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			I stepped out of the bride’s tent, accompanied by my father and my brother, to the sound of clashing tambourines and the high melody of the flutes—as well as to the racing of my own heart. My fingers tightened around my father’s arm. I walked forward to meet for the first time the man to whom I would be given as wife.

			We were all gathered—my family and friends, our neighbors, and my soon-to-be-husband’s family, including his other wife and many of his sons—at the high shrine of Baal on Mount Tabor, to beseech the god whose rains brought fertility to the earth to bring the same fertility to our union. Such is the custom of Canaanites, who are my people. And the Kenite Heber had adopted our customs as his own. This, both my mother and my father told me, would be a good thing: I could keep my house idols; I could worship my own gods; I would share my husband with another wife who was Canaanite like me.

			
			My family was pleased that they had arranged such a favorable match for me. “He’s a close friend of King Jabin,” my father said, “and of Jabin’s great general, Sisera. Heber has the trust of the two most powerful men in Hazor.”

			“He is rich,” my mother said. “He will give you fine clothes, and jewelry, and good food to eat. In his care, you will not want for anything.”

			Heber had paid my bride-price extravagantly, as befitted a man of his wealth; he had given my father a matched pair of oxen, both young, strong, and healthy, and a cast Baal of solid silver that he had made with his own hands. My father declared the oxen extraordinary, while my mother praised the exquisite workmanship of the little idol.

			“You are marrying a man of means,” my younger sister said with envy in her voice. “And a man whose other wife, and even whose concubine, has borne him strong sons.” She said I could count on the blessings of Baal to give me sons.

			In every way, I clearly faced a fine future. The augur had foretold for me many strong sons by Heber, and much happiness in his household. The morning was cool and bright, befitting the season, the sky clear, the witnesses happy, the revelry waiting to begin. I could not offer up a single complaint or a single reason to worry; my parents had worked to give me the best future possible.

			
			Why then did my heart race like a whipped horse?

			I hid within my veils and prayed to each god or goddess who might help me—to Father El the Bull, Mother Asherah the Serpent of the Sea, Anat the Maiden, Ashtartu the Divine Nymph. I prayed that Heber would be good and kind and gentle. That he would look at me warmly and with pleasure, that he would welcome me as a companion, that he would give me both sons and daughters. I prayed that he might be fair to look upon, though I was quick to offer up fairness of face and form in exchange for goodness of spirit.

			I leaned upon my father’s arm for guidance as we made our way to the altar that stood between the bride’s tent and the groom’s tent. The veils over my face so blinded me that I could make out only barest shapes, only those borders where dark gave way to light, or light to dark. I stumbled, and my father made a soothing sound and kept me on my feet.

			“Not much farther, then,” he said. “Steady, Daughter, and your impatience will be rewarded.”

			I felt some little impatience, it was true, but far more than that, I felt the fear of a woman waiting to catch a glimpse—for the first time—of the man who would be her husband and master for the rest of her life. If my parents thought well of Heber, I could draw hope from that. But only so much hope, for they would not be leaving all they knew to live with strangers in a place far from the strong walls of Hazor. They would not make their lives in his tent, nor would they share his bed.

			I reached the altar at last, and Baal’s priest raised his hands in the air. The music stopped, and a hush fell over the sacred ground. The ceremony started. I had been a wedding guest before; I knew the way of the ceremony. The incense, the prayers, the ask-and-answer of the vows, the sacrifice to Baal asking the blessing of children, and then the lifting of the veil that would let us see each other for the first time.

			He was older than I had hoped, with a strong hooked nose, straight brows, and a mouth that curled slightly at the corners in some silent amusement as he looked at me. His hair, long and thin at the top, was going to gray at the temples, his square-cut beard with its braids down both sides was already almost entirely gray.

			He was a tree of a man, broad of shoulder and sinewy of arm, as befitted a smith who spent most of his days working with the iron of war chariots and the bronze and iron of armor and swords. But his belly was round and full and deep; he clearly did not go hungry.

