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        “Also the valiant men of the armies were… Uriah the Hittite…”

        -1 CHRONICLES 11:26,41

      

      

      

      
        
        980 B.C., City of David

      

      

      

      “Another war?” Bathsheba threw the words across the room at her husband.

      “I’m a warrior,” Uriah answered. “It’s what I do.”

      She reached for him and looked up into his tanned face. “But you just returned from the last one and you were gone so long.”

      He pulled her close and brushed his fingers through her long, dark hair. “I’ve been home for months.”

      “You were gone for years,” she whispered into his tunic. Tears stung her eyes, but she fought them back.

      He wrapped his arms around her.

      “Promise me you won’t be gone that long again.”

      The request hung in the air.

      Uriah tightened his embrace. “You know I can’t make that kind of a promise.”

      Tears spilled over then. She buried her face deeper into the rough material and wailed. “I miss you so.”

      “I miss you as well.”

      “What about our future? What about our plans?” she whimpered.

      “We still have plenty of time.”

      “How am I supposed to believe that when you don’t know when you will return?”

      “And what am I supposed to do?” He held her at arm’s length. “Am I supposed to turn my back on my duties to sit around here being a mere husband?”

      She tucked her chin at the stinging words.

      “I’m sorry.” He pulled her in again. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “I’m your wife.”

      “And David is my king. I have to go.”

      “I wish you were as loyal to me as you were to him.”

      He looked down at her. “That’s not fair.”

      “It’s true.” She pulled away. “Sometimes it feels as if you’d rather be on the battlefield than home with me.”

      “I’m a warrior. It’s what I was trained to do.”

      “I know.” She shook her head. “But what about me?”

      “You must be here taking care of things while I’m away.”

      She sighed. “When do you leave?”

      “In a few days.”

      “So soon?”

      “The spring rains have ceased and the generals want to move out as soon as possible.”

      “But we don’t even have time to…to be together.” She twisted her fingers.

      “It’ll have to wait until I return.”

      “But we’ve been trying since we got married. Can’t you stay home for a while and go to battle another time.”

      He gave her a stern look.

      “I know.” She sighed. “You’re a warrior.”

      He reached for her hand and squeezed it. “I will return to you.”

      “Soon?”

      “As soon as I can.” He kissed the top of her head.

      She resisted the urge to argue further. If Uriah was really leaving again, she didn’t want to spend their last few days fighting.

      The simple promise of his eventual return was all she could hope for. She was the wife of a warrior. There were no guarantees.

      “Then I shall prepare your favorite foods before you go,” she offered. “Maybe it will entice you to return to me more quickly.”

      A slight smile played at the corners of his mouth. “I’d like that.”

      Bathsheba reached for her headwrap and tucked her hair under the material. She retrieved a small stack of coins from her money pouch and kissed her husband.

      “I’ll return shortly. That is if another war doesn’t break out before I get home.”

      He chuckled. “You’d make a fine warrior. You’d beat the enemy away with your guilt talk.”

      Her mouth hung open in mocking shock.

      “I only tease.”

      She snapped her mouth shut and gave him a wink.

      “Besides, you’re far too wise to fight. If you were in charge, we probably wouldn’t fight at all.”

      “At least my warriors would be home before supper.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun lit the early morning sky with such an intense brightness that Bathsheba had to cover her eyes to see against it.

      Soldiers from the City of David were heading off to war.

      Uriah leaned in close and kissed her hard. He brushed his large palm against her cheek.

      “Keep yourself from trouble.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t have sight for anyone but you, my husband.”

      “That might be true, but many men have their sights on you. You are so beautiful.”

      Her heart thumped a little harder. She didn’t like her husband fawning over her, but the love that shone in his eyes always set her longing for him ablaze.

      “Return to me soon and you won’t have to worry about other men chasing after me,” she teased.

      For a moment, she could see his eyes darken.

      “I didn’t-”

      “I know.” He attempted a faint smile.

      She pressed his hand against her face one last time before releasing him.

      He waved to her and joined the other men.

      “He’s a good soldier,” a gravelly voice spoke behind her.

      She turned to face her father, Eliam. He was dressed for battle. His tunic was covered with armor that she knew he had spent much of the last week polishing until it shone. She remembered even as a little girl watching him for hours polish the metal. Her mother would always be tripping over the piece of armor until he left for war. Then she cried at night and often remarked how much she missed having Eliam and his metal and rags underfoot.

      “That he is.” She looked over her shoulder to see Uriah reporting to Joab, the captain of the army. “Look after him, Father.”

      “I’ll do my best,” he promised. “Though I’m sure he’ll spend more time looking out for this old fellow instead.” He chuckled.

      She gave him a tight hug. “Be safe out there and help them all return home.”

      “No guarantees in war, Daughter.”

      She bit her lip. I know.
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        “And it came to pass in an eveningtide, that David arose from off his bed, and walked upon the roof of the king's house: and from the roof he saw a woman washing herself; and the woman was very beautiful to look upon.”

        -2 SAMUEL 11:2

      

      

      

      Uriah had set out with the other soldiers leaving Bathsheba to tend to their simple and empty home. For the first few days, she was able to busy her hands enough to keep her thoughts from straying. It didn’t take long for the act of only taking care of herself left her with too much time on her hands.

      She often caught herself wondering where Uriah was though she knew exactly what he was doing and it made her shutter. She didn’t like war. War meant death. War also meant soldiers away from their homes.

      Her father, Eliam, fought with David as one of his mighty men. Her husband, Uriah, had joined them when he became a warrior.

      Eliam always spoke of how proud he was that his daughter had the good sense to marry a warrior like him. A brave man can fight for what is his.

      Pacing the empty house made her think of her mother. She remembered when her father left for war how much it drove her mother near madness. She would call his name and then remember he had gone to war. The thought would send her rushing off to her room in tears.

      When Bathsheba was young, the two would play games and sew new dresses when Eliam was away. As she got older, she took on many of the household chores. Her mother grew more distant and sorrowful each spring. When the land dried, the soldiers were called away to another battle.

      Her mother’s heart had finally broken when Eliam was helping David hide from King Saul. By the time David was finally made king, Eliam had returned home to mourn his wife. When his time of mourning was complete, he returned to help David secure Jerusalem and rename it after himself.

      Eliam urged Uriah to build a house in the newly conquered city. Bathsheba loved the idea of a fresh start in a new town. She enjoyed helping add a few special touches to the home and surveying the market.

      With each passing year, the walls grew in around her as they had done with her mother. At least her mother had her to keep company to use up the long hours. Bathsheba had no one. She had no child to tend to and no family to help care for or visit. All her extended family were too far away. Her husband and father were now off to fight in another of King David’s wars.

      A bird’s call from outside the window caught her attention. She looked up into the dying sunlight.

      “Oh my,” she whispered to herself. “I’ve wasted the entire day.”

      She wiped her hands on a cloth and then a thought struck her. “Day.” She turned the days in her mind. It had been a week since her husband had left for battle. Her uncleanness had come the night he left and now it was gone again. “I need to get to the market before sundown.”

      She scooped up her headpiece to cover her hair. She grabbed a few coins and headed out the door.

      She tried not to rush through the busy streets, but the low hanging shadows told her she didn’t have much time. When the vendors came into view, she sighed with relief.

      She found the nearest bird seller and purchased two beautiful doves. They cooed to her from their simple cage as she pressed into the flow of people heading toward the palace.

      King David’s palace sat on the hill in the City of David. Though she had never seen another palace, this one was larger than any of the homes surrounding it. King David had removed the ark from its place in Gibeon but left the Tabernacle in the care of Obed-edom. It was here behind the palace that a make-shift area had been set up. The ark dwelt in a tent and the priest offered sacrifices continually in the area surrounding it.

      “It is my eighth day,” she confessed to the priest. “I have my sin offering and burnt offering here to make atonement before the Lord for my uncleanness.”

      The man dressed in white took the cage and offered the sacrifices.

      “You are now clean before the Lord,” he pronounced.

      She bowed and stepped out of the way for the next person to have their turn.

      “The ark deserves a rightful dwelling place,” Uriah’s words echoed in her memories as she took a final glance at the simple tent. “If the king should dwell in a palace, why is it right for the ark of the Lord to dwell in a tent?”

      She smiled at the reminder of his zeal for the Lord. His faithful character and hope in the Lord drew her to him and kept her heart knit together with his.

      Uriah had reminded her on a number of occasions that King David was making plans for a glorious temple to house the ark and all the furnishings of the Lord. He told her it would be his dying wish to see such a thing happen in his lifetime.

      Her heart ached for him. Her steps slowed as she envisioned his bright face and massive frame. She missed his warmth at night and the gentle sounds of his breath near her. She hugged herself as she feared losing her composure in public.

      Growing shadows urged her home. “I must bathe before the end of the day. If not, I’ll spend another day unclean.”

