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Preface to the 2013 Edition







At his death in 1968 Kersh had left us with a dazzling gallery of criminals and artists, characters filled with love and loathing, and carrying the seeds of their own destruction. It’s a mystery that he is not regarded as a great British writer of the twentieth century.





Christopher Fowler, Independent on Sunday, 18 September 2011





Forty-five years after he left us Gerald Kersh still suffers from little better than the ‘large, vague renown’ Orwell famously ascribed to Thomas Carlyle. He is remembered chiefly for Night and the City (1938), one of the great novels of London’s Soho, driven by its shabby anti-hero Harry Fabian. Jules Dassin’s 1950 film version starring Richard Widmark has certainly helped that book to endure. But Kersh’s novel lives on by itself because it teems with adroitly observed forms of (low) life, and it still feels like the real thing. Readers who come newly to Kersh usually sense quite soon from his salty, word-rich presence on the page that this was a writer who lived fully, and who never missed a trick. Evidently all he saw was of interest to him, not to say fair game.


Kersh does have his notable and steadfast champions today: Harlan Ellison has vigorously sought to promote awareness of a man whose talent he considered ‘immense and compelling’; Michael Moorcock is the ‘sometime executor’ of the Kersh estate and has kindly made possible Faber Finds’ reissues of a selection of Kersh’s finest works; while cinema-book specialist Paul Duncan has also been an avid advocate for Kersh, and is understood to have been at work awhile on a biography. What general readers may know of Kersh for the moment is largely down to the information these men have placed in the public domain.


Kersh was born in Teddington on 26 August 1911. Writing as a meaningful pastime came quickly to him, such that he soon sniffed a vocation. He quit schooling early, and raced through a succession of jobs as if seeking to go one better on Hemingway’s maxim that a novelist ought to have a friend in every occupation. In 1934 he published a roman-à-clef, Jews without Jehovah, but it wasn’t on sale for very long, since three uncles and a cousin of Kersh’s made out unflattering renderings of themselves within its pages, and sought legal redress – apparently a lasting source of tension at Kersh family occasions.


Following the outbreak of war Kersh joined the Coldstream Guards in 1940 and seems to have been rated a decent soldier. His first stint of leave was during the Luftwaffe’s Blitz, whereupon he narrowly escaped fatal injury but was thereafter reassigned to desk duties. In 1941 he drew on his Guardsman experience to write They Die with Their Boots Clean, a classic fictional account of basic training, and he enjoyed a surprise bestseller with a work that is richly illustrative of his gift for refining into print things you can well imagine he actually heard. (Finds offers the book, bound up with its sequel The Nine Lives of Bill Nelson, under the title given this pairing by their US publisher: Sergeant Nelson of the Guards.)


Thereafter Kersh would be phenomenally productive: a writer not merely of novels and stories but of journalism, sketches and columns, radio and documentary film scripts. After the war he settled in the US and there made himself a fixture in popular magazines that paid well for stories and brought him to huge readerships: the Saturday Evening Post, Esquire, Collier’s, Playboy. Kersh’s stories are the most accessible demonstration of his protean gifts: the strange and fantastical tales are especially cherished, and may be sampled in Finds’ reissues of The Horrible Dummy and Other Stories as well as a broader selection chosen by Simon Raven entitled The Best of Gerald Kersh. At the height of this productivity came three of his most admired novels: Prelude to a Certain Midnight (1947), The Song of the Flea (1948), and The Thousand Deaths of Mr Small (1950).


Kersh wrote so much, his printed output was so compendious, that one might suppose he never had time to blot a line. And yet his sentence-making is remarkably strong. He was both a singular talent and a hard grafter: a crafter of sentences, spinner of yarns, scholar of human follies. His living by the pen, however, seems to have been rarely better than precarious, for a variety of reasons: he had money troubles, personal troubles, health troubles, and over time these tended to come at him in battalions. Amid this turmoil he could still produce Fowler’s End (1958), judged by Anthony Burgess as ‘one of the best comic novels of the century’. Burgess was also a champion of The Implacable Hunter (1961); and The Angel and the Cuckoo (1966) earned Kersh more high praise. But by then he was very nearly through: he died in New York on 5 November 1968, aged fifty-seven. He remains one of those writers perpetually in need of revival, admired by near enough all who read him, awaiting still his golden hour of evangelism. The reader, if not already a convert, is warmly invited to start here.





As the second most formidable figure in the New Testament Saint Paul is of obvious interest to writers of all stripes, despite (or because of?) the fact that scriptural accounts are the only sources we have by which to know him. Yet the literary worth of his Epistles, above all in their King James rendering, is so great that attempts to attain a psychological insight into his character are only natural. For a novelist the challenge has an obvious savour to it, and yet it’s one that has been rarely taken up.


Paul does make a memorable fantasy cameo in the celebrated final act of Kazantzakis’ The Last Temptation (1954), as the former ‘bloodthirsty Saul’, ‘a squat, fat hunchback, still young, but bald’, whose zeal to preach of his conversion to Christianity is briefly derailed when he runs into an ageing Jesus of Nazareth who insists that he never died on the cross. Still, after a brow-furrowed pause Paul presses on regardless, more or less threatening the Messiah that he will finish the job himself if needs be. Kazantzakis’ Paul is ‘like a famished wolf, running to eat up the world’: he goes forth in his evangelising mission already anticipating the ‘joy’ of being ‘shunned, beaten, thrown in deep pits and killed’.


In The Implacable Hunter Gerald Kersh follows a more rugged, thorny path towards an understanding of Paul. Not for him the biblical years in which the narrative line is tolerably clear: Kersh concerns himself with that bloodthirsty period in which Saul of Tarsus was the vigilant and diligent scourge of Nazarene Christians. (And Kersh’s Saul bears two names within these pages, just as a Jewish native of Tarsus who was also a Roman citizen would have done: Saul a natural choice in memory of Israel’s first king, Paulus equally obvious for a Roman.)


Kersh tells the tale from the vantage of Diomed, Roman prefect in Tarsus, who makes himself a mentor to young Saul, only to be much amazed by what follows. The path takes Kersh and his readers all the way to the famous Damascene conversion where a peculiar vision (or ‘episode’) causes scales to fall from Saul’s eyes. But the purpose of the journey is really to examine how this Pharisee, who took the Torah as divine law and policed the hard barriers between Jew and Gentile, turned into the man who could write ‘For I through the law am dead to the law, that I might live unto God.’ (Galatians 2:19) To this end Kersh occupies Paul’s mind on the page in ways that stimulate and fascinate. We are quickly made aware of his obvious abhorrence of the notion that a crucified criminal could possibly be ‘the light of the world’; and yet in his mission to purge the Roman-occupied lands of the Christ cult Saul/Paulus confronts sights that unnerve his conviction – none more forcefully than the stoning of Stephen, which Kersh re-imagines from the Book of Acts with great skill.


