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“All that we can say is that during his last days the enormous weight of the mission he had accepted pressed cruelly upon Jesus. Human nature asserted itself for a time. Perhaps he began to hesitate about his work. Terror and doubt took possession of him, and threw him into a state of exhaustion worse than death.”


—Ernest Renan, The Life of Jesus
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“… I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows. And I know that this man was caught up into Paradise—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows—and he heard things that cannot be told, which man may not utter …” 2 Corinthians 12.2-4





“This so-called Jew—”


“Saul.”


“In his delirium,” said the old one, “he called himself Paul.”


“Saul, Paul, Shmaul! What does it matter?” snapped the eager one with the knife. “We have to kill him.”


They kept a distance from the man on the cot, called Saul or Paul, as though he were leprous. They formed a shadowy tableau in the windowless room, their clammy faces trembling in the light from one oily taper.


“I’ll kill him,” said the one with the knife.


The slave of the captive Saul, who had slunk into the darkest corner, reached out, wordless, imploring.


The old one said, “Put that away.”


The one with the knife brandished his weapon defiantly, stepping toward the old one. His face went yellow in the direct glow of the sickly candlelight. A low brow and high cheeks gave him protuberant eyes that glistened with fluid. Tiny pustules surrounded his nose, and his beard was a sorry crop of pubic strands in a field of dewy brown. His fresh lips twisted in a mockery of toughness, but the tension in his jaw betrayed one real danger. He was hungry for murder and tempted by the inert, defenseless figure on the cot. The knife he held was narrow, to fit the space between a man’s ribs. The blade was thin and so finely honed that, after slitting the man’s throat, the daggerman could be ten yards away before the beaded red hairline he had fashioned unfolded into a sheet of blood.


The old man touched the other’s arm. “This Saul is doomed, Jonathan. You needn’t lay his death on your soul.”


“My soul will be uplifted by this traitor’s death! He is our enemy.”


“Young master, please don’t—” Saul’s slave cried out. He advanced from his corner, extending his hands in supplication.


Jonathan spun toward the slave, flashing the knife. The slave, a hulking young man with shoulders like an ox yoke, loomed over Jonathan, wreathing him in darkness. Then the slave crumpled, pressing his forehead to the filthy floor. Two other men, who had been watching silently—torn between Jonathan and the old one, who was called Ananias—restrained the youth. Ananias laid hands on the slave, urging him to stand up, murmuring gently. As he coaxed the slave to his feet, Ananias addressed Jonathan.


“This slave is a good Jew,” said Ananias. “He does the bidding of his master, as the Law requires. You would murder him for his piety as you would murder the other—while he sleeps—for his blasphemy? Do you believe in nothing but blood?”


“The slave is nothing to me,” growled Jonathan, a note of shame in his voice. “I will set him free, by killing this Roman toady, this Saul or this Paul.” He wrestled against the grip of his comrades.


Ananias reached out to the other two. One was a Syrian Jew with the commonest of names, Judas, whose house this was. The other was Eli, called the Shepherd. “I leave it to you,” said the old man. He was a priestly man able to converse in Greek as well as Aramaic and Hebrew. His judgment was rarely challenged. Judas and the Shepherd were a potter and a farmer, barely literate, compliant but impulsive. Above all, they clung to their faith in the one God and his Law, and in those holy few who understood the Law.


Ananias said, “We hold a doomed man, who lies near death. If his wounds don’t kill him, there are vigilantes who will tear him apart when he tries to flee. They hate this Saul. We don’t need to soil our hands and defile our souls with his murder. The Law enjoins us against killing—”


“The Law grants us vengeance!”


Ananias, a flicker of amusement beneath his tangled brow, moved forward ’til his nose almost touched Jonathan’s. The curved Arab blade was between them, pressed against Ananias’ robe.


“You, young Jonathan, are seventeen? Sixteen?”


“I’m nineteen! I’m a man. I am a sicarius.”


Ananias snorted. “Sicarius. Another word for coward.”


Ananias was barely able to step back before Jonathan reacted to the word, kneading the knife’s hilt and straining against the grip of Judas and the Shepherd.


Ananias continued, softspoken.


“Your sicarii, they slip into crowds during Sukkot or Pesach. They stab strangers in the back, then flee in the turmoil. And afterward, they say these corpses they leave behind were friends of the Romans. They declare themselves heroes—but namelessly, and from a far, safe distance. They kill no Romans but triumph in victory over the Romans, who then crucify ten innocent Jews in retribution for each of their backstabbings.”


Ananias pointed a finger at the would-be assassin. “And how many have you killed, boy?”


Jonathan opened his mouth to respond. Ananias silenced him with a cold glare.


“You, Judas—and Eli, son of the good Gioras and gentle Mariamne—you have your own little club of sectarians?”


“We,” said Judas, his voice a mixture of pride and ambivalence, “we are Zealots.”


“Yes,” said Ananias, smiling without mirth. “Aren’t we all? This one here, this Saul, he fairly burns with zeal, doesn’t he? A different zeal from yours, from mine, perhaps. But who could deny the passion of a man who has devoted his every waking hour to hunting down the followers of Jesus? Do you know of this Jesus, Jonathan?”


Jonathan looked puzzled. “Jesus is an ordinary name.”


Ananias nodded. “It is,” he said, “and this Jesus was an ordinary pretender, a trickster and healer whose followers called him Son of Man, loudly enough to frighten the Romans in Jerusalem and get this Jesus crucified. Some ten years ago, at Pesach. Do you remember?”


Jonathan scowled. “I was a child. The Romans crucify thousands.”


“True,” said Ananias. He saw Jonathan’s shoulders beginning to uncoil; the boy’s storm had passed. Ananias’ nod told Judas and the Shepherd to release the young hothead. “But there must have been something extraordinary about that particular Jesus and his crucifixion—something that filled this Saul with a malevolent zeal and sent him on a crusade. Again, I ask, Jonathan, you are a killer? You have killed? How many?”


Jonathan did not meet Ananias’ gaze. “I’m only seventeen.”


Ananias seized Jonathan’s arm and guided him toward the bed, where the one called Saul or Paul slept fitfully, alternately shivering and pouring with sweat, muttering fearful phrases.


“Well, this one, my boy, this one kills. There was a man, Stephen, whom Saul denounced as a blasphemer, an enemy of the Law. He cast him into a crowd of fools and incited them to murder Stephen, whom they pelted with a thousand stones. Stephen’s only crime was to believe in this Jesus, a hick preacher from Galilee. Other followers of the Galilean have also died. This Saul has bloody hands. Some say he was present when this Jesus was arrested. Proudly, he led the Romans to their victim. Look at him now.”


Ananias shook the boy. “Look how he trembles. Listen to him whimper in fear. A murderer is a proud creature. He is proud of his strength and hardness, proud he has broken the bonds that hold common men back from annihilating their enemies. But each murder gnaws at this superior man’s heart. Blood seeps into the brain, and carries horror. Madness.”


“But there is righteous killing,” muttered Jonathan.


“You think Saul did not feel righteous? Was he not a Temple policeman, intimate with the High Priest, authorized by Rome? This Saul, boy, is no brigand or highwayman who murders for gold. Here is a Jew who knows more of the Law than you will ever know, who calls himself a Pharisee, who believes like you with such consuming zeal that he is ready to kill—kill strangers, kill the innocent and the generous and the peacemakers.”


