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AUTHOR'S NOTE


In rewriting the story of King David and placing the three women closest to him at its forefront, I have adhered strictly to the sequence of events in the Books of Samuel. I have, however, felt free to add and amplify characters, to reinterpret incidents and resolve inconsistencies, making a contemporary fiction out of an ancient myth.
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And when he had removed him, he raised up unto them David to be their king; to whom also he gave testimony, and said, I have found David the son of Jesse, a man after mine own heart, which shall fulfil all my will.


Acts 13:22




ONE


Michal




I heard him before I saw him, strumming his lyre, the notes flowing through his fingers as smoothly as sand. Merab and I listened from the safety of the courtyard. Mother had forbidden us to enter Father's chamber when he was possessed by the evil spirit. Unsure what an evil spirit was, I pictured a Philistine god with a long, scaly tail, who could be caught as easily as a carp in the Sea of Chinnereth. So I waited until Mother's back was turned and crept up to the chamber, to find Father cowering in the corner, gnawing his hand, his eyes fixed on the empty air as if he could see something more dreadful than anyone had seen before. I was fourteen years old and terrified.


I ran downstairs, where Mother shook me as if I were the one possessed, before pressing me to her breast and assuring me that in time such spirits grew restless and moved on. But whereas ordinary men could afford to wait, a king had to resume his responsibilities. She did all that she could to hasten the process, wrapping bandages soaked in rose water round his brow and brewing him potions of hyssop, aloes and myrrh. She even sought out one of the sorceresses whom Father had outlawed, promising that, if she restored him to health, she would be free once again to practise her magic, but whether through incompetence or malice she failed. Then, as if to prove that he hadn’t deserted him, the Lord showed a way forward. One morning while he was pacing his chamber, Father heard two Ammonite bondwomen singing a song of home. My brother Jonathan, who was with him, described him standing stock-still, his face relaxing as if he’d taken off a helmet. Jonathan immediately summoned the women and ordered them to repeat their song. At first Father listened calmly, but all at once his mood changed. He leapt up, throwing a footstool at one woman and taking a bite out of her companion's leg. They fled screaming. Jonathan forced them to return, but their agitation was transmitted to Father, and any virtue of their singing was lost.


With the tale of the bondwomen widely reported, Joab, my cousin Abner's armour-bearer, proposed to send for his uncle David, a shepherd of rare musical talent. No sheep-shearing, grape-gathering or New Moon festival in their home town of Bethlehem was complete without his songs. No one, Joab insisted, was better equipped to restore the balance of the king's mind. Abner was dubious that a simple shepherd could succeed where wiser men had failed. Merab and I were dubious of any claim made by such a boorish braggart as Joab. My mother and Jonathan, however, were ready to try anything and, to my relief, their faith was rewarded. David arrived and, according to Jonathan, showed no fear when Father bared his teeth at him. The moment he began to play, the colour returned to Father's cheeks like a sunburst after a storm. This time, moreover, the recovery lasted. After three days, he was deemed to be well enough to greet the household. Abner trimmed his beard, since he was not yet trusted with a razor. Jonathan and the twins bathed him. Mother brought him sweet fragrances and fresh linen. With Merab and our youngest brother, Ishbaal, I was one of the first to be allowed to see him. Sitting straight-backed on his couch and wearing his crown, he beckoned us forward. Merab and I moved to kiss him, but Ishbaal, who at ten was too old for such silliness, shrank back at the door. Jonathan took his hand and led him to Father, who patted his head as if he had returned from routing the Philistines rather than grappling with an evil spirit in a world known only to himself.


I stole a glance across the chamber at the musician, who stood, gaze lowered and clutching his lyre like a shield. To my astonishment, he was a young man, only two or three years older than me, although I brushed aside the comparison. For all the boyish purity of his voice, I had expected any uncle of Joab's to be middle-aged. As soon as we returned downstairs, I resolved to address the anomaly, seeking out Joab in the gatehouse, where he was regaling the guard with his role in David's triumph. He greeted me with a mockingly obsequious bow and asked how he might be of service in a tone that made the offer sound like a threat.


‘I’m here on behalf of my mother,’ I said, careful to conceal my interest. ‘She wants to know more about the man who healed the king.’


‘Ask anyone in Judah,’ he replied pompously. ‘We’re one of the leading clans. David's father, my grandfather Jesse, is the grandson of Boaz, whose father fought alongside Joshua at the battle of Jericho.’


‘Isn’t he too young to be your uncle?’ I asked, sounding as foolish as I felt.


‘We’re a large clan as well as a great one. Virile,’ he added with a grin. ‘David's one of ten. Eight boys and two girls. My mother was the eldest. She was twenty-three when he was born; I was three. As the youngest – and smallest – ‘ Joab said, drawing himself up to his full height, ‘he was baited ruthlessly by his brothers.’


‘And his nephew too, no doubt.’


‘We were children. At six, he was sent to tend the flocks, freeing the others to work in the fields. I could never have endured the long summer days with only sheep for company. We used to joke that he preferred them to people. Though as he grew up, of course, there were compensations.’ His leer lent his words a double meaning, although I couldn’t work out what it was. ‘I mean musical. He could play and sing to his heart's content without people shouting at him to stop.’


How anyone could object to such sublime music baffled me! I felt as deep a loathing for the entire family as for Joab himself. Leaving the gatehouse, I longed to find David to assure him that he wasn’t alone: that there were kindred spirits in the world – in this very house. But although Father allowed me considerable licence to go about Gibeah, among men as well as women, he trusted me not to abuse it. It was one thing to have a private conversation with Joab, a soldier who was pledged to my protection, quite another to address a stranger, especially one so handsome.


