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To the ones who have walked through seasons of silence while quietly longing for something deeper.

To the weary soul hidden beneath responsibility, performance, expectation, and striving.

To the ones who have searched through hidden places within themselves and discovered that God was waiting there all along.

And to every heart awakening once again to the beauty of His presence.

May you remember that the garden was never truly lost.

It has always been waiting within Him.
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"I sleep, but my heart waketh."

Song of Solomon 5:2

"Set me as a seal upon thine heart."

Song of Solomon 8:6

"The kingdom of God is within you."

Luke 17:21
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AUTHOR'S NOTE
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The Song of Solomon has long been one of the most mysterious and misunderstood books within Scripture.

Some read it only as poetry. Some read it only as romance. Some avoid it altogether because they do not know what to do with its imagery, symbolism, longing, fragrance, gardens, watchmen, lilies, vineyards, and hidden places.

But beneath its beauty rests something far deeper.

This book was not written to reinterpret Scripture, replace Scripture, or alter its meaning. Rather, Solomon's Garden is a contemplative literary journey inspired by the spiritual architecture woven throughout the Song itself.

As I sat with these passages, I found myself asking questions that moved beyond surface reading.

Where was Solomon when these words were written?

What was happening within him beneath the throne, the wisdom, the wealth, and the grandeur surrounding his life?

What if the garden was not merely a location, but a picture of the soul awakening to the presence of God?

What if the longing within the Song reflected humanity's deeper longing to return to alignment, truth, intimacy, wholeness, and spiritual awakening?

This story was born from those questions.

Through symbolic storytelling, atmosphere, and inward reflection, Solomon's Garden explores themes of silence, searching, awakening, surrender, belonging, transformation, and the hidden work God performs within the soul.

While Solomon walks the visible paths of the story, my prayer is that readers slowly begin recognizing their own journey within the garden as well.

Because every soul eventually reaches a place where outward success can no longer satisfy inward longing.

And perhaps that longing is not meant to destroy us.

Perhaps it is invitation.

Invitation to awaken. Invitation to return. Invitation to become whole again in Him.

May this story gently lead you inward toward the places where God still walks among the gardens of the soul.
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THE SILENCE BENEATH THE CROWN
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The palace had long since fallen silent, yet Solomon remained awake.

Moonlight spilled through the cedar latticework of the upper chamber and scattered pale silver across the polished stone floor. It moved without sound, pooling at the bases of the pillars and tracing slow geometries along the carved beams overhead, as though the night itself were drawing patterns no man had ever been taught to read. The hour was deep, the kind of hour when even the lamps seemed to grow weary, their flames bending low against the oil as though they, too, desired sleep. The night had settled over Jerusalem like a veil, softening the edges of the city until even the walls seemed to breathe beneath the weight of stillness.

The chamber itself bore the careful labor of a hundred craftsmen. Its high ceiling had been paneled in cedar from the slopes of Lebanon, and the wood had been polished until the grain ran like a slow current above his head. Long beams of olive crossed the cedar at measured intervals, and between them, faint patterns of inlaid ivory and beaten gold caught the lamplight whenever the lamps remembered to burn. A great alabaster lamp stood near the eastern wall, its bowl carved so thin that the flame within it glowed pink through the stone, a small heart of fire kept within a small white chest. Two attendants had filled the lamp with oil at the third watch and then withdrawn, their hands lifting and lowering in soft, practiced gestures, their bare feet making no sound upon the floor.

Beyond the polished stones, beyond the cedar and the alabaster, the wider courts of the palace lay folded into their accustomed quiet. Bronze doors had been drawn shut hours before. Watchmen had taken their stations along the upper colonnades. The great basins that received the day's washing waters had been emptied, scoured with sand, and turned upon their rims to dry. Only the slow seep of water through the inner channels broke the hush, and even that sound seemed less like noise and more like a vein of silver moving beneath the skin of the palace itself.

Beyond the palace courts, the streets had grown quiet. The fires that had warmed the evening meals had faded to embers, and the voices that had filled the marketplaces during the day had surrendered to sleep. Somewhere far below, a single dog barked once and then thought better of it. A donkey shifted in its stall. The deep hush that follows the closing of a city's gates pressed gently against the stones of Solomon's house, and the great cedars of the colonnades stood as silent witnesses, their fragrance still rising from wood that had warmed beneath the sun and not yet released its heat.

