



[image: ]






Julia Navarro


Julia Navarro is a well-known Madrid-based journalist who is currently a political analyst for Agencia OTR/ Europa Press and a correspondent for other prominent Spanish radio and television networks and print media, including a weekly column for Tiempo magazine. She is the author of the international bestseller The Brotherhood of the Holy Shroud.


Andrew Hurley


Andrew Hurley is best known for his translations of Jorge Luis Borges’s Collected Fictions (1998), as well as Reinaldo Arenas’s ‘Pentagony’ novels (1986–2000). He lives and works in San Juan, Puerto Rico.




ALSO BY JULIA NAVARRO


The Brotherhood of the Holy Shroud







The BIBLE of CLAY


JULIA NAVARRO


Translated from the Spanish by


ANDREW HURLEY


[image: Image]


www.johnmurray.co.uk







First published in Great Britain in 2008 by John Murray (Publishers)
An Hachette UK Company


First published in Spain in 2006 as La biblia de barro
by Random House Mondadori, S.A.


© Julia Navarro 2006
Translation © Random House Inc. 2008


The right of Julia Navarro to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 978-1-84854-272-3
Book ISBN 978-0-7195-6249-5


John Murray (Publishers)
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.johnmurray.co.uk




For Fermin and Alex, always,
and for my friends, the best you could ever dream of







1


[image: Image] RAIN WAS FALLING ALL OVER ROME WHEN the taxi stopped at St. Peter’s Square. It was ten o’clock in the morning.


The passenger paid the fare, told the driver to keep the change, and tucked a newspaper under his arm. He was lean and well tailored in an obviously expensive suit, his white hair combed carefully back, his resolute demeanor that of a person accustomed to giving orders. He headed straight for the first entry point, where visitors were inspected to make sure they entered the basilica properly dressed—no shorts, no miniskirts, no cleavage.


Inside the cathedral, the man rushed past Michelangelo’s “Pietà”—the only work of art among the vast Vatican treasures that had ever moved him—without a glance. He paused for a second, orienting himself, then walked toward the confessionals, where priests from an array of countries listened in their native languages to the faithful who came from around the world to visit the Holy See.


He approached a confessional whose sign indicated that the priest heard confessions in Italian, and he stood, leaning against a column, waiting impatiently for the communicant already inside to finish. As soon as he saw the velvet curtain open and a man step out, he moved purposefully toward the confessional.


The priest coughed quietly, ready for the new communicant to begin confession.


“Mi benedica, Padre, perché ho peccato.”


“What is it you wish to confess, my son?”


“Not a past sin, Father, but a sin I am about to commit.” He leaned toward the priest and smoothed the lapel of his suit jacket. “I intend to kill a man,” he said. “May God forgive me.”


With that the man stood, rushed from the confessional, and disappeared among the hordes of tourists crowding the basilica. It took the priest a few moments to recover from his shock.


The stunned cleric stepped out of the confessional and picked up a crumpled newspaper lying on the floor. He glanced at the headlines—ROSTROPOVICH CONCERT IN MILAN; DINOSAUR MOVIE A BLOCKBUSTER HIT; ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONFERENCE IN ROME—and scanned the text below the last, where something had been marked: . . . with world-renowned professors and archaeologists in attendance: Clonay, Miller, Schmidt, Arzaba, Polonoski, Tannenberg. The final name was circled in red: Tannenberg.


Another man had approached the confessional and was asking insistently, “Father, Father—are you all right?”


“Yes, yes . . . no, I’m sorry, I’m not—excuse me . . .”


The priest folded the newspaper and, his gaze abstracted, walked away, leaving his latest supplicant openmouthed and unshriven.


“I’d like to speak with Signora Barreda, please.”


“May I say who’s calling?”


“Dottore Cipriani.”


“One moment, Dottore.”


The old man ran his hand over his hair and was suddenly seized with claustrophobia; the room was too small. He forced himself to take a deep breath while his eyes ran over the objects that had surrounded him for these last forty years. On his desk sat a picture frame with two photographs: one, now sepia-colored with age, of his parents, and the other of his three children. On the mantel was a photo of his grandchildren. Across the room a couch and a pair of wing chairs were softly illuminated by a floor lamp with a cream-colored shade. The room’s walls were lined with mahogany bookshelves containing hundreds of books; Persian rugs covered the floor; the entire room smelled of pipe tobacco. . . . This was his office, he was at home: He had to get control of himself.


“Carlo!”


“Mercedes, we’ve found him!”


“Oh, Carlo . . . My God! What are you saying?”


The woman’s voice was filled with dread—and expectation.


“Get on the Internet and look in the Italian newspapers, any of them—the Culture pages. His name’s right there!” The intensity in his voice matched hers.


“Are you sure it’s him? There are thousands of Tannenbergs around the world, Carlo.”


“But not thousands in the upper echelons of the archaeological field. The article is about an upcoming conference in Rome.”


Mercedes was breathless. And convinced. “Yes, of course, yes. Then he . . . All right, then. We’ll do it. At last! Tell me you’re not having second thoughts.”


He looked at the picture of his parents. “No, never. And you aren’t either, I see. Neither will Hans and Bruno, I’m sure.” He fingered the buttons on his telephone. “We need to meet. I’ll call them now.”


“Do you want to come to Barcelona?” Mercedes asked. “I have room for us all.”


“It doesn’t matter where. I’ll call you back—I want to talk to Hans and Bruno now.”


“Wait, Carlo—is it really him? We have to be sure. Have him put under surveillance, no matter what it costs. If you want me to, I’ll wire a transfer now. We cannot lose him again.”


“I’ll see to it immediately. We won’t lose him, Mercedes. Don’t worry. I’ll call you back as soon as I can.”


“Call me on my cell phone, then. I’m going to the airport. I’m taking the first plane to Rome. I can’t just sit here; I need to—”


“Mercedes, don’t move until I call you. We can’t make any mistakes. He won’t escape now—trust me.”


He hung up, feeling the same anxiety he’d sensed in Mercedes. He suspected that in two hours she’d be calling him from Fiumicino Airport. She was a woman incapable of sitting and waiting for anything, much less this.


He dialed a number in Bonn and waited, tapping his fingers impatiently on the desk, for someone to answer.


“Hello?”


“Professor Hausser, please.”


“Who’s calling?”


“Carlo Cipriani.”


“Carlo! It’s Berta! How are you?” the woman responded delightedly.


“Berta, dear, how nice to hear you! How are you? And your husband and children?”


“We’re all fine, thank you—dying to see you. It’s been three years, Carlo! Father talks about you as if you were here yesterday.”


“Oh, Berta, I’d love to see you all again as well—you know you have an open invitation to stay with me in Rome.” Carlo paused and lowered his voice, allowing the urgency he felt to come through. “Listen, is your father in?”


“Yes, I’ll put him on now. Are you all right?”


“Yes, my dear, I’m fine. I just wanted to speak to your father a moment.”


“Here he is. Take care, Carlo.”


“Ciao, bella.”


The rich baritone of Hans Hausser came on the line within seconds. “Carlo . . .”


“Hans! He’s alive!”


There was a long silence. Then Hans finally spoke.


“Where is he?”