      The air around her was warm as she drew fresh water. She poured the water into a basin and set some clean towels beside her. The inviting breeze called to her and she decided to move her ritual outside to her rooftop in order to speed up the process and be done before the sunset.

      Everyone would be inside already enjoying their last meal for the night before going to sleep. She had no one to prepare a meal for and wasn’t feeling at all hungry.

      With everything she needed set out on the flat roof, she slipped her dress over her head and used the clean cloths to bathe her skin. The water was refreshing not only to her body but to her mind. It didn’t take away the pain of longing, but it did help ease her senses. The cool water bathed her scorched skin from the heat of the day.

      When her ritual was finished, she dressed in a clean garment and returned all the unclean items to the house to be washed.

      It was difficult to endure her week of uncleanness as it was a constant reminder of the lack of blessing of children from the Lord. But to endure it knowing her husband was miles away and not able to enjoy her new state together made it difficult. She always felt peace after she had cleansed herself. It was a refreshing of hope in her heart that this might be the last time she would have to cleanse herself until after childbirth. Sadly, she would not get the chance to make use of her freshness.

      Her heart hurt. She wanted Uriah to hold her, but he was a very long way off and she had no idea when he would return.

      She rinsed out the cloths and her unclean dress before setting them out to dry and emptying the basin. She wiped her hands and looked around at her work. Everything was clean once again, including herself.

      It always amazed her that even when one had to be separated as unclean before the Lord, He always provided a way to be clean again. The state of uncleanness wouldn’t last forever as long as one returned to Him on His terms He had laid out in His Books of the Law.

      The sun was entirely set when Bathsheba thought about sleep. She wasn’t tired and had no reason to rest for any significant task waiting for her when the sun rose again.

      She sighed to herself. She could spend some time sewing, but she’d have to use up some of her oil supply to accomplish that without the sunlight. There wasn’t anything that needed mending as it was.

      She paced around her empty room searching for something to exhaust her energy. Upon finding nothing, she decided to try sleep.

      As she reached for her mat, a knock came at the door.

      She hesitated. No one should be out at this time of the night. She wasn’t expecting company. Surely, she misheard a neighbor’s door.

      A second knock came louder. There was no denying that someone was pounding on her own door.

      Maybe someone was in need of help.

      She rushed toward the wooden door and eased it open.

      It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, but when they did, she saw a group of guards circled around her. Royal guards no less.

      “Are you Bathsheba, daughter of Eliam and wife of Uriah?”

      “I am.”

      “You are called before King David.”

      What would the king want with me?

      She steadied her rapid heart. “Just a moment.” She stepped to the side to grab her headpiece. Tying it quickly around her head, she exited her home and yielded herself to their lead.

      The streets leading from her simple home to the palace were quiet. The footsteps of the guards echoed off the stone walls. Her heart raced a little faster.

      Undoubtedly if this regarded her husband, word would have already been revealed to her. Why would they extract her from her home to an audience with the king himself? Surely, she had done nothing to provoke the king’s anger or even draw his attention. He wasn’t even supposed to be in the city. It was wartime. A time when kings lead their troops into securing borders.

      By the time they reached the palace, Bathsheba’s mind had run through every possible explanation and came up empty-handed. The cold night air on her freshly washed skin sent a shiver down her back. The fear of heading into the unknown added to its course.

      Without a word, the men led her deep into the walls of the palace and in front of the throne.

      There sat David. His bushy red hair stuck out from under his simple crown. His royal robes hung perfectly from his massive shoulders. His mild olive complexion was tanned from years in the sun. She could scarcely return her attention to the ground as she bowed low. He was indeed handsome to look upon.

      “My King,” her voice trembled.

      “Leave us,” his voice boomed to the guard.

      Sandaled steps echoed away until Bathsheba heard no movement at all.

      She dared a peek around to find no one else left. She glanced up through her thick hair to find David watching her.

      “Are you Bathsheba?”

      “I am.”

      He rose. The folds of his robe fluttered with his movements as he paced in front of the throne. “Your husband, Uriah, fights for me.”

      “He does, my king.” So, this has to be about my husband.

      “And your father, Eliam, as well.”

      “The king speaks truth.”

      “Both honorable warriors.”

      She nodded. Her heart fluttered. The news of some unexpected event concerning her husband or father was surely about to fall from his lips to her ears. Tears burned at the corners of her eyes. Uriah’s face flashed in her thoughts. The last moments that they held each other freshly surfaced. She could almost feel his tight embrace and whispers of promises to return so they could start their own family.

      “Come with me,” he ordered.

      She straightened and followed him out of the chamber.

      He hastened down the hall. She kept a few paces back. The empty halls mirrored the empty streets outside. Not a person stood witness to the unfolding events.

      Finally, he turned into an open door. She stepped to the threshold and halted. Upon examining the room, she realized it was the King’s personal bedchamber. A large bed took up most of the center of the room. Flowing curtains hung from posts. Clean linens covered a plump bed mat. The bed looked inviting. Warm and comfortable.

      She took a step back. I shouldn’t be here.

      He held out his hand to her.

      She shook her head. Her eyes widened on the bed.

      He reached for her and grabbed her wrist, pulling her into the room and shutting the door behind her. His hand moved from her wrist up her arm and to her neck.

      She tilted her chin away.

      His fingers traced designs down her neck and onto her shoulders. His lips soon followed.

      The tears that burned her eyes raced down her cheeks. Heat rose from her throat and tried to suffocate her. She closed her eyes.

      David’s thumbs wiped away the dampness on her face as he crooned in her ear with soft words that dripped like honey.

      She trembled all over.

      He pressed his frame against hers. She tried to resist by planting her feet firm, but feared he would slay her where she stood.

      With a sudden movement, she was in his arms and being taken to the bed. He laid her gently upon it and continued to explore her body with his hands. She dared a slight peek at him. His eyes danced like wildfire. His mouth was turned up in a hungry grin. She knew what he wanted. Her entire body seized. She felt like a stone lying upon the soft linens.

      She wasn’t supposed to be there. He wasn’t supposed to be there. Why was he doing this to her?

      She prayed for a guard to break down the door and stop the madness, but no one came.

      As he moved to peel back the layers of her clothes, she clenched her eyes tight and didn’t open them again until he finished with her.

      He collapsed beside her in a heap. She opened her wet eyes to see the blur of man beside her. She pulled her garments over her naked body and hugged them close. She wrapped her knees up to her chest and rocked herself gently. She feared awakening the monster that lay beside her. Her body shook and she couldn’t calm it. Her teeth chattered and she clenched her jaw together to keep quiet. Fresh salty tears streamed down her cheeks. She clenched her lips as not to utter a sob.

      Uriah.

      Her first thought was of her husband. What would he do when he found out what happened? Would he send her away with a bill of divorce? What man would want a woman who had lain with another? As honorable a man as her warrior was, he would want to keep his own honor intact over hers. She had done nothing to provoke the king’s lust and yet here she sat.

      Visions of Uriah’s children danced in her mind. Little ones with his almond eyes and dark hair chasing each other merrily in the streets as they played. He wouldn’t want to be with her now. He would send her away and she would bear the shame for the rest of her life. She would die childless and a woman of adultery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SENT AWAY

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “And David sent messengers, and took her; and she came in unto him, and he lay with her; for she was purified from her uncleanness: and she returned unto her house.”

        -2 SAMUEL 11:4

      

      

      

      Bathsheba sat still on the bed still clutching her clothes against her naked body. She had sat up all night too terrified to move.

      As day broke through the large window, David stirred beside her. He groaned and rolled over.

      She dared not look at him. Instead, she kept her eyes focused on the wall.

      “Bathsheba?” his voice was rough.

      She nodded ever so slightly.

      “It wasn’t a dream?”

      She shook her head and looked down at herself.

      He rose from the bed and shuffled around the room. He found his tunic and robes he had cast aside and returned them to his body. Then he left.

      Fresh tears streamed down Bathsheba’s face. She shrugged into her dress and wiped her face on her sleeve.

      The door creaked open and a large woman stepped in.

      Bathsheba studied her. She was well dressed and obviously well fed. Her skin was so clean it almost glowed.

      “The king says you are dismissed.” She held her chin high.

      Bathsheba nodded. She climbed down from the bed and searched until she found her headscarf lying in a pile across the room. She picked it up, wrapped it hurriedly over her head, and slinked past the woman. She stepped into the hallway and looked down one way then the other. She had never been this deep in the palace before and feared getting lost in the maze of corridors.

      A huff came from behind her. “This way.”

      Bathsheba followed the quick pace of the woman through several hallways until they reached a gate that led outside. She stepped into the open street and heard the gate shut behind her.

      When she turned around, the courtyard was empty.

      She turned back to the street and headed toward the direction of her own home.

      She rubbed her throbbing head. Her eyes were dry from the sleepless night.

      Merchants were setting up in the marketplace. The smell of freshly baked bread caused her stomach to protest. She reached for her money pouch, but realized it was still at home. She had been snatched in the evening with only her dress.

