husband may be powerful, but he is also her lap dog.” 
 
    “I have been companion-in-arms to the King since we were both beardless boys,” said Joab, “yet I could never understand his fascination with that woman.  Years after his body no longer lusts for hers and he turns to other women, he is still spellbound by Bathsheba.  There are many occasions where he takes a concubine to his bed, and when he has finished with her, he dismisses her and then calls for Bathsheba to sleep at his side. Sometimes I think she may have bewitched him.” 
 
    “But aside from her charms,” he continued, “she has other arrows in her quiver.  Nathan the prophet especially, that nauseating fraud!  Whenever the name of Solomon is spoken around the King, Nathan always has admiring words for the boy.  Nathan is a raven that croaks the words of Bathsheba.” 
 
    Absalom spoke up.  “I have a thought.  Many of the prophets surrounding the King have no affection for either Nathan or Bathsheba.  If Bathsheba has a tame prophet doing her bidding, perhaps we may be able to use a prophet, too.  One of those who live in the King’s Citadel.  If the word of god that a prophet gives is unfavorable to Nathan, it is possible the King would become disenchanted with him, then Bathsheba would lose a key ally.” 
 
    “Prophets of god?” shouted Mother.  “Are we all such fools as to trust them?  Those prophets?  Who said they were prophets?  They claim they are prophets, but who has ever inquired of their claims?  Who has ever put them to the test?  Who was witness when god spoke to them?  No one!  But I shall tell you what is true, and it is a truth that you have seen with your very eyes, that the master of these prophets is King David!  They eat at the table of King David!  They live in peace and honor because of King David!  Do you not have the wit to see that they will say whatever pleases King David?  Regardless of the truth?  So, if David inquires of these prophets to learn the will of god, do you think that any of those holy charlatans would have the backbone to disagree with David?  To become the despised of David?  To lose their handsome pensions from David?  I think not!” 
 
    Joab nodded, turned to Absalom, “I agree with Princess Makha.  We cannot look to any of those holy men to help counter Bathsheba’s faction.  They would speak only those words that tickle the ears of the King, and they know that criticism of Bathsheba would mean the end of their comfortable living, and perhaps banishment from court.” 
 
    They were silent for a moment as they gathered their thoughts.  Mother then turned to Joab and made an astute observation. 
 
    “So, you need a powerful ally, and so you come to Absalom.  You have sought him out, for you want a counterbalance to Bathsheba and her whelp.” 
 
    “I do,” said Joab, and he looked about to Absalom.  “You would be a strong presence in the council and would be able to bend the waverers into accepting you.  There are many who distrust Bathsheba, and they would flock to become one of your following.  And I also agree with Princess Makha.  It is Absalom the rightful heir.  I firmly believe that the succession must follow the traditional path.  At first, it was Amnon, but he forfeited all when he violated Lady Tamar, and now he is dead.  So now it must be Absalom – for we all know that Chileab is not the son of David – then after you, it must be Adonijah, then after him, the other sons by line of birth.  This is the rightful succession!  This should be the King’s decree, not something out of favoritism, and certainly not some befuddled decision made during pillow talk.” 
 
    “Yet you said David would never name Absalom as Crown Prince,” said Mother. 
 
    “I said, ‘at this time’,” he corrected her.  “Let us take each step as they come.  Firstly, let us get Absalom back to Jerusalem.  Secondly, we must set about thwarting Bathsheba’s intriguing.  Then we shall see about changing Prince Absalom into Crown Prince Absalom, Heir Apparent.” 
 
    The three smiled at each other in satisfaction.  I had said not a word the entire time.  I sat at the table and picked at my food, listening to the conversation with growing dismay.  Mother looked over to me. 
 
    “And why do you look so glum, my girl?” she asked me.  “Don’t you look forward to returning to Jerusalem?  And Absalom’s restoration?” 
 
    I looked up at her for a moment.  I disliked the thought of life among people of power and substance, and all the maneuvering and manipulations that came with it.  I thought of the social ambiance in Jerusalem, of prominent and rich families, and how the whims of one affected the lives of many.  I thought of the whispering and backbiting into which we would be submerged the moment we set foot in the city.  I contemplated the overriding ambition of Mother and Absalom, and how it consumed them, and how troubling it was for me to know this.  I wanted no part of it. 
 
    Then I thought of the quiet contentment, the healing, the happiness I had felt for these three years, for we were at a distance from the noisy world of the city and the royal court.  My heart felt that I was already home and had no need to return to Jerusalem.  I answered her. 
 
    “I love Gamla Hill.  I want to stay here.” 
 
   


  
 

 The Pool of Hebron 
 
    A striking view of the vast and mighty Great Sea can be had from atop Mount Carmel, two leagues distance away.  But turn about and look to the other side of the mountain and down to its foot, and there to be seen is the pass through the hills that opens onto the beautiful Jezreel Valley.  The valley, extensive and flat, stretches a long day’s journey toward the east, past the village of Ar Megiddo, past the town of Jezreel, and then widens at its end, down by the city of Beth Shan on the Jordan River.  This city is very ancient, and the folk of Beth Shan have built and rebuilt on the same ground for centuries, until the city now stands atop a lofty tell of many levels.  It has been a vital crossroads for travelers, merchants, and armies since time out of mind.  Four roads depart this city toward the cardinal points: north to Galilee, south to Jericho, east to Gilead, and west to the Great Sea. 
 
    The city is overlooked by Mount Gilboa, nearby and to the west.  There upon its summit old King Saul fought his last battle.  He, with three of his sons and his force of warriors, had been approaching Beth Shan from the south with the intention of dislodging a band of marauding Philistines who had overrun the city.  But Saul had been misled; the Philistines were not a mere band, but an invading army, and they poured forth from the city in a wild and reckless counterattack.  Saul’s front line was smashed, and then he and his men were steadily driven from the valley and onto the slopes of the mountain.  The fighting was long and bitter because of the visceral hatred each had for the other, and the path upward became littered with hundreds of Israelite corpses.  Saul’s men knew they were beaten and that soon they would all be dead.  Even so, not one among them broke and ran, or begged for mercy from the enemy.  They fought with the savagery of the doomed, but they were relentlessly pushed higher and higher.  Saul despaired as he watched his sons die one-by-one, but he never stopped fighting.  On top of Mount Gilboa the Philistines surrounded the Israelites.  The last few warriors remaining with Saul formed an unbreakable ring about him, and ferociously defended their king and let no one near.  The Philistines merely drew back and then blackened the sky with a cloud of arrows which rained down upon the Israelites. 
 
    Saul was grievously wounded.  He sadly looked down upon the valley where lay three sons, his heir Jonathan chief among them.  Saul thought of the Kingdom that he had created singlehandedly and built up through unending work and continual warfare over a span of forty years.  He thought of the disparate Hebrew tribes who had nothing in common but a language and a shared antiquity.  Nevertheless, he had united them and taught them the concept of nationhood and had given them a single identity.  He thought of them as his people, even as his children, and fearfully wondered what was to become of them.  Then, with his sword of the finest steel of Assyria, King Saul took his own life rather than be captured. 
 
    It is said that when David was informed of the death of Saul, he was relieved that he would no longer be pursued by his sworn enemy.  Nevertheless, he murmured words of respect for his honored foe, and sincerely mourned the passing of a great man.  But when David was told that his beloved Jonathan had died with his father, David wept bitterly and could not be consoled.  He then laid a curse upon the mountain.  The old folks of Beth Shan sometimes chant the words: 
 
    “Ye mountains of Gilboa, let there be no dew, 
 
    And God evermore stay heaven’s rains upon you.” 
 
    But Yahweh did not give ear to the curse and he spared the mountain, and the dew persists, and the rains still fall, and they have washed away the blood that flowed those many years ago. 
 
    *** 
 
    Before entering the house in Beth Shan, I climbed to the top of the city walls and stood for a moment to take in the scenes offered by the flat valley, for the pretty farms were pleasing to the eye.  It was a moment to relax in the quiet twilight after the tiring journey down from Bishsed.  To the west the sun had lowered itself behind a range of mountains which rose up from the floor of the valley, and their silhouette made them appear as if they were a wall.  In the center I saw Mount Gilboa, little more than a league from where I stood.  The twilight deepened, the western sky became the merest glow of red, and the wall of mountains a deep black.  I descended the stairs, then made my way to the house where we would stay. 
 
    It was while Joab was visiting at Gamla Hill that he and Mother devised a stratagem to play on my father.  Mother remembered a wise woman of Tekoa whom she knew slightly, and she and Joab decided to use this woman in their plan.  When Joab returned to Judah he went to the town of Tekoa where he found the wise woman, and Joab told her what was needed of her.  She agreed – after they had decided on a suitable reward – and then Joab had her go to Jerusalem and beg an audience with the King.  There she told David a parable about a poor widow whose last living son was under sentence of death for murdering his brother; it was intended that the parable would arouse the King’s sympathies.  Father was no fool, however, and immediately saw through the ruse, and guessed that Joab was behind it.  But the parable had its effect, for when Father called Joab to explain, Joab was able to convince Father to allow for the return of Absalom. 
 
    When the news reached us in Geshur, Absalom was jubilant.  I, however, was reluctant to leave Gamla Hill.  Mother was quite persistent in saying that I should join them and return to Judah.  I had briefly thought of appealing to King Talmai, but Mother was Mother after all, and I was accustomed to obeying her.  I relented.  Within a few short weeks, leave from King Talmai was obtained and a caravan had been arranged. 
 
    Bashnak decided that she would stay in her homeland.  On our final day in Geshur she and Mother quietly took leave of each other, perhaps for the last time, and I am unsure if I was amused or faintly disapproving as I watched the two women bid each other farewell.  Bashnak had been my mother’s lady-in-waiting since before Absalom was born, but they were very brief in their words, as if they were concluding a business transaction.  They did not embrace, and I would have only been more surprised if they had.   
 
    Beth Shan was our first night’s stop.  We expected to reach Gilgal for the second night, and then arrive at Jerusalem at the end of the third day.  For a journey of many leagues such as this one, camel caravans are swiftest, for the monotonous plodding of these grand, untiring beasts eats up the road unrelentingly.  A horse or mule could trot faster, but not for hour after hour, day after day, and with so few stops for rest, water, and food.  We had left Bishsed in the early light of dawn and had reached Beth Shan before the sun had touched the western mountains, a full ten leagues in a single day. 
 
    Upon our arrival at Beth Shan, our retainers, guards, and servants joined the camel drivers just outside the city wall, and they pitched tents in the meadow beside the creek that emptied into the Jordan.  However, my family and I were to stay the night in the home of a prominent elder of Beth Shan.  He and Mother were acquainted with each other, and she had sent a message of greeting to him, informing him of our journey through his city.  He kindly came to the city gates to meet her when our caravan arrived, and immediately insisted that she and our family be his guests.  He was rather portly, had a bald head that was offset by a fulsome beard, and seemed to have a perpetual plague of giggling grandchildren at his heels.  With his cheerful banter and homely good manners, he played the part of the jovial burgher to the full.  All his family and many of his friends joined us that evening.  I humorously noted to myself that he had invited the crowd so that he could show off the fact that he was personally acquainted with Princess Makha, the very daughter of the king of nearby Geshur.  And with the abundance of food and excellent wine that was set on the table before us, we all had a merry evening meal together. 
 
    “I remember the day King David drove the Philistines out,” said our host, and he then related an anecdote involving Father, the city, and the elder himself. 
 
    The anecdote was long, for there was much backtracking and many corrections, and humorous asides and jibes from others of his family.  His solemn boasts of personal heroics were countered by hooting challenges from his friends who had witnessed the same event, and soon the account of grim warfare was transformed into a rollicking and amusing tall tale.  When he had ended the story, he looked over to Absalom. 
 
    “And the following day King David received word that you had been born,” he said, “so the celebration was all the happier.” 
 
    Absalom smiled in return.  He then asked the elder something in a light, almost nonchalant manner, but I knew that the answer would have deep significance for himself. 
 
    “So, then, you are not too displeased seeing me return?” 
 
    “Not at all, Prince!” the elder exclaimed.  “You’ve always been a favorite among us.  At least here in Beth Shan and the Jezreel Valley.  I can’t answer for those uppity Judeans – oh, I do beg your pardon! – but from what I have been told, most folks everywhere in Israel were glad to hear that your father had called for your return.” 
 
    Absalom nodded back.  None but me could see his elation.  Although Joab had assured him that most of the common people were agreeable to seeing him return from exile, this first affirmation was pleasing to Absalom’s ears. 
 
    “And did you know,” the elder went on, “that after King David liberated Beth Shan I accompanied the King to pursue the Philistines as they fled?  We went as far south as –”  
 
    “Oh, no you don’t, old man!” said his wife.  “Not that old lie again!  I hate that story about those hapless Amalekites, and you will say no more about it in front of such polite company.  Not while we are still eating!” 
 
    He grinned, shrugged, and turned back to Absalom.  “It seems I am forbidden.” 
 
    He looked about at his friends and relatives, hoping for encouragement for him to continue regardless of his wife’s command.  There were many smiles, but no encouragement.  They had heard the story more than once. 
 
    The following morning, we were away.  Our generous host offered a sumptuous breakfast and tried his best to prolong our visit, urging us to stay another day or two.  Absalom was at his most amiable with sincere, if flattering praises to our host and his family for making our short stay a delight.  But since he was eager to get to Jerusalem he declined in a polite and agreeable manner.  Mother embraced our host and his wife affectionately, and we took our leave. 
 
    I admired the bright morning of our departure, the early sun climbing above the high plateau of Gilead to the east across the Jordan.  I watched with pleasure as we passed farmers who would recognize us, and they would stop, wave, and call out good wishes as they turned their flocks out into the fields.  Little ones spied our caravan and ran up, trotting along beside us, shouting, “Prince Absalom!  Prince!”, and my brother would cheerfully wave back.  I laughed at the barking dogs which accompanied the children; the dogs ran about the irritable camels, dodging between the camels’ legs, setting our beasts to bellowing down at them in exasperation.  As the city was left farther behind, our rambunctious escort departed one-by-one and our caravan was left alone.  After about three hours we neared the town of Abel-meholah; the mountains of the Gilboa had rounded the southern end of the Jezreel Valley and drew close to the Jordan.  Here the mountain ranges to the left and right were less than a league apart, and road and River were in a narrow corridor which would continue onward until the River passed Jericho and emptied into the Dead Sea.  I was beside Mother most of the time; we simply rode along, silent, looking at the passing scenery or at the occasional rabbit that bolted from a bush, or watched the birds as they sprang from trees and took to the air, so wonderfully fleet of wing. 
 
    Much of the journey, however, was simple tedium; rocking to and fro as the camels plodded on, my face and head wrapped up to keep out the sun and the dust, looking ahead to see if travelers were approaching.  I began to chat with Mother to pass the time.   
 
    “I am curious to know,” I said to her, “last night at dinner, why the elder’s wife objected when the elder wanted to tell another story.  The first story was so funny that I was wanting to hear more.  It seemed that many knew what story it was.  Do you know it?” 
 
    She replied after a moment.  “Yes, I believe I know which one it was.  And I agree with his wife.  The story is hideous, and not to be heard at a dinner table.  And one I do not want to think about.” 
 
    This only piqued my inquisitiveness the more. 
 
    “Is it that bad, Mother?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “and I do not want to speak of it.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    She was irritated at my persistence, nevertheless she replied. 
 
    “It has to do with David’s peculiar hatred for the Amalek people.  I had always thought they were simple nomads living in the deserts to the south of Judah, no different than other tribes of Canaan.  Oh, there were and there will be occasional wars or cattle raids if they feel they can get away with it, the same as all the other peoples between the Nile and the Tigris.  Yet, they are particularly despised by David.  I, however, think they are more civilized and merciful than the Judeans.” 
 
    “How so, Mother?” I asked.  “I was always taught that Amalekites were horrid and ferocious.” 
 
    “Oh, these Judeans persistently try to demonize them so!” she said.  “Judeans feel they must justify their butchering of them, so they make up these awful stories.  But I shall tell you a story of how the Amalekites truly were, and it was something that occurred not long before I was sent to David as his bride.  It happened this way.  David had left his wives Ahinoam and Abigail in the city of Ziklag while he went off to fight alongside the Philistines against his own people when he was –” 
 
    “Father fought alongside the Philistines?” I cried, aghast.  “Against our own people?  That cannot be true!  The Philistines are the mortal enemies of Israel.  Father would never make common cause with them, even if it were against King Saul.” 
 
    “You are interrupting,” Mother said crisply.  “And yes, during that accursed civil war between your father and King Saul, David lived for a while in Gath with the Philistine King Achish, and David and his band of rebels would fight for the Philistines.  One day while David was off somewhere with King Achish, some Amalek raiders attacked the city of Ziklag.  But hear me!  After Ziklag surrendered, not one of the captives was killed or even molested by the Amalekites.  David’s two wives were treated with honor, and all the captives had a chance at freedom if they could pay ransom.  Those who could not pay ransom would be sold as slaves, but no one was harmed!  Later David rescued his wives and the Ziklag townspeople.  But if it were David to capture an Amalek settlement, then not one would have been spared, not one would have been left to breathe.  David would have massacred the lot.  That, my dear, is the difference between your father and the Amalekites.” 
 
    “Father would not be that cruel, Mother,” I said reproachfully. 
 
    By now Mother was becoming incensed as her memories brought forth unpleasant scenes.  She directed her ire toward Father. 
 
    “Oh, no?” she said.  “Then I shall tell you that story that the elder wanted to tell.  He did indeed go with your father to chase the Philistines.  They went to the far south and unexpectedly came upon a small village of Amalekites.  David and his men did not hesitate.  They immediately attacked that little village and slaughtered all the men before they even knew the Judeans were upon them; they had been going about their business and not even armed with weapons when they were attacked without warning, and so they were killed where they stood.  They tried to surrender, but it was no use; there was no mercy for them.  Then the Judean warriors killed all the women.  It was then that my friend, the elder, had to look on in horror as David’s men picked up the babies and little children by the ankles and dashed out their brains on the stones.  Right there before him!  And all the while David kept repeating, ‘The Lord Yahweh is with us this day.  Yahweh is with us.’  When I heard this, in my eyes David was no longer the attractive and romantic rebel.  He had become a mere marauder, killer, and thief!  But the elder – and this is why I love the old fool to this day – voiced his dismay quite forcefully, tried to get them to stop the killing.  David had to restrain him physically, and he only said, ‘The Lord Yahweh wants these people to be destroyed utterly’, to which the elder shouted, ‘If God is great, then let God do his own killing!  He has the power!  Let Yahweh send down an angel or raise up a plague.  You do not have to be his murderer!’  But he could say nothing to stop David.  The men continued the killing until everyone in that tiny, unhappy village was slain.  Then they divided the plunder amongst them, laughing all the while, singing songs and getting drunk on wine.  Horrible!  The Lord Yahweh was with them indeed!” 
 
    I remained silent for some time after.  I was a grown woman by then, twenty years old, and it is a dismaying truth that as we grow out of childhood and gain experience and maturity, we see that our parents are not the perfect and wise creatures they appeared to be when we were children.  There comes the understanding that they are like all other adults, with shortcomings, weaknesses, and – we hope never to learn – hidden wickedness. 
 
    I shall continue to cherish the memory of my parents to my very end, and my love for them was complete and unconditional.  Yet I yearn for those days of my early youth, when they were both shining and flawless angels. 
 
    *** 
 
    That night we stopped at the city of Gilgal, where we stayed at the royal residence that Father would use whenever he visited that city.  There we were met by General Joab.  His news was upsetting to Absalom. 
 
    “How can this be?” Absalom almost shouted.  “He sends for me, but now he will not allow me into his presence?  Why did I ever leave Geshur?” 
 
    “Attend me, Prince,” said Joab.  “Did I not say we must take each step as they come?  I, too, was surprised when King David told me this but a few days ago.  But he has made his pronouncement, which must be obeyed.  I urge you to think of your gain:  we have gotten you back to Judah, have we not?  That is a start, yes?” 
 
    “Hah!” cried Absalom, and he stood and paced a bit.  “This means that I shall not be on his council.  I shall not be given duties as a prince.  And I shall not be of any use to thwart Bathsheba and her schemes.  It is to your disadvantage as well as my own, General, should the King refuse to receive me.  So what now?  Do I rot on a farm somewhere, or sit in some backwater city for the rest of my life?” 
 
    “My Prince,” said Joab, “I counsel patience.  You will be in Judah, and you will be able to see opportunity eventually.” 
 
    Absalom stopped pacing and looked at Joab, asked, “He has not forbidden me to live in Jerusalem, has he?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Then I shall live in my house there!” Absalom said.  “By-and-bye, our paths must cross within the King’s Citadel.  I am sure that if he sees me, he will want to talk to me.” 
 
    “Admirable plan, Prince Absalom,” said Joab.  “As I said, step by step.” 
 
    Mother spoke.  “Yes, that is a good start, my son.  I, however, do not wish to live in Jerusalem, nor do I wish to live in the same city as Bathsheba, nor to have my path cross the King’s.  I shall pass Jerusalem and continue on to Hebron to my house there.  Tamar will come with me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Our camels brought us to the small city of Hebron, the town of my birth.  There they knelt just outside the main gate and near its renowned pool.  Mother and I dismounted and stood, stretching for a moment before we would walk up into the city and to our house. 
 
    I had been disappointed that Mother wanted me to stay with her and not stop at Jerusalem with Absalom, for I had not seen Father in three years and I dearly wanted to see him again.  Mother firmly told me that I could visit the King at any time after we had settled ourselves in Hebron, but that she did not want to see him as we passed near Jerusalem or any other time if she could avoid it.  She persuaded me to stay with her and promised to give me leave to go up to Jerusalem as often as I wished, but first she wanted me with her to re-establish her household in Hebron. 
 
     There were a few people near the pool, but my attention was taken by a woman who eyed us curiously.  She was in late middle age; strands of gray hair had fallen from beneath her scarf and played upon a narrow, careworn face.  Her clothing was simple, almost plain, but one could see that her robes were cut from the finest cloth, skillfully stitched together.  I regarded her, for her eyes would not leave Mother, and her countenance held a mixture of nostalgia and melancholy.  I felt that I should know her, that her face was one I almost recognized, but I could not place her that moment.  She then approached us, a tentative smile on her face. 
 
    “Princess Makha?” she said to Mother.  “Sister?” 
 
    Mother turned, smiled.  “Michal.” 
 
    Then I remembered.  Michal.  She was Father’s first wife, the daughter of King Saul.  I had not seen her since I was very small.  Many years prior Father had sent her away and refused to allow her near him.  No one in Jerusalem spoke about her.  The two women embraced and spoke excitedly, as if they were old friends who were catching up on what had befallen each other over the years.  She seemed to understand the reason for our sojourn in Geshur, although she politely dodged saying this.  As they spoke, our attendants and servants picked up our baggage and made known that they were ready.  Mother took Michal by the arm and asked her to come with us. 
 
    We entered Mother’s house, which seemed unchanged from when we left three years previously.  The steward of the house was loyal to Mother and had been in service to her since the day she had first arrived in Judah.  He was accustomed to having his mistress absent for months or years and carried on his duties faithfully while we were in exile, simply shrugging and saying he had received no other instructions from her.  The house was in good order, as if Mother and I had departed only the previous year and had returned for a retreat from the Jerusalem summer. 
 
    Mother showed Lady Michal the house, who had never seen it before, even if she had lived in Hebron during the time my father had his capital there.  Mother gave her to understand that the house had been a wedding gift.  They eventually made themselves comfortable in a small room near the entrance, and there their conversation was long.  As the talk went on, recent events and details of the house gave way to reminiscences, and then it was that I learned why Michal was no longer welcome to the court of King David. 
 
    “I once loved David,” Michal said, “and with all my heart.  He was my world, and I truly believed he loved me in return.  Oh, how my heart said it was so!  But, you see, at that time I was in ignorance of what had come to pass between David and my brother Jonathon.  Be that as it may, the friction between David and my father never ceased, and too often I found myself in the middle, and I despaired, for I loved them both.  One day, I found out that my father had sent out assassins, so I helped David escape.  Before he left he swore he would return for me, and told me to be true to him, then he was gone.  He managed to gather three companies of his men to join him, so when my father’s warriors chased after them, there was fighting, and thus that horrible civil war began.   
 
    “Many months later, word came that he had taken Ahinoam and then Abigail to be his wives.  I don’t know why I thought he would keep only me and never take other wives, but he did, and I felt such disappointment.  But men have this right, so I did my best to accept it.  I waited and waited for him to send for me, for I wanted to be with him so much, regardless that I would need to share him with the others.  But he never did.  Then I was told that he had proclaimed Abigail to be his dearest wife, over all others, and he said no other woman on earth was her equal.  And this hurt me sorely, for then I knew that his love for me was but my own heart’s deception. 
 
    “My father then took me and gave me to another man, Palti.  I was resentful at first, both toward my father and toward Palti.  But Palti was such a kind man, and gentle, and very patient with me.  He took me to his farm and there we lived quietly.  After a time, I rejoiced to have Palti for a husband for he was a man of peace and did not go off warring and pillaging with the other young men, but stayed home, tended his farm, and he did his best to please me in little ways.  So, I grew to love Palti, and he loved me in return.  I remember how we would simply sit and talk in the evenings after work and supper.  At times we would speak of having children together.  Those were such happy days.  But then – but then, after my father died, David became a rival king to my brother Ishbosheth.” 
 
    She paused a moment, then continued bitterly, “My brother took me away from Palti and sent me back to David.  All because Ishbosheth was afraid of David and wanted to appease him.” 
 
    Michal laughed without humor.  “Well, it seems I shall die childless after all.  David showed very little interest in me after I was returned to him.  I think it may be because David contemplated too long on the fact that I had slept with Palti, and it was an affront to his manhood.  Nevertheless, I know for certain that I ruined any future I might have had with him that day I foolishly teased him for how gracelessly he had danced at a holy celebration.  He took my jest as an insult, and he sent me away the very next day.  But he refused to release me from marriage to him, so I must remain his property.  David went so far as to tell me that he would kill Palti if I ever tried to speak to him.  David wants me to be alone forever.  And alone I shall be, for now I am past the age for childbearing.” 
 
    Mother took Michal’s hand and lightly patted her arm.  Perhaps Mother knew what had crossed Michal’s heart, for the two women had shared the same husband and knew his ways.  Mother later told me that David’s pride had made him demand Michal’s return, and not because he yearned for her.  David, she told me, had a strong sense of the prestige that went with kingship, and the daughter of King Saul was an impressive possession he could proudly display. 
 
    I had watched as Mother sympathetically listened to Michal and compared it to those times she would speak most disparagingly of her and the other wives.  Yet I knew Mother’s sympathy was not false.  She was sincere, not inconsistent, for she had commonalities with Michal that only the wives of the same man could understand, and now her concern was solely over another woman’s plight. 
 
    The two spoke for a few more moments, then Michal stood and said she needed to go.  Mother tried her best to have Michal stay for our evening meal, but Michal politely declined.  The three of us spoke our goodbyes, and the goodbyes lasted a good quarter hour.  Mother and Michal embraced and kissed each other’s cheek, and I could see that Mother was quite warm and caring as she took leave of the first wife of King David. 
 
    After Michal had left, Mother moved through the house to her favorite room for sitting.  I went to the kitchen and prepared a pitcher of wine and water, then poured out a cup to bring her, and walked into the room where she was.  She stood near the window. 
 
    Mother looked out the window for a long moment, her back to me.  I then saw her shoulders tremble, and I became very disturbed when I heard her crying softly.  I had never seen Mother weep before.  Never.  I went to her and took her in my arms as she sobbed gently.  To me, Mother had always been the person with utmost strength of character – greater than Absalom’s, greater than Father’s – and now I was unnerved to see her as a human and a woman, and she unburdened her heart and allowed tears to flow.  How long, I wondered, had she wanted, needed to let go and simply cry for a moment, and release whatever bitterness or anguish she held inside?  We stood together, and I felt her shuddering as she spilled the unrest that she had carried within for so many years.  I felt her emotions passing through her heart as I embraced her, a wistfulness bordering on sorrow, her normally imperturbable manner set aside.  I rocked her slowly in my arms, something I had never done before, for it had always been Mother who had comforted others, and it was she who had never sought nor needed comfort.  But it was for a mere moment and no more.  It seemed to me that it was all too soon that she ceased, quickly wiped her eyes, then laughed quietly at herself. 
 
    I then heard her humming a sweet melody that I had heard so long ago I had forgotten it for the moment.  Then, softly, she began to sing, and I recognized the song at last.  It was a tender song of love that Father himself had composed for her many years before, originally to welcome her to Judah when he took her as his bride, and it was occasionally sung for her over the years.  Beneath my arms she was no longer Mother, but a young maiden who had been taken away from her home and given to the lord of a foreign land, and I felt her body as it was then, soft and fresh as a girl.  She sang the words that Father had made for her those years before: 
 
      
 
    “Thou art the fairest of all daughters of God. 
 
    All thy garments are scented with cassia, aloe, and myrrh 
 
    Out of the ivory palaces, whereby they have made thee glad. 
 
    Daughters of kings are among thy companions, and 
 
    Upon thy right hand did stand the Queen in the gold of Ophir. 
 
      
 
    Forsake thine own people, and thy father’s house, 
 
    For the King now takes thee to wife, 
 
    And he shall cherish thee thy beauty. 
 
    Thy children, O Princess, that thou mayest bring forth 
 
    Shall be monarchs in every land.” 
 
    We stood, and I held her close.  The song gave clue to her feelings, and I began to realize that beneath the many vexations that had descended upon her there was another kernel within her heart that had always troubled her, that deep within her she had at one time truly wanted to love David in the way a woman would love her man.  And now she mourned – not for the present troubles – but for the promise of love that had never come to pass.  But from the beginning of her life with him, her principles, her relentless honesty, and her own fierce pride forbade her from giving herself to him wholly, for she saw his character, and saw the truth of his kingship, and they were sadly lacking in her eyes, and she admitted to herself that the man she had wanted to love had never existed. 
 
    We were silent for a time, and then I felt her body lose the softness of the moment before; the muscles became firm; she stood straighter.  She moved her hands to my shoulders and gently pushed me away, and I saw her face settling into stern lines, and she became the Princess again.  She spoke. 
 
    “I, like Michal, was enraptured of David for a time, for he was so handsome and charming.  Yet I, like Michal, came to know him for what he was.  Love faded, and in its place, a gray disillusion.” 
 
    I held my tongue, did not reply.  My sympathies were real, but I could not accept what she had said.  I wanted to ask her:  Where, then, is the perfect man?   
 
   


  
 

 King’s Pardon 
 
    It is dismaying to think that as one gets older, the flight of years is swifter. 
 
    My reunion with Father was happy for us, heartbreaking for me.  In those brief years that I had been away he had aged, his hair grayer, his beard whiter, the wrinkles of crows’ feet about his eyes deeper.  He seemed weary, a bit sad, for the troubles of a kingdom that descended upon his shoulders were unrelenting.  Yet he greeted me with a roaring exclamation and a mighty hug that took away my breath.  He had me sit next to him on a bench, and we spoke excitedly, and our eyes never left each other, and our smiles and laughter gave a relief to me I had not felt in a long while.  We did not speak of unpleasant things, and I never learned why my letters to him had gone unanswered.  Yet I cared not, for I had missed my father very much, and simply took joy in seeing him again.  But in a mere quarter hour he gently told me that he must dismiss me, for he had much work that day. 
 
    One-quarter hour after an absence of three years. 
 
    We embraced and then I was away and returned to the house of Absalom where I had been staying.  There I went up to my room and sat quietly for a time, thinking, thinking. 
 
    As the weeks passed I saw my father from time to time and had longer visits with him whenever he could allow.  There were occasional social events at the Palace to which he invited me, and once he asked me to come with him on his chariot, so that we could have a ride together through the countryside surrounding the city.  I had thought that it would be just us two on a relaxing ride, but it was not to be, for about fifty of his guard ran ahead of us and several of his functionaries followed behind in their own chariots.  People on the roads would stop to cheer as the King passed, and whenever he halted, a crowd would quickly gather and he would take the time to speak with them. 
 
    I settled into a life seemingly opposite that of the years before our exile.  In those prior years, Mother and I would spend most months in Jerusalem, but in the summers, we would be in Hebron.  Now we stayed in Hebron much of the year.  I would go up to Jerusalem frequently, however, for there was Father, Brother and his family, and all my old friends.  Mother never went up to Jerusalem, my brother seldom left it. 
 
    I loved Absalom’s house, for it was the house in which I grew up.  Absalom always greeted me cheerily whenever I came up from Hebron, and he would help bring my things up to the same room that I had since I had left the nursery.  Whenever he dined at home, he would always have me at the table with him, even if he had guests who were men.  Shoshana was invited too, if less often than I.  If Absalom had been a prized dinner guest in the past, it was his dinner table that now was much sought, for his charm as a host and the lively banter across the table with interesting people were renowned.  There I would sit and enjoy fascinating evenings with some of the most prominent men of the city.  I heard quite a bit about what was going on in the Kingdom’s capital. 
 
    *** 
 
    Absalom lived in Jerusalem for two years before he gained the King’s pardon.  But in so doing he lost a powerful ally, Joab. 
 
    When Absalom returned to his house in Jerusalem, he had hoped that in time Father would call for him, but it was not soon in coming.  Whenever the King moved about the city, his bodyguard would run before him and if they encountered Absalom anywhere along the King’s path, they would respectfully but firmly ask him to return to his house.  Absalom would obey, barely containing his ire.   
 
    In that first year Joab would be a frequent guest at Absalom’s house, where Joab would relate to him court matters and about the discussions underway amongst the councilors.  Absalom would insistently press Joab for a day when he could approach the King and openly ask for pardon.  Joab became wearied as he said time and again that Absalom must exercise patience, that he should not try to insinuate himself with the King, but let David take time before summoning him.  Joab repeatedly told Absalom that David still loved him.  He simply needed time. 
 
    As the second year wore on, Joab’s visits to Absalom lessened.  He had become heartily fed up with Absalom, and how their conversations rarely changed topic.  Too often, Joab had been annoyed by Absalom’s badgering queries about the King and his intentions toward his son.  His plan to have Absalom act as counterbalance to Bathsheba and her faction had been seemingly negated when the King refused Absalom a pardon.  As time passed, however, Joab saw that the mere presence of Absalom in Jerusalem was of great help.  He had been a favorite of the people since his adolescence and the citizens welcomed him back enthusiastically in informal ways.  Because he was very approachable, one could encounter him casually and speak with him, becoming mesmerized by his dazzling personality.  Absalom was also able to do quite much behind the scenes to influence others, and he reestablished contact with the important citizens of the city.  Bathsheba and Solomon were eclipsed in their popularity by the handsome prince.  It was no longer a pressing need for Joab to have Absalom’s full pardon, so Joab felt he now had the luxury of avoiding Absalom from time to time.  A day came when Joab simply did not answer an invitation from Absalom.  The day passed. 
 
    The very next day, one of Joab’s farmworkers ran to Jerusalem and sought out his master. 
 
    “My lord!” he cried when he found Joab, “Absalom’s servants have set fire to your barley field!  The field that is next to his own, over in the valley past Zion!” 
 
    Joab rose with a shout.  He was a warrior and never left his house without his sword, so he grabbed it and strapped it about him quickly, then he and several servants ran all the way from the city, over the hill to the west and into the valley beyond.  There he saw Absalom standing in his own field with several of his workers, watching while Joab’s servants frantically beat at flames in Joab’s field.  Joab turned to the servants who had followed him from the city in his run over the hill of Zion.  He motioned for them to join the others in fighting the blaze.  He then turned and walked up to Absalom.  To say he was livid would have been too mild a way to describe what he felt.   
 
    “Have you gone mad?” Joab cried.  “Why did you set my field alight?”   
 
    “Because I called for you and you ignored me,” Absalom said simply, “so I called for you again in a way that you could not ignore.”   
 
    “Then you have indeed gone mad!” shouted Joab, not at all appreciative of the creative way in which he was summoned.  “Do you know how much this damage will cost me?  I shall have a full accounting!  To the last shekel!  And I expect you to make good this vandalism!” 
 
    “The burning of the field has done its work, General,” said Absalom.  “You are here, and now you’ll hear what I have to say.” 
 
    “Say on!” 
 
    “Why has the King brought me back to Jerusalem if he refuses to see me?” 
 
    “Not that again!” Joab roared out in his frustration. 
 
    He was beside himself at Absalom’s words, for on very many occasions Absalom would begin his conversations this way, and on each of those occasions Joab urged patience.  Now Joab’s own patience was at an end. 
 
    “May the god Yahweh strike me dead where I stand! You burn my field simply to hear from me what I have already told you more times than I care to number.” 
 
    “Well, I have had enough,” said Absalom.  “I want you to go to the King and tell him from me that I shall enter into his presence.  And if he finds fault with me I shall demand that he kill me where I stand!” 
 
    Joab looked at Absalom and thought.  Joab was sure that David would not have his son put to death.  Yet it was possible that the King would banish Absalom – perhaps permanently – for the insolence of entering the King’s presence while he was still officially proscribed.  If Absalom was no longer present in Jerusalem, Joab would lose a deterrent to the machinations of Nathan and Bathsheba.  Before he could reply, Absalom spoke again. 
 
    “I shall indeed enter the Cedar Palace.  I shall indeed enter the King’s chamber and speak with him, and I’ll do it with you or without you.  However, it may be easier for us both if you told him my demand, and that he would not be taken unaware when I go to him.” 
 
    “You are that determined, eh?” said Joab. 
 
    “I am the true heir!” Absalom shot back.  “Either he kills me or takes me back.  I shall accept nothing less!  I am sick to death of creeping about Jerusalem, pretending to be a mere rat hiding in a granary.  I must be welcomed back by the King, or I am nothing!  Pardoned I must be, for then I shall be able to press him into doing what is just and giving me my rights.  I cannot press my plaint unless I have his ear.  I ask you to tell him I come, but come I shall, and demand what is my own.”  
 
    Joab looked about him at the smoldering field.  The adjacent farmers had joined Joab’s workers and had beaten out most of the flames before they could spread to their own fields.  White smoke drifted across the valley and towards the north, away from the city.  Joab had seen much death, destruction, and flames set in anger in his lifetime of war and conflict.  This small field was insignificant, yet the symbol could not be ignored, that Absalom was willing to go to great lengths to claim his inheritance.  Joab turned back to Absalom. 
 
    “Hear me, Prince!  David will name his successor in due time, and I shall do my part to ensure that it is you.  Yet I tell you now that it will be the King’s decision, and if it be not you, then I must swear loyalty to that one, whomever it may be.  I obey David.  It is David who is my king, and he remains my king until his dying day.” 
 
    “That day cannot come soon enough!” Absalom cried out. 
 
    Fury glinted in Joab’s eyes.  He stepped back while his right hand flew to the left and to the hilt of his sword.  He took the grip and tugged at the sword, pulled on it slightly. 
 
    Absalom froze in his tracks, for he knew he faced the most merciless and savage warrior in the Kingdom.  Absalom’s impulse had run away with him and caused him to shout those insolent words about the King, and he knew that he had made a grave miscalculation even as the words left his lips.  Joab’s loyalty to David was well-known to be profound and unshakeable, and he was quite ready to defend his King’s honor instantly and to the death.  To Absalom’s relief he saw Joab stay his hand and loosen his grasp on the hilt of the sword.  He saw Joab’s hand relax, then drop to his side again.  Absalom tried to keep his countenance calm and unconcerned, but he did not dare open his mouth to say another word, for he was gripped with fear.  He asked himself why, oh why had he made such a remark to a man who would readily slit the throat of anyone who was disrespectful of his King.  While he stood mute, Joab held him long in his gaze, and Absalom felt as if Joab’s eyes had stripped him naked and laid bare his soul. 
 