It disturbed me to feel such an acute loss for someone I’d barely met. With Father's recovery, I had no chance even to eavesdrop on his playing, spinning fantasies as intricate as his songs. My sole ground for hope was that he hadn’t returned home. As a mark of gratitude, Jonathan had invited David to stay with him and Hodiah. Knowing that Mother would welcome my visit to the sister-in-law she charged me with neglecting, I offered to take her a basket of figs. Pulling my veil across my face, both to pass unnoticed and to escape the dust, I wound my way through the airless streets to the east side of the hill. I was greeted by Menucha, our old nurse, as bent as a willow, who, trusting no one else with her favourite, had accompanied him on his marriage last year. She led me up to the roof where the two men were lying in the sun, their robes removed and tunics loosened. My arrival startled them but, while Jonathan swiftly regained his composure, David continued to look abashed as he fumbled with his belt. He stammered replies to my questions and I was struck that one so eloquent in song should be so reticent in speech. When I praised his music, his face flushed red – although not as red as his hair, which glowed like fire, but a fire so gentle that I could plunge my fingers into it and not be burnt.


Jonathan watched our halting exchange in silence, but when David addressed me as ‘My lady,’ a title that for the first time felt apt, he intervened.


‘My lady? Little Michal? She's not such a lady that she won’t scream for mercy when she's tickled.’ Without warning, he proceeded to prove it. I was outraged. If it had been the twins, who’d teased me since we were children, I might have understood, but Jonathan was the person I loved most in the world. Why should he wish to humiliate me in front of a stranger? Swallowing my tears, I joined in the game, but my pleas and protests were too brittle to fool my brother. Sensing my misery, he became all solicitude, smoothing my robe and calling to Menucha for mulberry juice. But with no sign of Hodiah and no explanation offered for her absence, I declared that I couldn’t stay.


‘Give me a kiss to show that I’m forgiven,’ Jonathan said and took it without waiting for permission. But the kiss that I longed for languished on David's lips.


Jonathan insisted that he stay in Gibeah for the feast to celebrate Father's recovery. As ever, Father opposed any ostentation. This was the man who, on the day of his election as king, had watched in mounting horror as the lot fell first on the tribe of Benjamin and then on the clan of Matri, even hiding among the baggage carts when the choice was narrowed to the family of Kish and, finally, to him. But with rumours of his indisposition circulating widely, he accepted the need to dispel them, not least for fear that the tribes would fail to respond to any future call to arms. He sent invitations to the elders across the land, with one to Samuel, the prophet and judge who had anointed him. Samuel declined, maintaining that he was too old to leave his home in Ramah, which came as a relief to me since his grim features and grizzled beard had cast a pall over my childhood. Moreover, given Father's claim that it was the ever-vindictive prophet who had set the evil spirit on him, his presence would have been an affront. Mother undertook all the preparations, putting Merab and me to work, weaving garlands of rosemary and myrtle to adorn the house. Merab grumbled that there were servants and bondwomen enough for such drudgery, but I was glad of anything that kept me from thinking of David. I didn’t mind thinking of him – quite the reverse – but it hurt to know that he wouldn’t be thinking of me.


As the day dawned, even Merab was excited to wear one of the new chequered robes that Father thought fitting for his virgin daughters (Mother preferred unmarried). At midday we processed to the sanctuary, where a goat, a ram and a bull were sacrificed to the Lord for releasing Father from his torment – I couldn’t help wondering why we didn’t inveigh against his subjecting Father to it in the first place, but I knew better than to say so. The Levites sang, accompanying themselves on cymbals, pipes and horns, but the music, which I’d previously welcomed (not least for drowning out the terrified beasts’ bleats and bellows), sounded crude after David's. If only he had been a Levite and allowed to join them, he could have remained in Gibeah forever. I revelled in the vision until, as if in rebuke, a billow of greasy smoke made me cough.


We returned home to find the feast laid out. Happily, only the elders from Gad and Asher had brought their wives and none had brought their daughters, so I was spared the feigned deference of girls from more exalted tribes, who felt that I’d usurped their position. Now that Samuel had renounced Father, they professed amazement that he had ever endorsed him. At the Festival of Reaping, I even heard one blame the Lord, suggesting that he had been beguiled by Father's height. ‘Saul may look like a king,’ she said, ‘but isn’t the Lord supposed to judge us by what's in our hearts?’ I had promised Mother to ignore such provocation, but the effort was exhausting, so it was a relief to know that for now we were among our own clan, enjoying an easy intimacy that swiftly extended to our guests. Moreover, we shared an amused distaste for the roistering of the men, who sat across the courtyard, shouting, whistling, stamping and clattering bowls.


Midway through the meal, David stood up and moved to the centre of the courtyard. ‘Like a hostage between opposing armies,’ Merab whispered and, while I didn’t care to think of the men as our enemies even in jest, I trembled for David as much as if the image were real. He, however, showed no fear as he sat and tightened the strings of his lyre before starting to play. He sang the old songs of Noah and the Flood, Enoch and the giants, and Jacob and his sons, making much of Benjamin in our honour. He sang new songs in praise of Father, likening his triumphs to those of Joshua and Gideon, and ending with a tribute to Jonathan's singlehanded raid on the Philistines at Micmash, during which Mother looked both distressed and proud and a shadow passed over Father's face – although it might have been the flickering of the fire. Then, when the cheers, from our side as well as the men's, died down, he sang a quiet song professing his faith in the Lord, which was unlike anything I had heard before. He showed no sign of tiring and I could have listened to him all night, but Mother caught my eye and, as if mistrusting its glow, dispatched me to bed.


I couldn’t sleep, and not just because of the sounds that drifted up the stairs. It was more than a year since I had become a woman. But for all the monthly reminders that my body had changed, this was the first time that my heart had acknowledged it. Would I feel the same for every good-looking stranger? If so, how wonderful life was set to be! How enticing! How intense! Even after my restless night, I arose the next morning refreshed, alert and eager to find David. My plan was to congratulate him on his playing and then beg him to teach me. While I discovered music, he would discover Michal. Sitting by my side or, better still, directly behind me, scenting the cassia in my hair, sensing the softness of my fingers as together we plucked the strings, he would surely come to share my feelings. Despite my inexperience (so far I had scarcely even shaken a timbrel), I was confident that my deftness at the loom would translate to the lyre.