      Her steps quickened as she recognized faces that gathered in the streets. She must get home before anyone saw her coming from the palace.

      She leaned on the door to her home and shut it firmly behind her. She slid down the wood and landed on the floor with a thud. She buried her face in her drawn-up knees and screamed. She held her legs and rocked back and forth.

      Uriah. Oh, Uriah. What will become of me?

      She cried until she had no more tears left and then she cried some more.

      When her hunger was too much to bear, she stood and retrieved a bite of food from yesterday. The leftover bread and fruit had no taste. She returned them to their covered place and paced around her home.

      She was alive. She should be grateful for that. If she had refused the king, she would surely have been killed on the spot. But now what was to become of her? She almost wished he had killed her instead of ravaging her. Living with the sin weighing on her heart and soul seemed a fate far worse than death.

      She stepped out of the back of her house. The large palace came into view and she almost screamed. She spun around on her heels and went back inside.

      Heat rose in her cheeks. She wanted to fight back. She should have fought back. She should have clawed at him until he released her. She could almost feel his blood under her nails. She could practically taste the lust to harm him for what he did to her. She dug her fingers into her scalp and screamed.

      Then she thought of her father and husband. If she had done such things, they would have been dishonored in the king’s army. Even if she had tried to flee, she would have never made it past the guards who would have hauled her right back to the waiting bedchamber.

      Tears flowed freely.

      “There is nothing I can do about it now,” she whispered to herself. “At least I’m alive.”

      She thought about what King David would do. Would he reveal the secret and have her publicly shamed? She certainly wasn’t going to tell anyone. Maybe he would keep it a secret too. Maybe she could just go on like before. Maybe she could just pretend it was all a bad dream. Yes, just a nightmare.

      She set her chin and grabbed her water basin from the wall. She retrieved fresh water and some clean cloths. This time, she set up her bath inside her home. Then she set to work scrubbing her skin until it was raw. She wanted to wash away his scent. She wanted to wash away any remanence of him.
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        “And the woman conceived, and sent and told David, and said, ‘I am with child.’ ”

        -2 SAMUEL 11:4

      

      

      

      Bathsheba pulled at the edges of the rag in her hand, her gaze locked on the grand building outside her window. In the low sun, the white stone walls of the palace took on an incredible shimmer. The familiar sight she had taken in day after day had become as common to her as the walls of her own house.

      It had been weeks since she was escorted there. With newly opened eyes, she looked upon the grand building and wondered where King David walked among its halls. Perhaps he sat on his throne in judgment. Or maybe he was preparing for a grand feast. She imagined him properly trimmed and dressed for all the critical business of the day.

      Her stomach lurched at the thought of his touch on her skin. Sweat beaded on her forehead and she used the cloth to wipe it away. Her throat burned with flames that would not be quenched. She had tried to eat again that morning with no success. What she did manage to get down did not remain. She held the rag to her dry lips as the memory of David’s clean scent made her stomach roll again.

      Turning from the window, she sat on the floor and tried to think of something less repulsive. Her husband’s face flashed in her mind. His bright smile and dark eyes which shone from under bushy brows made her ache for him. Tears welled at the corners of her eyes.

      Her night had been filled with much tossing on her straw mat. She kept trying to forget, but her dreams and lonely hours kept her mind returning to that night.

      The house always felt much too empty when Uriah was away at war. She knew what she had agreed to by marrying a warrior. She was the daughter of a warrior. She simply never realized how hollow life would be without Uriah’s deep laughter to fill their home.

      Salty tears slipped down her cheeks. She could almost hear his voice call to her. She could practically feel the warm embrace of his massive arms. If he had been here, she would have been protected.

      She shook her head. No, it wasn’t fair to blame Uriah. The current dilemma she found herself in was not his fault. Men go off to fight every day. It was part of the wife’s duty to stay out of trouble. Her mother had managed it. Why couldn’t she?

      A wave of nausea brought her back to the present moment. She moved the cloth from her lips to wipe her tears.

      “What am I going to do?” she whispered to the quiet room.

      She counted the weeks. The time frame was sure. She scored them again hoping for a different result. Every morning she prayed her issue would return, yet every night she cried herself to sleep with the fear of truth creeping in on her. The same female issue she wished away every month since she first became Uriah’s wife was the very thing she wanted to return now with every part of her being. It had not.

      She rose from the floor and made her way to the simple table across the room. There she found a scrap of blank parchment. She uncorked the small inkwell and picked up her quill.  She dipped the sharp end into the dark liquid and wiped the excess off on the edge of the well.

      Staring at the blank page, she hesitated. She could try to send word to Uriah in the field, but she wouldn’t know if it would ever make it to him. Her heart beat faster. What if she kindled his anger and he were to become too distraught to fight? Would he be granted leave to return home to deal with her? God’s law demanded death in the case of adultery. She strained to swallow the lump in her throat. And what if he wasn’t allowed to return until the end of the war? Would his mind be so consumed with her that he would place himself in danger with a lack of focus?

      The thought of losing Uriah was too great to even consider.

      She sighed and dipped the quill back into the well. There was only one other person who could make this right, but she didn’t know if he would do anything. She wiped the excess ink and put the tip of the quill to the page. What was she to say? Was she to beg for mercy? Was she to plead with him to go against God’s law? The man God called to be king. The man after God’s own heart.

      I am with child.

      The few simple words made little impact on the parchment, but they shook her to her core. Writing them made it real. There was no more denying the truth. What else was there to say?

      She set down her quill and swiftly rolled up the page. She grasped it tight against her chest. Tears burned her eyes and blurred her vision. It wasn’t too late. She could tear up the page and no one would know. She could hide. She could run away.

      No, she couldn’t leave Uriah. What would he think when he returned? She couldn’t break his heart.

      Her fingers dug into the parchment. This was going to hurt him.

      She grabbed a few coins from her pouch and pocketed them. Setting her resolve, she searched for the nearest messenger. She shoved the tightly rolled scroll into his open hand and dropped the coins into his other.

      “The palace, please,” she asked. “King David.”

      The young man headed down the street and out of sight.

      She breathed a sigh of relief. The rest was out of her hands.

      She returned to her empty home and crawled onto her straw mat. Curling up tight, she cried herself to sleep once more.
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        “And when the mourning was past, David sent and fetched her to his house, and she became his wife…”

        -2 SAMUEL 11:27

      

      

      

      Days turned into weeks. Bathsheba hadn’t received word from the palace about her letter. She hadn’t heard any news about the war or her husband.

      She paced around the room. There was nothing to do to keep her mind off all that troubled her. The house had been cleaned and recleaned until her hands peeled from the water. She only had to cook for herself and she could barely keep anything down as it was. She hid herself away from others in the hopes no one would discover her secret and send word to Uriah.

      A knock at the door startled her. She jumped and held her hands to her lips.

      Another knock. This time more forcefully.

      She brushed her wrinkled dress and answered the door.

      A young man stood before her in shining armor. He held his helmet in one hand and a scroll in the other.

      “Are you Bathsheba, wife of Uriah the Hittite?”

      She nodded. The mention of her husband’s name made her knees shake. “I am.” Her voice trembled along with the rest of her body.

      “I’m sorry to inform you of your husband’s death.”

      “Death? What? I don’t understand.” She shook her head, trying to force the man’s words to make sense.

      He unrolled the scroll. His eyes studied the inscription.

      “Uriah, the Hittite died in an attempt to besiege the city of Thebez.”

      Bathsheba tightened her grip on the door to stop the room from spinning. “I-I-I…”

      “That is the message I have come to deliver.” He rolled up the scroll and turned to leave.

      She watched his form disappear toward the palace until she could no longer see him.

      She closed the door and went into her room. There she picked up one of Uriah’s tunics and brought it to her face. She rubbed the material against her cheek and inhaled the earthy scent.

      She laid down on their bed and wept. She screamed and cried until she passed out.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Bathsheba lay on her bed still clutching Uriah’s tunic. Her stomach protested, but she had no energy to satisfy her hunger.

      She rose slowly and exchanged her simple dress for one made of dark sackcloth. The material scratched at her skin, but she didn’t care.

      She laid back down and wept until she fell asleep again.

      Bathsheba did little more than weep for the next several weeks. She ate only enough to keep hunger pains away.

      A knock at her door roused her from sleep one morning. She wished the visitor away as she rolled over on her bed.

      Another knock shook her from shallow sleep.

      She covered her face with Uriah’s tunic and cursed the hand of the person knocking.

      The knocking turned into repeated pounding which finally roused Bathsheba from her bed. She stomped towards the door and flung it open.

      Two guards stood blocking the entrance.

      “Bathsheba?” the one with darker hair asked.

      She lifted an eyebrow but refused to answer.

      “Are you Bathsheba?” his companion probed.

      She folded her arms across her chest and gave a sharp nod.

      “We have orders to bring you to the palace.”