“Here, in Rome. I found him by accident, reading the newspaper. Look, go online right now and read any Italian newspaper, the Culture section. You’ll see for yourself.”


Carlo’s explanation was accompanied by a series of rapid keyboard clicks on the other end of the phone. “I’ll hire an agency to keep him under surveillance,” Carlo added. “They’ll follow him anywhere he goes, even if he leaves Rome. We all have to meet. I just called Mercedes, and I’ll call Bruno now.”


“I’m coming to Rome.”


“I’m not sure it’s a good idea for us to be seen together here. Perhaps somewhere else . . .”


“Why not? He’s there and we have to do it. We’re going to do it. Finally.”


“I know, and we will. I’ll do it myself if I have to. Or we’ll find someone to do it for us. I’ve thought about this moment my entire life, Hans—how it will happen, how it will feel. My conscience is at peace, but I wonder if it will remain that way.”


“That, my friend, we will know when it’s over. May God forgive us, or at least understand us—”


A shrill chirp interrupted Hans’ words. “Hold on, Hans, my cell phone is ringing.” Carlo picked up his cell and looked at the small screen. “It’s Bruno. I’ll call you back. . . . Bruno!”


“Carlo,” said the taut voice.


“I was about to call you.”


“Mercedes just did—is it true?”


“It’s true.”


“Then I’m leaving for Rome right away—I’ll book the next plane out of Vienna. Where shall we meet?”


“Bruno, wait—”


“No, I’m not going to wait. I’ve waited for more than sixty years, and if he’s finally turned up, I won’t wait a minute longer. I want to be there when it happens, Carlo.”


“You will be. . . . All right, come to Rome. We’ll all meet here together. I’ll call Mercedes and Hans again.”


“Mercedes has already left for the airport; I’ll leave here in an hour. Tell Hans.”


“I will,” said Carlo. He opened his desk drawer and took out a bag of fine pipe tobacco. “Come to my house,” he said as he hung up the phone and turned to his computer to pull up the number of the president of Security Investigations.


It was midday. He still had time, he thought, to go by the clinic and have his secretary reschedule all his appointments. His oldest son, Antonino, was already tending to most of his patients by now, but some old friends insisted that Carlo and Carlo alone pronounce the official word on the state of their health. He had no complaints about that; it kept him active and forced him to contemplate yet again each day the mysterious machinery of the human body.


He hailed a taxi, and then as he sat back for the short ride to his office he felt a sharp pain in his chest. No, not the warning of a heart attack; it was anguish, pain—and rage at a God whom he didn’t believe in yet prayed to and cursed. But Carlo was certain that he wasn’t listening. God had never concerned himself with Carlo. Never. God had abandoned Carlo when he’d most needed him, at a time when he naively thought that faith alone could bring salvation. How stupid he had been! But think about God he did nonetheless. Carlo was approaching seventy, and now that he was closer to the end of his life than the beginning, facing the inevitable journey toward eternity, the alarm bells of fear began to ring.


He paid the taxi and this time did not tell the driver to keep the change. The clinic, located in Parioli, a quiet, elegant neighborhood in Rome, consisted of a four-story building in which some twenty specialists and ten general practitioners had their offices. This was his life’s work, the fruit of his will and dedication. His father would have been proud of him, and his mother . . . He realized that tears were coming to his eyes. His mother would have hugged him tight, whispering that there was nothing he couldn’t do, nothing he couldn’t achieve, that a man’s will made all things possible—


“Buon giorno, Dottore.”


The voice of the clinic’s doorman brought him back to earth. Carlo stood tall as he walked through the door and made his way to his office on the first floor, nodding politely to the other doctors and shaking hands with patients who recognized him.


He smiled when he saw his daughter, her slim figure silhouetted against the light at the end of the corridor. Lara was patiently listening to a trembling woman who clutched a teenage girl’s hand. Lara touched the girl’s hair softly, tenderly, and comforted the woman as she said good-bye. She hadn’t noticed Carlo, and he did nothing to call attention to himself as he walked on by; he’d stop by her office later.


He entered the waiting room of his office. Maria, his secretary, looked up from the computer screen.


“Dottore, you are so late today! You have a stack of telephone messages, and Signore Bersini is about to arrive. His results came in: Every test negative, but he insists on seeing you and—”


“I’ll see Signore Bersini as soon as he comes in, but cancel all my other appointments. I may not be in the office for a few days; some old friends are coming to Rome and I must see to them.”


“Very well, Dottore. What date should I start making appointments for?”


“A week maybe, two at the most. I’ll let you know.” He looked around the room anxiously. “Is my son in?”


“Yes, and your daughter too.”


“Yes, I saw her. Maria, I’m expecting a call—the president of a company called Security Investigations. Put him through even if I’m with Signore Bersini, will you?”


“Yes, of course, Dottore. Did you want to speak to your son?”


“No, that’s all right. He’s probably in the operating room. I’ll call him later.”


He found the morning newspapers stacked neatly on his desk. He picked one up and flipped quickly to the last pages. The title of the column read: Rome: World Capital of Archaeology. The article detailed a conference on the origins of humanity sponsored by UNESCO. And there, in the list of attendees, was the name of the man the four old friends had been seeking for more than half a century.


How was it possible that he was suddenly here, in Rome? Where had he been? Had the world lost its memory? It was hard for the doctor to understand how this man would be allowed to take part in an international conference under the auspices of an organization such as UNESCO.


He saw his old friend and patient Sandro Bersini and made a superhuman effort to pay attention to Sandro’s description of his symptoms. He assured Sandro that he was as healthy as a man half his age—which happened to be true—but for the first time in his life he had no qualms about seeming just the slightest bit unimpressed by his old friend’s hypochondria, and he cut the consultation short with the excuse that other patients were waiting.


The ringing of the telephone startled him. A weight lifted from his chest when he heard Luca Marini, the president of Security Investigations, on the other line. The two men consulted briefly, and Marini assured Carlo that he would immediately place six of his best men at the conference site. But within minutes he was back on the line to inform the doctor that this might just be a case of mistaken identity: There was no Alfred Tannenberg at the conference. Just a young woman named Clara Tannenberg.


Carlo’s heart plummeted. There had to be some mistake, unless . . . The man they were looking for was older than they were, so he had to have children, grandchildren. Or perhaps Mercedes was right. There were thousands of Tannenbergs around the world.


He felt a stab of disappointment and rage—they’d been outwitted, perhaps by time itself. He had actually believed that the monster had reappeared. But something inside told him not to quit just yet. He instructed Marini not to drop the surveillance of the conference—there had to be a connection. And they would go where they had to go to find him, no matter what it cost.


“Papa . . .”


Antonino had entered his office unnoticed, with a look of concern on his face. Carlo made an effort to pull himself together.


“How’s everything, son—all right?”


“Yes, fine as always. Something on your mind? You were so absorbed you didn’t even see me come in.”


“You still haven’t learned to knock—just like when you were a boy!”


“Hey, whatever it is, don’t take it out on me!”


“What am I taking out on you?”


“Whatever’s upset you. It’s all over your face. What happened?”


“Nothing happened, Antonino. But I may not be in the office for a few days—not that I’m needed around here anyway.”


“What do you mean, you’re not needed? God, how dour you are today! Why won’t you be coming in to the office, then? Are you going somewhere?”