A faint wind, almost nothing more than the breath of the hills, moved down from the slopes of the kidron and crossed the city. It carried with it the scent of distant olive groves, the chalky dryness of terraced stone, and the cool dampness that gathers in the wadis after sundown. It slipped through the upper windows and stirred the linen panels along the corridor outside Solomon's chamber. The panels were of byssus, the fine white linen brought from Egypt, and they rose and fell with a slowness that seemed almost deliberate, as though the night were testing the readiness of the kingdom for a word it had not yet spoken.

In the lower courts a kitchen fire had been banked but not extinguished, and a faint thread of smoke rose into the courtyard above the bakers' chamber, thinning into the cool night air. A boy lay asleep upon a mat near the great clay ovens, his head pillowed on his folded arm, his small lamp burned out beside him. He had been left there to wake the bakers before dawn. The night had taken him before his hour, and the chief of the bakers had passed him without rebuke, drawing a folded cloth over his shoulders and letting him sleep on. Such small mercies moved through the palace at this hour, unnoticed and unrecorded, the way water moves through soil long after the rain has gone.

Further along, near the chamber where the household priests kept their vestments, a single oil lamp burned at the foot of a low cedar chest. The chest held the priestly garments that had been laid up there for the coming Sabbath, the fine white linen folded with such care that the creases met one another like the hands of a man at prayer. A faint warmth of frankincense rose from the chest, a scent older than the chamber itself, a scent that had clung to the cloth from many seasons of standing within the holy place. The lamp at the foot of the chest had been left burning by an attendant whose name was never spoken aloud and whose only office was the keeping of that single flame. He sat upon a low stool a small distance from the chest, his head bowed, his eyes closed, listening to a hush that he understood far better than the elders of the gate.

But sleep did not come to the king.

Solomon stood near the open corridor with his hands resting lightly against the carved railing, his eyes fixed on the garden below. The wood beneath his palms was smooth, polished by years of his own touch, and faintly warm. The fragrance of cedarwood, myrrh, and crushed herbs rose from the courtyards beneath him, carried upward by a gentle wind that moved through the palace as though it knew the hour belonged to secrets. The wind stirred the long linen panels at the corridor's edge, lifting them softly, letting them fall, lifting them again, as if the night were breathing.

He felt, beneath his hands, the faint memory of every other night he had stood in this same place. The wood had been new once. He had touched it as a younger king, his fingers searching for the shape of his own reign in the carved leaves and small flowering vines the craftsmen had cut into the railing. He had been hopeful then in a manner he could not quite recover. He had not yet understood that hope is sometimes a country a man must travel toward more than once, leaving and returning, leaving and returning, until at last he learns the road by heart.

He had known many nights like this.

Nights when the kingdom slept, but his soul would not.

There had been a season, in the early years, when sleep had come to him as easily as rain comes to a thirsty field. He had laid himself down upon his bed and given himself to it, and his dreams had been wide and uncomplicated, as a young man's dreams will be when he has not yet been entrusted with too many lives. In those years, his rest had been the rest of a son who knew his father had set his house in order. He had not yet learned the loneliness that gathers around a man at the very top of a stair no one else may climb.

During the day, his life belonged to the throne. Men came before him with disputes, questions, requests, burdens, and offerings. Rulers sent messengers from distant lands, bearing gifts of cinnamon and gold dust, ivory carved into the shapes of beasts no Israelite had ever seen. Builders waited for instruction, their hands rough with the dust of new walls. Servants moved at the sound of his voice. Musicians filled the halls with songs written for banquets and celebration, the strings of their lyres trembling beneath skilled fingers. Gold shimmered across the walls, and the palace stood as a testimony of splendor, wisdom, and divine favor, a house the like of which had not been built in any kingdom since the world began.

There were days when he had risen before the watchmen had called the final hour and had not laid himself down again until the lamps were trimmed for the third time. There were days when he had received an embassy from Tyre at dawn, judged between two mothers and a living child by noon, dictated to scribes the lengths and weights of new vessels for the temple by mid-afternoon, and presided over a feast for the elders of the tribes when the sun had finally laid its weight against the western hills. He had grown accustomed to the steady press of demand the way a man grows accustomed to the weight of a sword along his side. He no longer noticed how heavy it had become.