      Bathsheba’s heart raced. Images of King David flashed in her mind. Her breathing caught in her throat. She held her hands out and stepped back. She didn’t want to be taken to the palace again. Hadn’t that man taken enough from her? He had stolen her from her home to have his way with her and then sent her away to live with the shameful secret growing inside her. He sent her husband away to war and now he was dead.

      “No,” she whispered as she retreated.

      The two guards followed her.

      “You need to come with us,” the dark-haired one ordered.

      “I won’t go again. I won’t.” She rushed into her room and snatched Uriah’s tunic off the mat. She clung to it and willed it to be a shield to ward off the men.

      “We have orders from King David to bring you to the palace.”

      At the mention of the man’s name, she screamed, “No!”

      She backed herself into a corner, still clutching the material in her hands. “I won’t go!”

      “You don’t have a choice. This is a direct command from King David.”

      She slid down the wall into a heap. “Please,” she pleaded. “Just leave me to die here.” She covered her face with the tunic and wept into the material.

      “You’re going to have to come with us.”

      Bathsheba wailed. In her weakened state, she couldn’t fight them off. She couldn’t even run away.

      “Please,” her thin voice was barely a whisper.

      Darkness closed in around her. Her head spun and she felt dizzy.

      “Please.”

      Before she passed out, she felt muscular arms under her legs and back. The ceiling came close to her face and she felt the warmth of a large chest.

      “I won’t…”

      Bathsheba roused from unconsciousness a few times as she was carried to the palace. She could see faces and heard whispers around her but couldn’t make them out. Before she realized it, she was being set down on something soft. The robust tones of the guards transformed into softer female voices.

      “Look at her,” one said. “There is barely anything left of her.”

      “We need to get that smelly sackcloth off her before she attracts flies,” another added.

      “Let’s let her rest first. She looks as pale as ivory.”

      “I’ll send for some food,” a third voice offered. “Maybe that will rouse her.”

      Bathsheba blinked a few times willing the blurred faces to clear, but the darkness pulled her under again.
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        “As a jewel of gold in a swine's snout, so is a fair woman which is without discretion.”

        -PROVERBS 11:22

      

      

      

      Bathsheba awoke to the smells of fresh fruit and bread. She rose slowly and looked around. A tray of food sat nearby and women moved about the room.

      “She’s awake,” one said and came near her. “Take it slow.”

      Bathsheba sat up and blinked a few times until the woman’s face made sense. She was quite lovely to look at. Her face was painted perfectly and her eyes were the lightest brown, Bathsheba had ever seen.

      She dug her fingers into the tunic still entangled in her hand.

      The other women gathered around. All eyes stared at her. She wished to hide.

      “Can we get those foul clothes off her now?” the tallest one asked.

      “Be quiet, Michal,” the pretty one closest to Bathsheba said. “Let her eat first.”

      “We would all be able to enjoy some food if her odor weren’t ruining our appetites.”

      “Then why don’t you go find somewhere else to eat.”

      Michal huffed and tossed her perfectly curled hair over her shoulder. She left with a whirl.

      The pretty woman turned back to Bathsheba. “Don’t mind her. Her words are far more ferocious than her actions.” She gave a small wink.

      Bathsheba simply stared at her.

      “Now, we must get some food in you.” She pulled the tray closer and gazed over the selections. “What would you like to try first?”

      Bathsheba shook her head, but her stomach betrayed her with a loud grumble.

      “Don’t be shy. We have plenty for you to choose from.”

      She shook her head again.

      “Maybe she doesn’t speak Hebrew,” one of the women circling them offered.

      “Of course she speaks Hebrew,” another woman next to her answered. “She’s wearing sackcloth. Only you Hebrew’s wear that awful material.”

      “Try some of this.” The pretty woman held up a piece of bread.

      Bathsheba shook her head more forcefully.

      “Just take a bite.” She lifted it to Bathsheba’s lips.

      Bathsheba wrenched away.

      “One little bite won’t-”

      She flipped the tray of food to the floor as she rose and stood in the nearest corner.

      Gasps filled the room.

      Bathsheba looked around at the women expecting them to be staring at the food on the floor. Instead, they all stared wide-eyed at her.

      One pointed toward her. “Do you see that?”

      She glanced down. The dress hung loosely around her shoulders with lack of nourishment, but her midsection bulged slightly, pushing the material out.

      “Why would David bring her here?” one whispered not so quietly to another.

      “You don’t think…”

      The eyes of the pretty woman were fixed on Bathsheba’s stomach. She cleared her throat, but didn’t look away. “Ladies, will you give us a few moments.”

      The handful of women paraded out of the room still whispering to each other.

      “Forgive them,” the woman offered. “Sometimes they don’t remember their manners.”

      Bathsheba edged closer to the corner.

      “Where are my manners?” She clicked her tongue at herself. “I didn’t even introduce myself before offering you food.” She smiled warmly. “No wonder you didn’t want to eat from the hand of a stranger.” She winked again.

      Bathsheba pulled Uriah’s tunic close to her face.

      “My name is Abigail. What’s yours?”

      Bathsheba tugged at the material in her hand and studied the floor.

      “I promise I’m not here to harm you.”

      She looked at her for a moment.

      Abigail smiled tenderly.

      “Bathsheba,” her voice was rough. “I’m Bathsheba.”

      “There now,” she encouraged. “That wasn’t so hard.”

      She shook her head.

      “So, Bathsheba,” she spoke her name with warmth. “Would you like to try to eat something or should we draw a bath for you?”

      Both options sent pains through her heart. She hated the thought of eating and the image of a drawn bath reminded her of the night she was stolen the first time.

      She shook her head.

      “Come now, we must take care of ourselves.” Her face beamed brighter. “If for nothing else, then at least for your little one.”

      The thought of a baby growing inside her made her freeze. She hadn’t thought of the baby as living until that moment. The protrusion around her midsection was merely a reminder of the horrible secret she kept hidden.

      “We could have a bath while more food is prepared.”

      Abigail’s words brought her back to the moment.

      “No bath!” Bathsheba shouted.

      Abigail lifted an eyebrow. “Alright. No bath.” She thought for a moment. “Well, I think I might have another idea about how to clean you up then.”

      Bathsheba tilted her head.

      “Trust me.” She held out a hand. “I promise, no bath.”

      She looked at the open palm and warm smile of the woman.

      Bathsheba took a few small steps forward. She slid her fingertips into the waiting hand until they enclosed around the woman’s.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Bathsheba.”

      She attempted a smile, but faltered.

      Abigail led her to the bed. “Sit here a moment. I’ll be right back.”

      Bathsheba obeyed.

      Abigail slid out of the door.

      Bathsheba looked to the food scattered all over the floor. She chided herself for being so foolish.

      Abigail returned a few moments later. “Place the bowl over there, Neriah” she instructed the maid who followed her.

      The woman obeyed and then eyed the food on the floor.

      “We had a slight accident,” Abigail explained. “Would you be so kind as to clean that up and then get us a fresh tray?”

      The maid nodded and set to work cleaning up the mess.

      “Bathsheba.”

      She looked toward Abigail, who was motioning her with a curl of her finger.

      She rose and came to stand next to her.

      “Would you like help out of that?”

      Bathsheba looked down at her worn, sackcloth dress. She glanced sideways to the woman who was attending to the floor.

      “Ah,” Abigail observed. “I see. Neriah, would you please see to that new tray.”

      “I haven’t finished with this yet.”

      “That’s alright. You can finish cleaning it up when you return.”

      “Of course,” she bowed and left the room.

      Abigail closed the door firmly behind the maid.

      “Now, it’s just you and me.” She stepped cautiously toward Bathsheba. “Let me help you get cleaned up.”

      She nodded and slowly raised the sackcloth dress over her head and let it fall to the floor.

      “Oh my,” Abigail exclaimed, but covered her mouth.

      Bathsheba looked down. She could see how the rest of her body shrunk around the bulge in her middle. Heat rose in her cheeks.

      “You can drop that too.”

      She glanced at the tunic in her hand, but shook her head.

      “Or we can work around it for now.” Abigail dipped a cloth in the nearby bowl. She stretched it toward Bathsheba and slowly wiped her skin a little at a time.

      Shivers raced up and down Bathsheba at the touch of the cool water.

      Abigail delicately wiped away all the dirt and grime until her skin was clean.

      “That’s much better,” she observed, setting the dirty cloth next to the bowl.

      Bathsheba reached for her dress.

      “Uh-uh. We shall pick a new dress for you.” She reached for the sackcloth. “And have this properly disposed of.”

      Bathsheba tightened her grip on the tunic in her hand.

      “Come.” She waved. “I’ll show you.” She led her to a side room filled with stacks of material. “Now, let us see here…” Abigail glided around. “What will you be comfortable in?” She hummed to herself as she sorted through different piles.

      Bathsheba stood staring at all the precious material. Some she could distinguish, but some she could not. Stunning garments lay all over. A beautiful dress caught her eye. It was the perfect match for the color of Uriah’s mustache. She felt tears forming in her eyes and had to look away.