Along the route there are other insights into a mind ill at ease: scholars have assumed Paul never married, but Kersh endows him with a beautiful wife. This good fortune, however, doesn’t prevent Kersh’s Paul from expounding anti-female opinions of a disturbing virulence to his friend Diomed – views a good deal stronger, even, than those expressed in the Epistles that have given Paul such a bad reputation for misogyny, and which accordingly received close attention from revisionist scholars. Elsewhere, though we know little of Paul’s parentage, his father is accorded a significant place in Kersh’s narrative – in such a way as to make us ponder the possible reasons why a Jew who was the son of a Roman citizen might first have done murderous service to Rome, only to remake himself as a subversive antagonist of both the Pharisees and the Emperor. By the time Kersh’s magisterial novel closes – returning to the Neronian court where it begins – these great mysteries have been both deepened and elucidated.





Richard T. Kelly


Editor, Faber Finds


July 2013



















Prologue





PAINTED as I was with a savage’s pattern of inlaid red dust mixed with sweat that filled the countless folds and wrinkles in my battered face, and mounted on a lame clay horse, my old friend Marcus Flaminius did not know me until I called him by name in the courtyard of his pretty villa on the outskirts of Antium.


‘Diomed!’ he said, and caught me as I dismounted, for I was stiff in every muscle and sore in every bone from the long ride. ‘Diomed, old friend, where have you sprung from?’


‘Home,’ I said.


‘You seem to have come in a devil of a hurry.’


‘I did.’


‘Come in, come in! You have spoiled a good horse there.’


‘Yes. And left a better one dead on the road,’ I told him.


‘Not the mare Daphne?’


‘Yes. She burst her heart thirty miles back.’


‘Aie-aie! Then you are in a hurry indeed, Diomed! First drink some wine. Then tell me who’s after you. This is not much of a place to hide in, but we’ll see what we can do.’


‘I’m not hiding, my dear Flaminius. But if I might beg a bath, the loan of your barber, something to eat, and leave to rest a couple of hours, one or other of my men will catch me up, bringing fresh clothes.’


‘You know very well that my house is yours. How long have you been in the saddle?’


Gratefully drinking, I replied: ‘A hundred miles or so. If you love me, give me another pillow – I am not the man I was forty years ago.’


‘You always were made of iron. We are of an age, I think, give or take a year. What are you, sixty-nine? And look at you: iron, bronze, rock. “A hundred miles or so” – just like that! If I rode twenty I’d drop dead. It is as much as I can do to travel a day’s journey in my chair.’


‘I rather think I’ll trouble you for a loan of that same chair, when I go to pay my visit,’ I said.


‘And who are you visiting so urgently at Antium?’ he asked.


‘Nero.’


He raised his brows. ‘By Hermes and by Aphrodite, you choose a pretty time to visit that one!’ he said, shaking his head.


‘Oh, he’ll spare me a quarter of an hour from his falsetto singers and his Greek bugger-boys,’ I said. ‘I’m bringing him a gift’ – I tapped with my knuckles a narrow box which I had been holding on my knees.


Marcus Flaminius said: ‘There is something strange about this. Diomed is not in the habit of burning up the road and killing blood mares riding through the night, to bring gifts to Caesar.’


‘I have a favour to ask of him.’


‘Out of character again, and an unpropitious time.’


‘The gift, I hope, will make the time propitious,’ I said.


‘What is it?’ Flaminius asked.


‘A sword,’ I said; and the consternation on his face would have made me laugh if I had not been so tired.


‘Now look here, Diomed – you put me in a very queer position here, you know! I protest, I’m too old and weak, now, for such games. It is not as if I had been made privy to any plan, or anything. You’re my friend, and I’ll stand by you; but under protest! Leave the young fool alone, I say, and he’ll kill himself. He’s well on the way to doing it already. Insurrection in Gaul, they tell me; Vindex showing his teeth. Galba growling in Spain. Britain in turmoil, and the Londinium garrison wiped out. Pompeii gone with a whuff – dust and ashes. Rome in chaos. Have sense, man! But here you, Diomed of all created men, here you come riding like a madman out of the night with a sword for Caesar!’


‘Oh, be quiet!’ I said. ‘Do you think I’d ride Daphne to death for a flea-bite of an assassination? I say, I have a favour to ask.’


‘For the moment I thought you were going to –’ Flaminius drew a finger across his throat.


‘No, I want him to spare me a man’s life.’


‘Well, but why the sword?’


‘Because he’ll like it. It is the sword of the Great Alexander, taken from the King of Persia’s tent; the same sword Alexander killed Hephaestion with. Complete with scabbard, attested history, affirmed pedigree, and all. It was one of the gems of Barbatus’s collection. Look and see.’


I opened the box and showed my friend the sword.


‘Aie!’ cried Flaminius. ‘Nero would give you anybody’s life you like, for a thing like that. He’s got Alexander’s shield already; or thinks he has. Whose life d’you want?’ he asked, in his pouncing way.


‘A Tarsian Roman. A Jewish Nazarene,’ I answered.


‘But the Nazarenes are in terribly bad odour, you know – they brought down the wrath of the gods on Rome in the form of heavier taxation, and what not…. Well, so long as the sword is simply a gift … even so, I’d choose my little speech very carefully before I offered a sword to Nero at this moment, my friend. But, gods! What a beauty! Let me hold it once again. What steel! … By the bye, Diomed, did you remember to bring side-arms – if I may use the expression – under your clothes?’


‘Was I born yesterday?’ I asked; and showed him a number of little bags of gold coins fastened to a sling over my shoulder.


‘I was going to say; if not, my purse is yours.’


‘Thanks. Let me bathe and be shaved, and sleep just two hours, and when my men come up I’ll dress and take my chance.’


‘The Officer in Waiting today is one Leitus Rufus. Mention my name … and give him fifty gold pieces…. What is this man to you, anyway?’


‘My friend. What would you think of me if you were under a death sentence, and I didn’t put myself to some little inconvenience for your sake?’


‘Alas, Diomed; we are the last of the old breed, are we not? Friendship was a sacred thing, in our day.’


‘Yes. And now, for pity’s sake let me be rubbed with oil, for I swear by all the gods that I feel, all at once, every ache and pain and fatigue I have endured this past seventy years, back to the very bruises of birth!’