He remembered, with a clarity he had not asked for, the morning he had stood before the people upon the high steps of the porch and had blessed the elders of Israel as the priests had borne the ark into the holy place. The trumpets had sounded that day in such a great number that the sound itself had become a kind of weather, a steady wind of brass beneath which the people had laid themselves down in worship. He had spread out his hands and had spoken the long prayer of dedication, and the cloud had come down, and the priests had not been able to stand to minister because of the cloud. The Most High had filled the house. He had felt then a fear that was not fear, an awe that did not wish to be relieved. He had been a king on that day. He had felt himself stretched out across the whole assembly of Israel as though he were the long beam by which a great roof was held. Afterward he had returned to his chamber and had sat for a long time without speaking. He had washed his hands in a basin of pure water and had not been able to say why his hands were shaking.

He had thought, in the years after, that he would feel the cloud again. He had not. The cloud had come once, in its fullness, and then the days had returned to their ordinary measure. There was much in him that mourned for the cloud. There was much in him that suspected the cloud was still near, only changed in its appearance, only waiting for him to learn how to recognize a quieter form of the same glory.

Yet in the silence of midnight, none of it could answer him.

The crown could command nations, but it could not quiet the ache within a man.

Solomon lowered his gaze.

A man can possess everything externally and still feel internally untouched.

The thought rose within him slowly, almost painfully, as though it had been waiting for the noise of the day to fade before it dared to speak. He did not resist it. There was no one near enough to see the shadow cross his face. There was no council seated before him, no queen watching from behind a veil, no servant standing close enough to interpret his expression or carry word of his mood to the kitchens before dawn.

For once, the king had no audience.

For once, he did not need to be wise.

He let the thought stand. He let it have its full weight. He had been a king for many years, and a king learns quickly that thoughts must be measured before they are spoken, that even a sigh in the presence of a counselor can become rumor by morning. But here, beneath the cedar and the moonlight, there was no scribe waiting to take down his murmur. There was no captain near enough to hear his breath catch. The thought might rise as it wished, unsculpted and unornamented, and he might face it as a man and not as a sovereign.

He turned from the open chamber and began walking through the corridor. The torches along the walls burned low, their flames bending in the night air, the iron sconces blackened from years of faithful burning. Long curtains of woven blue and purple stirred softly beside pillars carved from stone and cedar, and the dyes within them, the deep murex purple brought from the coast of Tyre, the indigo from the eastern caravans, caught the torchlight and held it like coals beneath water. Along the walls hung treasures from lands beyond Israel, vessels of beaten gold, embroidered cloth, ivory carvings brought by those who sought friendship with the king whose wisdom had become known among nations. A jeweled scimitar from Sheba rested upon a shelf of polished olive wood. A bowl of lapis, blue as a winter sky at dusk, sat beside an alabaster jar sealed in wax.

His sandals made the softest of sounds upon the stones. He had walked this corridor in every hour of the night, and his feet seemed to know the lengths of it without consulting him. He passed a niche where an ivory chair had been placed for a visiting envoy, and the chair was empty, the cushion of fine wool from the highlands lying smoothed and undisturbed. He passed a small painted niche where a lampstand of beaten brass held seven small wicks, and only one of them was burning, and the single flame leaned toward him as he passed, as though it had been waiting for company.

Solomon passed them without pausing.

There were nights when beauty itself became heavy.

There were nights when abundance echoed.

He moved past chambers filled with the evidence of success. Bowls of beaten gold rested upon carved tables. Fine linen from Egypt lay folded beside cedar chests, the linen so finely woven that it caught the moonlight like still water. Instruments leaned silent against the walls where musicians had played only hours earlier, a harp of pale wood, a small drum laced with leather cords, a flute of carved bone left across an open scroll. Everything around him testified that he had been given much, built much, ruled much, and understood much. The very air of the corridor seemed weighted with accomplishment, as though greatness itself had a fragrance, and the fragrance had grown thick.