			I wanted to look at him and feel the yearnings so often described in the songs of Ashtartu. I wanted to feel my blood quicken and my body soften in readiness of his embrace. I wanted to feel joy that he was my husband. I wanted some stirring of love in my heart, or even to think that I might like him. That he and I might hope for happiness together.

			But that curling at the corners of his mouth looked cruel to me. And the narrowing of his eyes as he sized me up—a look I had seen in men enumerating the good and bad points of a cow or ewe or mare they were buying—sent a tiny arrow of dread into my heart. This was a mistake, I wanted to tell my father and my mother. I was not yet ready to marry.

			But I was already so old. I was nineteen, and had been old enough for a husband at fifteen. My parents had turned away other offers for me because the men had been too poor, or not well established in trades, or foreign. They had waited to find a good husband for me.

			And this man, Heber, was the best husband I could hope for. I was not a king’s daughter, or the daughter of a general or a priest, I could not hope to find myself married to a shar, a prince. I was the daughter of craftsmen—weavers and dyers—and my parents could be proud that they had done so well for me. Even I had to think that the price of matched oxen and a silver house-idol in exchange for a woman who would be a second wife was extravagant.

			When the priest declared us married, the music started up again, so loudly this time, I almost could not hear myself think. Everyone danced first, and drank wine, and feasted. And then we danced some more—this time the waypassehu, the traditional leaping dance of Baal, where the women’s circle started separate from the men’s circle, and the men’s circle began around the altar. Then one woman broke the chain and led all the women into the center of the men’s circle. Finally, Heber and I were pushed into the center of the two circles that spun in two directions, up against Baal’s altar, where we, too, became symbolic offerings. Everyone was laughing and shouting, with the remarks becoming increasingly lewd, until at last both circles flew apart, and Heber tossed me over his shoulder, as grooms so often did, and ran with me to the groom’s tent and pulled the flap shut. Outside, the merriment continued, becoming louder, though I would have thought no such thing possible.

			Inside the tent, the noise was present, but so was a strange sense of silence. Heber laughed as he put me down on the floor, and I could see that a raised bridal bed had been made for us of mats put on a pedestal and covered with a white linen sheet. Staring at that bed and that white sheet, it seemed to me that all the world outside the tent fell away, leaving only the two of us, and the uncomfortable space between and around us.

			Still chuckling, Heber turned his attention to me. “Well, girl—undress. Let me see what I bought for such a remarkable sum.”

			My heart hammered so hard, I thought it might come apart, and my breath clogged in my throat. This was the part of the ceremony that some brides revel in, and others dread. Every married woman willing to tell me about what passed inside the groom’s tent had a different story to tell, so that when I had heard as much as my ears could bear, I knew a great deal more about how things were between men and women. But I still had no idea how they would be for me.

			I started fumbling with the layers of my wedding robes, though my hands were trembling and I had a difficult time of it. Heber’s amused expression quickly turned to exasperation, and he grabbed me, untied my embroidered hagora—the sash that held my beautiful red wool kuttonet in place. He ripped the kuttonet off me and threw it across the tent without a second glance. Naked—I, who had never been seen undressed by any man before. I covered my breasts with my hands and stood before him. A smile reappeared on his face, the toothy smile of the jackal, and he stared at me.

			I waited for some tender touch, some gentle embrace that would comfort me and soothe my fears, as in the songs of Ashtartu, but Heber was full of wine and lust. He pulled his own clothing off with no more ceremony than he’d used removing mine, and shoved me onto the bed.

			And with no more care than a stallion takes a mare, and with just as much roughness, he took me.

			It hurt, and I cried out in pain, and when he was finished with me, I lay sobbing beneath him. He gave me a look of disgust, so that I turned my face away from him in shame.

			“Enough of your noises, girl,” he told me. He slapped me across the face and pushed me to my feet so that he could get at the blood-covered wedding sheet beneath us. He pulled on his robe, for according to custom, he would hang the sheet outside the tent to prove my virginity, and his virility.

