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      For Connie – as always

   
      
      1

      
      ‘Bless me Father, for I have sinned.’
      

      
      A curious structure, the confessional. A cross between a wardrobe and a prie-dieu, a varnished wooden construction that is
         probably the only piece of furniture never to have awoken the interest of collectors. You’ll not go into a precious modern
         house, somewhere in Islington say, and find a confessional in the hall and a careless confession by the proud owner that it
         was ‘Something we picked up at an auction. We thought it’d go so well just there. Wonderful for hanging coats.’
      

      
      No.

      
      A confessional has other resemblances: a booth in the visiting room of a prison, for example; the place where, for a few minutes
         a month, the condemned meet the free to exchange platitudes and recriminations.
      

      
      ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.’ A shadow beyond the grille. The intense, anonymous intimacy. The awful fact that a
         soul is about to be laid bare, that horror may be revealed. ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.’ But she was merely suffering from scruples, an affliction of the religious
         that is just as tiresome as a rash, is a kind of mental rash in fact. You scratch and it only gets worse. People go off to Africa to work in the missions because
         of scruples. They catch real rashes there. ‘I have doubts,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘Good Lord, my child, we all of us have doubts,’ he told her. ‘I have doubts.’
      

      
      ‘Do you? What are yours?’

      
      ‘Who is hearing this confession?’

      Was there a suppressed giggle from the far side of the grille? He even stole a glance to
         his left, but she was no more than a shadow beyond the metal lattice. Outside, the shifting, shiftless crowds of the great
         basilica; inside the stuffy wooden box, this curious intimacy with a half-seen, barely apprehended silhouette.
      

      
      A breath of perfume drifted through the barricade that divided them: something musky, something with an underlying hint of
         sharp fruit. ‘I’m sorry, Father. Forgive me.’
      

      
      ‘You must take this seriously or not at all,’ he admonished her.

      
      ‘Of course, Father.’

      
      ‘And other than these doubts?’

      
      ‘I touched myself, Father.’

      
      ‘Was it just once?’ One should not get over-inquisitive. There was, of course, a sin in that. There was a whole pit full of
         sins waiting for the confessor, a pit that writhed with the snakes of voyeurism and prurience.
      

      
      ‘More than once.’

      
      ‘If it’s become a habit then that’s one thing. And if it’s just an occasional weakness that’s another. Which is it?’

      
      She giggled. Quite definitely this time, the shadow beyond the grille giggled. ‘I’ll take the occasional weakness.’
      

      
      ‘Are you serious about this?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry. It was the way you said it. As though you were bartering with me. Trading contrition for penance.’

      
      ‘You mustn’t make a mockery of it.’

      
      ‘Sorry,’ she repeated. ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      He said something about the motives for confession, recited some little lecture about true contrition, about the love of God
         and the forgiveness of sin. ‘Sin is absence of God. Nothing more, nothing less. If you truly wish to return to God, then confession
         has meaning. Only then.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s what I would like.’

      
      He noted the careful conditional but let it pass. ‘As an act of penance say a decade of the rosary and a prayer for my own
         spiritual well-being. Now make an act of contrition.’ The rituals of religion, a vocabulary understood only by the initiate:
         she recited some little formula of self-accusation and pious resolution, and in return he gave her absolution. Then she whispered
         thanks and left the confines of the box, let slip that curious, transient intimacy that the confessional creates, drifted
         out of the claustrophobic shadows and into the world.
      

      
      He turned to his right and slid the other shutter back to reveal another presence, another shadow, another complex of sin
         and doubt and anguish. ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.’
      

      
      At six o’clock in the evening he slid both shutters closed and, as a surgeon might peel off his surgical gloves, removed the
         stole from around his neck. Confessor, surgeon. There was a similar intimacy, the one spiritual, the other physical, and a
         similar anonymity. The one pokes amongst the bowels of the patient, the other amongst the innermost secrets, and both do it all in a spirit of resignation and emotional indifference.
      

      
      Leaving the confessional box, he walked out into the crossing of the transepts, beneath the awful, vacant dome, beneath the
         sub-standard mosaics, beneath that great volume of space that Michelangelo Buonarroti subsumed into the building in a manner
         that amounts to grand larceny. Could pure space evoke a sense of the numinous? People shifted around on the pavement like
         grains of sand drifting back and forth across the floor of a tidal pool – tourists, and pilgrims, and those, the majority
         perhaps, that lay somewhere in between. Candles flickered around the balustrade where you stand and look down into the sunken
         space where the tomb of the Apostle lies. People crowded round like onlookers at the scene of an accident to see if it was
         really true. Someone even asked him about it; and of course he assured her that it was, that it really was possible that the Apostle himself was buried there.
      

      
      ‘Only possible, Father?’ she retorted. ‘What kind of faith is that?’
      

      
      And indeed, what kind of faith was it? A poor, dried-out thing, a construct put together of habit and defiance and anxiety.
         ‘The material fact is not important,’ he told her, ‘and presumably lies in the realm of archaeology, not theology. The spiritual
         reality is that you are as close to God in your own sitting room as in the basilica; but the basilica has worth if it strengthens
         your faith.’
      

      
      And then the woman – grey-haired, an accent that he took to be German, a worn and defeated face – said a curious thing: ‘Does
         it strengthen your faith, Father?’
      

      
      It was raining outside. Lights glittered in the wet basalt slabs of the piazza and a Christmas tree daubed the space with a smear of northern paganism. The orange glow of the city lit up the clouds like the backwash from a great conflagration.
         He hurried through the rain to his rooms, and showered and changed for a reception which was to be held that evening in one
         of the innumerable palazzi of the city, the closing reception of a congress that had been going on throughout the past week.
      

      
      The reception was a dull affair, a milling of black and grey and navy blue beneath the cavorting nymphs and goddesses of a
         late mannerist ceiling. Pink breasts and flaccid penises flopped around above the heads of the earnest clerics. There was
         the occasional splash of colour from a bishop, or a lady diplomat doing the duty rounds, or the wife of an Anglican priest
         (and the boyfriend of another), but the predominant theme was Roman – clerical, introverted and self-satisfied.
      