So, my servants having come at last, flogging their jaded horses, and I shaved and trimmed and anointed, dressed with appropriately discreet richness, and went to Nero.


My name, it appeared, was not unknown. I was received without much delay, and conducted into a large, cool marble room pierced with great windows, through which came the sight and smell of the sea.


He was fidgeting in an ivory chair, in a litter of scrolls: a large young man with red-gold curls, the face of a pretty child debauched, and the body of one of those correctly-muscled men that sculptors like to use as models for athletes but blurred in its definition, curiously pasty. Yes, take some second-rate marble Apollo, give it a perfectly even coat of tallow as thick as your thumb, and there you have Nero.


‘State your business,’ he said, as from an immeasurable distance. ‘What is that you are carrying? Speak.’


I said: ‘Caesar, you have heard of Barbatus, whose eye for the rare and the beautiful was comparable only with your own?’


‘Yes, of course I have heard of Barbatus – he had some exquisite pieces, some of which have come my way. Is that one of them?’


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘it is Alexander the Great’s own sword, which he took from the Persian Darius. It is the sword with which Alexander slew his friend Hephaestion. Here are the documents to prove it’ – I offered him a golden scroll-case and a letter.


‘The sword, the sword, let me see the sword,’ he said, petulant as a pampered child.


And he beckoned to two soldiers, who stood very close behind me while I unwrapped the box. Making no sudden movements, I took out the sheathed sword and placed it in his hands. Nero looked at the jewelled hilt for a long time, and then from it to the great rings on his fingers: their bezels gripped more jewels but the hilt of that sword made the gems with which it was adorned live and glow.


He saw this, and pursed his rosy mouth thoughtfully. At last, he drew the blade, very slowly – and if true beauty lies in perfect function, that piece of steel was one of the wonders of the world.


I said: ‘Take care, Caesar – it will sever a hair at a touch.’


At this, he called: ‘A hair! Get me a hair!’


A naked boy, tressed like a girl, plucked from his head a long, curling, black hair, and offered it to Nero. He holding it at arm’s length between thumb and forefinger, touched the edge of the sword to it. There was an almost inaudible twang, and the hair was cut. Nero sheathed the sword and caressed it. He fondled the hilt, and ran his soft fingers over the carvings on the scabbard, smiling an odiously shy and voluptuous little smile.


‘They say that it is unlucky to accept a gift of a sword without shedding a little blood with it,’ he said.


I bared my right arm, boldly, and held it forward.


‘Shed, Caesar!’ I said.


But he tickled my arm with his fingertip; my spine tingled with revulsion. ‘Oh, see what an arm he has!’ cried Nero. ‘The sinews! The thews! An arm of bronze – the aged Hercules!’


‘At your service,’ I said.


‘No. It would be a pity to cut such a fine arm. I need such arms, the gods know! … But perhaps this sword is not a gift?’ he asked, in a womanish, worried voice. ‘Perhaps you want to sell it?’


I was throwing my dice with my eyes shut, now; here was my strategy. I said: ‘If Nero is willing to pay the price I ask for it.’


‘I could take it, darling, for nothing, you know.’


‘Yes, but that would bring bad luck.’


‘What did you say your name was? Diomed? You are a brave man, Diomed, the bravest of the bravest of the brave! There now, I like you. Name your price. Anything you want – there!’


I pointed to a gold lyre by the window, and said in the Greek language which I knew he loved: ‘If Nero will improvise for me Alexander’s Lament for Hephaestion, I go home and die happy. That is my price.’


To my everlasting disgust, Nero leapt up and kissed me, smearing my mouth with paint. ‘The elegiac?’ he asked.


‘Yes, the hexameter-pentameter –’ I had been informed that this was one of his favourite poetic forms ‘– but not Ovidian. Ovid? Who was Ovid? In Asia it is Nero who is worshipped as the incarnation of Apollo.’ He was jealous of the fame of Ovid.


‘Great grief, but kingly grief!’ cried Nero. ‘Diomed you inspire me!’


‘Nero,’ I said, ‘Alexander’s sword has been in my possession these thirty years. Was I fit to draw it? No. I thought of Tiberius. No. Then Caligula. Certainly not. Claudius? Questionable. But in a dream a voice told me, Nero. I killed the finest horse in Italy to bring it to you forthwith for these are troubled times, Nero, and you must be our Alexander.’


Possibly one of the silliest speeches even I have ever made, but he fell upon my neck again, and shouted: ‘Wine, more wine! I cannot improvise without wine, white wine, lots and lots of cold white wine; sparkling, spuming, icy, white, white wine!’


Then he called in secretaries and soldiers to listen, and he made me lie on a couch hip-deep in sensuous cushions and sickly with strong perfumes, while the black-haired boy served me with wine. He put one foot on a stool, arranged the lyre on his knee, threw back his foolish golden head and, in a tremendous tenor voice, soullessly accurate and tallowy like his form, began to sing, shoving harsh handfuls of hastily-plucked notes into every halting ellipsis as one might hastily caulk a leaky boat in mid-stream with torn sacking.


‘Little Lucius!’ I thought. ‘It is Little Lucius! This is not Now and I am not Here…. It was all a dream, a devious and uneasy dream! …’


But it was not a dream, and I was here and in anguish for my friend; we being the last two left alive of Soxias’s guests.


‘Alas, alas!’ I thought. ‘There is no such thing as a dream!’


Nero was Nero, drunk as a fiddler’s bitch, and I was crafty old Diomed, a monolith of bygone days, and full of the facts of life if one knew how to read the runes of my lined face, and construe the cuneiform of my scars.


So, disciplined man that I am, while Nero sang and sang, and twanged and strummed, stopping my ears from within against his stridencies and his plangencies, I made myself remember why I was here …
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AFTER dinner with Soxias, such of his guests as were sober enough to link sentence to sentence, or too replete to amuse themselves with the acrobats and the dancers, generally wound up a loose hour or two in scabrous gossip or in warming up stale tales of natural and unnatural love. All such smut is older than Egypt.


Now, Little Lucius – so called, because he was ridiculously corpulent – got up reeling to declaim, for the thousandth time, his rhyme about Sappho and the Mermaid. His voice was naturally sibilant and effeminate; now he forced it into two tones, one husky and passionate and the other coy and sniggering, accompanying his song with vibrant notes which he struck with his long finger-nails out of a gold goblet.








‘Your undivided attention, please,


To the fleshy tale of a fishy tail,


To the warm tale of a cold tail,


To the tale of an undivided tail,


And a hopeless love in the summer seas –’











he began.