    “At last I see your heart, Prince,” Joab said in a quiet voice which made Absalom all but cease breathing.  “Perhaps too late, I at last see that your desire for the throne has taken you entirely, to the exclusion of all else.  You do not wish to serve your father as is fitting for a son of a king and to earn your kingship by being his closest helpmeet.  No.  You want his pardon such that you would be in the Cedar Palace, making plots of your own to advance yourself.  I see it in your eyes!  David is a great king and he is shrewd, but he is a fool in matters concerning his family.  He does not allow himself to see what you are doing.  Yet I am not such a fool!  I know what you are plotting. You think that if the King is too slow in naming his heir, then you must push him.  Yet hear me!  If you play upon David to gain influence over him, you make me your rival.  If you lift one finger to take the crown while David lives, then you make me your blood enemy!  Dare not set yourself to intrigue.  You are not king yet.” 
 
    The two men stood facing each other.  Joab’s half-closed eyes menacingly held my brother.  Absalom pretended to a calm he did not feel.   
 
    “I shall go to David once more on your behalf,” said Joab, “and I shall plead for you one last time.  And when that errand is done – whether I am successful or not – then I shall say to you that our business is at an end, and I have no more to do with you, Prince.” 
 
    Joab turned and walked away through the wind-blown smoke. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ahithophel despised his granddaughter Bathsheba.  He was contemptuous of Joab.  And he had especial loathing for King David.  It had not always been so.   
 
    It came about in this way.  Ahithophel was David’s chief advisor, while his son Eliam was one of David’s high-ranking officers among the Thirty.  Eliam was a very close friend to his comrade-in-arms, Uriah, also an officer and one of the Thirty.  Each commanded his own battalion under the leadership of General Joab, and at times they would attend councils of war.  So it was that on several occasions Ahithophel heard Uriah speak in council and he admired the young man’s sagacity.  Ahithophel was gratified that his son had a strong, intelligent, and genuinely likeable friend, and Ahithophel would often have his son bring Uriah to family celebrations – the weaning of a child, the betrothal of one of the adolescents in the family – and Ahithophel’s affection for his son’s friend grew.  It seemed only natural when Eliam gave his daughter as wife to his dearest friend Uriah.  Ahithophel cared not that he was a foreigner; he wholeheartedly welcomed him into the family.  He rejoiced at the feast for the newlyweds and joined in the merry procession that followed Uriah and his beautiful bride into Uriah’s house next door to the Cedar Palace.  Soon he began to think of Uriah as a second son.   
 
    Not long after the marriage Uriah departed with the army, for there was another war with the Ammonites.  Although it was custom that newly-married men would stay home with their brides for at least a year, Uriah was a loyal and motivated warrior and would never allow his men to face battle without him.  The army of Israel rampaged through Ammon and eventually settled down into a siege around an enemy city.  Many weeks passed. 
 
    Ahithophel was not one to listen to rumor and gossip, but within the King’s Citadel, one could escape neither.  It was through the whispers of a servant that Ahithophel heard that the King had taken a mistress and was trying to keep the fact secret.  He even heard a scrap of a scurrilous rhyme, a ribald and unlikely account of the love affair.  The advisor did not know or even care to know who could have been the King’s mistress.  His question was why.  There was a bevy of women who already belonged to the King, both wives and concubines, so why would the King feel the need to take a mistress and then try to keep it quiet, when he could simply take the woman into his house as a new wife or concubine?  Ahithophel surmised that it was because David’s new mistress was already married, and the King wanted to be as discreet as possible.  Ahithophel shook his head and thought to himself that people would always behave like people. 
 
    Weeks later Ahithophel was puzzled when Uriah was called back to Jerusalem to make a routine report.  That the King would call back a battalion commander simply for a report that could have been written by Joab and sent as dispatch seemed rather odd.  He set it aside and simply welcomed his grandson-in-law happily.  However, Uriah seemed distracted, distantly worried about something.  He put nothing into words, merely returned Ahithophel’s greeting.  In mere days, Uriah was journeying back to the army carrying a sealed letter from the King to give Joab.  The advisor and the warrior took leave of each other, and Ahithophel noticed a troubled look in Uriah’s eyes.  Uriah would not say why.  He merely wondered why his wife did not come to the city gates to bid farewell to her husband, then he was away. 
 
    A week later Ahithophel was deeply hurt when news came that Uriah had been killed in combat.  From the courier, Ahithophel learned that Uriah had returned to the siege and sought out Joab, with whom he spoke for an hour or more.  Early the next morning, Joab ordered Uriah to take his men and attack a certain section of the city wall.  He and his men obediently assaulted the well-defended walls.  All his men returned.  Uriah did not.  Ahithophel and Eliam mourned their lost friend who had been in their family all too briefly.  Uriah’s young widow wept for a time.  A few days later it came to be known that she was with child. 
 
    As if a bolt of lightning split the darkness for a heartbeat, Ahithophel saw everything; the rumors of the King taking a mistress, the doggerel in the streets, the unneeded recall of Uriah, Uriah’s death the very day after his return to the army, the timing of his wife’s pregnancy.  It was a puzzle no more; the pieces became a whole. 
 
    David and Bathsheba. 
 
    Ahithophel knew in his heart what had come to pass.  He also realized that Uriah would not have been killed had not Joab colluded with the King.  If deep within Ahithophel’s heart a rage burned with an intensity he had never felt before, no one looking at him would ever have known.  He was too prudent to accuse the King openly of adultery and murder.  Even if he confronted the King armed with facts and witnesses, the King would have had him removed from the council and banished.  Yet the only accusations that he could make were based on mere rumor or conjecture, and for that the King would have had his head.  Ahithophel remained silent.  He dutifully attended the King’s council as if nothing had occurred, spoke wisely on any of the issues under discussion, his diligence never wavered.  But his hatred for the King, Bathsheba, and Joab grew each time he saw their deceitful faces, yet he carefully remained outwardly loyal and continued to give good advice to the King. 
 
    For twenty years Ahithophel thought on how he could exact his revenge.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Joab’s petition for Absalom had been successful, and my brother had indeed been allowed into the King’s presence, and the two had embraced.  Father had kissed both of Absalom’s cheeks.  The loving gesture was sincere.  It was also the official signal of the King’s pardon.  There was much applause in the King’s audience chamber on the day of Absalom’s reinstatement, and smiles and happy congratulations by everyone in attendance.  Absalom beamed at those around him.  Later that evening as he walked to his home, there were cheers from the citizens of Jerusalem.  Absalom was appointed to the King’s council the very next day.  But Father never announced who his heir would be.  Absalom’s disappointment gnawed at him for months.  
 
    Since Absalom was on the council Ahithophel began to encounter him frequently, and many times they spoke privately.  Ahithophel was quite perceptive, and completely grasped the state of affairs.  He saw that the young prince was held in high affection by the King as his favorite child; this child, however, did not hold the same affection for the father, rather, he was consumed by intense ambition and a venomous resentment.  Ahithophel had long known that as wise as the King was, his wisdom would vanish where his loved ones were concerned.  The King was overly indulgent with them, overlooked faults that would have caused him to react had they been anyone else.  He was dismissive, even irritated if anyone ever made the most respectful complaint about them.  If the King had welcomed Absalom back, it was because the King had refused to see Absalom’s bitter disappointment at not being named heir and that he was a potential danger if this disappointment was allowed to fester.  Ahithophel thought to himself that the King had blindly allowed a wolf into his house.  Perhaps this wolf could be useful to Ahithophel. 
 
    For his part, Absalom saw that his blossoming friendship with Ahithophel was very timely, for he found a friend and influential counselor just as Joab had deserted him.  Absalom paused to consider; perhaps Ahithophel would be able to serve him better than the General.  The intellect of the King’s chief advisor was well-known for being penetrating and quick, he was trusted by the King, and his experience was long and extensive.  The blustering warrior was now replaced with the subtle thinker and Absalom believed that he had come off the better in the exchange.  The prince and the advisor each thought that the other might be of service.           
 
    *** 
 
    “These Israelites are always quarreling so!” exclaimed Mother.  “They are but a boiling stew of contentious clans and tribes.  All against all!  Correct me if I am wrong about your history, Lord Ahithophel, but did they not readily accept Saul as king only because he was of the tribe of Benjamin?” 
 
    “Quite perceptive of you, Princess,” replied the advisor.  “Israelites do not worry about Benjamin.  It is the smallest and poorest of the tribes, therefore the least intimidating, and so the rest of the house of Jacob agreed to proclaim Saul as king.  But David had to fight for the throne for years, for few of the other tribes wanted a Judean king.  Judah is the most powerful and the wealthiest tribe, and with vast numbers of people.  The other tribes fear domination by Judeans.” 
 
    Absalom had invited Ahithophel to accompany him to Mother’s house in Hebron to spend a week or two away from the Jerusalem summer.  There were only four of us at the dinner table, and Mother had dismissed the servants after the meal had been set. 
 
    I had seen Ahithophel often at Absalom’s house in Jerusalem, and enjoyed his quiet, but deeply thoughtful sayings.  If he was not as lively a conversationalist as Brother, he more than made up for it in the very weighty things he would say, couched in a language that was easily understood.  Those times he had dined with Absalom in Jerusalem, however, were usually with several other guests, and the talk was always about matters of the day and good-natured debates on the best way to address whatever issue was under discussion.  Yet here at Mother’s house in Hebron he had no need to be guarded in his speech, and I became utterly captivated as I listened to him, Absalom, and Mother, for it seemed that the three were quite comfortable with each other and had the same mind on many things.  
 
    “I know for a certainty that the northern tribes chafe under David,” she continued.  “I had learned this years ago from those Israelites who live adjacent to Geshur.” 
 
    I immediately thought of our endearingly funny host, the burgher of Beth Shan. 
 
    “I would say that they sincerely like David, but that they are wary of the King of Judah,” said Ahithophel.  “David was ultimately victorious in the civil war for three reasons.  Firstly, after the death of Saul there was no opponent worthy of him.  Secondly, that after generations the incursions by the Philistines have ceased, and David gets the credit.  And thirdly, he has such a winning personality.  The northern tribes accept David, if grudgingly.  They would be less receptive to a Judean who is not David.  That is one of the few things where the northern tribes are always in agreement, in their mistrust of Judah.  I believe that if the successor to King David is also Judean, then he will need the strength of the lion, the wisdom of the owl, and the cunning of the fox to rule this Kingdom.” 
 
    “I see a day,” said the Princess, “when all the tribes except Judah will be united, and they will exclude Judah in whatever their undertakings might be.” 
 
    “That would mean war, Mother,” said Absalom.  “And in the past, wars between the tribes were particularly bloody.” 
 
    “Precisely!”  
 
    “Your prediction is quite intriguing, Princess, and could very well come true,” said Ahithophel.  “We Judeans must accept much of the blame for the animosity of the northern tribes.  We callously forget the strange fact that Judah has an entire nation attached to it.  We are arrogantly assured that what we think is best for all.  If we were merely dismissive of their opinions, that would mean we have at least listened to them, but we do not even give them that much respect.  Judeans treat the other tribes the way rich men treat poor men, with condescension at best, contempt at worst.  Jerusalem is where resides the King’s court, but Jerusalem is a city of Judeans.  Those of the other tribes of Israel rankle at being forced to come here when they have important matters of litigation or justice, for they have the mistaken notion that a Judean would be given a favorable hearing more readily than a non-Judean.” 
 
    “This could be to your advantage, my son,” said Mother.  
 
    Absalom and Ahithophel looked toward her quizzically.  “How so?” they asked, almost in unison.   
 
    “Discontented subjects,” she said, “who feel they have been wronged for this or that reason, and who receive no redress, always blame the king.  My father told me this on a few occasions, as he had experienced it often.  Think!  Of the people who come to petition for the King’s justice, perhaps half go away disappointed and resentful, for the judgement was against them.  How easy it would be to speak with the men of the Kingdom by simply sitting in the gate of Jerusalem and meeting them as they arrive.  It would mean much to them if you simply gave ear to their grievances and assured them that you were supportive, and make them think that in your opinion, their cause is a righteous one.  And as they leave the city to go home, you would talk to them again.  Congratulate them if they are successful and remind them that you will always be there for them.  But you must be sympathetic to those who lose their cases.  Tell them that if you had been judge, then their case would have had a better outcome.  They would return to their homes in their own tribal lands and tell others, ‘The King was no help.  But I did meet the Prince Absalom, and he has become my friend.’  Even a half-literate elder from a dusty village would be able to boast that he has an advocate who is a very member of the Royal Family.  You could build a following without having to leave the city.  I see that in short order you would have allies scattered throughout the Kingdom.” 
 
    “Inspired!” Ahithophel said enthusiastically. 
 
    Absalom laughed with gusto.  “Ah, Mother!  Clever as always!  Forever the daughter of a king!” 
 
    “Why do you feel the need to build a following, Brother?” I asked innocently.  They had almost forgotten my presence.  “Father has given you a full pardon, has he not?  And returned you to his favor?” 
 
    The laughter on Absalom’s face disappeared instantly, and he became almost sullen. 
 
    “He has given me a king’s pardon, yes,” he said, “and he has given me a father’s forgiveness.  But he has not returned me to his favor.” 
 
    “How can you mean that?” I countered.  “It is you over all his other children that he loved most, and to this day, no matter what has happened, you continue to be his most beloved son.” 
 
    “Perhaps his most beloved, but not his most favored!” he answered me tersely.  “For years I had to play second to that oaf Amnon, and that oaf was barely perceptive of what went on about him.  Was that how I was favored?  But now Amnon is no more, yet the King has refused to this day to name me as heir and Crown Prince.  And we know why!  Bathsheba!  It is Bathsheba who has the King’s ear.  She persuades the King to have Solomon at his right hand at feasts or to be master of the hunt.  She pestered the King into giving Solomon the most sumptuous chariot in the Kingdom and enough servants to run ahead of him that people seeing him pass would think him as something of a god.  Father is only waiting for the right moment to name Solomon his successor, and again I shall be cast aside.  Well, I refuse to play second again, and sit idly by and watch that little weasel Solomon named heir.  I shall claim my rights!  And for that I need a following of men of the highest esteem from everywhere in the Kingdom.  When the King hears their voices raised as one, demanding that Absalom be heir, he will have to listen.” 
 
    I remained silent for the rest of the meal.  I wanted what was best for my brother, but I could not convince myself that being heir was what he needed.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Gate of Gihon 
 
    The Spring Gate of Jerusalem served more than simply protecting the entrance into the city; it also guarded the city’s only water source located there inside the courtyard of the gate – the fountain of Gihon.  The fountain of Gihon had always been viewed as something of a mystery by the inhabitants of Jerusalem, even as something magical.  It would flow and then cease to flow, two, three, perhaps four times a day.  One may know that some fountains flow constantly and never fail, while others gradually fall during the weeks and months when the weather was dry.  But the fountain of Gihon could not be explained this way; it would flow reliably if intermittently throughout the day in all seasons, without regard to the weather.  Centuries in the past a large pool was excavated into the bedrock inside the courtyard to catch this flow, and it was here that the citizens would come to draw water.  The waters were clear, pure and cold, and plentiful enough that the thousands within the city were never thirsty.  Indeed, the abundant runoff flowed downhill through a channel and then exited the city through the tiny Water Gate and into a pool outside the south wall.  There, women would wash clothes while others carried water to the many gardens in the Kidron Valley. 
 
    Every day in the forenoon, the elders of Jerusalem would congregate at the Spring Gate and sit near the fountain of Gihon to hear the lesser issues of the townspeople.  This was the duty of the elders in every town and city in the land, to meet at one place, usually at the gates or at the town well, to serve as judges for the citizens – sorting out quarrels, settling law suits, and making decisions regarding crimes.  With the advent of David, however, difficult cases and capital crimes were usually sent to the King for judgement. 
 
    When David had firmly established Jerusalem as his capital and had moved the Ark of the Covenant into the city, people from all over the Kingdom would come for religious obligations, or to conduct various points of business, bring lawsuits onto one another, or to make plea in criminal cases.  The elders sitting at the Spring Gate would meet them as they entered the city.  They would speak briefly with the newcomers, ask their names and hometowns, and curiously inquire about the reason for their visit to Jerusalem.  If the visitors had legal cases for which they had come to see the King, the elders would at times give advice to the supplicants, which advice was eagerly accepted. 
 
    Absalom began to sit with the elders at the gate each morning, following Mother’s suggestion.  The son of the King was welcomed by the elders and they soon came to think of Absalom as one of their own. 
 
    The months and seasons turned through the skies, the stars rose a bit earlier each night, and the stately march of the constellations circled the heavens.  Absalom’s faction grew with each new moon, for he gradually became familiar with people from all over the Kingdom.  As they came up to the city to present their grievances to the King, Absalom would talk considerately to them all.  No matter what their cases involved, Absalom would always tell them that their cause was in the right.  And if any man made a move to bow to him, Absalom would take that one by the arm and prevent him and then he would kiss that man on the cheek.  Few were immune to Absalom’s winning ways.  It was as Mother had foretold.  Absalom stole their hearts away. 
 
    *** 
 
    Someone stole my heart away, too.  Shoshana came to be with child again and she and Absalom went to Mother’s house for the birthing.  We all rejoiced when a beautiful baby girl was born, I more than the others.  I loved Shoshana’s sons, and was with them often enough that different people would declare that I was more sister than aunt.  But this little princess seized and held my heart the first moment her tiny face looked up at me. 
 
    It was Absalom who gave the child her name, which caused Mother to say less than flattering things. 
 
     “Why name the child Maacah?” 
 
    “Why, I named her for you, Mother.” 
 
     “I mean why the Hebrew version of my name?” pressed Mother.  “I have never liked it.  The Hebrew pronunciation makes it sound as if one has phlegm in the throat.” 
 
    Absalom laughed and bent over to kiss the top of her head, and said, “Now, now, Mother.  She is more Judean than Geshurian.  She will need a Hebrew name.” 
 
     “Well,” I interjected, “I think it is wonderful that we have a baby girl in the household.  And she is so adorable!” 
 
    Absalom returned to Jerusalem while his wife stayed in Hebron, and Shoshana contented herself with a small suite of rooms in the house.  I never neglected the boys, but little Maacah became my favorite.  I helped Shoshana frequently throughout the day, taking over many duties that were usually performed by a servant, such as changing the baby’s soiled swaddling cloth, or cleaning up her spittle when she could not keep down her milk, or picking her up to soothe her if she became fretful.  Shoshana would laugh quietly at my antics and say that she thought her children had only one servant to look after them, not two.  I did not mind.  Indeed, there were many times that I wished that my breasts had milk, for then I would have happily nursed little Maacah. 
 
      Shoshana decided that she and the children would stay at Hebron permanently, for Shoshana had become weary of Jerusalem.  She privately told me that she had tried her best to stay out of the ever-present politicking that went on in the King’s Citadel.  However, it was impossible, for Absalom’s house became an informal assembly hall for Absalom’s growing faction.  Different people came to call at all hours, and if Absalom was not at home, they would content themselves by waiting patiently in the courtyard.  Absalom was very well-to-do, but thrifty Shoshana became concerned over the daily expenditures for food and wine for the throng.  Absalom would tell her that the money was well-spent; he reminded her to turn no one away if anyone came knocking on the oaken door.  Shoshana became heartily sick of the rabble of strangers at her house at all hours, so when her baby was due, Shoshana took the opportunity to tell Absalom of her plan to go to Hebron.  He agreed. 
 
    Absalom’s dinner table was assured of being crowded each night with men of the highest distinction.  To my surprise and annoyance, Absalom would no longer play the eccentric by allowing women to dine with the men.  He became staid and conservative to the extent of allowing no women in the dining hall at all; only male servants attended his guests at dinner.  I was more than a bit put out with him when I found he would no longer invite me to the evening meal, and told him so.  He simply laughed and said that he was no different than any other man of the house.  Soon I seldom traveled up to Jerusalem.  And little Maacah was in Hebron, so that is where I stayed. 
 
    *** 
 
    There was a knock on the door.  A servant entered. 
 
    “Princess,” she said to Mother, “there is a woman who wishes to speak with you.  A foreign woman.  She says her name is –” 
 
    “Hana!” I cried and leaped to my feet, for I had looked beyond the servant and saw who stood behind her.  “Oh, Hana, it is you after all these years!” 
 
    “Hana!  My dear, dear Hana!” said Mother, and she, too, rose.  “You’ve come home to us.” 
 
    Mother and I went to her quickly, and we all embraced at once.  It had been many years since Hana was part of our household, and in my heart were contradictory impressions; her features and manner had remained unchanged, but it was as if she was a stranger to me; I had instantly felt as if my oldest and dearest friend had returned, and at the same time, here was someone unknown to me.  At that moment I did not know that she would soon become the most important person in my life. 
 
    Mother invited her to sit with us, and as we talked I caught myself staring at her.  I then realized that she had been staring back, the expression in her eyes holding a sort of bliss.  Was it our reunion, I wondered, that made our eyes lock on to each other?  After the three of us had thoroughly aired our greetings, she turned back to Mother. 
 
    “My Princess,” she said, “I come to you to beg that you take me into your house as a servant.  My station is such that I cannot hope to be a lady-in-waiting to you or the Lady Tamar, but I would be very grateful to be a mere housemaid.  Circumstance has changed, my father’s house has been inherited by my cousin and I have nowhere to go, so my mother suggested I come to you.  Those years ago when I would stay with you in Jerusalem are among the happiest of my life, and you were ever so kind to me.  So, I return to you with the hope that you might have a place in the household for me.” 
 
    “Oh, Hana!” Mother exclaimed.  “There should have been no question in your heart that you would be welcome here.  Of course you must stay with us!  As for your role here, that can all be sorted out.” 
 
    I looked up.  “Mother?” 
 
    She turned to me, then back to Hana.  “Exactly!” she said.  “You looked after Tamar since she was a toddler, and you not much older.  Why not be Tamar’s handmaiden?” 
 
    Hana and I looked at each other, our eyes holding each other with joy. Hana jumped up. 
 
    “I left my bags outside your door,” she said.  “If you would excuse me for a moment, my Princess, I’ll fetch them in and get right to work.” 
 
    “Fetch them, yes,” said Mother, “but no more talk about working today.  You will rest from your journey, and I would like to hear of your mother Bashnak, and how she fares.” 
 
    So we sat together and talked for hours.  I found myself giggling for the gleeful joy I felt.  Hana was home. 
 
    Hana’s return brought a joy to my heart that was different than any other I had ever felt.  It was more than a reunion with an old friend.  I now had someone with whom I could speak about the innermost things in my heart, things that I would never dare say to Mother or Absalom or anyone who I held dearest.  Why is it, I wondered, that there were times when one could only talk deep things with another who was outside of one’s family?  I had not known that I needed a confidante until Hana joined our household, and then I would give the poor dear no rest as I spilled out all my concerns.  Events seemed to be moving rapidly, even dangerously, as if a heavy ox cart was descending a steep hill so fast that the oxen were overwhelmed by the weight pushing behind them.  I feared that the oxen would soon stumble.  But now I had Hana on whom I could lean, and I was able to bear up. 
 
    *** 
 
    A few days after Hana’s return I was sitting with Mother and Shoshana when we heard a clamor from outside.  People were running and shouting in the street, and in the distance, we heard what sounded like cheering.  Mother was peeved at the noise. 
 
    “Tamar, be a dear and see what that racket is all about,” she requested. 
 
    I went to the door followed by Shoshana who was as curious as I.  Up the street we saw armed men approach.  We were not concerned because we saw they were not invading warriors, but guards.  Their spears were over their shoulders and their gait was an easy march.  Behind the men was a gilded chariot, gleaming in the sun. 
 
    “I think it must be Solomon, coming to visit,” I said over my shoulder.   
 
    Mother heard what I said from the door.  She rose and came to where we were standing. 
 
    “Now, why would Solomon be coming to Hebron?” Mother wondered. 
 
    But as the chariot drew near we were shocked to see that the driver was not Solomon, but Absalom.  We uttered noises of astonishment when he stopped in front of the door.  His grin was wider than any I had seen him wear before.  I laughed in delight and ran up close to admire the wonderful chariot.  Contrariwise, Shoshana stood appraising the chariot and all the armed guards with misgivings; I could almost see her tallying up the costs in her head. 
 
    Absalom jumped down and approached Mother and Shoshana. 
 
    “Do you like it?” he said in a proud voice. 
 
    “But husband,” Shoshana sputtered, “it is so – it is so extravagant!” 
 
    “The ancient proverb says to fight fire with fire,” he said, “so I fight extravagance with extravagance.” 
 
    “But that makes no sense at all!” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “It was the King who paid for Solomon’s toy,” he said, referring to Solomon’s ornate chariot, “but everyone in Jerusalem knows that I paid for this out of my own treasury.  I care not for the chariot myself, but I learned from Ahithophel that the common people respond to displays of wealth.  If a poor man can never be rich, he may resent the man who is.  Yet the puzzlement is that the poor man will think that by simply being close to the rich man he will somehow share the wealth.  And if the rich man speaks with courtesy to the poor man, and makes him think he is his friend, that poor man becomes the rich man’s creature!  I cannot understand these things, but Ahithophel certainly does.” 
 
    “Politics again,” Shoshana muttered.  She turned and entered the house. 
 
    Mother looked at the guards.  They stood in ranks of five and files of ten, exactly fifty men perfectly at attention. 
 
    “I dare say, my son, that we do not have enough food in the house to feed your army, nor is the kitchen sizable enough to prepare it.” 
 
    “All has been seen to, Mother,” he said cheerily, “and I have arranged accommodations for them.  And I am here to make arrangements for many more, for next month we shall be joined by two hundred of the most powerful men in the Kingdom.  I have sent out the word.  They will come by my invitation to join me in a sacrifice to the god Yahweh.” 
 
    Mother and Absalom looked long at each other, and it seemed they communicated without words. 
 
    “So the day has come at last,” she said enigmatically. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And Ahithophel?” she asked. 
 
    “He joins us next month with the others.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. 
 
    There was a satisfaction in her voice.  There was an understanding between them.  I looked from one to the other and in my heart, I knew that they had been planning something for a long while.  This was a remarkable thing, that Absalom had invited so many guests for a sacrifice, and that they would come here to Hebron, rather than to Jerusalem where sat the altar of Yahweh.  An ominous anticipation was in my heart for the next four weeks. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I suggest, Prince,” said Ahithophel, “that you leave the chariot here and ride a donkey or a mule when we go up to Jerusalem.  There are times when one must pretend to be a man of the people.  Tomorrow is such a time.” 
 
    Ahithophel had joined the crowd who came to Hebron.  All the noblemen met privately in a grove of trees just outside the city, and their discussions were long.  There was no sacrifice, not even preparations had been made for one.  It was simply a pretext.  No women were allowed near to this congregation.  Mother, however, seemed to be quite aware of all that was discussed. 
 
    Late in the day the men went to their various lodgings.  Absalom and Ahithophel returned to Mother’s house, where dinner was waiting for them.  I joined them and Mother at the table, and it seemed to me that the three of them conversed in some sort of code, for their references were puzzling to me.  Once I asked for clarification on something that was said, but Mother shushed me and then continued to talk with the others.  Shoshana was not there at dinner, so I assumed she had remained in her rooms, which was not uncommon for her to do.  
 
    “Tomorrow?” I asked.  “What is to happen tomorrow?” 
 
    The three turned and regarded me for a moment.  Absalom turned to Mother, who nodded her head slightly.  
 
    “We march upon Jerusalem,” he said.  “There I shall demand from the King that he give me my rights, that he name me heir.  He will see that two hundred of the highest nobles of the Kingdom are with me, and that their voice is as one with me.  And with us will be the rest of my following in great numbers, and the King will see that all the people of Israel are on my side.  He will have no choice but to do what he should have done years ago and call me Crown Prince.  Everyone in that procession must be wholeheartedly in support of me.  So, my sister, you must remain here with Mother.” 
 
    I was at a loss for words.  Something extraordinary was about to occur, that Absalom would surround himself with the leading men of the nation, and then he would march on the city.  I felt grave concern in my heart, for one does not make demands of a king or a father.  I did not overlook my brother’s pointed remark, that he wanted steadfast supporters with him, therefore he wanted me to stay behind.  I was hurt by this implication, but I could not rebut him.  I reflected that while he, Mother, and Ahithophel would talk with quiet enthusiasm with each other when they spoke of advancing Absalom’s interests, my own remarks tended to be cautionary at best, in opposition at other times.  He was correct in what he said, that I did not wholeheartedly support this strange plan of his. 
 
    A march upon Jerusalem!  I wondered, was he mad?  Father could only interpret such a move as an act of war, an act of revolution.  What if Father felt he had no choice but to defend himself?  There would be bloodshed. 
 
    But then Ahithophel spoke up. 
 
    “My Lord, perhaps the Lady Tamar can be of help.  If it comes to pass that the gates of Jerusalem are closed to us, then someone must enter the city to deliver our demands to the King.  By no means should you enter the city and put yourself under his hand.  As for me, the King might believe I am a turncoat.  If he believed that, then he would have my head the moment I am within the walls, and the same for all the noblemen who joined you.  Yet the Lady Tamar would be treated with honor.  She can deliver our message and act as go-between for any negotiations.” 
 
    I was grateful for his words, and thought that Ahithophel, of anyone, would be able to find a solution.  He had been King David’s most trusted counselor and friend for many years, while his mild temper and kindly ways would contain Absalom’s passions and prevent any action that would lead to trouble. 
 
      I came to know later that his heart was consumed with hatred and lust for vengeance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 The Pilegshim 
 
    When we neared Bethlehem, I looked about me and saw that tents were pitched.  Hundreds of tents.  Then I saw a multitude of men in lines on both sides of the road, dressed and armed as for war.  It seemed to me that Absalom had been expecting to see them.  I looked behind me at the two hundred great noblemen, and my eyes were opened, for then I knew that they were but a fraction of the following of which Ahithophel spoke; there were many more about whom I had not known, and their numbers were vast.  I looked at the men standing by the road, each with spear and shield.  If my brother had caused so many fighting men to be with him I began to fear more than a mere confrontation, but battle, war, killing.  Hana had been riding beside me; I reached to grip her hand. 
 
    As my brother approached the warriors they cheered and banged spear upon shield.  Absalom waved at the crowds, his brilliant smile beaming brightly, and he basked in their shouts of greeting as I tried to estimate the number of warriors.  I gave up and simply assumed there were many thousands.  Absalom stopped to speak to several who appeared to be leaders of the men, and after a few moments he mounted his mule and rode on.  The warriors then fell in line behind Absalom.  We passed through Bethlehem and continued for another hour.  Rumors drifted back that Absalom’s entry into Jerusalem would not be opposed, and the men around my brother glanced at each other with hopeful smiles. 
 
    As we neared Jerusalem, we were met by a different sort of crowd.  These were inhabitants of the city, come to see the procession of Prince Absalom.  A few cheered, most seemed merely curious, but none were armed or tried to stop the advance of Absalom and his party.  We made our way along the road in Kidron Valley toward the Spring Gate.  The crowds thickened, but the people had parted to make way for the procession.  Absalom’s face was a mixture of astonishment and triumph as he rode along, for he knew that every eye was upon him, all seemed to have been expecting him, none seemed hostile.  He waved to the right or the left, occasionally singling out a person he knew, giving that one a cheery gesture.  Absalom turned onto the lane that led upward to the gate.  He stopped and looked up with happy amazement.  The Spring Gate stood wide open. 
 
    Below the gate a lone man walked out from the midst of the crowd and stood in the middle of the lane, facing Absalom’s party.  It was Hushai, the other of Father’s chief counselors.   
 
    He raised his hands high and shouted, “May the King live forever!” 
 
    Absalom stopped his mule. 
 
    “Hushai!” he called.  “I am surprised to see you here.  I am surprised the more that you call me King.  You served my father closely for many years, as if you were his brother.  And now you are here.  Is this how you treat your friend David?” 
 
    “My Lord,” Hushai replied, “I belong to the man who is anointed by Yahweh to be King over Israel.  Yahweh has seen fit to turn his back on David, and to look kindly upon Absalom.  I was once your father’s servant, but now let me be yours.  You are King by right of conquest!” 
 
    “Then tell me, is my father within the city, and what forces shall I meet?” 
 
    “When your father learned that you were marching on the city,” Hushai said, “and that the foremost men of the Kingdom had joined you and were at your side, and that you had ten thousand warriors behind you, David and what was left of his court tucked up their skirts and scattered to the four winds.” 
 
    With these words from Hushai, everyone surrounding Absalom shouted out in gleeful surprise.  Everyone but me and Hana. 
 
    “And David departed in such a panic that he has left the Ark of the Covenant here in the city,” Hushai joyously exclaimed, “which means all the people of Israel will continue to come here to celebrate holy days.  Jerusalem remains the mistress of Israel, and now you are her master.  The gates are open to you!  Your people wait for your entry, and they will give you a royal welcome indeed.  There will be singing and feasting this night, for Jerusalem waits for you as a bride waits for her groom.  Enter, my Lord King.  The city is yours!” 
 
    Absalom’s face shone at the unexpected good news; his men were beside themselves with excitement and gave voice, crying out with jubilation.  Absalom had planned a confrontation with Father, perhaps even battle and siege, not an open city, the hailing of crowds, and feasting.  I could feel the confidence grow in the men around me, as if they believed that their cause was already won, and that the Kingdom was theirs.  The anxieties that had grown inside each of them as they had approached the city vanished and was replaced with relief and joy.  A ready-made feast waiting for them was the perfect end to the triumphant march.    
 
    But Ahithophel spoke up.  “My Lord, it would not be wise to tarry here, but to find out quickly where David is at this hour, and who is with him.  If a serpent is loose in the house, one does not sit down to dinner.  Let us capture this serpent first, and then we can feast together.” 
 
    Hushai responded, “Ahithophel is your wisest counsellor, and yes, you must find David as quickly as can be.  But my Lord, it is very late in the day.  You could not go more than a league before having to stop and make camp.  You may as well stay in the city tonight, and search for David tomorrow.  And not one man among you would need to waste time setting up a tent and cooking over a campfire, but all of you may feast upon choice food washed down with the best wine.  One night’s delay will not make a difference, and there would be no need to fold tents in the morning.” 
 
    The men in the party heartily agreed with Hushai.  Everyone suddenly became aware of a roaring appetite, for with this easy victory they believed nothing could be denied them, and the tension of the last few hours became as smoke blown away in a breeze.   
 
    Absalom entered the city.  Crowds lined the narrow streets such that Absalom and his party had to slow their progress as they waited for the people to get out of the way, but Absalom did not seem to mind.  He waved whenever anyone applauded or shouted out and was not at all perturbed when his party had to halt altogether for the throng.  One of his guards advanced with a long shepherd’s crook, intending to thrash at the people and hurry them out of the way.  Absalom stopped him with a cheeky reprimand which drew laughter from the citizens.  He waved his hands over his head to silence them. 
 
    “Good people!” he cried out.  “How this welcome of yours touches my heart!  You have vouchsafed the Kingdom to me, for you want a champion to redress the wrongs done you, relieve you of the burdens of your debts, and give ear to your complaints.  I am here to toil for all these things, and I shall not rest until I have given justice for all.  Not one of you will be forgotten!  But I cannot begin my labors until we are at the Cedar Palace and I take counsel with these prominent men here with me.  Let me pass, I beg you!  Let me ascend to the Cedar Palace!”  
 
    The cheering started all over again, but the people began to turn and slowly shuffle out of the way.  Absalom turned around to speak with Ahithophel. 
 
    “Yes, Ahithophel, you have heard correctly.  We shall go to the Cedar Palace, and not to my house.  If we are to begin our royal duties, then let us take possession of the royal residence.” 
 
    “Ingenious, my Lord,” replied Ahithophel, “to let the people see you taking the reins by taking the palace for your own, not as heir, but as King!” 
 
    Hana and I looked at each other.  Absalom’s march on Jerusalem must have been a heartbreaking blow to Father; but Father had left an open city, and Absalom had seized it.  For Absalom to seize Father’s palace was another blow for David.  And now Absalom claimed the very crown of the Kingdom.  I was utterly astonished.  This was not what I had been led to expect. 
 
    When we reached the Cedar Palace we dismounted and entered the door into the courtyard.  There we saw ten young women, clutching at each other and trembling in fear.  They seemed to be trying to cower behind each other, trying to hide from invaders.  They were Father’s concubines. 
 
    “It seems,” Ahithophel said to my brother, “that David overlooked his pilegshim in his scramble to flee the city.  Hmm, I think there may be a way for them to help our cause.” 
 
    He had used the Philistine word for concubines, which was one word of many that had been borrowed from foreign languages and had become fashionable among the rich.  He smiled cryptically but did not explain how they could be of use.   
 
    “You, girl!” he said sharply, pointing to one who had unfortunately been pushed to the front by the others.  “Who are you and why have you remained here?” 
 
    Terrified, she answered, “My Lord, have mercy on your slave!  I am Maryam, one of the King’s women.  The King commanded that we remain and look after the house while he was gone.” 
 
    “Don’t look for his return to be soon!” Absalom shouted. 
 
    All his party laughed.  The young women, however, fell to their knees and began to beg for their lives. 
 
     “Calm yourselves,” Ahithophel said.  “And what of David’s wives?  His sons?  Are any relations of the King still here in the city?” 
 
    They did not stop their wailing, but they shook their heads to indicate that they were the only ones left behind by the King.  I wondered what had crossed their minds when the King left them to their fates, what emotions of despair they must have felt as their master abandoned them.  Their weeping was most piteous to hear, and I wanted to reach out to them to try to console them over their condition and sense of betrayal.   
 
    “Oh, cease your caterwauling,” Ahithophel said.  “You will not be harmed if you heed all we tell you.  Go to your rooms and remain there until you are summoned.  Do not even dream of escape, for you will be dealt with harshly should you try.” 
 
    The wretched young women fled into the palace.  Our party followed at a slower pace, and we entered the main door and into the Great Hall. 
 
    “Now, then!” Absalom cheerfully roared.  “I recall something about a feast, Hushai.  Bring it on, for I am ravenously hungry.” 
 
    Hushai turned and signaled a servant, who scuttled off.  Absalom looked about the Great Hall, his eyes devouring every carving on the beams, every decoration, every piece of furniture, and I saw from the deep pleasure that shown from his face that he was taking in the realization that they now all belonged to him.  He had stolen the hearts of the people, he had now stolen the very Palace.  As Hushai had said, they were now his possessions by right of conquest.  How easy it had been, he must have thought, that in the march upon Jerusalem, not one person had voiced defiance, not one openly repudiated his claims, and now not one opposed his possession of the Cedar Palace. 
 
    Ahithophel broke his reverie. 
 
    “My Lord, I must insist that we not rest until David has been found and dealt with.  What would happen if he returned and attacked while our warriors were befuddled by bellies full of good food and wine?” 
 
    “Oh, must we think of it now, Ahithophel?” asked Absalom.  “I doubt that he could have gathered even a tenth of our strength in such a short time.  It is late, and we are all hungry.” 
 