      
      ‘This is Manderley Dewer,’ someone said to him and he found himself shaking hands with one of the few women in the place.
         She surprised him by recognising his name. ‘Didn’t I read something by you in the Times? Something about scrolls from the Dead Sea?’
      

      
      He looked at her distractedly, awkward in the presence of women. ‘Hardly scrolls. A few fragments. The En-Mor papyri.’

      
      ‘The earliest pieces of the gospels,’ said the man who had introduced them. ‘Quite the most important textual find in the
         last fifty years.’
      

      
      The woman attempted some kind of conversation. ‘Isn’t the point that if the fragments do come from a gospel it would push
         the earliest date to before the Jewish War in AD 68?’
      

      
      ‘That’s what the article said,’ Newman agreed. ‘Politically it’s a wonderful idea.’

      
      ‘Politically?’
      

      
      He glanced away over her shoulder as though looking for something, escape perhaps. ‘Religious politics. Mud in the eye for
         the scholars who claim that the gospels are late inventions put together by the early Church. But that’s not the point, is
         it? The point is the pieces themselves, the texts, the witness.’
      

      
      She contemplated the idea, her head tilted to one side, a faint smile on her lips. ‘It excites you, doesn’t it?’

      
      The word excite seemed threatening. He felt a shifting embarrassment. ‘What do you mean, excite?’
      

      
      ‘The texts. They excite you.’ There was to her smile a kind of slant that he couldn’t read. Eyes can be dead things, charged
         with expression only by the refraction of incident light; but mouths have their own life. And hers had some quality of irony
         that he couldn’t read.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I suppose they do.’

      
      What else did he see? What does a celibate see in a chance encounter with a woman? He saw a face of modest proportions, large
         eyes of indeterminate colour somewhere between green and brown, a look of faint anxiety beneath the insouciance. Hair ill-kempt
         and touched with the tones of autumn. She seemed rather younger than he – in her early forties, he thought, although he had
         little practice in judging the age of women, or anything much else about them come to that.
      

      
      And what, he wondered, did she see? Dull, dry cleric? Something sterile? Something at the dead end of humanity, probably.

      
      There was that silence that so often comes after the first words. What else was there to say, after all? Where could the point
         of contact be? ‘Are you here for the conference?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘Here or here?’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry?’

      
      The confusion seemed to amuse her. ‘Here is this room, yes. Here in Rome, no.’ Her husband was a diplomat, she explained.
         She shrugged as though it was of no interest, and it was her turn to glance around as though for distraction. Somebody remarked
         on the ceiling (everyone remarked on the ceiling when there was a pause in the conversation) and she looked upwards at the
         dusty swirl of phallic gods and mammary goddesses, before looking back at him and smiling that particular smile, and asking,
         ‘Do you think they had scruples, Father?’ And in a moment he caught the same drift of scent from her as had come through the
         grille of the confessional, a sharp touch of citrus that didn’t seem to emanate from a commercial perfume at all but rather
         was something natural and dangerous. And he had a most profane thought: that this was like the way the apostles at Emmaus
         had recognised Christ after the resurrection, by a mere gesture, by a combination of words, perhaps even by a smell.
      

      
      He felt himself redden: grave discomfort, sweating with embarrassment under stiff clerical grey. Mercifully the others on
         the edge of the conversation had moved away to examine some piece of furniture and they were momentarily alone. ‘How very
         awkward,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Do you think so? What about the separation of office and person?’ She put her head on one side as though to examine both
         him and the proposition together, finding them both faintly amusing. ‘Anyway, I’m the one who should be embarrassed, and I’m
         not. So I’ll give you leave not to be either. You must have heard a lot worse in your time. I must say, I imagined you older.’
      

      
      ‘And I imagined you younger.’

      
      She winced. ‘Touché. A silly little adolescent, maybe?’
      

      
      ‘Something like that.’

      
      ‘I’m afraid confession makes me that way. It always reminds me of school. D’you know, we used to make up sins just to have
         something to confess? I expect you know that, don’t you? I touched Anne-Marie when she was in the shower, I told Matilda that
         I don’t believe in God, I said a rude word behind Sister Mary Joseph’s back, that kind of thing. But now I can assure you
         that I’m much more grown up.’ She was laughing, as though to deny the assertion at the same time as she stated it. ‘Anyway,
         you must come round some time. Where do you stay? You must come round for dinner. Give me your number.’
      

      
      It is not uncommon for Catholic women to befriend priests. It is a kind of patronage. Priests are to be supported materially,
         while they in turn support the faithful spiritually. If you come from the Protestant tradition maybe you do not see it in
         quite the same way, but looking after a priest is a kind of good work. If you don’t come from any tradition at all, you probably
         cannot see why there might be a celibate priest in the first place and why, for God’s sake, a woman might ever concern herself
         with such a man.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I didn’t quite get your name … Manderley?’

      
      She glanced up from her handbag where she was rooting around for a diary or something. ‘Madeleine. Madeleine Brewer.’

      
      There. Madeleine Brewer. The very first encounter. Thus the chaotic hand of coincidence had its way, like the petulant hand
         of a child rearranging the pieces on a chess-board.
      

      
      ‘Tell me,’ she said, pen poised over her address book.

   
      
      Magda

      
      The flat where I live now is in an old Roman palazzo, the Palazzo Casadei. The building stands on the edge of the ghetto: one face confronts the open, Gentile world; the other
         overlooks an alleyway that winds back amongst the cramped houses of the Jewish quarter. The flat crouches beneath the roof
         of the building: the ceilings slope, the windows are at floor level, the floors are uneven; there is a sense of refuge up
         there under the tiles, a sense of sanctuary. During the war, it is said, the Principessa Casadei hid Jews in the warren of
         rooms beneath the rafters.
      

      
      I work, of course. I can’t exist on nothing. Part-time, ill-paid, off the record, I work. The organisation for which I work
         is the grandly named Anglo-American Language School and it occupies the third floor of a block near the main railway station,
         sharing the building with a trattoria, some offices belonging to dubious import/export firms and even more dubious lawyers, and a pensione. For a logo the school boasts the Union Jack and the Stars and Stripes in a clumsy juxtaposition, like battle honours won in some obscure colonial war. Listed by the British Council, it claims on a scroll beneath the flags.
      