			“I’ll have planted you with a nice fat baby boy from my efforts,” he said. And then he laughed, and it was an ugly laugh. “You’ll scream more when he comes out than you did when I went in.” He tucked the sheet under his arm and walked to the tent flap, and then he turned for just a moment and looked back at me. “My other wife and my concubine will come and retrieve you. You ridiculous, whimpering embarrassment of a girl—stop your sobbing. You’ve served as women are supposed to serve. Now be quiet about it.” I stood there, naked and bloody, and hung my head. “My women will make you presentable and talk some sense into you. Meanwhile, I’ve had enough of women for a while.”

			He left, and I threw myself onto that horrible bed and rolled into a ball. I lay there, rocking back and forth, weeping from shame and humiliation as much as from the pain.

			After a while, two older women came into the tent. They spoke to me, though I did not truly hear what they said, and at last, with sighs and shakes of their heads, they stood me on my feet, and dressed me as they would have dressed a small child, and led me from the groom’s tent.

			Thus was it that I, Jael the Canaanite, daughter of Ummiar, became Jael the Kenite, wife of Heber.
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			“Do you suppose she ever plans to wake up?” I heard laughter, and a young woman’s voice saying, “Heber bought himself a lazy wife.”

			An older voice replied, the tone almost stern. “You don’t know how it was for her. She had never had another man when he took her, Talliya. She didn’t come to him from having been one of Ashtartu’s sacred prostitutes.”

			“Think you it was a pleasure to be presented at Ashtartu’s altar when I was fifteen, instructed to give myself willingly to whomsoever would have me, and to be taken by all who waited for a turn?”

			And the older voice said, “I would think it was no pleasure at all. But perhaps you ought to remember that first time, and remind yourself that her first time was with Heber. How much worse could the business be than that?”

			The younger voice, which apparently belonged to Talliya, once a servant of Ashtartu, said, “I cannot deny the truth of those words.” In her voice, I heard rueful laughter.

			I opened my eyes and found myself in the women’s half of an enormous tent. Two little boys played on the floor, one barely crawling and the other sturdily trudging. Two women watched them—the older worked with a loom and shuttle, weaving bright red cloth.

			I lay looking around me for a few moments. This would be the first time that I would get to spend the day in Heber’s tent, rather than trailing the camel that carried it, and the handful of goats and kids that Heber’s beardless sons led. And I was from Hazor, where houses had solid walls and roofs, and no one moved them anywhere.

			The tent was of goat hair, the cloth spread over a heavy wooden frame of posts and crossbeams. It was, to my eyes, immense—it had more space in it than had my parents’ home back in Hazor. The roof was woven of dark brown goat-hair yarn, heavy spun. The sides had been woven in geometric patterns of brown and cream and red and gold; they were designed to be tied up during the day and rolled down at night or when bad weather threatened or privacy was necessary—all save the central panels, which divided the women’s half from the men’s.

			From the posts over my head hung mallets and extra tent pegs, cook pots and herbs and a loom for weaving, skeins of spun yarn, dyed and undyed, and net bags of wool and goat hair and flax, as well as skin bags of curdling milk. Along the central section of the wall between men’s and women’s sides, large pottery jars held water and grain and other foodstuffs. The straw-filled mattresses, save only mine, were already rolled up on the left side of the wall, neatly stacked.

			The right side of that central wall formed a pass-through between men’s and women’s sides, though it was closed. I could see gaps between some of the panels, though, and thought it likely the women would peer through them to see what went on in the other half of the tent. The women’s side of the tent held shrines to the goddesses Asherah, Anat, and Ashtartu.

			It was a pretty, cozy place, warm against the cold morning air of late winter.

			I was not happy to be there.

			I sat up. I hurt—every muscle and every joint. I was not used to long walking; I’d been born in Hazor, and had lived all my nineteen years there with no reason to travel farther than to the well and sometimes to the outside of the city walls to one of the gods’ holy places.

			So it was that, having spent two days on my feet traveling from Hazor to the main camp of Heber’s clan of Kenites, I remembered only vaguely my arrival at Heber’s grand tent; we had walked the last bit of our journey in the dark. I had walked weeping some of the way, which is in itself a tiring thing; I knew, even as I hugged my mother and father good-bye, that I did not want to leave their home for that of my husband.