      “This one I think.” Abigail held up a dress.

      Bathsheba didn’t bother to look at it. She simply accepted it and slipped it over her head as fast as her fingers could manage.

      “Yes, that will do nicely with your hair.”

      She glanced down long enough to see that the dress was a light blue and it was soft next to her freshly cleaned skin.

      “Hair,” Abigail repeated. “Would you let me take care of that as well?”

      Bathsheba reached up to grab a handful of her hair. She couldn’t remember the last time she had brushed it.

      Abigail reached for a comb.

      Bathsheba nearly gasped. Her eyes widened at the white comb encrusted with jewels.

      Abigail waved toward the bed.

      She shook her head, choosing instead to sit on a couch.

      “If you insist.” Abigail crouched behind her.

      The bed would have given them more room, but Bathsheba didn’t want to sit on another bed in the palace. She was already fighting the urge to flee.

      Abigail slowly worked through sections of Bathsheba’s hair.

      A slight tap on the door roused Bathsheba. She stiffened.

      “Enter.”

      The maid who had come before entered with a fresh tray of food. She set it down and went back to work cleaning up the food on the floor.

      When she finished, she asked, “Will there be anything else?”

      “Not right now, thank you,” Abigail answered.

      The woman bowed and shut the door behind her.

      Abigail continued to work the comb through the knots and tangles. “Would you like to try some food now?”

      Bathsheba shook her head.

      “You must eat something. You are wasting away.”

      She looked to her lap.

      “Just a few bites?”

      Bathsheba glanced at the tray.

      “Nothing will harm you.”

      She nodded.

      Abigail retrieved the tray and laid it in front of her. “Have anything you’d like.”

      She studied the offerings. Most things she recognized, but like the dresses, there were some she didn’t. She picked up a disk of flatbread and broke off a small piece. She lifted it to her lips and chewed slowly.

      Abigail hummed to herself as she brushed. “Where do you come from?”

      The question caught her off guard. She shrugged. “My home is here in the City of David.”

      “Oh,” Abigail paused. “You live here?”

      She nodded. “Where do you come from?”

      “Carmel. That’s where I used to live anyway.”

      Bathsheba picked up a fig and took a small bite. Its sweet juices filled her mouth. Her next bite was bigger.

      Abigail worked to pin Bathsheba’s hair into an intricate braid. “That’s much better.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Abigail rose to return the comb to its place. “A wife of the king should always look her best.”

      Bathsheba dropped the fig in her hand. “Wife of the who?”

      “The king,” she repeated. “King David.”

      She trembled.

      “Oh my.” Abigail sat next to her and placed a hand on her arm. “Are you ill?”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Say what?”

      “That I’m a wife of King David?”

      “Because you are.” She rose an eyebrow. “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “King David has taken you to be his wife. We are all his wives.”

      Bathsheba remembered the women who surrounded her when she woke. “You’re the Abigail.” She turned toward her. “My husband spoke of you.”

      “Who is your husband?”

      “Uriah.”

      “The Hittite?”

      She nodded.

      “He was a brave man. One of King David’s mightiest men.”

      She nodded slowly.

      “I heard he was…” Abigail let the thought go. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know that’s how you came here.”

      Bathsheba clung to the tunic still in her hand.

      “I can dispose of that as well.” She pointed to the worn piece of material.

      “It was my husband’s.”

      “Oh.” She eased back. “I see.”
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        “But Uriah slept at the door of the king's house with all the servants of his lord, and went not down to his house.”

        -2 SAMUEL 11:27

      

      

      

      The following day, Abigail helped Bathsheba choose another outfit and worked to decorate her hair.

      “My, you do have beautiful hair.”

      “I was going to say the same to you.”

      Abigail hummed to herself.

      “What was your husband like?” Bathsheba wondered.

      She stopped brushing for a moment. “I won’t lie and say he was a good man because he wasn’t. He didn’t fear the Lord. He didn’t fear anyone really. That was his downfall.”

      “My husband was a good man.”

      “One of the best.”

      Bathsheba turned to look at her over her shoulder.

      “I saw how loyal your husband was to King David. Not just that day in Carmel. I saw…” Abigail didn’t finish her thought as she continued braiding.

      “Saw what?”

      She sat down on the couch and patted the seat next to her.

      Bathsheba faltered. She didn’t want to sit but decided to comply.

      “Your husband was here,” she said slowly. “Before he died.”

      Bathsheba perked up.

      “I saw him.” She ducked her head. “King David had called for him from the fighting. He told him to go home, but Uriah refused. He stayed here. He even slept at the gate when David turned him out.” She chuckled, but the joy faded. “David threw a grand feast and repeatedly ordered him to go home to see you. Uriah kept saying that he didn’t deserve to go home when the other warriors were still on the battlefield and the ark still resided in a tent. He was so brave and loyal.”

      “He was here in the city?”

      She nodded. “After a few days, David sent him back to the fighting. Then we got the news from Joab that Uriah had died along with King Abimelech of Gath in a battle to take Thebez.”

      “My husband was so close and he didn’t come home? Why didn’t he come to me?” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “If he had come…”

      Abigail laid her arm across Bathsheba’s shoulders and pulled her close.

      “There is nothing we can do about the past,” Abigail whispered in her ear. “Nothing at all.”

      Bathsheba tore away from her and snatched Uriah’s tunic from under her pillow. She pulled it to her face and inhaled deeply. Fresh tears came.

      “It barely smells like him anymore.” She turned the material over in her hands and smelled a different portion. “I’m starting to forget what he smelled like.”

      “Mine always smelled of wine.” Abigail stood and came to her side.

      Bathsheba twisted away. “Why didn’t he come to me? Why didn’t he save me from all this wretchedness?”

      “And if he had come? What then?”

      “We would have been together and happy.”

      “The baby is not your husband’s?”

      She shook her head vigorously.

      “It’s King David’s, isn’t it?”

      She wailed.

      “That’s why David tried to send him home. He was trying to cover up what he did.”

      “I wish Uriah would have come to me. I could have lived with him not knowing the child was his as long as we were together to raise the baby.”

      “Your husband would have eventually returned to the battlefield.”

      “Many come home.”

      “Many don’t. Then you would have been a widow with a young one to look after all on your own.”

      “I would have managed.”

      “Perhaps. But here you are a queen. Nothing is withheld from you.”

      “Except my freedom.”

      “Freedom to die of starvation and that’s after you would have watched your helpless child starve first.”

      Bathsheba clung tight to the material and wept.

      “The fact is that you are here now,” Abigail offered slowly. “You can’t do anything about the way you got here. All you can do is control your reaction to it. I believe God has a plan for you, Bathsheba. If He didn’t want you here, you wouldn’t be here. Yet here you stand in the palace of King David. A wife. And soon to be mother of one of his children.”

      Michal entered the room. “It’s nice to finally see she is not still dressed in rags.”

      Abigail rolled her eyes. “May we help you?”

      “I’ve got all the help I need, thank you. I just came to check on the new addition to our little family.”

      “She is doing much better.”

      “Is that why she cowers behind you?”

      Abigail looked over her shoulder to see Bathsheba pressed behind her.

      “It’s still a bit overwhelming for her, but she will grow more comfortable.”

      Michal looked her up and down.

      “You know a little kindness wouldn’t kill you,” Abigail advised.

      “And a little toughness wouldn’t harm you.”

      “She’s right, Michal.” Another woman entered. “Give the woman a break.”

      “Let’s not forget our place, Ahinoam. Shall we?”

      “How could I forget?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “You remind me practically every day. Then again, which of our sons is in line to sit on the throne? Oh, my mistake. The Lord has shut your womb because of your arrogance.”

      “Why you-”

      “Enough, ladies.” A third woman stepped between them. “We mustn’t fight in front of our guest.”

      “Guest?” Michal huffed. “Come now, Maacah. Surely, you know she is just another body to keep David’s needs satisfied.”

      Bathsheba shrunk back even more.

      “Why don’t you go braid your hair,” Ahinoam hurled.

      “Why I never!” Michal stomped out of the room.

      “Good riddance. I’ve about had my fill of her today and the sun is barely up.”

      “Sorry you had to see that,” Maacah spoke softly around Abigail. “Today is one of her worse moods.”

      Bathsheba kept her gaze on her lap.

      “Have you gotten her to speak at all?” Ahinoam asked.

      “Oh, yes.” Abigail put an arm over Bathsheba’s shoulder. “We’ve gotten to know each other a bit. She has a most interesting story to tell.”

      “Go on then,” Maacah encouraged. She sat at her feet. “Do share with us.”

      Bathsheba looked to Abigail.

      “Right, there I go again with my manners.” She sat beside her. “This is Ahinoam and Maacah. Two of David’s wives. And you already met Michal.”

      Bathsheba shuddered.

      “May we come in?” A younger voice called from the door.

      “Please join us,” Abigail answered.

      Three more women entered and sat around Bathsheba.