      “My Lord, I beg you,” Ahithophel persisted.  “We must at least know his whereabouts and how many are with him.  Let us send a few companies of fighting men to look for him.  If they should make contact, then they could skirmish with David’s men and hold him long enough to send word to us, then all our forces could be sent after him.” 
 
    “Perhaps I may be of assistance,” Hushai quickly spoke up.  “It would do no good to chase around all over the countryside with all your warriors.  Let me send lone horsemen in several directions, and then one of them may quickly find where he has gone, and he will return with word on David’s location and what strength of arms is with him.  Then your entire force can march directly to wherever it is he has run.  That can save a lot of needless marching.” 
 
    Ahithophel opened his mouth to speak, but Absalom answered. 
 
    “Good idea, Hushai.  Send out the horsemen.  But be quick about it!  I want you here for our feast, since you are the one who has arranged it.” 
 
    Ahithophel closed his mouth.  His brows came together, and I could see he did not like the idea of sending scouts instead of a war party, and he did not like to see Absalom so casually turn from him to Hushai for counsel.  Hushai sped out of the door. 
 
    Absalom went to the long table and sat down at the head.  His advisors arranged themselves around him with Ahithophel on his right.  I did not seat myself, but stood close, Hana beside me.  I approached. 
 
    “Absalom,” I said, “it seems that I was not needed after all, for the King departed even before we entered Jerusalem, and there is no need for me to be emissary.  So, since I am not required, Hana and I shall go to your house and stay there.” 
 
    “My house!” he said enthusiastically.  “My house no more!  I give it to you.  I need it no more, since I have a new house.” 
 
    Here he laughed at his own joke.  A house is no small gift, and the house of Absalom was one of the splendid mansions of the King’s City.  One should be ecstatic over such a magnificent gift.  Too much had occurred, however.  I merely thanked him. 
 
    “Oh, but you need not hurry off so quickly,” he said.  “Stay for a while and celebrate my success with me.” 
 
    “I shall stay for a short while,” I agreed, “but I shall away when the servants bring in the food.” 
 
    The euphoria of Absalom and his men over their undemanding victory had made them heady and bombastic, and as they drank wine and spoke, their voices became louder, swirled together with an arrogant overconfidence.  I did not join the conversation.  Just as food was brought, Absalom leaned over to Ahithophel. 
 
    “And what now?” he asked.  “We had never foreseen taking Jerusalem so effortlessly, and the confrontation with the King will not happen.  We never made plans in case of the likelihood.  What should be our next move?” 
 
    Ahithophel had a curious, smug smile.  “My Lord, I’ve an idea that occurred to me as we entered the courtyard.  There is something that you should do that would proclaim to one and all that you are resolute in your design to take what is yours.  It would be an important task that would convince the entire Kingdom that there is no going back to David.  Yet, I think you will be equal to the task, perhaps even take pleasure in it.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    The food was being piled upon the table.  I interrupted them, spoke to Absalom. 
 
    “Brother,” I said, “I ask leave to withdraw, for you would not wish women to intrude on your feast with your advisors and officers.” 
 
    He looked up.  “Eh?  Oh, yes.  Very well, Tamar.  Please attend me tomorrow morning, so that we talk together, and decide if there is anything else where you could help us.” 
 
    I bowed but did not advance to kiss his cheek.  Hana and I turned and began to leave.  Before we exited, I heard Absalom speak to Ahithophel. 
 
    “You were saying?” 
 
    I left the palace and returned to our house, very distraught for all the events of this long, bewildering day.  Absalom had brought warriors and was willing to use force of arms to secure his demands.  Father had fled, had run away and did not defend his capital.  I would not have thought either could ever happen.  And while the men with Absalom waited around the table, their speech had been filled with defiance toward the King; they spoke of Father’s cowardice in running and not facing what was his due.  Absalom had allowed them to speak so, and it hurt me to my core.  I had believed what Absalom had told me, that he was going to demand that Father name him heir, force him if need be.  Why were his men speaking as if Father was the enemy?  Why did he not silence them? 
 
    What I would have done had not Hana been with me I do not know.  It was she who calmed me; she spoke to me gently, soothed my worries.  When we were in our house and had settled ourselves, I ordered a meal for us and then, defying convention, I had Hana sit with me for dinner.  Hungry as we were, we talked for hours until the food had gone cold in front of us. 
 
    The next morning, I walked up to the Cedar Palace.  An attendant opened for me, and as I spoke to him briefly he said a word or two that caused me to stop and question him closely.  From him I heard something that outraged me more than when I was told of the murder of Amnon.  I rushed to the chamber where Absalom was holding court and entered without permission, ran up to him and interrupted his discussions.  I was too upset to remember good manners. 
 
    “Absalom!  Do not do this thing,” I cried when I saw him.  “It is wrong!  You know it is very wrong.” 
 
    He did not need to ask what I meant.  He knew that I had been made aware, that his intention was to perform an act that flew in the face of common decency, its goal to galvanize the Kingdom and force every subject to take a side.  It was almost an announcement of war.  
 
    “And it was wrong when Amnon raped you,” he said, and as he replied to me, each word grew in intensity.  “And it was wrong when Father did not punish him.  And it was wrong when Father refused to name me as heir.” 
 
    “How does that justify what you are about to do?” I countered.  “Does one sin answer the other?  Or does it simply multiply the evil?  And now – and now you want to take Father’s concubines to your bed?  How could you, Absalom?  Do not!  Oh please, do not!” 
 
    This was what I had learned as I entered the Palace.  It had been the previous evening as I was leaving that Ahithophel had counseled Absalom to have sex with David’s concubines, and to ensure that everyone knew of it he would do this in a tent atop the Cedar Palace for all to see, and to have it announced such that anyone in the city could observe it.  My heart felt that nothing more wicked could have been contrived, for him to have the city entire witness this appalling spectacle. 
 
     “You have driven Father out of Jerusalem and seized his throne.  Is that not enough? 
 
    “It will never be enough!” he shouted. 
 
    “Absalom, think!” I begged him.  “If you did this, then there can be no reconciliation.  None!  Father would not be able to overlook this sin, could never make accommodation, could never negotiate.  He would be obligated to avenge this.  You leave Father no choice!  You leave no hope for forgiveness, no hope for peace!” 
 
    “Even so!” he cried.  “I do not want a reconciliation.  I do not want peace!  This act will tell Father that we must now fight to the death!” 
 
    My heart caught inside me and I almost loosed a choked wail.  “Death?  Father’s death?  Your death?  Oh, no, dear Absalom.  Please, I beseech you.  Do not talk like this!  Not your own father!” 
 
    “I have no father!” Absalom screamed out 
 
    I burst into tears, could not stop myself, for I could not bear to think of the magnitude of Absalom’s hatred for Father, and that he would seek battle to the last extremity, and that one of them must die.  I ran from him, down through the palace, out of the door and into the courtyard. 
 
    There the ten concubines had already been assembled.  I quickly wiped my eyes and looked at them.  Some were tearful.  Some were sullen.  Some were simply resigned to their fate.  Not one seemed happy to have a new master, even if it were Absalom.  They knew that they would merely be a means of advancing his ambition, then ignored the rest of their days, reviled as whores.  And should King David prevail in the end, their lives would be forfeit – it would be the King to decide their fate.  The pilegshim knew their future was bleak no matter who the victor might be.  My heart went out to them, for they were being used as if sheep to be sheared and had no power over their own fate.  As I looked at them I saw a few gazing upward, so I turned to see what had taken their eyes.  There upon the roof, close to the edge where it could be easily seen from the street, was a tent.  The sight of the simple tent on the roof of the Cedar palace, and the significance, seized my heart and thrust me into a towering rage. 
 
    I turned to a window on an upper floor.   
 
    “Leave them be!” I cried, as loudly as I could, for I was in such a fury that I was beside myself.  “You leave them be!”  
 
    I hurried back to our house, to Hana.  By now even Hana had heard what was to happen; news such as this was so scandalous that it moved through the city as if a fire in a dry field. 
 
    “All of them at – at the same time?” Hana almost stuttered, disbelieving.  “Is Absalom that virile?” 
 
    “Of course not all at once,” I replied.  “But the concubines will be kept in the tent on the roof, and not allowed to leave.  Then Absalom will enter the tent, and from the street below the crowds will be able to see him entering and leaving.  The entire reason for this shameful display is for the nation at large to know he has taken Father’s concubines for his own.  Word will spread until everyone in the Kingdom has heard, including Father.  The instant Absalom enters the tent and closes the flap he has in the eyes of the law had sex with all of them, even though in truth it will take many days for Absalom to mate with ten women.  Oh, but Hana!  With that act there can never be peace between my brother and my father.” 
 
    Hana saw that I was very upset, and she put her arms about me, doing her best to comfort me.  She then asked, “Why cannot there be peace?” 
 
    I said, “Father forgave Amnon for raping me, then he forgave Absalom for murdering Amnon.  But he will never be able to forgive Absalom for raping his concubines.” 
 
    “I – I cannot follow this.” 
 
    “It is another of those strange beliefs among my people,” I said, and I explained to her the meaning for Hebrews.  “It is because Absalom will lie down with Father’s concubines; he will have sex with women with whom his own father had sex.  It is something the Law of Moses calls ‘laying bare the nakedness of the father’.  The act of rape is only secondary to it.” 
 
    “But – but the outrage will be upon those poor women!” she exclaimed.  “If a man is cuckolded that is embarrassment, yes, perhaps humiliation, but no more.  By what reason is the embarrassment of a man worse than the rape of a woman? Or the murder of a brother by a brother?” 
 
     “The Law of Moses is not built on reason,” I replied with Mother’s words.  “It is built on the whims of bitter old men of the desert.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 A Monument in Kidron Valley 
 
    Shoshana defected to King David. 
 
    Her nature was of one who was quiet and retiring, almost unnoticeable, and even when familiar with her, one would sometimes forget that she was present.  She was so mild and unobtrusive that we had deceived ourselves and thought that hers was not a sparkling intellect.  Thus it was that we did not see her growing dismay at what Absalom was planning.  Although Absalom seldom included her in his discussions, enough was overheard by her from him and others such that she pieced together his intentions, and she was perceptive enough to see consequences that were never discussed by him.  She saw a danger that caught her heart and held her whole attention, and she began to take steps to avoid this danger.  We learned that while she was in Hebron, she had secretly contacted the King and informed him of what she knew.  It was this warning by Shoshana that alerted Father, enabling him to flee Jerusalem before it was too late.  He sent instructions to her, then gathered those loyal to him and took to flight but a single day before Absalom and his following descended upon Jerusalem. 
 
    The very hour that Absalom rode out of Hebron, she quietly took her sons and began to make her way to Father to beg for his protection.  Shoshana avoided the main road, or any of the other byways that led north to Jerusalem.  She stealthily headed east, bringing her boys, a retainer or two, and a small party of armed guards, and then went through the desolate countryside along a rugged track.  She then descended the jagged, arid hills down to En Gedi on the Dead Sea, where her party stayed the night in tents.  She then turned north, following the road that skirted the shoreline.  She then made her way to Jericho, where she met Father.  Her daughter Maacah was too young for such rough travel, so Shoshana left her baby in Hebron in the care of her nurse.  Shoshana’s stratagem was ingenious, and the careful arrangements she had made were never detected until she had reached the King. 
 
    Her defection was a clever move.  The danger that she had perceived in Absalom’s scheming was to her sons, and she realized that if his palace coup was thwarted, then it was quite likely that her boys would have been put to death along with Absalom, their crime no more than being the sons of a traitor.  But if Shoshana’s children were under King David’s protection, then they would be safe whether the victor was David or Absalom, for she knew that Absalom would never kill his own sons.  Shoshana had reasoned that a daughter of Absalom would not be considered a threat as the sons would have been, and therefore Joab would have left the baby Maacah alone, so she left the child in Hebron.  My respect for Shoshana increased from that hour, for she had refused to blindly follow her husband, but had abandoned him instantly to safeguard her children.  Shoshana was far wiser than many had ever suspected.  I had underestimated her for years. 
 
    It was two days after we entered Jerusalem that Mother sent a frantic message from Hebron, explaining that she had been taken by surprise by Shoshana’s sudden disappearance.  Mother had learned what little she knew from one of the household servants, but otherwise she had few other details to give my brother.  Absalom, enraged, swore he would never forgive Shoshana. 
 
    “She has willingly given my sons as hostages to the King!” he shouted, when he heard this news.  “Now Father will think he can bargain with me by dangling their lives over my head!” 
 
    We later found that Shoshana’s agreement with King David ensured that she and her children would not be used as hostages, however Absalom did not know that at the time.  He immediately divorced Shoshana and disowned his sons, and had it announced throughout the city, knowing that word would eventually make its way to Father. 
 
    Little Maacah remained Absalom’s acknowledged daughter. 
 
    *** 
 
    I now had a house of my own, but I continued to call it Absalom’s house for as long as I possessed it.  With the house came the staff of servants, and when I made known to them that I was now their mistress none of them approached me to ask that I release them from service, so there was no disruption in the running of the house.  I took the room that had once been Absalom’s, while Hana took the room that I had used.  As we settled in I found there was a piece of business about the property that I must discuss with my brother, so I went up to the Cedar Palace to speak with him.  It is strange, but as important as the matter was, I do not remember it, for within a few moments of meeting with him, the matter shrank in significance until it vanished. 
 
    “Where is Prince Absalom?” I asked the guard at the door of the Cedar Palace. 
 
    The guard hesitated, then replied.  “Lady Tamar, he is at the Spring Gate.  But, my Lady, your brother now insists he is King and that we must address him as ‘Majesty’.” 
 
    I had been overtaken by so many events coming so quickly that I did not even feel the indignation I would have felt had he proclaimed himself majesty but one week past.  I turned and hurried out the door and down the street.  At the Spring Gate, another guard informed me that Absalom had ascended the stairway to the top of the battlements.  I ran up the spiral stairway and found Absalom standing on the outer watchtower, leaning over one of the merlons, his neck craned, gazing to his left, upward along the Kidron Valley.  I silently went up to him and stood by his side. 
 
    “I shall cause a monument to be built,” he said, without turning to me, “yonder, at the foot of the Mount of Olives.” 
 
    “For whom?” I asked. 
 
    “Myself, of course,” he said, and here he turned to face me. 
 
    Half of my blood was of the Hebrew race – austere, stern, judgmental – and my heart felt affronted by Brother for this latest excess of his.  To build a monument to oneself was a thing that was done in kingdoms where kings claimed their descent from the gods, or in lands where potentates held high opinions of themselves, or where rich men wanted one last showy display of their wealth.  It had rarely been seen in Israel. 
 
    “But – but why, Absalom?” 
 
    “I have no sons now,” he said, “so I shall leave a monument to myself, that all will know and remember King Absalom.” 
 
    I did not protest that he called himself King, but I could not let go the remark about the boys. 
 
    “But you have sons.  Three!” 
 
    “I have no sons,” he repeated.  “They are dead to me.”  
 
    How could he have such hostile regard for his boys?  I had never stopped loving my brother, but the vexation grew with each new thing about him that I learned, and the dismay I felt in my heart was becoming too much to bear. 
 
    “Do you not think,” I pleaded, “that there may come a day when they return to you?  Would you not welcome them back?” 
 
    “No,” he said, and he turned and walked toward the stairway. 
 
    He did not bother to explain, nor to justify why he had closed them out of his heart.  I would have understood if his callous regard was directed toward Shoshana.  But why toward his sons?  The eldest was but twelve years old and had no part in Shoshana’s decision to leave.  My brother could have forgiven him and the others for being with Shoshana, but he did not. 
 
    I trotted behind Absalom, trying as best as I could to keep up with his long strides and swift gait.  I urged him to reconsider, but he did not answer or even turn to face me; his rapid steps did not slow.  For much of our walk to the Cedar Palace, I was speaking to his back.  We entered the palace and I followed as he ran up the stairway to a room on an upper floor that Father had often used for small conferences and informal audiences.  Absalom was now using this room extensively in his meetings with his closest advisors, but at that moment the room was empty.  He turned to me. 
 
    “Well?” he asked. 
 
    I did not understand him at once. 
 
    “Well?” he repeated.  “Do you support me, yes or no?” 
 
    “I – I am your sister,” I replied, “and I love you with all my heart.  But this must stop!  What you are doing must stop!” 
 
    He turned away from me, went to the window and looked out. 
 
    “It is not enough,” he said.  “You cannot love me and Father at the same time.” 
 
    “Wh – what?” I stammered, not believing what I was hearing. 
 
    “You will have to choose,” he said, “your father or your brother.” 
 
    “You – you cannot ask this of me,” I replied.  “How could I choose?  Absalom, you are breaking my heart when you say this.  How could I ever choose between you and Father?  It would be impossible for me to do so.” 
 
    He whirled about to face me.  “Truly?” he cried.  “Don’t be foolish.  There now exists war between me and Father.  War!  If you love me, you cannot love Father.  If you love Father, you cannot love me.” 
 
    “Dear Absalom, please!  I love Father, but I also love you.  I always have, always shall.  My family mean more to me than anything on earth.  I am loyal to my family.  All of them.  It is impossible for me to take one over the other.  You cannot make me choose!  You know I cannot.” 
 
    “I do not believe you!” he cried.  “And now – and now all becomes clear.  At last I see you for what you are, your true untrustworthiness.  And now I remember those years ago, when in front of King Talmai you called me murderer!  Where was your loyalty then?  How was your family first in your thoughts as those words left your lips?  And now I think of many different times, when I was laboring to take what is rightfully mine, and your voice was one of discouragement, of conciliation.  Now I see that you have never been sister to me.  Where was your encouragement?  When did you ever help me?  Mother alone has ever been consistent in supporting me, with the best of counsel, with words of inspiration.  But you?  You take but do not give.  You have lived your whole life in my house, under my protection, privileged and spoiled.  And when Amnon violated you, who avenged you?  I killed my own brother for you.  For you!  Where is your gratitude?  Nowhere!  You show your appreciation by refusing to stand behind me and be one of my following.  You do your best to oppose me, and say I have no right to what is mine.  Kingship!  Decide!  Either you are with me or you are against me, there is no other path.  Which is it?  Who is it to be for you?  Me?  Or Father?” 
 
    If his eyes could burn as red-hot iron, I could not have felt his glare upon me the stronger.  If his words were sharp daggers thrust into my heart, I could not have been hurt more.  I could not answer his accusations, for all too often I had felt that I was the root from which grew this disaster, that I was the cause of this great rift between the King and Absalom.  I could not speak.   
 
    “You will have to choose,” he said, his voice low but menacing. 
 
    I held myself back from shouting, from weeping, from flinging things about the room; I do not know where came the control that prevented me from screaming at him at the top of my lungs.  I backed away from him until I touched the corner of the room behind me.  I felt my legs weaken, I lowered myself to the floor and sat with my back to the wall.  I did not look up at him as he stood towering over me; my eyes were to the floor. 
 
    “Say!” he shouted at me.  “Say if you are my ally or my enemy.  You cannot be neutral in this war, you cannot be a bystander.  You have no other path.  Are you with me or against me?  Choose now!  And if you do not, your silence itself will be a choice.  Proclaim your loyalty to me, or depart as Shoshana has done, and may you both be damned!” 
 
    I realized that there was nothing I could do that would be right.  Only two paths were given me by Absalom, and both were wrong.  I did not want to open my mouth, but even silence would be considered an answer.  If I had been near the window at that moment I would have flung myself out and fallen to my death, rather than give my choice.  But he stood between me and the window, and the moment passed. 
 
    I was saved from having to answer him when we heard a tramping of feet and the door was flung open.  Absalom’s closest followers entered.  Hushai, Ahithophel, and several of the officers of the fighting men were part of the group.  There was another man with them that I did not recognize. 
 
    Absalom had not been expecting them, and I saw that it was with effort that he calmed himself and softened his face before he turned away from me and toward the men.  His face took on his brilliant smile, but I knew the smile was no deeper than the skin. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” he said in a voice that he tried to make sound enthusiastic and friendly, “I did not think I would see you until later at the council.” 
 
    Ahithophel spoke.  “Your pardon for this intrusion, my Lord, however I think there is good reason for disturbing you.” 
 
    Here he indicated the stranger, who bowed low. 
 
    “This man entered the city this morning and asked to see you,” continued Ahithophel.  “I have heard what he wishes to say and I’m sure it will be most interesting to my Lord.” 
 
    Absalom turned to the stranger. 
 
    “And who are you?  And what would you have of me?” 
 
    The man’s clothing was in the manner of the few rich farmers of the nearby tribe of Benjamin, long robes with wide stripes in gaudy colors, the sandals made of especially thick leather.  A sash about him held the intricately decorated scabbard of a dagger, but I saw that the scabbard was empty for the dagger had been taken from him.  This small detail took my eye and held my attention, for it made home to me the realization that others were indeed beginning to accept Absalom as their king.  In times of peace it would have been insulting to demand that a weapon be surrendered before entering the presence of another, unless the other was a monarch.  I looked at the face of the man.  He seemed determined, eager to speak with Absalom.  He was neither sullen nor reproachful that his dagger had been handed over before being brought to my brother.  So quickly, I thought, he had taken Absalom as his king, that he made no protest when his dagger was demanded of him.  So many others like him were delighted with the new sovereign.  Where had gone the love and loyalty that Father had won and kept for so many years?  I began to wonder if history would indeed smile upon Absalom.  A temptation faintly taunted me, that I should take the winning side and support my brother, and then try to help Father as best I may when I became secure in Absalom’s trust.  I cast aside the temptation.  The stranger spoke. 
 
    “My Lord, I am Shimei, son of Gera.  I have news that may be helpful to my Lord.” 
 
    “Say on.” 
 
    Shimei continued, “David and his following passed my house near the village of Bahurim several days ago.  I spoke to him, and there were bitter words between us.  Then I followed and watched as they pitched their tents near to Jericho, on the plains near the ford across the Jordan.  I wandered about his camp for a time, spoke with many who accompanied David.  He even brought some accursed Philistine horsemen with him.  Exiles, following their warlord, Ittai of Gath.  The scum!  Well, I have walked David’s camp, and I have seen what I have seen.  He has less than five thousand fighting men with him, and many brought their wives and little ones, who slow them down.  The camp was also cluttered with a large rabble from Jerusalem who chose to follow David.  All looked disheartened and hungry, and not a few of the men were weeping.” 
 
    The man said this with a grim satisfaction, and it was obvious that he bore hostility toward my father.  Absalom also saw this, and it aroused suspicion. 
 
    “And why do you tell me this, Shimei son of Gera?” asked Absalom.  “Are you so loyal to your king that you would betray him so?” 
 
    “He is not my king!” Shimei said vehemently.  “I am of the tribe of Benjamin, of the same clan as King Saul, and ever since David stole the Crown from the house of Saul, there has been a blood feud between David’s house and our own.” 
 
    Absalom chuckled a bit, said, “And I, too, am of the house of David.  Do you feud with me?” 
 
    “You have driven David out of Jerusalem,” said Shimei, “and when I entered the city, I was told that you have taken David’s women to your bed.  That alone has created a blood feud between you and your father.  The enemy of David, even if it be his son, is my friend.  The god Yahweh has chosen Absalom to wreak our vengeance upon this son of Jesse.” 
 
    “Very well,” Absalom said.  “What else can you tell me?” 
 
    “He plans to go to the land of Gad, to the city of Mahanaim,” replied Shimei, “as soon as he gets his party organized and provisions for the journey.” 
 
    “And when will that be?” 
 
    “I spoke with a man I saw in the camp, an Ammonite named Shobi, an elder from the city of Mahanaim.  He was helping them prepare, and it was he who arranged for the provisions.  I know not what day they may leave, but it will be very soon.  Tomorrow, perhaps, or the day after.” 
 
    “As early as tomorrow,” repeated Absalom. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” 
 
    “This is valuable news,” Absalom said.  “Shimei, I thank you for these words.  I shall think of a suitable reward.  Return to your home and wait there.” 
 
    Shimei bowed and left the room.   
 
     Absalom turned to Hushai, said, “It seems your scouts did not search in the right places.” 
 
    “That is unfortunate, my Lord,” Hushai replied smoothly, not at all perturbed by the implications hinted by Absalom.  “However, the village of Bahurim is not the most direct way to Jericho.  A pity that I did not send out a dozen more scouts, but I simply did not have enough horsemen.” 
 
    Absalom then turned to Ahithophel.  “What say you?” 
 
    Ahithophel immediately replied, “David’s warriors are all old men, and those Philistine outcasts with him are mere trash riding nags.  Let us take what numbers we have now and launch an attack while he is still camped near Jericho.  Give the command, my King, and we shall march today and into the night, and overrun his camp while they sleep.  We shall kill only David, and then the rest of his following will have no choice but to swear loyalty to you.” 
 
    Absalom mused a bit, then said, “If he gets within the walls of Jericho near to him, he could hold out for who knows how long?” 
 
    “We have almost twelve thousand men,” countered Ahithophel, “camped between here and Bethlehem.  And that is sufficient to pull down the walls of Jericho.  Let me take our men and start immediately.  David has fled in panic and his mind may be off balance for this reason, so if we attack now while he is still in a state of fear and confusion, we can overwhelm him.  But we must move quickly!  If we delay then in the morning he will slip away to the city of Mahanaim, which has much stronger walls than Jericho.  There he can settle down and think of a solution, and he will have time to call for more warriors to join him.  This must be prevented.  We must attack while his numbers are small.  We must strike now.  Tonight.” 
 
    A few of the men in the room nodded.  Absalom looked around, and it seemed to him that everyone was receptive, until his eyes fell upon Hushai.  Hushai studied the floor, tugging at his beard and shaking his head. 
 
    “And you, Hushai?  Do you not think this a good idea?” 
 
    Hushai looked about the room, gathering everyone with his eye, remaining quiet until all were silently awaiting his word.  Then he looked toward Ahithophel. 
 
    “We speak of David.  David!  We speak of one who is renowned in all the world as the mightiest of warriors, the most victorious of generals.  And if he should be hiding in some cave at this hour, then I assure you that David will not be confused or cowering in fear but making plans.  And he is the most cunning of soldiers, so he would never allow himself to be surprised, either by day or by night.  Also, those old men you disparage, Ahithophel, include the Three Hundred, the finest fighters on earth, and they are not so old that they cannot lift a spear or swing a sword.  And it seems you know nothing about the Philistine, Ittai.  I do, for I met him and spoke with him when he arrived in Jerusalem only one day before David left the city.  It is true he is in exile from Gath, but he is a nobleman and a warrior, and he has brought his six hundred cavalry with him.  By no means are they trash riding nags, but an effective fighting force.  I also know that they willingly joined David and swore to stay by his side and not run away.  That means David has cavalry.  Do you know what damage six hundred horse can do to infantry?  The other warriors with David are experienced veterans, and they are absolutely without fear.  And I need not remind you of the many times David and his men defeated enemies who had larger forces.  At this hour, David and his men are as enraged as a mother bear whose cubs have been stolen, and they will be as blindly ferocious in battle as that mother bear.  When our troops see the front ranks getting slaughtered by David’s men, they will quickly forget that they have the superior numbers, and they’ll turn and run.” 
 
    All were quiet as they contemplated Hushai’s words.  Then Absalom spoke.  
 
    “What, then, do you counsel?” 
 
    “Let us build up an unstoppable force,” Hushai answered, “from all over the Kingdom, from Dan to Beersheba.  Let us see who follows your banner – and who does not.  Later, when you are victorious, you will know who to reward, and who to punish.  But now let us build an army numbered as the sands of the sea.  And let us include cavalry as a counter to the Philistine horsemen and let us get chariots for good measure.”   
 
    “Chariots!” said Absalom with delight.  “I like this!” 
 
    “And let us use David’s own weakness against him,” continued Hushai. 
 
    “Weakness?  I’ve never known my father to have a weakness.” 
 
    “His strength is also his weakness, my Lord,” said Hushai, then he explained.  “I have fought by his side many a time and know his traits well.  He might go behind the walls of Mahanaim, but he will not stay there.  David abhors the thought of being besieged, for he is a fighter.  It will take but a small stratagem for you to lure him out of the city and to do battle, then you can overwhelm him by a grand deception.  In my mind’s eye, I see how the entire battle will unfold.” 
 
    Absalom thought for an instant, then said, “Tell us, then, this grand deception of yours.  And tell me more about the chariots.”  
 
    They gathered around the table and began discussions which went on for over an hour.  Hushai was supremely persuasive as he spoke of his overall scheme, then he began to add details.  Ahithophel remained silent, his arms folded.  But the others soon began to offer particulars.  They went over each facet of the plan until all around the table were agreed to every tactic proposed.   
 
    I looked from face to face, and saw an enthusiasm I had never seen before, of men eagerly looking forward to battle.  How is it, I wondered, that they crave fighting? killing? perhaps to suffer their own death or grievous wounds?  Only Ahithophel did not seem eager, but not for fear of battle.  He saw a future the others did not. 
 
    Unnoticed and forgotten, I sat on the floor in the background, leaning against the wall, unmoving.  And I heard every word.   
 
   


  
 

 The Road to Mahanaim 
 
    When one is forced to choose between loyalties, one’s heart rebels.  If a child has an unfortunate home life where the parents quarrel, the ache within the little one’s heart can be overwhelming, for the child loves both parents and only wants the quarreling to end.  All too often the poor child believes that she is the cause of the quarreling.  Unhappy is that little one if the parents demand that the child pick who is in the right, for the child dearly wants not to make either parent angry or sad, and desperately wants to avoid being caught in the middle of the quarreling.  Cruel are the parents who force the child to choose. 
 
    Now the child is grown, the quarreling concerns an entire nation, the stakes are no less than a kingdom, the harm reckoned in the number of dead.  And she is forced to choose. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was an impossible dilemma.  If I stayed with Absalom and Mother, I would be turning my back on Father.  If I went to Father, Absalom and Mother would call me traitor.  And in a family, one is not allowed to remain neutral.  Deep inside my heart I felt that if I were not alive, had I never been born, this terrible rift in my family would never have occurred.  I was desperate not to choose.  I wanted the earth to open beneath my feet and swallow me up.  I wanted a seraph to descend from the heavens and pluck me from this world and drop me into the Great Sea. 
 
    I pondered long on what I had heard in Absalom’s council at the Cedar Palace, and I thought about the lust for battle that lit the faces of Absalom and his following.  I wanted no one hurt or killed, most especially I did not want either Father or Absalom harmed.  What I had heard at the council caused me to believe that Father was in great danger.  If I could let Father know what Absalom intended, that could be of help to Father.  Perhaps he could avoid entrapment and defeat by Absalom, or there would be a standoff, or Father could think of something else.  I did not know.  There was no surety or even a clear idea, yet I knew that I had to do something to prevent bloodshed. 
 
    That night I could not sleep, but thought long as I lay in the darkness.  Just before dawn I had a vague plan, and the resolve to carry this plan forward.  But I needed someone to help me.  Before the cock was crowing at the rising of the sun, I crept to Hana’s room and entered, closing the door fast behind me, and approached her as she lay on her bed. 
 
    “Hana,” I whispered. 
 
    I was utterly surprised to see her wide awake.  She sat bolt upright. 
 
    “Lady Tamar,” she replied.  “What is the matter?” 
 
    “Hana, I need your help, but I beg you to keep it secret.” 
 
    She looked at me for what seemed a long moment, then she said, “You are leaving the city and going to find the King.” 
 
    I was aghast.  “How could you know this?” 
 
    “It is on your face, my Lady.  I can read it plainly, for I know you well.  You cannot hide your heart from me.” 
 
    “But,” I sputtered, “if it is so plain to see, then others may guess!” 
 
    “I think not,” she replied.  “You are very subtle when you want to be.  Yet I of anyone can read your expressions, for I have known you since you were born.  But my Lady, let me point out that the roads may have become dangerous.” 
 
    “You are not going to talk me out of it,” I said firmly.  “I must do this.  I must try to end this madness.  I must talk with the King.  There must be a way to stop this war and prevent Father and Absalom from killing each other.” 
 
    “I never said I was going to talk you out of it,” she said.  “I was merely going to say that there may be trouble on the road, and that you will need someone to go with you for safety.  Very well, when do we leave?” 
 
    Surprised, I said, “I did not say ‘we’.  ‘We’ are not leaving.  I go alone.  I need your help so that I can prepare.  I was going to ask for you to get me a donkey and provisions for a six-day journey.  I cannot prepare for the journey by myself without being seen, and I want my departure to remain as secret as can be, so I need your help.” 
 
    “Now it seems that I shall disagree with you, and talk you out of going alone,” she said.  “You would not get as far as the Jordan River without some incident or other.  You cannot go by yourself.  You need a companion on the road.” 
 
    “Who could I ask?” I countered.  “I cannot trust just anybody to come with me, and if I did trust someone, I cannot bring myself to put such a one into a difficult position by joining me.  Do you not understand?  No matter where I go, I would be traitor either to the King or to Absalom, so I cannot ask anyone else to become a traitor with me, for that one would be considered an enemy in one or the other camp.  And treated as such!  It is an insane situation, and I would never jeopardize anyone innocent or trying to be neutral.  So, I cannot ask anyone.  I shall not ask anyone.” 
 
    “As I said,” and then she calmly repeated, “when do we leave?” 
 
    “You are not coming!” I said, exasperated. 
 
    “How can you stop me?” she replied. 
 
    I looked at Hana and knew there was nothing I could do to prevent her from coming with me, even if she were only to follow at a distance.  I came very close to shouting at her, but I stopped myself, and then I watched her stern expression slowly melt into a smile.  Suddenly, I was quite grateful that she wanted to be with me on a long, possibly dangerous road.  She leaned over and took me into her arms.  I wrapped my own arms around her in turn and I held her tight and knew that I did not deserve her generosity.  We held each other close for a moment. 
 
    “So, you are casting your lot with the King,” she asked, “and go to join him?” 
 
    “No,” I replied.  “No.  I cast my lot with neither.  But I must see the King.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I heard something of Absalom’s strategy.  He wants to annihilate the King’s army with a huge force, and I fear for my father’s life.  I am thinking I can use what I have learned to help the King.  Perhaps Father can move his army away from Absalom’s or cause a sort of standoff.  Perhaps, perhaps –.  I do not know, but what I tell him would give warning so that he will know what to expect and he could take steps to prevent being overwhelmed.  Or it may help Father keep a balance of power with Absalom.  If they somehow kept a parity of forces, if they kept at arm’s length from each other, then there may be enough of a delay that they can come to compromise.” 
 
    “You have said,” Hana replied, “that once it was known that Absalom has raped your father’s concubines, the Kingdom at large would understand that there can never be any reconciliation.” 
 
    “Compromise does not mean reconciliation.” 
 
    “That’s right, of course,” she said.  “However, just to keep them apart will do nothing but keep them apart.  I do not see them simply cooling off and then discussing their differences.  Your brother has seized the throne.  He will fight to keep it.  Your father will fight to get it back.  There is no third path.” 
 
    “I know, I know!” I said.  “But what else can I do?  I must do something.  I shall go mad if I simply sat and watched this calamity take place.  At least with what I learned I can try to help Father get away.  If he goes into exile in Egypt or Babylon, he may lose his Kingdom, yes, but he would be alive!  And Absalom would not be guilty of parricide, of killing his own father.  What else can I do?” 
 
    Hana was silent for a moment, then asked, “Do you know where the King is now?” 
 
    “Father and his following were camped near Jericho, but they will be making their way to the city of Mahanaim and will be leaving any day now, maybe even this morning.  I shall go there.” 
 
    “It will take you two, perhaps three days to get there.” 
 
    “Four, perhaps five,” I said, “because I cannot go the direct way.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “The direct way,” I said, “would be straight across the Jordan River, then due east up to the town of Eshbon, then north to Mahanaim.  But I cannot go that way because as soon as I am missed, my brother will guess what I am doing, and would send horsemen to look for me.  The other way would be to go to the Jordan River, then up the Jordan Valley to Succoth, then from there east, and follow the Jabbok Ravine to Mahanaim.  Absalom would probably send riders along the Jordan Valley, too.” 
 
    “So, what is your plan?” 
 
    “I shall not go east, but north to Ramah, then on to Bethel, then on to Baal-Hazor, for if I were stopped, I would have an excuse to be going to any of those three places.  Then from Baal-Hazor, I go north to Shechem, then east to the Jordan.  The place where the road from Shechem crosses the Jordan is very close to the Jabbok Ravine going up to Mahanaim.  As I can see it, the most danger of being discovered would be as I crossed the Jordan Valley, for I believe that searchers would avoid the Jabbok, for that would be too close to Father’s forces at Mahanaim.” 
 
    “That is only a guess on your part,” Hana said. 
 
    “I know.  But I cannot think of anything else.  Can you?” 
 
    Hana considered for a long while, then she said, “The only other way would be to go farther north to the Jezreel Valley, cross eastward into Gilead, then turn south to Mahanaim.  But that delay would probably make you too late to be of any use, so your plan to go by way of Shechem is probably the only way open for us.  How much time have we before Absalom marches?” 
 
    I replied, “Three to five weeks.  Absalom will delay any advance until he has gathered men from all over Israel, from the northernmost city, Dan, to the southernmost, Beersheba.  He wants his forces to be huge, even tremendous.  What caught Absalom’s attention was when Hushai advised that they could gather cavalry and chariots for the battle, and Absalom was captivated by the thought of using chariots in his war.  Absalom will send messengers throughout Israel to levy fighting men and have them assemble in Ramah, but they will delay marching until they have assembled the force of chariots.” 
 
    She sighed, then asked, “Do you know the roads for the way that you want to go?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied.  “Quite well, in fact.  All except the Jabbok Road.  Don’t you remember all the times I would accompany my family as we traveled to many places in the Kingdom?” 
 
    “Of course, I remember,” she said.  “It seems you were away as much as you were home, so I must rely on you to lead the way.  Very well.  Hmm.  It is essential that we have no delays at all, but in times of trouble, the evil see opportunities.  We must think of the possibility of robbers on the road.  You will have less trouble on your journey if you took a squad of armed guards.  Even one guard would be better than none.  A band of robbers thinks twice before attacking a single warrior in heavy armor, for a man in full armor, packed with weapons, is a fearsome sight.  A band of robbers might win, but they would be reluctant to attack, just as the lion is reluctant to attack the porcupine.  A single warrior would be better than none.” 
 
    “But Hana!  I already said I cannot trust anyone enough to ask, for those loyal to Father have already departed, and those loyal to Absalom would turn me in to my brother were I to ask help to defect to Father.” 
 
    She pulled at her lower lip in thought, then said, “This morning I shall get the things needed for traveling, and a donkey, so we shall be able to leave early tomorrow.  And maybe I can think of someone to act as guard for us, so that we are not troubled during our journey.  I am sure I can think of someone trustworthy.” 
 
    I embraced her, kissed her neck.  “What would I do without you, Hana?” 
 
    Her mouth made a wry twist.  “You’d get yourself into trouble, as usual!” 
 
    *** 
 
    That day was long for me, for I could do nothing but wait in nervous anticipation.  Whenever I heard some commotion in the house I would hurry to see if it was Hana returning to give me news of her preparations.  After the noon meal I went to my room for siesta hour, but did not lie down, just paced to and fro, occasionally looking out the window.  I then heard a knock on my door. 
 
