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Preface
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The story describes events that supposedly took place in the land of Canaan in the 9th century BC. In Jewish history, this was a period of a two-reign: Israel, the northern monarchy, and Judaea, the southern monarchy. The content of the lives of the rulers - the main characters of the work - in addition to adherence to the inescapable passions of their human nature, was the fierce struggle for the victory of the Jewish faith over paganism.

The main source delivering information about Queen Athaliah, the protagonist of the story, is the Bible. In general, Jewish and Christian scholars of faith have not given much attention to Athaliah.

The present narrative is a free interpretation of the Biblical legend. The author of a work on a story from antiquity has advantages over both the historian and the interpreter of Holy Scripture. Unlike the first, the writer is not obliged to search for the truth - boldly and without embarrassment, he creates it himself. Not like the second, bound by the dogmas of his religious brotherhood, the fictionist is not entangled in the chains of loyalty.

Athaliah appears little in fiction. In the 17th century, French playwright Jean Racine created a tragedy about her. Less well known is the 18th-century Hebrew drama by the Dutch-Jewish poet Franco Mendes entitled "Athaliah's Revenge".

In music, an oratorio by Handel (18th century) and an oratorio by Mayr (19th century) are dedicated to Queen Athaliah. With the intention of increasing the modest list of immortalizations of the Queen's name, the heavens accepted memory of the Queen into their pantheon - the German astronomer Wolf named an asteroid he discovered Athaliah.

There are author's fictional characters in the story, some names changed.  
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01. Childhood Ends with Matchmaking
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Ordinary ignorance teaches us to call the childhood cloudless. Like a paradise invented for themselves, people have chosen to call the childhood years of their children happy.

An adult sees clouds of cares and worries in the firmament of his life, but children are under his wing, and it is not for them to fight back. Having taken upon himself the heavy labor of struggle, a man spares his children from it, and therefore imagines that the life of children is necessarily happy and unmarred by anything.

There is a grain of truth in such a guess, but the whole truth is not contained in one grain. Childhood is the most difficult time of life, for defenselessness and weakness give birth to fears in the unformed soul, of which the parent does not suspect.

Princess Athaliah grew up in palaces. In Samaria, the capital, stood the main stronghold of the kingdom of Israel. The mighty stone walls were decorated with ivory. The girl loved to look at the fanciful patterns carved on the yellow-white hardness of the tusks embedded in the masonry. She mentally continued the lines, and they wove together into forest beasts and sky birds. The artist's creation are maintaining more than it depicts, and the observer's imagination complements the hidden.

Jezebel, Athaliah's mother, would catch her daughter doing this, would stand behind her, stroke her head, and make conversation.

- It's beautiful, isn't it, Athaliah?

- Of course, Mother! 

- What have you imagined?

- There's a snake wrapped around a stone. And there's an eagle that's about to fold its wings, rush down and grab the snake!

- I came to this palace as a young girl. I couldn't get enough of the painted wonder! Now I don't look at the walls anymore, now it's your turn. 

- Why don't my brothers notice the beauty?

- Joram is still a baby. And Ahaziah, though he is a year older than thou, yet it is not respectable for him to occupy his mind with trifles: his manly pride is ripe in him. Sooner or later he will sit on the throne. He should think of great things - of war, of fatherland, of faith. You're young, grow up and you'll understand. 

- It's hot today, Mother! 

- Sit by the pond, it's cooler there. You can dip your feet in the water. But don't hurt father's fishes. You know how he likes to watch the flickering golden backs!

Athaliah sat down on the stone bank of the pond, dispersed her father's favorites with her little legs and began to think. “Grandfather Omri built this palace. He is king now. He is old, and it is difficult for him to rule. My father Ahab, my grandfather's son, helps him. They are seldom at home, they are always at war. They don't see the beauty of the palace. And when they come, they don't even look at it. I remember my mother saying they need the ivory for boasting, to enjoy the envy of neighboring rulers. Strange, though. When I grow up, I'll understand!” 

***
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The brothers and father did not honor Athaliah too much, though they loved her. Ahaziah and Yoram liked the princess because the woman was not a rival and would not claim the crown. And though the young boys got along with each other, the sister still noticed how Ahaziah sometimes looked suspiciously at the younger Joram, and the latter had a flicker of envy in his eyes. Time, however, would show that there was no sin of war between the brothers, and that both of them had succeeded to the throne. This will happen in the future, but in the meantime the Israelite king Omri, Athaliah's grandfather, died, and Ahab, her father and the son of the deceased, took over.  

Ahab, the formidable and kind king, looked at his daughter with love, for from his seed the beautiful girl had grown up! And he also thought that the young girl would be very useful to him when the time of marriage came. After all, a bride, if her fate is properly managed, is a gift, a commodity and a pledge. Ahab saw in Athaliah a repetition of her mother: her temper is stubborn, she wants to do everything in her own way. The monarch liked to indulge his spouse - let her think that she was also a part of his rule. In addition, he recognized, however, not aloud, but in the depths of his soul, that women's advises are not necessarily useless.