His versifying was deliberately, exaggeratedly execrable: Lucius was grit between the teeth and alum in the mouth, and he rejoiced in the fact, after the manner of his kind. He had the power to irritate, to inspire ecstasies of revulsion and arouse agonies of disgust; and he exercised this power in order to excite violence, Thrashed, he cried: ‘More –!’ with a giggle. He exulted in the spectacle of exhausted rage.


So, in his own way, did Soxias, that connoisseur of breaking-points. That is why he usually let Little Lucius sing the entire three hundred staggering lines of his song, night after night; Soxias closed his ears and watched his guests with a small, sleepy smile.


And I watched Soxias.


Cneius Afranius said to me, looking towards Lucius: ‘His is the only kind of muck, Diomed, that Time cannot refine nor usage sanctify.’


I replied: ‘There are only two sexes, and the human body is capable of only a limited number of contortions and sensations. And take my word for it, Afranius – most of these contortions and sensations are much more painful than enjoyable.’


‘I take your word, Diomed,’ said Afranius. ‘You should know.’


‘Ask Melanion, then,’ I said.


The physician, Melanion of Cos, who had been listening, nodded, and said: ‘Diomed is right. Most sensation is unhealthy.’


‘Eating when you are hungry? Drinking when you are thirsty?’ asked Afranius.


‘Very mild enjoyments, to a healthy man,’ said Melanion. ‘Eating when you are famished and drinking when you are parched are a kind of agony. You try it and see. Only a well-nourished man can linger over the sensation of taste. When a man picks and chooses his food, he does not need it. If he does not need it, it is not doing him any good. Hence, it is superfluous. Ergo, it is unhealthy.’


‘Oh come,’ Afranius protested, ‘there is a kind of spiritual comfort in a little civilised superfluity.’


‘There is a kind of indigestion in it,’ said Melanion. ‘There is a kind of constipation in it. Find spiritual comfort in a belly full of the thirty-two winds, a mouth full of vinegar, and a liver like a penned goose’s.’


‘Ai, ai, ai! And the act of love?’ Afranius asked.


‘Sir,’ said the physician, ‘as a reasonably healthy man who has been young in his time, I can tell you that ecstasy in the act of love, as you call it, exists only in anticipation or in gaudy retrospect. It is, in fact, a figment of the imagination. Eh, Diomed?’


I said: ‘As a reasonably healthy man who is still far from old, I will agree that the sexual act is never what you expect it to be, and never what you think it has been and may be again. It’s a necessity of the body, a relief. You never really remember it.’


‘An itch and a scratch,’ said Melanion.


Continuing, I said: ‘– And even if you could, as a reasonably competent and entirely devoted officer of police, I say that Memory is the most inveterate liar in or out of Court.’


‘And where love is concerned, the most confounded bore,’ said Melanion. ‘Like pain. No man can remember pain. No woman, either. No bore like a lover – except an invalid.’


‘Pain,’ said Afranius, thoughtfully. ‘No, one cannot recall pain, Tortures – flogging, burning, flaying, and so forth – hurt the spectators more than the victims.’


I disagreed. ‘No. They love it. I know a kind-hearted old woman who sells honey-cakes. She doesn’t even brush the flies off her cakes for fear of hurting them. She never misses a crucifixion; goes to sell her cakes to the onlookers, but being unable to take her eyes off the men on the nails, she is invariably robbed. I asked her why she didn’t keep a better look-out for her goods, then.


‘She said: “I can’t help it, my lord. I look up and I see the poor fellow hanging up there bleeding and crying, and something seems to go out of me, like, near where I sit down, my lord; and my feet seem to leave the ground, and I can feel myself hanging up there on the nails; and then I heave a sigh, and I’m not up there, I’m down here, and so happy to be alive I don’t begrudge the few cakes the boys have stolen, but I give away some more. I mean, my lord, if we all got what we deserve, where should we be – saving your honour? And it’s as if that poor fellow dies in my place; and I feel like a young girl again, and my new-married husband putting out the lamp.”


‘Only a few of the mob jeer and throw dead cats. They hate the executioners, but in general they like the thieves. “Might be you or me,” they say. They are engrossed. I remember one crucifixion, for example: a bandit named Calchas tore one hand loose from its nail in his last struggles. And what did he do with it? He tried to cover his nakedness. And there was not a man in the crowd that did not drop a hand to his own groin.’


At this point, Soxias, in his twanging, husky voice that always reminded me of some primitive musical instrument made of dry gourd and stretched gut, called across the table: ‘Lucius, be quiet.’


Lucius, having drawn a deep breath, was beginning to change his metre to tell what happens to mermaid and mortal:


‘– When the prurient mulch laps the succulent ooze –’ or some such unappetising anapæst; and, enjoying himself, pretended not to hear.


But Soxias’s voice had a numbing quality. It forced most people to stop what they were saying or doing and listen to him, whether they understood him or not; and they did not always understand him at first. He spoke Greek with a sing-song of Aramaic, lisped Persian with a Dacian titter, muttered Armenian with an indrawn African hiss, and was fluent in Latin but with that indescribable big-tongued bubbling accent which has given us the word ‘Barbarian’. Listening to Soxias, one received the impression that he was drinking the language scalding hot and relishing every sip of it, to the sensitive hearer’s discomfiture.


He said again: ‘Lucius, be quiet! Compose a fresh song, or I think perhaps I will send you to Ptalep in Alexandria.’


‘What a name!’ Lucius giggled. ‘Like spitting out a pomegranate-seed. I’d love to meet Ptalep! Is he a poet?’


‘No,’ said Soxias,’ ‘a taxidermist. I will have you stuffed and mounted.’ As Lucius laughed, he went on, in an easy and confidential tone. ‘The skin comes off more easily when the subject is alive.’


‘Oh, but I’d love –’ Little Lucius began. Then, bold as he was, he stopped, and sat.


Soxias was a queer man to joke with. There were uneasy little stories current about him in Tarsus. For example: Two men met in hell. One asked the other: ‘Why, Decius, what brings you here so young?’ ‘Alas, Nonus! I laughed when I thought Soxias was jesting. He was not. And you?’ ‘Alas, Decius! I did not laugh when I thought Soxias was serious. He was jesting.’


For Soxias liked to be feared, and he knew that nothing is so frightening as the unpredictable, to all those who still cling to life and hope. So the gods are feared; and this strange, dangerous old man, having gnawed his way out of nobody knew what dark rat-holes in his unrecorded youth, and fought and bought his tortuous upward path, now sat among the gods, licked sleek if not clean and perfumed to drown the stench of a dozen drains. But the gods, as I read their histories, are nothing much more than over-indulged, bored children, hugely enlarged; and such, on the surface, was Soxias.