			I had no doubt been tiresome. I had spoken to no one during the whole journey; I had simply mourned the loss of my parents and my sisters and brothers, sobbing as I walked and wishing that I could run home to my mother and not be caught. And yet the eyes of the women in Heber’s tent now looked back at me with interest and compassion. These women, Heber’s other wife and his concubine, would take the place of my sisters.

			“So you have awakened at last,” said the older of them, the weaver.

			I nodded.

			“I am Pigat, Heber’s first wife. Welcome to our home—all that is ours is yours.” She came over to me and kissed both my cheeks, then held my hands and smiled at me. And for a mercy, her smile was real. She had lines at the corners of her eyes, and her hair was the gray of iron, pulled back tightly and knotted at her neck. I would have guessed her near the age of my mother, though she was sturdy where my mother was slender, and fair where my mother was sun-browned. Her kuttonet, draped over her left shoulder and leaving the right bare, was of wheat-gold wool, finely woven and beautifully embroidered. Her simla—her cloak by day and her blanket by night, wrapped around her shoulders, keeping her warm as she wove. The gold bracelets at her wrists jangled, and she wore gold at her ankles and around her neck, in hoops dangling from her ears, and in a lovely band at her forehead. She was clearly a rich woman, and well cared for—which was precisely the future my parents had hoped to secure for me.

			Leaning against one of the tent posts, where she had been staring out from the cool dimness into the bright light beyond, stood a beautiful woman a handful of years younger than Pigat. Dressed all in green, she had rimmed her eyes with kohl and the green powder of malachite; and she wore jangling gold at her ears and throat. She flashed me a quick smile, and I saw that she had the most perfect teeth I had ever seen, even and very white and almost unworn by time. About her eyes and brows, and in the curve of her mouth, I thought I noted a likeness to Pigat. She said, “I’m Talliya, Heber’s concubine,” with a quiet amusement that surprised me; concubines had no easy life, I had been told. But Talliya seemed no less cared for than the woman who was Heber’s wife. Her clothes were no less fine, her jewelry no poorer, even if she did wear less of it. She had picked up the crawling boy and put him to her breast.

			I nodded, intimidated by both of them. I was the least of them. Neither old and powerful, nor elegant and beautiful and with a fine, fat baby at my breast, I discovered that I was exactly as my husband had described me—a foolish, weeping child. More than once on our long journey back to Heber’s camp, which lay north of Mount Tabor, he had berated me for my behavior and for failing to give him pleasure. I had promised I would learn to do as he wished, but I did not know if I could please him.

			“I’m Jael,” I told them. “Second wife.” I could hear the dismay in my own voice as I said those words, just as I could hear the self-pity. I knew they could hear it, too. I sat up and said, “I’m sorry for my manner. I had thought . . .” I clasped my hands together tightly and stared at them. “The wedding was not what I had expected, nor was my husband.” And then I dared to look up at them. “But when I am a better wife, I know he will be a better husband.”

			Both women exchanged glances, then burst out laughing. Their laughter started as chuckles, but every time they looked at each other, they laughed harder, until Talliya clutched her sides and Pigat wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand and leaned back in her chair, breathing as if she had run all the way to the Sea of Galilee.

			“No, no,” Pigat said, struggling to keep her voice low as she said it. “No, he will still be a terrible husband. He’s . . .” She looked at Talliya and said, “Oh, dearest child, you must not think he is much husband at all, for all that he is a good smith.”

			“And a powerful man,” said Talliya. “Not a man you want to anger, or let down.”

			
			Both women nodded. Pigat put aside her weaving, rose, and walked to the cloth wall that separated the men’s side of the tent from the women’s. She pushed aside the flap just enough to peek through. Apparently satisfied, she let it fall back into place and returned to her loom, settling into her weaving again.

			I was stunned. I knew nothing of men; my parents had taken great care that I guard my virtue before my marriage. So I could not say of Heber that he was either a good husband or a bad one. All I could have said, if I dared even that much—and I did not—was that he frightened me, and that I didn’t like him.