Five men stood over the cot, staring at Saul or Paul, chastened by Ananias’ words. Their silence grew heavy and self-conscious. Ananias turned. “You, slave!” he said to the strapping youth who had carried Saul or Paul into the room. “Have you a name?”


The slave shuffled a step forward and opened his mouth.


A shriek filled the room, causing Jonathan to leap an inch off the floor. The voice was that of the sick man, the word was the name of God.


“I love—” shouted the unconscious man. Then his cry sank into gibberish.
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“… But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the High Priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. Now as he journeyed he approached Damascus, and suddenly a light from heaven flashed about him …” Acts 9.1-3





Paul looked around him, at a black landscape. Threatening clouds rolled across a sunless sky. Rocky outcrops on the horizon were black silhouettes thrusting from the darkness. Near him, a single dead tree punctuated the emptiness. He was back on the Damascus road, in the jagged desolation of Anti-Lebanon. In his inescapable sleep, he had returned here a dozen times. He could not escape. It was happening to him again.


“No!” he screamed.


But again, his horse reared, twisting its head as though to seize him in its teeth and tear him from the saddle. The horse’s hindquarters buckled, dumping Paul onto the road. The horse struggled to its feet, and fled, neighing in panic. Jagged stones dug into Paul’s flesh. He looked desperately for help, but the others had galloped forward, lost in a night that had descended, suddenly, at noon. Here was the End, Paul was sure, the final day that had been foreseen by Daniel. He cringed in childish fear and scrabbled aimlessly on the road. He scanned the blackness for Onesimus, but even his faithful slave had been blown away by this hellish storm. Rain spat into Paul’s face. He closed his eyes, squeezed them tight, determined this time to not look, not to not see it again. But the blackness inside his head blended into the blackness of the day, absorbing its horror and filling his imagination with horned creatures, torn bleeding children, depraved open-legged women, the faces of the dead, rotting. He opened his eyes and, as though it had waited for an audience, the light came—exploding whitely with a deafening silence that seemed to split his head down the middle. The whiteness blinded him completely for an instant. When sight came back, he could see only the single tree that stood like an accusation, naked and alone, before him. Its trunk was a twisted finger, broken off by a lightning bolt. Two branches remained, thrust out like arms spread in supplication. The arms of a cross.


The light seemed to hover, the black crucifix to vibrate, the white sky to shroud a glowering visage, and the thunder—which would follow the light and smash Paul to the ground—hesitate. He waited to hear it, some voice, some message, some reason for this horrid vision. But there was silence. In Scripture, these moments seemed to introduce a voice from Heaven, a divine command, a revelation. Paul recognized the portents. He strained, to hear God’s fearsome message.


Something.


Not a word.


Unable to escape sleep, he kept reliving this moment. It never changed. There was no expiation.


The thunder crashed, as always. The darkness descended like an iron lid and rain suddenly pounded him, its streams almost lifting him bodily and flushing him off the Damascus road. In another moment, emerging almost magically from the untimely night, shrouded figures converged on him. They stripped his garments, took his purse and began to beat him, kicking his ribs and head, pummeling him with sticks. A cry, the voice of Onesimus, was the last sound.
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“… When many days had passed, the Jews plotted to kill him, but their plot became known to Saul. They were watching the gates day and night, to kill him; but his disciples took him by night and let him down over the wall, lowering him in a basket …” Acts 9.23-25





“He’s awake!” cried Judas.


The one on the cot, Saul or Paul, had sat bolt upright, so suddenly that his shoulder scraped a swath from the chalky wall. His eyes were wide, the cuts on his face suddenly red and angry. The pain of the sudden movement engulfed him in a dizzying blackness that almost returned him to oblivion.


The slave, only hesitating a second to see if one of the men might object, rushed to the cot, kneeling beside his master, stroking his head, murmuring to calm him. Saul or Paul, twisting his head spastically, like a puppet in the hands of a madman, struggled against the darkness and began shouting, in a garble of Greek and Aramaic.


“Jesus! Leave me! The Law, Jesus! Don’t you see? I have done no wrong. Jesus, please! I have done no … I have done … I have done …”


He continued to shout over the whisperings and ministrations of the slave.


The Shepherd said, “He speaks to this Jesus.”


“He speaks to himself. He argues against his guilt,” said Ananias. He looked into Jonathan’s eyes. “The first man you murder, he takes over your soul. You may kill again. You might murder a thousand. Each one is the same. Each is the first murder, relived. This one, this Saul, he has killed this Jesus of Galilee again and again. Look!”


They stared at Saul or Paul, babbling, saliva flying from his lips, struggling against the gentle grip of his slave.


“Each time, this Jesus sinks deeper under his skin, fills his mind.”


“He’s just weak,” countered Jonathan. “Not like—”


“Weak?” scoffed Ananias. “Weak? To carry so much guilt, to go on killing innocent men, to create more suffering and to go on murdering this Jesus repeatedly. You call this weakness?”


Jonathan backed away a step, surprised by Ananias’ fervor. “Perhaps you’re right, Jonathan,” the old man went on.


“Perhaps you should kill him. A man who can persevere beneath such a millstone of betrayal and blood must be terrible indeed—too ruthless to change—”


“I can’t see!” cried Saul or Paul. “I hear nothing!”


Ananias stepped forward, touching the slave’s shoulder. “Calm him if you can.”


But the injured man was already less frantic. His eyes had shrunk to slits, from which he peered desperately, bobbing his head and craning his neck. He sensed the men gathered around him—including Jonathan, whose eyes burned with bloodlust, his knuckles white on the handle of his dagger. Paul threw an arm around Onesimus, whose bulk and raiment he recognized by feel. He pulled himself into the protective shelter of his giant slave and reached out, imploringly, with his free hand—begging blindly for mercy.


Bending toward Paul’s ear, speaking as loudly as he felt safe, Ananias said, “You will hear again. There was thunder. Very close.”


Paul heard a word or two of this, barely. For an instant, the lightning flashed again in the back of his mind, silhouetting the claw-fingered cruciform tree. Paul scanned the room once more, pausing when the candle’s glow penetrated his darkness. The men gathered round him appeared as night-black blobs on a charcoal canvas. He counted them.


“There’s a candle,” he said, pointing toward the glow. “There are three—no, four—of you. And Onesimus.”


“Master! You can see!”


Paul didn’t hear this.


“He’s awake now,” said Eli the Shepherd, a practical man. “He should go.”


“He’s still badly hurt,” said Ananias. The old man was not disagreeing, simply stating the fact. “And he’s blind.”


“He can see,” Judas protested.


“Barely,” said Ananias. “He’s helpless.”


“Helpless? With a slave as big as two men?” said Judas.


Sensing the malice of the dark forms around him, Paul struggled to swing his legs to the floor. Pain blazed in his torso. Onesimus held Paul in place. The others watched, impassive.


With great effort, Paul cajoled Onesimus into loosening his grip. Paul, sucking air into his lungs against the fire that surrounded them, managed to get his feet to the floor. He was naked but for a thin blanket, soaked through with sweat. He trembled. Adjusting to the light and slowly regaining the power to focus, Paul could dimly see that one man seemed to be speaking and gesturing to the others.