Jezebel adored her husband, though she was angry with him for his compliance, suspecting his condescension toward her. She wanted evidentiary victories, not generously concessions. Meekness preserved the status quo, but it was not sincere, for it was contrary to nature. Jezebel, however, could not complain about her lack of influence in the state of Israel. Too often Ahab left his native walls, fought long wars in foreign lands, and in the meantime she held the helm without placing the crown on the head.

Jezebel's foreign origin left its deep mark on the tumultuous period of Ahab's reign. Her paganism, which was charismatic in the eyes of both common and noble Judaea, fascinated the majority and angered the prophets, who saw in the king's spouse the worst enemy of the people. This woman managed to shake the Israelites' faith in the one God and partially revive the veneration of wooden statues.

Athaliah watched with curiosity the opposition and the harmony that coexisted peacefully between her father and mother. She eavesdropped on their conversations and tried to understand the reason for the male domination to the best of her childish understanding. That was the way this child's head was organized - to look for the rational. When Athaliah was a little girl, she could find no reasonable ground for neglecting a woman, and when she came of age, she rejected this absurdity in thought and deed.

And another thing occupied the young mind: why were the prophets of the faith, who behind their father's back hung like a black cloud, not tolerant of the idols which their mother worshipped? Why is it right for people to have only one God, but wrong to have multiple gods? The girl imagined the Jewish prophets as evil demons tormenting her beloved mother and father. 

From small years to the end of her days she carried and nurtured in her soul a dislike for fanaticism and lack of rationality.

- What are you concerned about, daughter? - Jezebel used to ask, observing with anxiety Athaliah's unchildlike thoughtfulness.

- Everything, mother.

- Do you not wish to speak?

- I don't know how to express it... I feel sorry for you.

- Pity? Fool! Your father loves me, and your brothers love me, and you love me, don't you?

- Of course, Mother! - Athaliah cries out and throws herself on her mother's neck with kisses. 

- I was sure of it! Now stop thinking. Thinking weakens love, mind you! Let me teach you to read and write. 

***
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In Jezreel was the summer palace of the royal family. It wasn't really a palace, but a large stone house. Since the structure belonged to the monarch, although it was not luxurious, it was still the best in the city.

In the hot months Jezebel and the children, the two princes and the princess, used to go to Jezreel, where the air is clear, and the streams are cold, and the birds are vocal, and the fields are green, and the night sky is black, and the stars are huge, and the goodness enters into the hearts. 

Athaliah was looking forward to the heat - she had dreamed of a summer palace all winter long. Grace is here, but the orchard in front of the house is not big enough.

- I have something in mind, my daughter! - Jezebel said cheerfully.

- Speak quickly, mother! - Athaliah exclaimed.

- There is a vineyard adjoining our orchard.

- Yes, I see it.

- It belongs to Naboth, the rich peasant. We will buy land from him and grow flowers!

- How nice!

- Naboth is getting his son married. He invited us to the wedding. Dad's away. Will you come with me?

- Of course, Mother!

- We'll present him and his son with royal gifts, he'll be happy and give us the land, and we'll pay the price.

- What dress shall I wear, Mother?

- Blue. Your color!

Jezebel's sons ignored the invitation. The elder Ahaziah said he had an archery lesson, and the younger Joram said he was busy teaching a puppy how to give a paw.

Athaliah was at the wedding for the first time. She looked at the bride, all dressed up, flushed, embarrassed. Athaliah thought that in a few years she would have the same fate. She did not know whether she wanted it or not, but she realized that the inevitable could not pass. She was afraid that she would not fall in love, or that she would not be loved, for she had not yet known her soul.

“My father will find me a bridegroom and will not ask me whether I like him,” pondered the disenfranchised Princess at the festive table, “he has a simple motive - the benefit of the state, and he does not care for my heart! My mother says that I think a lot, and thoughts are harmful to love. She must be right, but that's the way I am. Mother and father love each other, and I will not see such happiness...”  Athaliah stealthily wiped away a tear. Then the music started, and the guests reluctantly put away their spoons and stopped eating.

“Now I'll show to the Jews how to have fun!” - Jezebel whispered to the daughter, got up from her seat, and was the first to dance. Athaliah blushed with pride - no one danced better than her mother. However, she heard behind her back one of the diners saying to Naboth, “Let the king's wife enjoy herself and think for our benefit that the Jews don't know how to celebrate!" The girl looked back and caught the host's agreeing smile.

Athaliah saw her mother talking to Naboth, and he became anxious and she became confused. They returned home in silence. Jezebel told the daughter that father would come soon and buy land from Naboth. When Ahab arrived in Jezreel, the first thing he did was to go to the peasant himself to negotiate, and he returned home in a bad spirit, and Jezebel grew gloomy after the husband.

And
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