    I hurried to the door hoping it was Hana, but when I opened it I was startled and a bit frightened, for there before me stood a young man dressed in the battle gear of a Geshurian warrior.  He was wearing an armored jerkin of heavy leather covered in bronze leaves; his trousers were coarse, brown wool and the cuffs were stuffed into boots; a steel sword dangled from his left thigh; a round shield was slung across his back; over his shoulder he leaned a bronze-tipped spear.  His helmet was in the style of the Phoenicians, the cheek guards of which dipped low over his cheeks, leaving a mere vertical slit over his mouth.  The slit extended upward and widened around the eyes; most of his face was obscured.  He had an air of confidence about him, an easy bearing that somehow proclaimed that he knew his business.  I got over my fright and assumed that he was visiting Jerusalem for some reason, and that Hana had found him and employed him to be our guard.  I could see that he was beardless and looked very young, not at all like a battered veteran.  
 
    Then my eyes snapped onto his. 
 
    “Hana?” I cried in astonishment.  “Is that you?” 
 
    The warrior laughed with Hana’s voice, and said, “Yes, my Lady.  Did I successfully deceive you for a moment?” 
 
    “Where – where did you get that armor?” 
 
    “Do you remember,” she said, “those years ago when I had to return to Geshur to care for my father?  I found these weapons and armor that he used when he was younger, before he came of age.  I took them all to my room for – um – safekeeping.” 
 
    After getting over my astonishment, I laughed and had her walk up and down for me, so that I could fully appreciate her costume.  She removed the helmet and I saw that beneath it she wore a skullcap of boiled leather, thick and hardened, which covered her head from brow to nape.  It had rows of bronze bosses that rimmed the cap and formed a cross over the crown of her head.  The leather skullcap by itself could have been a serviceable helmet, and she looked quite menacing in it.  Her hair was gathered and tied in the back, just as any other young man. 
 
    “But Hana!  You have cut your hair!  It only reaches to your shoulders!” 
 
    She laughed.  “It is no loss, my Lady.  For some time I have had the urge to cut my hair and now I have a good reason.  Don’t worry!  Hair always grows back.” 
 
    I shook my head, for I had never seen a woman with hair cut short.  It simply was not done; it was considered a disgrace.  Yet Hana seemed quite comfortable.  It took me a moment to get over my surprise, and when I did, I found her appearance was that of a stalwart young fighting man and, strangely, there was an appeal about her which touched me.   
 
    “Do you know how to use those weapons?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said.  “And there is something I never told you.  Very soon after I returned to Geshur, I met one of my father’s retainers there at the estate at Salib, and he took a shine to me, and we used to see each other whenever he did not have duties.  I talked him into teaching me how to use the sword and the spear, and we found quiet places where no one watched as he taught me, and I would practice.  My father knew, yet he never forbade me, but don’t you dare tell anyone here in Jerusalem.  You know how people are, here in Israel!  They would think it sinful if a woman learned how to fight like a man.  But I shall make this brag:  I have exercised for strength, run for stamina, and kept in practice with weapons, and I believe I am skilled enough to hold my own against most men in a fight.” 
 
    I laughed in admiration.  “I believe you.  I know you so well and know you would never make an empty boast.  But I did not know you had a lover!  Is it true?” 
 
    “For a time,” she said.  “It lasted while it lasted.  In a way, I was relieved when I heard he had been matched in marriage to someone.  I liked him more as a friend than a lover, but I had always wanted to learn sword play and the spear, so when I had the opportunity to learn, I took it.  Fair exchange!” 
 
    She drew her sword and made a few passes through the air, and her movements told me that she did indeed know how to use it.  I was seeing Hana in a new light, a facet of her personality that I had never suspected.  A spark of inspiration explained much about how she had hidden her weapons and baggage from us.  I felt more confidence now and tried to imagine how she would look on the road, and how she would react to any robber or warrior who challenged us. 
 
    “You cannot use your own name while we are traveling,” I said.  “We must give you another name, a more masculine name.” 
 
    “But why?” she asked.  “The name Hana is one given to both men and women.” 
 
    “Mmm, I think it wise if you do not use it.  There are several in Jerusalem who know you, and that you belong to my household.”  After a moment’s thought, I said, “Ahimaaz.  I shall call you Ahimaaz.” 
 
    Her nose wrinkled.  “Why that name?  It sounds as if one is undecided about something.” 
 
    I laughed.  “I have always liked the name, yet it is not too common, and it is only given to boys and men.  Ahimaaz!  Son of Adullam, brother of Hana.” 
 
    She looked dubious.  “As you wish, my Lady.” 
 
    Hana began to remove the armor.  When she had removed the armored jerkin, I stared at the simple tunic she wore beneath it.  Her figure did not look like a woman’s. 
 
    “Hana!  You still look like a man!” 
 
    “Oh, that,” she said.  “I wrapped a small sheet around me to bind my breasts, to give me a flat chest.” 
 
    “Your chest looks muscular, not flat,” I observed with amusement.  Then I giggled.  “I wonder what would happen if someone were to walk in now.  They would think that it was I the one with a lover and had smuggled you into my room to have an erotic siesta for two.” 
 
    She laughed.  She then went to her room to change back into her own clothing and to put on a headscarf to cover her short hair.  When she returned, she took me down to the small stable behind our house to see the rest of the things we needed for our journey.  Aside from food and drink, blankets, and the various articles needed for travel, Hana had acquired a sturdy little jenny – a female donkey – who stood in the stable quietly munching fodder.  The donkey was about nine hands tall, colored a light tan with a dark brown cross astride her withers, and she had a light gray muzzle.  She appeared to be in very good health and seemed mild enough.  I contemplated her big, black eyes, seemingly half-closed, and so dark one could not see in which direction she was looking.  Her eyes were enchanting, for when one gazed into them, one felt she possessed a mild wisdom, taking in the world in quiet amusement.  I was delighted with her, for she was so endearing.  Hana told me where she had found the donkey and the price she had paid. 
 
    “We can’t go on calling her ‘the donkey’,” I said.  “She may become insulted or something, the poor thing.  Does she have a name?” 
 
    “I have been calling her Pimi.” 
 
    It was the Aramaic word for a mischievous little girl.  We were pleased later when we found that Pimi had not one mischievous bone in her body, but somehow the name was perfect.  I leaned over and embraced the donkey about the neck and spoke into her absurdly huge ears. 
 
    “Pimi,” I said, “You’ll allow me to ride you, won’t you? for I don’t look fondly on walking the entire distance to Mahanaim.” 
 
    Pimi twitched one ear and honked that she did not mind, her big, dreamy eyes holding mine. 
 
    ***  
 
    From ancient times, the village of Jerusalem was within the tribal lands of Benjamin, although it was inhabited by Jebusi people.  When Father seized the village from the Jebusi, however, and transformed it into his capital, the tribe of Judah began to think of Jerusalem as its own.  Indeed, the city was so close to the border that the south wall was almost touching Judean lands, and Jerusalem was but a stone’s throw from Bethlehem, Father’s birthplace.  I and the city grew together. 
 
    It was by the small, hidden Water Gate on the city’s south wall that we left in the dim light of dawn.  We did not go by the Spring Gate on the east wall that opened upon the road that would be taken if one were going north.  Hana had suggested that we take the Water Gate, for if my brother sent men to look for me, they would learn which gate we took.  We hoped that my brother’s men would then assume that we were taking the south road to Bethlehem, or perhaps they would think we would pass through Bethlehem and travel on to Hebron, where Mother was staying. 
 
    The sleepy gatekeeper eyed Hana up and down but saw an armed man in foreign clothing leading a donkey upon which was seated a veiled woman.  The gatekeeper merely asked Hana’s name and where she was going; she replied that “his” name was Ahimaaz and was taking “his” wife to Bethlehem to visit relatives.  The gatekeeper yawned and opened the gate, waved us through.  The guard was seldom interested in who left the city by this gate; he was most attentive to anyone trying to enter here, because it was through this tiny gate that Joab and his men had penetrated the city to capture it from the Jebusi.  We were pleased with ourselves that the first test of our disguises was successful.  I thought of the added boon that Hana’s battle dress was foreign, for perhaps others would assume she was a neutral in Israel’s internal problems, and she would not be asked with whom she had placed her loyalties. 
 
    After we descended from the Water Gate we took a sharp left turn, leaving the odorous Valley of Hinnom behind us, then we entered Kidron Valley.  The city walls stood high above us to our left, and we almost tiptoed under the battlements of the King’s Citadel.  We hurried along between Mount Moriah and the Mount of Olives.  Soon we came to the Shechem Road, which began our northward march. 
 
    As we plodded along, I looked over our little group.  When Hana was not wearing her helmet, she had it slung on the shield across her back but left the leather cap in place.  Whenever she saw men approaching, she would place the helmet far back on her head, such that the cheek guard became a sort of visor above her eyes, leaving her face and eyes uncovered.  In that position, she could quickly flip the helmet down to protect her face if she felt the need.  Hana looked splendid in her battle gear and was an intimidating sight when she wore her Phoenician helmet down and in place.  As I looked at her I saw her wisdom in insisting on having an armed warrior accompany me, for, after but a single glimpse of Hana, few would dare give me trouble.  I felt proud to be seen next to my gallant protector. 
 
    Pimi on the other hand could intimidate nothing more than a manger full of hay.  She was sensible and patient, had a sweet disposition, and we were firm friends from the beginning.  She was more than just an intelligent beast; she had a sort of sagacity that, in my eyes, was superior to many humans. 
 
    After we were outside of the city environs there were very few travelers to be met on the road.  I would have thought it strange had not the news of civil war been spread throughout the Kingdom.  Whether frightened or simply cautious, people avoided unneeded travel, and those that we did pass kept to themselves and did not stop to chat.  I remembered those times in the past when I was on a journey.  Travelers would stop to greet each other, ask each other’s names and cities, and ask for news of the road ahead.  This courtesy between travelers was so much the custom that a journey that should take only four or five hours could easily take an entire day. 
 
    But the times were too troubled for this leisure travel and friendly greetings.  Civil war makes enemies of neighbors, and one could not tell by looking at a stranger where that stranger’s loyalties were placed, whether they stood by the King or were flocking to Absalom’s banner.  Travelers wished to avoid any quarrel that could have led to bloodshed, so those few individuals we met on the road did not stop, but furtively hurried along, their eyes avoiding ours.  This sad condition was to our advantage, however, for we did not need to state our names and business, and we covered much more ground for we were not delayed by needless talk.  We reached Ramah an hour earlier than I was hoping.  We avoided the neighborhood called the Prophets’ Huts – Naioth in the local dialect – and went to the town’s well.  We stopped long enough to water Pimi, and then we passed through. 
 
    We continued to Bethel, where I had planned for us to stay the first night.  But the sun was still high in the sky, and we were not tired, so I decided to go on to Baal-Hazor and stay the night on Absalom’s farm.  The farm was even farther from Jerusalem, and I felt safer because of it.  Also, the farm was some distance from the village – less eyes to pry.  After we passed through Bethel, we had to leave the Shechem Road and take a smaller track to the northeast. 
 
    “I know you said we would be going this way, but why are we going to your brother’s farm?” asked Hana.  “I would think you would want to avoid anything having to do with your brother.” 
 
    “Oh, you were in the Kingdom of Geshur when Absalom murdered Amnon,” I replied.  “He did it there, at his farm near Baal-Hazor.  When Absalom took Mother and me and we ran to Bishsed, many of Amnon’s loyalists descended on the farm and massacred everyone there.  Then they stole the sheep.  The farm has been deserted since that time.  We should be quite alone.” 
 
    But as we approached the village, an ominous feeling arose in my breast, not for what was seen, but for what was not seen.  The entire district appeared to be devoid of people; we met no one on the road, saw no one working the fields; we passed many houses where there was not one human to be seen.  We stopped at one house that was close by the path, and we cried out many times, but received no answer, so we opened the door and entered.  Everywhere were signs of a hasty departure – open chests, overturned storage jars, a scattering of different objects.  We heard yipping outside and found a poor dog that had been tied to a post.  The dog was desperately thirsty and had injured itself trying to free itself from the rope.  We watered the dog and untied it, and as we left, the dog was still lapping at the water. 
 
    Hana and I silently walked along, occasionally looking at each other, our eyes wide, our mouths open.  It was so eerie I felt my skin crawling.  Here and there we would hear a goat that was bleating, or a cow that was lowing, pleading to be milked, for their udders were very full; I judged that they had not been milked for more than a day, perhaps for more than two days.  We passed one goat inside a paddock.  She fixed her eyes upon us and began bleating piteously, begging us to milk her.  I almost went to her, for I felt I needed to give her relief and empty her udder, but Hana stopped me. 
 
    “There are too many of them for us to milk,” she said.  “And we shall not be here tomorrow to milk them again.  And look!  See how her teats are dripping?  She is very uncomfortable, yes, but she is not in danger.  She can manage until her mistress comes home.” 
 
    Hana was right, of course, but I felt terrible that we had to move on and do nothing. 
 
    We found the trail that led to Absalom’s farm, and soon we noticed that the path was overgrown, the land uncultivated, the meadows empty and uncropped by animals.  It may seem peculiar, but I began to feel more at ease, for I knew the reason that this farm was deserted.  No one had been there in several years, and I hoped no one would come this way soon.  I led the way up to the large farmhouse. 
 
    “I am sure we shall be safe here,” I said to Hana. 
 
    We removed the saddle bags from Pimi and let her out into the paddock to graze, then we entered the house, settled ourselves, then ate and rested.  We speculated on how and why the area was deserted, although we knew it had something to do with Absalom’s rebellion.  Hana, too, had felt unnerved by the strangely empty countryside, as if the people had simply vanished, leaving behind their animals and their possessions, and she admitted that she had an overwhelming urge to run, just as the inhabitants had run.  But from whom?  To where?  She cautiously asked me if it would be better that we kept moving, even if we had to walk at night, to get away from these haunted lands.  I stated that this farm seemed unattached to whatever sorcery had struck the neighborhood; also, I pointed out that without knowing what had occurred or from where the difficulty came, we could as easily walk into trouble as away from it.  Speculation was all we could manage.  We talked on many other subjects, until our conversation wound down.  Then I had a sudden thought. 
 
    “Hana,” I said.  “Nearby is the spring that supplies water for the house, and below the spring is a small pool.  I remember splashing in that pool when I was little, and as I recall it is a most charming place, very peaceful and lovely.  Come!  Before it gets too dark.  Let’s go down there.  I think I am going to wash in the pool and get the dust off.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Bathing in the pool at dusk.  The pool was surrounded by trees with boughs overhanging the water; many flowers grew along the banks.  The last birds of the day chirped sleepy farewells to each other and winged off to their nests and nestlings.  The magic and loveliness of that place were exactly as I remembered as a child, and the restfulness and the peace were soothing, making me forgetful of the dreadful events of the past few months.  In that quiet place my cares fled for a brief time.  I removed all my clothing, then submerged myself in the cool water.  I stood up, waist deep, and splashed.  Hana removed her clothing and joined me. 
 
    I contemplated her as she stood beside me in the water, in that enchanting place.  I had never seen her naked until that moment, nor had I ever wondered what her appearance would be if ever she were to be unclothed.  She had been familiar to me since I was born, and I was fond of her for that reason alone, so the familiarity did not make me curious to know her nude form.  Yet we had been apart for many years, and it seemed that there was a renewal in my heart as I looked upon her, there in the pool, in the dusk.  Her body had an attraction to me I had never known before; she was taller than me by a span, her arms and legs more muscular, heavier, and their tone made one think of power and athletic grace.  Her chin was strong and jutted slightly, and her brow complemented her nose in producing a relaxed and confident expression.  I was seeing the strength and the beauty of her body for the first time, and I was captivated. 
 
    She waded up behind me and began to help me wash myself.  She had helped me in my bath many times before, yet those times she had been kneeling on the floor beside the wooden tub, reaching over the rim and scrubbing me.  This evening she stood in the water so close to me I felt her breath upon my back.  Her hands moved over me, rubbing gently. 
 
    “Hana,” I said, “you need not play the handmaiden.  We are companions on a dangerous road, and I cannot think of you as a servant anymore.” 
 
    I heard her laughing gently.  “Perhaps I enjoy helping you bathe, my Lady.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and allowed her to continue, and felt her strong hands moving upon my body.  She stood close behind and washed all of me, and within my heart I felt stirrings of pleasure.  Soon she was splashing me to rinse me off, and she started to laugh. 
 
    “Easier to bathe this way, isn’t it, my Lady?” 
 
    I turned to her.  What flowed through my heart was a wondrous feeling, and I felt closer to her than at any other time in my life.  She was no longer a servant, no longer the big girl at our house, no longer the surrogate sister.  I took her right hand in both of mine. 
 
    “Hana,” I said quietly.  “Do not call me ‘my Lady’ anymore.” 
 
    She smiled, said, “But I must, if anyone were to be nearby.” 
 
    “Then when we are alone, you must simply call me by my name.” 
 
    Now her smile glowed, her eyes dropped, and she said, almost murmuring, “Tamar.” 
 
    We were silent for a while, treasuring the moment, gently squeezing our hands together.  Then she spoke. 
 
    “Well, Tamar, we have reached a milestone.  But what will you call me when we are alone?  Whatever name you call me, do not let it be Ahimaaz!” 
 
    I laughed quietly and said, “Then I shall call you ‘my soldier’.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I knew this area well, having been here many times with my family, and as a child I had romped and run through the meadows and hills, and knew every footpath and game trail.  The next morning, I led Hana and Pimi along an overgrown path that meandered northwest, for I knew it would join the Shechem Road farther along than the place where we left it.  After an hour the path met the highway.  The going became much easier on the road and we made good time for another hour. 
 
    We then passed the ruins of the city of Shiloh on our right.  Here, the peculiar fables I had heard in my childhood got the better of me and I urged Hana to hurry on, while I averted my eyes from the forlorn walls and broken towers of that ancient town.  I remembered the stories I had heard when I was little, that the ghosts of the maidens who had once danced in the vineyards could still be heard chanting their melancholy songs. 
 
    But Hana was not to be hurried.  She stared curiously at the ruins as we passed and took an interest in the remains of an earthen siege ramp sloping upward to the city wall, the sides striped by lines of erosion.  One could almost hear the echoes from long ago as hundreds of men swarmed up that ramp, leaped into the town, and killed anyone within their reach.  The poignant scene of the crumbled walls and bleak, deserted houses fascinated her. 
 
    “How long do you suppose it will take before Shiloh becomes just another tell?” she asked. 
 
    “I know not,” I answered.  “A hundred years?  A thousand years?  Can we discuss this later?” 
 
    “Do you think, perhaps, that one day the city will be rebuilt?” 
 
    “I do not want to speculate,” I said.  “Must we tarry so?” 
 
    “Why do you hesitate to look at it?  You seem fearful.” 
 
    I caught myself, then giggled in embarrassment, and said, “Oh, it is difficult to shake off the fears one learns when one is very young.  It was in Shiloh that the Sacred Ark was kept for many years.  However, the people brought it out to a battlefield and the Philistines captured it.  Later, the Philistines laid siege and then sacked this city.  Since the people of Shiloh were so careless as to lose the Ark, the city was never rebuilt, and the ruins have been thought to be cursed ground ever since.” 
 
    “Cursed ground, eh?” she said, and looked at me with a knowing smirk.  “But your people did recover the Ark, did they not?  You do speak of that same Ark of the Covenant that is sacred to you, the one that is in that special tent in Jerusalem, do you not?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “and what happened was that the Philistines freely returned the Ark to Israel.  I suppose they were finished with it or had one of their own and didn’t need ours after all.” 
 
    “Your people believe that your god Yahweh inhabits the Ark, yes?  And if anyone touches it, does not that one drop dead on the spot?” 
 
    I laughed.  “God living inside a box!  That is so funny, but yes, many people believe that.  I think the priests encourage that story about the wrath of God, just to prevent people from flocking around the Ark and touching it to get some of Yahweh’s blessing.  It would have been worn down to splinters by now, so they spread those silly stories about it.” 
 
    “But was there not a man who touched the Ark?  And did he not die where he stood?” 
 
    “Mother was there, and saw what happened,” I said.  “She was part of the procession – the first attempt, that is – to bring the Ark to Jerusalem.  When the ox cart was coming down the hill from the house where the Ark had been kept, the cart hit a bump, and since the hill was steep, the cart started to tip over.  There was a young man, the son of the man who had been keeping the Ark in his house, and he tried to prevent the Ark from falling over.  But it was too heavy and the whole cart fell over onto him and killed him.  Mother saw the priests set right the cart and put the Ark back in, then they dragged the dead body out of the way.  That poor man died trying to help!  But within days the story was everywhere that Yahweh had miraculously killed him for touching the sacred Ark.  Mother saw it all, however.  The procession took the Ark to another house, and it stayed there for a month or two while some Levites who were craftsmen repaired the damage to it.  They did not die, although they touched it many times.  But the story of the miraculous death took on a life of its own, and you know how people are!  People prefer to believe myth over reality.  The myth has been growing ever since, and now there are all sorts of ludicrous stories of people being miraculously killed.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Now keep in mind, it was sixty years ago when the Philistines returned the ark, and no one said anything about miraculous deaths for years, until after the man was killed in the procession.  So, when I was little, people were saying – for the first time! – that seven men died because they looked inside the Ark.  Then a few years later, the story was that seventy had died!  Then a little later, people were saying seventy men and fifty oxen.  Now, just why would fifty oxen line up to peep inside the Ark?  And then I heard just last year that people were saying fifty thousand men were killed.  Fifty thousand!  One would think they would have stopped filing past the Ark after the first dozen deaths or so.  I wish these myth-mongers would get together and set the story straight between them, for then it would seem more plausible.  But now there are so many different versions of the same rumor!  All is myth.  All superstition.  And you know how people are with their superstitions.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, then looked at me.  “Yes!  I know someone who is superstitious about an old, abandoned town!” 
 
    We moved on and came to a part of our journey that was very tedious, for the road would curve around a large hill or ancient tell, then the road would reverse itself and go the opposite way through a winding valley, and around the next hill or tell.  The road was anything but straight, and I was fretful for the time that was being wasted.  I would look at a hill and know that we would be trudging on and on for an hour, only to be looking at the same hill, but from the other side.  I wanted to cast an enchantment upon Pimi, to put wings upon her hooves, to make her leap over the hills and bound through the valleys.  I smiled at the thought of our little Pimi running like a gazelle.  But the impatience I felt with the meandering road became too much.  I began to sing a children’s song, which I thought appropriate for the moment. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! 
 
    If I were but a bird to fly! 
 
    If I could soar and drift through sky, 
 
    Or as a cloud where winds are free, 
 
    To far horizons I would race, 
 
    To edge of Earth, and there to see 
 
    The happy land, the sweetest place. 
 
      
 
    If I could leave this dusty road, 
 
    And wing on t’ward my heart’s abode, 
 
    And leave all this slow weaving by 
 
    This winding way, its snaking bend, 
 
    If I were but a bird to fly, 
 
    I would at last see journey’s end!” 
 
    “Sprout wings and fly then,” Hana said testily, “and spare us all a slow death.  Pimi’s braying would sound more restful.” 
 
    Pimi raised her head and honked in agreement. 
 
    “Not you, too!” I said to Pimi.  “I thought we were friends.” 
 
    We were passing wooded slopes on our left, so Hana suggested we stop there to rest in the shade and have some food.  We moved under the shade and began to settle down, but then we heard the thrumming of horses’ hooves in the distance. 
 
    “Quickly!” Hana urged.  “Into the trees!” 
 
    Without asking why, I grabbed our bags while Hana pulled Pimi’s reins, and we moved up the hill until we were obscured by the foliage.  Very soon the galloping horses were pounding by below us, south to north.  We guessed there were about a dozen of them, although we could not see. 
 
    Hana whispered in my ear, “Only warriors ride astride a horse, and many warriors moving at a gallop are to be avoided.  We do not know who they are or their intentions.” 
 
    After they passed I wanted to go down to the road to see who they were.  But Hana grabbed my shoulder and firmly kept me down. 
 
    “Let us wait until every one of them has passed,” she whispered.  “Do you not think that they might turn in their saddles to look behind and see you?  And do not move in the meantime, for there may be more following.  Here, help me hold Pimi steady.” 
 
    We sat quietly for at least a quarter hour, then moved cautiously down to the road.  We listened carefully and scanned up and down the road.  Hana looked at me, question in her eyes.  I knew she was wondering if it were wise to stay on the road.  I thought long. 
 
    “We must keep going,” I said.  “Shechem is another three hours, and the hills are too steep for us to go cross country.” 
 
    “Do you think those horsemen were sent by your brother?” she asked. 
 
    “I know not,” I said.  “But they did come from the south, the direction of Jerusalem.  But I do not want to find out who they are.  Whoever they may be, we cannot trust them.  We must keep going, but we must be quiet and listen.” 
 
    “To the good is that Pimi and I won’t need to hear you sing anymore,” she said. 
 
    I slapped at her, but she, laughing, dodged my hand. 
 
    We moved on.  Hana did not alternate with me and ride Pimi while I walked, although I had offered many times.  She was on her feet for the entire journey.  She pointed out that if anyone saw an armed warrior riding a donkey while a fashionable lady walked at his side, the sight would be so unusual that the talk would soon be all over the countryside.  Hana was correct as always – we did not want to call too much attention to ourselves.  About half the time, though, I would be on my feet and at her side, as I could not ride for hour upon hour without needing to get down and stretch my legs.  We would walk together and talk quietly or simply enjoy each other’s company in silence.  The journey with Hana could have been a pleasurable excursion, and we could have had a merry time together, were it not for our unpromising errand and the few troubling sights we encountered along the way.  Even so, it came to be one of the sweetest memories of my life, that Hana and I walked the long road together, with Pimi alongside. 
 
    The few troubling sights, however, were enough to remind us that we lived in a land where civil war had erupted.  In civil war, enemies were not from a foreign land, but from another village, or from the other end of town, or from the house next door.  In civil war, the warriors killed with a ferocity not displayed to strangers or outlanders; the killing of one’s own people took on an exceptional vehemence never seen elsewhere.  It was killing for punishment, a violence directed toward those deemed to be wrongdoers, transgressors, those who were willing sinners, and the killers felt wholly justified in slaughtering their brothers and sisters.   
 
    We smelled smoke.  We rounded a low hill and saw a burned and smoldering house not far from the road.  Hana wanted to investigate but insisted that I stay on the road with Pimi while she moved up to the house and cautiously entered the smoking ruins.  Within a moment, she emerged and rejoined me, and quietly said we must move on.  I began to ask her what she saw, but she shook her head and said nothing for quite some time.  Then she spoke. 
 
    “I think there was an entire family killed there, and the house burned over them.  Adults and little ones.  One no more than a babe in arms.  It was horrible.” 
 
    “It must have been those horsemen.” 
 
    “No,” she said.  “If it were those men, then right now the house would be in flames higher than the trees.  No, that house was burned at least a day ago, perhaps two, even if it is still smoking.” 
 
    “Then could the house have caught fire, with the family trapped inside?” 
 
    Hana remained silent for a moment, then said, “No.  They were decapitated, and the little ones had their heads dashed in.  They were all dead before the house was set ablaze.” 
 
    We walked on without speaking for a long while, our thoughts uneasy. 
 
    I thought about the world in which we lived, of the pain we mortals inflicted upon each other, and I knew that the wisest of philosophers had struggled long on this riddle, and could never fathom the why of it.  I thought of the god Yahweh, beloved of my father the King.  This god had the power to prevent a single tear from being shed in pain and terror by the least child in all his creation, but he chose to let the tear fall.  Yet everything that I was ever taught about Yahweh told me that he was an accomplice in every unspeakable act of war that ever occurred on earth.  Why, I wondered, would Yahweh want to participate in the killing, when we seemed to be quite good at it by ourselves? 
 
    I thought of Mother.  She secretly adored the Goddess Ishtar, whose abundant love and gentle spirit encompassed the earth entire, and who never intended that her subjects suffer for any reason.  But Ishtar was powerless to relieve the misery or prevent the animosities that all too often led to war.  Why, I wondered, would Ishtar, a goddess, be unable to protect her children? 
 
    Gods with power, but no mercy.  Goddesses with mercy, but no power.  Was there any value in worshipping either? 
 
    *** 
 
    We came to crossroads, which fixed our location and our distance from Shechem.  The west road led upward into the hills, but just past those nearby hills it would begin a steady descent from the plateau and wind its way downward to Joppa and the Great Sea.  The east road moved easily through the gently rolling plateau and would eventually round to southward, down through the foothills above the Jordan River floodplain, then on to Gilgal and Jericho.  The road ahead dropped into a small, shallow valley, and would take us on to Shechem.  We were less than two hours away. 
 
    As we neared the town we passed one or two persons here and there, going about their business, but they, like the people on the road, averted their eyes from us and did not speak.  We walked on until we saw to our left two rounded mountains standing like twins, with a smoothly rounded vale joining them; indeed, the city’s name came from this place, for Shechem was the ancient word for saddle, precisely the appearance of the mountains and vale.  The road turned toward the vale, and at last we saw the ill-kept walls of the city, then we passed through the ramshackle gates.  No gatekeeper asked us our names and business.  This surprised me for a moment, for in times of trouble, townspeople would be found busily repairing their city walls, reinforcing their gates, and causing vigilant gatekeepers to be at the ready.  Yet in Shechem, they had not.  Did they not hear the news? I wondered.  But the mistrustful stares we got told me that they had, and at last I grasped what was occurring, and realized that this town was divided in loyalties, and the neighbors, suspicious of each other, could not cooperate to keep the walls and gate in repair. 
 
    We felt unwelcome by the townspeople.  This was a miserable change from what was normal, for at other times, whenever any stranger entered any town or even a village, several of the townspeople would always approach and curiously ask the stranger’s name and business, and if they were satisfied with what they heard, one of the townspeople would usually offer hospitality for the night.  This custom was a friendly way for townspeople to keep themselves informed of any outsiders, while at the same time finding an interesting houseguest for entertainment that night.  But the people of Shechem were clearly reluctant to speak to us.  Since the day was waning I decided to ask directly of someone to allow us to stay the night rather than wait until we were invited, but whenever I approached the householders, they would see me and quietly go inside their houses and firmly close the doors. 
 
    Hana and I came to the town’s famous well where a little girl was busily filling a jar.  When she saw us, she courteously filled the trough by the well so that Pimi could drink. 
 
    “Thank you, dear,” I said to her.  “What is your name?” 
 
    “Jima!” she said, and her bright smiled lacked one upper tooth, but one could see a new one growing in.  She was so sweet I wanted to give her a kiss. 
 
    “Jima,” I said.  “My name is Tamar, and this is Ahimaaz.  Do you know of anyone who will let us sleep in their house tonight?” 
 
    Her smile dropped, and she said, “I must ask Mama.” 
 
    She balanced the jar upon her head and walked off with that particular grace women have when they carry heavy loads that way.  We did not see her again.  The few people walking about nearby pretended – unconvincingly – that we were not there.  An hour passed. 
 
    “It seems we’ll be sleeping by the well tonight,” I said. 
 
    It was too late in the day for us to make a camp outside of the town, so we put feed on the ground for Pimi and put the saddle bags down, sat on blankets, and ate our cold supper there by the well. 
 
    Just before the sun set we heard a small group of men chatting outside the door of one of the houses.  Their words became tense, and sometimes loud enough for me to understand.  Through the mumbling I would hear “Every able-bodied man!” and “Absalom has promised us!” and “Assembly point at Ramah!”.  Then one voice was raised such that it could have been heard by the twin mountains that overlooked the city. 
 
    “We have no part in David!  We have no inheritance with the son of Jesse!  To your tents, O Israel!  Down with David!  Down with the house of Judah!” 
 
    Hana and I remained silent for some time – not frightened, but reticent, subdued, cautious, although the words should have shocked us both.  I had believed that no one in the Kingdom would have ever been so bold as to voice words so treasonable.  Even in Jerusalem where my brother had made himself king and where he had denounced my father, no commoner in the streets of Jerusalem had spoken disrespectfully of King David. 
 
    Eventually the sun was low enough to chase the men back to their homes.  Hana leaned over and spoke in a soft voice. 
 
    “Why do they hate King David so?” she asked. 
 
    “There is no short answer,” I said.  “Shechem has always been a political center, almost a rival of Jerusalem; that is the first thing.  This city belongs to the tribe of Ephraim; however, it is within the tribal lands of Manasseh, and that has caused some tension, and whenever there is tension between tribes, the King is always blamed.  Also, this is a northern city, and the northern tribes have always been suspicious of Judeans, for their power and their wealth, so to have a king who is also Judean has been a source of contention.  Yet there are many Levites who live in this city, for it was once a city that belonged to them, and Levites and Judeans have always been allies.  As for the people of Manasseh, they remember the time before Father became King, when he was chieftain of a gang of marauders that raided the countryside; there are still hard feelings about that.  And many people here were loyal to King Saul, while others despised King Saul and looked to David’s kingship with approval.  And now Absalom is rebelling, so the pot is stirred all the more, because –” 
 
    “Stop, please!” Hana huffed in disbelief.  “This is too much!  So many factions and cliques in this one little city.  How can one sort it all out?” 
 
    “Do not even try,” I said.  “This confused quarreling is found everywhere in our Kingdom, and the feuds and private wars have been going on for centuries.  How it was that Father managed to keep the peace in Israel for thirty years has always mystified Mother.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Very early the next morning I rose, stiff and aching from leaning back on the well while I slept.  Hana, upon her blanket and stretched out on her belly, was blissfully unaware that she was supposed to be painfully filled with protesting joints.  I patted her behind to wake her.  After we had washed our faces and while we were eating a bit of bread I spoke to her. 
 
    “Today it is possible for us to cross the Jordan Valley to the other side, but it will be a very long day.  To the good is that most of the road will be downhill.  If we do cross the Jordan Valley this day, we must make sure we are all the way across and into the hills beyond before nightfall, for we must not make camp in the Jordan Valley without knowing the whereabouts of Absalom’s men.” 
 
    “What road do we take from here?” Hana asked. 
 
    “There,” I said, pointing northward.  “Not far from here there is a path beside a stream.  We simply stay on the path and descend into Tirzah Valley, and the path will eventually join the Creek Road.  When we get to where the creek enters the Jordan Valley, we must decide whether to go on or stay the night in Tirzah Valley.” 
 
    “Downhill, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, we go downhill for most of the day.  Only at the very last we must climb a bit.” 
 
    She glowed at the thought. 
 
    *** 
 
    I had been here long ago and smiled at the memory of the road from Shechem to the Jordan River.  It began at a gully so small that one could jump across, but ended as a grand, spacious valley between towering mountains.  We left the city and within a moment reached the gully, where it began to cut deeply into the plateau in a northerly direction.  Inside the gully was the stream and the path.  The gully descended and widened rapidly until it became a ravine, and we found ourselves in a forest that grew upon the steep slopes, and for that first half hour we enjoyed the beauty of the place, the tall trees about us, the gurgling of the stream, the descent of the path hurrying us along.  The cut of the gully widened out, then turned sharply right, to the southeast, and rounded the edge of the plateau.  The forest then played out until there were no more trees.  The gully had entered Tirzah Valley.  We could see a great distance, and our breath was taken by the magnificent prospect of a beautiful and wide fertile valley.  We saw the patchwork of many farms and the tiny cubes of houses scattered about far below us, and in the extreme distance we could see the Jordan Valley itself.  Hana and I looked at each other and smiled.  Our thoughts were only upon the Jordan, and how to cross it, but we held the lovely view of the Tirzah Valley for much of our walk down the path, and the commanding scenery remained captivating to us for many hours. 
 
    The path crossed the stream to its left bank one last time where it emerged from the forest, and soon joined the Creek Road, and the two paths became a proper highway, while the stream combined with the other and they became a noisy creek, descending from the heights.  We could see almost everything in the valley, and this helped us in an unexpected way; after about an hour we saw below us what looked to be a giant, quivering caterpillar making its way upward. 
 
    “Men,” said Hana.  “Many men, coming up the road.” 
 
    Tacitly, we decided to hide, for we did not want to wait and politely ask these men if they would give us trouble.  However, it was challenging to find a place to hide in this valley.  There were no trees or large clusters of rock.  Almost all the valley was under cultivation and one could see far in any direction. 
 
    “There!” cried Hana, pointing to a cleft in the hill above us and to the left. 
 
    We made our way up the slope and I marveled at Hana’s sharp eyes, for I could not see this cleft until we were almost upon it.  We crouched down inside, and Pimi did her best not to move.  There we hid and watched as the column of men made their way up the road and then climbed past where we were crouching, a mere twenty paces above them.  I counted almost a hundred men, all armed with spears, some with swords.  They were led by a single horseman, but he was seen to have lieutenants who would move up and down the column, giving orders.  We waited until they passed, then moved back to the road. 
 
    We continued down the road, and for another half-hour we occasionally looked fearfully over our shoulders to assure ourselves that there were no men descending the road behind us.  The path descended steadily, but not so steeply that our footing was unsure.  It felt more like a brisk walking pace with no burdens to carry, nothing to tire us, and we noted to each other that we did not feel winded no matter how much ground we covered, so we began to take pleasure in the walk, enjoyed the scenery, and admired the tidy farms in the valley. 
 
    We were about to pass a small house when we saw an old man sitting on a large block of stone beside the road.  He observed us coming down the road but did not greet us when we came close.  He reached to the ground and picked up a small pebble, and then tossed this pebble in our direction, purposely thrown so that it gently fell many cubits short of Pimi’s hooves.  The old man then rose, turned, and went into his house without a word.  I laughed. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Hana asked. 
 
    I laughed again, “He was stoning us to death!” 
 
    “What?” she asked in surprise. 
 
    “I just remembered that we are traveling on the Sabbath day,” I explained.  “In ancient times, anyone who traveled on the Sabbath day was put to death by stoning.  Nowadays, old people will simply toss a small rock toward the traveler, in token that they are obeying the command of the god Yahweh and killing the sinner.” 
 
    Hana snorted in disbelief. 
 
    “Do you think he fooled Yahweh successfully?” she asked.  “Or are there any other people nearby who will do the job right and stone us properly?” 
 
    “Do not worry!” I said.  “No more are people put to death for traveling on the Sabbath.  That is a law among many that is impossible to obey.” 
 
    “I suppose I should be grateful,” she said, “but I would be more grateful to live in a land where no such outrageous law exists at all.  Geshur comes to mind.” 
 
    We walked on.  We had begun our trek in the early dawn and by noon we had descended enough that the bottom of Tirzah Valley appeared to have become almost flat and we were no longer looking downward at the vista.  Between the mountains ahead of us was a wide pass, which opened into the Jordan Valley.  To our left the mountain narrowed until it was a single ridge, and from where we stood we could see the ridge gradually descend until it vanished into the flood plain ahead, as if it were a slender spearhead stabbing southward, between the two valleys.  Here we stopped.  I looked at the position of the sun and determined it was very close to zenith. 
 
    “I think we have enough time to make it across the Jordan Valley and to the Jabbok River,” I said, “but I wish I knew if there were any more men marching about out there.” 
 
    Hana looked up at the ridge, said, “Do you think that would be a good place to look?” 
 
    “It is a very good place to look, for from there you can see far up and down the Jordan Valley, also far up the Tirzah Valley.  You will be able to see anything that moved.” 
 
    “Wait here, then.” 
 
    With that she dropped her shield and helmet, unstrapped her sword, then shucked off the heavy leather jerkin, and left her weapons and armor on the ground.  She then bounded up a small game trail and raced to the top of the sharp-edged ridge.  I was amazed to see her running up the steep sides of the hill as fast as she did.  She was gone less than half an hour, and when she returned she dropped down beside me, panting. 
 