“Darkness has fallen. It’s the dinner hour now. The streets won’t be busy,” said Ananias. “Jonathan, go out and see whether anyone is watching the door. I don’t think his enemies know that we have this Saul, but I want you to make sure.”


“He is my enemy,” retorted Jonathan.


“And he will, I’m sure, remain so after he has regained his health, and after you have matured enough make a wiser choice about spending your life as a murderer and a fugitive. Now, he is only an injured man, a fellow Jew, naked, blinded, helpless, penniless, possibly dying, probably doomed. Your position is simple, Jonathan. Do as I ask. Bide your time.”


Jonathan scowled as he obeyed. He sheathed his knife and slipped out the door. Ananias spoke to the slave.


“I asked your name,” he said in Aramaic.


“I’m called Onesimus,” said the slave.


“A clever name,” said Ananias. “Your master, I gather, is a clever man.”


“More than that, rabbi.”


“I’m no rabbi. Just old,” said Ananias. “And I see that your master is many things. He treats you well.”


“As well as the Law requires—no.” Onesimus corrected himself. “Better.”


“That’s good. He will need your loyalty, your strength. Your resourcefulness!—because tonight we are casting you both out into the winter night, into Damascus, where Saul’s name is well known and not loved. He is sought not just by pious Jews and Zealots like our Jonathan. Aretas, the Arab usurper of this region, long ago decided that Saul is a Jewish troublemaker. Aretas put a price on Saul’s head and said he prefers the head without the body.”


Paul was deaf to Ananias’ words, but now he could blurrily perceive an old man speaking sternly to Onesimus. Paul guessed the thrust of the conversation. He gritted his teeth and tried to stand, his knees wobbling. Onesimus took hold of his master. Paul, defiant, nodded toward the door, ready for his fate. Onesimus looked beseechingly to Ananias. Ananias’ answer was to step toward the door and release the latch. Onesimus, holding his master like a doll on his hip, led Paul from the room. Ananias removed his shawl and helped Onesimus drape it over Paul’s shoulders.


In this gesture, Ananias sensed a cruel irony. The Galilean Jesus, whose legend seemed to grow with each passing year, whom Saul so angrily denounced, had preached kindness toward one’s enemies. However, if Saul died this night, his killers would likely be those very men who claimed fealty to this peacemaking, foe-loving Jesus. Once a gang of rubes and rebels tagging behind Jesus in the hamlets of Galilee, these disciples had settled in Jerusalem—in the capital of Judaism, in the great city of the Promised Land. They now formed a powerful political party under James, Jesus’ younger brother. James called this party Ebionim, “the Poor,” and held them strictly to the purest interpretation of the Law. Almost without his bidding, James now commanded a fervid network of agents throughout Judea and Galilee. His followers reached north as far as Caesarea Philippi and south beyond Masada. Ebionim professed quiet piety, but their faith embraced an implacable hatred of the Romans and their collaborators. Many believers, beyond the reach of James’ restraining love, were filled with anger and driven by impulse. Such zealots would hunt Saul in Damascus like wolves on the scent of a bleeding calf.


Ananias studied Saul’s face. It was torn and filthy, dried blood rimming his nose and trapped in his beard, his whole left cheek a suppurating scab. But Saul’s eyes were alive again. They narrowed and bored into Ananias’ gaze. Reluctant to look a dead man in the eye, Ananias turned away as soon as Onesimus and Paul were through the door. He began to shut the door quickly, then paused.


Ananias swung the door back open. “A moment,” he said.


Onesimus stopped and turned. From his robe, Ananias took a coin. With no money and nothing to trade, Saul was taking to the streets of Damascus without a breath of hope. Ananias despised this Saul as a traitor and a hypocrite. But to shove him into the night with no means of escape was as murderous as Jonathan’s blade.


“I can’t let you go without …”


Ananias said nothing more. He looked at the silver denarius in his hand, an already dated vintage but little worn and still precious. It bore the graven image of Gaius, the short-lived Emperor who had almost triggered a Jewish rebellion by demanding that his statue be erected within the Temple in Jerusalem. Gaius’ presumption was a sacrilege so profound that Jews would have united spontaneously, then resisted until every man, woman and child in Judea lay dead—and beside them legions of slaughtered Romans. From the Mediterranean to the Dead Sea, the earth would be indelibly red with human blood. The Judgment—foreseen by the prophets, promised by Daniel, threatened by the crazy Baptizer in the desert and even foreshadowed by this Galilean Jesus whose memory so haunted Saul—would destroy the Chosen and lay waste their homeland. Gaius was assassinated by disgusted Romans before he could make good his promise to defile the Temple. He never grew to learn that Palestine was the Empire’s deadliest tinderbox. Since the murder of the last Maccabees, Rome’s only defense against a Jewish insurrection of catastrophic breadth was the vast Law of Moses, whose myriad interpretations kept Jews divided against themselves.


One coin, bearing the face of a tyrant. Ananias offered it. Onesimus, in gratitude, lay his hand a moment in Ananias’ palm. Then he led Paul into the night.


The street, called Straight, was narrow and unlit. One end was a cul-de-sac, the other opened onto a cobbled avenue, where traffic could be seen passing. Onesimus led Paul into a barricaded doorway and left him there, motioning his master not to move. Paul leaned, groggy, against a wall. He watched as Onesimus strode from Straight to the thoroughfare. The slave turned left and was gone.


Paul slipped in and out of fitful sleep, revisiting—whenever he closed his eyes—a black cross against a phosphorescent sky. Onesimus returned in what seemed an hour, but might have been five minutes.


Onesimus’ mouth moved but Paul heard nothing and only gathered a word or two from the movement of his lips.


“The drayman was glad to give up his burden. But he still insisted on payment. I paid too much, but there was only the one denarius,” Onesimus whispered. “The cart is perfect for our purpose. We have hope. Come, master.”


The cart blocked the end of Straight. A demoralized donkey stood in its traces, snorting against the putrid miasma that enveloped the cart. The smell hit Paul in the face and quickly, he turned from Onesimus, retching onto the paving stones. As he vomited, one of his ears popped. Somewhere near, he heard a crying baby. Dimly, he heard sandals slap on damp pavement.


“Praise God,” he said, spitting out the taste of vomit. “I can hear.”


To his dismay, he could also smell. Breathing shallowly, Paul straightened and regarded the conveyance Onesimus had hired, and its heaping cargo.


“Shit,” said Paul. “This is a wagonload of shit.”


“Not just shit, master. Just before dark, the drayman cleared a site where a new house was being built. There is lath, and shreds of hemp—see?—and some brickbats broken too small to salvage. Also quite a lot of kitchen waste and fish entrails. I noticed a dead cat, probably too far gone to be edible. The Arabs will eat cats.”


Onesimus’ voice, only audible in one ear, seemed to come to Paul through a long pipe.


“Onesimus, have you lost your mind? I can’t—”


“Master, it’s hope. Thanks to the men you saw in that room, the word is on the street that you are abroad. Your enemies are hunting you. Any wagon but this, piled with filth and stinking beyond endurance, will be searched. All you have to do—”


“I cannot, Onesimus.”


“You must, master.”


Paul fought a new wave of nausea. Then he sighed with resignation.