When the humour was on him he would squander fortunes on such follies as labyrinths leading nowhere, or marble staircases which at the touch of a lever became smooth inclines; and it was said of him that if a fly annoyed him he would have that fly’s life if it cost a million. He was at once grossly blatant and infinitely secretive, disguising a certain swift and tricky tortuousness under an appearance of transparency, just like a child; and, again like a child, possessed with that frantic curiosity which cannot examine without destroying, and that tedious humour which cannot jest without teasing. He loved to see people falling suddenly on their backsides. ‘The arse is the seat of all humour,’ he used to say; and went to fantastic lengths to demonstrate this.


Yet all the time Soxias grew richer and richer, by virtue of what appeared to be nothing but brutal cunning and a child’s (or a god’s) sublime disregard for the feelings of those upon whom he trod, coupled with a kind of prescience which was said to be magical. But I know something of the value of what appears to be nothing but brutal cunning and the fact of the matter is, that Soxias had his spies in every corner of the world; paid them generously, was astute in evaluating their reports, and swift to act. So I could guess that – since his mind was running on somebody in Alexandria – Soxias had had some news from Egypt, and that next year, or the year after that, there might be a rise or a fall in the price of grain.


Even while he was talking to Little Lucius, I caught the glint of his flat black eye as he looked sideways at me without turning his head. No doubt he was saying to himself, in whatever language he thought with: ‘Aha! The policeman’s nose twitches. Diomed has sniffed out Egypt. But Diomed knows that Soxias doesn’t drop loose words so he will say to himself: “If Soxias hints at the east, look to the west; probably there is trouble in Britain.”’


But No Doubt is one of Truth’s commonest enemies.


One thing was certain, now: that Soxias was determined to be amused; therefore, someone must suffer.


He turned to Paulus and asked: ‘What do you say? Shall I send Lucius to be stuffed?’


With a gesture that included the great table and Lucius’s preposterous belly, Paulus replied: ‘Why waste labour and money? You have already stuffed Lucius more generously than Ptalep ever could.’ Everyone laughed; nobody liked Little Lucius.


Soxias said: ‘Point of interest, Paulus – what would your god-in-the-box have to say to a stuffed Lucius?’


Paulus had a certain boxer’s knack of turning an enemy’s tactics to his own advantage. He was a master of the feigned miscalculation. His retreat was circular – a calculated kind of attack; and he was a born adept in the delicate art of making an opponent underestimate him by letting it be felt that he was underestimating his opponent. So the other man would, apparently negligent, leave a vital spot unguarded for a moment, to invite a blow that must miss and lay Paulus open to a smashing right hand: he was always surprised to find that he had been playing Paulus’s game, that his counter-stroke missed, that he was caught on one foot, off-balance, and at the quicker man’s mercy.


For this, among other good soldierly qualities, I had an affection for the man; and I said to myself: ‘Oho, Soxias! You have started the game, but I’ll wager a horse to a hen that I know who will finish it!’


‘Speak up, speak up,’ said Lucius.


Paulus said: ‘Why, Soxias, there would be nothing to say to a stuffed Lucius. Let out the squeal and the guts, and what is Lucius? A hide. You deal in leather, Soxias, among other things. Sell Lucius to a cobbler.’ Before Soxias could speak, he added, quickly: ‘But all the world knows that Lucius has a skin, a very thick skin. The mystery is, where does he keep his bones?’


A poor little joke, but young Paulus made it sound almost funny, he spoke with such earnestness, and looked about him with an air of shrewd inquiry. It was good enough to make Soxias laugh, and that was enough.


Ambassador to an unknown kingdom, governor of a sullen and insecure province, general of a mutinous army: somewhere in Paulus slept the seed of a clever handler of men. I thought that he had danced like a bullfighter between the horns of a threatening conversation. (At my table, I ban religion and politics.)


But Little Lucius, with honey in his voice and hate in his eyes, was at it again. ‘Soxias,’ he said, ‘I will write you a new song on a sacred theme – I have a Greek translation, from the Hebrew, of a delicious bit of erotica written by a Jewish king who fell in love with a black slut out of Africa. It is esteemed as holy by the Jews, my dear! I think I shall paraphrase it in Latin dactyls, like:








Careful King Solomon numbered his concubines


Counting the tits and dividing by two











– or perhaps I shouldn’t? Paulus’s god might not like it, eh, Paulus?’


Afranius said: ‘Leave the gods out of it.’


‘Eh, Paulus?’ Lucius persisted.


Paulus raised a hand as if he was about to speak, but he said nothing; he simply gazed, unblinking, at Lucius. Awaiting his reply, we were silent, and this sudden silence was curiously oppressive: it was as if everyone was holding his breath.


He rose, without haste – always gazing at Lucius – and went and stood over him. Then he stooped, and dipped a forefinger into Lucius’s cup. One lazy drop of the heavy dark wine hung at Paulus’s finger-tip. It seemed to hang there for a long time; Paulus’s hand was motionless, only the winedrop trembled and then fell with an inaudible splash on Lucius’s right wrist.


In a strange voice, soft yet strong with authority, gentle but exactly incisive, so that his words seemed, as it were, to punch little holes in the air, Paulus said: ‘You will not write your paraphrase, Lucius. Tonight you will sleep, and tomorrow when you arise your right hand will be palsied.’ Then he returned to his seat.


Lucius blinked, smiling crookedly, rubbing his wrist very hard with a napkin; and Melanion whispered to me, with a grim smile: ‘By the gods, Diomed, what a merchant they will make of this little Pharisee! And what a physician will be lost!’


‘Or soldier,’ I said.


And Lucius was now rubbing his wrist against his thigh, while Soxias, delighted with the atmosphere of consternation which Paulus contrived to spread – and being, I fancied, somehow namelessly afraid himself – laughed hoarsely; and sent over his cup, a great goblet of gold set with emeralds, crying: ‘Keep it for Solomon’s sake! … Serve you right, Lucius – every man for his own gods and devils! … Eh, Diomed?’


‘It is the policy of Rome –’ I began.


‘– Look out, gentlemen!’ cried Soxias. ‘Here comes Diomed the Manhunter! –’ he was amusing himself with me, now ‘– The names they call him in Tarsus! All cold-blooded, too: a turtle to snap, a crab to grip, a squid with eight arms to catch you and a bellyful of black ink to hide behind, an eel to slither away, a limpet to cling, an unopenable oyster –’


As he paused for an instant to think, Paulus said: ‘– Garlic?’


‘What garlic?’ asked Soxias.


‘Garlic, saffron, spices and salt. Stew Diomed with these, and he would be a fish dish, fit for a king’s table.’