“No, Mercedes is coming. Hans and Bruno too.”


Antonino frowned. He knew how important his father’s friends were to him, though their visits often left his father uneasy, unquiet.


“You ought to marry Mercedes, Papa,” he joked, trying to lighten his father’s dark mood.


“Don’t be foolish!”


“Mama died fifteen years ago, and you seem to get along with Mercedes. She’s alone too.”


“That’s enough, Antonino. I’ve got to go now.”


“Have you seen Lara?”


“Not yet. I’ll stop by and see her before I leave.”


At sixty-five, Mercedes Barreda still retained much of the beauty of her youth. Tall, thin, olive-skinned, and dark-haired, with an elegant bearing and polished gestures, she was an imposing woman who seemed to make men quail. That may have been the reason she’d never married: She’d never found a man worthy of her.


Mercedes owned a prominent Barcelona construction company. She’d made a fortune by never resting and never complaining. Her employees considered her tough, a reputation she earned by never laughing and rarely smiling. But she’d never left them in the lurch: She paid judiciously, made certain they all had health insurance, and respected their personal lives. No one could accuse her of being authoritarian or of having even once raised her voice. She inspired respect, and just a touch of fear.


Dressed in a tailored beige suit and a string of pearls, Mercedes was striding swiftly through the corridors of the Fiumicino Airport in Rome. A voice came over the loudspeaker system announcing the arrival of the flight from Vienna that Bruno was coming in on. They would take a taxi to Carlo’s house together. Hans should have already arrived, an hour earlier.


Mercedes and Bruno embraced. It had been more than a year since they’d seen each other, although they spoke often on the phone and e-mailed regularly.


“How are your children?” Mercedes asked.


“Sara just became a grandmother, imagine! My granddaughter had a little boy.”


“Which means you’re a great-grandfather. Not bad for an old relic like you. What about your son, David?”


“A confirmed bachelor—unmarried, like you.”


“And your wife?”


“Unmanageable. She didn’t want me to come to Rome. She’d rather I’d forget my past. You know, she’s afraid, I think, terribly afraid, though she can’t admit it, even to herself.”


Mercedes nodded. She couldn’t blame Deborah for her fears or for wanting to hold on to her husband. She had great affection for Bruno’s wife: She was a good woman, easy to get along with, quiet, always ready to help others. But Deborah didn’t feel the same way about Mercedes. She couldn’t hide the fear “the Catalonian,” as she called Mercedes, inspired in her.


Mercedes, actually, was not Catalonian, but French. Her father was a Spanish anarchist who had fled Barcelona just as the Spanish Civil War broke out. In France, he, like so many other Spaniards, joined the Resistance when the Nazis entered Paris. There in the underground, he met Mercedes’ mother, a young Frenchwoman who acted as a courier. They fell in love; their daughter was born at the worst time, in the worst place.


Bruno Müller had just turned seventy. His hair was as white as snow, and his eyes as blue as the sky. He limped, aided by a silver-headed cane. He’d been born in Vienna. He was a musician, an extraordinary pianist, as his father had also been. His was a family that lived for music and earned their livings by it. When he closed his eyes, he could see his mother smiling as he performed four-handed pieces with his older sister. His son, David, too, had dedicated his body and soul to music; his world was the violin, that delicate Guarini that was always almost literally within his reach. Bruno had retired from concert touring three years ago; until then, he had been considered one of the greatest pianists in the world.


Hans Hausser had arrived at Carlo Cipriani’s house half an hour earlier. At seventy-two, Professor Hausser was still impressively tall, over six foot three, and his extreme thinness made him look fragile, though he was anything but. Over the last forty years he had been teaching physics at the University of Bonn, theorizing on the mysteries of matter, peering into the secrets of the universe. Like Carlo, he was a widower, and he allowed himself to be cared for by his only daughter, Berta.


The two friends were enjoying a cup of coffee when the housekeeper showed Mercedes and Bruno into the doctor’s study. They wasted no time on formalities. They had met to kill a man.


“Well, I’ll explain where we are,” Carlo began. “This morning I came across the name Tannenberg in the newspaper. After speaking with you all, I called Security Investigations. As you all know, I’ve hired them in the past to try to track down Tannenberg—to no avail, of course, beyond strong indications that he was involved in high-level archaeological transactions from time to time, but at a shadowy remove. At any rate, the president, a patient of mine named Luca Marini, called me a few hours ago to tell me that there is, indeed, a Tannenberg at the archaeological conference being held here in Rome at the Palazzo Brancaccio. But it’s not our man—in fact, it’s a woman named Clara Tannenberg, an Iraqi. She’s thirty-five years old, an archaeologist who studied in Cairo and the United States. Despite her youth, she’s directing one of the few excavations still going on in Iraq, no doubt thanks also to the influence of her husband, Ahmed, an Iraqi archaeologist himself connected to the Hussein regime. He studied in France and received his doctorate in the United States, where he lived for several years. They met there and were married. This is her first trip to Europe.”


“Does she have anything to do with him?” Mercedes asked.


“With Tannenberg?” Carlo answered. “Like you said, it’s quite a common name. But it’s possible. The investigators found links to the Middle East in the past. A Tannenberg of Iraqi heritage making her way into archaeology: That’s more than just a coincidence. She may be his daughter, for all we know. And if she is, I imagine we can get to him through her. I don’t think he’s dead.”


“No, he’s not dead,” declared Mercedes. “I know he’s not dead. I would feel it in my bones. So Clara may be his daughter?”


“Or granddaughter,” added Hans. “He must be close to ninety.”


“Carlo,” Bruno asked, “what are we going to do?”


“Follow her no matter where it takes us. Security Investigations can send men to Iraq, although it will cost us a small fortune. But let’s be clear about one thing—if that madman George Bush invades Iraq, we’ll have to find another company.”


“Why?” Mercedes’ voice was impatient.


“Because pulling off a job in a country at war requires men a bit . . . less scrupulous than those employed by Security Investigations.”


“You’re right,” Hans agreed, crossing his legs uncomfortably in Carlo’s leather office chair. “What happens if we find him, if this Clara Tannenberg actually has some connection to him? We need a professional—someone who doesn’t mind killing. If he’s still alive . . .”


“And if not, then we’ll find his children, his grandchildren, anyone related to him, just as we swore.” Mercedes’ voice was filled with barely contained rage. She was unwilling to admit the slightest impulse of mercy or compassion.


“I agree.” Hans nodded. “What about you, Bruno?”


The most admired concert pianist of the late twentieth century did not hesitate to answer with another decisive yes.


“All right, then. What other company could do the job?” Mercedes asked Carlo.


“Luca has assured me that there are a couple of British companies that hire former members of the SAS and other special-forces groups from armies all over the world. There’s also an American company, a security-specialty multinational—although security is a euphemism. They hire private soldiers who’ll fight for any well-paid cause, no matter what country. He’s going to give me two or three names, and we’ll decide about that tomorrow.”


“Good,” Mercedes shot back. “Because if we don’t find anyone, I could kill them personally.”


They all believed her. They had felt the same hatred, a hatred that had grown hotter and hotter the longer they had lived in the monster’s hell.
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[image: Image]“. . . I HAVE THE PLEASURE OF INTRODUcing Clara Tannenberg.”