			“He is not . . . as all husbands are?”

			Talliya said, “He is not as all men are. In my service to Ashtartu, before I was sold to Heber, I had the knowing of uncounted men. Of them, Heber is surely the least skilled, coarsest, and vilest bull in the pasture.”

			“Oh.” I sat considering that a man could be rich and keep the company of powerful men, and still earn mocking laughter and disdain from his women.

			Pigat seemed to sense my unease, for she said, “We never want for anything, Jael. In the other duties of the husband, he is as he should be. We have good food, good clothes, a protected place in which to live. You need not worry about those things.”

			“But do not look to him for gentleness or kindness, or such pleasuring as men and women may find together,” Talliya said. “He has none of those qualities in him.”

			“But I did not please him,” I said. “He told me so. If he did not please me, that is of no matter to anyone but me—but if I do not please him—?” I closed my eyes against my remembered shame. “What am I to do so that he will not beat me? Or shout at me? Or hurt me the way he did before?” I opened my eyes and looked up at them. “Or cast me aside?”

			Pigat beckoned me over, an expression of deep concern on her face. “The problem is a greater one than you might suspect, little sister. And in the cure for the problem lies a danger that could cost you your life, or us ours.” Talliya crossed the tent to take a place next to Pigat, and suddenly it seemed quiet in the tent. They were watching me with wary eyes. “I can tell you what you can do that will spare you our lord’s beatings, and his wrath, but if I tell you, I give not just my life, but Talliya’s, and the lives of all our sons, into your hands.”

			I looked at each of them. I could see no humor in their eyes, nor any sign that they might be teasing me. I had to believe, looking at them, that they were serious, and that Pigat knew a secret that could be the death of all of us.

			“You have to swear,” Talliya said, “on all the gods and your own life, that you will never betray us. And you have to know that if you do, we’ll kill you before Heber has a chance to kill us.”

			Did I want to know something that terrible? Did I want to have a secret so dark hidden in my heart? I did not.

			“If I know this secret, Heber will not beat me? Or hurt me?”

			“Provided you are not barren,” Pigat said, “this secret will save you all the pain and shame you will otherwise suffer with from this day until the day you die.”

			I knotted my hands in my robe, twisting the fabric, wishing again that I were safe in my father’s house. I closed my eyes as if I could wish myself home again—but when I opened them, I was still in Heber’s tent, far from Hazor. So I made my decision. I did not wish to spend my whole life being beaten. I had never been beaten in my father’s house, and I had not cared for the experience in my husband’s. I could keep a secret; I was no gossip. I had ever held confidences to my heart when my sisters or our friends gave them to me.

			So I said, “I swear upon El and Asherah, upon Anat and Ashtartu, that all you tell me I shall keep in my heart, and never on my lips. Or Mot of All Deaths take me.”

			“Heber wants sons,” Pigat said. As if his wanting were some terrible thing, and not what all men wanted. I nodded, hoping that this was not the secret for which I had sworn my life’s blood. “Yet his seed is worthless—it gives nothing, it has no life in it, and no babies come from it. He is a dry stalk. I spent the first years of our marriage being beaten each month when I returned from the cleansing tent at the end of my time, because I had failed to conceive. I thought I was barren, and so I went each month to the shrine of Baal and prayed that Baal would grant me a son. And after two years of listening to me pray, the young priest there told me that, if I asked of him to make a special offering to Baal with me, Baal might grant me a baby.”

			She stared down at the hands that lay idle in her lap. “I did not know what else to do, so I asked the young priest to make this special offering with me. He took me behind the altar and did with me as Heber does—save only that he did not hurt me. And when he was done, Baal granted to me my son. The first of many, and that one sacrificed in Baal’s fires in offering of thanks for Baal’s generosity. But even after my firstborn died, Baal would be generous only after the priest and I made the special offering behind the altar.”