In one chamber, set apart by a low arch, lay the gifts of Hiram of Tyre, who had sent men of skill to help raise the temple and who continued to send tokens of friendship year by year. A long bolt of byssus had been laid across a cedar table, its whiteness almost blue under the moon. Beside it, a small chest of cedar oil sealed with wax bore the mark of the cedar groves of the high north, and a thin silver chain coiled within a shallow ivory dish like a small sleeping river. In another chamber lay the gifts of a king he had never met, sent from the land of Ophir, gold dust gathered into small clay vessels, almug wood polished and bound into bundles, sandalwood carved into a single rounded form like a fruit that no orchard would ever bear. Each gift was a sentence the world had written to him. Each sentence was true. And yet, taken together, they did not make the paragraph his heart longed to read.

He paused for the briefest of moments at the threshold of the chamber where the gifts from Egypt had been placed. He did not enter. The door stood half-open, and he could see, by the slant of the moon coming through the high window, a single carved boat of dark wood resting upon a low table. The boat was the length of a man's forearm, and a row of small ivory rowers had been set inside it, each no taller than a finger. Pharaoh had sent the boat in the year of his marriage to Pharaoh's daughter. The rowers' faces were narrow and serene, the eyes painted with a kind of patience that no Israelite carver would have thought to give them. He had loved the small boat when it had arrived. He had set it upon a low table in his own chamber and had looked at it for hours. He had since moved it here, with the other gifts, because the small boat, after a while, had begun to sail somewhere he was not going. He had not understood then. He understood now. There were gifts a man could not keep too near him without being asked, by their very presence, to be the man who would not weep for them.

He moved on. He passed the door without entering, and the small carved boat sailed slowly within the moonlight behind him, the ivory rowers bending forever toward the prow.

Still, something within him remained unsatisfied.

Not with greed.

Not with complaint.

Not with the restless appetite of a man wanting more possessions.

This longing was different. It did not ask for another throne, another treasure, another song from hired voices, or another declaration of his greatness. It did not reach outward toward increase. It reached inward, toward truth. It pressed against the inside of his chest the way a child presses against the womb in the hour before its first cry, wanting only to be born, and not knowing what world awaited it.

He thought of his mother then, of Bathsheba, who had taught him as a small boy how to keep stillness within his bones. He could see her, even now, seated upon a low cushion in the women's court, her hair bound in dark cloth, her hands moving over almond branches she had gathered from the inner garden. She had taught him to listen. She had said to him once, when he could not have been more than five years old, that the Most High often speaks before He speaks, and that a wise child learns to feel that earlier speaking in the chest before the words ever come to the ear. He had not understood her then. He had only loved the warmth of her sleeve against his face. But the lesson had stayed inside him, folded small, the way she had folded fine linen, and now it unfolded again of itself.

At the end of the corridor, two servants rose quickly from their place near the doorway, but Solomon lifted his hand gently before they could speak. They bowed and stepped aside, their movements practiced, their eyes lowered with the discretion of men who had served long enough to know that some silences must be honored. They knew not to follow him when he walked this way. The king often sought the garden when the palace had grown too full of itself.

The older of the two was a man named for a tribe rather than for a father, a steward who had served in this house since the days of David. He had a long gray beard and hands that had grown thin with the years, and he kept his eyes upon the floor as the king passed, though Solomon saw the small bow of his head and felt, again, the quiet affection that was sometimes the only language between them. The younger servant beside him kept his eyes lowered also, but his hands trembled slightly. He was new to the king's chambers. He had not yet learned what to do with the weight of being near a king at an hour when no one else was. Solomon let his gaze rest upon him for a moment, not unkindly, then passed on.

The garden received him without question.

He stepped through the arched doorway and into the coolness of the night. The air changed immediately. It was softer there, alive with the scent of earth, water, and blossoms that opened only beneath the moon. The fragrance of jasmine drifted from somewhere near the inner wall, mingling with the deeper, older breath of moss upon stone. Narrow channels carried water through the inner court, their quiet movement threading silver lines between stone pathways. Olive trees lifted their twisted branches toward the sky, their leaves catching the moonlight on one side and surrendering shadow on the other. Lilies rested beneath the shadows of vines. Pomegranates hung heavy among dark leaves, their rounded forms catching hints of lantern light, the skin of each fruit faintly aglow as though warmed from within.