    “I could see the whole world!” she exclaimed.  “I could see many leagues in every direction, all the breadth of the Valley, and almost its length entire!  And I could see individuals moving, but no large groups of men as we saw this morning.  Nor could I see dust stirred up by horses.” 
 
     “Good!” I said.  “Let us try it!  Let us try to get to the Jabbok while we have half the day before us.” 
 
    “Mercy!” she said, still panting.  “A moment of rest, if you please!” 
 
    I laughed and nodded, and decided to stay long enough for us to eat something.  I put a nosebag of grain on Pimi, and then I offered the wineskin to Hana. 
 
    “For you, my soldier.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We left the Tirzah Valley and entered the larger Jordan Valley, turned from southeast to northeast on a gentle descent until we reached the River.  There at the ford we waded hip-deep through the shallows, then we turned due east, and for the first time that day we felt ourselves ascending slightly.  I knew that we would soon find the brook called the Jabbok River as it bent south of Succoth, before it emptied into the Jordan.  The town was easily avoided for it was almost a league north of our path.  We found the brook and then joined the path beside it and walked for another two hours past many lush, prosperous farms.  Ahead of us, rugged bluffs and cliffs rose from the flat Valley floor, forming a wall.  The ravine of the Jabbok was the only cut in the wall. 
 
    Jabbok River was a much-too-grandiose name for something no more than an ankle-deep stream.  It tumbled down the ravine that cut through the bleak cliffs to the east of the Jordan.  The ravine stretched all the way from the flood plain and upward to the high plateau where the city of Mahanaim was sited.  Here I smiled joyfully at Hana in relief, for we had successfully crossed the Jordan Valley without encountering any of Absalom’s men.  The slight ascent we had felt since we crossed the Jordan now began to steepen until we reached the base of the hills, and then we began to climb in earnest, and the fatigue of a long day caught up with me.  Along the brook was a foot path that crossed back and forth over the water many times as we made our way up the ravine.  The local people referred to this path as the Jabbok Road – another much-too-grandiose name. 
 
    “Not much of a road,” Hana observed.  “It would be impossible for an ox cart, and it is barely wide enough for us to walk beside each other, and the donkey must follow behind.” 
 
    “Her name is ‘Pimi’,” I corrected her.  “She will not like you if you refer to her as ‘the donkey’.” 
 
    Hana laughed, turned around to stroke Pimi’s neck in apology. 
 
     “An army of some sort has surely passed this way,” she continued.  “See how deserted this country is!  We have not seen a soul since we entered the ravine.  These hills are much too rocky to appeal to anyone but for the poorest of shepherds.  Whenever peasants see warriors, they simply leave their hovels and take their flocks and fade away into the hills.  If anyone has stayed, then they would be people who cannot bear to lose whatever tiny wealth they possess.” 
 
    The change from farmland to ravine was very rapid; we saw the verdant, flat spaces and rich farms give over to all-but-barren slopes, with only occasional small, shabby groves of olives or a scruffy vineyard here and there, and a scattering of unkempt houses built high up the slopes to avoid the torrents caused by the winter rains.  Even these small farms became scarce as we climbed higher and the ravine narrowed. 
 
    Our day had been very long and tiring, for we had covered as much of our road this one day as the previous two days combined, and now the climbing became very harsh indeed.  Pimi walked with her head down.  I had dismounted and had been walking since before we started the climb up the ravine and, as tired as I was, I was determined not to remount; I could not bring myself to burden Pimi more this day.  Hana seemed unfatigued, for which I felt mild vexation. 
 
    The sun was lowering toward the distant mountains across the Jordan Valley, where we had descended Tirzah Creek just that morning.  We could not go much farther before we would need to stop for the night, but the ravine was barren and offered no shelter or even a flat place for us to sleep.  We then saw a house above us, not far from the path, and decided to ask if we could stay the night.  As we climbed up the slopes to the house, the shutter of an upper window opened, but it was too dark inside for us to see who was within. 
 
    “Begone!” a shout came down.  “We cannot receive you this day!” 
 
    Hana shouted back, “Sir!  There are only two of us, and one is a woman.  We only beg hospitality for a single night, and we have brought our own food.” 
 
    The voice cried out again.  “Begone, or I shall set the dogs upon you!”  
 
    The shutter to the window closed with a bang.  There was a long silence as Hana and I stood for a moment, dismayed by the unfriendliness in the voice we had heard. 
 
    “I did not hear one dog bark,” Hana said crossly. 
 
    We plodded on, accepting the thought that we would need to spend the night sitting on the path.  But then we spied a small, poor house, no bigger than a hut of one storey, perched on the hillside to the left and above us.  We walked up the track that led down from the house, and we could see that the house was one possessed by the poorest of people in the area.  The door stood open, but we saw no one.  Hana approached the door and looked inside.  I heard a voice from within. 
 
    “Have pity, I beg you!” said the voice, which was clearly that of an elderly woman.  “I have nothing left for you to steal.  There is nothing here to eat.  My son and his family have fled.  There is no one here but me.”  Then the voice began to weep. 
 
    I moved up behind Hana, then passed her and entered the hut, crouched down beside the old woman, and gently said, “Peace be upon you and this house.  Please do not cry, my mother, for we shall not harm you.  And we shall share with you what food we have, if you but allow us to sleep here tonight.” 
 
    She looked up in surprise when she heard my voice, then said, “I saw the foreign warrior, and thought I saw my doom.” 
 
    “There are only two of us, my mother,” I replied.  “We do not wish to trouble you, but the sun has almost set, and we can go no farther this night.  We have our own provisions and only ask for lodging.” 
 
    “Only two?  And you have food?” 
 
    “Even so.” 
 
    “I am ashamed to admit it,” she said, “but I am starving, and would beg you for some of your bread.” 
 
    “At once, my mother,” I said. 
 
    I hurried outside and took the packs off Pimi and turned to go back into the hut.  I saw the old woman standing at the door, looking at Hana in fear.  I moved to her side. 
 
    “My name is Tamar, my mother,” I said.  “And this is Ahimaaz, son of Adullam.  Here!  Let us go inside and I shall unpack our bags.” 
 
    Her interest shifted from Hana to the thought of food, and we reentered the hut.  There I set the bags on the dirt floor, and took out flat bread, raisins, fruit, dried beef, and a wine skin.  Her hunger drove her to snatch at the bread and begin to eat.  Hana and I sat quietly and watched, and I believe both of us were affected by her plight, for she hungrily tore into the flat bread, then helped herself to some fruit.  After she had swallowed several mouthfuls, she slowed and looked toward us. 
 
    “Thank you, my child,” she said.  “I don’t know what I would have done if you had not come along.  Forgive me for not saying it before, but you can get water from our cistern, just up the path.  There is grass near the cistern, so you can take your beast up there to graze, as I do not have fodder in the house.” 
 
    Hana said not a word, but rose and left, and I heard her walking Pimi up the path. 
 
    “Tamar, my dear,” she said, “I am Terzaiah.  My son is Ethan, but do not think him bad for deserting me.  Warriors came a few days ago while he was away with his flock, and they said there is another war, and that it may come this way.  Right here!  On the Jabbok!  When my son returned with his flock that eve I told him what had happened.  So, he took his wife and two little ones, and all his sheep, and they went up into the wilderness to stay until the troubles are over.  He could not take me because I cannot walk far.  He left me some bread, and some goat’s milk and cheese, but only enough for one day.  I have not eaten these past two nights and two days, and now begins the third night.  Be kind to him if you see him!  He is a good son, but he had no choice, for he had his little ones and his animals to think about.” 
 
    “Mistress Terzaiah,” I replied.  “Peace be yours, my mother.  I would never think ill of your son or anyone who lives along the Jabbok, for wars and armies cause so much suffering, and one person is not able to do anything but care for one’s own.” 
 
    She clasped my hand and nodded.  After a moment, she asked something. 
 
    “How is it, my dear, that a foreign warrior came to be with you?” 
 
    “Ahimaaz is from Geshur, my mother,” I said.  “He is a good man and will cause you no trouble.  I have known him for many years.” 
 
    “Years?” she said, with evident surprise.  “Why, he is more boy than man.  He looks very young.  No whiskers!” 
 
    I then realized that what I said may have been inconsistent with what Terzaiah thought she saw with her own eyes.  I was thankful she did not have more questions about Hana. 
 
    “And you, my child?” she continued.  “Your accent tells me you are from Judah.” 
 
    “From Jerusalem.” 
 
    “Almost the same,” she said.  “And why are you going up to Mahanaim?” 
 
    “Forgive me, my mother, but our reasons are our own.” 
 
    She muttered indistinctly for a moment, then, “I’ll wager it has something to do with this accursed war.  The Jabbok road from Succoth is the shortest way to Mahanaim, but the path is so steep and treacherous that camels and ox carts cannot take it, and horses will sometimes stumble.  Donkeys and mules are the only beasts of burden sure-footed enough for the climb.  Most people from Judah that go to Mahanaim take the Eshbon Road, but you did not.  Are you avoiding the Eshbon Road?” 
 
    “Can you tell me,” I asked, deflecting her question, “what sort of warrior came through here?” 
 
    “They were soldiers of the King,” she said.  “I’ve an idea why they took the Jabbok Road, rather than any other, for one cannot be pursued by horsemen or chariots along this path.  I did not see the King.  He was not with them, but rumor says that he and most of the army went by the other way.” 
 
    We spoke for many more moments, then Hana returned to the hut.  She settled down beside us and began eating. 
 
    “I hobbled the donkey near the cistern,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, no, young man!” Terzaiah said.  “You must bring your donkey in here, for if you leave her outside there is a chance someone will make off with her in the night.  We always bring our livestock inside at sunset.” 
 
    I had marked the pungent odor inside Mistress Terzaiah’s hut, and I had seen that one end of the hut was used to pen about a dozen sheep; I had long known that many peasants used their own houses as barns and slept side-by-side with their animals.  If Terzaiah did not mind – indeed she had recommended it – then keeping our donkey indoors for the night would put my heart at ease. 
 
    “Very well, ma’am,” said Hana, around a mouthful of food.  “I’ll get her later.” 
 
    Terzaiah turned to me and continued her story. 
 
    “There were occasions long ago I did see the King, but that was when he was merely David and had become a fugitive from King Saul.  I spoke to him many times in the old days!  He and his boys crossed this way often whenever they were going up to the land of Gad.  They used to boast about all the towns they had pillaged and how much booty they had seized, then David would share some of it out with my family.  That was when my man was still alive, and my son was but a lad.  A pity that David and King Saul became enemies.  I liked them much more when they were friends.  Ah, well, a kingdom can never have more than one king at a time.” 
 
    She laughed.  “One always knows how things are with soldiers.  When soldiers smile, and treat the peasants generously, that means they are confident.  When soldiers are mean-spirited and take to thievery, that means they are worried.  This time, the soldiers of King David are worried.  They stole our two goats!  And then they spoke harshly to me when I protested.  Praise Yahweh that my son had the sheep with him up in the hills when the warriors came through.  They would have stolen the sheep in the bargain, and quite likely they would have ’pressed my son into the army.” 
 
    By now the sun had set and dusk surrounded us, and we could barely see inside the hut.  After we had made ourselves pallets on the floor, Hana went up to the cistern to fetch Pimi back and bring her inside.  I stroked Pimi’s neck and patted her flanks. 
 
    “You must thank Mistress Terzaiah,” I told her, “for she is letting you doze inside her home tonight.  You must remember to be on your best behavior.” 
 
    Pimi shook her mane in gratitude. 
 
    Peasants rarely stay awake past sunset, so our hostess was nodding even before we had finished arranging our things.  We settled down for the night.  As tired as I was I could not sleep for some time, for many things occupied my thoughts.  When I did sleep, I dreamed of descending a steep path into a wide valley, and soon I began to run headlong down the path, my strides increasing until I was all but floating above the ground.  Suddenly I launched myself upward, and found myself soaring over the valley, aloft like a bird, awed by the marvelous view. 
 
    Early next morning Hana rose and took Pimi up to the cistern for water and forage.  She left Pimi there to graze.  Hana then returned to clean out the droppings from the night before.  I got more food from our bags and the three of us settled down to eat the morning meal.  I asked Terzaiah about the road ahead, for I had never traveled this way before. 
 
    “From here you should be able to reach Mahanaim long before sunset,” she said, “even though the way is very steep.  While you climb, don’t drink from the brook!  Those scoundrels upstream are always shitting in it.  You will see houses here and there, and many have a cistern nearby.  Take your water from the cisterns – I think many of those stingy neighbors of mine have gone up into the hills in fear, but if they are home, and if they see your warrior, they will keep their mouths shut.  The ravine will become narrower and deeper, and there will be no more houses along the path by the time you reach Long Cataract.  That will be in an hour or two – you will know it when you see it – then beyond that there will be a fork in the path.  Take the left fork.  It will lead into a ravine pointing to the northeast.  Don’t take the right fork!  It goes up into Wadi Adalbi, and that leads southward, away from the city.  The left path will follow the brook and rise steeply upward to the plateau.  Very soon after you reach the top of the climb, the brook will be crossed by the Eshbon Road and you must join the road and walk northward, and soon after you should be able to see the city walls poking above the hills in the distance.  There, my dear.  I hope this helps you.” 
 
    “You have been very kind, my mother,” I said. 
 
    I packed only enough food for a single midday meal for me and Hana, and then gave the rest of the provisions to Terzaiah.  Then I embraced her, kissed her cheek, and pressed coins into her hand.  When she felt the coins in her palm she grasped my own hand in both of hers and kissed it several times. 
 
    “Peace of god be upon you, my child!” she said.  “Yahweh is merciful to those who are generous to the poor.” 
 
      Hana lifted me onto the donkey, we took our leave of Mistress Terzaiah, and we began our climb up the Jabbok Road.  When Terzaiah’s house was out of sight, Hana turned to me. 
 
    “How much did you give her?” she asked. 
 
    “Two shekels.” 
 
    “Two shekels?  Are you mad?  For a single night inside that sty?  And if she tells anyone that you have that kind of money, the whole countryside will be flocking after us, asking for a hand-out!” 
 
    I laughed.  “Don’t be so miserly, Hana!  The poor woman can use it, since this terrible business has affected these innocent people and caused her family some hardship.  And think.  I do not believe she will tell anyone, for she knows that anyone who hears of her good fortune would be asking her for a hand-out.” 
 
    Hana did not reply to me, but I heard her grumbling to herself, occasionally hearing her mutter, “Does she know how long it would take me to earn two shekels?”, and I knew that her concern was not truly about being pursued by hordes of beggars.  I laughed to myself, but I decided to make sure that Hana would not go unrewarded when all this was over. 
 
    It was a fine morning.  We both had spent a peaceful night in the peasants’ little hut, despite the heavy thoughts in our hearts.  The three of us were rested and had good breakfasts, so we had a jolly climb for that first hour, considering how steep was the path.  As we ascended the ravine, Hana’s curiosity about Father’s days before he became King David got the better of her. 
 
    “Even before I heard Mistress Terzaiah speak of it,” she said, “I had known that David and King Saul had been good friends, but they had a falling out.  Do you know why?” 
 
    I answered, “The story as written by the scribe Jehoshaphat is that when David was fighting for King Saul, Saul became jealous of David’s many victories, and then later an evil spirit entered Saul and he would try to murder David for no reason.  But Mother told me that it was truly because Saul was enraged when he found out that his son Jonathan had taken David as a lover.” 
 
    Hana pondered for a bit, then said, “I did not know that King David enjoyed the caresses of men as well as women.” 
 
    “Mother told me that Father is attracted to anyone beautiful, whether woman or man,” I said.  “Mother pointed out that, although it was David who had been seduced by Jonathan, he welcomed Jonathan’s advances, for Father always had an outgoing and lusty demeanor, and never turned down an opportunity with anyone that took his fancy.  Father does not lie down with men anymore, since a king is always before the eyes of his people, and many people of this land think it wrong.” 
 
    “Is there not a Hebrew law that forbids men to love men?” she asked. 
 
    I laughed.  “Tell me of anything that is not either forbidden or demanded by the Law of Moses.  And tell me of one law in the world that has never been broken.  Yes, there is such a law, as you say.  Mother always thought the law was silly – as would you, for in the Kingdom of Geshur, love between two persons is their own business; it is a private matter, certainly not the concern of rulers or courts of law.  Also, I agree with Mother’s other reason.  Love is never shameful.  As the Egyptian proverb says, Shame is for the one who thinks the shame.” 
 
    Hana nodded in agreement.  She was quiet for a bit, then looked at me closely, her eyes like wells reaching downward into her heart, and she asked, “Here in Israel, is there a law that forbids women to love women?” 
 
    “No, there is no such law,” I said.   
 
    When she heard this, her smile broadened, and she looked long into my eyes. 
 
    “But,” I said, “there is a law that says a woman must never dress as a man.” 
 
    She looked down at her men’s clothing, looked up at me with surprise.  I laughed and laughed until she shushed me and told me to continue with the story. 
 
    “Mother told me much about Father, and she said that Jonathan was the love of his life.  Many things that are written, and many of the stories and tales that you have heard about David, King Saul, and Jonathan seem to be ambiguous, even inexplicable – unless you know that David and Jonathan were lovers.  Then all becomes clear.” 
 
    “Such as –?” 
 
    “Such as the time Jonathan took off his very own cloak and put it on David.  This never occurs except between a husband and a wife.  And then they exchanged vows that bound them together, exactly as if they were married.  And they were overheard many times by others as they declared their love for each other.  When Saul heard about it he was beside himself with wrath, for he detested that sort of behavior.  When David entered Saul’s chamber, Saul tried to kill him with a spear, but David escaped.  Those who were present were horrified, even staggered that Saul would attempt this, but they had not heard about David and Jonathan; they only saw Saul trying to kill David for no reason, and Saul, acutely embarrassed over his son’s love for David, would not say why.  So, the men around Saul said that it must have been an evil spirit that had entered him and caused him to go mad, for what other explanation could there be? 
 
    “Later, when Saul calmed himself, he gave his daughter Michal in marriage to David; he was trying to distract David away from Jonathan.  David married Michal, but he and Jonathan continued to lie down with each other whenever possible, and when Saul learned this, he tried to kill David again, but David escaped again.  And again, of course, Saul’s men blamed it on the evil spirit. 
 
    “Then King Saul sent out assassins.  David had had his fill by then, so he decided to run.  He and Jonathan took leave of each other, and Mother described their parting as quite heartbreaking, and they promised that a day would come when they would be together again.  David took three hundred of the very best warriors who were willing to follow him, and they ran off and became brigands, raiding and thieving here and there. 
 
    “Saul had only succeeded in losing his most cunning warrior, just to see him run loose as the greatest outlaw in the land.  Saul and his men searched for David but never caught him, although their paths crossed a few times.  David even had the power to kill Saul on a few occasions, but David refused the opportunity, for Saul was still the rightful King. 
 
    “A day came when Saul was killed by the Philistines.  At first, David rejoiced that he was no longer a fugitive.  But then he learned that Jonathan was killed at his father’s side, and David cried out and wept, and no one could comfort him.  Everyone with him that day heard him say that Jonathan’s love for him was greater than the love of a wife for a husband.  David was so distraught that he had the messenger killed where he stood.  That is what Mother told me.” 
 
    Hana was quiet for a moment, then she said, “Their love was the stuff of poems and sad songs.” 
 
    “It is a sad song and it is still sung to this day,” I said.  “It is the song called The Bow, and it is taught to every child.  Haven’t you heard it from time to time?  Surely you remember the last line of the song?  It is especially touching.” 
 
    I sang, “Thy love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women.  How are the mighty fallen!” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” she said, “I remember now.  Such a terrible loss, simply because Saul could not accept his son’s love for David, and your Kingdom suffered because of it.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “Their love was very strong and quite passionate.  But now Jehoshaphat writes a different history, such that the love of David and Jonathan sounds more like a close friendship and no more, and that story is the one that must be accepted.” 
 
    “What a different story it would have been,” Hana said, “if Saul had been accepting of the many forms that Love takes, as we are in my homeland.  Your father would never have left Saul and Jonathan.” 
 
    I laughed, “If so, then Jonathan would be king now, Father would never have met Mother, and I would not have been born!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Our climb took us by a deserted house and intuition told us that it would be the last house we would see.  Our water skins were quickly filled at the cistern, then we returned to the path.  As we ascended the ravine, the road became very rough.  We came upon an especially irregular part of the path.  Pimi halted in her tracks and refused to take another step.  We urged her forward, but she remained solidly still.  Hana tugged on the reins while I patted Pimi’s rump, but our little beast was as unmoving as a tree stump.  Almost in tears, I began to beg her to move on.  Pimi raised her head and honked, and I knew that in no uncertain words she was ordering me to dismount.  After I slipped off to the ground, Pimi shook her head violently, causing Hana to drop the reins.  We then watched with amused admiration as Pimi turned and stepped into the shallow brook, then she nimbly climbed the stones for two or three dozen steps, then turned and rejoined the path where the ground was more reasonable for donkey hooves.  There she stood still and brayed for us to rejoin her.  She quietly waited while we caught up with her, then she allowed me to remount. 
 
    Hana and I looked at each other and laughed.  “Who is leading whom?” Hana asked. 
 
    Pimi was too dignified to join in the laughter; she trudged on. 
 
    Mistress Terzaiah’s advice was very helpful.  She had told us that we would know Long Cataract when we saw it, and we did.  For perhaps a bowshot in length the brook was hidden under a stretch of round stones, sloping downhill in a straight line, so closely packed it looked as if workmen had purposely cobbled a city street, here in the steep ravine.  We could guess that during the rainy season a constant flow of water over these stones would take on the appearance of a single cataract and would be loud enough to be heard from a distance.  Now the brook was invisible, although we heard the gurgle and plop of the water under the stones.  The path crossed the brook to the south side and the grade became a bit sharper.  I dismounted, for it was too steep to comfortably sit on Pimi’s back, then we plodded on until the cataract was behind us. 
 
    We also knew Wadi Adalbi when we came to it, for we passed the opening of a large, steep-sided canyon on our right, the bottom obviously a dry-wash which met the brook.  We soon found the fork in the path, the right leading upward into the wadi.  We took the left path and Wadi Adalbi was soon hidden by the hill.  Within a quarter hour we came upon succulent grasses bordering the brook. 
 
    “Hana,” I called, “I believe Pimi would appreciate her midday meal here.” 
 
    We stopped and the three of us settled down to eat and rest. 
 
    Pimi enjoyed grazing for some time, and it was with simple pleasure that I watched as she cropped the sweet grass, listened to the ripping sound as she tore her fodder from the turf, heard her chewing lustily.  As rugged as our road was, I felt at peace for those moments as I watched our gentle companion having her dinner.  Suddenly she stopped eating.  Her head came up, and her donkey ears began to move, as if waving one-by-one; left ear forward then back, right ear forward then back.  I laughed quietly as I watched and was about to point this out to Hana, when suddenly Pimi lowered her head and began to bray loudly.     
 
    A dozen warriors magically appeared as if conjured up out of the stones.  I almost leaped out of my skin when they materialized so unexpectedly.  My heart told me to run, and it was all I could do to remain still and quiet, and not to cry out.  How we had gotten so close to them without seeing them was beyond my understanding, since the hillside looked so barren that a single lamb could not have hidden itself on the slopes.  Somehow, I remained seated.  I looked them over; middle-aged men, wiry and muscular, mature and as tough as old oak.  Their faces were very grim.   
 
    Hana stood up quickly, snatching at her helmet and resting it on the back of her head.  I could see the point of her spear quivering slightly, an unmistakable sign that Hana was ready to defend me if need be.  A fleeting thought passed through my heart that Hana would have had a difficult time to fight even one of these hardy men and would stand no chance against all twelve.  But she showed no fear, and it seemed to me that Hana was quite ready to die in her tracks rather than let one of the men near me.  Deep in my heart I was very touched by what Hana was doing this moment, but we were in an uncomfortable situation, so most of my focus was on the men. 
 
    Although the faces of the men were unfriendly, they did not seem evil or threatening, but merely held their own spears at port arms.  One walked forward and spoke to Hana. 
 
    “Hold where you are, boy.  We are soldiers of the King.  Who are you and what is your business here?”        
 
    I sighed in relief, for now I knew we were near Father.  Hana, however, stood her ground, for this was clearly a challenge by the leader of the soldiers, and she would not lower her guard until she knew for a certainty that all was well.  Her spear tip began to lower slightly.  I did not want things to get out of hand, so I stepped forward between Hana and the warriors.  Hana gasped when she saw me in front of her spear, but she said nothing.  Since these were warriors of the King, I had assumed that I had authority over them, so I addressed them in a proud voice. 
 
    “Stay your weapons,” I said.  “I am the Lady Tamar, daughter of his Majesty, King David.  Take me to my father immediately.” 
 
    Silence from them.  I was taken aback when they did not come to attention or bow to me when I announced myself.  Did they not hear that I was daughter of the King?  In Jerusalem, I would have received instant obedience from any commoner, yet these men held steady.  I heard some murmuring, noticed some looking back and forth.  I assumed that the first warrior was their sergeant and leader.  He looked a bit nonplussed that I had announced myself so, and then I realized that they would be incredulous at the thought of a daughter of the King climbing up a ravine through what could almost be called a wilderness.  His silence and his cold contemplation of me began to be unnerving. 
 
    I spoke again, “If the King is within your camp, then take me to him at once!” 
 
    His hesitation worried me.  Would he think me a liar, and treat me as such?  Or worse, would Hana seem enough of a threat that the warriors would attack her?  My fear was beginning to grow, and I felt my muscles tighten themselves, and my heart was becoming aggressive and heedless.  I felt trembling inside me and I did my best to convince myself to stay still. 
 
    But the panic inside me was not soothed when I saw him casual in his movements, and he did not become at all deferential.  He looked over Hana carefully, then turned back toward me, said, “Calm yourself.  I must first ask my –” 
 
    “Answer me first and at once, sirrah!” I shouted.  “Is the King within the camp?  It is I who shall ask the questions.  If you value your beard, you will bring me before him immediately.  I shall not hesitate to tell him of my treatment here.”  
 
    The demand had escaped my throat before I could hold it in.  The sergeant was quite unmoved, for everyone heard within my voice the fear bordering on panic, and not the commanding tone I would have wanted.  He calmly replied, “My Lady, please put yourself at ease.  The King is in Mahanaim, not here.  It is our charge to challenge any who approach along this road.” 
 
    “So, you have challenged a single warrior and a woman,” I replied.  “Now allow us to pass that we may go up to the city.” 
 
    “A moment, my Lady,” he said.  “You call yourself Tamar, daughter of the King.  And who, may I ask, is this boy?” 
 
    “This is my guard, Ahimaaz,” I answered for Hana. 
 
    The sergeant had the merest hint of scorn as he asked, “Phoenician?” 
 
    “From Geshur,” I replied. 
 
    “Very well,” he said.  “I shall assign four of my men to go with you.” 
 
    Hana spoke up.  “We have no need for an escort, sergeant.” 
 
    The sergeant glanced at Hana for but an instant, then turned back to me.  “I am sure this stripling of yours is a fearsome warrior, but nevertheless, I shall send the men with you.  Also, I must ask your – ah – guard to surrender his weapons to my men.  They will be returned when you are in the city.” 
 
    Hana’s left hand flipped her helmet down over her head, then she crouched slightly, her spear at the ready.  The sergeant and his men noted the movement but were quite unperturbed. 
 
    “Careful, my lad,” the sergeant said, not in an unfriendly way.  “No one wants to see you hurt.  But you will die where you stand unless you lower your spear.” 
 
    “Han – Ahimaaz!” I said fearfully.  “Do as they say!  These are soldiers of the King!” 
 
    Hana reluctantly complied. 
 
    After establishing who would be in the escort, the sergeant led the remainder of his men back to their concealed post.  I saw that they had cleverly arranged rocks such that their watch post blended into the background, and it seemed that they disappeared from our view after they settled down.  The four warriors assigned the detail of escort formed a sort of loose parade with us in the middle, and we moved onto the path.  The leader of the four was named Jonathon.  Jonathon became friendlier with us as the day wore on, and as we rose higher in the ravine and our pace slowed, his simple but interesting conversation occupied our thoughts and helped the time pass.  After an hour, we had reached the top of the climb; the slope smoothed, and the steep grade changed to become very gentle, and we found ourselves on a lawn near the lip of the ravine.  With silent agreement, everyone stopped to rest.  Pimi helped herself to grass and water from the brook. 
 
    I sat beside Hana.  I had gotten over the initial fright but was acutely embarrassed that I had shown panic for a moment, so I turned my embarrassment into vexation toward the warriors.  I began to grumble to Hana about the sergeant, for my pride was hurt at the way he spoke to me.  The more I grumbled, the louder I became, until the warriors were looking at me intently. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be hard on him, my Lady,” said Jonathon.  “He is only doing his duty by ensuring that you are not here to spy out the land and make report to our enemy.  He has orders to arrest anyone found high up the ravine.  We are to place you into the custody of the King’s bodyguard, who will judge you.” 
 
    “Arrest me?” I said with indignation, “Judge me?  How dare you place me into custody!  Did you not hear me say that my father is King David?” 
 
    “Then you have nothing to fear, my Lady,” he said blandly. 
 
    I was close to being infuriated by this statement.  I made small noises of exasperation, but Hana – who had been quiet and sulky since she had given up her weapons – looked up at me and smiled.  It was apparent that she had gotten over her own pique by being amused at mine. 
 
    “They are correct in what they do, my Lady,” she said.  “This is war, and we must expect warriors to be cautious about strangers, who may be spies.  And, I believe, you have no worry with the King’s bodyguard, for they all know you by sight, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, and I know each of them by name,” I growled. 
 
    I was cross at not being treated with the deference that I had known all my life.  I had never been addressed as if I were a stranger.  I had always been treated as royalty, and now my word was doubted, and I was mistrusted, and to have been placed under arrest was one insult too many.  I pouted. 
 
    “Don’t trip over your lip, my Lady,” Hana said. 
 
    The four warriors bellowed with laughter. 
 
    I glared at Hana as she joined in the warriors’ hilarity.  I wanted to strangle her where she sat, but the picture of me pouting like a child rose inside my heart, and then I, too, started to laugh with them. 
 
    We rested for a time, then we walked the remainder of the way to the city of Mahanaim, where we were taken to the West Gate and the quarters of the King’s bodyguard.  After four long days, we had reached our destination. 
 
   


  
 

  Plan of Battle 
 
    It was not by chance that General Joab himself was with the King’s bodyguard when we arrived.  He was there because Father’s headquarters was in the West Gate of the city, where the Thirty and all the King’s high-ranking officers were billeted.  When I saw Joab, my heart leaped at the sight of someone I knew well; quite suddenly I felt at ease again after the uncertainties of the long road.  Since the day that he and Absalom had a falling out, I was unsure of his regard for me, and he was too dangerous to ignore.  Yet I smiled broadly with relief as I approached a familiar face.  He looked up, quite surprised. 
 
     “Lady Tamar?  Why, my child!  How have you come here?” 
 
    “My Lord Joab, I greet you,” I said.  “Please, sir.  I must see my father, the King.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he said.  “But it is quite surprising to see you here.  A moment if you please, as I gather my thoughts.” 
 
    Joab looked around and saw the four warriors.  Then he looked at Hana.  I later learned that all the older veterans had known each other for years, so Joab knew them, and it was obvious to Joab that they had us under guard.  Hana, however, was in foreign clothing, a warrior without weapons. 
 
    “Jonathon, I greet you,” Joab said to the leader of the guard.  He then pointed to Hana.  “Who is this with you?” 
 
    “He says his name is Ahimaaz,” the soldier replied, “Lady Tamar’s escort.” 
 
    “Is this your only escort?” Joab asked me.  “One?  Just a boy, and he from Geshur, by the looks of his battle dress.  Did you journey down from Geshur?” 
 
    “Sir, we come from Jerusalem,” I said.  “We followed the ravine up from Succoth.” 
 
    Joab clucked his tongue, shook his head in amazement, and said, “That is not an easy climb.” 
 
    He then looked long at Hana, said, “Don’t I know you, lad?  I’m sure I recognize you from somewhere.  Where have we met?” 
 
    I berated myself for having forgotten that Joab had seen Hana years earlier, when he had visited Absalom’s house in the days before Hana had returned to Geshur. 
 
    “I know not, my Lord,” Hana nervously replied. 
 
    “Well, then, Ahimaaz, what is your father’s name?” 
 
    Panic flashed through me, but I quickly caught it and held it fast. 
 
    “M-my Lord, if it please you, I am son of Adullam,” said Hana, doing her best not to stammer. 
 
    I quickly spoke up.  “General, forgive me, but I need to see my father at once!  I may have news he would want to hear.” 
 
    “Yes, Lady Tamar, presently,” he said.  “First, however, I must know if you are loyal to your brother, Prince Absalom, for I cannot allow you nor your man servant to wander about freely if you are.” 
 
    “I am loyal to the King,” I protested. 
 
    Joab looked at me for a moment, deciding if he could trust me. 
 
    “Yes, my child,” he said, “and I am glad to hear it.” 
 
    He then turned to Hana. 
 
    “And you, Ahimaaz, son of Adullam?  What is your city in the Kingdom of Geshur, if I may ask?” 
 
    “Bishsed, my Lord.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, pronounced Bethsaida in our tongue,” said Joab.  He then studied Hana again.  “Hmm, I am sure I have seen you before.” 
 
    I then had a thought. 
 
    “Perhaps, General, it is because he is brother of Hana, who is the daughter of my mother’s lady-in-waiting, and he bears a resemblance to her.  You may have seen Hana at our house in Jerusalem.” 
 
    Joab looked carefully at Hana, then shook his head. 
 
    “No, I do not remember your mother’s lady-in-waiting.”  He shrugged, smiled, then addressed Hana.  “No matter.  I shall assume you are loyal to your mistress, the Lady Tamar, so, by extension, you are loyal to the King.  You may go about the city in peace.  But caution!  You’re beardless, my boy, and you will find that Judean soldiers will make fun of you over that, since we do not allow soldiers under age twenty in our army.  Soldiers of our Kingdom never shave their beards as a point of honor; they may try to mock you for your youth, but do not let them get you angry!  They are always trying to taunt foreigners to see how far they can be pushed.  Do not give them the pleasure of seeing you lose your temper.  You would not stand a chance if it came to a fight.” 
 
    This touched on Hana’s pride.  I saw her chin jut, and I bit my lip hoping she would say nothing.  Yet some perverse demon made her speak tersely to Joab, and she said, “My Lord, I can handle my weapons.  Let them try me.” 
 
    “Peace, Ahimaaz,” replied Joab.  “I am sure that you can.  But what you do not know is that all the men here were hand-picked years ago for their exceptional skills, and their skills have only been honed by many battles.  Also, many of the warriors you see here are part of the Three Hundred, renowned as the mightiest warriors to be found between the Nile and the Tigris, so I urge you not to let yourself get pulled into useless quarrels, for you will lose.  When they see you prove yourself in battle, they will change their minds and welcome you.” 
 
    Hana bowed.  “Thank you, my Lord, for this kind advice.” 
 
    Joab told Jonathon to return Hana’s weapons.  The four warriors, now that they knew for a certainty that I was the King’s daughter, carefully bowed low to me, then departed. 
 
    “Remain here,” I said to Hana.  She immediately knew that this was the best course, for if she accompanied me and Joab, he might question her further.  More awkward would be if Father saw her, since Father knew Mother’s household well.  Hana bowed, said nothing. 
 
    Joab and I walked quickly through the courtyard to the inner gate.  As we walked Joab asked a few details of our journey from Jerusalem.  We entered a door inside the gatehouse and ascended a winding stairway.  Joab spoke. 
 
    “Hmm, Zadok the Priest has a son named Ahimaaz.  I had always thought the name was Hebrew, but your man servant is of the land of Aram.  I wonder where I have seen your man before.” 
 
    I swiftly changed the subject.  “Is the King well?  I am sure this business hurts him deeply, and I worry for his health.” 
 
    “He is quite saddened, yes,” he answered.  “But he is an old war horse.  When he hears the trumpets, and sees his troops marching, he becomes stirred, even exhilarated.  War takes up all of one’s attention, so he has put aside his heartache and focuses on the campaign at hand.  Your father has not forgotten how to be a soldier.” 
 
    Joab spent the remainder of our climb speaking about the battles and skirmishes that he and Father experienced over many years.  In a moment, we had reached Father’s quarters, which were in the upper room of the gatehouse.  He looked up with astonishment when he saw me enter. 
 
    “Tamar?  Daughter?  How have you come here?”  He reached for me and embraced me, kissing my brow. 
 
    “Are you here with your Mother?” he asked.  “Have you come as emissary from your brother Absalom?”   
 
    I shook my head.  For the briefest moment, I could not trust my voice.  I knelt at his feet and clutched at his knees in supplication. 
 
    “My Father.  My King.  I come to you to bargain for the life of my brother.  He does not know I am here, neither does Mother.” 
 
    Father smiled tenderly and stooped to raise me up. 
 
    “You would bargain with me, little Tamar?  Don’t you know that I would not harm Absalom if I can avoid it?” 
 
    “I know, Father,” I said.  “But if I knew something that could be to your advantage, would you use it to avoid battle with Absalom?  I do not want this horrible rebellion to sink into fighting and violence, and I do not want my brother killed any more than I want my father killed.” 
 
    Joab had become interested in what I was saying. 
 
    “What is it that you know, my Lady?” he asked eagerly. 
 
    I looked at him, then back at Father.  “Would you promise?  Promise to avoid battle?  Promise not to harm him?” 
 
    “My little Princess,” he said gently, “I can only do my best, but I must win.  Do you understand this?  I must win.  If Absalom were victorious my life would be forfeit, for I would be killed the instant I were to be captured.  If my death could end all the conflict and restore peace, I would gladly surrender to him this day.  But the greater harm would be to the Kingdom, for all would be lost to chaos.  Absalom would never be accepted by the people of Judah, and war would stalk the land for as long as he lived.  I shall do my best not to harm him, but I must win.  If you have information that can help, then you will have done your part to end this disaster.” 
 
    “Can you not just flee, Father?” I begged.  “Is it not also honorable for a King to protect his people from needless bloodshed?  Can you not keep your army apart from my brother’s?” 
 
    “As I said,” he replied, “Absalom will be accepted by some, but never all of Israel.  The war would not cease, even if I did not participate.  Even if I were to leave our land and find refuge in the farthest reaches of the earth, the Kingdom would suffer, and war would proceed for a very long time, and I doubt that Absalom will ever manage to consolidate his power.  And even if he were killed in battle, the fighting would not end if I were in exile, for then others would claim supremacy.  I know the wretched politics of our land, I know how to keep the peace.  I have crisscrossed this Kingdom many, many times and I have learned how to unite the tribes.  I know this game, and I know all the players in it.  Absalom does not.  He has pretended to accept the cause of anyone with whom he spoke, even of those with conflicting or overlapping issues.  He does not know that there will come a day of reckoning, for one can never please everyone at the same time, and the different parties will hold him to promises he will be unable to keep.  But more than everything else, he has played a very dangerous game by arousing their animosities in his play to seize power.  He might win the war, but he will lose the Kingdom for he will find that it is very easy to stir people up but less easy to settle them down again.  He has let slip their enmities, just as if he had let slip a dragon; that dragon will turn on him with savagery unexpected.” 
 
    “Then there is no avoiding battle?  No avoiding the killing?” I asked.  
 