      
      I am paid weekly, in used 10,000-lire notes. From the very beginning the director viewed me with suspicion, wondering at the
         motives of a man of my age taking up casual teaching work; but he guessed, quite rightly, that I have no more interest in
         denouncing him to the tax authorities than he has in making my employment legal. No references asked for and none given: it’s
         that kind of place. But at least I have a job and can keep body and mind together, if not soul. I have long ago abandoned
         any attempt at keeping my soul.
      

      
      And for company I have Magda.

      
      I found Magda. I found her in one of the first classes that I taught at the language school. She was like a piece of flotsam
         cast up on the shore of the city, one of those bits of debris that drift in from Europe, from the Middle East, from anywhere
         in the world really – Latin America, the Philippines, India, anywhere.
      

      
      Novotná Magda. At first it wasn’t clear which was her first name. Novotná Magda, she repeated doggedly when I asked, so Novotná I called her and she seemed to accept it. She was tall and silent and dressed in black, as though in perpetual mourning for
         something, lost innocence perhaps. Her hair, which to conform to the Slav stereotype ought to have been fair, was in fact
         or in fiction almost black. It was cut short and ragged and made her appear younger than she was, her complexion giving the
         game away: heavy makeup doesn’t hide a coarse skin. Red lipstick made a scar of her mouth. She was what in France might be
         described as gamine.
      

      
      ‘First you tell us all where you live,’ I announced to the class in that first encounter. In response I received a litany of the dispossessed and the itinerant: in a hostel; with friends;
         I share apartment; I move around.
      

      
      Novotná’s legs wrapped themselves round one another like a lucid black snake coiling round a sinuous sapling, the sapling
         of the knowledge of good and evil, perhaps. ‘With my sisters,’ she said. She did not mean siblings, but religious, some obscure
         order of Polish nuns.
      

      
      ‘And where do you come from?’

      
      ‘Maroc.’

      
      ‘Burundi.’

      
      ‘Morava,’ said Novotná. The name evoked a small stir of anguish within me, a little frisson of something like horror.
      

      
      ‘And where do you want to go?’

      
      ‘America.’

      
      ‘America.’

      
      ‘America.’

      
      A shrug from Novotná, a gesture entirely in keeping with her manner which was one of indifference to much of what went on
         around her. ‘America,’ she agreed, in the manner of one who might say ‘the moon’.
      

      
      We plunged into the lesson. ‘At the customs’ was the theme. It seemed appropriate. The students composed themselves to play
         the roles they dreaded, the surly faces of officialdom, the hopeful, hopeless faces of the dispossessed.
      

      
      ‘May I see your passport?’

      
      ‘Here is my passport.’

      
      ‘Where is the visa?’

      
      ‘The visa is at the back.’ Hollow laughter at this.

      
      ‘What is your purpose?’

      
      ‘I want to work.’

      
      ‘We have jobs for enthusiastic workers.’ More laughter. The hopelessness of the whole thing began to strike them: it transcended
         barriers of language and culture and became a universal all-comprehensible joke.
      

      
      ‘I work as a secretary,’ said Novotná. ‘I type good.’

      
      ‘Well. You type well.’
      

      
      ‘I type well. I am wilful.’

      
      ‘Probably. But you mean willing.’

      
      ‘I work as executive,’ said one of the other students. The laughter was general.

      
      Was it after the sixth or the seventh lesson that I invited her to lunch? What would Madeleine have said about that? Probably
         she would have told me to let the girl alone. What does she want with a dry stick like you? she would have asked. But Novotná
         treated my invitation as she treated everything in life: with that indifferent shrug and a thoughtful chewing of gum. ‘OK.’
         She seemed to pause for careful reflection and to gather together bits of fragmented English. ‘I think if we go to lunch,
         you call me Magda,’ she decided.
      

      
      Magda, Madeleine: the congruity of the names amuses me. In whatever terms you measure the human personality, never have there
         been two women further apart. Magda is tall and silent and dressed in black, as though in mourning for something; Madeleine
         was small and ebullient, the kind of person who made her husband raise his eyes heavenward in mock despair. Madeleine was
         soft and comforting; Magda is anonymous and indifferent. Madeleine was open, Magda is shut. But both named for the same woman,
         the woman out of whom Jesus cast seven devils, the woman who stood beside the mother of Jesus at the foot of the cross, the
         woman who saw the stone rolled away from the tomb, the woman who made the first announcement of the resurrection to the disciples as they cowered in the upper room.
      

      
      ‘They have taken away the Lord, and I know not where they have laid him.’

      
      So we had lunch at Zia Anna, Aunt Anna’s, a tawdry trattoria nearby that I have taken to using when I can’t be bothered to return to the flat. We ordered spaghetti alla puttanesca, spaghetti with tart’s sauce, a concoction of red tomatoes and black olives that brings to mind sin and hellfire and menstruation,
         and Magda sat across the exiguous table from me, deposited her gum (a momentary glimpse of grey amalgam within the scarlet
         depths of her mouth) in the ashtray, and ate the dish with the methodical determination of someone who is not quite certain
         where her next decent meal is coming from.
      

      
      She used to work in a shoe factory, she told me between mouthfuls, in the design department. Life there was dull and the pay
         was bad, and she decided that she wanted something better so she came to Italy with a friend, just to see. A girlfriend. She
         shrugged the girlfriend off. ‘She goes back.’
      

      
      ‘And what job do you do now? In Rome there can’t be much work.’

      
      Magda sniffed. With a sudden delicacy, almost as though she was touching up her makeup, she used her napkin to wipe red sauce
         from the corner of her mouth. ‘I draw.’ Then she reached down to her copious bag and produced a folder to show me, passing
         sheets across the table. They were charcoal sketches, skilled enough, the kind of facile things you see in Piazza Navona to
         attract tourists to have their own portraits done: there was Barbra Streisand, there was Madonna, there was the Pope. She
         shrugged. ‘And I do model.’
      