“So, what sort of shit is this?”


“A variety, master. Cattle, goats, the favorite camel of a Syrian rug merchant.”


“Upper-class camel shit,” muttered Paul. “And dogs?”


“Certainly dog shit, master. Dogs will defecate anywhere.”


“What about men?”


“I think not, sir. There is, in Damascus, a system for that.”


“Well, then I will ride this wagon, Onesimus, knowing that it carries none of the contamination of clashing politics and human discord.” Paul took a step toward the cart, met a putrid gust and staggered. “If I suffocate in a wagonload of offal, I will die in union with the essence of God’s innocent creation—the gentle animals of the hearth and the stable.”


“That’s it, master. Keep a good thought.”


Deftly, Onesimus formed a hollow within the load and propped it with splintered timbers. To keep them unsoiled, Onesimus took his master’s blanket and shawl. Then tenderly, he fitted his nude master into the fetid space and covered it with a thick layer of manure. Paul crawled forward on the shit-slippery floorboards ’til he could breathe, shallowly, through the front rails of the cart. Vaguely, he could see the rear of the donkey. Somewhere beyond his vision, Onesimus tugged at the donkey. The cart began to move. Immediately, a brick shifted beside Paul and dug into his tortured ribs. He bit his lip to keep from crying out. The stench made his head swim.


The donkey was a reluctant creature, slowed by its load. The wheels jarred Paul all the way to his teeth as they rattled along the ruts and cobbles. Gradually, he grew somewhat accustomed to the smell. Though he was naked, the decaying filth shielded him from the evening chill. He could have almost slept. As he dozed with the rocking of the wagon, another naked figure appeared on the edge of his memory, a man crushed beneath a cross, twisted and bloodstreaked, a grotesque wreath of thorns and withered laurel clinging to his hair. The suffering man’s face lifted for an instant. He met Paul’s startled gaze with black, imploring eyes. The black tree leapt into Paul’s mind, lit by a blast of lightning, a clap of thunder. Paul awoke from this sight, his head snapping up and rapping a strip of lath. His other ear popped. Immediately the crashing of cart wheels on stones intensified. It sent a stab of pain through his head and Paul whimpered with shock. The cart stopped abruptly. Before him, through the cart rails, Paul saw the shape of Onesimus’ face.


“Master, what is it?”


Paul sighed, inhaled a deep draught of feculent air, coughed softly. “No, nothing. Move on, quickly, quickly …”


Onesimus’ face disappeared. The cart went on. In a few minutes, there were voices outside, now so clear to Paul’s hearing that it almost hurt to listen.


“What is this mess, slave?” The voice of a guard.


“Refuse, sir. And offal. The harvest of an afternoon’s street-cleaning.”


“Well, take it away. It stinks!”


“Yes sir,” said Onesimus, in that tone of subservience and cheerful expectation that so perplexed petty functionaries. “If you’ll just order the gate opened.”


“The gate?” replied the guard, so loudly that he seemed almost inside the mound of feces with Paul. “You know the gate is never opened after dark.”


Onesimus’ voice replied, “Well, then, I’m sorry, sir. I must leave it here ’til dawn. Tomorrow.”


“By Herakles, what a stench!” bellowed the guard. “You can’t leave it here.”


“I can’t take it back, sir. My master will beat me and drive me back to the gate. By then, my beast will be exhausted. You will have me again, too battered to drive the donkey, and the donkey too tired to pull. All night long.”


“The gate,” said the guard, resorting to statute, “is sealed after dark.”


“Have you no authority,” asked Onesimus, “to make exceptions? If a prince wished to pass?”


“Well, a prince,” said the guard.


“Or if some criminal, some offense against the city’s peace, or some blight that contaminates the common weal were to make necessary the opening of the gate, to expel a threat both clear and immediate? Have you no power to act in the best interests of your fellow citizens?”


Paul listened but there was silence.


“I understand.” This was Onesimus again, delivering what Paul hoped was the coup de grâce. “I myself am a slave, and I dare not—”


“A slave?” said the guard. “You compare me to yourself? I am a soldier of Damascus. I fought under the command of Lord Aretas himself.”


Onesimus gushed with apologies. The guard spoke again. “Why, this smell is intolerable. Your wagon is spilling filth. This is a danger to Damascus. How was this permitted? Something must be done.”


The guard began to shout orders. Paul heard footsteps, then the dull clank of heavy chains and the creak of great hinges. The wagon began to move.


“Once you’re outside the gates,” said the guard, “there’s no coming back. Not ’til first light. You’re stuck out there, slave!”


“Yes sir,” said Onesimus. “Thank you, captain.”


“If the brigands attack you—”


“Fear not, sir.”


“Don’t accuse me, slave. I fear nothing!”


“Accusation, sir? I meant nothing of the sort …”


As the wagon crept through an opening in the gate, the banter continued between Onesimus and the guard, ending with the guard wishing the slave—almost genially—a safe night in the wilderness. Clearly, if Onesimus were desperate to get back inside, this guard would be sorely tempted to open the gate once more. Onesimus possessed charms Paul could not fathom.


The wagon trundled for perhaps ten minutes. Once, Paul, his head spinning with fatigue, heard a voice.


“Paul,” it whispered. “Why—”


“What?” asked Paul. “What?”


“Master!” This was Onesimus outside the cart. “Please, master, quiet. We’re still too near the city.”


Finally, Onesimus pulled the cart to a stop and laboriously extracted his master from his cocoon of ordure. He found several mostly unsoiled rags atop the cart and used them to wipe away some of the filth. The month was Shevat, on the cusp between winter and spring, and the night cold seized Paul. He began to tremble. Hurriedly, Onesimus covered Paul as best he could, then—in a hollow of ground beneath a dead olive tree—built a fire from materials in the cart. He set Paul close to the fire. He unhitched the donkey, tethered it to the tree and settled beside Paul. From his robe, Onesimus produced a slab of bread and gave Paul all but a crust. Desperately hungry, Paul devoured the bread, then sat, gaping with weariness, into the flames
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“… I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me …” Galatians 2.19





“You should sleep, master. We must rise before dawn. They might come after us,” said Onesimus.


“I’m too tired to sleep,” said Paul.


Onesimus nodded.


“We’ll have to return to Tarsus,” said Paul.


“Yes sir. It will be a hard journey.”


They were silent for a time. The crackle of the burning wood, the sound of the dry breeze in the tree, the distant bark of a desert fox were the only sounds, until a question occurred to Paul’s slave.


“And afterward?” asked Onesimus.


Paul turned with a half-smile toward his exceptional slave. “It is you who have the talent for divining the future, Onesimus. What do you see?”


Onesimus turned his face, so that the firelight could not show what he felt.


“Tell me,” Paul insisted.


“You imagine my talent for prophecy, master. I have none. If I guess at future events, it is only that they are foreshadowed by the past. I see ahead what has already transpired. Master, this quest after the followers of the Galilean, which you press tirelessly, every day creates new enemies. Your peril grows greater. If the disciples of Jesus, these daggermen and Zealots and informers who track your every move—if they don’t kill you, then your words will anger the Romans and their Herodian allies. You rage against their sinfulness, and they resent you. Master, once you served loyally the High Priest in Jerusalem. Now you condemn him publicly, and invite his vengeance.”