    “I see no choice, my little one,” he said.  “You spoke of my duty as a King to protect my people from bloodshed?  There would be a larger bloodletting that would happen if I did nothing.  Can you see this?  The faster this is ended, the less blood will be spilt.  Now the people focus on two men:  Absalom and David.” 
 
    “Then can you promise me that nothing will happen to him, Father?” 
 
    “I cannot make that promise even to myself,” he said, “for I cannot guarantee his safety, especially if it comes to battle.  However, if what you know can help me, please tell me.  It may make a difference.  And there is something that I can promise you, that if your brother is captured alive, then I shall not harm him afterward.  This is the word of the King.” 
 
    “You have given the word of the King, Father, and I am grateful,” I replied.  I then had another thought, and I said, “But what of your other soldiers and officers?  Can you protect Absalom from them?  Can you promise that no one in your army will harm him if he is captured?” 
 
    “Yes, my little one,” he said.  “He is my son, and for all that has happened, I still love him.  I shall give the command myself.” 
 
    I knew it was all that he could manage.  I nodded. 
 
    “Tell us, then, what you know,” said Joab. 
 
    I was almost tearful as I readied myself to tell them what I had heard and seen, for I believed the odds were heavily against them. 
 
    “I know Absalom’s plan of battle,” I said. 
 
    Father and Joab gasped.  This was intelligence that an army commander could only dream of acquiring. 
 
    “He knew you were going to Mahanaim,” I continued.  “He plans to entice you into fighting on the plateau to the east of the city, then he will defeat you with his chariots.  He will come up the Jabbok –” 
 
    Joab interrupted.  “The Jabbok Road from Succoth is unfit for chariots.  If he tries, it would take him a great deal of time to get them up the path to the top of the ravine, as he would have to manhandle each chariot separately.  All we need do is block the ravine.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, he knows this,” I said.  “And he has a plan of deception for you.  What he will do is to send his largest force of foot soldiers to Succoth and camp there – but without his chariots.  He knows this force will be observed.  Then they will go up the Jabbok ravine, then move to the plains to the east of the city and camp for the night, and then offer battle the next morning.  He believes that you will accept battle, for he has been told that you would loathe being besieged, and that you would do your best to avoid being bottled up behind city walls.  It is when you go out to do battle with him that he plans to surprise you.  He will have the force of chariots and cavalry and several thousand foot go around the long way, by going up the Jordan to Jabesh, and then go east and upward to Gilead, then turning again to approach Mahanaim from the north.  He will also send a large body of warriors from Jerusalem directly east across the Jordan, then onward to the town of Eshbon, then they will turn up the road and approach from the south, the same day the chariots arrive from the north.  Both forces will hold back just far enough not to be seen from the watchtowers of Mahanaim and wait until they receive a signal.  You will go out to fight one army, only to have yourself surprised by two other armies attacking your flanks.  You will be surrounded and attacked from three directions at once.  I do not see how you can get out.” 
 
    I thought the situation hopeless, but I looked up and was astonished to see Joab and Father with jubilant expressions. 
 
    “He divides his forces!” they chorused. 
 
    “And the horse and the chariots are not used to make the initial charge,” cried Father.  “How could he not use his chariots and cavalry to lead the attack?” 
 
    “We can have him!” crowed Joab. 
 
    “Yes,” answered Father.  He looked toward me.  “Tamar, do you know if your brother is with the army?” 
 
    “It was Hushai who persuaded him to lead the main force from Succoth,” I replied, “and to challenge you with his own voice.  You would see him at the front of his men as they stand before the walls of the city, and he believes that you could not refuse a challenge from the lips of your own son.  I do not know if he has changed his plan.” 
 
    “And who commands the other divisions?” he asked. 
 
    “Amasa commands the entire army,” I said, “yet he will not be with the main force but leading the chariots in Gilead.  Absalom wanted to lead the chariots, but I understand that it takes a very skilled commander to coordinate an attack by chariots, and Hushai urged Absalom to be the one to challenge you from before the city walls.  Amasa will also direct the flanking attacks.  I know not who commands the southern force.” 
 
    “My cousin Amasa commands?” cried Joab, turning to Father.  “Your nephew!  That filthy dog.  He will pay for this betrayal.”   
 
    Father said nothing for a moment as if one more act of mutiny meant little, for he was deep in thought.  He struck his left palm with his right fist, a grim smile on his face. 
 
    “If the main force from Succoth is to be a day ahead of the other two,” he said, “and if Absalom is with the main force, then we have a chance to end this war with a single battle.” 
 
    He stood quiet, his arms crossed.  He then turned to me, said, “So, you say it was Hushai advising Absalom, and he made this plan.” 
 
    “A plague on Hushai!” I spat.  “Ahithophel wanted to attack while you were camped at Jericho.  But it was Hushai who argued against it saying that Absalom should not go against the Three Hundred or the Philistine horse soldiers until Absalom had gathered enough forces and his numbers were overpowering.  It was Hushai who planned this entire operation.  It was he who urged Absalom to split the army and use three forces to defeat you.  It was Hushai who urged Absalom to lead the main force in his own person for his soldiers to see, and to challenge you with his own voice.  That hateful, hateful traitor, Hushai!” 
 
    Father and Joab looked at each other and laughed heartily. 
 
    “What?” I asked.  “Why are you laughing?” 
 
    “Nothing, nothing,” Father said.  “Something amused us for a moment.” 
 
    It was long after the battle that I learned that Hushai had been secretly acting for my father.  In great danger to his own person, he had skillfully insinuated himself into Absalom’s council.  He then organized a ring of spies in Jerusalem.  Hushai also contradicted Ahithophel’s advice on many occasions, creating uncertainties.  Hushai used all his powers of persuasion to prevent Absalom from the immediate attack while Father was camped near Jericho, for in truth Ahithophel’s counsel was better; Father could have been defeated that very night if Hushai had not managed to convince Absalom to delay the attack until he could muster a vast force.  Hushai then sent word to Father to leave Jericho immediately.  The King and his following left that very night and were across the Jordan before morning.  But I did not know that at the time, and I was puzzled at my father’s grim laughter. 
 
    Joab paced back and forth, then he said, “The Jabbok Road follows the trough of the ravine, perfect for us to launch flanking attacks.  If our men have the high ground on both sides of the path, then his superior numbers cannot help him.” 
 
    “Yes,” Father replied, “but you know how barren the ravine is, and one can see almost everything on the slopes.  If Absalom sees the ambush as it unfolds, he would have enough time to turn back, and he would have a downhill retreat.  He can still escape with most of his army intact, for the ravine is so narrow his rearguard does not have to be large.  He could save the bulk of his army and fight another day.” 
 
    “Then he must be prevented from seeing the ambush until it is too late for him to evade it,” said Joab.  “There must be a way for us to conceal our forces while having our boys hold the high ground.”   
 
    He paced for a moment more, then he abruptly stopped, turned to Father, and cried out, “The Forest of Ephraim!” 
 
    Father looked doubtful.  “But that is not on the Jabbok Road.  The forest is on the heights to the south of it, with the east side of the forest along the Eshbon Road, the very road that the southern force is taking.  It would be good concealment to ambush the southern force, but it is the main force commanded by Absalom that arrives the day earlier that we need to defeat.” 
 
    “Yes, but think!” said Joab.  “Absalom’s route of march along the Jabbok Road would bring him to Long Cataract, and there nearby is Wadi Adalbi which leads southward and up to the very heights the forest occupies, except that Wadi Adalbi is on the west side of the forest.  Let us have our swiftest runners form one battalion with my brother Abishai in command.  You know how crafty Abishai is!  They shall have very light armor, and armed only with javelins, slings, and arrows.  They shall be the bait with which we set the trap.  Our main body can go down the Eshbon Road to the forest and conceal itself in the trees on the hilltops.  They must avoid the gullies.  Then Abishai’s small battalion – the bait – can go straight down the Jabbok Road and meet the enemy at Long Cataract, and then we initiate battle a day ahead of the plan of Absalom!  Since it is we who initiate the battle, it is we who shall control the battle, and nullify Absalom’s own plan.  So, Abishai’s men wait at Long Cataract, then when the enemy is in range, Abishai flings his javelins, shoots some arrows and stones, then he acts as if he is frightened of the larger numbers of the enemy and runs away, and retreats up Wadi Adalbi.  Absalom will pursue.  You know how it is when you see your enemies run!  Everyone is eager to give chase.  And it is ancient wisdom that a commander must always pursue a fleeing enemy, even if it disrupts his own plan of battle.  But Abishai’s small force would be able to outrun them, since they are lightly armed.  Abishai’s men move up Wadi Adalbi to the end, then they will climb the heights to their east and join the main body on the hilltops inside the forest.  Absalom chases Abishai into the forest, but Absalom’s men with heavy armor would be forced to fight uphill through thick trees.  Then our men would ambush them on all sides, and from the high ground, on whatever path they take.  The enemy warriors would be as helpless as lambs.” 
 
    “Yes,” Father said slowly, thinking carefully of Joab’s idea.  “Yes, it may work.  You know how difficult it is to fight in a forest – so difficult most commanders avoid thick trees and woods.  But our boys have fought in woods and forests and on hilltops many times.  It will be nothing to them.  I doubt if Absalom’s men have ever fought in a battle at all, and they certainly have never fought in a forest.  We shall, of course, need to send out two bands of raiders of at least battalion strength each, one far down the Eshbon Road to keep us informed of the force that is supposed to be coming from that direction; the other battalion of raiders can probe northward, watching for the horse, with orders to delay and harass with tactics suitable against chariots.  If Absalom’s south and north forces remain but a single day behind the main force, then yes!  It can be done.  That is a good idea, Joab.” 
 
    “Thank you, my King,” answered Joab.  “I would suggest we put Ittai the Philistine in charge of organizing the two bands of raiders.  Ittai is superb at reconnaissance, and most of the horses that we have belong to him and his men.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Father said. 
 
    Absalom may have been confident with his superior numbers and with his chariots and with his cavalry, but Father and Joab were seasoned fighters, and they had crossed and re-crossed this region many times during the civil war with King Saul.  They knew every hill, every ravine, and possibly every tree and rock, and had no need to explain the terrain to each other as they made their plans; both knew it well.  Father was also a natural leader of fighting men, a commander that inspired vigor and bravery in the least of warriors, and he had a knack for putting his orders into language the men understood.  And the men that were with him were veterans of a hundred battles, knew each other well, and had worked together many times.  Absalom, in contrast, had attracted young men who had never been to war and had no experience in a battle, only practice with spear and shield.  Most had never even been east of the Jordan River, and the bulk of his army would be hastily-mustered conscripts. 
 
    They kept me another hour, asking me for each detail I could remember, the names of the different officers, where they would be placed in line of battle, numbers of each army unit, their weapons and armor.  I did not have all the details for which they hoped, but each answer that I did give them made the picture almost complete.  After their exhaustive questioning, they believed they had enough of Absalom’s plan to complete their own. 
 
    “Tamar,” Father said, turning to me, “what you have told us is invaluable, and may very well be the key to ending this war.  I shall not forget this.  Neither will the people of Judah.” 
 
    I heard them begin making the details of their own plan for battle, yet I had come this long road to Father in the fervent hope of preventing this very thing.  I looked from Father to Joab, and I saw in their eyes the same expression of exuberance and thirst for battle that I had seen in Absalom and his lieutenants.  My attempt to prevent the fight had been utterly futile.  Rather than feel happy that Father praised me, I sank to the floor and began to weep, for in my heart I felt I had betrayed my brother to his death. 
 
    *** 
 
    Shoshana was determined to take her sons and flee to the Assyrian Empire. 
 
    Mahanaim was crowded with warriors, and more of Father’s veterans were entering the city each day to join him.  Loyalists appeared and volunteered.  Places to sleep were becoming scarce.  Father’s steward was quite apologetic when he said that I would need to share rooms, either with one of Father’s wives, or with Shoshana and her children.  I chose Shoshana.  I was led there after my meeting with Father.  When I met Shoshana, she greeted me warmly, and she kindly said she did not mind if I shared her rooms.  She asked carefully about her baby daughter Maacah and satisfied herself that all was well with the child.  It was then that she told me that she would be leaving with her boys and going up to the Assyrian city of Nineveh. 
 
    “I fear Joab,” she whispered.  “I talked with King David, and he understands my concern.  He has exchanged letters with the Emperor Ashur-Rabi, who will welcome me to Nineveh.  Our father assures me that Joab will attempt nothing, however he agrees with me that it would be best to keep the boys away from this instability for the time being.” 
 
    “When do you leave?” 
 
    “In two or three days’ time,” she said.  “I have sent a request to King Hiram to send me a company of Sidonian bodyguards to escort us to Nineveh.  I would never trust anyone who is commanded by Joab!  As soon as the Sidonians arrive, we leave.” 
 
    “Will you – will you ever return, Shoshana?” I asked, wretched to think that she would be leaving forever. 
 
    “I do not know,” she said.  “I do not think I shall ever return.  I just know that I have come to despise my homeland, for all the wars, for all the contention between clans and tribes, the honor killings, and laws with death penalty for trifles.  And now the fear that my little boys would be put to death, simply for being the sons of Absalom.  Absalom may have divorced me, yes, but even that would not protect my sons from Joab.  The city of Nineveh is peaceful, the people there are truly civilized, and they have reasonable laws.  Any invading army would have to pass through the entire Assyrian Empire before nearing the city.  Nowhere on earth is perfectly safe, my sister, but I think Nineveh comes close.  I want my sons to grow up in a land where they will not be called to war every year or live in fear of the knife of an assassin.” 
 
    I felt my heart clutch inside me.  Her departure came at the time that I had come to respect my sister-in-law, and admire her wisdom, and I had come to have true affection for her.  I felt shame that I had disregarded her for so many years.  I took her in my arms. 
 
    “I shall miss you, Shoshana,” I said. 
 
    She returned the embrace and smiled at me. 
 
    “May I ask something of you, Tamar?” she said.  “My little Maacah remains in Hebron with our Mother.  Will you look in on her from time to time?  And make sure all is well with her?” 
 
    “Yes!  Oh, yes, Shoshana!” I cried.  “And I shall do more than that, for I shall keep her with me and raise her in my own household.  And I shall always teach her that her mother is a brave and noble woman, and I promise to love her as my very own.”  
 
      *** 
 
    Eventually I excused myself and went to look for Hana.  I found her not far from the gatehouse; one of Joab’s corporals had assigned her to quarters where perhaps a hundred men were to sleep.  I was concerned, and it came upon me that I did not stop to think that Hana would be staying with men in this overcrowded city, and it was likely that she would be discovered – or rather, exposed – as a woman.  I took her outside to stroll in the gathering dusk, and to find the stable where Pimi was to be kept.  We found Pimi in company with many horses, donkeys, and mules, but no humans were present at that moment.  We assured ourselves that Pimi was being fed and watered properly, and we stroked her and talked to her.  Since Hana and I were away from understanding ears, I voiced my concerns about her sleeping in the men’s quarters.  She grinned. 
 
    “I can manage,” she said. 
 
    “How can you?” I asked.  “What if you are discovered?” 
 
    “Oh, you should know better than I that Israelite men are ashamed of their bodies and never walk about naked in their quarters.  The warriors remove their armor and footgear to sleep, but seldom remove their underclothing.  They even bathe while wearing their underclothing!” 
 
    She leaned over with a strange smile, and whispered, “I’ve learned how to pee while standing up!  You never noticed?  While we were on the road to Shechem?” 
 
    My mouth twisted awry, and she laughed at me.  I turned and stroked Pimi’s neck. 
 
    “How was your meeting with the King?” she asked. 
 
    I caught my heart and held it firmly, so that I would not cry.  “Not the way I had wanted.  Oh, Hana!  I feel like our journey was in vain.  I cannot believe it, but they took what I learned at Absalom’s council and used it to make their own plan of battle.  They look forward to the fight!  I cannot understand this.  I do not think I shall ever fathom why men love war so.” 
 
    “So,” she said.  “There will be a fight.” 
 
    I bit my lip, then began to speak, “The battle will be very soon, and not far from here.  All this distance we traveled, only to be helpless to prevent the coming battle.  Now that it is too late, I see that giving them the knowledge that I had has done nothing but to encourage them.  Why did we bother?” 
 
    We stood in silence for some time.  I held her hands in both of mine. 
 
    “What you have done is something I shall admire the rest of my life,” she said. 
 
    I was surprised by this.  “But I have failed!” 
 
    “You did not fail!” she said.  “You planned an escape from your brother, you planned a route that would take us here, you led us here safely, for you knew the terrain well, and you led us through with perfect estimates of our timing, for you needed no map.  Then you delivered your message to the King.  That is not failure.” 
 
    I said nothing.  I thought long on what she said.  Hana put her arms around me. 
 
    “You did your best to change events,” she said.  “You, one person, trying to influence vast forces and determined men, yet you were undaunted, and did your best.  You faced long odds, but gamely did what you could, undeterred.  I shall always think of you as a heroine.” 
 
    I laughed without humor.  Then I said quietly, “My soldier, it is you the one who should be admired.  When I saw you unafraid against twelve men, quite ready to fight them all to defend me, I felt that I would want no other champion on earth, but you.” 
 
    She smiled, then said, “Well, Tamar.  What now?” 
 
    I thought for a while.  “Do you know?  I never thought further than this, that I get to Father and tell him what I heard in Absalom’s council.  Now that I have done that, I have not the slightest thought for what to do next.  Let me think on it tomorrow.  No, let us talk on it tomorrow.  I do not think I shall ever want to plan anything again, unless you plan with me.” 
 
    After a long pause, Hana spoke quietly.  “Tamar, this journey we took from Jerusalem, I know it was important to you, for you needed to do what you could to bring peace.  But for me – I do not know how to express it – I have grown very close to you these days.  Something happened on the road.  Something between us.  Even if we are in the middle of these sad events, the memory of this journey will always be precious to me.” 
 
    I turned and put my hands to her shoulders; I felt her taking me about the waist, and I knew what was in her heart, for I felt the same, that these days with her had bonded us together in a way we had not anticipated.  I had never felt so close to another in all my life, had never had desire for another as I had for her just then, standing in the stable with Pimi.  I looked up at Hana, and I was falling upward into her eyes, and I was happy with the headlong ascent, for her eyes held my very heart, and she saw what I felt toward her.  My breath became short, shallow, almost gasping. 
 
    “My soldier,” I whispered. 
 
    She sighed happily through her smile. 
 
    “You there!” a voice cried out. 
 
    We turned and saw that a man had entered the stable.  He glared at Hana, not me. 
 
    “You’ll have to take your lady friend elsewhere!” he sternly told Hana.  “I allow no trysts in my stables, do you hear?” 
 
    We broke apart laughing.  We pet Pimi for a few more moments before we departed.  Our antagonist all but danced from foot to foot as we ignored him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Ephraim Forest 
 
    Four weeks passed.  A moon came and went.  Four weeks for reflection, twenty-eight days for the tension within me to grow.  Hana and I had little more to do but observe the preparations, and we had nothing to distract us from thinking of the coming battle.  Our hearts filled with dread, our feeling of helplessness was becoming too much to bear.  The days passed as quickly as hours and we watched as the last troops to join Father’s army arrived and were billeted here and there.   
 
    Warriors were everywhere.  I had never seen so much activity in one town.  Large groups of men hurried here and there, and it was all one could do to dodge out of their way as they rushed about.  Food and other supplies arrived in huge caravans from north and south, also from the kingdoms of Geshur, Ammon, Moab, and Edom.  War horses, donkeys, mules and camels were herded into every available open space, and the ringing, clanging, and hammering of a myriad of smithies, armorers, and farriers filled the air.   
 
    Within days of our arrival, Shoshana left the city with my nephews.  When her company of escort from Sidon arrived, she chose not to wait for the outcome of the battle – indeed, she wanted to be outside the Kingdom before the battle took place, regardless of who the victor might be, and she departed the following day.  I took my leave of her and marked how happy she was, how she was looking forward to the journey to Nineveh, how she was eager to start a new life in a peaceful land among cultured people.  Her smile was wonderfully radiant; I had never seen her this joyful.  Part of her joy was from relief, for she had been in constant fear that Joab would assassinate her sons should King David relax his vigilance for but a moment.  Although I thought her fear unjustified and tried to assuage her concerns and told her many times that Father would never allow such a thing, I had to admit that Joab would not hesitate to resort to duplicity if he felt warranted.  She was uneasy until the day of her departure came, and then I saw her broad smiles and cheerful disposition. 
 
    Shoshana was also happy for another reason.  The realization came to me that Shoshana had never been content with my brother as her husband.  She may have been the envy of the young women of Jerusalem for being married to the handsome and fascinating Prince Absalom, yet her face told me that by leaving him behind she felt freedom for the first time.  Indeed, when she had learned that Absalom had divorced her, she made not one objection and shed not one tear.  I felt the irony, for I knew that as little as Absalom cared for his wife, I also knew that he would have been surprised and hurt to learn that his wife was equally indifferent to him.  However, I had come to know my brother’s true nature and had seen that he would casually use and discard others as he saw fit, yet he felt that everyone should love him and stick with him regardless of circumstances, as if his due.  I had also come to know Shoshana’s heart, and I admitted that she was far nobler a person than my brother or me.  Shoshana, the long-suffering, had quietly endured her marriage to a man who was all but apathetic toward her, and she wisely left him at the first opportunity.  I held her tight in my arms for many moments, then she mounted her camel and was away. 
 
    Father was quite busy those weeks, either consulting with his generals or moving here and there about the city, seeing to his troops, and inspecting every detail of their preparations.  Even so, he did not neglect diplomacy, for he visited the city of Rabbah to meet the king of the Ammonites and confirmed a treaty by betrothing Solomon to Princess Naamah, the Ammonite king’s daughter.  This pretty thirteen-year-old would be the first of many, many women that Solomon would acquire. 
 
    Solomon was twenty, had come of age, and was old enough to don armor and fight alongside Father.  He asked Father – rather mildly as I recall – to allow him to go with the army.  But Bathsheba, standing beside him, intervened and convinced David that Absalom had a peculiar hatred for Solomon, and Solomon would be a special target in the coming battle.  Father agreed, so Solomon was excused from the fight.  He and his mother departed Mahanaim and made their way to Ammon, there to stay with his bride’s father until hostilities were over.  Solomon did not seem overly disappointed.  It was as if Solomon and his mother had rehearsed their roles in this farce. 
 
    The days slipped by.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Scouts reported an army gathering on the floodplains around Succoth.  It was Absalom.  Abishai immediately set out with his battalion of rangers down the Jabbok River, where they took up position at Long Cataract.  He posted some observers along the heights on either side of the ravine.  Ittai of Gath ordered squads of his Philistine cavalry to the north and south for reconnaissance.  They were to watch for Absalom’s “surprise” columns coming down from Gilead or up from Eshbon, and delay those forces by barricade and lightening attacks, and by sowing caltrops before the enemy horse.  Joab readied the main body of the army and had them assemble on the meadow just outside the city wall and below the West Gate – they were to march down the Eshbon Road to take up their hidden positions in the Forest of Ephraim.  Battle was expected to begin the next day. 
 
    Before they marched out, the men were to hear Father address them.  I followed him and Joab and we climbed to the battlements over the gate, along with several officers, and the scribe Jehoshaphat, who would record Father’s speech for the archives.  When I reached the parapet, I looked out and saw more men together than I had ever seen in my life; there must have been more than twenty thousand, closely packed together under the wall.  I heard a quiet murmuring from the crowd as they stood in the meadow close by, and each face was upturned, looking toward us.  Just before talking to them, Father and Joab had a peculiarly quiet, but very tense quarrel.   
 
    The King looked at Joab, said, “Remember, General.  Absalom is not to be harmed.  He is to be captured alive, he must be treated with honor, and then he is to be brought to me.” 
 
    “My King,” said Joab.  “He will always be a danger to you while he lives.” 
 
    “It is I to judge him, Joab, and no one else.  He is not to be harmed.  You will tell all the warriors under you that this is my command.  I shall decide what to do with him.” 
 
    “How so?” Joab demanded.  “You cannot simply treat him as if he were a child and tell him to behave.  He wants your blood!  He wants your Kingdom!  And think of what he has done in Jerusalem.  He has fucked your concubines, and in a tent for the city entire to witness!  No speech he could make, no decree he could give would be as convincing to the Kingdom as that act.  There can be no accommodation with him after that.  He cannot be allowed to stay in Judah, and he certainly cannot be trusted with any of the northern tribes.  Even if you threw him into chains and kept him imprisoned the rest of his life, he will be a danger, for his followers would be plotting to free him.” 
 
    “Then I shall banish him!” Father said intensely, but almost in a whisper.  Neither man wanted the army to see them at odds, so their conversation was a strange, fiery exchange in voices so low that it was difficult to hear. 
 
    “Where?” Joab rasped in return.  “Geshur is too close.  Damascus is too close.” 
 
    “Egypt then!  Or the city of Ur, which is farther away.  But the Prince Absalom shall not be touched.  This is my will.” 
 
    “By your command, my King,” Joab said in disgust.  “But of all the mistakes I’ve seen you make over the years, this is your worst.” 
 
    “Even now you oppose me!” Father snarled.  “How can I trust you?  I see that I shall have to keep you by my side for the entire battle, and never to let you out of my sight.  I know you!  You would slip a dagger between his ribs at the first opportunity.  Therefore, you shall remain by my side.” 
 
    “Out of the question.” 
 
    “What?” Father sputtered.  “I shall indeed keep you by my side.  I command this!” 
 
    “My King, you shall not come to the battle,” said Joab firmly. 
 
    Father was beside himself.  “How dare you give orders to me!  How dare you –”   
 
    “Calm yourself, my King,” said Joab.  “Think.  If you were lost, then all is lost.  You are worth ten thousand of us.” 
 
    “If we lose, then I am as good as dead anyway,” Father shot back.  “I shall fight with my men, for there is nowhere for me to hide if the battle is lost.  If I am to die in this wretched war, then I shall die in battle with sword in hand, and not captured and executed by my own son as if I were a common criminal.” 
 
    “Stop pretending not to see!” Joab said forcefully.  “This is not a war between nations or between cities.  It is a duel between you and Prince Absalom, and if you or the Prince were to die, the war is over.  Over!  Now do you realize why you must not come to the battle?  We can have a decisive, overwhelming victory stolen from us by a single, stray arrow if you were present.    You shall stay in the city if I have to tie you to a chair!” 
 
    Of anyone in the Kingdom, only Joab could have talked in such a manner to the King and go unpunished. 
 
    Father was quiet as he contemplated Joab’s argument.  He said, almost mournfully, “I have never hidden from a battle before.  I would never be able to show my face to the men if I hid now.” 
 
    “Give them credit, my King!” said Joab.  “They are experienced and mature enough to know that this war is unlike any they have ever fought.  They will understand the need for you to protect yourself, for you and the Prince are key to victory or defeat.  Prince Absalom must lead his army in person and at the head, for he knows that the throne will never be secure for him if he does not.  He needs to prove himself in front of the men who have gambled everything upon him.  You, however, have no need to prove that you are already King.  Those men down there, those men below you, who have fought by your side for twenty years, thirty years and more, will lay down their lives for you, for you are their King.  You have no need to prove it to them.  Go down there now, and ask any one of those men, and they would insist that you stay here until the battle has been won or lost.  Can you not see their love for you?  Their devotion?  That is one thing that Absalom lacks.  He has the allegiance and obedience of his men but has not yet earned their devotion.  If you would protect your Kingdom, if you would protect those men loyal to you and who love you, then you must protect yourself.” 
 
    Father lowered his head and acknowledged that Joab was right.  He nodded once. 
 
    By now all the men were gathered below.  Joab cried out to them to have all officers make their way to the front, that they could plainly hear all that was to be said.  Then Joab harangued the whole of the army for a time, stirring up their warlike spirit, reminding them of their past victories and accomplishments, and the glory they had heaped upon themselves over the years.  The prospect of the spoil they might find in the enemy camp was dangled before them.  He eventually finished by telling them of the service they would do the Kingdom by their valor.  The men cheered loudly; Joab had indeed worked up their emotions.  He then stepped aside to let Father speak. 
 
    “Well, boys,” Father said, in a voice that carried to the back of the crowd, “you’ve been in tight scrapes before, but you have always come through.  You’re outnumbered, but not by much, and this has never slowed you down before.  You are supreme in the art of war, while the troops you face are green; you know the ground well, while the enemy does not.  And you all know the plan in detail, and it is one I know you especially relish.  Ambush!  You are superb at this, while the enemy knows nothing about it.  You will fall upon them as the greatest wave of the Great Sea.  All will be swept from your path!” 
 
    The men roared until Father waved his arms for them to cease, then he continued. 
 
    “But you must remember one thing over all else, that the young man, Prince Absalom, is not to be harmed.  He is to be captured and brought to me.  Do not forget this!  It is a command from your King.  Go then, and the god Yahweh be with you!” 
 
    As the men cheered, Father leaned over to me and said, “There, now, my little Princess.  Now no one can claim not to have heard about Absalom.” 
 
    He stood close to the parapet to accept their cheers with a smile and outstretched arms, and one could see that the men below adored their commander and King.  The cheering became a chant, and soon every throat in the city of Mahanaim took it up.  To hear twenty thousand men shouting the same chant was compelling.  Is it strange, then, that I began to chant too? 
 
    “David!  David!  David!” 
 
    Father stood at the parapet for as long as they cared to cheer.  Joab, however, turned and descended from the wall after but a moment.  I hurried behind him, down the spiral stairs. 
 
    “My Lord Joab, if you please,” I said, when I caught up with him. 
 
    “Yes, Lady Tamar?” 
 
    “My Lord, would you be so kind as to allow my bodyguard, Ahimaaz, to go with you to the battle?” 
 
    Hana and I had been having tense conversations over several days.  I wanted to go to the battle.  I had no good reason for going, except that I was strained from worry over Father and Absalom, and I felt I needed to be there.  Somehow, I thought that I might be able to do something.  What I could do I could not say, but I also knew that there was never a chance that I would be allowed to go, since women were forbidden from being with an army in combat.  Yet Hana, with her cunning, had been successful in keeping her disguise as a man.  She had wanted to see the battle, too.  Her reasons were her own; she had a strong curiosity to see war as it was fought; she believed she could be of assistance somewhere; and, perhaps, she had a secret desire to fight with her weapons and prove to herself that she had the mettle as well as the skill.  Yet if she were near Father there was the likelihood that he would recognize her and dismiss her from the battleground.  We resigned ourselves to sitting and waiting, until I heard Joab convince Father to stay in the city.  Here was an opportunity I could not let pass.  Hana could be my proxy.   
 
    “Why, he is a mere boy, my Lady,” said Joab.  “I am not sure if I could assign him anywhere, for I know not what kind of fighter he is.” 
 
    “My Lord,” I said, “could you not simply keep him near you, that he may be an aid or assistant?  Could he not serve you at the battle?  I cannot go myself, but if my servant can go I shall feel that I have done my part.” 
 
    “Well,” he considered, “battles are usually very confused affairs, and there are many times I found myself lacking enough runners.  Very well, he can accompany my staff as a courier.” 
 
    “I am most grateful, my Lord,” I said, “and I shall fetch him at once.  I shall tell him to join your staff officers on the march.” 
 
    “Very well,” he said.  He then turned and strode away without a further word.  I knew he was not being intentionally impolite.  He had much on his mind that day. 
 
    I hurried through the city to the stable where Pimi was kept.  Hana had said that on this day that the troops were being mustered, she would remain with Pimi to prevent the warriors from taking our donkey and using her as a pack animal for the army.  Hana would shoo away any soldier that came too near our little companion. 
 
    “Hana!” I cried when I saw her.  “You may go!  The King is staying in the city, and you are to go with Joab’s officers as a runner.  You’ll be able to see the battle and you can return to me as soon as it is over to tell me how it fared.” 
 
    Her eyes grew wide with excitement.  By now, all the army was outside the city and had begun marching away in companies and battalions.  The city itself had become uncannily quiet and empty after weeks of constant clamor and crowds.  No one was about.  We felt that Pimi was safe enough now.  Hana and I left her there after a hasty pat or two, then we ran to Hana’s billet, where she collected her weapons, helmet, and shield.  Then we made our way through the strangely deserted streets toward the gate. 
 
    Realization suddenly flashed through me, and I stopped in my tracks. 
 
    “What am I doing?” I cried.  “What am I doing?  I am sending you to war, and only now I think you might get harmed?”  I felt tears burning my cheeks.  I turned to her.  “Hana!” 
 
    “Tamar,” she said tenderly, “I know there is danger, and we have both thought this through many times.  You must wait for me.  Try to wait for me with peace within you.  Please do not let me see you weep like this just as I am leaving, for I could not bear it if this is to be the picture of you that I carry in my heart.” 
 
    I wiped at my eyes, flung my arms about her neck.  She dropped her spear, took me in her arms, and kissed my lips. 
 
    We had never kissed like this, and now that I was in her arms I did not want to let her go.  Our kiss lingered, and my heart was overwhelmed by many emotions – worry and fear, yes, but also an aching need for her to stay with me, to remain at my side.  My attachment to her had been growing within me since the day we had crept out of Jerusalem, and at last I understood what my heart was telling me.  Hana. 
 
    After a moment, I felt her gently untangling herself from me. 
 
    “Tamar, I shall not say goodbye,” she said.  “But I shall say something I have wanted to say for some time.  I love you, Tamar.  I have fallen in love with you, and with all my soul.” 
 
    With that she snatched up her spear, turned and ran down the street.  I watched her go, a feeling of desolation in my heart. 
 
    Here I must record what others told me later. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There were some Judeans in Absalom’s army.  However, most of the men were from the northern tribes, and they called themselves the Army of Israel, and looked upon the Judeans in their midst with some small suspicion.  The men of the northern tribes who had joined Absalom refused to call Father King, but simply referred to him as David, and his army they called David’s Men or David’s Servants.  The united Kingdom of Israel which had been knitted together by King Saul was unravelling.  For an all-too-brief moment in history, the Hebrew people had been one – under Saul, then under David.  But the sense of nationhood had vanished.  The wayward tribes would eventually be brought together again under a single monarch, and the united Kingdom of Israel would last well past the reign of the next king, but never again would the northern tribes of Israel consider Judeans as members of the Hebrew race.  But in any war, allies were welcome no matter their origin, so those Judeans who had cast their lots with Absalom made the best of their conditions, and enthusiastically fought alongside the Israelites. 
 
    The soldiers of this Army of Israel were confident in their numbers, and confident in their leader, Absalom, and made boastful claims of how their valor in battle would overwhelm David.  In the dim light of early morning, they fearlessly climbed the Jabbok Ravine until they ran into Abishai’s rangers. 
 
    Abishai’s ruse at Long Cataract worked brilliantly.  His battalion launched a sudden and confused attack on the Army of Israel as it climbed the path, then they ran away, seemingly in wild disorder.  When Absalom’s officers saw David’s Men fleeing up Wadi Adalbi, they forsook their own plan of battle and gave chase, for there was the enemy before their very eyes.  It was just as Joab had predicted.  Abishai’s retreat was cleverly conducted.  He ran, but not so far ahead as to allow Absalom to lose sight of him.  Absalom’s officers had not reconnoitered Wadi Adalbi carefully, and to them they were seeing their quarry trapping themselves in a blind canyon, and they delightedly reported to Absalom that the battle was all but won.  But when they came near the end of Wadi Adalbi, they saw Abishai’s battalion scrambling up paths on the eastern slopes.  By this time, the exuberance of battle and the lust for victory had taken hold of all the warriors.  Absalom did not hesitate but ordered his heavily armored warriors to follow. 
 
    At the top of the climb, Absalom’s officers saw a line of hills covered in dense forest, little more than a bowshot in distance to the east.  There could be only one place for the enemy to have run.  The officers decided they did not need to send scouts forward to locate David’s Men, for their hiding place was obvious.  It would be simpler to have all the army form a line, and then sweep through the forest, driving David’s Men before them onto the plains to the east.  They gloatingly felt themselves to be the same as hunters, driving rabbits through the undergrowth and out into the open, there to easily bag the lot.  They waited until the entire Army of Israel had made the climb and formed ranks, so that they could advance into the forest as a body.  Absalom, leading his mule up the precarious path, made his way to the top.  There he confirmed his officers’ orders. 
 
    The warriors of the Army of Israel knew only one battle tactic for large groups of men: the phalanx.  In a phalanx, men stood shoulder-to-shoulder, their shields on their left arms, their spears in their right hands, all in a long line stretching left and right in ranks of eight deep, presenting as broad a front to the enemy as possible.  It was a daunting sight to see an unbroken wall of shields bristling with spears, relentlessly advancing on one, a seemingly insuperable force.  Before advancing to meet their opponents, groups of archers would shoot swarms of arrows high up through the air, which would rain down upon the enemy.  Then slingers of darts, stones, and javelins would run before the phalanx, loose their missiles on the opposite line, then retreat to the flanks.  The phalanx would then advance in a straight, solid front, and collide with the enemy phalanx.  This tactic was universal and so ancient it was almost venerated.  It was well-understood by fighting men.  And it was useless on wooded hills. 
 
    Absalom’s men advanced shoulder-to-shoulder until they reached the hills.  There the warriors were frustrated of their desire to hold an unbroken line.  First the trees interrupted the careful spacing of men; the perfect line could not be maintained.  Then the hillsides did not have smooth slopes, but were rugged, with deep gullies separated by razorback ridges.  It was impossible for heavy infantry to climb the uneven ground while keeping so much as a tattered line.  The trees became thicker as they climbed the slopes; the line broke.  Without orders, the phalanx disintegrated as the men moved either left or right around the razorbacks, seeking a path.  Only by following the gullies could the men advance.  They crowded into the gullies and made their way upward.  The trees became very thick and no one could see more than a few cubits in any direction.  Suddenly above them, horns began to blow.  Battle was joined. 
 
    Absalom quickly found that volleys of arrows were unworkable in thick trees, so he stopped that tactic and ordered his bowmen to sling their bows upon their backs and draw swords.  David’s archers, however, were experts.  They knew movement and concealment, and how to use their weapons in forests, either singly or in small groups.  They did not loosen their arrows in long flights toward their enemy but positioned themselves to shoot between the tree trunks at specific targets and at close range, and they took a heavy toll on Absalom’s men. 
 
    Where the forest was not so thick, or the hills not so steep, real hand-to-hand fighting took place.  However, the Army of Israel had no experience fighting in a forest.  Habit from long practice with their weapons caused them to try to charge ahead with shield and spear, and they were quickly caught on the foliage.  Swordsmen could not swing their swords in wide arcs, for they merely chopped through the branches.  They clumsily struggled within the trees to find enough room to use their weapons.  David’s Men, though, had left their shields behind.  They forsook the phalanx without even discussing it, did not openly march shoulder-to-shoulder, but moved stealthily forward concealing themselves as they went.  The spearmen lunged at Absalom’s men, using trees as shields, and completely surprised their enemy.  David’s swordsmen did not slash with their weapons, as was usual, but stabbed forward with devastating effect. 
 
    In those gullies with especially steep sides, the troops of Israel followed each other closely.  They were in ignorance of this terrain and pushed each other forward thinking that soon they would climb out, but they did not.  They moved until they came to the end of the gully, and then they found themselves stopped.  They were so tightly packed they could not easily move their arms, and in their heavy armor they could not climb out of the steep-sided gullies.  Then, to their horror, they saw above them David’s pikemen, who gleefully reached down with their long spears to stab them one by one.  A victim could not run, could not fight, could not climb out.  He could only stand and wait for his turn to die.  Those gullies became filled with bloody and eviscerated corpses, stacked two and three deep.  It was not fighting; it was execution. 
 