      
      ‘Artist’s model?’ I asked.
      

      
      For the first time she smiled. It was a hurried, perfunctory thing, her smile – a mere widening of her mouth, a momentary
         expelling of air from her nostrils. ‘Pictures.’
      

      
      ‘Pictures?’

      
      She shrugged, as though it were obvious. ‘Photographs. No clothes.’

      
      The noise of the trattoria intruded on our conversation, the clash of cutlery, the scrape of plates, the noise of unheard conversations from the other
         tables. And I sensed the clash of two emotions, the scrape of two sensations, one that in my previous life was always allowed
         full rein, the other that was always suppressed: shock and lust.
      

      
      ‘Do you want to look at that also?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Perhaps not.’

      
      She shrugged indifferently and returned to her food, mopping up the remnants of sauce with a piece of bread, and then ordering
         pollo alla diavola with the eagerness of someone who had just devoured spaghetti with tart’s sauce and found that no problem. ‘And the nuns?’
         I asked. ‘What do they think of the work you do?’
      

      
      ‘The nuns?’ She laughed. ‘The nuns know nothing.’

      
      Three days later Magda was thrown out of her hostel. She was given ten minutes’ notice to clear her things. The nuns knew
         more than she had thought. She spent the night at the main railway station and probably earned 50,000 lire letting someone
         fuck her in the back of a car. I don’t know. I’m not a fool, but I don’t know for sure. The next day she came to her English
         lesson as usual.
      

      
      ‘I look for somewhere to stay,’ Magda announced to the class.

      
      Magda, Madeleine, Magdalen. Mary Magdalene. She has long been a problem, has Mary Magdalene. Mary from Magdala, presumably. That’s not the issue. The issue is, who was she? The
         great sinner of Luke? Mary of Bethany? The woman who anointed Jesus with chrism and thus gave to him the title Christ? But
         whatever her identification, we cannot doubt the central fact – for she was a woman, and the early Church would have edited
         the story differently if it possibly could have done so: early on the morning of that first Easter Sunday, Mary of Magdala
         was the first person at the empty tomb; and, in the Gospel of John, which is likely to be accurate on this point for the very
         same reason, she was the first person to see the risen Jesus.
      

      
      Magda standing in the midst of my apartment, a tall black figure: clumsy shoes, black stockings, black skirt (too short),
         black coat (tossed aside on to the broken sofa), black sweater stretched over small mammary swellings, black hair cut short
         round her face, red mouth chewing over the situation. An expression of indifference and wariness, a faint suspicion.
      

      
      I showed her up the steps out of the living room on to the roof terrace. She turned to look. There was a betrayal of emotion
         here: a short, sharp intake of breath, a faint smile. All around her was the city – the surface of the city that the inhabitants
         never see as they go about their business down on the ground. The terrace seems like a boat adrift on a stormy terracotta
         ocean, the tilted, tiled rooftops breaking like waves against towers and gables and domes. Madeleine had cried out when she
         saw the view, she had projected her pleasure, she had exulted. Magda merely smiled, as thought she already knew.
      

      
      ‘I will draw,’ she announced. She put her bag down and went inside for a chair. When she came back she stood holding the chair for a while as she considered the prospect. From
         where she stood she could see, at a rough count, sixteen domes, including the biggest of the lot, the father and mother of
         all domes, the one that the whole world knows, quite wrongly, as Michelangelo’s; but lesser domes as well, artful, baroque
         cupolas, with lanterns like nipples. The Gothic tradition of the north has always favoured phallic spires and a lean, ascetic
         Christ figure; but in the south the female element in Christianity has ruled: subtle, comforting, seductive, redolent with
         the scent of other, more ancient cults – Demeter, Ceres, Cybele, Isis. Mariolatry, if you want a derogatory, Protestant term for it: Marian devotion if you want the party line.
      

      
      Magda made her decision. She hitched her skirt up, sat down with her feet cocked up on the cross-bar of the chair, pulled
         a sketchpad from her bag and began. Her hand was sharp and assured, the strokes she made like cuts at a thing of flesh, something
         swift and surgical; and lines appeared that magicked a third dimension out of the mere two of the paper, so that as she worked
         the dome of Sant’Andrea della Valle (Maderno) was plucked out of the lucid Roman air and methodically transferred to the sheet
         in front of her.
      

      
      ‘It’s good,’ I told her.

      
      She shrugged. ‘Maybe I sell.’ She worked between the ribs of the dome, giving them a curve, a sullen pewter tone; then she
         moulded a ball of rubber and bent forward for a moment, working at the grey. When she straightened up, erasure had paradoxically
         given something positive, a gleam of sunlight to the leads.
      

      
      Magda is an artist. The whole panorama encircled her as she worked so that somehow she seemed to be the axis round which all this revolved, this city of domes and bell-towers, of guilt and hypocrisy. Magda is an artist and like
         an artist she seems to possess whatever she observes.
      

      
      For three days she slept on the broken-backed sofa in the sitting room. She slept curled up with a blanket thrown over her,
         as one might sleep on a bench in a park or a station waiting room, and in the morning I would find her in the kitchen making
         a cup of coffee – turecka, she called it although its resemblance to Turkish coffee was minimal – her hair tousled, her face puffed up and creased
         from where it had been pressed against her arm or the folds in the blanket or the rough, worn velvet of the sofa. She would
         be wearing a large, shapeless black T-shirt. Her legs were pallid and awkward, as though embarrassed by their nudity. She
         would acknowledge my presence with little more than a nod, and then she would shut herself in the bathroom and emerge after
         half an hour wearing her makeup – thick makeup applied to her skin like clotted cream and lipstick like an open wound – and
         leave the apartment. She would say almost nothing to me beyond the word ciao, which perhaps appealed to her because it has been taken up by American youth and smacks of indolence and bubble gum. Each
         day I thought she might not reappear – her paltry things were hardly hostage against her return – but each evening she was
         back, the makeup less intense, the manner the same: quiet, introverted concentration. I seemed barely to exist for her.
      