“You think me a fool.”


Onesimus recoiled. “Oh, Master! I wouldn’t—I did not—I never—”


Paul put a hand to Onesimus’ lips. “You did not call me a fool, Onesimus, nor did you mean to call me foolish, but you know I’ve been a fool. It is only in the last day, since that moment of blinding light on the road to Damascus, that I also understood my folly.”


Onesimus said nothing, watching Paul’s face, a face he had memorized in its every feature and expression—clear olive skin now bruised and scraped, an aquiline nose, a single black eyebrow sheltering a pair of burning eyes that darted constantly askance. It was a face was too round to be handsome, with sharp, hungry cheeks and a forehead that retreated deep into his thinning sorrel hair. His lips were heavy and he chewed them when he sank into thought.


Now Paul sat silent for a long time, gnawing his lower lip. Suddenly, he turned.


“What did you say?” Paul asked.


“Nothing, master.”


“You didn’t speak my name?”


“I do not speak your name, master.”


“Yes, of course. You asked me nothing?” “No, master.”


“You didn’t say …”


“Nothing, master.”


Paul nodded and thought a while longer. The fire began to gutter and Onesimus ranged around the tree, gathering more fuel. He restored the fire to a warm blaze. When he sat, his master spoke.


“Onesimus, we’ve seen men crucified.”


“We have. Many times.”


“Common criminals, mostly.”


“Yes.”


“But some were innocent of any crime. They offended the High Priest. Or they made the Romans nervous. Anyone who attracted a following.”


“Yes, master.”


“Crucifixion is such an easy solution. When you’ve seen one crucifixion, you think twice, and again, about ever speaking out, ever complaining, ever bridling against Roman authority.”


Onesimus nodded.


“It’s a ghastly death, Onesimus.”


The slave pictured crucifixion, the breaking of the legs, a man’s body suddenly collapsing onto his lungs, with a croaking gasp, the straining of tendons against the nails pounded into gaunt, bleeding wrists. The rattling, bubbling, sucking sound of suffocation.


“I never shrank from a crucifixion,” said Paul. “Did I?”


Onesimus shook his head.


“Especially when I was responsible for the man’s arrest. I stood by my actions.”


“Always, master,” Onesimus affirmed.


“Not always. Once, I …”


Onesimus watched the fire.


“I delivered Jesus of Galilee to Caiaphas. I took part in specifying the charges of sedition and inciting insurrection, to Pilate himself. A vile man.”


Onesimus nodded.


“But I could not watch Jesus crucified. Why?”


Onesimus had no answer.


“I saw him halfway to Golgotha, and went no further. I turned and walked away—no, not true.”


Paul remembered. He corrected himself.


“I fled,” he said. “I ran. You remember?”


Onesimus nodded.


“Do you know why? I could not follow Jesus to his death. Why?”


Onesimus turned to look at his master.


“You know why, don’t you, Onesimus?”


The answer was in Onesimus’ eyes.


“You have known for years,” said Paul. “But I’m a fool, and I only realized today. Lying on the road, looking into that blinding light, deafened by thunder, stupid and weak and vain. The only thing I could see was that crucifix. Onesimus, you understood the sign, didn’t you?”


“I saw no sign, master.”


Paul went on, as though he had not heard Onesimus. “That cross—that black horror in a dark noon—it was the cross that has followed me, the cross I have fled for ten years, since I ran down that hill in Jerusalem.”


Onesimus watched Paul’s face anxiously.


“Onesimus, I looked twice into the eyes of Jesus. First was when I joined the soldiers to arrest him in the garden at Gethsemane. Dark, piercing, anguished eyes. He looked to me for mercy and I was remorseless. And then, on the path to Golgotha, before I fled, I met his eyes once more. He was tired then, resigned to his death. And there was forgiveness in his gaze. But I saw something more.”


Paul paused, to hear the whisper again. He was staring into Onesimus’ face. Onesimus wasn’t speaking, but Paul heard his own name uttered.


“Why?” he heard. “Paul, why do you …”


Paul strained to hear more. Silence.


“Did you hear?” he asked Onesimus.


“Master?”


“You didn’t hear that?”


Another moment of listening rendered only silence.


“Master,” ventured Onesimus, “what else did you see in the Galilean’s face?”


Paul clutched Onesimus’ hands and shivered violently, despite the warmth of the fire.


“The secret.”


Onesimus embraced his master, to halt his trembling. Paul spoke into Onesimus’ ear.


“As I fled, I was terrified of this crucifixion, because I knew it was different from any crucifixion, from any death ever died before. But also—”


Paul was afraid to continue.


“Paul,” came the whisper, “why?”


Paul, shaking with fear, clutched Onesimus’ face. He stared at his lips, listened to see the whisper as it came from his slave’s mouth. But the voice Paul heard was not Onesimus. It was all around him.


“Paul, why do you pursue me? Why do you persecute me?”


Paul released Onesimus, and staggered into the darkness, screaming and flailing. “Who are you? Who are you?”


“You know who I am. I am your beloved.”


“Who?” shrieked Paul. “I love no man. Who?”


“I am crucified,” it whispered, as the wind swept through the night and threw dust into Paul’s eyes. Paul stumbled backward, falling into Onesimus’ arms.


He sank before the fire, suddenly without strength. He could barely speak.


“Onesimus, you heard nothing?”


“I heard no voice, master. But I understand.”


They sat for a while, watching the fire.


Finally, Paul said, “I have to sleep.”


“Yes, master.”


Paul lay close to the fire, his back to the warmth, staring open-eyed into the dark. A sweet odor of manure rose from him.


“If I had climbed the hill …”


“Quiet, master. Sleep now.”


“If I had had the courage to attend that crucifixion …”


“Master.”


“I would know …”


Onesimus stroked his master’s blood-matted hair.


“… know the secret …”


He slept.


Onesimus was an able scavenger. On the journey from Damascus to Tarsus, he begged food and he found clothing to cover his master. In Berytus, their first stop, he arranged a thorough bath, followed by ritual bathing to purge his uncleanness, and a sacrificial kid, over which Paul prayed, wept and strove to atone.


Onesimus treated his master’s wounds expertly and was aided by Paul’s good health. Since his youth, Paul had enjoyed the ministrations of the best physicians of Tarsus. His father was a wealthy apostate whose family had settled in Tarsus, in Cilicia, after the great Diaspora, when the Babylonians had slaughtered and scattered the tribes of Israel. Paul’s father prospered as a tentmaker. Paul had apprenticed in his father’s business, traveling the breadth of the Mediterranean, where once he survived a shipwreck. He had seen Rome before he was 21 years. He found the gods and mores of the lands he visited fascinating but repellant. Although his father was an indifferent Jew, Paul grew both fanatic and ascetic in his faith. He toughened himself with military training and with long, devout periods of fast. He stayed stubbornly a virgin. He renounced his father’s unclean profession and journeyed to Jerusalem where he studied the infinite nuances of the Law. Visiting Herod’s great unfinished Temple daily, for hours, to pray, to sacrifice, to beg God’s mercy and to study, Paul became a favorite of the Levite priests and scribes. He was introduced finally to the High Priest, Caiaphas, who approved of this ardent young man. Caiaphas enlisted Paul into the Temple police, then sent him into the streets to ferret out heresy and sedition. Paul became the best of spies. Paul had been early to raise the alarm against Jesus, the magician from Galilee. After the death of this false messiah and the bizarre rumors of his resurrection, Paul had been the truest and cruelest persecutor of Jesus’ followers.


