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            Prologue

            Declaring the End from the Beginning

            
               
                  The things that are not yet done.

                  Isaiah 46:10

               

            

         

         I came out by the north, it has to be understood, and turned north, myself, ten men and twenty pack animals, with thirty days’ rations.

         We ate frugally, each man hoping to return with his surplus, no doubt bearing in mind that former occasion when even birds’ dung had to be sold for food – at ten pieces a quarter, as history records and as we understand it.

         We travelled by night, the consignment as follows: in plain terms, each beast one hundred kilograms; the total two thousand kilograms, all ingot, private ingot.

         For the rest, the sergeants carried the BLCD and the corporals its equipment. The private soldiers carried the implements, shovels, picks and crowbars.

         In one hundred and five kilometres, as understood, we reached the area and buried the BLCD. For the highest security, the private soldiers and myself only were parties to this operation. It was not witnessed. It is here: at a depth in plain terms of two metres, well-bound, covered with a layer of crushed marble, blue marble, and protected by slabs; the disposition according to the separate list.

         The ingot is elsewhere, without such security, in several situations, the dispositions according to the separate lists.

         After all the work we returned, more plainly myself, two officers, two sergeants, two corporals, four men. At the first halt the sergeants and corporals called aside the men in pairs and strangled them.

         At the second halt, when the animals were foddered, each corporal was set to work separately, and as he worked was strangled, by the sergeants, working together; all this work with cords, and to the letter; all buried with appropriate rites.

         At night in our camp, the two sergeants also, as they slept, by the officers, working together; this work by knife; all to the letter, with burial and rites.

         The two officers are sworn men. No blame attaches to them.

         Immediately the work was finished, we struck camp and proceeded, but about midnight were challenged in the dark and forced to halt while a mounted party drew up, a strong party. Their leader – a captain, identified by our own officers – was plainly of Northern Command, I repeat it, of Northern Command, and showed signed orders requiring us to accompany him to his command headquarters.

         If I acted wrongly, it is to protect security and because of insufficient information. No one informed me Northern Command was concerned in this operation. I could think of no reason why this Command should be concerned. The young officer could give no reason. Further, the terms of his orders required our whole operation, the consignment and the men, to be turned over to Northern Command, which was no longer possible; although all was done legally and to the letter.

         I therefore refused to recognise his authority and was immediately placed under arrest, and so we proceeded till two o’clock, when we reached a bivouac position amid rocks, and camped.

         The young officer acted punctiliously throughout, and no blame attaches to him. He did not require me to sleep with the men, although he posted guards over me. The guards likewise showed all respect and allowed me, during the night, to go behind a rock with the animals to fulfil a need of nature; whereupon I mounted and escaped.

         The alarm was immediately raised, and I was pursued; but in this difficult terrain my more intimate knowledge allowed me to elude them, and in the dark I practised a simple strategem, dismounting and sending the animal in one direction and myself in another.

         The pursuit was properly conducted and no blame attaches. I watched it for several hours, from a height, until it was called off about midday and they returned and struck camp and left.

         I had no food or water.

         I waited till night before moving.

         I was weakened by my exertions, and fell and broke my arm. The bone protruded.

         I was in a fever and my condition deteriorated. I could not see my way to returning so I went in the direction of the watering place where the people knew me.

         I descended in a feeble state, afraid of violence. They keep pickets watching. They fear guerrillas.

         I lay till it was safe and entered the village secretly, and made towards a light, and saw to my joy it was the old perfumery. The watchman was tending the boiler.

         He knew me from old times, a good man, not unlettered, and he is suitable. I swore him and he took me in. If my actions are illegal, no blame attaches to him.

         
            *

         

         He said to write down the day he died so they will know. It was four days after he come, the 22nd March he died. He said he tell me what to do when I bury him but he never, he was raving, so I took him at night in the flower basket and bury him up behind the spring.

         I said peace on his soul and God be merciful, he is a good man, a priest.

         He wouldn’t let me get any help when his arm stank, he wouldn’t let me tell anybody, but I told the priest who come for flower oil and he said I said right when I bury him, which I hope, but he is not a real priest, they keep a different date.

         I wrote twice what he wrote, I did my best. He said to say where I put it. I put one in The Curtains, high, two hundred metres, the Curtain you cannot see from here, turned away. It is in the first hole, you get down from the top. I put another farther on, down low, the bottom of the cliff, beyond as you go. 
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            Altogether Brutish and Foolish

            
               
                  The stock is a doctrine of vanities.

                  Jeremiah 10:8

               

            

         

         1

         There was nobody there when I arrived, nobody except Birkett and his wife, that is, which was a special penance. He was eating raisins and a stick of celery, and he didn’t stop when he saw me, just nodded and continued masticating his mouthful, very slowly and thoughtfully. He was wearing his black rolltop sweater in some thin, probably nylon, material, which, together with his eyes, set rather too close together, one a little larger than the other, and his high daemonic cheekbones, gave him the appearance of a mad elderly ballet dancer.

         His wife had been engaged with a similar plate at the same small oak table, but she picked hers up and said, ‘Excuse me a moment,’ and went out with it. He continued chewing, nodding to show it would soon be over, and then finished. He didn’t finish his meal; he just finished the mouthful, and seemed to go into neutral.

         I said, ‘I’m afraid I’ve come too early.’

         He didn’t say I hadn’t. He just looked at me in his earnest deranged way and said, ‘It will give us an opportunity to talk.’

         ‘We have to congratulate you,’ his wife said, returning with her thin grim smile.

         ‘Naturally,’ Birkett said, sincerely. ‘I’ve been wanting to for some time.’

         ‘Dr Laing is a difficult young man to get hold of. Finish your meal, dear. You’ll have a drink, Dr Laing.’

         It was a statement rather than a question, and seemed to imply, in her curiously insinuating way, knowledge of some special range of characteristics of mine, such as dissoluteness, greed, opportunism.