      
      And on the fourth night, as silent as a nocturnal mammal, she crept into my room and slid into my bed.

      
      Magda knew immediately, of course. I was surprised at the time, but now I understand. Magda knew all about me. She lay curled up in my bed like a cat, indifferent but knowing.
      

   
      
      2

      
      ‘Is that Father Leo Newman?’ A female voice with that faint and tell-tale accent, the th halfway between a fricative and a plosive.
      

      
      ‘It is.’

      
      ‘This is Madeleine Brewer. We met at that reception. Perhaps you remember?’

      
      ‘Of course I remember.’

      
      ‘I told you I’d ring. Will you come to dinner? Is next Wednesday all right? I know it’s rather short notice, but …’

      
      Of course he would.

      
      The Brewers had an apartment in the Borgo Pio near the Vatican City. It was the kind of place that embassies keep on for their
         staff, the square metres carefully equated with rank on the basis of some secret bureaucratic formula, their particular rating
         being high, for Jack was minister or something. They ate in a large and slightly dusty dining room with photographs of the
         children on a grand piano and a painting of a saint – female, distraught – above the vast fireplace. Madeleine felt the need to apologise for the place:
         ‘It’s like living in a sacristy. I think it once belonged to a cardinal and he left all his holy pictures behind and now we
         have to look after them because they’re so valuable and if we didn’t they’d just go into some cellar beneath the Palazzo Barberini
         or something.’
      

      
      The saint over the fireplace seemed pained by the prospect. A monstrance in her hand betrayed her identity to those who could
         interpret such things. ‘She’s Saint Clare,’ Madeleine said. ‘Just up Saul’s street.’ This remark was directed at another of
         the guests, a journalist of some kind. ‘Clare’s your patron saint,’ she explained.
      

      
      ‘I have a patron saint?’ He was Jewish – Goldstaub – and looked nervous at the prospect.
      

      
      ‘Oh, certainly. Patron saints don’t give a damn about your religion. They are highly ecumenical.’ And Madeleine launched into
         a little dissertation on patron saints. ‘There is a typical Catholic logic to the whole matter of patron saints,’ she explained.
         ‘Saint Lucy had her eyes put out, so she’s patron saint of opticians. Saint Apollonia had her teeth knocked out, so she got
         dentists. Clare is the patron saint of television because popular legend has it that she appeared in two places at the same
         time. Pope Paul appointed her.’
      

      
      ‘Pope Paul the Sixth?’ The journalist seemed aghast.
      

      
      ‘The very one.’

      
      ‘They still do this kind of thing? You’re joking.’
      

      
      ‘I am deadly serious, aren’t I, darling?’

      
      Jack smiled indulgently from the other end of the table. ‘Maddy is always at her most serious when she is being absurd.’

      
      ‘Now, Saint Lawrence was roasted alive on a gridiron––’

      
      ‘And got barbecues.’ The journalist was getting the idea.
      

      
      ‘Near enough. Cooks. Saint Stephen is bricklayers. They stoned him. Saint Sebastian, archers.’

      
      ‘Archers?’

      
      ‘They shot him. A hundred arrows. You’ve seen the pictures, surely.’

      
      ‘I thought that was Saint Bartholomew.’

      
      ‘He was flayed alive. Patron saint of taxidermists. Oh, and Saint Joseph of Copertino is the patron saint of airmen.’

      
      ‘Airmen? But, hell, they didn’t have airplanes.’
      

      
      ‘They do now. Saint Joseph used to fly around the place, so they chose him for the job.’

      
      ‘He used to fly?’
      

      
      ‘Fly. It’s quite well attested. He was some time in the sixteenth century, so it’s not all that long ago. Anyway, don’t you
         have flying rabbis?’
      

      
      ‘Not in Borough Park, we don’t.’ The man turned to Newman for some kind of authoritative judgement. ‘Hey, this is your scene,
         Father. Is all this true?’
      

      
      Leo Newman, sweating and awkward at the other end of the table, agreed that it was, more or less. ‘The trick is to treat the
         absurdities of the faith as genial eccentricities, as proof of the boundless confidence of the believer. It’s not an article
         of faith. You don’t have to believe it.’
      

      
      ‘I should hope not.’

      
      Madeleine caught the priest’s eye. ‘Does Father Leo believe it, though?’ And that was the moment when something turned inside
         him, something visceral, like the first symptom of disease. That was what made it all the more disturbing, that it seemed
         so profoundly organic. The cerebral he could deal with. The cerebral he could battle against, had long ago learned to battle against. Mental images were things he could chase from his mind like Christ chasing
         the money-changers from the Temple (an incident that is generally accepted by the most sceptical of New Testament scholars
         as genuine, indeed pivotal). But when it was the temple of the body that was under assault, the dismissal was not so easy.
         No easier to dismiss a cancer. And her glance at him as they sat at the long dining table beneath the benevolent eye of Jack
         and the agonised eye of Saint Clare Contemplating the Eucharist, School of Guido Reni, seemed to plant the first seeds of some disease in his body.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ he replied lamely.

      
      ‘I think you do,’ she said with that smile. ‘I think Father Leo is a sceptic.’ And the word sceptic splintered the atmosphere in the room with its harsh consonants, its barbed resonances.
      

      
      Newman was one of the last to leave that evening. He felt a need to apologise as he was shown to the door. ‘I’ve outstayed
         my welcome.’
      

      
      Madeleine helped him on with his coat, turned him round like a child to adjust the lapels. ‘Not at all,’ she said. Others
         were already going down the stairs, opening the outside door on to the street, allowing a draught of damp winter air to scurry
         into the stairwell. ‘We’re delighted that you thought it worth staying. You’ll come again, won’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Will I?’

      
      ‘If you’d like to. I’ll be in touch.’ She looked at him curiously. ‘I tell you what …’

      
      ‘What will you tell me?’

      
      ‘Show me your work. Can you do that? That’s what I’d like to see.’

      
      ‘At the Institute? It’s very dull. Books, documents, nothing interesting at all.’
      

      
      ‘Let me be the judge of that.’

      
      ‘Look.’