    Ephraim Forest was devouring the Army of Israel. 
 
    *** 
 
    “The very trees have become servants of David!” shouted the sergeant.  “May Yahweh curse these woods!” 
 
    Absalom had been riding his mule as best as he could manage through the hills and trees, shouting orders, encouraging his men.  In the confusion, he had no idea how his men were positioned or how the battle was faring.  He came upon a platoon of his men who were desperately probing the thickets, trying to find the archers who were picking them off one-by-one.  The sergeant of this platoon saw Absalom and ran up to him, to warn him to stay back. 
 
    “Where are the arrows coming from?” Absalom asked him. 
 
    “Everywhere!” the sergeant yelled.  At that moment, one of the men in his platoon screamed out and sank to the ground.  “My Lord, you are in danger here.  You must away from this place until we have found the archers and killed them.” 
 
    “Have you seen my advisor Hushai?” Absalom shouted. 
 
    “No, my Lord.  Not since we made contact with the enemy back in the Ravine.” 
 
    “Well, my runner Zerukh, then,” Absalom asked.  “Have you seen him?” 
 
    “No, my Lord,” said the sergeant.  “But please!  You must away from here.  It is too dangerous for you.” 
 
    Absalom rode downhill a few dozen paces, then turned in a northerly direction.  He was receiving no reports from his officers, perhaps because his officers did not know where he was.  He felt a sense of helplessness for not knowing what was happening.  Everywhere about him, he saw his dead warriors littering the ground, saw arrows fly from thickets, saw pikes thrusting from behind trees.  Yet the enemy were not revealing themselves and fighting man-to-man, as brave soldiers should, but remained hidden and waited until Absalom’s men were on terrain where they could not form up their ranks.  Then David’s men would launch themselves forward in ferocious ambuscade.  He now understood why the sergeant had flung curses at the trees. 
 
    He wondered where Hushai had gone.  Hushai was the architect of the battle plan, the one who spoke so knowingly about David’s style of fighting.  Absalom needed counsel, yet Hushai seemed to have simply vanished after their first encounter with the enemy.  Absalom’s other advisor, Ahithophel, had committed suicide the week before, so Hushai’s counsel was needed more than ever.  But where was Hushai?  No one had seen him since Long Cataract. 
 
    Absalom moved toward what he believed to be his flanks, then forward, uphill, probing ahead to find the enemy, urgently asking for information from his troops as he went.  He had never commanded an army in battle before and did not know that such intense confusion and chaos were normal, and that the best commanders were those who could keep their heads and think coolly while tumult reigned about them. 
 
    Through the thick trees and not one hundred paces above him, Joab and his staff were directing their side of the battle.  Joab had selected a clearing near the top of a hill as his headquarters.  There, his senior officers gathered with him, his bodyguard, his personal servants, and his couriers.  Hana was with this group.  She had been eager to be of use up to the point when battle started, but now she had pause.  Hana was quite unprepared for the pandemonium, the bewildering disorder.  She heard the fighting below her and around her, the ringing of sword on shield, the cries and shouts of the men.  Then came an unnerving sound she had never heard before.  It grew and intensified as the fight went on, and became a single, eerie chorus of noise until it was a wall surrounding her.  It was the peculiar, unearthly mixture of the moaning and screaming of thousands of men with ghastly wounds.  Then she was appalled by a revolting stench, one she had not expected.  She trembled in fear, but carefully hid this from the others.  She forced herself to stand tall and to remain available for any command given her by Joab. 
 
    Joab craved news too, but, unlike Absalom, Joab’s officers had been informed where the headquarters were, and couriers would occasionally rush into the clearing with messages.  Joab went about his business with a calm demeanor.  His keen ear could hear the clash of weapons and he could guess their direction and distance from him, then he would superimpose those positions onto the map he carried in his head.  He had a very good idea where the battle was fiercest and how it was proceeding.  All his intuitions that arose from a lifetime of warfare told him that his men were reaping a bloody harvest.  He was satisfied, and proud that his boys were once again defeating an army of superior numbers.  He felt assured that this battle was won.  The war itself was far from over.  Joab knew that if Absalom escaped, then the Prince would be able to raise another army as quickly as he had raised this one. 
 
    An exhausted runner entered the clearing and saluted Joab.  He gasped out a report. 
 
    “A message from my Lord Abishai.  I am one of his rangers.  After we entered the forest, we split and moved to the left and right wings, just inside the trees, then our scouts made contact with your forward posts.  We watched and waited until all of Absalom’s men had entered the forest, then Lord Abishai had us close behind them, blocking their retreat.  Lord Abishai also informs you that he is harassing the enemy’s rear and will move up the slopes as opportunity permits.” 
 
    Joab nodded simply, almost casually.  The elation in his heart, however, was felt deep within, for this was the final part of the plan of battle that he had made with David, to encircle Absalom’s host within the forest.  Joab was happy that all the facets of their plan had come together so smoothly, as if the battle had been choreographed. 
 
    “Do you think you can find Abishai again?” he asked the runner. 
 
    “I believe so, my Lord,” the runner replied.  “However, it will take time, for I shall need to go far to the left wing before descending, then move behind our own lines and make my way uphill.” 
 
    “Rest here a while and take some wine,” said Joab, “then I shall send you back to Abishai with a reply.” 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord,” said the runner.  He did not take wine, but a large drink of water.  He then threw himself to the ground and instantly fell asleep.  Hana was amazed, until she learned that hardened veterans could easily nap whenever they had the chance. 
 
    Out of sight below Joab, Absalom rode about, trying to find his officers, trying to calm frightened troops who – just that morning – were optimistic unto swaggering arrogance.  He rode through an especially thick part of the forest, climbing the hill, hoping that the summit would have a clear view, and he would be able to see for himself how the battle was progressing.  He blundered through a thicket and into a small meadow filled with David’s Men. 
 
    They shouted, for everyone knew Prince Absalom by sight.  Before they could get over their surprise, Absalom yanked the reins left.  The mule spun about, and Absalom galloped away.  The mule’s reckless run downhill did not seem fast enough for Absalom.  As the mule pounded through the trees, Absalom swung about in the saddle to watch the pursuing warriors.  He was looking to see if any were archers about to take aim, for Absalom did not want to die from an arrow in the back.  His thought was that a wound in the back was a coward’s badge, that the men of Israel would think he had been running away in fright, and not simply trying to evade pursuers.  He was surprised when he saw that the several archers in the group were not bending their bows or taking aim, but were running on foot with the others.  Curious.  It was as if they had no desire to shoot at an easy target.  When he had assured himself that none of the bowmen was about to loosen an arrow at him, he turned in the saddle and looked forward. 
 
    There he saw his death. 
 
    Time slowed.  A heartbeat enfolded an eternity.  His perception of the world became exquisitely acute, as if he could see each vein in each leaf on each tree surrounding him.  A low-hanging bough of a tree ambled over the mule’s head and crept toward him; the broken branches protruding from the bough were so many daggers aimed at his chest.  The bough moved toward him sluggishly, deliberately, and irresistibly, and Absalom heard a bland, almost negligent voice within him tell him that his life was over.  For an instant, Absalom felt he had all the time in the world to contemplate these last ten years, to assess what he had done, to gauge his ambitions against his accomplishments, and to see those things that he would change for the better, if he but had the power to go back.  Where sprang this compelling need to become king? he wondered.  From whence the desire to seize the throne by whatever vile means were at hand, that he willingly demeaned himself into that which he would have despised in another?  To make promises he knew he would not keep, to build alliances he knew he would break, to make friends he knew he would betray?  All for a crown which quite suddenly seemed valueless in his eyes.  How had this vicious animosity toward his Father seized his soul?  He suddenly realized that he had never truly hated David, and he felt a wistful longing to see his father but once more, to tell him that he loved him, and to ask forgiveness.  Absalom indifferently watched the sharp branches entering his chest.  Odd, but there was no pain, no sensation, nothing. 
 
    His last vision before he was swept from the mule was that the bough of the tree was the arm of Makha, and she was reaching out to pick up her baby son and gather him to her breast. 
 
    “Mother,” he thought. 
 
    Silence. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Hana’s Run 
 
    A warrior came sprinting up the hill to Joab’s headquarters and cried out that Absalom had been found. 
 
    “Where?” everyone excitedly demanded. 
 
    “He is caught in a tree,” the warrior said, “very close by, just below us.  He was riding on his mule while we chased him, and he became impaled on a large branch.” 
 
    “Impaled?” Joab repeated.  “Is he dead?” 
 
    “I know not, my Lord,” the warrior replied.  “There is much blood.  I know that he is not moving.” 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you finish him off?” cried Joab. 
 
    “But – but – the King –,” the warrior began. 
 
    “I’d have given you ten shekels if you had killed him,” Joab said. 
 
    The warrior looked askance at Joab.  All the veterans that had campaigned with Joab and David in a hundred battles over many years were highly disciplined.  But they knew when they could be insubordinate with impunity.  He turned directly toward Joab, stood erect, looked into the general’s eye. 
 
    “I would not have killed him for ten shekels,” he retorted.  “No.  Not for ten thousand shekels would I have killed the son of King David.  We all heard the King’s command.  He would eventually know who struck the blow, and then you would have walked away and pretended not to know me.” 
 
    “Enough, then!” shouted Joab.  “I’ll do it myself, since I am surrounded by cowards.” 
 
    He went to a stack of weapons nearby and picked up three heavy darts of barbed bronze and lead.  He turned to the warrior who had made the report. 
 
    “Take me to him.” 
 
    The warrior began moving swiftly down the trail, while Joab, his retinue, and Hana followed.  After many moments of making their way through the thick foliage, they found Absalom hooked on the bough of a tree.  All could see how the broken branches had savaged Absalom’s chest, and now cruelly held him aloft on their points.  His head and neck were caught on a fork of branches, and his long hair twisted upward into the leaves, giving the appearance that he was hanging by the black tresses.  He did not move. 
 
    “He must be dead,” said someone.  “No one can survive wounds such as those.” 
 
    “Then let us be sure,” Joab replied.  He took a dart and expertly threw it such that it spiraled on its axis as it flew.  With great force the heavy dart penetrated deep into Absalom’s back.  Hana saw the body jerk from the blow, then it steadied, remained limp and hanging.  Joab hurled the second dart, then the third.  The three darts hung by their barbs, dangling from Absalom’s body; the blood did not flow from the punctures made by the barbs, but a dribble of gore leaked down.  Hana almost turned her head in revulsion. 
 
    “You men,” Joab said to his retinue.  “Make sure he is finished.” 
 
    The warriors obeyed their commander, lifted their spears and drove them into Absalom.  These men were Joab’s personal bodyguard, fighters who had devotedly followed Joab for many years.  If their master had a foe, that foe became their despised enemy.  They did not have the reluctance of the first warrior, and they seemed to relish this task of stabbing and stabbing again at the lifeless body of Absalom.  Did they fear the Prince so? Hana wondered.  Did their hatred make them want to kill him over and again, to revenge themselves utterly?  This was an act of desecration, Hana thought to herself as she watched spear after spear being thrust into the body.  This was needless dishonoring of an enemy.  Broken branches and three darts had penetrated Prince Absalom’s torso to grisly effect.  She thought, was there a need for ten more spears to add to the butchery? 
 
     “Cut him down and get rid of the body,” Joab ordered. 
 
    Someone began to ask, “Should we not take him back to –” 
 
    “Of course not, you fool!” Joab shouted.  “Over there is a cleft in the ground.  Throw him in there and cover him with stones.” 
 
    With deep satisfaction in his eye, Joab watched as his men took down the corpse.  He came near to spitting on the body at his feet, but stayed himself.  Joab had a warrior’s heart.  His temperament was to rush straight at an enemy, fight with him as ferociously as possible, then kill him.  He disdained the politics and maneuvering, the weighing of options, the appreciation of consequences either immediate or farther removed.  Nor did Joab have regard for the simple compassion that David would consider, which would cause David to spare the life of an adversary.  Joab’s grim heart would have none of this; it would even cause him to have no use for any of his blood relatives who went over to the opposite camp, and he would treat such a relative as brutally as he would treat any other foe.  For Joab, victory was only measured in enemy dead, and with the death of this single enemy, Joab knew that the rebellion was over.  From the time he had declared Absalom his enemy, he was resolved that he would not spare the life of Absalom should the Prince fall into his hands, regardless of what he had told the King at Mahanaim. 
 
    Hana had a different reaction.  When the body of Absalom was placed on the ground, she drew near and stood by it for many moments.  She saw that the head and face of Absalom had remained undamaged.  As the soldiers were gathering stones, she knelt by the fallen Prince and smoothed away the hair from his face, feeling the glorious locks in her fingers, touching the brow and cheeks so handsome that they could have been sculpted by a gifted artist.  She looked long on the face that had drawn men as well as women by its striking features, and it had smiled and cajoled and swayed a multitude into following him.  And even in death, the face was not entirely lifeless.  His expression seemed calm as if he were merely asleep, the muscles relaxed, and it seemed as if his restless soul had at last found peace.  This touched Hana, and for the rest of her days she kept in her heart the picture of that head and face that she had known since childhood, and they were as beautiful in death as in life.   
 
    When Absalom’s body was placed in the cleft, the men began throwing stones upon it.  Joab turned and made his way uphill to his headquarters.  He ordered the trumpeter to sound the horn signaling victory.  Hana quickly followed the general. 
 
    “My Lord, may I speak?” she asked. 
 
    “Eh?  What do you want, Ahimaaz?” 
 
    “My Lord, let me bring word to the King,” she said.  She secretly wanted to return to the Lady Tamar as quickly as possible, for she earnestly felt that Tamar must not hear the heartbreaking news about her brother from anyone else.  Carrying a message from General Joab was the perfect pretext for leaving the battlefield. 
 
    “No, my lad,” Joab said to Hana.  “You don’t know what may happen to you.  With my own eyes, I have seen King David put to death messengers, for they brought news that upset him; one who told him of the death of King Saul, another on the death of King Ishbosheth.  Both of those kings were David’s mortal enemies, but David killed the messengers all the same.  What will he do to the man who tells him of the death of his own son?  You may be my messenger another day, but not today.” 
 
    The other runners standing nearby looked at each other with worried expressions.  They had heard every word and now wondered who Joab would pick to bring the news to King David.  To their great relief, they saw Joab look up past them and to a foreigner, a man from Cush who had attached himself to David’s Men.  The Cushite had helped the other men who had dragged away the body of Absalom, and now he was making his way through the trees near Joab. 
 
    “You, Cushite!” Joab called.  “To me!” 
 
    The Cushite looked up and trotted over to Joab.  “My Lord?” 
 
    “Your name?” 
 
    “Nisroth, son of Bakhala, my Lord.” 
 
    “Bring the news to the King,” said Joab.  “Congratulate the King that the battle is his, then tell him what you have seen here concerning Prince Absalom.” 
 
    “At once, my Lord,” he replied. 
 
    He bowed, turned, and departed at a run.  It looked as if he was eager; perhaps he believed the King would reward him for news of the victory.  The Cushite did not know that the King might reward him with death, and Hana marked how cynical was Joab’s choice, to pick a foreigner to inform the King.  Yet Hana, too, was a foreigner, and Joab did not take the opportunity of letting her bear the news.  She could only surmise that Joab had declined her request to go because Joab knew her as Lady Tamar’s servant.  But Hana was not to be refused, for she could not let Tamar hear about her brother from anyone else. 
 
    “My Lord, please!” she said.  “Let me take the news to my mistress, the Lady Tamar, for she wanted me to bring her word from the battle.” 
 
    Joab thought a moment.  “Very well.  For the Lady Tamar.  But remember what I told you!  Be it on your own head if the King questions you.” 
 
    “I thank you, my Lord!” 
 
    Hana ducked her head in a hasty bow, then turned and sprinted after Nisroth.  As she ran she dropped her shield, tossed aside her helmet, then she unbuckled her scabbard and let the sword fall so that she could run as fast as possible.  She kept her hard leather cap, her armored jerkin, and her spear, for the woods still held many of Absalom’s men who had not yet heard that their battle was lost. 
 
    Hana was proud to boast that she could run faster than many men.  While she lived at her father’s estate in Salib, she would run through the fields for exercise, scandalizing the peasants she would pass, for she would wear only the short trousers of a boy.  She would then return to the house and practice with spear and sword with one of her father’s armed retinue.  Her father never discouraged her; rather, he seemed amused, and would dismiss any disparaging talk by the women on the estate.  Hana kept herself strong, fit, and agile, and thought herself equal to anyone. 
 
    Nisroth, however, was a superb runner.  Even as Hana watched, he gained more ground and soon he was obscured by the trees.  Their path led over the summit of the hill, then downward to the east.  Within moments Hana was at the bottom, where she broke out of the trees and found herself on the Eshbon Road.  The change from dark forest to dazzling sunlight took her by surprise.  On the other side of the road were the treeless plains that stretched to the horizon, and beyond the horizon, onward to the vast desert of Arabia.  She looked left and up the road and saw Nisroth far in advance of her.  She despaired of ever catching up with him.  There by the road she saw a small group of Philistines.  They were watching Nisroth as he ran onward at a furious pace, becoming smaller and smaller in the distance, then disappearing as the road curved between two hills.  Hana guessed that the Philistines were part of Ittai’s brigade, who had been sent south to guard the approaches along the Eshbon Road.  She started to run past them when one called out. 
 
    “You, boy!  Are you going to the city, too?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hana replied, slowing to a trot, “and please do not delay me.  I carry a message from General Joab.” 
 
    “Hear me first!  We know a faster way than that one,” he said, hooking his thumb up the road to where Nisroth had been.  “We tried to tell him, but he only shouted that Absalom was dead, and he would not stop.” 
 
    Hana halted. 
 
    “Please, sir,” she replied.  “Show me this faster way.” 
 
    “We scouted these plains just this week,” he said.  He pointed due east, across the road.  “See that hillock over there, about a bowshot off?  At the bottom of the hillock and to the left you will find a shepherds’ path.  It leads straight across the plains and directly to the city.  You may save a full league of distance that way, although, seeing how that Cushite runs, I would not want to lay a quarter-shekel either way on who might win.” 
 
    “Many thanks, sir!” Hana shouted, and she was away. 
 
    Hana bounded across Eshbon Road and within a moment she was at the hillock and had found the path.  She raced to the northeast onto the gently rolling plains.  Her path took her to the top of a low rise, and as far as she could see in the distance, the path was very straight.  It did not follow the contours of the land as did the Eshbon Road, which hugged the forest to the west, meandering in a generally northward direction through the hills before turning eastward and on to the city.  She then thought carefully as she ran.  If the Philistine was right about the distance, then she knew she had at least two leagues to run, and she had never run that far all at once.  She contemplated the terrain before her, judging the grade of the hills she must run, the occasional small wadi into which she would need to descend and climb out.  She reckoned it would take well over an hour of steady running to cover that distance.  She realized that if she kept a fast pace, she would exhaust herself in a short time.  She slowed her pace, then became upset with herself when she remembered that she brought nothing to drink, and now she was running across wasteland where there were no wells or springs.  She decided to take her chances and keep running, and not to go back to get a skin of water. 
 
    The plains seemed deserted.  No farmers, shepherds, or Ammonite swineherds were to be seen anywhere.  Hana assumed that the poor folk had departed when they learned that large armies were converging on the region.  She scanned the countryside all around her, and when she had assured herself that there were no enemy warriors about, she cast down her spear, then slowed to a trot as she pulled off the heavy leather jerkin and flung it aside.  She kept the leather cap on her head, thinking it would not slow her.  It was the last of the weapons and armor that she had acquired.  She regretted the loss, especially that of the excellent sword and the magnificent helmet.  Ah, well, she thought to herself, they were never mine. 
 
    She reflected upon the incident of less than half an hour before and tried to think of the best way to tell Tamar what had occurred, for she could not bring herself to give the details of how Joab treated the body of Tamar’s brother.  Hana’s sympathies were with Tamar – not with King David, whose Kingdom was at stake; not with Princess Makha, whose only son had fallen in battle; not with the Hebrew people, for whom Hana had little regard.  Hana thought only of that kind-hearted young woman who had watched her family tear itself apart but had resolutely done her best to bring harmony and understanding to the people she loved most, in the face of their stubborn opposition.  And now she must hear the terrible news that her brother was dead. 
 
    Hana thought that there was no one on earth whose heart was as good as Tamar’s, or any so brave, or with such determination in trying to bring about peace.  Hana tried to think of the precise moment when she fell in love with the Lady Tamar.  Was it the time when they were in the stable with Pimi the first night they arrived in Mahanaim?   Was it when they bathed together in the pool at Baal-Hazor, in that tranquil, magical place, where their hearts were at ease?  Or was it the day she had returned to Judah after an absence of many years, and saw Tamar again, and it was as if she met Tamar for the first time?  Tamar had matured into a lovely and sensible young woman, and it seemed to Hana that the adolescent girl she had left behind was the memory of someone else’s child, and now Tamar, as a grown woman, was someone new, someone with an allure that Hana had never felt from anyone else until that sweet moment of reunion.  Hana did not come to realize that her feelings for Tamar were more than mere fondness until the very moment that Hana, quite unexpectedly to herself, had declared her love to Tamar.  Yet now, in her soul, she felt as if she had loved Tamar all her life, and there was no precise instant for when it began. 
 
    She set aside thoughts of her sad errand as she ran along the path, and for that moment her heart was on Tamar, no one else.  And if a falcon had been soaring above her head and had glanced down, it would have seen a solitary runner, bounding along with a happy smile on her face, and the falcon would have been reluctant to believe that the runner was bearing tragic news.   
 
    But after running a full league, Hana could think of nothing but moving her feet.  How much farther? 
 
    *** 
 
    King David was in the courtyard of the West Gate, between the inner and outer gates, anxiously waiting for word from the battle.  Sometimes he would pace nervously to and fro, other times he would sit in the shade of the walls.  With him were a few of his officers and retainers, and the scribe Jehoshaphat. 
 
    High above on the battlements of the outer gate two watchmen stood, engaged in desultory conversation.  At times they speculated on the progress of the battle, at times they would speak of their families in Judah, at times they boasted of their – perhaps imaginary – liaisons with various local Ammonite girls.  They may have been having a casual conversation, but they were disciplined watchmen – their eyes never left the quarter of the countryside they were assigned to watch.  They spoke of trivial things while they intently searched for any movement.  The sharper eyed of the two saw a speck on the plains to the southwest, moving toward the city.  The speck was coming from an unexpected direction, for the Eshbon Road approached the city from the west. 
 
    “Look, there,” the first watchman said to his mate.  “Can you see who that is?” 
 
    His friend turned, found the speck, and looked long at it. 
 
    “Whoever it is, he runs with the grace of a deer,” his friend replied.  “But who else would be running across that wasteland, if not a messenger from Joab?” 
 
    “Why, then, does he not ride a horse, if he is carrying an urgent message?” 
 
    His friend shrugged. 
 
    The first watchman leaned over the parapet and called down into the courtyard.  “Runner in the distance!  Southwest!” 
 
    A voice came up from below.  “Can you see who it is?” 
 
    The watchman recognized the King’s voice.  “Not yet, Majesty.  If it please you, allow us a moment and we shall see.” 
 
    Just then his comrade spoke up.  “I see another one.  This one is on the road.” 
 
    The first watchman looked due west along the Eshbon Road.  There he saw another runner at a greater distance than the first, but who was pounding up the road as if pursued by nephilim.  Small clouds of dust rose from each footfall. 
 
    “Look at him run!” he cried.  “As fast as a chariot stallion.  Perhaps Joab sent two runners by different routes.  This happens at times, when a general wants to make sure his message gets through.  And what of the first runner?” 
 
    “I can just make him out now,” said his friend.  “It is that foreign servant of Lady Tamar.  What’s his name?  You know!  That boy from Geshur.” 
 
    The first watchman called down, “The runner is Ahimaaz.  There is another runner on the Eshbon Road.” 
 
    Down below in the courtyard, Jehoshaphat took out his scroll and began to write.  He asked, “Is this the Ahimaaz who is son of Zadok the Priest?” 
 
    Everyone about him was intensely interested in news of the runner and stared upward.  No one answered Jehoshaphat.  He shrugged, continued writing. 
 
    The watchman called down again.  “The second runner is one I do not know.  His appearance makes me think he is from the land of Sheba or the land of Cush.” 
 
    “Well done,” shouted the King.  He turned to the others in the courtyard, ordered, “Open the gate.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As Hana approached the city, her eyes took in the sight of the Eshbon Road leading out of the gate and onward to the west, and there, far down the road, was Nisroth.  Her only thoughts were in keeping her legs moving and she spared little for anything else, yet later she had to admire the magnificence of Nisroth the Runner, who had completed running three full leagues to her two, and even then, was only moments behind her as they reached the city.  But at that moment Hana only wanted to pass through the gates of Mahanaim, and if she died on the doorstep, so be it.  Her exhaustion encompassed her.  Her mind could do little but will her feet to keep moving, with no regard for the reason, only that she must keep running, for she vaguely remembered that she had something to say to someone.  Each step jolted her body – an endless series of jolts.  The accursed path went on and on, but then she thought wonderingly that the city was before her, then she saw the gates, then she was at the gates.  She all but staggered in.  There, to her horror, stood King David.  The shock jolted her into full awareness.  She instantly dropped onto her belly and pressed her face to the earth, hoping that David had not seen her face plainly. 
 
    “May – may your Majesty live forever!” she gasped. 
 
    “News!  News!” the King cried.  “What has happened?” 
 
    “Victory!” Hana panted.  “Your Majesty’s enemies are crushed.” 
 
    There was some cheering by several men at the gate, but their cheering was quickly stifled when the King began shouting. 
 
    “But the Prince!” he cried.  “What of Prince Absalom?  Is he safe?” 
 
    Hana’s heart took in the implications of the King’s query, that news of victory or defeat was secondary to news of Prince Absalom; the King was more interested in his son than in the well-being of his army, his men, his Kingdom.  Hana remembered Joab’s warning all too well.  She equivocated. 
 
    “There was much confusion – so many men running and shouting,” Hana replied, her face to the ground.  “Then my Lord Joab proclaimed a victory and ordered the trumpet to sound.  More I cannot say.” 
 
     “Stand aside!” the King ordered Hana.  Hana crawled away. 
 
    David strode away impatiently, went to the gate and looked out, said, “Perhaps this other runner can tell me.” 
 
    Hana managed to stand.  She hobbled through the inner gate and into the city, there to beg water from an attendant.  She sat, drank, and was still panting from her run when she heard an uproar in the courtyard.  Hana guessed that Nisroth had told the King of the death of Prince Absalom, and the King was now in the throes of outrage and grief.  She decided to get away from the King while he was in this state, all the while hoping that the King would treat Nisroth kindly.  She painfully walked away from the West Gate and made her way through the silent city to Lady Tamar’s quarters.  When she got to the building she found she could not climb the stairs; her legs felt like bags of mud, and she simply could not lift them onto the steps.  She banged on the gate at the bottom of the stairs, waited, banged again.  A servant came down and looked out. 
 
    “Ahimaaz!” the servant said.  “I was told you went to the battle.  Are you returned so soon?” 
 
    “I must speak with Lady Tamar,” Hana replied.  “Forgive me, but I am too weary to climb the stair.  Could you please ask her to come down?  She will understand.” 
 
    “Lady Tamar is not here.  She said she was going to one of the stables, but she did not tell me which one or why.” 
 
    Hana knew.  Without doubt, Tamar would be with Pimi, to draw comfort from the mild-tempered donkey while she waited the long, long hours for word of the fighting.  Hana turned and started to walk slowly away. 
 
    “But, Ahimaaz!” cried the servant.  “What news from the battle?” 
 
    “Triumph and sorrow,” replied Hana without stopping.  “Joy and grief.” 
 
    When Hana entered the stall where Pimi was kept, she saw Tamar sitting on the floor, her knees drawn up to her chin, her arms around her legs.  Her back was to Pimi, who had lowered her head over Tamar’s left shoulder and was nuzzling her neck.  Hana saw the forlorn look on Tamar’s face, and Hana’s heart melted.  She desperately tried to think of what to say – something, anything, but not the unspeakable truth. 
 
    Tamar looked up.  Her face twisted into a grimace and tears sprang from her eyes.  She leaped up and threw herself into Hana’s arms.  Hana felt her quietly sobbing onto her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, Hana,” said Tamar.  “You’re safe!  I’ve not been able to think since you left yesterday.  I was plagued with so many terrible thoughts of what could have befallen you.” 
 
    Hana stood still, holding Tamar close, and waited until she felt Tamar become calmer.  Now Hana must speak.  There was no other way to say what must be said. 
 
    “My beloved,” she murmured into Tamar’s hair.  “Prince Absalom is dead.”  
 
    Hana felt a spasm pass through Tamar’s body.  Tamar tried to pull away, a look of horror on her face.  Hana did not release her.  Deep in Tamar’s throat an animal-like wail arose, and she began flailing at Hana, slapping her about the face.  Hana did not let her go; she stood still and allowed Tamar to thrash at her for as long as Tamar needed.  After a moment, Tamar stopped hitting Hana, but collapsed into Hana’s arms; she wept long, wracking sobs. 
 
    Hana held her close for a long while, waiting for Tamar to slow her weeping.  They lowered themselves to the floor and sat quietly, arms about each other.  Pimi sensed they were upset.  The little beast was quietly concerned, shaking her head as she looked at her two distraught friends, at times gently pushing at one or the other with her muzzle.  Hana reached up and stroked Pimi, wishing she had a bit of fruit to give the sympathetic donkey.  Hana did not know how long they sat in the stable as she tried to fathom the events she had witnessed.  She wondered, was it but one day?  A single day?  Had so much happened since yesterday?  Since this very morning? 
 
    “I killed him,” Tamar said suddenly.  “I have killed him.” 
 
    Hana looked and saw that Tamar’s eyes were round, unfocussed; she looked stunned.  “Papa,” she said.  “I want my Papa.” 
 
    “Soon, little one,” Hana said, her voice as soothing as a mother’s for her baby.  “Soon.” 
 
    Hana had to pull her gently to rise.   
 
    *** 
 
    I cannot remember the very moment that Hana found me sitting beside Pimi, nor do I remember her words when she told me of my brother’s death.  There is a vague picture in my heart of seeing her entering the stable, and then we are walking through the streets of Mahanaim toward the West Gate while I clutched at her for support.  How long I had wept in her arms I cannot say.  I could only think of going to my father.  Absalom was dead, and my heart felt as if I had somehow allowed it to happen, somehow put him in harm’s way, and that I did not do enough to prevent the fight.  As we walked together I calmed a bit, and was no longer sobbing, yet I paid little attention to my surroundings until Hana spoke. 
 
    “Look at the warriors,” she said quietly.   
 
    I looked up to see several of Father’s soldiers moving through the street, the first to return from the battlefield.  Many seemed perplexed, others sadly disappointed.  A few walked with heads down, as if they were ashamed, as if they had done something cowardly and did not want to face each other. 
 
    “What – what has happened?” I asked.  For a moment I thought that they had suffered defeat, that their battle was lost.  But if Absalom had died, then David’s Men had won the battle.  So why were these men guiltily slinking about so?  Had they deserted and run from the battle?   
 
    When we reached the West Gate, we saw a strange sight.  The outer gate was open, and we could see onto the road.  There, small groups of soldiers approached the city with jubilant faces; singing, laughing, they engaged in cheerful banter.  But then as they drew near, other soldiers would hurry to them and speak in low voices.  By the time they were through the gate they, too, were shamefaced and quiet. 
 
    “I do not understand,” I said, turning to Hana. 
 
    “Triumph and sorrow,” was her cryptic reply.  
 
    The spiral stairway leading up to Father’s rooms was crowded with silent warriors who stood unmoving but for glancing this way and that, seemingly unsure of what to expect, all with unhappy expressions.  Hana stepped in front of me, and it seemed that it was painful for her to climb the stairs, and I wondered if she had been injured in the battle.  I kept silent as she pushed upward, moving with effort.  She tapped the shoulders of the men before us, quietly asking them to make way for the Lady Tamar.  When we reached the top, Hana stayed on the stairway, did not go into the room. 
 
    Even before I entered the room, I heard Father weeping, and my own tears returned.  I began to sob again, but quietly this time, more controlled than I was earlier in Pimi’s stable.  I made my way in and stood amidst the many officers, and there sat Father on a chair, his face lowered into his hands, his shoulders shuddering.  All the men surrounding Father looked stricken, a few also wept, otherwise the room was silent.  Then I heard Father speak in a tearful voice. 
 
    “My son.  My son.  O my son, Absalom.  Would that I had died, and not you.” 
 
    But then I was taken by surprise, for he raised his head and looked at the men about him, his eyes reproachful. 
 
    “Why do you live, while my son lies dead?” he wailed.  “Why was he taken from me?  He was worth ten thousand of you, and now you have murdered my son.  What sort of dog would kill my son?  My son Absalom?” 
 
    His grief and mine were real, but I could not understand why he said these words.  He then lowered his head again and sobbed the louder.  The men in the room remained silent, but the eyes of several dropped, and they miserably studied the floor.  I moved through the others until I was before the King, there I knelt and put my hand to his knee. 
 
    “Father,” I said, my voice catching as I tried to speak.  “Brother is – Brother is –” 
 
    When he heard my voice he looked up quickly, and I was taken aback to see his face begin to harden, becoming more menacing with each heartbeat.  Even as I watched, his color darkened, his brows came together, and I knew he was becoming enraged merely by looking upon me.  His hands curled into fists, and I saw the muscles in his arms harden.  He stood up, towering over me.  He spoke to me in a voice so brutal I felt myself tremble in fear. 
 
    “What have I to do with you, daughter of Makha?” 
 
    For the first time in my life I was afraid of my father.  I had come to him that we could mourn together, and I had hoped that he would take me into his arms and soothe me.  Yet now I truly feared for my life as I looked up at him and saw a cruelty in his eyes that was alien to him, and it perplexed and horrified me.  I knew that at any moment he would snatch up a weapon and kill me where I knelt.  His arms tightened, and I began to think that he would strike me with his own hand with as hard a blow as he could give.  A voice in my head urged me to run, but I remained motionless. 
 
    Behind me came the stamping of heavy feet.  Father looked past me to the door, however my eyes never left Father.  I heard Joab’s voice, and it seemed as if he bellowed out each word. 
 
    “So, I see that what I was told was true!” he roared.  “The men told me when I entered the city, but I could not believe it until now.  Is this how you treat your men?” 
 
    The anguish on Father’s face that I had seen earlier returned.  He sat back into his chair and began to weep again.  I looked back at Joab and saw that he had taken in the scene entire, had seen me kneeling at Father’s feet as he stood over me, had seen Father savagely glaring at me.  He knew Father better than any other in that room but for me and understood what was happening. 
 
    Father’s voice was a wretched croak.  “My son most beloved is dead.  My Kingdom is worthless to me, for Absalom is no more.” 
 
    “Your Kingdom worthless?” Joab shot back furiously, almost trembling with indignation.  “Worthless?  Tell me, then, what is your Kingdom?  Do not dare say it is lands and farms, orchards and vineyards.  You know what your Kingdom is!  It is those boys of yours, those men down there who risked their lives today.  For you!  It is those men who love you and have for years sacrificed themselves to keep you as King.  It is their wives and little ones, their old parents, their neighbors.  Your people are your Kingdom!  And now you say they are worthless?  Those victors down there?  They who fought and who watched their comrades and brothers die in the battle, all for you?  I tell you, they are your Kingdom!” 
 
    “But my son!”  Father cried. 
 
    Joab looked down at Father with cold contempt. 
 
    “We saved your life today!” he said bitterly.  “We saved the lives of your children and your wives and your concubines.  And some of us spilt our blood for you!  And now you reward us by making us feel ashamed.  And now we all see that you loved the man who hated you, and hate those who love you, and you’re making plain to us that your officers and warriors mean nothing to you.  And if Absalom had lived and all of us had died, only then would you have been pleased.” 
 
    Father looked up, wiping his eyes.  He was no longer sobbing. 
 
    “Now you get up,” Joab commanded in a stern voice, pointing at the door, “and you go down there, and talk to your men, and say to them, ‘well done’, and smile at them!  And you sit in that courtyard and speak with any warrior who approaches you.  For if you do not, then I swear by the living god Yahweh that not one of them will remain here tonight.  Then in truth you will have lost your Kingdom!” 
 
    As on the previous day when he was admonished by Joab, Father lowered his head and nodded in submission.  He wiped his eyes again, then stood.  With effort, he calmed himself and pushed his face into one without grief, but without happiness.  He moved to the door without looking at me.  All the others in the room silently followed, but for Joab.  Joab turned to me after they had left the room. 
 
    “My child,” he said very quietly.  “Leave the city at once.  Flee!” 
 
    He turned and followed the others down the stairs. 
 
    I felt Hana pulling at my arm, making me stand up.  We knew what Joab was telling us.  Then without discussion, as if we heard each other’s minds, we returned to my quarters, there to hastily gather some provisions. 
 
    As Hana and I made our way to the stables, I thought of Joab, the proud and the cruel.  He was utterly without fear on the battlefield, and utterly without pity elsewhere.  He was treacherous, devious, and took heartless pride whenever he took life by his own hand.  In later years he would boast that it was he who had killed Absalom.  But, although I had the same blood as Absalom, Joab had saved my life by urging me to run.  I would never untangle this mystery. 
 
    When we returned to Pimi’s stable, I packed the provisions into saddle bags, while Hana quickly fitted Pimi’s hackamore.  Hana looked toward me, and I knew she was asking where we were to go. 
 
    “To Hebron,” I answered to her silent question.  “To Mother.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 The Messenger’s Reward  
 
    I was taught from the time I was little that the god Yahweh sees all the future, knows the fate of everyone, and harkens to the heart of every child in his creation.  Then I was taught that Yahweh was continually surprised, disappointed, and angered at the behavior of his people, and punished them for their sins.  Mother never needed to whisper and point out this inconsistency to me, for I saw it myself from the time I was old enough to reason. 
 
    Father had always kept a priest with an Ephod among his retinue since the days he was a warlord, and he would frequently call for this priest that together they would cast lots with the Urim and Thummin, consulting Yahweh, divining the god’s will, following the god’s commands.  Father was quite proud that his god would speak to him through the stones that he would cast, and he would confidently tell others of the words that Yahweh had spoken to him, and, through him, to the Kingdom.  Then Father would praise the kindness of Yahweh.  But those times when Yahweh did not speak accurately, or if he led Father astray, Father would try to find excuses for his god’s misinformation.  In Father’s eyes, Yahweh was never wrong, so Father or his priests would struggle to find a reason why Yahweh was right, even when appearing to be otherwise.  They would eventually rationalize the god’s action or inaction – sometimes with lengthy explanations – and then they would persuasively explain why shadow was light, or down was up, or no was yes. 
 
    But the holy stones never told him of Absalom’s rebellion, or of the war that would split the Kingdom, or that men under his command would kill his most beloved son. 
 