      She pressed into Abigail’s side.

      “These are David’s other wives; Haggith, Abital, and Eglah.” She waved to each in turn.

      Bathsheba nodded to each.

      “I was just about to tell the others how Bathsheba here came to join us.”

      “Doesn’t she speak for herself?” Haggith asked.

      “She is still adjusting to everything.”

      “I hope Michal didn’t frighten her too much,” Ahinoam remarked. “If so, I’d love to return the favor.”

      “There will be no need for that,” Abigail chided. “No harm has been done. Bathsheba simply requires a little more time to get comfortable with us.”

      “You have such a lovely name,” Eglah complemented.

      She smiled slightly.

      “It seems Bathsheba comes to us from right here in the City of David. Her husband was one of David’s mighty men.”

      “Along with my father,” Bathsheba added.

      “So, she does speak,” Maacah teased.

      She hung her head.

      “Why did Abigail say ‘was’?”

      “He was killed in battle,” she explained.

      The women silently nodded.

      “And the baby?” Haggith asked.

      Abigail waved the question off.

      Bathsheba hung her shoulders. “It’s King David’s.”

      Gasps filled the room.

      Tears blurred her vision. “He took me from my home and forced me to lie with him.” She buried her face in Abigail’s dress.

      “You poor dear.” Maacah rubbed her leg. “No wonder you’re so frightened of us.”

      “Come, let us take her to see our children,” Abital offered as she stood.

      Abigail looked down at Bathsheba. “I don’t know if that is such a good idea.”

      “Come now, I think it will do her some good. It’ll show her we’re merely women like her.”

      “What do you think?” Abigail asked.

      Bathsheba thought for a moment before answering. “I guess it can’t hurt.”

      The group of women led Bathsheba to a large room where a banquet table was prepared.

      She searched for children, but all she could see were several young men.

      “That one there is Amnon.” Ahinoam gestured to the tallest man in the room. “He’s mine and first in line for the throne.”

      “And those two are mine.” Maacah pointed out a handsome man and a younger woman who were speaking together. “Absalom and Tamar.”

      “What lovely names.”

      Maacah beamed.

      “Adonijah is mine.” Haggith waved to a teenage boy sitting at the table.

      “My son, Shephatiah, is over there.” Abital motioned.

      “And that is Ithream.” Eglah nodded to the youngest.

      “And where are Michal’s children?” Bathsheba examined the room.

      “She doesn’t have any,” Abigail explained. “She spoke ill of King David as he danced before the ark as it was brought here to the city. The Lord shut up her womb and Nathan said she would never have children because of what she said.”

      “The woman has yet to learn when to keep her thoughts to herself,” Maacah added.

      “And yours?” Bathsheba looked at Abigail.

      The older woman shook her head.

      “I’m-”

      “Greetings,” Amnon said. “We are happy to have you all join us.”

      Bathsheba jumped at his deep voice.

      “Please.” He waved the group of mothers toward the table.

      Bathsheba’s mouth watered at the sight of all the delicious food. “I’ve never seen such a feast.”

      “Feast?” Absalom chuckled. “This is merely a snack.” His hardy laugh and brilliant smile made him even more handsome.

      For the first time, Bathsheba felt herself smile a genuine smile. She glanced at Abigail, who was loading a platter of food.

      She winked.

      Bathsheba reached for an empty plate and chose her own meal.

      A man on crutches hobbled into the room assisted by another.

      “King David lets beggars sit at his table with his family?” Bathsheba whispered to Abigail.

      She looked over at the man and then back. “That’s no beggar. That’s Mephibosheth.”

      She tilted her head.

      “Saul’s grandson.”

      She shrugged.

      Abigail motioned with her chin to sit, then recounted the story for her. “Mephibosheth is the son of Jonathan. When he was five years old, news came to them about Saul and Johnathan. His nurse picked him up and fled. In her hurry to leave, he fell out of her arms and both his feet were injured in the fall. The damage left him disabled from that day.”

      Bathsheba looked at the man’s twisted feet.

      “When David acquired the throne after Saul’s death, he asked if there was anyone left of Saul’s household to whom he could show kindness to for Jonathan’s sake.

      “Ziba, a servant of Saul’s, came forward and told David about Johnathan’s son, but that he was lame. David had Mephibosheth called. When he came before David, he reinstated all the land to him that belonged to his father and gave him an open invitation to sit at his table. He also told Ziba and his household to farm the land and bring in the crops for him since he couldn’t work.”

      She watched the man interact with the sons as if he were one of them. “David truly showed such kindness.”

      “He’s not all bad.”

      She looked down to her overflowing plate.

      “There is often mercy mixed with his judgment.”
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        “… and she became his wife, and bare him a son. But the thing that David had done displeased the LORD.”

        -2 SAMUEL 11:27

      

      

      

      Waves of pain woke Bathsheba from a sound sleep. She screamed.

      “Mistress?” Neriah rushed into the room. “What is it?”

      Bathsheba hugged her midsection and let out another howl. “Abigail,” she panted.

      “Right away.” The woman fled from the room and returned with a shaken Abigail.

      “What’s wrong?” She rushed to Bathsheba’s side.

      Bathsheba pointed to her stomach.

      “Pains?”

      She nodded.

      “Show me.”

      She rubbed the top of her stomach.

      Abigail placed a hand on Bathsheba’s belly and waited. The hardening muscles under her fingertips gave her all the information she needed. “Your pains have begun. It will be time to deliver soon.”

      Bathsheba flopped back on the bed. “I’m not ready.”

      “Baby is.” She smiled. “Neriah, get us some clean cloths and water and oil. See if you can send for a midwife. We might have enough time for one to get here.”

      The handmaid hurried to obey.

      Bathsheba rubbed her aching belly. “How long?”

      “There really is no telling with these things. Babies come when they want. I remember my…” Her eyes lit up for a brief moment before turning dark. “Let’s get you comfortable.” She eased Bathsheba to a sitting position and adjusted the bedding around her.

      Hours into the early morning, Bathsheba delivered her child.

      “It’s a boy!” Abigail shouted over the midwife’s shoulder. “He’s beautiful.”

      Bathsheba collapsed into the arms of the maids helping her stand over the birthing stool.

      The midwife wiped the boy with clean water and held him out to her. “He needs you now.”

      She met the eyes of the woman and refused to look down. Tears formed in her eyes and blurred her vision. She thought about the children she had dreamed of with a mix of her and Uriah’s features. This boy would look nothing like him. Her heart ached. She wanted to run away. Her body trembled.

      “Let’s help her back to the bed to lay down first,” Abigail suggested. “Here.” She accepted the small boy and hugged him close.

      “He needs to eat,” the midwife protested.

      “And she needs to rest.” She set her authoritative gaze on the woman.

      The two handmaids carefully supported Bathsheba back to her bed.

      “Thank you, ladies. That will be all.”

      The women bowed and left.

      “Could you give us a moment?” Abigail asked the midwife.

      “I still need to-”

      She held up a hand. “I know. Just a moment, please?”

      The woman looked to Bathsheba and back to the baby. “Only a moment.” She turned to exit the room, leaving the door ajar.

      Abigail rocked the whimpering baby as she walked toward Bathsheba. “He needs to eat.”

      “I don’t think I can do this.” She hung her head.

      “Yes, you can. You are a brave woman who can do anything.”

      She looked up into Abigail’s soft eyes. “He’s not going to- He’s not-” Her cries covered her ramblings.

      Abigail sat beside her on the bed. “I know this is not what you dreamed about, but this is reality. This baby needs you. You’re his mother.”

      Bathsheba wiped her face on her sleeve. She nodded and looked down to her lap.

      “Let’s try.”

      She looked up at her.

      “Together. I’m right here.”

      She nodded.

      Abigail gently laid the boy on Bathsheba’s chest.

      Bathsheba stared at the wall across the room. She felt the pull of the baby’s mouth. “Ouch!”

      “Hurts the first couple of times, but you’ll get used to it.”

      She looked to Abigail, but her friend was smiling down at the baby.

      “When he’s done, I’ll show you how to burp him.”

      Bathsheba slanted her head. She didn’t have much experience with children. She thought mothering would come naturally to her. In the moment of holding her newborn in her arms, she realized she knew nothing of how to care for this child. She was grateful that Abigail seemed to know everything.

      “I think he’s done.”

      Bathsheba snapped back. “Here. You do it.” She shoved the baby into Abigail’s arms.

      Abigail gently lifted the baby up onto her shoulder and patted his bareback. “It’s really not that difficult.”

      She folded her arms tight against herself.

      A small burb came from the baby.

      “Well done,” Abigail encouraged. She cradled the back of his head with one hand as she pulled him away from her shoulder to gaze at his face.

      Bathsheba glanced up long enough to notice the baby had reddish hair and then returned her gaze to her lap.

      “He’s got David’s chin.” Abigail chuckled.

      Bathsheba squeezed her eyes tight.

      “But I think he has your eyes.”