Now, limping through the long journey from Damascus to Tarsus, his ribs still painful, his mind plagued by the broken voice of a dead man, Paul repented again and again, always to no avail. A half-day out of Berytus, Paul dropped to his knees, threw his head to the stony ground and hammered it against the earth until his blood turned the dust sticky. He muttered, “Jesus, my Lord, I have wronged you more than any of your enemies. I have been your traitor and your persecutor. Jesus, my Lord, you brought the Word to all Jews, and I silenced you. You offered yourself to all the faithful, and I snatched you away. I helped deliver you up to Pilate and sent you to Golgotha. Jesus, my Lord, I am your crucifier. I must not be forgiven. I cannot be consoled. Jesus, my Lord, my Lord …”


Repeatedly, Paul would rave like this, until his voice gave out and he sank to the ground, weeping and inconsolable. Onesimus would care for him then until Paul was coherent once more, able to stand and continue. Onesimus worried. His master was regaining his health, but seemed haunted by death, eager to die.


One night, as he slept in the bottom of a shallow gulch, Paul lurched to wakefulness, roused by a flash of light. He looked toward the sky, anticipating thunder, but saw a cloudless firmament filled with stars. Rising above a distant ridge was a swollen orange moon, rimmed with translucent light. Atop the rim of the hill, silhouetted against the giant moon, was a ragged log with a tilted crossbeam near its top. In this unlikely wilderness stood a cross. Paul viewed it with terror.


Paul waited. He knew the voice would come next. The moon seemed to freeze on the hilltop, framing the haphazard cross. He listened and heard nothing. Slowly, the light of the orange moon grew stronger, flowing down the steep hillside. Moonlight embraced the crucifix, defeating the night. First, Paul saw only the texture of the rough wood, but then the face, just above the crossbeam, the face of the tortured Jesus, blood flowing from his temples, the spittle of Roman soldiers glistening in his beard. And then his body, naked, even his loincloth ripped away and cast aside. He was frail and gaunt, bruised and scored. He sagged hideously as his sinews stretched and his weight distended the holes in his wrists. His eyes opened, black accusing eyes that found Paul and penetrated him. Paul whimpered in fear and shame. He tried to look away, but Jesus’ eyes would not release him. Paul began to feel pain in his hands and feet. He felt the asphyxia of his chest collapsing upon itself and his throat closing, unable to draw air. He felt the drowning panic of gorge that rose upward but could not force itself free from his body. He was crucified. He was with Jesus.


He was dying.


He was glad. He would die.


He welcomed death. He waited.


Jesus closed his eyes. Paul’s pain left him. He could breathe. His viscera relaxed. Suddenly, the body of Jesus was gone from the cross. The face faded. The moon rose and shrank. Night swallowed the cross and, finally, Paul understood.


The message was not Jesus. The secret revealed, unheard, on Golgotha was not Jesus himself.


“Not Jesus,” he said to Onesimus, who had awakened with alarm.


“Master?”


“Not Jesus,” muttered Paul. “The cross.”


Quickly, Paul fell into a deep, bone-weary sleep and had no dreams. In the morning, he awoke fresh and cheerful; he ate every morsel Onesimus put before him. Onesimus was relieved.


The rest of the journey, Paul was his old self, full of talk and vigor, even joking with Onesimus. He ate greedily, slept all night, and pushed hard toward the end of the road.
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“… And Moses took the blood and threw it upon the people, and said, ‘Behold the blood of the covenant which the Lord has made with you …” Exodus 24.8





Tarsus was Paul’s safest haven, but it weighed on him. It reminded him of obligations he had denied, expectations he could not fulfill, hungers he had renounced.


As they entered late in the morning on a spring day in the month of Adar, Tarsus was adorned by flowers and bursting with commerce. It was a market day. The dusty streets were lined with stalls and the air alive with shouting. Paul tried to steer a route through the city that skirted the throng of sellers and buyers, merchants and farmers, slaves and kitchen maids, housewives and whores, but finally, there was no option but to plunge into a narrow street, clogged with jostling shoppers, made narrower by rows of stalls on either side, redolent of livestock, fresh fish, goat cheese and human sweat.


“Onesimus, we should have camped outside the city and waited ’til dusk.”


“Master, you’re a killjoy. We’ve been lonely on the road for weeks. We’re back among people. We’re home.”


“Home to—ow!” A donkey, led by a grizzled Syrian farmer, was pushing Paul from behind, its snout in his back, its teeth seeking purchase on his hip. He turned to shout at the farmer and drive away the beast.


The farmer snarled that Paul was a Jewish swine. Onesimus, joyous that the long journey was over, laughed. “A Jew and a swine,” he said. “A neat trick, master.”


“The man’s a brute,” said Paul gruffly, struggling against Onesimus’ good spirits. They pressed on through the souk, emerging in a small square, where they caught their breath.


“A few hundred meters and we’re home, master.”


Paul sighed. “You go ahead,” he said. “Tell my father I’ll be there presently.”


“Why? Where are you going, master?”


“Nowhere. I’m just not ready to face the homecoming ordeal.”


Onesimus’ face showed both sympathy and reproach. “Master, you’ve come all this way. You still have wounds to heal. Your clothing is in tatters.”


“I’ll be along,” said Paul. “I just need to brace myself. Whenever I return, I’m the prodigal son. My father rejoices. He orders a feast, assembles every cousin and uncle between here and Antioch, invites the whole neighborhood, gets everyone drunk and then starts parading old maids and teenage girls through the house. I wear out in two days and need to escape all over again.”


“It’s your father’s love, master.”


“And his hopes, Onesimus. He keeps hoping I will reject my vocation, abandon my faith and join him in his greedy and unclean business.”


“Master, you are the eldest son, and according to the Law—”


“Slave,” replied Paul sharply, “don’t start instructing me in the Law. I know it far better than you or my father.”


Onesimus bowed his head, reducing his height to only six or seven inches above that of his master. Paul scowled, embarrassed to be arguing with his slave. He motioned in the direction of his father’s house.


“Go now. Tell the old man I’ll be there in due time.”


Onesimus turned and was quickly immersed in the traffic, although Paul could still watch his head bobbing above the crowd for twenty meters or so. Paul went another way, down a wide thoroughfare, dodging oxcarts and heavy-laden beasts. When the crush grew tiresome, Paul looked for relief, saw an open gate and ventured down a short staircase into a courtyard. Before he recognized the place, Paul found himself surrounded by yet another throng. Here was a temple of Mithras, the patron god of Tarsus. He had stumbled into a sacrifice.


Paul thought to flee, but hesitated. He had seen such a sacrifice many years before, and he had since avoided the disturbing practices of this cult. Today, curiosity held him. He circled closer to a blood-darkened gallows of cypress trunks, erected in the middle of the court. The Mithraic supplicants were murmuring and attentive. Paul wormed close to the front of the crowd. Suddenly, the priest, robed in white muslin, spoke a command. Everyone knelt, save Paul. Belatedly, Paul followed suit, blushing.