         I leaned back, already enervated. I’d caught her looking at my boots. The suede boots had seemed about right for the way-out lot to be expected here tonight. I’d put on a woollen checked shirt and an old tweed jacket, too; no-nonsense Laing. The effect couldn’t, I saw, have been farther out if I’d appeared in a top hat and tails. Their own brand of no-nonsense was grotesque to such a degree that any other, any other involving suede boots, looked like racy affectation. Below the table I could see Birkett’s small neat feet planted side by side in some no doubt relaxed yoga position, in black plimsolls. Above them his legs were in a pair of bleached jeans. His wife wore a gym slip with brown stockings and sandals. The enormous creature quartered the room in this get-up, getting me a drink, and managing to imply at the same time some medical-type urgency for one who couldn’t do without the stuff.

         She gave me a glass with about a quarter of a pint of whisky in it, no water or soda, just the bare commodity; she really was a rather loathsome woman.

         ‘I hope this is the way you like it.’

         ‘Thank you.’

         ‘I think I remember that you smoke, too. The cigarettes may be rather stale. We have no use for them.’ She’d sprung back from a cupboard with a china box.

         ‘They’ll have a bit of go in them, then.’

         ‘A bit of go,’ she said, and sat down, smiling grimly and obscurely, feeling the joke all over for spring traps and double meanings. I lit the cigarette and decided not to make any more. It was dangerous to make jokes here. It was dangerous to say anything. I took a sip of whisky and felt my teeth go on edge again; head still booming faintly from the morning’s hangover.

         ‘You’re having a very busy time, Dr Laing.’

         ‘Well. People are being amiable.’

         ‘They are always amiable to success.’

         ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ I said. It was as well to be sure of that round here.

         ‘A most richly deserved one,’ she said strongly. ‘That goes without saying. It’s a surprising thing, all the same, for a man of your age to be given his chair.’

         ‘It’s a narrow field.’

         ‘Perhaps,’ she said carefully. ‘And perhaps one that is also enjoying a certain fashionable interest at the moment, together with apparently almost unlimited funds. To say all this doesn’t detract from the achievement, of course.’

         It did, of course. She’d seen where my guard had wavered and had come through in a flash; a skilled and experienced performer. She was good, this cow. The mindless euphoria of weeks dispersed in a moment. I took another sip of whisky and felt it go.

         She sat smiling, hands in her lap, well limbered up now. She tried for another round.

         ‘I expect it’ll be a bit of a wrench, all the same.’

         ‘Well. After three years.’

         ‘Leaving the accepted disciplines of an old university for something quite – new?’

         ‘Oh, of course. Certainly.’

         Nothing doing there, and she saw it. She moved on hungrily. ‘We have at last read a copy of your paper in support of Professor Gordon of Brandeis.’

         ‘The Eteo-Cretans, you mean.’

         ‘Most brilliantly argued and individual.’ (Flashy, rabble-fodder.) ‘As I understand it, you take the position that the Cretan and Hellenic cultures share a common stock with that of the Northern Semites.’

         ‘Well, Gordon does. I was just able to wing in with a few thoughts on my chosen people.’

         ‘Your chosen people?’

         ‘The Northern Semites.’

         ‘Ah, yes. They are Jews, are they?’

         ‘Jews, pre-Jews, Syrians, Phoenicians. That lot.’

         She said, ‘That lot,’ smile well-diluted. ‘Yes. I must say I was much more able to understand your racy and amusing exposition’ – (Clown. Populariser!) – ‘than Professor Gordon’s more taxing work. Although as I understand it, the position is not generally accepted.’

         ‘No. Well. The readings are all fairly tentative. The daftness has to come out early, you know. Apprentices like me are expected to fly about and make wild suppositions. Every now and again one of them might turn out to be right.’

         This modesty was both pleasing and aggravating to her in roughly equal proportions. Her hands moved restlessly in her lap. She was ready for a workout and all I was showing her was the shoulder, a small target, kept well in, moving fast.

         She said, ‘Perhaps we’d better not discuss it now. I know Birkett wants to talk to you about it.’

         Birkett wasn’t talking to anybody at the moment; unless, possibly, himself. I’d been watching with fascination a certain rabbity movement of his upper lip, not quite in phase with his chewing, that could have been a few obligatory sutras of the Bhagavad Gita or simply some metabolism-controlling procedure. If he’d heard anything of the preceeding rigmarole, which was doubtful, its essential malice had certainly escaped him. An odd bird, paralysingly barmy, with his own unique facial blend reminiscent of an overwrought John Stuart Mill and a deathbed Picasso; a man courteous, mild and modest in all but his opinions, by which of course he had to make a living. He hadn’t yet made the Chair in English Literature his wife lusted after. He wasn’t ever likely to. A decidedly odd bird, and with a decidedly odd-bird coterie; for whom my boots, shirt and jacket tonight.

         He finished eating and drank a glass of water and went out, gravely clearing his throat, and began to have a piddle next door. He had it apparently immediately behind my chair, apparently in the very centre of the bowl, at immoderate length. We sat and listened, no trace of expression crossing his wife’s face, all evidently in good and wholesome order.

         ‘And what exactly’, she asked at length, ‘are you supposed to be doing now?’

         I told her what I was supposed to be doing.

         ‘Oh, yes. I’d heard you’d run into difficulties.’

         ‘Expected ones. A lot of the stuff is out of print and I have to find it.’

         The uproar behind me continued unabated. I began to worry that the amazing little devil might through sheer absence of mind be piddling himself away entirely.

         ‘When is it you take up residence at Beds?’

         ‘At the end of January.’

         ‘But that’s – what? – two months’ time.’

         ‘Yes. I shan’t be here all the time. I’m having a little jaunt around the private libraries.’

         Behind me, to my relief, Birkett came to a tentative melodic conclusion, and a few moments later, a final one.

         ‘That will be your last little jaunt for some time, I suppose?’ 

         ‘I suppose it will.’

         ‘I imagine in one sense you will regret that. A man of your temperament likes to be out in the field.’

         ‘Well. You can’t do everything.’

         ‘Certainly not. Not without making a botch, and you mustn’t risk that. I imagine you’ll want to give yourself three or four years to get the department established.’

         ‘That kind of period.’

         ‘I’m sure your flair will survive it,’ she said.