			Talliya spoke. “It has been the same for me. Pigat is right—Heber is a dried stalk. He does as he will, with never a moment when we think we might have conceived. When he begins to grow angry at our slowness to bear him sons, we go to the priest, whose name is Keret, and from him we take away sons that we present to Heber as his own.”

			“As for me,” Pigat said, “when I wearied of Heber’s attentions, I told him that my childbearing years had passed. He did his best to prove me wrong, but since I had ceased making my special offerings before Baal with Keret, at last Heber conceded that I had become an elder. And now he leaves me alone. My four strong sons work the smithy with him, and for them I have earned a place of honor in this house. Now I weave and make bread, and sleep wonderfully alone each night.”

			“I have borne five sons for Heber,” Talliya said. “The littlest will be my last. I nearly died in childbirth with him. So I will go no more to make the offering with Keret the priest of Baal.”

			She nodded to the sweet-faced baby in her arms. His older brother was the toddler who sat digging up the dirt floor with a shell, playing quietly to the side of the rugs upon which Pigat, Talliya, and I sat. “I am done bearing children. So the burden falls on you, and on your courage to approach Keret.”

			I looked at both of them in turn, and I began to shake. “I could be stoned. You could be . . . stoned.”

			They each nodded.

			“We could be killed and your sons sacrificed.”

			Pigat said, “Or we could be beaten for our barrenness, for shaming Heber by not giving him sons, and one day we could find ourselves put aside, divorced, and left to fend for ourselves. Even if I sat veiled at the gates of a city, I’m too old to think any man would pay me as his whore. Nor could I serve Ashtartu—the temples prefer young girls. My father and mother are long dead, and would never have given shelter to a divorced woman, in any case. I could only bring shame upon the houses of my brothers or sisters.” She shrugged. “We are women. We are born in bitterness, and we die in bitterness. What would you have me do?” Her voice got even softer. “More important, what will you do?”

			What would I do?

			I hung my head. Women who betrayed their husbands by lying with other men were stoned to death. I knew this. I have never thrown the stones. Stoning is the right and duty of men. But I had seen the women buried to the waist in the street, begging for mercy, clutching at the hems of the robes of their husbands and their fathers and their brothers and their sons, while the men picked up stones against them, and with the priests and the other men of Hazor, battered those women until they lay, bloody and broken and still, in the middle of a mound of rocks.

			And Heber’s other women were telling me that not only had they shamed Heber by taking another man into their bodies, but that if I would please Heber with the strong sons he so desired, and spare myself beatings, I would have to do the same.

			
			I looked at them, imagining these kind, quiet women in the eye of my mind being dragged into a cleared space in the camp. I could see Talliya with her babe at her breast, throwing her hands over him to protect him; I could hear Pigat begging Heber to spare them.

			And I could see Heber’s face, and it was not a face that would soften with mercy.

			He would throw the first stone, and as many after as he could lift.

			At them. At me.

			I tried to see my way out of the trap into which I had been cast. Outside, one of Heber’s beardless sons called that he had brought straw and twigs for our fire, and Pigat rose and went outside to gather them.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER
3
[image: chap-art]

			A month I had lived in my husband’s tent, in which most nights he took me to his bed, and I kept myself from crying by forcing myself to remember what would happen if I did. But my silence pleased him no more than my tears, and still he shouted at me or slapped me, and always told me I was worthless.

			Days were better, for by day I had the companionship and friendship of my new sisters, and they had known my hurt, and knew as well the easing of it. We shared work: preparing food, weaving and sewing and mending, tending the two boys, carrying water, and dyeing and spinning. In work I found great comfort, for nothing more fully frees the mind from worry and pain than doing something necessary. And we shared the songs we sang in the tent as we worked, and the tales we told to each other, and our laughter.

			Early one morning I rose and gathered our water jars to take to the well, for I was youngest and strongest, and without a child who needed my attention. The four pretty clay kaddim, decorated with graceful birds in red and black, I set in a neat row. I liked them; we had the same sort of jars in my parents’ home, painted with similar birds in red and black. I would need to make four trips to the well, for I could carry only one of the jugs at a time
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