Paul watched, transfixed, as the sacrifice neared its climax. A young bull, girdled with broad leather straps, had been winched ten feet above the courtyard, then lowered onto a platform of heavy planks, widely spaced so that his legs would fit through the gaps. The young bull was wild-eyed. He churned his feet in the air, helplessly. He complained with a haunting animal eloquence, his voice ranging from an infant’s squall to a leonine roar. The chanting of the priest, the bull’s wail and the crowd’s hum created a macabre, seductive symphony. Paul gazed with mounting fascination at the doomed animal.


At a sign from the priest, three attendants took hold of ropes that hung from the bull’s neck. They pulled down, lowering the bull’s throat within the priest’s reach. The bull recoiled, snapping its neck upward, twisting its head. One attendant, caught off-balance, lost hold of his rope. The other two slid and stumbled on the courtyard, tossed by the frightened beast. Paul noticed a few smiles among the Mithraic faithful, and smiled himself at the difficulties of the acolytes. This wrestling match was one of the pleasures of the rite.


The priest, holding a heavy and menacing knife whose curve from hilt to tip measured no less than four hands, backed away and waited. Hurriedly, the attendants regained their grip on the cords, spread themselves evenly and, inexorably, bowed the bull’s head. The animal’s outcry became a rasping, heart-piercing fugue, so plaintive that Paul could close his eyes and hear in it the voices of lepers and prisoners and burning martyrs.


The priest stepped forward, chanting the prayer of Mithraic atonement. He planted his feet, aligning himself beneath the bull’s exposed, pulsing throat. He paused. The bull’s eyes bulged and rolled, seeking out the priest. It snorted and squealed, fighting the ropes, flinging strings of mucus and saliva. The priest uttered a single word and then, in a practiced stroke of shocking power, swung the blade upward, opening an enormous gash half the thickness of the bull’s neck. The bull’s last shriek ended in a sickening gurgle as the knife split the animal’s larynx. Blood gushed, drenching the priest, who dropped the knife and stood beneath the red torrent, drinking in great gulps. Paul shuddered but could not look away.


Within seconds, the bull, its life draining into the courtyard, slumped in its bonds. The attendants gave up their ropes and carried a great earthen basin to the red flood. The priest stepped toward his congregation, his head and face streaming with blood, his robe splashed and stained from neck to waist. The priest shouted, in a voice that seemed not his but that of Mithras.


“This is my blood.”


“Praise Mithras,” murmured the people alongside Paul.


“Come forward,” said the priest, more gently, “and be cleansed.”


Paul had forgotten the horror, and the beauty, of this sacrifice. Blood was the essence of Jewish atonement, as it was among the believers in Mithras and virtually all the religions of the world. But to drink of the blood was, to Jews, the ultimate uncleanness. This blood-drinking was foul and appalling, and Paul could not tear his eyes away from it. The crowd filed meekly forward, to dip their fingers into the earthen bowl and suck the bull’s blood into their bodies. They drank and they streaked their faces with blood. Some went to the bull, catching the last drops of the young beast’s ebbing life on their tongues. One supplicant, a soldier still in leather and armor, pushed the others aside and stood beneath the pulsing dribble from the bull’s throat, covering his face with blood and licking it from his lips.


Finally, the soldier stepped away, staggering for a moment, as though intoxicated. His blood-drenched face was rapturous and he muttered thanks to his god for purification and renewal.


Paul shook his head, to clear it of this pagan abomination. But in that gesture, his mind summoned memories of glowing faces beside the Jordan, as they emerged from the waters, guided by the crazy Jew of the desert, the one called the Baptist. He would tell them, “You have been purified and made new. Go now, renounce sin, be faithful to God until the End, which is imminent.”


Paul hastened then, away from the courtyard and its impious ritual, trying to untangle in his memory the words of the priest of Mithras from those of the Baptist.


“Saul! My son!” Paul’s father engulfed him in his arms. “My son, my son!”


Paul endured the embrace, and then his father’s inevitable, bemused once-over.


“Saul! What on earth are you wearing?”


“I am called Paul now, father.”


“Truly?”


“Yes.”


“Why?”


“I am a different man, father.”


“Well then, good. The one we named Saul turned out to be a pain in the ass. I hope we can expect better from Paul, although I don’t think much of his wardrobe. Here!”


Paul’s father gestured and three male slaves rushed forward with a new robe of Egyptian cotton, trimmed in crimson silk. Paul did not resist as they stripped him literally naked—his father exclaimed at seeing his bruises—and dressed him. He was remade in an instant.


“Next, you must bathe. And I’ll call a doctor to make sure none of your wounds has festered. Onesimus has recounted your ordeal.” Paul’s father snapped another command. A girl appeared with a tray and two goblets.


Paul scowled. His father guffawed.


“I know, Saul—er, Paul, that you eschew spirits. So drink this.” He handed one goblet to Paul. “It will refresh you. The juice of pomegranates, with a few drops of lemon from your mother’s garden.”


Paul’s mother had died more than five years before, but his father still called the garden hers. Paul, thinking of her, tasted the libation, puckering at its tartness but welcoming relief from his thirst. Paul saw in his father’s face that familiar look of patient incomprehension, as though Paul would soon give up his hobby as a religious crusader, then buckle down to the family business. Paul sensed his father’s indefatigable and proprietary affection. He also smelled a rat.


“Who’s here?” Paul asked.


“Why, you are, my son, at long last—with a new name, no less! And I am here, as you see. The servants are here, too, and your inexplicably loyal slave Onesi—”


“Who, father?”


“Ah, Saul, my son, the word of your return to Tarsus, it spread like—”


“Father, I don’t want to see anyone.”


From an inner room, a figure emerged. Paul turned, already angry. She wore silk, draped in the Greek style, exposing a deep U of pale flesh from her shoulder to the shadow of her bosom. The luxuriant fabric clung to her. Her hair was piled cunningly on her head, secured by tortoise shell combs. Paul had always thought her lips too full for her station in society, her eyes too prone to dance with shafts of light.


Paul turned back to his father.


“Father, my journey has exhausted me.”


“A good reason for a visit from Sandra. Seeing her always restores me to better health than I imagined possible.”


“I can leave,” said the woman, standing at a distance, suppressing a smile.


“You will not,” replied Paul’s father, his eyes fixed on Paul. He addressed his son.


“Saul, you’ve kept your guest waiting already. And you need to eat. Bathe as quickly as you can, then hurry back. There’s food and drink in the next room. Be a gentleman for once.”


Paul prolonged the staring contest with his father for a moment longer, but then relented. It was futile to balk, since he had voluntarily returned to the dread trinity of home, hearth and wealth. He turned toward Sandra, who stretched a hand for him to touch. It was an elegant hand, on an arm alluringly, shamelessly bare.


Paul’s father said. “I must make sure your rooms are in order. Excuse me, won’t you?”


Paul ignored his father, but Sandra nodded graciously to the older man as he left.


Paul spent only a courteous moment with the young woman, his eyes downcast. He then followed his father’s servants hurriedly to the baths. He lingered there more than an hour, dawdling over the ritual ablutions, hoping that Sandra might grow bored and depart. But when, dressed in yet another costly tunic provided by his father, Paul returned to the reception hall, she was there. She looked from her place beside the table, her smile a mixture of affection and humor. After Paul had once more thoroughly scrubbed his hands, he joined the young woman at a low table, on rich carpets, in a room far too opulent for Paul’s comfort. Paul said nothing. Hungrily, he tucked into a loaf of bread and a bowl of roast fowl, spiced with thyme. Sandra watched him eat.