         You couldn’t really keep her off. A consistent scorer, always picking up points for aggression, very good inside, and with a dig in both fists; class. Once she’d opened you up, your only hope was to smother her as she came in. She came in now, hooking accurately.

         ‘I remember reading somewhere there are two distinct types in your discipline, the intuitive and the deductive, the one becoming activated early and somewhat spasmodically, and the other much later at some critical stage of knowledge-accretion. Rather like a nuclear pile,’ she said, humorously.

         ‘Or a compost heap.’ I smiled back, to show how unconcerned our earlier type could be at this question of flair, its periodicity and duration. She’d certainly been reading somebody, the cow; probably me.

         The tap had been whistling as Birkett washed his hands, and he came in after a moment – in no way noticeably diminished, I noted with surprise. His wife got up and went out – as I thought, with alarm and rapidly changing my seat, for a celebratory piddle herself. But it wasn’t that. The sounds indicated presently that she was getting glasses for her expected guests, and shortly after, at nine, and not the eight-thirty I had supposed, they began to drift in.
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         By ten, having managed to dilute and recharge the mixture, the hair of the dog had done its restorative work and the persona was genial, modest or informative as the situation required; all as normal this bewildering month. This was not by any means the expected crew. With rare consideration, the Birketts had actually invited people I liked or might want to meet, who seemed at the same time to like or to want to meet me; a conjunction not so common. A reputation as a whizz-kid carries its own hazards. This lot seemed rather a jolly lot. None of them was being unduly objectionable. The air was pleasantly charged with commendation. I turned and took stock of the situation; and found a creamy young blonde, properly proportioned, taking stock of me.

         ‘Well, Professor Laing, and how are we?’ 

         ‘Well, Lady Liz, very well. I’m not professing anything just at the moment.’ A pang of something, chagrin, ancient lust, had gone through me.

         ‘Still on your feet, anyway, I’m glad to see. I heard they got you pissed last night.’

         She had a knack, something to do with a late labial, more specifically a fricative, convulsion, of throwing her voice as far as your ear and no farther.

         ‘They tried to.’

         ‘Nobody invited me.’

         ‘Nobody invited anybody. They were just a few people who’d worked under me at one time or another.’

         She noted that one with a faint lengthening of the eyelid. Nothing in the qualifications as stated had disbarred her.

         She said, ‘I expect you’re too proud for me now.’ This had been a private word, too, as her eyelid again indicated.

         I said, ‘You could always find out.’

         ‘I’d have to transfer to Bedford, wouldn’t I?’

         ‘Very bucolic.’

         ‘Very crowded, I hear.’

         ‘I expect we could squeeze in a willing body.’

         ‘I expect I’d have to compete.’

         We’d had relations, this randy young noblewoman and I, enjoyable ones, until an observant dog-faced girl-friend of hers had pointed out the impropriety, as between instructor and instructed. She had promptly switched courses – as I’d believed to enable us to continue. This was a couple of terms ago and I hadn’t seen her since. Something in her last words made me wonder if the reason might not lie with her dog-faced friend; if this unpleasant friend might not have been keeping an eye on me.

         I said, ‘What are you doing here?’ 

         ‘I’m one of Birkett’s students.’

         ‘Working hard, I hope.’

         ‘Leading a balanced life.’

         ‘I thought you might be.’

         ‘I’d heard you were, too.’

         Almost certainly Dog-face had told her. Chagrin filtered out, leaving only honest lust.

         I said, ‘Are you busy on Sunday?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Very busy?’

         ‘Pretty busy.’

         ‘That sounds relative.’

         ‘We must always try and relate the relative, Professor.’

         ‘Might you be in if I rang about four?’

         ‘I might.’

         ‘Caspar!’

         I spun round. It happens to be my given name. Only one person can make it sound like an oriental bazaar; a person quite capable of making an urbane threesome of what was rapidly becoming a fairly ripe twosome.

         I said, ‘Hello, Uri,’ without enthusiasm.

         ‘Hello, love.’

         He’d slipped in late, but had managed to get himself a glass on the way. He had it in his tight shiny glove and his melancholic smile was irradiating slightly, facial scar becomingly prominent.

         ‘Here on business?’

         ‘Just to pay my respects.’

         ‘Who to?’ He hadn’t taken his eye off the girl.

         ‘To you. Naturally.’ He was very dark brown in the voice, and his features had the assured immobility of the tragic clown; a very international, very well-tailored tragic clown, hair en brosse, faintly lotioned. ‘I’m an old student of Birkett’s. He knows how I respect you.’

         ‘Yes, love. Elizabeth, this is Uri Namir, warrior, bibliophile and bore.’

         ‘Charming,’ Uri said, impartially.

         ‘Uri is a hero. Of the War of Independence. The Israeli War of Independence. He is an Israeli.’

         ‘Hello.’

         ‘And this is Elizabeth Longrigg.’

         ‘Wonderful!’

         ‘Lady Elizabeth Longrigg.’

         ‘Marvellous!’ His interest, if possible, notched up a fraction. ‘Are you really? A Lady?’ 

         ‘Always,’ Elizabeth said. She was looking, with frank interest, at his glove. This girl began to overstimulate me all over again. I recalled her way of looking with frank interest at anything that happened to frankly interest her.

         I said, briskly, ‘Well, Uri, we must have a word before you go.’

         ‘You know,’ Uri said, ‘you’re the first Lady I ever met – the first Lady with a capital L. Extraordinary, isn’t it? After all, I’ve been here now some years. People abroad think England is populated entirely by lords and ladies. I try to tell them you never meet any. And now I have.’

         ‘What do you do in London, Mr Namir?’

         ‘I am attached to the Embassy.’

         I said, ‘He touts for books for another well-known warrior, bibliophile and bore.’

         ‘Oh, that. It was only on one occasion. Don’t listen to him, Lady Longlegs.’ He’d have got her name accurately first time; he had this knack, the bastard, of shoving the conversation on two frequencies at once to indicate a certain interest in something that wasn’t the ostensible subject of it.

         ‘What occasion was that?’ She was smiling at him.