Ralph Barry, the moderator of the Mesopotamian culture panel, left the lectern to a dull round of applause as the small, determined-looking woman, clutching a sheaf of papers to her chest, approached to begin her speech.


Clara Tannenberg was nervous. She knew how much was at stake. Her eyes sought her husband in the audience; he gave her a smile of encouragement. For a moment she lost her concentration in his dark eyes. Ahmed was tall, thin, handsome. Though he was older than her by fifteen years, their passion for archaeology connected them deeply. Gripping the lectern to steady herself, she began.


“Ladies and gentlemen, today is a very special day for me. I have come to Rome to ask for your help, to plead with you to raise your collective voice to avert the catastrophe that hangs over Iraq.”


A murmur spread through the hall. The men and women attending this panel—twenty or so of the world’s leading authorities on ancient Mesopotamia—were not about to take part in an impromptu political rally led by an unknown within the field, a woman whose reputation had been saved from obscurity only by virtue of her husband’s position as director of Iraq’s Bureau of Archaeological Excavations. Barry’s annoyance showed in his face. His worst fears seemed to be confirmed: He had known the presence at the conference of Clara Tannenberg and her husband, Ahmed Husseini, would be problematic. He had tried to persuade them diplomatically not to come, at the behest of his very powerful employer, Robert Brown, president of the Mundo Antiguo Foundation, which was funding most of the conference. But Brown’s influence was limited in Rome, and this Iraqi woman seemed neither to need nor to fear him.


Robert Brown was, in fact, a legend in the world of art. He had provided museums around the globe with unique objects and artifacts. The collection of Mesopotamian tablets exhibited in the foundation’s galleries was considered the finest in the world.


He had made the business of art his life. In the late 1950s, barely thirty years old, Brown had been trying to make a name for himself as a dealer in New York when he came under the tutelage of one George Wagner, a man he came to refer to as his mentor. Wagner redirected the course of Brown’s professional life by helping him set up a lucrative business: convincing important multinational corporations to donate money to a private foundation to finance research and excavations around the world. That way, the multinationals saved a fortune in taxes and acquired a degree of respectability in the eyes of ever-dubious citizens. Helped by Wagner’s influence in Washington, Brown set up the Mundo Antiguo Foundation. On the board sat important bankers and businessmen, ensuring large donations. Brown met twice a year with the board, the first time to hammer out the foundation budget and the second to present the financial report. The next report was scheduled in just two weeks, at the end of September.


Robert Brown had made Ralph Barry his right-hand man, bolstering the foundation’s stature with the uncommon distinction Barry held in the world of academia. As for George Wagner, the man who had helped him to the top, Brown professed absolute loyalty. For all these years, he had carried out Wagner’s orders without question, he had done things he would never have thought himself capable of doing, he was a puppet in Wagner’s hands. But he was happy to be one. Everything he was, everything he had, he owed to George. Wagner rewarded discretion above all, and Brown went to great lengths to maintain his patron’s anonymity. Even Barry knew little about Robert’s so-called mentor.


Brown had been adamant that Barry was to keep Clara Tannenberg and her husband from taking part in the conference, and if that was not possible, he was to at least keep Clara from speaking. The edict had seemed odd to Ralph, because he knew that his boss was acquainted with the couple through their relationship to Alfred Tannenberg. But in the end, Clara pushed hard and forced his hand, threatening to make a scene unless he allowed her a few minutes at the lectern. So here she was, against everyone’s wishes.


Now, as the murmur rose and the crowd stirred restively, Clara’s face flushed with anger. She swallowed hard before continuing.


“I assure you, ladies and gentlemen, that I have not come here to talk about politics but rather about archaeology, history, religion, culture—art. Human history began in Mesopotamia, and if there is war, much of that history will disappear. And so, I’m asking that you help us save the artistic and cultural heritage of Mesopotamia. I’m asking you for aid—nonfinancial aid.”


No one laughed at her feeble attempt at a joke. Clara realized that things were going from bad to worse, but she was determined to push on, no matter how strongly she felt the audience’s intense irritation—even though the surface of her skin seemed to burn.


“More than half a century ago, during an archaeological mission near Haran, my grandfather Alfred Tannenberg found a well-shaft lined with pieces of broken tablets. As you all know, certain artifacts—like writing tablets—were often reused to provide structural material for buildings. Even today we find tablets that farmers and shepherds used to build their houses.


“Most of the tablets that lined this well-shaft were covered in cuneiform text detailing the surface area of fields and the volume of grain from the last harvest. There were hundreds of them. But upon further inspection, two of the tablets seemed not to belong. Judging by the lettering, the incisions in the clay itself, it was clear that one scribe had not entirely mastered his stylus.”


Clara’s voice became tinged with emotion. She was about to reveal her life’s mission, the dream that had led her to archaeology, which she cherished more than anything in the world, including Ahmed.


“For more than sixty years,” she went on, “my grandfather has kept those two tablets on which someone, no doubt an apprentice scribe, wrote that a relative of his by blood—a man named Abraham—was going to reveal the creation of our world by an omniscient and omnipotent God, who at one point, angry with men, flooded the earth. You must see what this means. . . .


“We all know what importance the discovery of the Akkadian creation poems, the Enuma Elish, the story of Enki and Ninhursag, and the story of the deluge in Gilgamesh held for archaeology and history, and also of course for religion. Well, according to these tablets, the patriarch Abraham added his own vision of the creation of the world, influenced no doubt by the Babylonian and Akkadian poems on paradise and the creation.


“Archaeology has also proven that the incarnation of early books of the Bible we’ve come to know were written in the seventh century before Christ, at a time in which the Israelite rulers and priests needed to unite the people of Israel, and for that they needed a common history, a national epic, a ‘document’ that would serve their political and religious purposes.


“Though sometimes it is hard to separate legend from history because they are so intermingled, it seems clear that the stories represent traditions handed down from generation to generation, tales of the past, ancient stories that those shepherds who emigrated from Ur to Haran carried still later to Canaan. . . .”


Clara paused, waiting for some reaction. Her audience had been listening to her in silence, some people doubtfully, others with some interest.


“. . . Haran . . . Abram . . . In the Bible we find a detailed genealogy of the ‘first men,’ beginning with Adam. That list takes us down to the postdiluvian patriarchs, the sons of Shem, one of whose descendants, Terah, begat Nahor, Haran, and Abram, whose name was later transformed into Abraham, father of nations.


“Despite the detailed story in the Bible in which God orders Abram to leave his house and his lands and go into the land of Canaan, no one has been able to show that there actually was a first migration of Semites from Ur to Haran before they arrived at their destination in Canaan. And the encounter between God and Abraham had to have occurred in Haran, where some biblical scholars maintain that the first patriarch must have lived until his father, Terah, died.