So, with another gift of fruit for Hodiah, which, had she not been busy preserving the leftovers from the feast, might have aroused Mother's suspicions, I made my way to Jonathan's house. I found Hodiah in the courtyard kneading dough, and, after the usual empty courtesies, which made me want to scream, I asked after David. To my dismay, she revealed that he’d returned home, travelling through the night to avoid the heat. For once she looked almost happy, and I felt an overwhelming urge to slap the fatuous smile from her face. My rage was so fierce that I feared that the evil spirit, having abandoned Father, had taken hold of me. I felt lost and bereft and sick and helpless. What made it worse was that, although he had come to mean as much to me as anyone in my family (with all the guilt that entailed), I knew that I was nothing to him but a silly girl who’d giggled and screamed when her brother tickled her. And, while I hated him for that indignity, Jonathan was the only person I could talk to about David without sounding false. When he finally came downstairs, eyes puffed and cheeks blotchy, dismissing Hodiah's proffered bowl of porridge with unwonted gruffness, I broached the subject, treading as carefully as a child on the edge of a well.


‘Why has the musician gone home?’


‘Father is himself again, thank the Lord.’


‘But it's too soon. What if he has another attack?’


‘We can send for David. Bethlehem's only a day's ride away. We gave him one of our best donkeys.’


In desperation, I pictured myself as a sorceress with the power to conjure evil spirits and so require David's recall. Then I remembered Father gibbering in the corner and blushed for shame.


Jonathan explained that, after his recovery, Father wanted no reminder of his affliction. As the first king of Israel, he felt a twofold obligation, to prove not only his own worth but that of the crown itself. The people's demand for a king had been contentious. Weary of warfare and the foreign armies garrisoned along their borders, they looked to other nations whose inhabitants tended their crops and their flocks and their children in peace. They wanted a ruler who would unite the factious tribes and drive out the invaders. Samuel, then the country's effective leader, objected. He denounced the call to be like other nations since, by a unique covenant, the Lord our God was also our king. He warned that he was a jealous God who would not brook an earthly rival. In the event, Samuel was the jealous one. Whereas the Lord acceded to the people's demand, he never accepted it. He presided over Father's election but lost no opportunity to take him to task, finally breaking with him on the slenderest pretext, which, even if he had not summoned the evil spirit, had left Father prone to its attack.


News of that attack reached the Philistines. In the two years since their defeat at Micmash, they had kept to their coastal strongholds and, a few border raids apart, made no further incursions into our territory. Now, seeking to exploit Father's weakness, they marched into Judah, threatening to split the country in two. With his cousin Abner as his second-in-command, Father marshalled his troops and prepared to meet the enemy in the valley of Elah. This time he was accompanied by all three of my older brothers. Jonathan was already a seasoned soldier, but the twins, having just turned eighteen, were to fight their first campaign. Mother, too anxious even to watch them exercise, secured Abner's sacred oath to keep them from the thick of battle. Seeing them set off with faces as bright as their armour, I almost forgave them their taunts and prayed as ardently as Mother for their safe return. Ishbaal remained at home, puffed up by Father's parting words that he must be the man of the house, until his demand to take his meals separately from the ‘females’ earned him a rebuke from Mother and a ringing slap from Merab.


We didn’t expect to endure his insolence for long. None of Father's recent campaigns had lasted more than a week. Even for one with my meagre interest in warfare, the pattern was predictable. The Philistines advanced; we rebuffed them; they retreated to their five unassailable cities. This time, however, things were different. Ten days passed without word from the field. Mother, fearing the worst, took regular peace offerings to the sanctuary. Finally, a messenger arrived for Ahitophel, Father's chief adviser, bringing news that the battle had been won – without one Israelite casualty. After days of deadlock when a monstrous Philistine champion goaded our forces, a young Judahite shepherd confronted him with nothing but a sling. He felled him with a single stone, whereupon their entire army took flight.


‘A11 praise to the Lord,’ Mother said. But, even with the Lord's help, the victory was awe-inspiring, not least when the messenger swore that the Philistine was six and a half cubits tall. Moreover, his mention of the Judahite shepherd unsettled me. I told myself not to be fanciful: there were hundreds of shepherds in the hill country. Yet what were the chances of two from the same tribe coming to our aid within a year? I longed to ask the messenger to describe the youth more fully – starting with the colour of his hair – but I couldn’t risk rousing Mother's and Merab's suspicions. Besides, what would it prove? Red hair might well be a Judahite trait. Such coincidences occurred daily; which was why there was a word for them. It would be wrong to let my regard for one Judahite shepherd blind me to the merits of the rest.


I turned back to the messenger, who was explaining that the Benjaminite troops would reach Gibeah in a matter of hours. With no time to spare, we went our separate ways: Mother to take a thanksgiving offering to the sanctuary; Ahitophel to proclaim the victory to the people; Merab and I to instruct the servants. Once preparations were in hand, I bathed, put on my chequered robe (now pleasingly tight around the chest), and joined Mother, Merab and Hodiah at the city gate. We stood in the dusty heat, while the women and children sang and danced, played pipes and shook timbrels, until a shout from the watchtower heralded the army's approach. At first I recognised only Father, or rather his mule, its white coat gleaming in the sun, but, as they drew nearer, I made out Abner, with Joab bearing his shield; the twins, riding with a newfound swagger; and, finally, Jonathan, side by side with a man whom I’d never expected to meet again, let alone as the nation's saviour. His prominence in the procession left no doubt that the valiant shepherd was David.


Breathless, I watched the men dismount. The twins, forgetting that they were battle-scarred veterans, ran forward to hug Mother before recollecting themselves with lofty waves at Merab and me. The others greeted us warmly, except for Father, who gave us each a perfunctory kiss, and barely acknowledging the chants of ‘Saul’, headed straight to the house. Sensing the crowd's disappointment, Jonathan dragged a diffident David towards them and, without a word (which would in any case have been drowned by the cheers), clasped his hand in a victory salute, confirming even to those yet to hear the story that this was the hero of the hour. With his arm draped like a garland around David's neck, he presented him to us: first to Mother, who commended his courage, marvelling at his coupling of martial and musical skill; then to Hodiah, who echoed her sentiments, although, as she addressed David, her eyes strayed to Jonathan, her yearning to kiss him as palpable as her fear of a rebuff. Merab added her plaudits, while wrinkling her nose at the battlefield smell and bloodstains on David's tunic. At last it was my turn but, despite the sparkling speech on the tip of my tongue, I was struck as dumb as the serpent in Eden.