         ‘Oh, I was given once the task of rounding up some books for our then prime minister, Mr Ben-Gurion, a great book-collector. He was here on a flying visit.’

         I said, ‘Isn’t that what you’re supposed to be doing now?’ 

         He’d been going to say something else and he paused fractionally and said instead, ‘Yes. That’s right. Which reminds me, Caspar. I want to talk to you.’

         ‘Okay, I’ve got to pop off just now,’ Elizabeth said.

         I said, ‘Look, don’t go—’

         ‘I have to. Just for a minute.’

         ‘I want to see you.’

         ‘Right.’

         I watched her wend off.

         ‘She’s crazy for you,’ Uri said.

         ‘You know, you are getting to be an abnormally ubiquitous bastard.’

         ‘She’s crazy for something,’ Uri said.

         Elizabeth was just going out of the door and being rather animated with a philosophy don who’d draped himself round it.

         ‘I envy you up here,’ Uri said. ‘It’s a wonderful relationship. As a professor, my God – you’ll have whole herds of the young creatures at your disposal. When do you go?’

         I told him.

         ‘And what’s your schedule?’

         I told him that, too.

         ‘You don’t have anybody looking out the stuff for you?’ 

         ‘I’ve written off to tell them what I’m looking for. If staff is available, I suppose they’ll help.’

         ‘I mean professionally.’

         ‘The funds won’t stretch to that.’

         ‘What exactly is it you want?’

         He had a fair working knowledge of the literature, so I told him. I must have drunk a bit over the past few days. I heard my own voice echoing.

         ‘And which libraries do you expect to do best at?’ 

         It occurred to me as I talked that it wasn’t my voice echoing. It was just that I’d told him it all before. I’d told him it – when? – on Monday. Today was Thursday. I’d told him it at another gathering. He’d told me  that he was sniffing out more books for Ben-Gurion. It was the reason I’d asked him tonight if he was here on business. He was looking at me gravely, the large en-brossed head clocking it up; all as before. He observed, exactly when it happened, my moment of recall.

         I said, ‘Uri, haven’t we been here before?’ 

         ‘I have something very interesting for you, Caspar.’

         ‘Books?’

         ‘I would like very much if you could keep Sunday free. This Sunday.’

         ‘I’m afraid I’m busy.’

         ‘Do you have to be, Caspar?’ 

         ‘I simply am.’

         ‘Free enough to make dates with Lady Lulu?’ 

         The extraordinary bastard had been listening.

         He said, ‘Caspar, don’t  make any arrangements for Sunday. Please leave it free. I’ll call you. I’ll call you some time during the day.’

         ‘You do that,’ I said, and looked round.

         ‘She went,’ Uri said.

         ‘What?’

         ‘She went a few minutes ago. She waved. She saw you were busy.’

         He went himself a few minutes later; and within half an hour most of the others had gone, too.

         I stayed on, hooked by Birkett, and talked, of Greek and Hebrew hells.
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         The following morning, early, found me regarding a couple of Alka-Seltzers fizzing in a glass. I regarded them from a seated position. I felt unwell. This followed. I had drunk too much. I had drunk too much too many nights. I had drunk more than anyone, both last night and other nights. There was a reason for this, I thought, watching the tablets spit and bob and writhe.

         The unseemly behemoth had not been wrong last night. There were indeed two types in my discipline. The whizz-kids had to watch out. The thing comes and goes, in flashes. It had flashed first at Jericho, with Kathleen Kenyon, which had started the notoriety; again at Megiddo. It isn’t a matter of learning, although you need that, too, a prodigious amount of it, libraries full of it, enormous atom-smashing assemblies of it, to open the withered shell and in the withered fruit to see the living orchard. More, much more; and at the same time ridiculously less: the sudden moment of rapport, across the millennia, between you and him, who had written the thing that had been found; the flickering in the imagination, the metaphysical twilight in which, without formal process of thought, a relation is made between the found object that had been lost, and its lost user now, in this revelatory moment, found.

         Something to do with the boutons, of course, those nodes of association in the brain; and there was no telling about them. Either they lit up or they didn’t; erratic wiring. When it happened, as the cow had rightly said, it happened early. It behoved one to try to keep it happening. How?

         Fortunate Michael Ventris, who had deciphered Linear B at twenty-eight, and died at thirty. At thirty I was taking up a university chair.

         A ragged spume-like precipitate had gathered at the top of the glass. I shook it to make it settle and drew my dressing gown more closely. I was seated on the toilet in the arctic chill of the bathroom.

         Further clouds of disaffection had come to trouble my pillow in the night and they gathered round the toilet this morning. Was I or was I not in tune with this educational kick at all? It was a question, a big and untimely one. To be a good educationist one had to have, presumably, an urge of some kind. One had to want to tell somebody something; preferably everybody everything. I had no urge of this kind. My urge was of quite another kind. If I learned something, my reaction was to keep quiet about it. If I uncovered something, my reaction was to put it back, exactly as it was.

         It was an initial reaction, of course, and was followed by others. Perhaps, in some obscure quest for grace, I even over-compensated; thus calling into being what the female Minotaur had described as my ‘racy and amusing exposition’. But the initial urge was there. It was not an educational one.

         Not that, I thought, moving numbly and with a sense of disturbance on the plastic seat, I was a bad  educationist. They’d offered me, after all, a chair. This undoubtedly was something. My lectures always drew an appreciative hand, the classes were well attended. Too well attended. Since the frigging young Arab had failed to keep his frigging fingers off the Isaiah scroll at Qumran, everyone wanted to get in the act. I had incipient priests, advertising agents, debutantes; budding social pests of all kinds. What had the obliquities of Talmud, Mishnah, Targum and Zohar to do with them? Why should they want to know about the way of life illustrated by the Damascene and Alexandrian texts? In what possible ways could the ancient anguish, business and religious, of the peoples who had used the Akkadian, Syriac, Ugaritic, Hebrew and Aramaic tongues, enrich them? And if it did, should it be allowed to? The thing was an affront, and could become a public mischief. Already a literature of upwards of two thousand volumes had been called into being by the grotesque flowering of interest in scrollery. There was even a Home University Teach Yourself the Dead Sea Scrolls!