‘First catch me,’ said I.


‘I don’t feel well,’ said Lucius, suddenly. ‘My fingers tingle.’


‘I have eaten man,’ said Soxias, watching the company from under his eyebrows. ‘The chest and the haunch are the best cuts. But having paunched your man, you must let him hang three days; and then seethe him for twenty minutes in water before roasting … Oh, but that brings us to the subject of gods again.’


Lucius staggered to his feet. Beckoning two slaves, Soxias said: ‘Take my lord Lucius to the vomitorium.’


‘What is the connection between roast man and gods?’ asked Tibullus, a shy little plump gentleman who had spent the past thirty years in scholarly retirement, writing a History of Asia.


Afranius said: ‘Don’t you know? Everything is god that comes to Soxias’s pantheon. He worships them all, and believes in none.’


‘No, no,’ said Soxias, with a certain gravity. ‘I believe in all of ’em, my boy, all of ’em. Don’t you mock. Everything is a god that is believed in. What connection between roast man and gods, asks Tibullus. Well, I dined once with some man-eating black men who worshipped quite a potent little god made of ebony. It was when I was young and poor and carefree. I got hold of a ship and went to Africa.’


‘Young and poor and carefree – you simply got hold of a ship?’ I said.


‘That’s right. And a cargo of wine and stuff. I cruised down the coast of Africa, where the forest grows down to the sea and the sea runs into the rivers. Nobody has ever scratched Africa yet, to this day. The people came out to meet us with clubs and spears, but after a few drinks of wine and a length or two of coloured cloth I had their king eating out of my hand – he loved me like a brother – big strong fellow, a Hercules.’


‘He showed me this wooden god of his: a badly carved image of a hermaphrodite, with a backside like a pumpkin and breasts like cucumbers, black as coal. As nearly as I can pronounce it, they called it ’Ngo; and to this thing they sacrificed boys and girls whom they afterwards cooked and ate. Our priests do likewise, only ours eat beef and mutton.


‘Well, the king of this rancid mob told me that whoever touched this ’Ngo would be struck dead. To prove it, he got a prisoner out of the fattening-pen and had him pushed forward at spear-point to touch the idol. Man was grey with fright, but what had he to lose? He touched the god, turned a back-somersault, and fell dead. King asked me, now did I believe in the power of his god –?’


‘Did you?’ I asked.


‘No,’ said Soxias, wiping his mouth.


‘So you touched it?’ asked Afranius.


‘A business-man takes no unnecessary chances, my friend – oh no. I sent to the ship for a man who hadn’t seen what had been going on, and I said to him: “Go and get me that image, will you?” He went and tucked this ’Ngo under his arm, and dropped it at my feet. So I picked it up. It was only wood.’


‘But you had been prepared to believe in it,’ I said.


‘I am a broad-minded man,’ said Soxias. ‘Where was the evidence that ’Ngo was not the God of All Gods? Africa is full of surprises. The long and short of it was, the king wanted his god back. I said: “Uh-uh! First, comes a little matter of ransom.”


‘The rivers there are full of gold: the common people keep the gold dust, and the king keeps the larger pieces. Also, they have elephants like we have mice. I came home with gold in ballast, and ivory, as much as I could carry. And a few of the biggest and strongest men, and the prettiest girls for slaves.’


‘And the king got his god back?’ asked Paulus.


‘Why, no. I kept ’Ngo for luck; nailed him – or her, or it – up for a figurehead. It brought me good fortune.’


‘But not the king,’ said Paulus.


‘I don’t know. I sold him to an elderly widow in Sicily. I suppose she fed him pretty well. His wife went to a Greek dealer…. But to return to my point: that wooden god really did have the power to strike a man dead.’


‘The man’s belief in it struck him dead,’ said Melanion.


Soxias said, brightly: ‘Yes! And ’Ngo struck me lucky because, you see, I believe in only the good-natured side of the gods.’ And then, looking at me, he closed one eye in a slow and malevolent wink. ‘Graven images,’ he said, smiling at Paulus, ‘I have a little graven image here in my house which would bring the proudest of you sprawling before her on the floor for my amusement!’


‘Technically,’ I said, ‘strictly technically, it might be construed as an offence not to show respect for, say, any image of the deified Augustus –’


‘Stamped on a coin, for instance?’ said Soxias. ‘I don’t mean that; although you know and I know that for a sufficient number of bits of gold, stamped with the image of a pig’s arse, even, there’s not one man or woman in ten thousand that wouldn’t grovel. No, no. I am referring not to a coin, or any number of coins, either gold or silver, but to exactly what I said: a little graven image – of a goddess, to be exact.’ His eyes were twinkling now at Cassius Barbatus, sometimes called Poor-Rich Barbatus: rich, because he had spent a great fortune amassing one of the most extensive and exquisite collections of rare gems in the world; poor, because he so passionately loved beauty for its own sake that he could not bear to be separated from any part of it.


Barbatus lived quite blissfully, calm and unruffled, in a subtle world of facets and colours and curves too refined for my comprehension; a kindly, courtly, harmless old gentleman, very proud of his lineage. In his fine house, guarded by six strong slaves and surrounded with treasures, he ate mutton broth out of an earthenware dish and drank sour wine; but, two or three times a week, he dined sumptuously at the houses of rich friends where he was always welcome.


If, in a dispute concerning the origin or the value of some work of art, you said: ‘Barbatus says …’ there was an end of discussion. And he carried with him an infection of serenity. It was good to see him, at ease in his almost threadbare robe, wearing on his thumbs and forefingers rings that Caesar himself might have kept in a locked cabinet.


‘I would like Barbatus’s opinion,’ said Soxias, slowly, ‘of a little something I picked up the other day.’


‘Most happy!’ cried Barbatus. ‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure.’


‘Something rather special,’ said Soxias.


‘You were speaking,’ I said, ‘of graven images?’


‘Everything in its proper order,’ said Soxias.


Lucius came back, leaning heavily upon his attendants, who helped him to his place. His great face, palely glistening and veined all over with red, was like one of those roots farmers preserve as curiosities because they appear more animal than vegetable. He blubbered: ‘Soxias, you must make that fellow unsay what he said…. He has the Evil Eye…. He will enchant, bewitch …’ Then furiously, to Paulus: ‘You must call your spirits off, do you hear? Otherwise …’


Melanion said to Soxias, with his lowering smile: ‘Better send Lucius home to bed. There is not much fun left in him now, I think.’


Soxias ordered: ‘Take him home, take him home.’ Then he said to his secretary, a swarthy bearded man who never spoke and whose name nobody knew: ‘Fetch the black shagreen box that the Persian brought.’