‘Come on little sister, is this how you greet your country's champion?’ Jonathan asked. All I could do was shake my head like a goose.


‘Count yourself lucky,’ Ishbaal interjected. ‘She usually won’t stop talking.’


Jonathan, indulgent even to Ishbaal, broke away from David, grabbed his impudent young brother and, feigning fury, wrestled him to the ground, releasing him unharmed to the regret of everyone except Mother. Deploring the impropriety, she sent Jonathan and David home to wash and rest before returning to eat with Father. Watching them go, I was surprised to see Jonathan lay his hand on David's shoulder as if to steer him through unfamiliar streets. Hodiah followed eagerly, but neither man looked round.


I blinked back the tears that unaccountably welled in my eyes and returned home. Struggling to make sense of both David's prodigious talents and his strange reappearance in our lives, I hoped for an explanation when Jonathan paid his usual visit to Merab's and my chamber before the meal. David hadn’t joined him, although whether he considered that, as girls, we were beneath his notice or, as princesses, we were above his station, I couldn’t say. Too wary of Jonathan's ridicule to ask, I urged him instead to tell us the story of the battle.


‘It's really the story of David,’ he said. And although it was another man's triumph, I had never seen my brother look happier. Ignoring her protests, he flung himself on Merab's bed and began. ‘The Philistines were camped across the valley, close enough for us to hear them carousing at night and drilling in the morning, the clash of their swords a stark reminder that their weapons were iron and ours were only wood and bone. Neither side dared risk an attack. Without a priest to cast the sacred stones and determine the Lord's will, Father concentrated on securing our position. He seemed in command – of himself, I mean – but he’d lost the confidence that inspired us to victory over the Amalekites. Then, without warning, a man advanced from the Philistine tents. But what a man! I swear he was more than four cubits tall – ‘


‘Not six?’ Merab interjected.


‘Are you mad? That's already a good hand taller than Father. He was magnificent. His armour gleamed. The purple plumes in his helmet rippled in the breeze. I was so dazzled that, for a moment, I forgot he was the enemy. Then he spoke, in a voice as deep as the valley itself.’


‘And I’m the one who's mad!’


‘I swear it,’ Jonathan said, adopting a voice that might have been menacing had it not recalled the Nephilim giants with whom he’d peopled my childhood. ‘“Saul, Saul, why are you hiding up there on the hillside? Come down – “ Oh, this is torture!’ He resumed in his own voice. “‘Come down and fight, Saul! Just you and me, man to man. Whoever wins, his side can claim victory. Fight in the name of your god! Or are you ashamed of the god you’re not allowed to name?” Then he named him – repeatedly, mockingly, impiously – and Father bore it, grim-faced. We waited for him to accept the challenge. He's never shrunk from one before. He may be nearly fifty but he can crush an opponent half his age – me, for instance, during practice. But he hung back, as though the Philistine's mockery had unmanned him. Both Abner and I begged him to let us fight in his place, but he flatly refused. He was sure we’d be killed and the troops would lose heart and desert.’


‘So what changed?’ I asked, aching for David's arrival in the field.


‘Nothing, for six whole days. Our forces marked time while the Philistine strutted and jeered. I warned Father that the men would be far more disheartened if no one took up the challenge than if one of us did and fell, but he wouldn’t listen. It was as though the evil spirit still had a hold on him, making him doubt himself, his son, and even the Lord.’


‘But what about David?’ I asked, as insistently as I dared. ‘Did you call him back to play for Father?’


‘No need. He’d been sent with provisions for his three older brothers, who were among the Judahite contingent. By chance – that's to say, providence – he heard the Philistine's challenge and made up his mind to accept it.’


‘But he's so small,’ Merab said.


‘Not tall, I grant,’ Jonathan replied curtly. ‘Which makes his success all the more remarkable. Joab brought him again to Abner – ‘


‘I notice Joab didn’t come forward himself,’ I said.


‘Fair's fair,’ Jonathan replied, ‘no one did. They were all too aware of Father's misgivings. But David was new to the camp. He entered our tent and, before he’d even spoken, it was as if a lamp had been lit.’


‘You sound like one of his songs,’ Merab said.


‘Ignore her!’ I said. ‘What happened next?’


‘I was astonished to see him, but still more astonished by Father, who showed no sign of recognising him. I worried that the evil spirit had lodged in his mind. Then I realised that for Father to acknowledge him would be to acknowledge his own infirmity. So I followed his lead. For his part, David took no offence, as though he’d never presume that a king or prince would remember him.’


‘Unless he was also dissembling,’ Merab said.


‘You don’t know him; he's far too modest, something you may find it hard to appreciate.’


‘Stop interrupting!’ I said to Merab. ‘So what did David do next?’


‘Begged Father to let him accept the challenge. When Father asked him if he wanted to die, he swore that he’d braved greater dangers guarding his sheep: killing marauding lions and bears with his bare hands.’


‘Did you believe it?’ I asked, over Merab's snort.


‘I believed that he believed it,’ he replied evasively. ‘In the end, Father granted his request. I suspect that he thought him expendable.’ I coughed to conceal a groan, as Jonathan stared at me in bemusement. ‘There was a remote chance he’d succeed and, if he failed, the contest would have been too unequal to damage morale. He even offered him his armour, which was a nonsense, since it would have dwarfed me! Still, David insisted on trying it on.’


‘More dissembling?’ Merab asked.


‘Why must you be so spiteful? As it turned out, he wore no armour of any sort and took no weapons except for a stick, a sling and a bag of stones. When he saw him, the Philistine was incensed, railing at our disrespect and threatening retribution. He pounded the ground, rocking from side to side, so blinded with rage that for the first time I thought that David might have a chance. He bellowed that he’d eat his flesh raw, which chilled me, but David was undaunted. I couldn’t see his face, but I saw the contraction of his shoulders as he calmly appraised his target, took aim and hit him straight between the eyes. The Philistine stood stupefied, before toppling forward, less man than tree. A thunderous cheer rose up from our ranks while the enemy fell deathly silent. Then David surprised me again. No longer the noble warrior, he snatched the Philistine's sword and hacked at his neck until it snapped. He held the head aloft, letting blood drip over himself like rain.’