The garden had been laid out years before by gardeners who had been brought from lands south of the great sea, men who understood how to coax narrow streams into stone channels and how to set lilies where they would receive the morning sun without the midday burning. Some of the stones along the pathways had come from the quarries near Beth Shemesh, and others from the hills west of the city. The mosaic at the threshold bore the pattern of vine and pomegranate, an old design that had been favored by the priests because it spoke of fruitfulness gathered into a sanctuary. He had walked across it so often that he no longer saw it, and yet tonight, somehow, his eye caught the small chip in the corner where a craftsman's chisel had slipped, and he felt a small unexpected tenderness toward whatever forgotten man had left that mark.

The garden was not like the palace.

The palace displayed what man could build.

The garden revealed what only God could make live.

Solomon walked slowly beneath the trees. His sandals moved quietly over the stone path, and the sound of water followed him like a low song, faithful and unhurried. Somewhere beyond the palace walls, a watchman called into the night, his voice distant and steady, a long, low cry passed from one tower to another, signaling that all was well. The sound faded, and silence returned.

He thought, briefly, of Gibeon, where as a young man new to the throne he had gone to offer sacrifices and where, in the night, the Most High had appeared to him in a dream and had said to him, ask what I shall give thee. He could feel the memory still, the cool of the upland air, the smell of slaughtered bullocks lifting toward the morning, the strange ease of the dream that had not felt like a dream at all. He had asked then for an understanding heart. He had not asked for gold or for victory over enemies. And the Most High had been pleased and had given him not only the asking, but also the not-asking. He had been a young man then. He had not yet known that an understanding heart is also a heart that must understand its own sorrow.

He had been twenty years old at Gibeon, perhaps a little more, perhaps a little less. He could no longer be certain. He had ridden up the long pale road from Jerusalem in the company of a great number of priests and elders, and the air upon the high place had been so clear that the breath of the assembly had hung white above their heads. A thousand burnt offerings he had offered upon that high place, the flames rising one after another into a sky that did not move. He had not been able to count them himself. The priests had counted them for him, and at the end of the day his beard had been heavy with the smell of smoke, and he had not wanted to wash it away. He had slept that night in a small chamber of the priests' lodging, and the lamp beside his bed had gone out without anyone trimming it, and in the dark the voice had come. Ask what I shall give thee. He had heard the voice as though it were both within him and beyond him at once, and he had answered out of the only place inside him that could speak truthfully at such an hour. He had asked for wisdom to judge the people. He had asked for an understanding heart. The Most High had been pleased that he had not asked for long life, nor for riches, nor for the life of his enemies. And the Most High had said, behold, I have done according to thy words, and I have also given thee that which thou hast not asked, both riches and honor. He had awakened, and behold, it had been a dream. Yet it had not been a dream. He had carried the memory of it inside him like a small jar of oil that never went empty.

But this silence was different.

The silence of the palace pressed against him.

The silence of the garden opened around him.

It was the difference between a tomb and a womb. Both were quiet. But one was the silence of what had ended, and the other was the silence of what was waiting to begin.

He paused beside a fountain near the eastern wall. The water flowed from the mouth of a carved lion into a wide basin below, falling in a soft and continual hush, and the moon trembled upon its surface. Solomon looked down and saw his reflection shifting with every ripple. The water broke his face into many faces, gathered them again, broke them once more. He watched the shapes form and dissolve, and for a moment he could not tell whether he was looking at his own image or at some older man he was slowly becoming.

The lion at the lip of the fountain had been carved by a craftsman of the eastern peoples, and its eyes, set with smooth round stones of obsidian, seemed to keep watch upon nothing in particular. He had often wondered at the lion. It had a gentleness in its stone face that did not belong to its kind, as though the maker had known an old, tame lion in his youth and had remembered it for the rest of his life. Solomon had once asked the chief of the gardeners about the carver, and the chief had said only that the man had died before the fountain was set in its place. The lion had been finished by other hands, but the face was his.

King.

Son of David.

Builder.

Judge.

Keeper of a kingdom.

The names gathered around him like garments, layered one upon another until he could scarcely feel the skin beneath. Yet none of them reached the place within him that remained unnamed. Each title was a robe a servant could remove. Each crown was something a stronger hand might one day take. But the longing beneath them, the unnamed thing, belonged to no court and answered to no title.