The secretary bowed and went away while Lucius, crying: ‘He will bewitch, he will fascinate!’ was carried from the table.


‘This thing of which I speak,’ Soxias went on, ‘nobody knows who made it or how – perhaps Barbatus will know. Naming no names, I had it off a Persian who stole it from a Greek who got it from a Sidonian character who beat about the Euxine river-mouths. It is, I am told, a true image of Eurynome who, I am told for a fact –’ he smiled at Paulus ‘– created the world. Did she, Barbatus?’


‘So we are informed by reliable authorities,’ said Barbatus, gravely, looking eagerly towards the dark secretary who was slowly returning, carrying with infinite care a square black box bound with silver, ‘for in the beginning, the world was without form and all elements were intermingled in Chaos, and thus without order. From this Chaos, Eurynome sprang, naked and beautiful, dancing.


‘She divided the heavens from the earth and the waters, and made the light which she wore in her hair and, whirling in her dance, scattered about the firmament in the form of the sun and the moon and the stars. She was the mother of all created things in their order: from the lowest in the depths of the waters to the highest, which is Man, who alone can stand upright and turn his head to look at the stars. For, with a clap of her beautiful hands, she made the wild north wind which she twisted into the great Serpent, out of whose love for her Eurynome produced the universal Egg, which the Serpent cracked in his mighty grip, releasing all the forces of Being.’


‘Now where,’ asked Soxias, unfastening the box, ‘have we heard this story before? Eh, Paulus? I thought it was Moses who brought it away, together with a few articles of jewellery, from the Egyptians! Well, here is Eurynome –’


Paulus’s reply, if he made any, must have been lost in a general cry of wonder at the object that stood revealed in the soft light of the perfumed lamps.


Even I caught myself exclaiming: ‘Aie! It is alive!’ and indeed the figure of Eurynome really was moving. She swayed ever so gently and then turned slowly in a full circle. I could see, at a second glance, that she was standing on the tip of one toe upon a perfect polished ball of some gem-stone of various shades: at the bottom it was black as jet, the black changed to deep blue, the deep blue to lighter blue which, in its turn, merged into a limpid rose colour, the whole seeming to imprison a straining radiance, so that one felt that if by some chance this ball should break, there would be a letting loose of light to dazzle the world.


Nobody could ever know what love and inspired toil had been dedicated to the making of this thing. Between Eurynome’s toe and the top of the ball was a little space of crystal so pure that she appeared to be separated from the ball of light by nothing but a clear spark of this light itself. She stood, so exquisitely balanced as to rock and pirouette in obedience to every breath, only to return ineluctably to her poised uprightness.


The stone of her body was of all the colours in heaven and earth, but her long swirling hair was of a red that was almost black where it began, fading through innumerable subtle shades to a translucent yellow where it ended. Twined about her body was a black snake whose head, neither reptilian nor human, she caressed with her left hand while she held it at arm’s length. Her right, straining high, supported the bowl of a cup – the heavens – thin as beaten gold, but cut out of the living crystal, all angry red and smoky black. And from the black rim of the cup of heaven to the black bottom of the ball of the world, this marvel measured about twice the length of a man’s hand.


We were all silent, then, for as long as it takes to draw a fresh breath – all but Soxias, and he said, in his best merchant’s voice: ‘The remarkable thing about it, really, is that it is all carved out of the one piece. There couldn’t have been two such bits of stone. And what balance! Just blow and she spins like a feather in a drain!’ He leered at Barbatus who stood, frozen with awe.


Afranius muttered: ‘Does he want to sell her? A man would give –’


Melanion interrupted him. ‘– Hush! Soxias is about to have his fun.’


Barbatus, who had been momentarily smitten dumb, said: ‘Yes. Here is, indeed, the First and the Last! Oh, Soxias, if I were the millionaire I once was, I would say: “Take everything, Soxias; take my money and my lands and my houses, but give me this Eurynome!”’


Then, to our bewildered embarrassment, this stately old gentleman covered his face and bowed his head as if he were weeping in silence. Only Soxias was unmoved by this.


He said: ‘What’s the matter, Barbatus? You are quite right to like this piece – I knew you would. That’s why I showed it to you. I’m not the man to keep a pretty thing locked in a box. I don’t blame you for what you say; I don’t mind telling you I paid a pretty penny for this item. Still, why talk of money? I don’t want money, I’ve got money. If I took gold by the handful and chucked it into the river, a handful every minute, I shouldn’t live long enough to get to the bottom of my coffers. Ask Melanion … eh, Melanion?’


In a surly voice, Melanion said: ‘It’d be a damned silly question. Of course you wouldn’t, because before you’d thrown out a third of what you keep, the return on what you’ve got put out at interest would fill your strong-boxes up again.’


‘So; you see?’ said Soxias. ‘Money means nothing to me. I only value it for what it will buy. Such as this little cup, you might say? Wrong! I’m no connoisseur. To me, a cup is a cup, a figurine is a figurine. I like that carving, that Eurynome, as you call her, because the lives of men must have gone into making her. For the same reason, I might make a bid for the tombs of the Pharaohs, if I could get any fun out of them…. But you, Barbatus, you worship what you call Beauty. You’re refined. Money aside, what have you got that you’d give me for this unique little statue, or cup, or whatever it is?’


‘Half my collection,’ said Barbatus.


Soxias shook his head, while the rest of us exchanged astonished glances. ‘No,’ he said.


Barbatus picked up the cup of Eurynome and looked at it for a long time. Then he set it down with infinite care and said: ‘Soxias, I will give you my whole collection for this Eurynome: that is to say, my life – all I ever had and all that I ever loved!’


There was a magnificence about old Barbatus as he stood there, with folded arms. But Soxias shook his head.


‘Your life? But you’ve spent it,’ he said. ‘Your collection? What’ll I do with it, sell it? What for, money? I told you, I don’t want money. What then should I do with your collection? Save it? To me it would be unrealised assets. No.’ Soxias was in his glory.


‘Then,’ said Barbatus, with his kind smile, having fully recovered his dignity, ‘I have nothing more to offer and can only beg you, Soxias, out of your kindness, to let me come and look at this wonder of the world sometimes.’


‘Oh, welcome, welcome,’ said Soxias. ‘But, wait, wait, Barbatus – not so fast! To look and admire is one thing, to have is another. Otherwise a labouring man might come home and say: “I want no supper, wife; I have seen a turnip. Now lift your skirt and let me gaze, and I can sleep in peace.” No, Barbatus, to look at what you desire and not to touch it is only torment. The pleasure a lover takes in just looking at the object of his affection is all very fine in poetry. Actually it’s only misery in fancy dress. Confess, now, Barbatus; doesn’t your true heart say: “Better to smash this Eurynome to pieces or throw her into the deepest part of the sea where no man will ever touch her again?” Eh?’