         Far too much knowledge was going here, and undoubtedly it would get worse. The summons to the University of Bedfordshire was only a further indication of it. Develop an expert interest in any specialised branch of the academic syllabus and inevitably you found yourself in some pedagogic posture, instructing others. The thing proliferated. It was an absurdity. What did they want  with all this information? What did they plan to do with it? It was a vanity, and I was being put in the position of pandering to it, pillaging old privacies, touting old attractions. They would all of them be much better off learning to serve the more fundamental needs of their own society; a thought that led, by a process of easy ratiocination, to some fundamental needs of my own, of the old Adam.

         Why had the frigging girl gone without seeing me last night?

         She’d said she’d come back and see me. Hadn’t she said that? She’d waved at least, so Uri had said; a gesture intended presumably for me rather than him. What could this gesture imply?

         The tablets were dissolved, the precipitate settled. I drank, pondering.

         It might, or might not, imply a wish to start associating with me again out of the public gaze. But she was tricky; you couldn’t tell. She hadn’t, for instance, said she would be available at four on Sunday; only that she might be. Was I here being offered a fair crack of the whip or simply an explosive cigar? The old Adam, torpid now but a tyrant in his hour, would force me to find out. The prospect held no comfort. Nothing today held any comfort.

         I finished my transactions and rose, unsteadily. Too much old cobblers of this gloomy kind had been afflicting the professor of late. It was no use brooding over what might be. You had to play it by ear. Four o’clock Sunday, heh? Four o’clock Sunday, then.
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         Friday and Saturday passed, bringing on Sunday. At eleven I was sitting over the breakfast debris, writing and smoking, when the phone went.

         ‘Hello.’

         ‘Caspar?’

         ‘I could run and see if he’s gone,’ I said, slipping easily into the eager tones of a neighbour along the landing. ‘I heard him going downstairs.’

         ‘It doesn’t matter, love.’

         He hung up before I did.

         A knowing bastard. What could this knowing bastard have on his mind? Any number of things; most probably Jordanian. It annoyed the Israelis intensely to have so much of their old literature lying around in Jordan, beyond reach and almost, for an unaffluent state, beyond price. They couldn’t buy directly, of course. Every now and again they managed to get their hands on a bit via some international agency; even so, unless donated, it worked out pricey, upwards of thirty shillings a square centimetre. They had to know what they were buying, and what else might be available. People like Uri had to keep tuned in to the international grapevine. Let him do it, I thought, at some more convenient time.

         I had a lunch date at half past one, and popped out for a drink first at one. By three I was back again, somewhat restless. I had a look in the book to see if anyone had called.

         1.10 p.m. For Dr Laing. A gentleman called.

         1.15 p.m. For Dr Laing. A lady called.

         What lady? What gentleman? What messages? Why no further details? A twinge of yellowing temper stirred my liver. The handwriting of Mrs Lewin! A continuing battle this. Frigging Mrs Lewin, who never took messages, would by now be enjoying her frigging afternoon nap. I went in search of her.

         ‘Mrs Lewin!’

         ‘Eh? What—? What is it?’

         I abated my thunderous hammering.

         ‘I hope I’m not disturbing you, Mrs Lewin?’

         ‘Eh? No— Just a minute.’

         Creakings and frowsty rustlings. Forked lightning leapt, not unpleasantly, from my liver.

         ‘Only I see there were a couple of calls for me.’

         ‘Yes. I’m coming.’

         ‘And I can’t seem to find the messages.’

         ‘Just a moment. I’ll be with—’

         ‘So I wondered naturally where you’d put them.’

         The door opened. Mrs Lewin, teeth slipping into place, ashen jowls still quivering, peered gruesomely out.

         ‘There weren’t any!’ she said.

         ‘No messages?’

         ‘None. I asked! He said it didn’t matter. He was a foreign—’

         ‘And the lady?’

         ‘Her neither! She wouldn’t!’ She was yelping; alarm, self-pity, fury, all warring as she supported a breast with a shaking hand.

         ‘Did you get her name?’

         ‘No! She wouldn’t give it!’

         Not if you didn’t ask, you cow; mind too fixed on your flaming kip.

         ‘Maybe you recognised her voice?’

         ‘I didn’t! It was none of the usual—’

         Elizabeth, then. Almost certainly Elizabeth.

         ‘Well, I’m sorry to have bothered you, Mrs Lewin. It’s just that I’m expecting an urgent—’

         ‘Knocking like that! I thought the place had caught fire. I just this minute dropped off—’

         I heard her door slam as I went up again.

         Elizabeth. What had Elizabeth been ringing me about at 1.15? Perhaps I’d better ring her myself. I did so. No answer.

         H’m. Imminent frustration here; the old Adam soon to be at his most surly and clamorous. But at least the girl had left no message. This meant, presumably, she would call again. When would she call again? Presumably she would call again before four, the trysting hour. It was now a quarter past three.

         I picked up the Observer and read it very carefully. It seemed to be a long report about fencing. The phone rang. I nearly fell off the seat getting at it.

         ‘Hello.’

         ‘Caspar?’

         I breathed heavily. ‘You are being a very persistent bastard today.’

         ‘That’s my old friend. How are you?’ 

         ‘Very ill.’

         ‘What’s the trouble?’

         ‘A broken leg.’

         ‘I’ll come and cheer you up.’

         ‘I’m just going out. Dancing.’

         ‘Look, love,’ Uri said, still genial, but with a clear suggestion that the joke was over. ‘You’ll be in at four.’

         ‘I won’t be in at four.’

         ‘You haven’t got a date with Lady Lulu.’

         ‘I have got a date with Lady Lulu.’

         ‘You haven’t,’ Uri said.

         ‘What?’

         ‘I called her. She had to go out. If she hasn’t done so already, she will be calling you.’