He lifted his hand from the railing of the fountain and let it rest, palm open, beside the carved lion. The stone was cool and faintly damp from the falling water, and he felt the cold travel up his wrist and into the loose folds of his sleeve. He thought of the day his father had laid hands upon his head in the chamber of his last counsel, the hand thin and trembling, the fingers light. He thought of the words David had spoken then. Be thou strong, therefore, and show thyself a man. He had been very young. The words had felt large enough to live inside, and he had crawled into them as a boy might crawl into the lap of a tall man. He was older now. He had learned that those words were also large enough to ache inside, for a man is never finished being a man, and the showing of it is the long work of a life.

He leaned closer, watching the water distort his face until crown and shadow moved together.

"How can a man be known by nations," he whispered, "and still wonder if anyone has seen him?"

The question disappeared into the sound of the fountain.

No answer came from the palace.

No answer came from the gold.

No answer came from the crown.

Only the garden remained.

A small wind moved across the surface of the water. It carried with it the scent of crushed mint from a low bed near the wall and the slow sweetness of balm of Gilead from the trees the southern caravans had brought as a gift in his fifth year. He let the breath of it fill his chest. He thought, without willing it, of the smell of his father's robes when he had been a young boy and his father had returned from the battles in the east. There had been blood and dust on those robes, and beneath them, faintly, the scent of cedar oil. He had buried his small face into the cloth and had not been afraid. The robes had not yet been laid away when he became king. He had ordered them folded and set in a cedar chest in the lower chamber. He had not opened the chest in many years.

Solomon closed his eyes, and for a moment he allowed himself to listen without searching for wisdom to give another man. He listened not as a king, not as a ruler, not as the one others expected to understand hidden things, but as a man whose own heart had become a mystery to him. The night air moved across his face, carrying with it the cool breath of the water and the dry sweetness of cedar resin warming somewhere in the dark.

The water moved.

The leaves stirred.

The lilies breathed their fragrance into the dark.

And somewhere beneath all of it, something began to rise.

It was not yet a song, not fully. It was more like a longing pressing against the edge of language, a stirring beneath the soil of his interior life that had not yet broken the surface. It came from a place deeper than thought and older than desire. It carried the memory of gardens he had never walked and the ache of a place mankind had lost before kings ever sat on thrones.

Eden.

The word did not leave his mouth, but it moved through him like a current beneath still water.

A garden untouched by striving.

A place where presence was enough.

A place where being known did not require performance.

He thought of the priests who had read the old scrolls to him in his boyhood, the patient old men who had taught him the cadence of the law before he was old enough to weigh it. He thought of the story of the first garden, the way it had been told to him in the small hours of evening, before sleep, with his mother seated nearby spinning a thread upon her distaff. There had been a garden, and there had been walking in the cool of the day, and there had been an old, sweet familiarity between the Most High and the man He had made. The man had not been afraid. Solomon had not understood then why those few sentences had stayed with him longer than the long lists of the kings. He thought he understood now. The first garden had been a country a man could remember even though he had never lived there, because his bones were made of its dust, and his breath was made of its breath.

He could see his mother's hands again, even now, the way she had turned the thread upon her distaff, the slight tremor in her thumb where the joint had grown thick with years. She had been a young woman still in the years of his boyhood, though her face had carried the quiet of a woman who had known sorrow and kept it folded somewhere within. She had not spoken often of his father's first sorrows. She had not spoken of the child who had been her first son. But sometimes, while she had spun, her hand had stilled upon the thread, and her eyes had looked far away. He had learned not to interrupt those moments. He had learned to sit upon the small woven rug beside her stool and to look up at the lamp upon the wall and to wait. The waiting had been a kind of love. It had taught him, before he knew he was being taught, that the deepest things in a person live where the noise of a household cannot reach. She had told him that the garden of Eden was not so far from Israel as men supposed. She had told him that a man may walk back into it, in his heart, by listening, and by remembering, and by being still long enough for the cool of the day to find him.

He had not known then that he would one day go looking for that garden. He knew it now.

He thought of his father then, of David, who had walked these same nights as a younger man, before the kingdom was built and before the temple had been promised. David, who had been a shepherd before he had been a king, who had known the smell of wet wool and the sound of his own voice singing into a wilderness where no one applauded. There had been something in his father, even at the end, that the throne had never been able to satisfy. Solomon had not understood it then. He was beginning to understand it now.