Barbatus said: ‘I have already said that I would give all I have for her. This not being sufficient, I shall still be for ever grateful to Soxias for having allowed me to see her, if only once.’


This seemed to displease Soxias. ‘And go home with a heartache?’ he said, with a sneer.


‘Yes, but the divine artist who fashioned this Eurynome will have given my vague longing its perfect form, and now my heart will know why it aches, and for what. I thank you, Soxias.’


‘So,’ said Soxias. He took the Eurynome cup and placed it carefully on the marble floor. It swayed in its graceful motions for a long time before it at last stood still. ‘So! You want her, Barbatus? Then you must play for her. Will you gamble your patrician dignity against my Eurynome?’


‘But how?’ asked Barbatus.


‘Simply like this. Stand on this floor with the big toe of one foot just touching the ball under the goddess’s foot.’ Barbatus did this, and Soxias went on. ‘Now measure, stepping backwards exactly four times the length of your foot.’


‘It is done,’ said Barbatus. ‘And now?’


‘Why,’ said Soxias, easily, ‘now all you have to do is, clasp your hands behind your head, and, standing on one foot, reach forward with the other; touch Eurynome’s toe very lightly, and come back to your original position. Do this, without taking your hands from your neck, without touching the floor with your engaged foot, and without pushing the ball so hard that the rim of the cup swings to the floor –’


‘And what then?’ asked Barbatus.


‘Why, then,’ said Soxias, with a gust of laughter, ‘then you must fall on your backside with your legs in the air, and Little Lucius shall make a song about Barbatus’s Bouncing Bottom that’ll be sung from here to Joppa. But if you succeed, the cup is yours to keep. Well?’


‘Oh, unkind!’ Afranius protested.


‘Unfair,’ said I. ‘That is a trick to play on a young man, and a supple one, at that.’


Barbatus was silent, considering; his cheeks were red with outraged dignity, but he wanted the cup so much, and the distance seemed so short.


‘I have seen a dancer pull a thigh muscle playing that game,’ said Melanion. ‘Diomed is right.’


‘Who asked Diomed to interfere?’ cried Soxias. ‘Unless, of course, he would like to have a try at the Eurynome for the honour of the Roman infantry? Eh, Diomed?’


I replied: ‘I am not here as your clown, Soxias. I do not want your cup. And watch your jokes.’


Paulus interrupted, smooth as oil: ‘Oh, but Diomed, why should Soxias watch his jokes? He can afford any kind of joke. And as for fair play – how foolish you are, Diomed, and you a police officer! Fair play is for children, don’t you understand? Could Soxias be where Soxias is if Soxias played like a perfect little gentleman? Soxias is Soxias because he is a perfect scoundrel. That’s what I like about Soxias – you know where you are with him.’


There was nothing offensive in the way he said this. His tone was serious, admonitory, and he made ‘perfect scoundrel’ sound like a rare kind of compliment.


‘Oho!’ exclaimed Soxias. ‘Sound the shawms, blow the bombards, wind the ram’s horn trumpets, smash the cymbals! Here comes the champion of the I AM! Way for the little Pharisee in the name of the God of the Jews! I dare you to gamble your Pharisaic pride, Paulus, at the risk of bumping your consecrated backside and exposing your sacred circumcision!’


Barbarus said: ‘I will not play this game, Soxias. I cannot win, and my dignity is mine alone to lose. I have looked; I am grateful. Now, if you will excuse me, I will go home.’


‘Wait, Barbatus,’ said Paulus, ‘I think I will play for this cup.’


And he measured the four foot-lengths from the shining ball and clasped his hands, interlocked, at the back of his head. ‘Here, Soxias,’ he said, ‘I am adding an extra half-foot for good measure.’


He stretched out his right leg, with the foot arched and extended; then, without noticeable effort, he sat on his left haunch, balancing himself upon the ball of his left foot, and touched Eurynome’s toe with the tip of his right sandal, so lightly that the balanced cup revolved at ever so slight an angle. He drew back his foot, and did not put it to the floor until he was standing upright.


‘Well done!’ we cried, looking at Soxias.


He, nodding placidly and blinking his veiled eyes, said: ‘The cup is yours, Paulus. But admit, now, that I made you bow your knee to a graven image!’


‘Why, no,’ said Paulus, taking up his prize. ‘That is a highly debatable point. If, for example, I took you by the throat and knelt on your belly to beat your brains out on the floor, could it be said that in so doing I was bowing the knee to Soxias?’


Soxias laughed, and said: ‘Ay, ay! And if I get to my feet to empty my bladder, does Soxias stand in honour of the pisspot? And so on…. There’s no knowing where to catch this one! You must be very strong in the legs.’


‘I am,’ said Paulus, ‘but that trick – why, I learned it as a child. We used to play it with empty eggshells, for sweets.’


‘And it has won you a graven image,’ said Soxias.


‘Oh,’ said Paulus, ‘but I have not taken the image unto myself, you know – I am offering it to Barbatus as a gift.’


And he handed the Eurynome cup to the old gentleman who took it, speechless with inexpressible emotion. A dramatist might have chosen this moment to end a scene, with young Paulus triumphant and old Soxias out of countenance.


But it was not like that.


Soxias held the stage by suddenly yawning voluptuously, and without pretence – an enjoyable yawn; he smacked his lips after it. There was an awfulness about his overwhelming indifference. It would have made any expression of feeling by us, now, seem small as the squeak of a bat in an Egyptian tomb. Before I could stop myself I yawned too.


‘So ends another amusing and instructive night,’ said Soxias, ‘and here comes another cool and refreshing dawn.’ He spoke, of course, with irony.


As we prepared to leave, he said to Paulus: ‘Pray tell your venerable father – after you have purified yourself of the pollution of my house – that Soxias is most pleased with his young son Saul, or Paul, or Paulus. That Soxias says, although he fears the father of so astute a son, nevertheless Soxias invites him to his house tomorrow or the next day to conclude certain business that he wants news of.’


Paulus bowed.


‘We’ll draw up a contract in the Roman style,’ said Soxias, ‘and not lay our hands on each other’s genitals in the style of the Jewish patriarchs, of course.’


‘I am sure that a written contract will be quite acceptable to both parties,’ said Paulus.


But for the first time that night he blushed. Paulus’s triumph was dust and ashes.


Soxias’s evening was complete.
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