    After the Battle of Ephraim Forest, Father had little time to mourn, for he had a damaged Kingdom he needed to repair.  He made settlement with all those who had wronged him, judged those rebels who had surrendered and begged for mercy, made royal proclamations, and sorted out all the old upsets between the different peoples, clans, and tribes.  Father eventually had leisure to ponder long on the reason for the war, and Yahweh’s silence, and Father went back to casting lots with the sacred stones of the Ephod.  He eventually decided that his god was punishing him for not making the right decision on that day years earlier when he judged Amnon – and me – for the outrage Amnon had committed.  The Law of Moses said that there was no rape, for there was no witness that came forward, and the lone voice of a mere woman was not enough to accuse a man.  Yet the Law of Moses said that I and Amnon were indeed guilty of incest.  Father reasoned that he could have soothed Yahweh’s wrath and prevented war if he had caused me to be stoned to death along with Amnon, and our blood would have appeased his god, then Father would have made Absalom his Crown Prince and heir.  But Father had spared Amnon and me, and now he believed that war came because he was too merciful with us, and he believed that Yahweh chastised him by taking the life of his oh-so-precious son, Absalom. 
 
    Absalom was dead.  Amnon was dead.  Father’s gaze turned toward me. 
 
    ***    
 
    The journey to Hebron had but few incidents.  When Hana and I departed Mahanaim we avoided the West Gate and left by a smaller postern gate in the city’s south wall.  Hana led us to the path on the deserted plain that she had run just that day.  That first day of travel was very short indeed, for it was late when we left the city, and the sun was very low in the sky.  We had walked less than half an hour when sunset stopped us, but we were outside the city.  We hid down inside a tiny wadi, not much larger than a ditch, yet enough that we could not be seen from the city walls, a mere half-league away.  A trickle of water flowed at the bottom of the wadi, and Hana told me that this was the very source of the Jabbok River, which made me smile.  The flow was meager, but enough for Pimi to drink her fill.  We camped without a fire and resumed our journey the following dawn.  As we walked the shepherds’ path, Hana cast her eyes about until she found the spear and jerkin she had thrown down.  She happily donned the jerkin, and with satisfaction she raised her spear above her head and proclaimed that we were no longer utterly defenseless.   
 
    We did not join the Eshbon Road when the shepherds’ path met it near Ephraim Forest, but stayed abreast of it, crossing the rough plain for another league until we were well beyond the battlefield.  This was because we had carefully spied the road from a distance and had seen that many of David’s Men had not returned to Mahanaim at once, and, as we did on the road to Mahanaim, Hana and I avoided contact with the soldiers.  Later it became known that these stragglers had camped on the battleground where they stripped the enemy dead of their armor and other valuables.  They buried their fallen comrades there in the forest but left the corpses of Absalom’s men to rot.  Some say that twenty thousand dead lay unburied, tangled in the thick undergrowth or piled in heaps at the bottoms of the gullies, their sightless eyes staring, as if accusing the heavens.  The slaughterhouse was a horror to behold, and the growing stench overwhelmed even travelers out on the road.  The Forest of Ephraim was avoided by the local folk for generations thereafter. 
 
    When we did join the Eshbon Road, Hana and I did not need to fear the so-called southern force of Absalom’s army, for it was not to be found.  While it was assembling in the town of Eshbon, the warriors learned of the death of their leader.  Without orders, all the warriors quickly deserted and made their way back to their homes, so not one was left when we entered that town late in the day.  Just outside the town walls, we found many tents that had been abandoned by the warriors in their haste.  We took one for that night’s shelter, and before we slept, Hana told me all that had occurred from the time she joined Joab’s officers. We then settled side by side, under the blankets.  And if, deep in the night, Hana felt me shudder, then I felt her arms take me, pull my head onto her shoulder, and she soothed me until I fell into dreamless sleep. 
 
    The road west from Eshbon followed the barren, twisting valley that descended through the hills and down to the floodplain of the Jordan.  As we walked we had occasional views of the River in the distance, and beyond into the lands of Judah and Benjamin.  While we walked we decided that after we crossed the River, we would avoid Jerusalem, for too many people there knew me by sight.  We waded the River at the crossing south of Jericho and pushed upward into the rolling hills of Benjamin.  Late in the day we stopped at the village of Bethany and begged lodging for the night at one of the houses there.  The village was on top of the ridge that led upward to the Mount of Olives.  Jerusalem was less than a league away. 
 
    Early the next morning, we took to the byways leading southward, and a little past noon of the fourth day, Hana and I entered Hebron. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I found Mother in her house, memory swept me up and transported me to that day years before when we had returned to Hebron from our exile in Geshur.  Mother had met her sister-wife Michal on that day, and after Michal departed, Mother stood and looked out this very window, and to my eyes she looked so lost, so despondent.  It was the only time in my life that I heard Mother weep.  Today she was not weeping, but her stance as she gazed from the window, focused on a distant thing, and the forlorn air about her made me acutely aware of an eerie feeling, that haunting sense of already-seen.   
 
    Before I could say a thing, she spoke. 
 
    “He is gone.  My son is gone.  Oh, Tamar, what have I done?  What have I done?” 
 
    Today was not the day for recriminations.  There had been so much loss.  To what profit would recriminations be?  She was punished enough, for she had lost the son she held so dear, and her grand plans for him were dashed, and she felt her disgrace.   
 
    I remained silent, for I, too, would forever carry the burden in my heart that I had set in motion events that led to Absalom’s death.  For whatever span of life that was given us, Mother and I would quietly think of how we had added to this tragedy. 
 
    She turned, and her eyes took mine. 
 
    “A horseman passed through yesterday at twilight,” she said.  “A courier of the King, summoning officials and all the elders of Judah.  He gave us the news and told me of the death of – of the death of Absalom.” 
 
    I could say nothing of what had come to pass, for I was so burdened with many thoughts of what had occurred these ten years, and I knew that if I began to speak of them, I would never cease.  I decided to speak only of practical things. 
 
    “Mother, you need to leave Judah at once.” 
 
    She nodded.  She looked past me to Hana and, for all her deep sorrow, she smiled wryly. 
 
    “Hana, you’ve become a fighting man,” she said as she appraised Hana’s appearance, with her short hair and armored cap, her spear and bronzed jerkin.  “Since you were very little you behaved as much a boy as a girl.  And now you have transformed yourself into a warrior.” 
 
    Hana ducked her head and shyly muttered, “My Princess, I only wanted to protect the Lady Tamar.” 
 
    Mother nodded.  I began to speak again. 
 
    “Mother, I –” 
 
    “Yes, Tamar,” she said, stopping me. 
 
    She stood taller, became detached, methodical, and made herself a princess again.  The mother would grieve later and when she was alone, but for now she would not continue to indulge in shows of mourning before me or anyone, for that would not reflect well upon the dignity of a person of royalty.  Perhaps it was a strength of hers, this notion of the impassive princess; perhaps it was a flaw.  But for now, it was helpful, for we had urgent matters to discuss, and she put aside any emotion but one of cold calculation. 
 
    “I know I should leave,” she said, “but I have not yet decided to do so.  Another thought in me says that I should make my way to the King and face judgement.” 
 
    “But Mother, if you did that, how could you possibly –” 
 
    “Please, Tamar,” she interrupted again.  “There is no honorable path for me anymore.  I do not relish the thought of living out my life and reflecting every day upon my errors, my mistaken stratagem, and plans that have miscarried.  And my son is gone forever, and forever I shall feel in my heart that I sent him down the wrong path.  Only one thing stays my decision, that I do not know if our schemes were right or wrong, if our endeavor was just or unjust.  However, the fact of our failure shall remain unchanged.  It is the only fact here, and failure is always a punishable sin, no matter if the cause is just or unjust.  All else is opinion.” 
 
    “Mother, leave,” I said firmly.  “Simply leave Judah.  There is nothing to be gained if you surrender to the King.  Return to Grandfather’s house in Bishsed and allow the passage of time to bring solace.  But whatever you do, first spend a few weeks or months to allow yourself to heal before you make a decision you may later regret.” 
 
    Mother did not answer.  She paused for a moment, then turned back to Hana. 
 
    “Well, you are dressed for war.  Did you go to the battle?” 
 
    “Yes, Princess Makha,” said Hana. 
 
    “Did you see my son there?” 
 
    Hana quickly looked toward me, then back to Mother. 
 
    “My Princess, I was near to General Joab when word came that Prince Absalom had been killed, and I went with the General to confirm the death of the Prince, and I saw your late son with my own eyes.” 
 
    “And did Joab give my son a warrior’s burial?” Mother asked. 
 
    “Y-yes, my Princess,” Hana stammered, and again she flicked her eyes toward me.  “He was buried where he fell on the battlefield with – with full honors, and – and his sword was placed on his chest as was proper, and then – and then a cairn of stones was erected as monument over his grave.” 
 
    I looked at Hana but said nothing.  She had told me the true story while we journeyed to Hebron, of the desecration of Absalom’s body, of how the warriors callously tossed stones on top of him after his body was unceremoniously pitched into a convenient hole.  Let Mother think that Absalom’s remains were treated respectfully, and that a cairn of stones was carefully placed on his grave, a token of honor. 
 
    “Mother, please,” I said.  “You must leave now.  We have one donkey, so you must only bring what you can pack into a single bag.  Hana can escort you back to Geshur.  I’m sure you can avoid the King and his party if you take the byways north, or maybe you can follow the same path as Shoshana, and head east to the Dead Sea before you turn north.  Perhaps you can leave Hebron by night, so few will observe your departure.” 
 
    “I shall do nothing of the sort,” said the proud princess.  “I go by camel caravan whenever I can arrange it, and I bring all my household goods and those in my retinue who wish to accompany me.  I shall not sneak off like a thief.” 
 
    “Mother!  I insist you not wait until it is too late.  I do not know how much time you have to prepare!” 
 
    “Ah, but I do know how much time I have to prepare,” she countered.  “A month or more.  The dispatch rider that gave us word yesterday said that the King intends on staying at the royal residence in Gilgal for a month while he waits for the elders of Judah to gather to him.  He will hold court there, make judgements, and dispense with all disputes arising from the war before he proceeds to Jerusalem.” 
 
    I could not say if I was infuriated or amused for the way in which she told me this news.  However, her words said that, even as we were speaking, she had decided to leave Judah, and that was enough. 
 
    “And you, Tamar?” she continued.  “The way you say that Hana will be the one to escort me to Geshur makes me think that you would not be coming with us.” 
 
    “I shall remain here for a time,” I said.  “There is much property here owned by you and me and – and Absalom, and I believe that once we depart Israel, we shall never return.  So, I shall sell our properties and as many of Absalom’s farms and houses I can manage.  Then I go back to Geshur.” 
 
    I did not say that I had another thing that I needed to do, something that I had to do on my own.  I had not even told Hana what I was planning, and she seemed puzzled when she saw that I had arranged for her to depart with Mother, but that I would be remaining in Hebron alone.  I did not tell either of them that I wanted them both quite out of the Kingdom of Israel when I did this thing that I must do. 
 
    “Well,” Mother said.  “I am happy that you are still in your father’s favor.” 
 
    I did not correct her. 
 
    “Will you be seeing the King when he returns from Gilgal?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I must tell you something now,” she said.  “Beware Bathsheba and Solomon.  Now that Absalom is dead, Bathsheba has no opponent who can best her.  She now has a free hand and will have no trouble gaining supremacy over Solomon’s rivals, or anyone she believes may become a nuisance to her.  Do not let her gain an advantage over you, for she may believe that the rest of the house of Absalom must be neutralized, so that none will be left who would contain her.  Her faction at court will become ever stronger, dominant in the Cedar Palace.  Never trust her!  Do not even speak to her, if you can avoid it.  Never allow yourself to fall under her power.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Thank you for attending me, my daughter,” Bathsheba said.  “Please sit.” 
 
    I had always been irritated when Bathsheba would call me “daughter”.  It is custom that all the wives of a man would call the children of that man “daughter” or “son” as a courtesy.  Nevertheless, it grated to hear Bathsheba address me so.  When I received Bathsheba’s invitation, Mother’s warning echoed in my heart.  But if I had refused Bathsheba, the next people at my door could very well have been the King’s guard, come to arrest me.   
 
    In the month after Hana and Mother’s departure, I had been busily arranging the sale of our properties, including those that had belonged to Absalom.  I knew that kings had the right to confiscate the properties of any of their treasonous subjects, yet I went ahead with the sales.  I had convinced myself that if Father began a move toward confiscation, and found that the properties were already sold, he would simply shrug off the loss.  But if he demanded the gold that came from the sales, I would give it him.  Canny brokers in lands, farms, and houses surmised that the members of the family of Absalom might be going into exile, and that the properties would be up for sale at bargain prices.  They brazenly approached me, so I did not have to seek them out.  I sold most of the properties in the time before Father’s return, all but for Absalom’s house in Jerusalem, which I kept for the last. 
 
    When I had gone up to Jerusalem I stayed there, the same house where I had lived with Absalom and Mother and Hana since my early childhood.  I was quite alone there, as the servants had fled when they heard of the outcome at Ephraim Forest.  I managed all the same and preferred the solitude.  When I was not busy, I would pad from room to room, and in each there was a memory or two that made me smile, where a humorous moment or a loving embrace occurred, where a milestone of growth took place.  Even mundane occurrences lived again in my mind’s eye and were cherished.  There sat Mother with a heartfelt smile, advising me on what clothing to wear, praising my appearance in those extravagant words parents use with their small children.  The terrible Bashnak was not so terrible, merely serious in her duty, and I remembered her bending over me, holding out a basket and offering a sweet.  I saw Hana bustling about, but always stopping to wink at me and touch my cheek, or perhaps to whisper a little secret to me. 
 
     And I saw Absalom. 
 
    I saw him in the days when he was a young man filled with optimism, when his open friendliness was genuine.  I saw the special smile he had just for me, and he would include himself in the little plots I would hatch in some sort of childish mischief.  I saw his face screwed up into fantastic contortions as we made hideous faces at each other, and we laughed at Mother as she scolded us.  And in the room that had been my nursery, I watched him lower his tall frame to the floor, so that he could play with his little sister.  One memory, the briefest glimpse from when I was very small, was of my brother towering over me, holding my hand as we walked through the courtyard toward the heavy oaken door.  I felt his ghost everywhere in his house. 
 
    In the very last week that I was there, I would putter about, straightening furniture that did not need straightening, or I would dust a corner or a lintel, or pick up a broom and sweep a room, not that it was needed.  I faithfully took care of the potted plants, all the while knowing that the day drew near when I would see them no more.  In the evenings I would sit in the courtyard, and as the stars would begin to glow in the darkening skies, my eyes would trace out those flagstones where I had danced for Absalom in that twilight many years before, in the days when my world was at peace.  And then I would gaze upward at the overlooking balconies, and the doors and rooms that opened upon them, and I would reminisce of all these times of family and joy.  My heart would clutch at these sweet times, refusing to let go of these precious visions, and refraining for a moment to admit that soon I would leave through the oaken door, and return no more.    
 
    Father and all his entourage returned to Jerusalem in the seventh week after the Battle of Ephraim Forest.  Word that the Lady Tamar was living in the mansion of Absalom quickly made its way to the Cedar Palace.  I waited. 
 
    This was part of the plan that I did not tell Hana and Mother, that I was determined to confront my father, King David.  I knew that soon I would receive a summons, however, I was surprised when it came from Bathsheba.  At the appointed time I made my way to Bathsheba’s house next door to the Cedar Palace, thinking about the reason for this invitation, wondering what her motives could be.  I politely replied to her greetings, carefully avoided calling her “mother”, and seated myself at her request.  At first, she spoke on lighter things as courtesy dictates; the crops, her daughter-in-law’s arrival in the city, mundane occurrences in the Palace or Jerusalem.  At last she got to the point. 
 
    “As you recall, my dear,” she began, “my son Solomon and I were with the Ammonites when we heard of the King’s victory over the rebels.  We hurried back to Mahanaim to celebrate with the King, but when we looked for you we were informed that you had left the city after the battle.  I believe I know why.  Your Father.  When I spoke with him he was very distraught, and perhaps not quite himself, and he told me privately that he almost did you violence.  He was horrified with himself when he told me this.  Yet I understood what had passed through his heart, for he was so mortified over the death of Absalom that he felt need to lash out, and there you were before him.  In his confused thinking, he saw you as the cause of his misery.  It was well that you departed Mahanaim and allowed him to get past his rage.  However, it saddens me to tell you that you are not out of danger.  This week he has been doing something that makes me very worried for you, and I felt I must do something to help you.  Would you consider me your friend, then?  A friend concerned for your welfare?” 
 
    Why would Bathsheba pretend to be my friend?  I did not reply except to nod.   
 
    “The King has been casting lots with the Urim and Thummin,” she said.  “He has been trying to divine the reason for what has occurred, and the answer from the god Yahweh is very disturbing.  As you have guessed, it is about you.  He believes Yahweh is demanding the blood that should have been paid him when your brother Amnon took you to his bed.  At this very moment, the King still sees you as partly to blame for this late misfortune, but in his heart, he still loves you and stays his hand from acting upon what the stones tell him.  He wants to do what he thinks Yahweh demands, but he is too much the father to take the next step – for now.  All it would take is for him to have a weakened heart when the lots are cast a certain way, and then I would fear for your life, my daughter.” 
 
    I thought, I am in danger over the turn of a flat stone.  I almost laughed at the irony, that I had escaped Father’s unseemly wrath only to face his unreasoning superstition.   
 
    “If you ran away now,” she continued, “I would not blame you.  However, one does not know if the King would send riders to look for you if you did.  Then who knows what would become of you, when they found you.” 
 
    Her face was twisted up, trying to make me think that she was horrified of the thought. 
 
    “You are on your own, my dear,” she said, “with no one to protect you.  I cannot bear to think of you in this situation.” 
 
    She sniffed and dabbed at her eyes.  I almost hooted in derision at the crude playacting. 
 
    “But I’ve an idea on how to safeguard you,” she said. 
 
    She paused, and I knew she wanted me to prompt her.  I said, “Say on.” 
 
    “I do have some small persuasion with the King,” she said.  “If you became a member of my family, I would do my best to protect you.” 
 
    “A member of –?” 
 
    “Yes, Tamar.  I have seen my brother, and I have talked him into taking you into his house as his concubine.  He has heard that you are renowned for your beauty, so he is willing to overlook your disgrace for having been in the bed of your brother, Amnon.  And if you were part of his house, I would be able to talk the King out of any rash act.” 
 
    Concubine.  I almost laughed in her face, but carefully kept a neutral countenance.  Her brother’s concubine!  I knew what was in her mind, that she thought her influence with the King would increase if the King’s daughter was a member of her family.  And if I politely declined, I knew Bathsheba would not lift a finger to save me from Father, regardless of her pretended concern.  And if I refused in the strongest terms possible, Bathsheba would be talking to Father before I could take the few steps down the street to Absalom’s house.  
 
    However, Bathsheba did not realize that two things she told me were most valuable to me.  Firstly, that although Father was past his rage, he still thought me as sharing responsibility for the calamity that had occurred.  Secondly, that he had been casting lots concerning me, and that at any time he might make a decision of life or death.  I believe that these two warnings were crucial to what came later, and that Bathsheba did indeed help me, albeit unwittingly.  I thought carefully.  The solution appeared to me. 
 
    I thanked her for her generous offer, then, with as warm a smile as I could fashion, I told her that first I needed to contact King Talmai.  I said that I wanted to find out how much my estate in Aphek was worth, and to ask my grandfather to make certain arrangements about it.  I told her that after I received word from Talmai, I would hurry to her and give her my answer. 
 
    Bathsheba smiled when she remembered that I owned a large estate.  Her smile broadened as she speculated on what those arrangements for it might be.  I thought, let her convince herself that I was going to sell the estate, and that the gold that would come from it would soon belong to her brother, when I became his property as his concubine.  I did not tell her that I had already decided to do something else. 
 
    *** 
 
    I knew Father.  What his eyes would say the first instant he saw me would tell me my fate.  If he became seized with a blind rage when he looked upon me, as he was in Mahanaim, it was possible that he would kill me with his own hands.  But if he was enough past the outrage he held, as Bathsheba had supposed, then I knew I would be safe while he was reluctant to act upon what the Urim and Thummin were telling him.  He would stay his hand while the holy rocks remained unheeded.  I had dreaded the visit to Bathsheba, however my conversation with her was immensely helpful, in that it gave good clue of the King’s mind, and I was able to determine how I should speak to him. 
 
    I stood before the door of his chamber and reckoned my odds, yet for good or ill, I was determined not to take flight.  I would confront him, for I would not want to live unless Father and I had an understanding.  I closed my eyes and convinced myself that I was already dead; with all my willpower I forced myself to believe this.  Fear departed me.  I passed through the open door and entered. 
 
    “You!” he said bitterly as he watched me approach.  His eyes held the same loathing as in Mahanaim, yet he was not beside himself with wrath as he was on that day.  He sat calmly.  He contemplated me as I bowed. 
 
    “I marvel at how bold you are,” he said, “that you would dare come into my presence.  Yet I cannot forget what has come to pass because of you.  If not for you, two of my sons would be alive.  Thousands of my people would be alive.  Would that you had never been born.” 
 
    I regarded him, eye to eye. 
 
    “Father, that very wish has passed through my heart many times, that I had never been born, and that I had never known your sons.  Your sons!  I have been wronged by them both.  Despise me for being raped, for it is the way of the men of Israel to despise the woman for a man’s lust.  Despise me for the rebellion, blame anyone but yourself for the strife of your own making.  And now I have learned that you are casting lots with those foolish stones of the Ephod, trying to divine what your god wills for me.  What an utterly barbaric way for the almighty to speak his mind, with a collection of flat stones. ‘Should Tamar go free, or must she be put to death for being a victim of Amnon’s desire?’  All by the roll of stones.  Is this how my fate is to be decided?” 
 
    I knew these words would shock him.  I wanted my words to make him feel as if cold water had been thrown upon him.  I needed him to hear that I was not one who had blind faith in his religion.  The words would also force him to defend beliefs that conflicted with the natural urges of a parent to defend a child.  I gambled that this conflict would make him think more carefully as he neared a decision.  
 
    “Hold!” he said, almost shouting.  “You, too, are Judean, yet you speak as unwisely as an outlander.  You are too much the daughter of your mother.  A king must uphold the laws of his land, and the Law of Moses is holy.  Given us by Yahweh himself!” 
 
    “I curse that spiteful, ridiculous Law of Moses,” I cried.  “I spit on those laws, for they are laws of hatred and killing, of hypocrisy and deceit.  I curse the holy men and prophets, whose oh-so-eloquent words will confirm their masters’ desire.  If I am truly to blame, Father, then it is in your power to have me put to death where I stand.  But I tell you now that if you put me to death it would be as the scapegoat, and not as the wrongdoer.  You know this, Father!  Killing me would only free you from your own burden of guilt.  But I tell you now that I shall not stand in shame before you or anyone, and I shall proclaim my innocence with my last breath, for if you kill me, it would not be for what I have done, but for things that your sons and you have done.  Admit this.  Admit this to my face before you take my life.  You owe me this last decency before you kill me.” 
 
    His eyes widened with rage. 
 
    “Leave!” 
 
    “I shall not leave you to go cower in some corner, waiting my fate!” I shouted back.  “I shall not bow down to you until you give answer to me!  Kill me now, O King, if that is what you would do, but you know in your heart that I am blameless, and that I would only be dying for those preposterous laws of a desert god, and for the lust for power and kingship that men hold, and for their love of war.  But whatever your desire, you will tell me now.” 
 
    Dangerous it was to push him so, and then to demand his decision.  Yet, it was of supreme importance for me to force him into a decision this hour, this very moment, and I willed my heart to remain unmovable until he had.  I wanted his irrevocable decision now, before he had the chance to return to the Urim and Thummin, now while he was still reluctant to heed them. 
 
    His face was red with anger, his hands balled into fists, and he sat, regarding me for many moments.  I had challenged him, defied him at a moment when he would have expected anyone else to have been begging for mercy.  He looked upon me, inflamed, yet also off balance, diverted.  He seemed agitated, however he did not hold unrestrained fury.  He breathed heavily again, calming himself.  Soon he was in control.  The way his eyes wandered told me that he was thinking upon what I had said.  I saw the lines in his face soften, and I knew that it was just as Bathsheba had told me, that he hesitated to harken to the Urim and Thummin because he still loved me.  I remained as quiet as I could, unmoving, giving him time.  After a bit, he looked up. 
 
    “You have grown these years,” he said gently.  “You have matured.  World-wise.  Perhaps even world-weary.  There is sadness in your eyes that breaks my heart to see, for you are too young to bear that sort of sadness.” 
 
    How could I explain to him my heart, when I could not explain to myself?  How to explain the sorrow and astonishment I felt when the very ones who should have protected me were the ones who had hurt me the most?  He rose, approached, and took me in his arms.  I did not return the embrace, but simply stood there, unmoving.    
 
     “And now that I can think clearly,” he continued, “I hear the merit of your words.  Yes, you are correct.  You are not to blame, you were never to blame.  You have been wronged and I did nothing to amend your wrong, that day I learned of it.  Had I but done what was right, if I had but known what I should have done, if I was but a particle more perceptive, perhaps –” 
 
    He did not finish his thought, simply stood there with me in his arms.  He was a king renowned for his wisdom, but he was unthinking where his children were concerned, and his heart would become that of a parent, and he would be prone to make the mistakes of a parent.  Yet the mistakes of this parent had the force of a king’s command, and the consequences were far-reaching.    
 
    He meditated a little while, then continued, “You were right to defy me.” 
 
    As he stood, embracing me for a long moment, I felt him trembling and knew he was weeping. 
 
    “I am sorry, so sorry,” he said, not quite sobbing.  “What has happened to me is a burden no father should be asked to endure, that the son I cherished above all others had come to despise me, and made war on me, and sought my very life.  That was more than I could bear.  I do not know why I acted as I did.  Was it a madness?” 
 
    He wiped his eyes, reseated himself.  His anguish and rage were gone.  He had become Father again, my Father, the man I had adored all my life, someone with wisdom and compassion.  I felt my heart clutching at me, and for an instant I wanted to throw myself into his arms, there to weep until the sorrow in my heart was washed away; I wanted to cry as he embraced me as if I were a hurt and frightened child, and feel his strength about me, comforting me, hear him murmuring gentle words, and I would forget this nightmare of many years.  But I remained standing before him, did not move.  We were silent for several moments. 
 
    “I have learned that she has departed Hebron,” he said, “and has journeyed to Geshur, and that she has returned to worshipping idols.  She now bows down to Astarte.” 
 
    He had changed the subject, and he had diverted his thinking so that the turmoil in his heart could be kept at bay.  I knew he was speaking of Mother, and he had used the Hebrew word for her deity. 
 
    “Mother calls her the Goddess Ishtar, for that is how her name is spoken in Aramaic,” I replied.  “Mother told me she had always revered the Goddess, even when she lived here with you, Father, but she kept this secret.” 
 
    “As well she may,” Father said.  “There are a few religious hysterics in the Kingdom that call for killing every outlander who bows to foreign gods.  It is good that she has departed my realm and has returned to her homeland.  If Makha has gone back to her Goddess openly, then I suppose she does not want to return to me.” 
 
    “No, Father,” I confirmed.  “She does not want to return to you.  How can she?  She openly aided Absalom in his revolt, so she is proscribed by your law.  But even if you pardoned her, she does not wish to return to you.  She leaves it to you either to divorce her or to make whatever arrangements you desire, but she will live apart from you.  She goes up to Golan and will live there, and in this she is encouraged by her father, King Talmai.”   
 
    He nodded, then looked up at me.  “And you?  Do you pray to an idol now?” 
 
    I looked at him steadily.  “I bow down to no goddess, no god, no deity.” 
 
    “Surely, you have not abandoned Yahweh?” he asked, quite concerned.  “The god of your ancestors?” 
 
    “I bow to no god,” I repeated. 
 
    His head lowered slightly.  I knew that his god meant so much to him, and it hurt him that I would so casually decline to worship Yahweh. 
 
    “Very well,” he said, and after a long sigh, “What is your desire?” 
 
    Immediately I replied.  “Give me leave, your Majesty, to return to the Kingdom of Geshur, to my estate near Aphek.  King Talmai has told me that I would be welcomed there.  There I shall be guardian to Shoshana’s daughter, my niece Maacah.  More than that, I ask not.” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, his regard the one of a parent reluctant to let go a grown child. 
 
    “You would leave me?” he asked sadly. 
 
    “It is not you that I leave, Father,” I said.  “But I cannot remain here.  I cannot remain in Jerusalem.  I would leave Judah.  I would leave Israel.” 
 
    Father said not a word, but with his eyes to the floor, he nodded his assent.  I advanced, gently kissed his neck. 
 
    “Papa,” I said.  I held him close.  “Papa.” 
 
    I bowed low to him and departed, never to return, never to see him again. 
 
   


  
 

 The Story Told 
 
    Thus ends the history of the revolt of Prince Absalom the Well-Beloved. 
 
    I feel that I have remained alive these long years for no other reason but to wait for the time to be ripe, to wait for several of the actors in this absurd play to pass on, and then to write this history.  I do not know if it will ever be read or understood – or believed – by anyone.  But I am determined that the story must be told of two remarkable men, father and son, who inspired the devotion of so many, yet were themselves deeply flawed.  And I feel, too, that the story must be told of two women, mother and daughter, tied by strong bonds of love, but of profoundly differing convictions.  The story is now complete.  I am ready for my end. 
 
    I left Jerusalem and watched from afar the troubles Father had with the Kingdom after the revolt, for Father had many discontented tribesmen with which to contend.  Some had gathered to Absalom in the war, others were insulted at what to them was King David’s mistrust of them.  So even if Absalom was dead and Father had victoriously returned to Jerusalem, the fighting broke out again within months.  Eventually the most notorious rebel, a man named Shebah, was assassinated by his own people to prevent their city from being destroyed by Joab and his forces.  With this news, the other tribes quieted themselves, yet not without grumbling.  The northern tribes, although pacified, assured themselves that their suspicions of Judeans were confirmed, and the bitterness smolders on and awaits another day to flare up into open revolt. 
 
    Father never named an heir.  Solomon and Bathsheba, along with Nathan, quietly combined several petty factions within Jerusalem into a single, powerful clique, just as Mother had foreseen.  When Father was in his final year and confined to his bed, and with his mind confused in his dotage, the three hovered over him and allowed no one else near.  It was Bathsheba who found a beautiful young woman named Abishag to sleep naked in Father’s arms, supposedly to keep him warm at night – by that time Father was incapable of doing anything more with her.  But Abishag had been carefully chosen; she would dutifully report to Bathsheba anything that happened when Bathsheba and Solomon were not present.  Nothing occurred around Father without Bathsheba’s knowledge and approval.  She spoke to him persuasively and unendingly and tried to have him pass over the older brothers and name Solomon as his Crown Prince.  But in vain.  King David never made any public proclamation announcing his successor. 
 
    Adonijah, the eldest living son of David, assumed that he was to be the new king, and began to put on airs prior to Father’s passing.  But mere days before Father’s death, Solomon moved quickly and had Adonijah isolated before he had any idea that he was in danger.  I was told that he was profoundly surprised when he was detained by the guard.  It was a palace coup by any other name, but Bathsheba’s intriguing was successful, for Adonijah was dismayed to find that he had very few supporters.  With but a handful of exceptions, no one in Jerusalem openly insisted that Adonijah go free, or that he was the true heir.  His only supporter of any value was General Joab, but Joab could not prevent Adonijah’s arrest.  David’s loyalists could no longer look to the Thirty or the Three Hundred as a counterbalance, for by that time the few of those once-fearsome warriors who were still alive were all old men and cared not for politics or war.   
 
    Under those circumstances, my father gradually weakened and died, a bare ten years after the Battle of Ephraim Forest.  At the very last, Father was all but prisoner in his bed.  It was a miserable and humiliating end to the career of a valiant warrior, a brilliant king, and an extraordinary man.  Nathan, Bathsheba, and Solomon had been the only ones with King David when he died, and it was they who stoutly maintained that the King named Solomon as his inheritor, disregarding the rightful succession of heirs.  By that time Solomon controlled the ministers and scribes, and he had them re-write the official history until it told a story subtly different than the truth.  Solomon’s henchmen silenced anyone who tried to object. 
 
    I grieved for Father deeply, for I dearly loved him regardless of the gulf that divided our perceptions of the world.  But I did not return to Judah for his funeral, for I was fearful of treachery from Solomon and his mother. 
 
    For the reign of King Solomon began with a bloody purge of his rivals, first in the Cedar Palace, then in the King’s Citadel, then in the rest of Jerusalem.  When Solomon was quite assured of his power, he had his brother Adonijah put to death.  Solomon justified the murder by declaring that Adonijah was lusting after his father’s concubine, Abishag.  Many in Jerusalem believed Solomon’s justification to be frivolous as well as false, for Solomon could have simply refused Adonijah’s request for the concubine, if the request had truly been made.  However, it was confirmed by Bathsheba, who concocted the story that Adonijah had approached her – of all people! – to ask for the young woman.  The claim that Adonijah had petitioned Bathsheba for anything whatsoever was farfetched, indeed.  Yet, if Adonijah had truly made the request, then Bathsheba would have feared that Adonijah would learn from the concubine the facts about what happened during the last days of King David, therefore she and Solomon would most likely have taken steps to prevent this.  Whatever the truth, there was no one who questioned Solomon when Adonijah was killed, for Adonijah’s partisans had been eliminated by then.  Adonijah was the only serious challenger to Solomon’s rise to power, and with his removal, Solomon had cleared his road to full control.  Solomon then isolated the rest of his brothers and went on to kill other officials that he did not trust.  He then deposed the High Priest and gave the office to a favorite, saying that his god “told him in a dream” that the previous High Priest was unfit.  Solomon’s bully boys stomped about the city, quashing any protests.   
 
    He also sent his men after the Kingdom’s foremost warrior, Joab.  Solomon asserted that the killing was by the very last command of King David.  No one dared to ask the obvious question, which was why David himself did not have Joab put to death at any time during the years Joab was in service to him, and why he waited until his very last day on earth – when he was barely coherent – before commanding the execution.  Joab learned of the assassins and fled to the top of Mount Moriah, to the sacred tent of the god Yahweh, there to cling to the holy altar with his last strength.  But Solomon had the knifemen slash Joab’s throat there upon the altar.  In an odd way, Joab became the last sacrifice to the god of King David.  Thereafter, whatever god it was that lived inside the box called the Ark of the Covenant was obedient to King Solomon. 
 
    Solomon may have been evil, but his rule was genius.  He was efficient, if ruthless in establishing his monarchy, and after this brutal beginning, his palace functionaries, his ministers, and his officials were sufficiently cowed, and they cautiously obeyed his every word.  Solomon became a supremely able king.  Within a few short years the Kingdom of Israel was rich and powerful, feared and respected.  Jerusalem was transformed into a city rivaling the fabled Thebes of Egypt, and the royal court at Solomon’s spectacular new palace was a glittering triumph.  King David was called The Great, but King Solomon was called The Magnificent. 
 
    Bathsheba strutted about for a while, believing she had at last come into her own as Queen Mother.  But she quickly learned that she no longer had influence over Solomon, who – now that he no longer needed her – cared little for her nagging advice and interference, and she found herself packed off to a remote estate, there to be ignored until her passing a few years later. 
 
    Not long after this Mother was taken down into her underworld, there to spend eternity with her Goddess. 
 
    How can I reveal what was in my heart when Mother died?  For all her misguided ambition that she vicariously pursued through her son, for all her goading of Absalom into action and her participation in the revolt, for all her implacability and overweening pride, she was still our Mother, and in her own eccentric way, her love for us was strong.  I had detested the determined, strident Princess; I had dearly loved the tender, smiling Mother.  She was an extraordinary woman, for all her faults.  I wept long at her funeral at Golan. 
 
      My Grandfather, King Talmai, was also at the funeral to perform the sad duty of burying his child, a misfortune for any parent.  He did not weep, but I knew he grieved for his vivacious, spoiled princess.  Yet he returned to his capital that same afternoon after the funeral, for a king’s very life is that of acting the king, and he had duties that could not be neglected.  When I last saw Grandfather, it appeared as if he would live forever, as he was vigorous and fit, despite his long, white beard.  But then, only a few months after Mother passed away, he, too, was called away to the halls of his ancestors.  His son, my uncle, now rules as King Ner the Second.  King Ner wisely kept good relations with Judah and, just as wisely, became friends with Solomon, and there has been peace between the two kingdoms.  King Ner’s greatest challenge was from the King of Damascus, who had always desired the lands of Geshur and Bashan.  Ner’s alliance with the powerful Kingdom of Israel became a valuable deterrent to the Damascenes.  
 
    As for me, I kept the promise I made to Shoshana, and I raised her baby daughter, little Maacah.  She grew up to become a stunning beauty with a keen intellect, and inherited her father’s sparkling personality, and her grandmother’s intense ambition.  A day came when an emissary from Jerusalem arrived in Geshur to negotiate her betrothal to her cousin, Prince Rehoboam, son of Solomon and Naamah.  She became Rehoboam’s most beloved wife, his principal Consort, and trusted advisor.  And upon Rehoboam’s ascension to the throne, Maacah became Queen of Judah. 
 
    I also kept the promise I made to myself, that I would live as far from a royal court as I could.  I have stayed in the Kingdom of Geshur ever since those troubled days, and I have lived on the estate left me by my grandmother.  There I turned my back on the cares of society, the courts of kings, and the intrigues and feuds of tribe and clan.  The estate is on the heights above the Sea of Galilee, and the views remind me of those at Gamla Hill, and it is an equally tranquil place in which to live; sleepy, slow-moving, and serene.  From there, I would visit King Talmai whenever his circuit of the Kingdom brought him to his palace at Aphek – mere walking distance from my estate – and he treated me as kindly as if I were his favored daughter and provided for me comfortably.  I was amused those first few years, for each time I visited Grandfather, he had tried to politely suggest marriage with this or that nobleman.  I always declined and remained unmarried. 
 
    Yet I have not been without love, for Hana became my intimate companion, and we have spent every day together for these many years.  I cannot think of a time when Hana was not the dearest person to me in all the world.  We have been blessed with a deep, abiding devotion for each other, and to this day I call her “my soldier”.  We are content; and as we rapidly become a doddering pair of old ladies, we look with satisfaction upon the life we have lived together.  We have quietly kept our estate, and have overseen the growing of crops, the raising of animals, and the caring for all of those in our service; the farm workers, the household staff, their families and little ones.  And in our earliest years at Aphek, when we were young, we cared for one who was an especial favorite of ours, one who lived out her days in honor for being our comrade on the road to Mahanaim, patient little Pimi.   
 
    End   
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Novels by Nel Havas 
 
      
 
    The Apprentice Queen, a story of three powerful women of ancient Egypt, a tale of intrigue and deception at the ancient royal court, and of the tender love one woman has for the wife of her own son.  The two women, although deeply devoted to each other, become deadly political enemies to each other, and one must make a heartbreaking decision.   
 
    Sekma, companion novel to The Apprentice Queen.  A study of a ruthless young woman and her single-minded rise to power.  Queen Sekma uses her charm, beauty, and devious intellect to become the de facto ruler of Egypt, savagely eliminating anyone who stands in her way. 
 
    The Book of Tamar, a controversial retelling of the Biblical epic of Absalom.  A story of rape, incest, and civil war in the Israel of King David, but now seen through the eyes of Tamar, the young woman who became the unwilling catalyst to terrible events.  A Bible story without religion at all, it is written as a novel to be enjoyed by people of any faith or of no faith at all.  After three thousand years, Tamar tells the story in her own words. 
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