He could see his father in his mind now, though the picture was thin from age. He could see him seated near a window in the upper chamber of the older palace, the smaller house his father had built before this larger one, the harp upon his knees, his thin fingers tracing the strings without playing them. He could see how the light had touched his father's hair, which had grown white before its years from the long campaigns. He could see the way David had looked out across Jerusalem as though he were still searching for a hillside far from any throne. There had been a hunger in his father, even then. It had not been an unhappy hunger. It had been the hunger of a man who knew there was more, and knew also that the more would not come at once.

The last counsel of his father had been spoken in a low room near the southern wall of that smaller house. The window had been narrow. The light coming through it had been pale, the cool light of late winter. The king his father had been very thin by then, and his hands had been cold even beneath the woolen cloak that had been laid over his shoulders. Solomon had been called to the bedside. He had knelt beside the low bed and had laid his hand upon the edge of the coverlet, and his father had spoken to him in a voice that had grown faint but had not grown unsure. Be thou strong, therefore, and show thyself a man. Keep the charge of the Lord thy God. To walk in his ways. To keep his statutes. To keep his commandments. The voice had not been the voice of a king to a prince. The voice had been the voice of a shepherd to his son, the voice of a man who had walked many roads and was now sending another to walk them. There had been a long pause then. His father had closed his eyes briefly. And then his father had said, the harp. Solomon had brought the harp to him. His father had not played. He had only held it, as a man holds a sleeping child, and the strings had hummed faintly when the cloak had brushed them. Solomon had not forgotten the sound of that faint humming. He had not forgotten the weight of his father's hand, lighter than the wood of the harp, resting upon his arm.

He had been a young man then. He was a king now. He could not yet be certain that he had become what his father had asked him to become. The asking, he was learning, was the long road of a life. It was not finished when the asker was buried. It was, if anything, only then beginning.

Solomon opened his eyes.

The wind shifted, carrying with it the fragrance of oil and blossoms from the lower court. For a brief moment, it seemed to him that the garden itself was speaking, though not with words. It seemed to be reminding him that the deepest things are not always discovered in noise, nor are they found in the places where men applaud.

Sometimes they are hidden beneath silence.

Sometimes they wait beneath the crown.

He turned from the fountain and continued deeper into the garden, past the olive trees and the narrow beds of lilies, past the shadowed vines that climbed the stone wall in slow, patient spirals. The pathway curved toward a smaller courtyard tucked behind the main garden, a place few entered unless summoned. It was quieter there, enclosed by cedar beams and flowering branches, sheltered from the larger court by a low arch of carved stone. The air within it felt held, gathered, the way a cupped hand holds water, as though the courtyard had been shaped not for entertaining, but for listening.

He had ordered this small court built in the third year of his reign. He had not told anyone why. He had drawn it himself upon a piece of waxed wood, the shape of it like a small chamber without a roof, the cedar beams set close enough to give shadow but far enough apart to let the sky come down. The builders had asked no questions. He had paid them in good silver and in fine wheat and in a measure of oil, and they had built what he had drawn. For a long while afterward he had hardly entered it. He had not known what to do with a room that asked nothing of him.

Solomon had not planned to go there.

Yet something in him kept walking.

The lanterns were nearly extinguished in that hidden court, their wicks burned to short black stems, but one remained burning beside the entrance, its flame steady beneath a glass covering. The light fell across a low stone bench and a table where a scroll had been left untouched from earlier in the day. Beside it rested a small vessel of oil, sealed and waiting. The wax upon the seal had hardened smooth, untouched, and the oil within the clay had gathered the lamp's gold into a thin line along the curve of the vessel's neck.

He could not remember having ordered the scroll set there. He could not remember having ordered the oil set beside it. The chief steward sometimes prepared a place for the king in this hidden court when the steward sensed, in the small ways stewards sense such things, that the king would walk that way before dawn. Solomon had never asked him how he knew. He suspected the old man did not know himself. Some knowings travel through a house the way water travels through stone, slowly, by an unseen way, gathering where they were always meant to gather.

Solomon stood still.

There was nothing extraordinary about the sight, and yet the moment seemed arranged. As though some quieter hand than his own had set these things before him, knowing the hour at which he would come, knowing he would come alone.

The scroll.

The oil.

The garden.

The silence.