      Her eyes popped open.

      “Here.” Abigail extended her arms out to put the baby back into his mother’s arms.

      Bathsheba stiffly accepted the baby.

      “Don’t you think so?”

      She willed herself a small peek. It was true, the boy’s eyes were a similar color to her own dark brown ones. She studied the boy then, searching every curve of his face and body. There was not a trace of Uriah to be seen. This child was not one from her dreams, but her nightmares. He looked exactly like King David—his father.
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        “And Nathan said to David, ‘Thou art the man…’ ”

        -2 SAMUEL 12:7

      

      

      

      A few hours later, Bathsheba was roused by the tiny cries of her baby. She pulled him close and nursed him until he was full. She burped him as Abigail taught her and checked the cloth around his body for dampness. It was a repeated process she had almost mastered.

      Abigail stirred from the couch. “How is he?”

      “He has eaten several times. I think he needs a fresh cloth.”

      “I’ll grab one.” She pulled a small piece of material from a nearby pile and walked it over to the bed.

      Together they unwrapped and rewrapped the baby.

      “Why is he still crying?” Bathsheba asked.

      “Maybe he wants some attention?” She smiled and crawled into the bed beside her. She sang a soft psalm.

      The baby quieted.

      “You know everything about children.”

      “Well, not everything.”

      “I haven’t met any of your children. The others I’ve met, but why don’t you have any?”

      Abigail curled closer. “I did once.” She brushed the few locks of hair on the baby’s head. “He was a beautiful baby too.”

      “Was?”

      “Chileab.” She smiled at the mention of his name. “He followed David everywhere.”

      “When did he…”

      “A few years ago. He wanted to be a warrior like his father. When he was old enough, he joined the fighting.” Her eyes grew dark. “He was so young.”

      “I can’t stand war,” Bathsheba growled.

      “Me neither.” Abigail rubbed the baby’s head again. “We’ll have a ceremony in a few days. Have you been thinking about names?”

      She shook her head.

      “Well, you should. David will want to be meeting with you soon.”

      The idea terrified her. She shook. “W-w-why?”

      “The baby is his son. He’ll want to see him.”

      “Why can’t I just send him with you or one of the maids?”

      “David will want to see you too.”

      The thought of David’s eyes on her made her sick to her stomach.

      It was only a few hours when the request came to Bathsheba. She was to present herself and the baby before King David.

      Abigail helped her clean and dress herself and the boy.

      “I can’t do this.” Bathsheba paced around her room hugging her son to her chest. “I don’t want to look at him ever again.”

      “You don’t have a choice. You’ve been summoned. You must go.”

      “Can’t you just take him. Tell David I’m ill.”

      “I can’t lie.”

      She sighed. “Can you accompany me?”

      “Only to the hallway. I can’t go inside without being requested.”

      She nodded.

      The two walked silently down the corridor toward the meeting room.

      Abigail stopped short of the door. “You can do this. I’ll be right out here waiting for you when you’re done.”

      She nodded and squared her shoulders. She stepped to the guard and waited.

      The man opened the door and held it for her.

      Bathsheba entered the large room.

      King David was standing with another man.

      Heat rose in her cheeks. She didn’t realize they wouldn’t be alone. The man didn’t look like a guard and she didn’t recognize him from around the palace.

      “Enter,” King David’s voice carried to her.

      Bathsheba faltered her first steps and kept her gaze to the polished floor. She walked as near as she dared to the two men. With a deep bow, she cradled her baby to her chest.

      “I’d like to introduce you to my new wife, Bathsheba,” David’s voice was just as husky as she remembered. She bowed to the man.

      “This is the prophet, Nathan.”

      She recognized the name. Uriah had spoken of him often. Her chest felt constricted and she tried to swallow the lump that rose in her throat. She dared a quick glance at the man. He was shorter than David. His hair was sandy and his skin was rough. His face held a smile, but it seemed forced as it didn’t touch his eyes.

      “The child.”

      Bathsheba realized David was requesting his son. She held the boy out.

      He reached for the baby.

      Bathsheba’s skin crawled at the brush of his hands against her skin.

      “A strong looking child indeed,” he observed. “Don’t you think so, Nathan?”

      The man was silent.

      Bathsheba looked up again to see Nathan staring wide-eyed at the bundle.

      “Nathan?” David shook the man’s shoulder.

      “King David, I have a question for you.”

      “Speak on.”

      “There were two men, one rich and the other poor.”

      Bathsheba looked to David who was listening intently. She wanted to ask for her son back and leave thinking she had interrupted a private meeting.

      “The rich man had a substantial number of sheep and cattle,” Nathan continued. “But the poor man had nothing except one little ewe lamb he had bought. He raised it and it grew up with him and his children. It shared his food, drank from his cup, and even slept in his arms. It was like a daughter to him.

      “Now a traveler came to the rich man, but the rich man refrained from taking one of his own sheep or cattle to prepare a meal for the traveler. Instead, he took the ewe lamb that belonged to the poor man and prepared it.”

      Bathsheba watched David’s face turn crimson. His fingers tighten around the child in his arms. She wanted to snatch her son and run.

      “As surely as the Lord lives, the man who did this deserves to die!” David shouted. “He must pay for that lamb four times over because he did such a thing and had no pity.”

      Nathan looked straight at David. “You are the man!”

      Bathsheba’s knees shook. She attempted to steady her breathing to no avail.

      David took a step back, clutching the tiny boy.

      “This is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says, ‘I anointed you king over Israel, and I delivered you from the hand of Saul. I gave your master’s house to you, and your master’s wives into your arms. I gave you all Israel and Judah. And if all this had been too little, I would have given you even more. Why did you despise the word of the Lord by doing what is evil in His eyes?’ ” Nathan matched David’s steps.

      “ ‘You struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword and took his wife to be your own. Now, the sword will never depart from your house, because you despised Me and took the wife of Uriah to be your own.’ ”

      At the mention of Uriah’s name, Bathsheba perked up. Anger burned in her chest. “What?”

      “This is what the Lord says,” Nathan went on. “ ‘Out of your own household, I am going to bring calamity on you. Before your very eyes, I will take your wives and give them to one who is close to you and he will sleep with your wives in broad daylight. You did it in secret, but I will do this thing in broad daylight before all Israel.’ ”

      “What!” Bathsheba shouted again and covered her mouth. She wept.

      David looked at her and back to Nathan. “I have sinned against the Lord.” Tears streamed down his face. He pressed his back against the wall and looked toward the ceiling. “I have sinned!”

      Nathan halted his advance. “The Lord has taken away your sin. You are not going to die.”

      David breathed a sigh of relief and held the baby close to his face.

      “But,” Nathan continued. “Because in doing this you have shown utter contempt for the Lord, the son born to you will die.”

      “No!” Bathsheba wailed.

      She charged for her son and ripped him from David’s arms. She rushed from the room, flying past Abigail but didn’t stop until she reached her bedroom. She slammed the massive door shut and crawled into her bed with her son.

      “They can’t take you away from me.” She pulled him close and kissed his forehead. “I won’t let them take you.”

      She pulled Uriah’s tunic out from under her pillow and wrapped it around the baby.

      A soft knock came at the door.

      “Bathsheba?” Abigail’s voice called.

      “Go away!” she wept.

      “Please, let me in. I can help-”

      “No one can help me.”

      “Let’s talk.”

      “No more talking!”

      “What happened?”

      Bathsheba wailed and rocked her baby.

      “Please?”

      She nuzzled her son against her cheek. “I’ll keep you safe.”

      Abigail pounded on the door.

      “I said, Go away!”

      The pounding eventually ceased and Bathsheba fell into a restless sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SACKCLOTH

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “David therefore besought God for the child; and David fasted, and went in, and lay all night upon the earth.”

        -2 SAMUEL 12:16

      

      

      

      When she awoke some hours later, Bathsheba’s son still lay beside her. She trembled as she reached for him. He was still warm to the touch. She breathed a sigh of relief. But then she realized he was too warm. She unwrapped his tiny body and placed a hand on his chest. He was still breathing, but his breaths were labored. His skin was like touching hot coals.

      “Help!” she screamed as loud as she could.

      Neriah burst through the door. “What’s the matter?”

      “My baby,” Bathsheba wept. “Something’s wrong. Get Abigail.”

      The maid rushed from the room and returned with Abigail.

      She hurried to Bathsheba. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “Something’s wrong.”

      Abigail laid a hand on the child’s forehead. “His skin is so hot.” She turned to the maid. “Cool water, now!”

      The woman nodded and returned within moments with a bowl of freshly drawn water.

      Abigail dipped a cloth in the water and placed it on the baby’s chest. “What happened?”

      Bathsheba eyed the maid.

      “Find a physician,” Abigail ordered. “And inform the King his son is ill.”

      The handmaid left to obey.

      She turned back to Bathsheba. “What happened?”

      Tears welled up in her eyes. “He killed my husband.”