         I said, ‘What the hell—’

         ‘Caspar. Old friend,’ Uri said, voice descending a full old-friendly octave. ‘Unless it was of the utmost urgency would I do this to you? Be intelligent. And also be in – at four o’clock. I am speaking now from a telephone box. I will call for you with a car. I will take you in the car to London. I will bring you back in the car. You can be back by nine o’clock if you want. You will lose nothing. You might gain very much. I am now being quite serious.’

         I thought, when rage allowed, that he’d better be.

         ‘Caspar,’ he said after a moment.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Caspar. To coin a phrase, this thing is bigger than both of us. You’ll see.’

         ‘All right.’

         ‘I’ll make it up to you. You’ll tell me what I can do.’

         ‘I can tell you now. You can get stuffed.’

         ‘Yes, love. Stay where you are. Till four o’clock.’
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            Subtilty to the Simple

            
               
                  To the young man knowledge and discretion.

                  Proverbs 1:4

               

            

         

         1

         The Israeli Embassy is in Palace Green, at one end of Kensington Palace Gardens, that private and brooding avenue, almost entirely extra-territorial, which lies between Kensington and Bayswater. It was after six and dark when we got there, which didn’t seem to be unplanned, and we bowled into it from the Kensington end, similarly not by chance.

         ‘The neighbours farther along are nosy,’ Uri said, turning into the drive.

         The neighbours farther along were the embassies of Jordan, Lebanon and Saudi Arabia; no soul from any of them, however, stirring now. Nothing whatever seemed to be stirring in the street. Uri’s whimsy-shrouded secrecy, strenuously maintained throughout the journey, had already brought on a severe attack of the habdabs, in no way lessened now by the masterful way with which he opened the embassy door and whipped me inside.

         The Israeli Embassy is a nice embassy, very snug. There is a democratic air about the place, of rolled sleeves and glasses of tea. A girl was crossing the hall with a glass of tea as we went in, and Uri exchanged shouted Shaloms and bevakashars with her as we mounted the staircase. We went through a large room into a smaller one. Four or five men were sitting about in it, talking; one of them, I saw, Agrot. I’d never actually met him, but his face was familiar enough from book jackets and papers. He was spooning yoghurt from a jar, and he rose with it still in his hand, a big chap, moustached, nose a bit out of true, not unlike Hunt the logistician of Everest.

         He said, ‘Shalom,’ smiling, grip very hefty.

         ‘Shalom.’

         ‘I wanted to meet you a long time.’

         ‘I didn’t know you were here.’

         ‘I just arrived. Excuse this,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t eat on the plane. I liked your Eteo-Cretan work.’

         ‘I liked your Bar-Kochbah.’

         ‘Compliments!’

         We sat down and swapped a few more. He continued spooning his yoghurt. Some time during the course of it someone got me a drink. I began to feel that vague uneasiness that comes with hearing a newly arrived foreigner speak your language as well as his own and exhibiting in it a lively awareness of a range of affairs you’d supposed to be purely local. The rest of the characters drifted off after a bit, leaving just Agrot, Uri and myself. It seemed to be time for business.

         I said conversationally, ‘And what brings you here just at the moment, Professor Agrot?’

         He said, ‘Yes,’ and licked a spot of yoghurt off his thumb and reached into his breast pocket and drew something out.

         It was a little print, about five by three, evidently of a text fragment, square Hebrew letter, very badly done.

         ‘What do you make of this?’ he said.

         Apart from the fact that some of the words were suspiciously long, as if the writer had forgotten to leave spaces in between, I didn’t make anything of it. Certain Hebrew letters, M and T, for instance, are not dissimilar – about as similar, say, as O and D in our own alphabet. Just as the English word ODD, badly written, could come out as DDD, OOO, DOO, ODO, so a word in scroll Hebrew using M and T could produce its own stock of permutations. In addition, scroll Hebrew uses no vowels. A group of three letters, say MTR, could therefore be read as MATTER, MOTOR, TUMOUR, TOTTER or possibly some proper name, or just as possibly some word common enough a couple of thousand years ago and not encountered since.

         Most often, because of the root structure of the Semitic languages, you can have a general stab at the thought implied in the word; and if there are enough of them place it reasonably in context. There weren’t enough of them here, and I couldn’t pick out any recognisable root.

         I said, ‘The scribe seems to have had his wrong boots on that day.’

         ‘He was rather ill at the time.’

         ‘It’s not Hebrew or Aramaic, anyway.’ 

         ‘How’s your Greek?’

         I studied it again.

         ‘Better than his. It’s not Greek.’

         ‘Try it backwards.’

         I tried it backwards. The consonantal clusters began to assume vaguely familiar associations.

         ‘Here,’ Agrot said. ‘A rough reading in English of the portion you have.’

         The rough reading went:

         
            Here of the place [in the area] by the hand of the lowest and he who testifies alone [the private soldiers and myself only] so that they should not have it in their mouths [without witnesses] the BLCD in darkness [is buried].

         

         ‘Interesting?’ Agrot said.

         ‘Very.’

         ‘What strikes you particularly?’ 

         ‘About this invalid who thought backwards in Greek?’ 

         ‘He didn’t think that way naturally. He was making a pre-arranged report to an authority who would understand.’

         ‘I see.’ From his confident assertion he obviously had a great deal more of the stuff.

         ‘Anything else?’ he said.

         ‘This BLCD, you mean.’

         ‘What do you think it means?’ 

         I looked at it again. Anything with a code-name usually telegraphed some piece of priestly property. From the juxtaposition with ‘darkness’ it could indicate ‘light’.

         ‘Light?’ I said.

         ‘We’re thinking alike.’

         ‘In that case,’ I said, ‘you’d expect a sacred article, a Book of the Law or the Prophets – anything with light-shedding properties in a religious context.’

         ‘This one needed four men to carry it.’

         ‘Ah.’

         ‘Together with its auxiliary equipment.’

         ‘H’m.’

         ‘Any further ideas?’

         ‘Not on one drink. You don’t get performance and economy.’

         Uri got up and poured me another.

         ‘Why has the light got to be metaphorical?’ Agrot said.

         ‘How do you mean?’

         ‘What sheds light physically?’ 

         ‘A lamp?’

         ‘Bravo.’