‘Why the surprise?’ Merab asked. ‘Red-haired men are born to shed blood.’


‘Then be grateful. If it weren’t for him, the blood that was shed would have been ours. When they saw their fallen champion, the Philistines fled. Our men pursued them, slaughtering and plundering all the way to Gath and Ekron.’


‘I am grateful,’ Merab said. ‘But you make too much of it. One well-aimed shot can’t compare with all Father's campaigns or even your valour at Micmash.’


‘It's a well-aimed shot that might win him a king's daughter.’


‘What?’ Merab said, as my heart leapt.


‘Did I forget to mention it?’ Jonathan asked slyly. ‘The men maintain that Father promised his older daughter's hand to anyone who could vanquish the Philistine.’


‘Don’t be absurd!’


‘I wasn’t there, so I can’t vouch for it. But you’re eighteen, the same age as Mother when she had me.’


‘Mother didn’t marry a shepherd!’


‘No, but Leah did and Rachel, when Jacob tended their father Laban's flock. There are honourable precedents.’


‘In the past, perhaps. But the world has changed; we have a king in Israel. And kings’ daughters marry kings’ sons: princes from Moab or Edom or Sidon.’


‘Even so, there's no man I’d rather see married to my sister.’


What about me? I wanted to ask. Wasn’t I also his sister? Wouldn’t he like to see me married to David? I was fifteen years old, only three years younger than Merab. I was just as eligible as she was and far better suited to him. Even if, for Father's sake, she were reconciled to the match, she would make David miserable. No matter how much he did for her, it would never be enough. Whereas I wanted nothing but to be near him. Yet, if by some miracle I were to win his love – and the Red Sea might as soon part again after my coyness this afternoon – I would have to win Father's consent. Not everything had changed since Jacob's time: an older daughter still took precedence. If, by a second miracle, Father agreed to our marriage, what was to stop him copying Laban's trick and substituting Merab for Michal?


To my profound relief, there was no further mention of Father's impetuous promise. Unlike last summer, David showed himself in no rush to go home, preferring to remain in Gibeah, hunting and sporting with Jonathan. At night they returned to Hodiah, whose woebegone air was even more exasperating now that she had a second hero living under her roof. I seized every excuse to visit them, running errands for Mother, whose pleasure at my compliance almost made me repent my subterfuge. From the smile that played on his lips when I brought another basket of cakes or cloth or a message I would have previously entrusted to a servant, I knew that Jonathan wasn’t deceived. I prayed that he’d say nothing to David but, no matter the risk, I couldn’t bear to keep away. Although never less than courteous, David behaved towards me with a reserve that Merab, still smarting at being treated as a trophy, insisted was inverted pride. I, more kindly disposed, ascribed it to shyness, which was something else that we shared.


Meanwhile, Father was visited by another evil spirit, unless it were the first grown more volatile and violent. Once again David was called upon to expel it, but his presence did more to provoke Father than his playing did to calm him. One moment he would hail him as the bulwark of his throne and, the next, accuse him of plotting with Samuel – whom David swore that he had never met – to usurp it. In a welter of recriminations, Jonathan denounced Father's delusions and Father Jonathan's ingratitude. It was a blessing to us all – even to me who dreaded the prospect of a day without seeing him – when Father sent David, in joint command with Jonathan, to drive back the Philistines, who had rallied and attacked border farms in Ephraim.


Taking leave of them at the city gate, Father seemed more settled but, on returning home, he sank back into despondency.


‘I should be with them, leading them to victory.’


‘You’ve led them to victory for the last fifteen years,’ Mother replied. ‘Over the Ammonites and the Amalekites and all the enemies who sought to rob us of our land. It's time to consign the fighting to younger men.’


He slapped her across the face. As she fell back, clasping her cheek, he held out his hand, studying it as if it were an unfamiliar vegetable he’d found in his bowl. I gasped, too shocked to scream. Merab moved to Mother, who shooed her away.


‘It's nothing. Don’t fuss. Your father's not himself.’


His confused expression confirmed it, but, if he weren’t himself, who was he? I was tortured by the thought that he had become one with his evil spirit.


After a few days, Jonathan sent word that they’d repelled the invaders in a surprise attack, which, to my delight, he credited to David. Father dismissed the messenger so brusquely that I even wondered if he’d hoped for our defeat. He charged that only a brief account of the victory was to be issued but, as usual, the details leaked out and the widespread acclaim for David plunged him into deepening gloom. Any prospect of the men's swift return was dashed by Father's orders that they were to remain in Ephraim and bolster the defences. The following week he announced Merab's marriage to Adriel, the eldest son of the Manassehite chief. While not the foreign prince of her dreams, he was well-born and wealthy enough to content her. My dismay at her marrying a total stranger was not dispelled by Mother's assurance that the first time she’d met Father was on their wedding day. But, when Adriel arrived in Gibeah, his handsome face and sunny disposition endeared him to us all. So I said nothing to Merab, not least because her marriage removed a serious obstacle to mine.


I suspected that the match had been hastily arranged in order to quash the general assumption that, after this second triumph, Father would be duty-bound to offer Merab to David. My fear that Jonathan would be outraged was borne out. Summoned home for the ceremony, he rode side by side with David into the courtyard, where Father, attended by Abner and Ahitophel, was negotiating the bride-price with Adriel and his father. In honour of the occasion Mother served the guests herself, while Merab and I watched from the top of the stairs, my eyes darting to the new arrivals and hers remaining fixed on her betrothed. Ignoring the visitors, Jonathan leapt off his mule and, barely pausing to prostrate himself, upbraided Father.


‘Does the king of Israel have no honour? How can he give his daughter to one man when he has pledged her to another?’


‘Who? When? What fresh wickedness is this?’ Father drummed his fingers ominously on his stool.