“The Bible tells us that when Terah moved to Haran—and I am now going to quote from Genesis II—Terah took Abram his son, and Lot the son of Haran, and Sarai his daughter-in-law, his son Abram’s wife; and they went forth with them from Ur of the Chaldees, to go into the land of Canaan; and they came unto Haran, and dwelt there. We know that at that time families were much like small tribes, who moved from place to place with their flocks and their possessions and who settled down periodically and farmed a piece of land to meet their needs. Therefore, when Terah left Ur to settle in Haran, he did so in the company of many members of his family, more or less closely related. We think—my grandfather, my husband, Ahmed Husseini, and I—that a member of the family of Terah, no doubt an apprentice scribe, may have had a close relationship with Abraham, or Abram as his name was then, and that Abraham explained to this apprentice scribe his ideas of the creation of the world, his conception of that one God, and who knows how many other things. For years we have searched in the region of Haran for other tablets by the same scribe. Our searches have been unsuccessful. My grandfather has devoted his life to investigating an area a hundred kilometers around Haran, and he has found nothing. But the work has not been entirely without its discoveries—in the Baghdad Museum, the Haran Museum, and the Ur Museum, and many others besides, there are hundreds of tablets and objects that my family has unearthed down through the years, but we have not yet discovered those other tablets that bear the stories of Abraham—”


With a brusque, irritated gesture, a man in the audience raised his hand and waved it about. Clara broke off, disconcerted.


“Yes? You wanted to say something?”


“Yes, just to be clear about this—you’re saying that Abraham, the patriarch Abraham, the Abraham of the Bible, the father of our civilization, told an anonymous somebody, an apprentice scribe, his ideas of God and the world, and that this anonymous apprentice scribe wrote it down on clay tablets, like some reporter, and that your grandfather, whom none of us has had the pleasure of meeting, has found these tablets and held on to them for more than half a century?”


“Two preliminary tablets, on which the scribe declares his intention to record Abraham’s dictations, yes.”


“I see! So tell me—why has this discovery never been reported until now? In fact, would you be so kind as to tell us who your grandfather and father are? We already know something about your husband. At this conference, we all know one another, and I’m sorry to tell you that to us you are a complete stranger, whom I, for one, on the basis of your presentation, would categorize as uneducated, infantile, and—to put it mildly—overimaginative. Where are these tablets you’re talking about? What scientific tests have they been subjected to in order to guarantee their authenticity and the period to which they belong? Scientists and researchers come to conferences such as this one with solid evidence, not with family stories—family stories from a clutch of amateur archaeologists.”


A murmur ran through the auditorium; Clara, flushed with anger and embarrassment, froze. She took a deep breath, struggling to recover her composure. And then she saw Ahmed stand and glare at the man who had interrupted her.


“My dear Professor Guilles . . . I know that you have had thousands of students in your long career at the Sorbonne. I was one of them; in fact, throughout my years of study you always gave me the highest marks. In five years I graduated summa cum laude. Later, Professor, I had the privilege of accompanying you on excavations in Syria and Iraq. Do you remember the winged lions we found near Nippur in a temple dedicated to Nabu? What a shame that the figures were not intact, but at least we were lucky enough to find a collection of cylinder seals dating from the reign of Ashurbanipal. . . . I know that I have neither your knowledge nor your reputation, but I have been directing the Bureau of Archaeological Excavations in Iraq for several years—though today it is inactive, because we have been the victims of a cruel blockade, and the oil-for-food program yields barely enough money to survive as a nation. Iraqi children are dying because there are no medicines in the hospitals and because their mothers cannot afford to buy them food, so there is very little money left for digging into our own past—or, I should say, the past of all humanity, of all civilization. All our archaeological missions have halted and are waiting for better times.


“As for my wife, Clara Tannenberg, she has been my assistant for years; we have excavated several sites together. Her grandfather is a man who is passionate about the past and who has helped to finance a number of important archaeological excavations—”


“Tomb robbers!” someone in the audience called out.


That voice, and the sound of the nervous laughter in the audience, were like knives through Clara’s heart. But Ahmed continued impassively.


“As I was saying, we are reasonably certain that the scribe who made the two preliminary tablets discovered by Clara’s grandfather also went on to transcribe the stories that he says Abraham told him. Other research—including tablet fragments—hint strongly at this. We could be talking about one of the most important discoveries in the history of not just archaeology but also religion and biblical study. I think we should allow Dr. Tannenberg to go on. Clara, please.”


Clara threw a look of gratitude at her husband, took another deep breath, and shakily prepared to proceed. If another of these old fogies interrupted her, she was going to shout them back down. Lord knows she was more than capable of doing it. If her grandfather had witnessed the scene she was going through now, he would have been appalled—and enraged. He had been against her asking the international community for aid. “They’re a bunch of arrogant sons of bitches who think they know something,” he had said. Her father would never have allowed her to come to Rome, but her father was dead. And now, with the invasion looming, they had to find a way to move forward quickly.


She scanned the audience briefly and forged ahead. “As I was saying, for several years we concentrated our efforts in Haran, searching for some trace of these other tablets we are certain exist. We found nothing. But on the upper part of the two my grandfather found, the name Shamas appears, clearly written by the same inexperienced hand. In some cases, scribes put the name of the supervisor of the transcription on the top of the tablet, as well as their own name. In the case of these two tablets, there was just the one name: Shamas. Who is Shamas? you may ask.


“Since the United States declared Iraq its most dangerous enemy, aerial incursions have occurred more and more frequently. You will recall that just a few months ago American planes flying over Iraq claimed to have been attacked by land-to-air missiles, to which they responded by launching a series of cluster bombs. In the bombarded area, between Basra and ancient Ur, in a village named Safran, the explosion revealed the remains of a structure and a wall, and we calculate the perimeter of the wall to be more than five hundred meters.


“Given the situation in Iraq, it has not been possible to give this structure the attention it deserves, despite the fact that my husband and I, along with a small contingent of workers, have begun to excavate. We believe that this structure may be the storage room for the tablets belonging to a temple or some similar building. We cannot be certain of this, of course, as our work has not progressed far enough to verify any of our findings. We have, however, found many pieces of broken tablets, and much to our surprise, the name Shamas appears clearly on one. Is this the same Shamas associated with Abraham?


“We do not know, but it may be. The Bible says that Abram, as his name was then, undertook the journey to Canaan with his father’s tribe. Some believe that Abraham remained in Haran until his father died and only then began the journey to Canaan. Was Shamas a member of the tribe of Abraham? Did he accompany him to Canaan? These are some of the questions we hope our excavation may answer. However, the spirit is willing, but the funds are weak, you might say.


“And so, I want to ask you to help us. Our dream is to put together an international archaeological mission. If we were to find those tablets . . . For years I have asked myself at what point Abraham abandoned the polytheism of his contemporaries and began to believe in a single God. These tablets could hold the answer.”


Professor Guilles raised his hand again. The old Sorbonne professor, one of the world’s most renowned specialists in Mesopotamian culture, seemed determined to stop her in her tracks.


“Dr. Tannenberg, I insist that you show us the tablets you continue to rattle on about. Otherwise, please allow those of us who are here with something real to contribute to proceed with the conference.”


It was the last straw. Clara’s blue eyes flashed with fury.


“Professor Guilles, can you not bear for anyone but yourself to herald the glory of Mesopotamia, even to make a discovery? Is your ego so fragile?”


Guilles stood up slowly and deliberately and turned to the audience.


“I will return to the conference when we resume serious discussion.”