         I looked at him. ‘You’re not supposing, I hope,’ I said slowly, ‘the lamp?’

         ‘Well. It would be quite a turn, wouldn’t it?’ 

         ‘Quite a turn.’ He seemed perfectly serious about it. I said, ‘Have you got a date for this?’ 

         ‘A very accurate one. March of 67.’

         ‘Then the lamp couldn’t have remained in darkness very long, could it?’

         ‘Oh, yes,’ Agrot said. ‘Tell me why.’

         He was leaning back, nose a little to the east, smiling gently.

         He didn’t need me to tell him why. He would know why, rather better than I. The lamp, the great seven-branched lamp, the Menorah, has been the symbol of Judaism for some thousands of years; of his own State, Israel, since its foundation. The Roman conqueror Titus took the lamp when he destroyed the Temple in August of 70. A representation of it is still to be seen on his Triumphal Arch in Rome; a group of Romans carry the massive gold object through the Roman streets in the triumphal procession. The procession was witnessed by the historian Flavius Josephus who recorded it in the finest detail. If Agrot had a date of 67 for the lamp, and Titus took it in 70, then it couldn’t, as I said, have remained in darkness very long.

         ‘Because Titus took it,’ I said.

         ‘We wonder if he did.’

         ‘He took the  lamp.’

         ‘He certainly took a  lamp,’ Agrot said.

         I said, ‘Ah, h’m,’ and lit a cigarette.

         Apart possibly from the True Cross and the True Shroud, the True Menorah has attracted a larger corpus of fairy tale and legend than any other artefact in history. Its design and dimensions were of course as specified by God to Moses – in history’s earliest as-told-to, the Pentateuch – and as subsequently installed in the Temple by Solomon. With such sponsors, the devout have always accorded it magical properties, including inviolability. I’d never heard that Agrot was particularly devout and he didn’t strike me as much of a one for fairy tales. I looked at him through the cigarette smoke. He was still smiling gently.

         ‘What’s bothering you?’ he said.

         ‘What you’d expect to be bothering me.’

         ‘All right, look at it this way. Given the idea that a copy might  have been made at some time – and after all, it’s a very old idea, much older than Titus – you’d expect somebody to have had a try at making one then. The times were very dangerous.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘And therefore for someone to bury the original.’

         ‘And therefore for someone else to whip it as soon as they found where it was.’

         ‘Ah,’ Agrot said. ‘I see what’s bothering you. Quite so. The point here is that we don’t think anybody ever did find where it was. We think there is a good possibility it is still where it was put.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Well. There are reasons,’ Agrot said. ‘But to find out, you’ll have to come to Israel.’

         It suddenly occurred to me that if I hadn’t been brought here to listen to this load of fable-type cock I might by now be in bed with Lady Longlegs. Would the chance ever recur?

         ‘You look worried,’ Agrot said.

         ‘He has a number of problems,’ Uri said.

         I said, ‘Yes. You see, Professor Agrot, although of course I’d like to—’

         ‘I hear that you are now a professor yourself.’

         ‘Quite. And I have to get this department going. It’s a new university and I have to get—’

         ‘Dr Silberstein will get the books,’ Uri said.

         ‘Eh?’

         ‘Dr Silberstein. The doyen of all book-getters. Dr Silberstein will get the books.’ He said it very confidently.

         I drew in a lungful of smoke and looked at him. Dr Silberstein was indeed the doyen of all book-getters. If there was a book to be got, Dr Silberstein could get it. I’d used him before. I’d have used him this time, except that a Silberstein book came out a bit pricey. It wouldn’t, however, have page 64 missing, and it would have all relevant errata slips gummed in, even if Dr Silberstein had to lay hands on six separate copies distributed over six separate countries to ensure it.

         I said, ‘How will Dr Silberstein get the books?’

         ‘How will Dr Silberstein get books?’ Uri said, opening his eyes very wide.

         ‘How will he get my books? How does he come to be in the act at all?’

         ‘I have brought him into the act,’ Uri said. ‘I have told him everything you told me. With regard to books, you have nothing further to worry about.’

         It occurred to me that this bastard was being not only unusually knowing and unusually persistent but also unusually intrusive.

         ‘Who asked you to?’ I said.

         Uri respectfully inclined his head.

         ‘I did,’ Agrot said. ‘Of course with the approval of the Department of Antiquities of the Ministry of Education and Culture.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘No, love. You don’t,’ Uri said. ‘I’m afraid it all had to happen in a hurry. But everything was strangely – the religious might even say divinely – propitious. The suggestion is that while Dr Silberstein does a job for you, you do this job for us, we paying both fees. You’re needed, you see.’

         ‘Urgently,’ Agrot said.

         It took a moment for this to settle.

         I said, ‘What’s up with your own Semiticists?’

         ‘Nothing,’ Agrot said. ‘Only I’ve been re-reading your work at Jericho and Megiddo. It shows unusual qualities of flair. You have good hunches. They work. We need them.’

         ‘How do you know they’ll work now?’ 

         ‘I don’t,’ Agrot said. ‘Do you?’ 

         He was still smiling his gentle smile; a student of human nature.

         I said, ‘What’s the urgency?’

         ‘Our copy, unfortunately, isn’t the only one. And it’s certainly not the best one. The readings are, so to say, obscure. We have good reason to believe our neighbours have a better copy. You haven’t been approached by them, I suppose?’ 

         ‘No.’

         ‘No. I don’t know if you saw this.’ He’d taken a booklet out of his pocket. ‘I’ve marked the page.’

         It was the Revue de  Qumran, Editions Letousey et Ane, Paris, by way of being one of our trade papers. The marked page was a correspondence page. A letter signed Khalil Sidqui from Amman, Jordan, had been ringed. I began to read it, with a vague recollection of having read it before. Apropos some doings at Qumran, Sidqui had reason to believe documents had been found elsewhere that cast light on first-century place names in Northern Palestine. Scholars had a duty to publish such valuable material. It was unscholarly to allow politics . . .

         The usual kind of sniping carried out by both sides to see if the other has turned up something new.

         I said, ‘Yes, I read it.’