      
      They were in the manuscript rooms of the Pontifical Biblical Institute, surrounded by grey steel shelving, lulled by the distant
         hum of air conditioning and dust filtering, enveloped in a sterile atmosphere designed to suspend what had been previously
         suspended only by good fortune: the subtle decay of the texts. The old Dominican who was the archivist fussed somewhere in
         the background, searching for something spectacular and mediaeval to show her, something miniated, rubricated, illuminated
         with its own inner, pious fire.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ Leo said. He had a computer on, the screen live and shining. A dun-coloured fibrous fragment hung there behind the
         glass, a fragment of papyrus the colour of biscuit, inscribed with the most perfect letters ever man devised, words wrought
         in the lean and ragged language of the Eastern Mediterranean, the workaday language of the streets, the meanings half apprehended,
         half grasped, half heard through the noise of all that lies between us and them, the shouting, roaring centuries of darkness
         and enlightenment. How was it possible to communicate to her the pure, organic thrill?
      

      
      ‘Is this is one of your pieces? One of the things you are working on?’

      
      He nodded. ‘The En-Mor papyri.’

      
      ‘What exactly is En-Mor?’

      
      ‘A place. A God-forsaken place by all accounts, except that I suppose these finds show that God never forsakes anywhere. I’ve
         never been to the actual site. It’s just a dig run by the Israeli authorities. And they found these fragments in a cave nearby.’ He traced the words on the screen with
         his finger. ‘Kai eis pyr. And into the fire. That’s what it says. Possibly from Matthew, a proto-Matthew. Matthew chapter 3, verse 10: Every tree
         that does not produce good fruit is to be thrown into the fire. Or Luke. They both have the same words.’
      

      
      He could hear the whisper of her breath beside his ear. She leaned forward to see, leaned over his shoulder; and he was enveloped
         not by the mystery of the ancient script, its perfect characters, its tantalising context, but by the soft warmth of her presence,
         by the touch of a stray wisp of her hair, by her scent.
      

      
      ‘We’re not certain, of course. Nothing’s ever certain. But the site is thought to date from the first century. There’s the
         possibility that what we have are fragments of Q.’ She wanted to know. Her expression told Leo of her interest. Not mere politeness.
         ‘Q is Quelle, the source,’ he explained. ‘The collection of teachings that Matthew and Luke have in common, but which is not found in
         Mark. Now this phrase actually comes from the preaching of John the Baptist …’
      

      
      ‘Isn’t it extraordinary?’ she breathed. Casually, quite casually she laid a hand on his shoulder as she leaned forward. That
         physical contact sounded louder in his mind than any ideas. ‘So these are the oldest known bits of the New Testament?’
      

      
      ‘Probably. But it’s more than just age. These finds almost prove that the source of the New Testament, one of the written sources at least, pre-dates the Jewish War. Now the implications of that …’
      

      
      She seemed to be interested, that was what was so remarkable. She seemed to want to listen to him, whereas Jack would just smile and nod and change the subject with a diplomat’s arrogance and a diplomatic unconcern. ‘Does it really
         matter?’ Leo had heard him ask. ‘In this day and age does it really matter any longer?’ And Madeleine had answered her husband tartly: ‘To me it does. To millions of people all over the world, as
         well. Not the clever ones like you, maybe. Not Her Majesty’s bloody Foreign Office, unless it has a political angle. But to
         people it matters.’
      

      
      ‘So what’s the place that you work for called?’ she asked him now. ‘The World Bible Center? Tell me about it.’

      
      He smiled, not really knowing himself, not understanding the dynamics of the thing, the apparent random chance of it all,
         the manipulation of the hand of contingency that might be mistaken for the hand of God. A few months previously, that was
         all. There had been a telephone call in the middle of a dull morning, the voice of the director of the World Bible Center
         in Jerusalem wanting to speak to Father Leo Newman please, and was that Father Leo himself, and how happy he, Steve Calder,
         was to renew an old friendship with Leo after all this time. Leo knew Calder from a conference in California the year before.
         He remembered hair of perfect platinum and teeth of pearl. He remembered a low-slung villa amidst weeping willows and immaculate
         lawns and an illuminated swimming pool in which a Roman Catholic bishop was swimming in the company of a female Evangelical
         pastor. He remembered an argument during the evening barbecue about the Jesus Seminar, that group of academics who thought
         that biblical truth could be approached on a democratic basis, by a show of hands. Calder had been an enthusiastic supporter
         – ‘We’ve got to get more rationality and less faith into the debate,’ he had cried. ‘Faith is the enemy of discovery.’
      

      
      Fool or fraud?

      
      ‘Leo, I want your help,’ the man had said over the phone. ‘We’ve got one hell of a find. A place on the Dead Sea called En-Mor.
         You know it? Well they’ve just turned up a whole slew of papyrus fragments. And we need someone of your status to help with
         these things. I’ll give you a look at the material and I’ll give you time to think about it. But I know you won’t need the
         time. I know when you see these things you’ll be hammering on our door and crying to be let in.’
      

      
      The first photographs had come by courier the next day. There was that anguish of anticipation as he sat at his desk and struggled
         to open the package, fiddling with the plastic wrapper, tearing the waybill aside and slitting open the inner envelope to
         discover inside a single photograph, ten inches by eight. Of course he recognised the thing immediately as he slid it out
         on to the polished surface of his desk, recognised it in a generic sense, that is: a high-resolution photograph of a flake
         of papyrus. The fragment was five inches by four. There was a ruler laid alongside to give a scale. It was five inches by
         four and the edges were frayed and the texture of the material, the warp and weft of the plant fibres, was clear; and there
         were four lines of writing running across it. The text was blurred and scoured as though by a rough eraser, but the lines
         of writing were as straight as if they had been ruled, with all the exactness of a machine and all the individuality of an
         artefact. The ink was faded to brown but the characters were somehow still fresh – bright, live things. Koine. The language was Koine, the demotic Greek of the Roman Empire, the lingua franca of the Eastern Mediterranean, the language that anyone with an
         education would have spoken in those days, the language of commerce and exchange, the language of administration and law. Jesus would have spoken Koine. He would have talked to Pilate in Koine.
      