As Guilles strode from the hall, Ralph Barry stepped forward and took the microphone. He cleared his throat and addressed the remaining archaeologists who, with varying degrees of amusement or disgust, had witnessed the scene between the archaeological legend and the unknown woman.


“I truly regret all this,” Barry said. “I don’t understand why we can’t all be a bit less inflexible in our positions and listen to what Dr. Tannenberg has to say. She is an archaeologist like us—why such prejudice? She is presenting a theory; I say let’s hear her out and then we can express our opinions. Discarding it a priori seems to me not very scientific.”


Professor Renh, a middle-aged woman from Oxford University with a face tanned leathery by the sun, held up her hand to speak.


“Ralph, all of us know one another here. Dr. Tannenberg has come to us with a story about some mysterious tablets that she hasn’t shown us, even in photos. She has presented no supporting evidence whatsoever. She has made statements about the political situation in Iraq, as has her husband, that I personally am sorry she’s made, and she has presented us with a theory about Abraham that frankly seems more the result of an overactive imagination, as Professor Guilles so diplomatically put it, than of scientific fieldwork.


“Let me remind you, we are attending an archaeological conference, not sitting around a campfire. And while our colleagues in other specialties are presenting papers and drawing conclusions in the conference halls next door, we . . . we, I have the impression, are wasting our time. I’m sorry; I agree with Professor Guilles. I’d like to get down to work now.”


“But that’s what we’re doing!” Clara shouted indignantly.


Ahmed stood, and as he straightened his tie he addressed the audience without looking at anyone in particular.


“I would like to remind you all that several of the world’s greatest archaeological discoveries have been made by men who paid attention to and followed up on legends. Yet you refuse to even consider what we’re saying here today. But you wait—yes, you wait and see what happens the moment Bush attacks Iraq. You are all illustrious professors and archaeologists from the civilized nations, which means that you’re not going to stick your necks out to defend an archaeological project that entails actually going to defenseless Iraq. I can understand that, but what I can’t understand is the reason for this close-minded attitude that prevents you from even listening and trying to find out whether some part of what we’re saying is, or might be, true.”


Professor Renh raised her hand again.


“Dr. Husseini, I insist that you show us some proof of what you say. Stop judging us, and above all, stop bringing politics into it. We’re all adults here, and we’re here to discuss archaeology, not politics. Stop portraying yourself as a victim and be an archaeologist. Show some evidence to support your claims.”


Clara Tannenberg spoke up without giving Ahmed time to reply.


“We don’t have the tablets here. You all know that given the situation in Iraq, we were not allowed to bring them. We have some photos. They are not of the best quality, but you can at least see that the tablets exist. We are asking for your help, help in excavating. We do not have the resources to do it all ourselves. In today’s Iraq, archaeology is the absolute last priority—we have enough trouble just surviving.”


A heavy silence accompanied Clara’s words this time. Then, one by one, the audience got up and left the auditorium.


Ralph Barry approached Ahmed and Clara and gestured sadly at the empty hall.


“I’m sorry. I did the best I could, but I told you when we talked earlier that this didn’t seem the best forum for your presentation.”


“Yes, indeed, Ralph. You did everything you could to keep us from speaking,” Clara snapped.


“Dr. Tannenberg, the international situation affects us all. But in the world of archaeology we must keep a wall between our work and politics. If we didn’t, it would be impossible to excavate in certain countries. Ahmed, you know that given the political situation, it just isn’t feasible for the Mundo Antiguo Foundation to consider an excavation in Iraq. The president would be removed if he did anything of that sort on his own authority, and the board of directors would never approve it. I advised you to maintain as low a profile here as possible and take private meetings, but you’ve insisted on having it your way. I only hope that news of our little contretemps this afternoon doesn’t blow up further and undermine the credibility of the conference.”


“We are not politically correct, I know, Ralph,” Clara spat out furiously. “Such talk, of course, corrupts your distinguished proceedings.”


“Please! I’ve been as forthcoming and sincere as I can be.” Ralph Barry paused. “Even so, don’t lose hope. I noticed that Professor Picot was listening very attentively. He’s an odd chap, but he’s also an authority in the field.”


The moment he mentioned Picot, Ralph Barry could have bitten his tongue. But it was true—alone among his peers, the eccentric professor had been listening to Clara with great interest. Though, knowing Picot, his interest might not have been strictly academic. . . .


Ahmed and Clara returned to their hotel exhausted, an uncomfortable silence stretching between them. Clara knew her husband was furious. He had defended her, of course, but she was sure he was disgusted with her performance. He had asked her, pleaded with her, tried to reason with her—she shouldn’t mention her grandfather or her father; she should give a straightforward presentation limited to the recent discovery of the tablets in the librarylike structure. Given the situation in Iraq, no one there would be checking on what they said in Rome. But she had wanted to credit her grandfather and father, whom she adored and from whom she’d learned everything she knew. Not including her grandfather’s discovery would have been robbing him of his due.


They entered their room just as the housekeeper was finishing tidying up. They spoke not a word until she left.


Ahmed picked up a glass, dropped in some ice cubes, and went to the minibar, where he poured himself a whiskey. He didn’t offer her a drink, so she poured herself a Campari. Then she sat on the couch, waiting for the storm to break.


“You’ve made a fool of yourself,” Ahmed said, his voice hard. “Talking about your father, your grandfather, and me. Good God, Clara, we’re archaeologists; we’re not playing at being archaeologists. This wasn’t some graduation party, where you have to thank Daddy for all the things he’s done for you! I told you not to mention your grandfather, I told you and told you, but you had to have your own way, with no regard for the consequences. You brought this on yourself! Ralph Barry asked us to keep a low profile. He made it clear that his boss, Robert Brown, supports our excavation but that he can’t help us directly—his board of directors would have his head. He can’t tell the board that he’s interested in some unknown archaeologist who’s the granddaughter of an old friend and married to an Iraqi in what they call Saddam Hussein’s ‘inner circle.’ Ralph said it loud and clear—Robert Brown would be digging his own grave. And now you’ve made it worse. What on earth were you thinking, Clara?”


“I was thinking of my grandfather! Why can’t I talk about him and my father—or about you? I have nothing to be ashamed of. Why shouldn’t their contributions be recognized? They were distinguished antiques dealers, and they’ve spent fortunes helping to excavate in Iraq, Syria, Egypt—”


“Wake up, Clara! Your grandfather and father are just businessmen, not great financial backers of cultural preservation! Grow up! Stop climbing on your grandfather’s lap!”


“You’re right, he was a businessman, but he loves Mesopotamia more than anyone, and he passed that love down to my father and me. He could have been a great archaeologist, but he didn’t have the chance to pursue that. But it was he and he alone who discovered those two tablets, and it was he who kept them for more than fifty years, who spent his own money so that others could find more evidence of Shamas. I’d remind you that the museums in Iraq are filled with pieces from excavations financed by my grandfather.”


Ahmed gazed at her with an expression of such disdain that Clara was shocked. Her husband was suddenly a stranger.


“Your grandfather has always been a man who shunned the spotlight, Clara, and your father was the same way. They have never made any gratuitous shows of their money or their archaeology. Your actions today would have disappointed them. It’s not what they taught you.”


Ahmed suddenly fell silent and sank into a chair with a look of weariness.