‘On the battlefield at Elah, when the Philistine giant scoffed at us. You promised Merab to any man brave enough to confront him... strong enough to defeat him. This is that man.’ He pointed to David. ‘You Manassehites were there; you can bear witness.’ Shrinking from the family quarrel, neither Adriel nor his father spoke. ‘Abner?’ Jonathan appealed in vain to the one man guaranteed to put loyalty before truth. ‘How can you allow this shame?’


‘There is no shame.’ David laid his hand on Jonathan's shoulder. ‘Who am I? A shepherd. No match for your sister. I fought then, as I do now, for my God, my king and my land. And my friend,’ he added, with touching tenderness. ‘That is my true reward.’


‘Thank you,’ Father said coldly. ‘You at least know better than to seize on a promise made – if, indeed, it was made – in the heat of battle. Now I suggest that you take my son to rest and recover from – ’


‘No!’ Jonathan shouted. ‘If you won’t give him his due, I will.’ He threw off his cloak and thrust it at David, who accepted it uneasily. ‘No, put it on. On!’


Mother hastened to intervene. ‘Jonathan, you’re tired. You’ve ridden all day in the sun.’


‘Put it on!’ Jonathan ordered David, shrugging off Mother's hand as abruptly as her concern. When David hesitated, Jonathan snatched the cloak from him and draped it over his shoulders. He then unbuckled his sword-belt and, rather than risk a rebuff, struggled to fasten it around David's waist. David stood motionless, neither helping nor hindering him, as though unsure which would cause the greater offence.


‘Stop this now!’ Father rose to his feet, while the rest of us watched in alarm and Jonathan continued to fumble with the belt. ‘I gave you that sword, the first iron blade I won from the Philistines.’


‘There's no man who deserves it more. I’d give him the whole kingdom if I could.’


‘You may find that he steals it first.’ Father's words sent a chill through the courtyard. Trembling, Merab reached for my hand, as Mother clasped Jonathan's elbow and led him up the stairs. After a moment David followed, carrying the cloak and sword as formally as an armour-bearer. I slipped away from Merab and joined them in Mother's chamber, for once scarcely glancing at David in my anxiety for Jonathan, whose frenzy bore a frightening resemblance to Father's. Mother sat him on her bed but, rather than comforting him as I’d expected, she roundly chided him.


‘What were you thinking? You of all people should know better than to provoke your father. And in front of the Manassehites!’


‘He insulted my friend,’ Jonathan replied, his dull voice almost as disturbing as his recent outburst.


‘Your friend, your friend! I think he must have bewitched you.’ She glared at David, who looked at his feet.


‘He promised that Merab should be his wife.’


‘It's time you thought a little less of his wife and a little more of your own.’


‘What do you mean?’ he asked sharply.


‘Your father loves you very much. He loves all his children,’ she added, as though recollecting my presence. ‘But he rests his hopes on you. Everything he does is for you and your sons, to secure your succession. But where are those sons? You’ve been married for two years.’


‘If he's so eager for me to succeed him, why did he threaten to put me to death at Bethel?’


‘You forced his hand when you broke the fast. He’d made a rash vow.’


‘Yes, he's given to those,’ Jonathan said, looking up at her for the first time.


‘Your father's a frightened man. Have you never wondered why he was so susceptible to the evil spirit? No, of course not. To you, he's the big man who held you as a child, the strong man who led you into battle. But when he wears his crown, he's neither big nor strong but frightened: frightened of failing himself, his people and, most of all, the Lord. You know as well as I – as well as anyone – that he never wanted to be king. But it was the Lord's will and he submitted to it. He had a right to expect that the Lord's prophet would support him. Samuel!’ She curled her lip as if the name were a curse. ‘Instead, he undermined him at every turn. Remember when the Philistines mustered at Gilgal? He charged Father to wait for him for seven days before giving battle. The days went by and he still hadn’t come. The men were growing restive and threatening to desert. Father had to act fast to prevent disaster. With no priest at hand to divine the Lord's will, he ordered a sacrifice to entreat his blessing before the attack. No sooner was it made than Samuel arrived and denounced him for disobedience, warning him that his house – that's you, Jonathan – wouldn’t survive. It's as if he had been waiting for that moment, willing him to fall short.’


‘Samuel was hard on me too,’ Jonathan said, and I recalled the cries of pain, which had almost reconciled me to my exclusion, when the prophet came to teach him and the twins the stories of our ancestors.


‘You were a boy; Father was a man – although Samuel made him feel like a boy again. What happened at Gilgal was not unique. You were there when Father defeated the Amalekites and spared the king, after Samuel had ordered a wholesale slaughter.’


‘He said it was the Lord who ordered it.’


‘He always did,’ Mother said bitterly, ‘when there was no one to contradict him.’


‘I had nightmares for weeks. I’d seen my share of carnage but nothing to compare with Samuel's savagery. He made the king kneel before him and bare his neck. He picked up Father's sword, but it was too heavy for him and it took five or six strokes before the bones split. Blood poured on to him as he held up the severed head.’ To my dismay, I was reminded of David's decapitation of the Philistine but, when I looked at the man himself, he was listening impassively. ‘“Thus perish all the Lord's enemies,” he said. And, though he was speaking of the Amalekite, he was staring at Father.’


‘Ever since then, despite all your father's attempts at conciliation, he's refused to see him. How about you, young man, who’ve set father and son at odds, what do you think the king should have done?’


‘Obeyed the Lord's command,’ David replied, without a pause.


‘I wonder if you’d be so sure of yourself if you were in his place, determining the fate of a fellow ruler... But then that's what he's afraid of finding out.’


‘What do you mean, Mother?’ Jonathan asked.


‘Probably nothing. Your father's dearest hope when he became king was that the Lord would speak to him. But he did so only through Samuel. Now Samuel no longer speaks to him, he feels abandoned by them both. Given how brutally he condemned Father, you might think that Samuel would blame himself for anointing him or even...’ Mother stopped short as though afraid of implicating a higher authority. ‘But no, it's always wilful Saul, wicked Saul. And even you, his eldest son, who should be his greatest support, turn against him.’