Finally, Paul laid a well-gnawed bone onto the table and said, “Why do you pursue me, Sandra?”


She laughed, so loud and uninhibitedly that the room fairly echoed. From somewhere in the depths of the house came an answering guffaw and a shout of affirmation from Paul’s father.


Paul glowered and hunched over.


Finally, Sandra said, “I pursue you?”


“Whenever I return to Tarsus—”


“I pursue no one, you peacock! My only pursuit is to be an obedient young lady, honoring my elders according to the Law. Your father’s spies see you coming, miles from the city, and before you’ve even entered the gate, the word has gone out to me to hasten here and greet you in my finest dress. By the way, do you like it?”


Paul refused to look, then looked anyway. She sat back from the table, her legs curled beneath her, the silk stretched across the visible contour of her thighs.


“I think it immodest,” replied Paul.


“Oh, good,” she said, primping so that the cleft of fabric between her breasts sank deeper and opened wider. “Are you aroused?”


Paul reddened and cringed.


“You don’t have to come tiptoeing to my father’s house every time I show up!” he growled.


“It’s not my womanly duty to obey your father, and mine?”


“Well, you could say you’re ill, or busy, or—”


“But I’m not ill. Or busy, Saul. And I never tiptoe!”


“It’s Paul.”


“It’s what?”


“Paul. My name is now Paul.”


“It is? Paul?”


“Yes.”


Sandra tested it on her tongue, like a swallow of wine or a hazel nut. “Paul … Paul Paul. Hm. Paulpaulpaul. Yes. It’s good. Better than Saul. I approve. It will take some getting used to, though. Forgive me if I inadvertently call you Saul, Paul.”


Paul shrugged.


“But why Paul? How did you come by this new tag?”


Paul found himself at a loss.


“Did you choose this name? Or were you given this Paul? Perhaps by your friend, the former High Priest in Jerusalem?”


“Caiaphas is not my friend,” Paul replied sharply. “He was my master.”


“Was?”


“I no longer serve Caiaphas.”


“Well, that’s a blessing. Do you serve anyone?”


It came to Paul, at that instant, like the lightning bolt on the Damascus road. For a second he was almost dizzy with the rush of revelation. Sandra, alarmed at the strange rapture on Paul’s usually beetle-browed visage, leaned forward. “Saul—er, Paul? Are you—”


“Jesus.”


“Pardon?”


“Jesus the Galilean. I serve Jesus. It is he who told me my name. He has spoken to me. He has asked me—”


“Jesus? Is this the same Jesus, executed years ago, whom you hate so passionately?”


“No. I was wrong, wrong to persecute Jesus. I love Jesus.”


Sandra sat back, dumbstruck for a moment. Paul straightened his posture, lifted his chin, chewed his lip.


“Really?” Sandra finally replied. “Now there’s a kick in the teeth! And you wonder why I’m always so eager to see you. Paul—see, got it right!—you are the most fascinating, unpredictable man I know. Even if I weren’t engaged to marry you—”


“We are not engaged!”


Sandra laughed. “Well, in our fathers’ eyes we are.”


“Sandra, our fathers got drunk together when you were ten years old and decided to unite our households by pledging your hand to me, then proceeded to kill another jug of wine and fall asleep in each other’s arms. No one asked you about this absurd betrothal. No one told me I was engaged to you because I was not present to be consulted. I was in Jerusalem, studying under Gamaliel.”


Sandra grinned at Paul’s vanity. They had rarely conversed without Paul boasting that he had been a student of the great Gamaliel. She suspected that, perhaps, he had studied not so much under Gamaliel as near him, only two or three rooms—or leagues—away.


“Paul,” she said, “our fathers are happy to think that you will someday tire of your wandering all over the map, preaching and haranguing and crusading. They think I enjoy your humorless company because I’m in love with you. What do our parents’ illusions matter to us? You will do what you will do. You will chase your obsessions and, from time to time, you’ll bring adventure stories back to me, and I will coax them from you. I am young. I am rich. I am far too spoiled and willful to succumb to my father’s expectations. If I marry, it will be the man of my choice, not my father’s. But I warn you, Saul—I mean Paul.”


“What?” he snapped.


“It might be you!”


Paul swelled. “I will never—”


Sandra laughed sharply, deflating Paul completely. His only defense was to smile awkwardly. To cover his discomfort, he drank hurriedly, realizing too late that his cup was filled with wine. He sighed in defeat and gulped another mouthful, savoring the grape. He had no means of coping with Sandra, who had been his best friend since infancy. She had crawled with him on the great heaps of hides in his father’s warehouse. She had run away with him overnight once to hide in olive groves and huddle against the cold outside the city’s gates. She had been the only girl to ever kiss him. She had shown him how, if you stroked it gently, his hairless little pecker would get as hard as an oak stick and squirt shockingly a sticky spray of milk.


“Tell me more about this Jesus and your change of heart,” said Sandra. “Did you say that he speaks to you?”


Paul realized this sounded mad. “He’s in my dreams,” he replied.


“Ah, more flattery,” said Sandra. “You dream of dead men rather than me.”


“No! You see—” Paul leaned forward, clutching the table. A dish rattled, several grapes spilled and rolled to the floor. “I have lived in error—I have heaped sin upon sin upon sin for—my Lord! How long?”


Paul hesitated, pondering the magnitude of his wrongs. Meanwhile, helpfully, Sandra calculated the elapsed time.


“Wasn’t Jesus the Galilean executed under Tiberius?”


“Ten years!” exclaimed Paul. “Ten years of wrong, of fleeing my guilt and persecuting anyone who might remind me of my error.” He clutched at his hair. Sandra smiled indulgently.


“If you seek the forgiveness of this Jesus—”


“No, you see, that’s exactly where I have been wrong all this time—because I am forgiven! He forgave me. On the road to Golgotha, ten years ago, he lay beneath the cross and he looked into my eyes, just as he had looked at me in the garden.”


“He spoke to you?”


“No,” said Paul. “He was too exhausted, too weak by then. There was anguish in his eyes, a terrible aloneness. It was a look of abandonment, as though all the world had forsaken him. But in that moment, he forgave—not just me, who was his spy and his persecutor. But everyone, every enemy, every absent friend, every cowardly kinsman, every betrayer …”


Paul paused, seeing again Jesus’ dark eyes, rimmed in glistening scabs.


“… And something else.”


“I don’t understand,” said Sandra. She had always been immune to Paul’s grim intensity. But now she was drawn in. She leaned toward Paul, straining to hear as his voice dropped to a hush.


“He wished me with him at his crucifixion. His eyes beseeched me. He begged for my witness.”


“Why?” asked Sandra, disbelieving. “Why, of all people, would Jesus want you near? You were one who sent him to his death.”


“I don’t know. Perhaps he knew my reputation for uprightness. Perhaps I was his last resort, for after I refused, after I fled, there was no one. He died alone—no one to hear his secret but soldiers and dying thieves.”
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