“The Bible of Clay—that’s what my grandfather called it. Genesis as recounted by Abraham,” Clara mused in a low voice.


“Yes, the Bible of Clay. A Bible written on clay tablets a thousand years before it was written on papyrus.”


“It would be an incredibly important discovery for mankind, one more proof of the existence of Abraham. You don’t think we’re wrong, do you?”


“I want to find the Bible of Clay too. But today, Clara, you’ve thrown away the best chance we had to do that. These are the elite of world archaeology. And we do have to apologize for who we are.”


“And just who are we, Ahmed?”


“An unknown archaeologist married to the director of the Bureau of Archaeological Excavations in a country with a dictatorial regime whose leader has been condemned to fall because he no longer serves the interests of the powerful. Years ago, when I lived in the United States, being Iraqi wasn’t a handicap—quite the contrary. Saddam went to war with Iran because that served Washington’s interests. He murdered Kurds with weapons that were sold to him by the Americans—chemical weapons prohibited by the Geneva Convention, the same weapons they’re looking for now. It’s all a lie, Clara, but we have to tread carefully now. But you don’t care about anything that’s happening around you; you couldn’t care less about Saddam, Bush, and all the people who may die because of the two of them. Your world is your grandfather, and that’s it.”


“Which side are you on?”


“What?”


“You attack the Saddam regime, you seem to understand the Americans, but other times you hate them. Which side are you on?”


“I’m not on either side, anybody’s side. I’m alone.”


His answer surprised Clara. They rarely talked so frankly. She was impressed by Ahmed’s candor but stung by her husband’s sense of alienation.


Ahmed was an Iraqi who’d been over-Westernized. Through the years, as he’d traveled the world, he had lost his sense of heritage. His father had been a diplomat, a man close to the Saddam regime who was rewarded with posts at several important embassies: Paris, Brussels, London, Mexico City, the consulate in Washington. The Husseini family had lived well, very well, and the ambassador’s sons had become perfect cosmopolitans: They had studied at the best European boarding schools, the finest American universities, and learned several languages. Ahmed’s three sisters had married Westerners; they couldn’t have stood going back to Iraq to live. They had grown up free, in democratic countries. And he, Ahmed, had also drunk deep from the well of democracy in every new destination to which his father had been sent. Now Iraq was asphyxiating to him, despite the fact that when he’d returned, he lived with all the privileges accorded the “sons of the regime.”


He would have preferred to live in the United States, but he’d met Clara, and her grandfather and father had wanted her near them in Iraq. So he went back.


“So now what do we do?” Clara asked.


“Nothing. There’s nothing we can do. I’ll call Ralph tomorrow so he can tell us just how big a disaster this is.”


“Are we going back to Baghdad?”


“Do you have any better idea? I thought you’d be happy to reunite with your grandfather.”


“Don’t be sarcastic! But of course—I’m dying to see him. I wouldn’t be here at all without him. He taught me to love archaeology.”


“He taught you to be obsessed with the Bible of Clay, that’s what he taught you.”


Then there was silence. Ahmed finished his drink in one gulp, then closed his eyes. Neither of them had any desire to talk anymore.


That night, as she often did, Clara got into bed thinking of Shamas. She imagined him bent over his tablet, intent, as he pressed a thin reed into the wet clay, making his marks. . . .
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[image: Image] IN THE LATE MORNING, AS HE LEFT THE house of tablets, Shamas had seen Abram herding the goats, seeking green grass in which to pasture them. He had followed Abram, though he knew that his kinsman preferred to be alone and speak to no one. Indeed, for some time Shamas had found his “uncle,” as he called him, much changed. He had become a man who sought solitude, who shunned even members of his own family, saying that he needed to think in peace. But with Shamas, Abram showed patience, so the boy had dared to pursue him . . . and now he would dare to draw him out, for indeed he delighted in asking questions that sometimes provoked his uncle, even if he already knew the answers himself.


“Uncle,” cried Shamas, as he ran between the slow-moving goats to reach Abram. “Who made the first goat?” he breathlessly asked.


Abram slowed and crouched to converse with his nephew. “He did.”


“And why a goat?”


“For the same reason He made all the creatures that live on the earth.”


“And us, then—what are we for? To work?”


“It is God’s desire, at least for you, Shamas, that you master your stylus.”


Shamas fell silent. He knew he should still be in the house of tablets, completing the work that had been assigned him. His other uncle, the um-mi-a—the master scribe—would complain to Shamas’ father, and Shamas would once again be scolded.


“But I am bored at the house of tablets,” the boy said, seeking an excuse.


“Bored? And what is it that bores you? Do you not find your dub-sar’s lessons a welcome opportunity to hone your craft?”


“Ili the scribe is not a happy man. Probably because he has not yet mastered the stylus as well as the um-mi-a Ur-Nisaba would like him to. And Ili does not like children. He has no patience for us and makes us write the same phrases over and over until, in his judgment, they are perfect. Then, at noon, when he demands that we repeat the lesson aloud, he becomes angry if we stammer, even a little, and he shows no mercy in our mathematical assignments.”


Abram smiled. Shamas was right: The master was too rigid. But Abram dared not feed the boy’s rebellious nature by siding with him. Shamas was the most intelligent boy of the tribe, and his mission was to study so that he might become a scribe, or even a priest. The tribe needed wise men to carry out the calculations necessary to build canals through which water might flow to the arid land, men who could bring order to the granaries, control the distribution of the wheat, make loans, men who could preserve the tribe’s knowledge of plants and animals, of mathematics, who were able to read the stars. Men whose purpose was greater than simply feeding their broods.


Shamas’ father was a great scribe, a master, and the boy, like many other members of his family, had been favored with intelligence. His must not be wasted, for intelligence was a gift that God gave some men so that they might make life easier for others and so that they might combat those who had become infected with evil.


“You should go, before they begin to look for you and your mother begins to worry.”


“My mother saw me follow you. She knows nothing will happen if I am with you.”


“But she will be cross with you nonetheless, because she knows you are not taking advantage of your education.”


“But, Uncle, dub-sar Ili makes us invoke Nidaba, the goddess of grains; he insists that it is she who has given us the power to know the signs.”


“You are learning what the dub-sar teaches you, then.”


“Yes, I know, but do you think it is Nidaba who gives us the power of knowledge?”


Abram did not reply. He did not want to confuse the boy, although he could not keep silent about how he felt, about the path that had led him to the certainty that the gods his people worshipped were not filled with any spirit but were simply vessels of clay.


His father, Terah, modeled the clay himself and provided temples and palaces with those god idols. Gods made by his own hands! Abram still recalled the pain and grief he had caused when years ago Terah found him in his workshop, surrounded by the shards of dried clay that had once been the figures left to dry before being fired and transformed into gods.


Abram had thrown them to the ground and stamped upon them with his feet, these false idols born of his father’s hands before which men stupidly bowed their heads in the conviction that all gifts and all misfortunes descended from them. Abram did not know why he had acted as he had in his father’s workshop; he simply could not but follow his instincts.


Then he had sat down to await the consequences of his act. There was nothing in those figures; if they were gods they would have unleashed their fury upon him—they would have struck him dead. But nothing had happened, and the only wrath that descended upon him was that of his father when he saw the fruit of his labors shattered in a thousand pieces.