‘Thank you,’ Jonathan said, his voice filled with remorse, ‘for helping me – for helping us both – to understand him.’ Mother frowned at the coupling. ‘But there's still no excuse for his spurning David.’


‘No?’ Mother asked. ‘In their last ever conversation – though, from what he told me, Father uttered no more than two or three words – Samuel informed him that the Lord had rejected him in favour of a worthier man. He hoped it was you – I think he could have borne that – but then that would have validated the very house that Samuel reviled. So Father is on guard against any possible claimant: someone known or unknown to him, a prophet or a soldier... or a musician.’


‘Me?’ David asked, betraying his confusion. ‘I’ve explained before; nothing could be further from my mind.’


‘Maybe,’ Mother said, ‘but minds change. Now I should go to the king.’ She turned to Jonathan. ‘You should go to your wife.’ She turned to David. ‘And you should go.’


I watched the two men hurry down the stairs and steal through the courtyard, avoiding any further confrontation with Father. Rash as it might sound, I was convinced that I, a mere girl, was the only one who could make peace between them, but my intervention would have to wait until after Merab's wedding. The contract was signed later that afternoon and the celebrations set to begin on the morrow. At daybreak, Mother led Merab to the hillside spring where she was to purify herself. It wasn’t just my resentment of another rite from which I was excluded that made me question its purpose. If anything were to purify her, it was love. But on her return, rather than shivering from the water, which was freezing even in summer, she glowed more brightly than ever. To cap her delight, Father gave her some of the precious stones that Adriel's father had brought and Mother and I adorned her in them for the first of the feasts that evening. Glittering in the torchlight, she walked through the courtyard to join our aunts and cousins and Adriel's mother and sisters. With her pendants tinkling, she leant towards me and whispered that Adriel's mother had more whiskers on her chin than her son. Although too far away to hear, her new mother-in-law was close enough to smell mischief. Deflecting her scowl, I prayed that she would treat Merab kindly when she took her back to Manasseh.


David was called upon to play, but what would have been an honour for the shepherd who arrived from Bethlehem a year ago felt like a humiliation for the soldier who had twice vanquished the Philistines. To make matters worse, he was accompanied by the Ammonite bondwomen. I longed to tell him that there was one person present who suffered on his behalf. Yet, he showed no rancour as he sang a song in praise of Merab, who gave him the same curt nod that she did the servants. His was not the only humiliation, since among the company was Rizpah, the harlot whom Father kept in a house outside the city. The one virtue of his infirmity had been to prevent his visiting her. Although the twins took a perverse pleasure in pointing her out to me in the street and I liked to think that her deep bow was a reflection less of my status than of her shame, I wasn’t supposed to know of her existence, so I could do no more than shoot sympathetic glances at Mother, whose pain at losing her daughter was compounded by the presence of such an unwelcome guest.


Midway through the meal, Father signalled to Mother that it was time to escort Merab to Adriel. Straightening her robe and jewellery, Mother led her through the courtyard, which rang with whoops and roars reminiscent of the soldiers’ homecoming. Merab's face flushed, with excitement or embarrassment or wine or maybe all three, as she walked unsteadily between Father and Mother up to the chamber from which, for the next seven nights, I was to be banished. I imagined our positions reversed and I was the one being taken to join my bridegroom. I speculated on what lay in store. From all that I’d gleaned, I pictured darkness and nakedness, blood and seed, pain and pleasure, but I had no idea in what order or to what degree. It offended me that, unless he were bragging, even Ishbaal knew more about what transpired on a wedding night than I did. Men made fun among themselves of something that women held sacred. I looked at David and gave thanks that there was one man I could trust to show respect.


I watched as, waving Father's sword to ward off the evil spirits, Merab made her way to the chamber, where Adriel and his brother Jotham waited to greet her. Father, Mother and Jotham then returned downstairs, affording the bride and groom their first taste of privacy, although the twins, seemingly licensed by Father, twice ran up and hammered on the door, to the cheers of the men below. With their banter growing coarse, Mother sent me with my cousin Keziah to my aunt's, where I was to stay during my week of exile. Keziah's prattle made me realise how much I already missed Merab. First thing the next morning, I hurried home, eager to talk to her, only to find our chamber door shut and what I took to be the wedding sheet strung from the lintel. In the middle were several red spots, like the blood sprinkled in a sacrifice. Mother, seeing me stare, came up and hugged me more warmly than usual. ‘Look, there's barely a speck. It's nothing to be afraid of,’ she said, as if I would know instinctively what she meant.


When at last she emerged, Merab looked so joyful that, for all Mother's obliqueness, I felt reassured. Was I ascribing my own hopes to her or was there a new light in her eyes, such as I’d seen in Jonathan's when he and David returned from Ephraim? Had she found the fulfilment in love that he had in battle? I needed to know what to expect or at least what to wish for. But when I questioned her, she prevaricated, claiming first that what she’d felt couldn’t be put into words, which was patently untrue since the Lord gave us a word for everything, and then that she didn’t want to spoil the surprise, when she knew full well that I loathed surprises. It was as if, overnight, she’d crossed a river whose current flowed too fast for me to follow.


Given her newfound happiness, it seemed cruel that she was able to see Adriel only at night. He spent the day hunting and hawking with his brothers and mine, while she entertained Adriel's mother and sisters, taking them up to the hills or to meet old friends, leaving me at home. Even when we were together, she favoured them, setting her loom beside theirs and chatting so volubly that she dropped her shuttle, a fault that would have earned me a severe rebuke but for which she was excused. Her older sister-in-law made a reference to Adriel's shuttle, which I failed to understand but, from Merab's blush and Mother's frown, was sure must be ribald. On an ordinary day, Mother would have noticed my wretchedness and consoled me, but she was preoccupied with the welfare of her guests and the week of feasting. Even so, I suspected that she would have preferred to provide meals for another month than to bid farewell to her daughter who, as soon as the celebrations were over, left for Manasseh with her new family (hateful phrase!). Fighting back her tears, she kissed us all again and again, even Ishbaal, who recoiled as though stung. She made me promise to visit her in the spring, although I planned for her to return long beforehand for my wedding.