      
      Leo had turned the photograph over just to see, to delay the moment of reading, just as one might savour a childhood treat
         by deliberately putting it off. On the back was a circular stamp, a stylised globe with the title WORLD BIBLE CENTER, JERUSALEM wrapped around the edge like an atmosphere; and a catalogue number.
      

      
      Then he had turned back and started to read.

      
      It was like solving a crossword clue. One word had stood out. One word had given the whole piece away, a single word that
         occurs a mere four times in the whole of the New Testament: gennemata. Offspring. He checked in his concordance, his hands shaking with excitement as he lifted the volume down from the shelf.
         Then there were a mere three letters of the following word, but there could be little doubt about them either: epsilon-chi-iota.
         E-Ch-I.
      

      
      Echinos, a hedgehog.
      

      
      He had laughed aloud at the thought, laughed to himself in the silence of his room. Offspring of hedgehogs. He had wanted
         someone with whom he could share the joke, someone who would have laughed with excitement at the whole thing. But there was
         no one there. Just the institutional sounds outside: the slamming of a door, the labouring of the lift as it moved down to
         the ground floor, music playing in a nearby room. He almost got up from his desk and ran to the door to call someone, anyone
         to share his emotion, but he didn’t.
      

      
      It wasn’t echinos of course; it was echidnon. Vipers. Offspring of vipers.
      

      
      The rest had been easy.

      
      ‘I suppose it was what I’d been hoping for all my life,’ he told Madeleine. ‘Concrete evidence that the gospels, at least
         the source of the gospels pre-dates the Jewish War, and that therefore they contain genuine eyewitness accounts.’
      

      
      ‘But surely that’s obvious.’

      
      ‘But surely nothing at all. You know what the name Jesus actually means?’
      

      
      ‘Isn’t it just a name?’

      
      He shook his head. ‘In this business you always start with the name. Names always had meanings. Jesus is the Greek form of
         Joshua, Yehoshua and it means God is salvation. So you can see it’s easy enough to explain Jesus away as just the personification of faith in God, not a historical figure
         at all. If the earliest manuscripts only come from the first century, if the gospels themselves were written that late – after
         Paul’s ministry, let’s say – then it’s easy to make the kind of claim that you hear often enough, that Christ was a construct
         of the early Church, a mythic figure given some kind of historical identity in order to help simple people believe.’
      

      
      ‘And you’ve disproved it all.’

      
      He shrugged. ‘It was clear from the start that these pieces were early. Second century for sure. You see those characters?’
         She watched and listened with that focus that she had, the moment when the bright and ironical became focused as though by
         a lens. ‘What we call zierstil, decorated style. See the gamma? Second century at least. And then there’s the use of the iota adscript which died out in
         the second century, and suddenly I thought, my God, this might be older than the Rylands fragment.’ He looked round from the
         picture. ‘And I realised that this find was sensational. The earliest New Testament text from the Holy Land, probably the
         earliest in existence.’
      

      
      *     *     *

      
      The images came over the telephone lines. Every few days he logged on to the Bible Center’s server and found the pictures
         waiting for him, two images for each fragment along with a catalogue number, nothing more. One image would be high resolution
         and time-consuming to download. The other would be a smaller version to give the general idea of things. The ragged scraps
         would unfurl themselves on to the screen of his computer and hang there in the luminous rectangle of light like pieces of
         old, tattered rag; like bunting from a celebration held long, long ago. They gave an illusion of reality. You could see the
         shadows they cast on the white background; you could see the individual fibres flaking off from the edges. A row of dun-coloured
         flags signalling from the past, a strange and cryptic semaphore:
      

      
      … winnowing fork is in his hand and … [he will gather the wheat into] … his granary, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable
            fire …

      
      Fragments of the Gospel of Matthew, from a site that could probably be dated to the time of the Jewish War and the burning
         of the Temple. He was reading the oldest gospel texts known; he was doing what, as a child, he had dreamt of doing, when,
         fatherless and alone, he had passed hours in solitary thought in the chapel of the seminary: he was reaching out his hand
         to touch the Jesus of history.
      

      
      The Times came out with the story first: NEW FINDS NEAR THE DEAD SEA CONFIRM HISTORICITY OF NEW TESTAMENT. The tabloids put it more succinctly: PAPYRUS PROVES GOSPELS. It was a mild sensation, ringing faint echoes round the world in the inner pages of newspapers, meriting mention towards
         the end of news broadcasts. Leo Newman found himself crammed into a darkened cell in the BBC studios in Rome to talk to a disembodied voice in London who asked questions
         like, ‘How does this make the Jesus story more meaningful for the twenty-first century?’ A group of American Bible scholars
         set about trying to prove, using an elaborate computer analysis, that the fragments were not Christian at all but came instead
         from a long-lost part of the book of the prophet Hosea. The Pope himself made a private visit to the Institute to view the
         images and confer a shaky blessing on the head of Father Leo Newman. ‘A lion in the battle for truth,’ he said. ‘A voice of
         truth for the millennium.’
      

      
      Lord, save me from the sin of self-regard, Leo had prayed, while the shock waves reverberated round the globe and trembled in the background, like a distant storm.
      

      
      He watched as she walked round the manuscript room, a bright splash of colour amongst the grey and brown, a sharp stroke of
         the profane amongst the studiously devout. ‘Isn’t there the corrupt smell of ambition in all this?’ Her tone was faintly mocking,
         touched with that astringent irony that so intrigued him. ‘Isn’t there pride and ambition? Shouldn’t faith be enough?’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps faith is never enough.’

      
      ‘What’s that meant to mean? Don’t you have enough faith? You’re a priest.’

      
      ‘It’s not lack of faith, although perhaps there is always that. It’s the intrusion of other things, human things.’