         ‘Do you know Sidqui?’

         ‘Yes.’ I’d met him in Jordan, a little elderly worrier; not very top class.

         ‘There’s no question it’s our thing he’s talking about. We have other evidence. Someone put Sidqui up to this.’

         ‘A funny choice. Does he bother you?’

         ‘Not Sidqui qua  Sidqui,’ Agrot said. ‘Just the implications. They must have had their copy some time.’

         ‘When did he write this?’

         ‘Before last December, anyway. He died then.’

         ‘Did he? I didn’t hear about it.’

         ‘No. Nor did I till last week.’

         ‘What was up with him?’

         ‘He was a sick man. Bilharzia. Some other things. However,’ Agrot said briskly, ‘the point is we know they have it, and that they are being very busy with it. I understand you leave your present post next week. If Silberstein takes on this thing for you, I’d be glad if you could come out then.’

         Would  you? Everything moving a bit too fast here. Too many wheels turning too audibly.

         I said, ‘Well, I’d have to have a word with my principal, of course—’

         ‘No,’ Agrot said.

         ‘What?’

         ‘No.’

         A certain silence fell on the room.

         I said, ‘How do you mean?’

         Agrot looked at Uri. Uri said, somewhat wheedlingly, ‘Because  there’s no need. I mentioned everything was working out very propitiously. And so it is. Next week you leave on your library travels. So Dr Silberstein or one of his assistants will do it for you. Any place they happen to go, you happen to be somewhere else. Who needs to know where?’

         ‘Why shouldn’t they know?’ I said.

         ‘Because’, Agrot said, somewhat reluctantly, ‘we don’t want it to get back to our neighbours that you are involved. It could very easily. It’s better they don’t know – and of course I rely on you not to mention any of this. The fact is, some of the background to this business is classified. Don’t ask me why now. I’ll tell you in Israel, together with a lot of other interesting things. But don’t expect me to go on my knees. If you want to come, come. If not, we’ll have to manage without. It’s been known before.’

         He said it very soberly, very reasonably, with a built-in annoyance factor peculiarly Israeli.

         I said, ‘Let me think about it.’

         ‘Who has to let you?’

         ‘When do you go back?’

         ‘In the morning. I came only to see you.’

         ‘Well. I’ll have to let you know, then.’

         ‘Good. Shalom.’

         ‘Shalom.’

         ‘Just a minute,’ Uri said, somewhat bewildered at the rapid turn of events. I was a bit bewildered myself. ‘I have Dr Silberstein below. Don’t you want to see him?’

         ‘Not now.’

         ‘But he came specially. He’s waiting to see you. He’s sitting with a glass of tea.’

         ‘Then we hope he enjoys it,’ Agrot said calmly, still pumping my hand. ‘Shalom. Shalom.’

         He shook Uri’s hand, too. I thought he had a quiet word with him as I went to the door.

         Just a few minutes later we were on the road again.

         
            *

         

         On the North Circular, these fantasies reverting to proportion, more prosaic matters came to mind. I said, ‘How did you come to get her number?’

         ‘Lady Lulu? From Birkett. I rang and asked him.’

         Of course.

         ‘Was she really going out?’  

         ‘I don’t know. I told her I wanted to see you at four.’

         ‘Was she surprised at your calling her?’

         ‘Yes. Startled,’ Uri said.

         Better. A clearer picture emerged. All was not lost.

         I said more cheerfully, ‘So what’s your trouble, buggerlugs? You’re morose.’

         ‘Just thoughtful.’

         ‘Are you disappointed in me?’

         ‘I can’t tell you what assignments to accept.’

         ‘It’s fantasy, Uri. The thing can’t exist.’

         ‘Okay.’

         ‘Besides, I’m in the knowledge business, love – a very international business. We’re supposed to publish things, not hide them.’

         ‘Do me a favour,’ Uri said, ‘and keep that crap for your students. I don’t see the Arabs hurrying to publish.’

         ‘Maybe that’s why they got stuck with Sidqui.’

         ‘Maybe.’

         Silence. A long silence.

         I said, ‘Also, it’s a serious step taking on a thing like this without telling the principal.’

         ‘Don’t take serious steps.’

         ‘It’s not a thing I could decide on the spur of the moment. I don’t even know if I’m capable of it now.’

         ‘Am I arguing?’ Uri said. ‘The decision is yours. Who wants challenges? You’ve earned yourself reputation and position. Nobody says you have to keep testing yourself.’

         Agrot had certainly had a word with him; some other, subtler kind of hustle going on here. They’re kind, the Israelis, and hard-working, and accommodating, and conscientious; all these things. Also frigging bright.

         I relapsed into silence myself.

         2

         ‘Where is it you’re going exactly?’

         ‘Nottingham, Shrewsbury, Liverpool. Places like that.’

         ‘Alluring.’

         ‘Isn’t it?’

         ‘So there won’t be much more of this.’

         ‘Alas.’

         ‘Alas indeed. Something new’s got into you.’

         ‘So long as it doesn’t into you while I’m away.’

         ‘Vulgar as well as vain, Professor.’

         ‘Vulgar, vain, virile, vital.’

         ‘Violent. Vulpine.’

         ‘Voluptuary. Vulvic-violationary.’

         ‘Vastly visible. Anyway,’ she said.

         ‘Yes. Want to do anything about it?’

         ‘Yes.’

         All going well here; assignments of the right kind, challenges of the right kind. Who wanted others?

         3

         ‘Hello,’ he said cautiously.

         ‘Hello.’

         ‘Caspar?’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘Hello, Caspar.’

         ‘Hello, you old bastard.’

         ‘That’s my old friend,’ he said with relief. And a couple of days later I landed at Lod.

      



OEBPS/9780571329946_cover_epub.jpg
‘As significant as . . . le Carré in bringing a
gritty new realism to the thriller’
SUNDAY TELEGRAPH

A LONG WAY

[0 SHILDH

FROM THE’AHTNUR 0F

KOLYMSKY
HEIGHTS

1

Lionel Davidson





OEBPS/faberandfaber_tp.jpg
it

FARER & FAREFR





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