If the plan were to succeed, my first step was to speak to Jonathan, who called on us more often after Father lodged David in the gatehouse. ‘You can do what you please during the day, but at night you’re to go home to your wife,’ he’d told Jonathan, which was unfair since he had always gone home to Hodiah, whether David were there or not. I intercepted him as he left a meeting with a Hittite emissary. My innocent ‘Is something wrong?’ sparked a tirade against Father's tyranny, which ignored the fact that he and the twins had enjoyed far greater freedom than Merab and I, who were subject alternately to strict discipline and stifling affection. Nevertheless, I knew better than to challenge him when I needed his help.


‘It's not as if Father has forbidden you and David to see each other or sent one of you to Asher and the other to Simeon. You can exercise together, explore together, hunt together,’ I said, increasingly aware that I had no idea how they occupied their time.


‘You don’t understand.’


‘Because I’m a girl? Because I’m fifteen? Or because I’m your sister?’


‘Forgive me! I feel as if I’m splitting in two. Father may not have sent David away, but I will... I must.’


‘Why?’ I struggled to keep my balance.


‘There's no other way. His very presence enrages Father. Even the music that cured him last year threatens to revive his evil spirit. I’m sure that he’d concoct some pretext to have him killed if he weren’t afraid of provoking the people.’


‘Then you’re right; he must go. At once! But it will be so hard for you.’


‘You do understand. I’d never dreamt that anyone else – let alone another man – could bring me such pleasure, such peace, such contentment. He's more than my friend; he's myself. He's more myself than I am. I’m sorry; I know that that makes no sense.’


It made perfect sense since I felt the same. Yet our two loves could not have been more different. Jonathan's was the daytime love of a friend, whereas mine was the night-time love of a future wife. For all that I cherished the uniqueness of my feelings, I envied my brother the easy expression of his. I’d watched him rest his hand on David's shoulder and the small of his back; I’d watched him wrestle him to the ground and punch him on the arm, his playfulness compounding my pain. Despite my wealth of fantasies – passing him his bowl or his lyre, dropping my mantle in his path and even fainting at his feet and reviving, slowly, as he carried me to my bed – I had never so much as brushed David's skin.


‘If only Father had allowed him to marry Merab,’ I said, marvelling at my insincerity.


‘He promised... if not in so many words.’


‘He wouldn’t mistrust him if he were allied to our clan.’


‘You’re not making things any easier.’


‘Not yet, but maybe I could.’


‘How? She's married to Adriel.’


‘What about me?’


‘What about you?’


‘As a bride for David.’ I gulped.


‘You?’ He laughed. ‘I’m sorry, but you... little Michal!’


‘Why little? I’m almost as tall as him.’


‘Yes, but – ’


‘And I’m fifteen years old. Fifteen. Plenty of girls my age are married.’


He looked me up and down as if seeing me afresh after years in captivity. ‘True.’


‘Then David could stay here with us... with you.’


‘You’d do that for me?’


‘Of course. And for Father – to ease his mind. And the kingdom – to preserve its best general... second-best.’


‘You were right the first time,’ he said with a smile. ‘But are you sure it's what you want?’


‘I’ve felt so alone since Merab left. Mother's forever finding fault with me. I’m ready to run my own household.’


‘And it helps that David's good-looking.’


‘Like Adriel,’ I said casually. ‘Besides, I don’t want to move away. David's living here. Or will he have to return to Bethlehem?’


‘No, he has several brothers.’ Jonathan's face shone. ‘Who knew that I had such a clever sister? But we must take care not to arouse Father's suspicions. Merab's open disdain for David was what made it safe to endorse the match.’


He hurried away to find David. I felt excited but also exposed. Although he swore to present the scheme as his own, what if David saw through it? I had been so absorbed in my own desires that I’d given no thought to his. Was it too much to hope that he felt as drawn to me as I did to him but, afraid that I’d prove as haughty as Merab, he’d feigned indifference? Or did I disgust him, with my callow mind and, worse, my scrawny body? Would he reject the scheme outright, regarding marriage to me as too high a price even for closeness to Jonathan and kinship with the king?


I saw him in the evening when he and Jonathan came for their regular meal with Father and Abner. As they passed through the courtyard, Jonathan winked at me but David gave me no more than a respectful nod. Desperate, I mined it for meaning. Was it a grateful acknowledgement or a gentle rebuff? Or was I worrying unduly before Jonathan had had a chance to talk to him? Feeling sick, I excused myself from the table and escaped to bed, longing to be alone with my thoughts. But I’d reckoned without Mother and her bowl of restorative soup, her concern even more cloying than Keziah's chatter.


My deception threatened to rebound on me the next morning when Jonathan asked Mother's permission to take me to the river where he and David were practising archery. She insisted that I stay and rest, whereupon he picked her up and, ignoring her protests, refused to put her down until she agreed. Both appreciative and jealous of his ability to influence her, I promised to keep out of the sun and not to tire myself. Giggling like five-year-olds, we raced to the gatehouse where David was waiting. Just the sight of him made my heart spin. My rush of sensations made no sense as, all at once, I found myself rising to the firmament and sinking into Sheol.


‘I’m glad you’ve come,’ he said, and my confusion redoubled as I longed both to leap into his arms and run back to hide in my chamber.


We made our way through the streets, and for the first time I felt that the looks of respect, admiration and even envy I attracted were less on my own account than that of my companion. Although part of me was grateful that they acknowledged his worth, another part was frightened of their intruding on my happiness. I was relieved when we reached the meadow, where the only distraction was a flock of sheep. ‘Friends of yours?’ Jonathan asked David. He laughed, but I bristled.


Invoking my promise to Mother, Jonathan made me sit in the shade of a giant cypress, while he and David took aim at a target they’d carved on an oak. I was heartened to see that, despite their rivalry, they were proud of each other's prowess. With new loyalties pitted against old, my hope that their scores would tally was fulfilled unexpectedly when David's arrow hit Jonathan's and, rather than knocking it off the trunk, split it in two, the one's arrowhead lodging in the other's shaft in what felt like the perfect expression of their friendship. Awestruck, they broke off and joined me to eat a simple meal of almonds, figs and bread.
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