      
      She waited a moment for him to continue, standing over by the window and watching him with what was left of her expression
         once the smile had gone, a look of concern and faint bewilderment. Then abruptly she changed her tone. ‘I must go,’ she said,
         making a show of looking at her watch. ‘I’m afraid I must leave you to your texts.’ And she began to gather up her things – her handbag and scarf. Her umbrella?
         That had been surrendered at the entrance to the manuscript rooms. ‘Thank you so much for showing me round, Leo. It has been
         fascinating.’ Briskness again, a sharp change of tone, a confusing sensation that one person had just been replaced by another.
      

      
      He turned the computer off. ‘I’m afraid they won’t search your handbag when you leave,’ he said. ‘But they ought to. They
         don’t really know how to deal with women – they can’t imagine a woman coming here and stealing anything.’
      

      
      ‘But you can?’

      
      ‘I can imagine almost anything. That has always been my abiding sin.’

      
      ‘Is it a sin?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Maybe it is, yes, because you always end up believing the worst of people.’ He showed her to the main door.
         The porter glanced at them through the window of his cell and then went back to reading the sports paper.
      

      
      ‘Do you think the worst of me?’ she asked. They stood for a moment in the entrance. The urgency of her departure seemed to
         have vanished.
      

      
      ‘I think the best of you.’

      
      ‘That is very dangerous.’ She touched his arm. She might have raised herself on her toes and kissed him on the cheek, but it didn’t seem
         appropriate just there, beneath the plaque that talked of popes and pontiffs, of stern fathers and bridge-builders between
         God and man. So she just squeezed his arm, a quick sharp grasp, and told him that she would be in touch soon and turned and
         walked away down the narrow street, her shoes clipping on the stones, her feet wobbling on the awkward unevenness of the setts. And he felt an absurd and pungent sense of loss.
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      Leo amongst the women and the coffee cups, with Saint Clare looking down on him with anguish as though appalled to see one of her
         kind embroiled in the trivial and the quotidian. Leo answering polite questions politely – they had been to see the Roman
         cemetery beneath the crypt of Saint Peter’s – and wanting Madeleine to come and speak to him. He felt like an adolescent,
         that was what was so galling. He felt like a teenager (horrendous word with its meretricious, transatlantic connotations)
         trying to attract the attention of some older girl, while she moved through the group of women with a disturbing, adult assurance.
      

      
      Finally she came over to him. The topic of the Roman burial ground had been exhausted. All around them the women were talking
         of families, of children and schools, of houses and maids and holidays. ‘Tell me about yourself,’ she asked. ‘Is that allowed?
         What kind of family produces a priest?’
      

      
      ‘You wouldn’t want to know about my family,’ he assured her. ‘It wasn’t like yours.’
      

      
      ‘What’s that meant to mean? Wasn’t it happy? All happy families are the same, aren’t they? Where does that come from?’

      
      ‘Tolstoy.’

      
      ‘Anna Karenina, that’s it. All happy families are the same; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way. Is it true?’
      

      
      Why should she want to know? What interest could she have? The women came up to offer thanks and farewells. ‘You’ll stay for
         some lunch?’ she asked him.
      

      
      ‘I don’t want to overstay my welcome again.’

      
      She laughed, and offered no answer. He watched her smiling and laughing, shaking hands, offering a smooth cheek for a farewell
         kiss, two farewell kisses, one on each cheek, turning the other cheek, a consummate performance. From on top of the grand
         piano, framed in silver, Jack and the two girls laughed at the scene. He found himself trying to picture the small rituals
         of her family life, what the Brewers would do and what they would say to one another. His imagination was defective in such
         matters, a stunted thing with no experience to call on. It was as though he had trespassed into a foreign territory, a place
         with its own customs, its own language, with all the attraction of the unfamiliar. He was entranced. His own family, his tiny,
         fragile family was a different organism from hers, a different institution, hedged about with a past it couldn’t talk about
         and an inheritance it couldn’t acknowledge.
      

      
      ‘Tell me,’ Madeleine said when the last of the women had left. ‘You tell me and I’ll listen.’

      
      So he told her. Confession of a kind, explication and expiation woven together. He told Madeleine of his home life, musty with the smell of a vanished past and cloying with the attentions of a pious widowed mother who brooked no interference
         from the outside world beyond the inattentive children who came round for piano lessons. Homes have their own smell, their
         own amalgam of scents and flavours: his had been redolent of incense, gathered devoutly into his mother’s clothes when she
         went to mass each morning and brought back to the house, to be extruded into the heavy, languorous atmosphere. A candle, burning
         perpetually before an icon of the Blessed Madonna and Child, added its waxen perfume.
      

      
      ‘Sounds very Irish,’ was Madeleine’s opinion.

      
      ‘Not Irish, not anything. A strange creation of my mother’s. Her family had been Jewish once – Neumann, Newman. Her mother
         was a convert.’
      

      
      ‘But Newman’s your name.’ There was a silence. Implications were considered, matters of legitimacy and illegitimacy, those terms that once ranked
         high in the potency of language. The word bastard.
      

      
      He slid past the obstacle. ‘I never knew my father. He died before I was born. I was the only male in the house. All the others
         who ever came seem to have been women: my mother’s partners in bridge, her piano pupils, the maids, two distant cousins who
         called occasionally – spinsters or widows, I never really knew which – all were women.’ The incontinence of confession. They
         sat at either end of a capacious sofa, legs crossed, hers demurely with her skirt pulled down to the gleaming disc of her
         patella, his extravagantly with his ankle resting on his knee. ‘I’ve never talked about these things before, do you realise
         that? Never had the opportunity, I suppose.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t have to now. Not if you don’t want to.’

      
      ‘She’s dead. One is meant to speak well of the dead.’

      
      ‘Can’t you speak well of her?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve never really understood the theological basis for the idea. Surely there is a greater need to speak well of the living.
         Let the dead bury their dead, isn’t that what Our Lord said?’
      

      
      ‘So tell me.’

      
      There was a strange intimacy in talking about it to Madeleine, a sense of confession in reverse, her absolution for his memories.
         ‘I adored her, of course. I had little choice in the matter. Her rages, her sarcasm, her indifference were terrible weapons.
         So was her affection. My lion, she always called me, my little brave lion. She suffocated me, I suppose. With love and affection, of course; and with a history that was not mine, that never would
         be mine.’
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