      Abigail sat on the bed and moved the child to her lap. She continued to wipe him with the fresh water. “What are you talking about?”

      “David. He sent Uriah back to the battlefield to die. All to hide his sin,” she spat out the last word.

      “Oh my.” Abigail shook her head. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Nathan was in the room when David called for me.”

      “The prophet?”

      She nodded. “When he saw my son, he looked frightened. He revealed David’s sin and how he had murdered Uriah.” The tears flowed freely. “He said because of David’s sin, my son would die.”

      “What?” Abigail stopped wiping.

      She rubbed her face on her sleeve. “Nathan said God is going to kill my baby because of what David did.”

      Abigail pulled the baby close to her chest and held him there.

      “It should be David with the death sentence over his life. Not my son.”

      Neriah came in. “A physician is on the way.” She held her hands behind her back. “I informed the king as well.”

      “That will be all,” Abigail dismissed her.
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      For days, physicians from all over came to the palace to help the sickly child. Nothing they provided aided to improve the baby’s health. With each day, he grew weaker.

      Abigail laid in the bed with Bathsheba on either side of the child.

      “They tell me David lays on the floor of his room in sackcloth,” Abigail shared. “He pleads day and night for the child.”

      Bathsheba refused to feel sympathy.

      “They told me he hasn’t eaten anything either.”

      She watched her son’s labored breathing and held her breath with every one of his inhales.

      “I don’t care what David does. He deserves much more than sorrow.”

      Finally, the baby between them let out a slow breath and didn’t take in another.

      “No,” Bathsheba whispered. “No!” She gently coaxed the little body. “Please wake up!”

      Abigail put a hand on her shoulder.

      “No!” She wrenched away. “He is just sleeping.”

      “Bathsheba…”

      “No!” She picked up the baby and held him to her chest. “Wake up, little one. Show her you’re just sleeping.”

      Abigail met eyes with Neriah who stood by the door. “Please inform the king the baby has died.”

      Bathsheba sobbed into the baby’s wrappings.

      Neriah shifted her weight between her feet, but didn’t move.

      “Did you hear me?” Abigail asked.

      She nodded. “I’m afraid to deliver that message. When the child was still alive, King David wouldn’t listen to any of us,” she quickly explained. “How can I tell him the child is dead? He may do something desperate.”

      “Deliver the message.”

      She bowed deeply and left.

      “I hope he does,” Bathsheba wailed. “He doesn’t deserve to live.
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        * * *

      

      Days later, Bathsheba wandered the corridors aimlessly. Sitting in her room reminded her too much of her son. She was forbidden to leave the palace, but no one could deny her moving about the halls.

      As she rounded the next corner, a familiar face greeted her.

      You.

      Hatred burned inside. She narrowed her eyes at the man.

      “Greetings, Bathsheba,” Nathan said. “It’s good to see you.”

      She walked past him without a word.

      “I know it wasn’t easy.”

      She spun around to face him. She wanted to spit in his face, but thought better of the consequences of dishonoring a prophet. Then again, what else did she have to lose? Everything had already been taken from her.

      “I understand how difficult it is to live with the penalties of sin.”

      She took another step toward him. Forget spitting on him, she wanted to injure him. She desired to claw out his eyes and feed them to the palace animals.

      “Though I’m happy that David repented so quickly.”

      The statement stopped her approach. She shook her head. “Happy? You’re happy my son is dead?”

      “No.” He looked down. “But I’d rather see repentance from a king.” He met her gaze. “When Saul was confronted with his sin, he covered one lie up with another and another. When I confronted David about his sin, he immediately confessed and repented.”

      Bathsheba remembered the words Nathan had spoken. “You said something that day I didn’t understand.”

      He waited.

      “You told David, ‘You struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword and took his wife to be your own.’ What did you mean?”

      Nathan looked to his sandaled feet for a moment before returning his steely gaze toward her. “When King David was informed that you were with child, he attempted to cover up his sin by sending for your husband to return home. He hoped to have your husband lie with you and that way he would believe the child to be his.”

      She nodded. Abigail had revealed as much to her.

      “When Uriah refused to return home, claiming loyalty over pleasure, David devised a new plan.”

      Bathsheba’s heart raced.

      “He sent Uriah back to the battle with a letter to Joab.”

      “What did it say?”

      “It gave orders for Joab to place Uriah at the front of the fighting and then retreat leaving him to battle without aid.”

      “You’re telling me David sent my husband back to die?”

      “Your husband carried his own death sentence with him into battle and it was King David’s script that ordered it.”

      Bathsheba opened her mouth to deny his words, but then snapped it shut. Hatred burned hotter inside. “It wasn’t just the fighting? He planned my husband’s murder and covered it up with war?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “That man’s sin has taken everything from me.” She allowed her tears to spill over.

      “I’m sorry your son had to die,” Nathan offered. “But the Lord has to punish sin.”

      She shook her head at him.

      “But He also blesses repentance.”

      She furrowed her brow.

      “The Lord has declared that one will come from David who will build the Lord’s temple and lead His people.” He stepped toward her. “That son will come from you.”

      “You’re mad if you think I’m going to let him touch me again.” She sneered.

      “In time, you will heal. God has a purpose for you, Bathsheba. Don’t fight Him.”

      She turned away and hurried off. Eventually, she found herself close to David’s apartment. It was forbidden to enter without permission, but without guards standing by, she knew no one was there.

      She entered the private room. The bed lay neatly made and a gentle breeze from the large opening blew its curtains.

      As she passed the bed, she curled her fingers around the blanket. She wanted to tear it apart and destroy the place where her life had spiraled out of control. But it wasn’t hers to destroy. She knew the fleeting idea wouldn’t change anything and would only make her feel better temporarily at best.

      She released the fabric and turned toward the balcony. With light steps, she made her way to the edge and looked out over the city. The wind brushed her hair around her face.

      Her gaze searched the buildings until she found her former home. It's simple structure blended with the rest of the houses surrounding it. She could clearly see the open rooftop. Imagining David standing there lusting after her as she bathed made her skin crawl.

      She reached out to grasp the short wall. Anger colored her vision crimson and she dug her fingers into the stone.

      She looked down onto the street below. For a moment, she wondered what it would feel like to jump from such a height. Surely, it would kill her. She weighed the possibility of the fall alone ending her life or if she would lie there broken and hurting until death took her. Would the people passing by stop to offer her aid? How much pain would she endure if she didn’t die right away?

      She leaned further over the wall. She couldn’t imagine anything more painful than the way she felt at that moment. Her husband was gone, her son was gone, her home was taken, and now she was sentenced to a life confined in the prison they painted a palace.

      “What did you name him?” a gentle voice spoke beside her.

      She didn’t turn to meet Abigail’s face. “He didn’t make it to his eighth day, so we didn’t officially…”

      “I’m not speaking officially.”

      She smiled, thinking about the tiny bundle. “Benjamin because he was so small and precious to me.”

      “I like it. Very fitting.”

      She closed her eyes and let the gusts cool her raging pain. “I buried him in Uriah’s tunic. I miss him. I miss them both so much. It hurts so bad.”

      “I know.”

      She turned into the waiting arms of another broken mother. Her shoulders shook as Abigail held her until she could no longer weep.
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        “And David comforted Bathsheba his wife…”

        -2 SAMUEL 12:24
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      A slight knock caught Bathsheba’s attention.

      “Enter.”

      The door eased open and David slipped through the opening.

      She rose. “Your Highness, I wasn’t expecting you.” She bowed deeply.

      “I wasn’t expecting to come either.”

      She twisted her fingers together.

      “Please sit.” He motioned to the couch.

      She obeyed.

      He paced around in front of her and pulled at his beard. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. Well praying really. And I wanted to talk to you.”

      “You could have sent for me.”

      “I know.” He paused for a moment considering something. “But I felt led to come to you.”

      She nodded for him to continue.

      “There are things that I need to say to you that I feel I should have spoken long before now.” He stopped and knelt beside her. He took her hands in his. “I’ve been praying a lot.”

      The warmth of his hands made her cheeks burn. “You said that already.”

      “The truth is I owe you an apology. I actually owe you so much more than that, but I feel it’s a good place to start.”

      She struggled to keep her breathing under control.

      “That night I sent for you; I was a fool. I should have been at war with my men.” He shook his head. “I was so prideful. I thought I deserved to rest while they continued my war.”

      She noticed the sadness in his eyes.

      “And I’m sorry for…” He looked deep into her eyes. “I’m sorry for sending Uriah to die. He was such a loyal man. He would have done anything for me. He fought so bravely and had been by my side through everything. He was truly the mightiest of my mighty men.”

      She felt her eyes water. She struggled to nod.

      “It was wrong of me to do any of it. I should have never spied on you. I should have never taken you. I should have never had your husband killed to cover up my sin.” A single tear rolled down his rough cheek and disappeared into his bushy, red beard. “I know the Lord has forgiven me and I’m working on forgiving myself. But can you find it in your heart to forgive me?”
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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