He stepped toward the table and laid his hand upon the unopened scroll. The parchment was cool beneath his fingers, faintly textured, smelling of dust and dry reed. For a long moment, he did not move. He could feel the coolness of the night against his skin and the warmth of the lantern beside him, and the strange awareness that the two were meeting precisely at the place where he stood. The kingdom slept behind him, but something within him had awakened.

He was not searching for another proverb.

He was not preparing a judgment.

He was not composing words for ceremony or instruction.

This was different.

This was not wisdom speaking from the throne.

This was longing speaking from beneath it.

There had been a season, when he was still a younger man, when he had written down many proverbs in a single night. He had risen from his bed with the small sentences already shaped within him, and he had written them down quickly, knowing that if he did not, they would be gone with the dawn. He had felt then, in those nights, that the Most High had given him a kind of clear water to pour, and he had only to find the cups. This night was not that night. There was no clear water inside him tonight. There was only the slow rising of something heavier and more tender, something that did not wish to be poured but to be born.

Solomon sat slowly upon the stone bench. The garden surrounded him in quiet witness. The water of the fountain still murmured beyond the arch, distant now, a soft and continual companion. A single moth wandered into the lantern's halo and out of it again, drawn and unsatisfied, drawn and unsatisfied, and Solomon watched it without interrupting its small, sacred confusion.

He thought he understood the moth. He, too, had circled many flames in his life. He had circled wisdom. He had circled fame. He had circled the strange brightness of being praised. Each had drawn him near, and each had then released him, and he had returned to the dark, and the dark had returned him to the flame. There was a longing inside him that none of those flames had answered. The moth flew on. He watched it for a long while. He let it be what it was. He did not pity it. He thought perhaps the Most High looked upon a man as a man looks upon a moth, with patience, and with a kind of slow, attentive love that does not despise the small circling.

He reached for the vessel of oil, broke its seal, and poured a small amount into the lamp beside the scroll. The flame brightened, rising taller, casting gold across the parchment until the surface of the scroll seemed almost to glow from within.

The oil was fragrant. It carried the dry-sweet breath of pressed olives from the groves at Beit Hakerem and the faintest undertone of myrrh which the chief steward had been adding to the king's lamp oil for many years now without ever having been asked. The smell rose, and Solomon closed his eyes for a brief moment and let the smell rise into him. He thought, again without willing it, of the day the high priest had poured oil upon his head at the coronation. He had been very young. He had been seated upon the ass of his father, with the long horn of oil tilted above his head. The oil had been cold at first, and then warm, and it had run down into his beard. The people had shouted, God save the king, and the noise of it had lifted from the valley like the noise of a great water. He had not understood then that the oil was not given so that men might shout. The oil was given so that a man might be set apart, even from himself.

His hand hovered over the page.

For the first time that night, he understood why sleep had not come.

It was not restlessness that had drawn him from his chamber.

It was invitation.

The garden had called him out of the palace because the song could not be born beneath the weight of performance. It had to begin where the king was willing to become a man again. It had to begin where silence could tell the truth. It had to begin in the place where beauty was not displayed for honor, but received as a gift. The throne could not bear what was coming. The throne knew how to receive tribute, how to render judgment, how to hold the eyes of nations, but it did not know how to hold a song.

Only a garden could hold such a thing.

Only a man stripped to his quiet self could write it.

Solomon bowed his head.

The words had not yet formed, but he could feel them gathering like rain beyond the hills, that particular hush before a storm, when the air grows thick and the leaves turn their pale undersides upward, listening. He recognized the feeling without ever having known it before. It was the way the prophets had described being addressed by the Most High. It was the way his father had once described his harp answering him before his fingers had touched the strings.

He sat for a long while inside that gathering. He did not try to hurry it. He had hurried so many things in his life. He had hurried the building of the temple, even though the temple had taken seven years, because his heart had pressed him onward, and he had wanted to see the cedar laid and the gold set and the great basins of bronze brought into their places. He had hurried the seating of the ark within the holy place, and even there, in the holy place, when the cloud had filled the house so that the priests could not stand to minister, he had felt that everything had moved too quickly for his soul to follow. He had spoken his prayer of dedication afterward with his hands lifted toward heaven and his knees upon a small platform of brass, and he had been a king then, and the words had come out of him as a king. But the man behind the king had not yet caught up to the prayer. The man behind the king was only now, in this small hidden court, beginning to catch up.
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