Terah had reproached him for sacrilege, but Abram had responded disdainfully. He knew that there was nothing in those figures but clay, and he urged his father to reflect upon it.


Then he asked his father’s forgiveness for destroying his work, and he cleaned up the remains of the figures. He even kneaded the clay so that his father might make more gods to sell.


Now, many years later, although all the members of their tribe recognized the authority of Terah, the respect given his son was just as great, and the men of the tribe often came to Abram in search of counsel and advice, many to hear his quiet but assured meditations on the one true God. Terah was not offended by this, for he was an old man now and he slept most of the day. At his death, Abram would become the tribe’s leader.


And that was precisely why Shamas admired him. That and the fact that Abram was in fact a distant relative of Shamas’ mother, a person who spoke to the boy as an equal, as one who could reason as a man, curious to know all, unsatisfied with rote learning. And it was that quality that Abram had to remind him of now.


“What I think, Shamas, is that you must learn what Ili teaches you, for that will enable you to uncover the difference between truth and untruth. The day will come when you alone will separate the wheat from the chaff. But until then, you must not look down upon any knowledge, no matter its source.”


“The other day I spoke to Ili about . . . Him,” the boy said, turning his eyes upward, “and Ili became very angry. He told me that I must not offend Ishtar, Isin, Inanna. . . .”


“And why did you speak to Ili of Him?”


“Because I never stop thinking about what you tell me. Uncle, I cannot believe there’s a spirit inside the figure of Ishtar, which I can see and touch. But because I cannot see the one God, I am all the more certain He exists.”


Abram was surprised by the boy’s reasoning; he believed in what he could not see precisely because he could not see it.


“Does He speak to you?” Shamas asked with a glint of hope in his eyes.


Abram, cautious not to override Ili’s teachings, responded reservedly. “I feel that He does.”


“And does He speak with words, as you and I speak?”


“No, but I can hear Him as clearly as I hear you.” Abram knelt and put his hands on his nephew’s shoulders. “But you must refrain from angering your teacher with this.”


“I will keep your secret, then.”


“I’m not asking you to keep a secret, Shamas—I am asking you to be discreet. Go, now, off to school with you—and no more provoking Ili.”


The boy got up from the rock on which he had been sitting and stroked the long neck of a white goat chewing grass with obvious pleasure, indifferent to everything around it.


Shamas bit his lower lip and then, smiling, made a request of Abram.


“Uncle, if you tell me how He created us, and why, I will write it down. I will use the bone stylus that my father gave me. I only use it when the dub-sar gives me something important to write down. It would be good practice for me, Uncle—please.”


Abram’s eyes gazed long upon Shamas before he replied. The boy was ten years old—was he able to understand the complexity of this God who would be revealed to him? Abram made a decision.


“I will tell you what you ask of me, and you will write it down upon your tablets and guard them jealously. You will show them only when I say you may. Your father shall know what we are doing, and your mother also, but no one else. I will speak with them. But I will do this only under one condition: that you not miss school again. And you are not to dispute with your teacher—you must listen and learn.”


The boy nodded happily, then turned and ran off to school. Ili would be angry with him for returning late, but he didn’t care. Abram was going to tell him the secrets of God, a God who was not fashioned of clay.


Ili frowned when he saw Shamas run into the house of tablets, sweating and still breathing hard from his exertion.


“I shall speak to your father,” the scribe said to him sternly, then went on with the lesson that Shamas had interrupted. He was teaching the boys mathematics and, more than that, leading them to understand the mysteries of numbers, the abbreviations with which the tens were drawn.


Shamas’ reed moved over the wet clay tablet, documenting everything Ili explained, so that later he might read it to the satisfaction of his father and mother.


“Father, I’d like some tablets . . . for my own use,” Shamas meekly proposed.


Jadin raised his eyes from the tablet he was holding, astounded by his son’s request. He had been noting observations of the sky, as he had done for many years. Of his eight children, Shamas was his favorite but also the child who gave him the most concern, for his curiosity was perhaps too great.


“Has Ili given you lessons to do at home, then?”


“No, Father. I am to record Abram’s story. Has he not spoken with you about this?”


“He has not—not yet anyway,” his father responded with a tinge of curiosity.


“Abram has found our Creator outside the clay figurines we are taught to worship.”


Shamas’ father sighed. He knew it would be useless to forbid Shamas to listen to Abram’s stories; his son was devoted to his uncle. Abram was a man of clean heart—and too intelligent to believe that a piece of clay contained a god. Jadin knew better as well, though he never expressed his disbelief. Abram believed in a God who was the beginning and the end of all things, and Shamas’ father much preferred that his son know about that God than be bound by idolatry—preferred that his son be a “heretic” than have his curiosity stifled.


“Have you told Ili what Abram proposes?”


“I’ve mentioned his ideas, much to Ili’s disapproval. But, no, I haven’t told him about Abram’s project for me.”


“All right. You may write everything that Abram tells you.”


Shamas ran to embrace his father. “Thank you! I will take good care of the tablets. I will keep them with me always.”


“Don’t you want to take them to the house of tablets? Are you certain Ili would not understand?” Jadin asked with a smile. “Ili is intelligent, even though he has little patience as a teacher. You must not forget that, Shamas—you must give Ili your respect.”


“I respect him, Father. But Abram decides to whom God will be spoken about and in what fashion.”


“I see. Then do as Abram has told you, and be mindful of his discretion.”


“Thank you, Father. I’ll ask Mother to help me look after the tablets, to be sure that no one touches them but me.”


And the boy skipped gaily out of the house to find his mother. After he spoke to her, he would take clay from the little deposit where his father went to make his own tablets. The next day he would sit down with Abram. His kinsman always went out with the goats before dawn, because, he had explained, it was the best time of day to think.


The boy was impatient to begin, for he was sure that Abram was about to reveal great secrets to him, secrets he had wondered about as long as he could remember. Some nights he could hardly sleep, wondering where the first man had come from, and the first woman, the first chicken, the first bull, and who had discovered the secret of bread, and how the scribes had awakened the magic of numbers. Yearning for answers, he would turn these questions over and over in his head, until he would fall asleep at last, exhausted and still restless, for even in his dreams he sought knowledge.


Men were sitting expectantly before the door of Terah’s house. Abram had asked Terah, as the tribe’s leader, to call the men together. It was, however, Abram who wished to speak to the heads of the houses of the tribe.


“We must leave Ur,” Terah told them. “This is a decision not made in haste. Come, my son Abram will explain.” He extended his hand toward his other son. “Come, Nahor, sit beside me while your brother speaks.”


The men’s murmurs quieted as Abram, standing before them, looked at each of the men in turn. Then, with a voice touched with emotion, he announced that Terah would lead them to Canaan, because it was a land blessed by God. There they would make their settlements and bear their children, and their children’s children. It was, quite simply, God’s will. He urged them to begin preparations for a departure, for they would be setting out as soon as everyone was ready.


Terah responded to the men’s questions and calmed their disquiets. But the fever of Abram’s monotheistic revelation had caught and spread among the tribe; most would do anything Abram asked of them. Nahor was animated and enthusiastic as well, so that the others would take heart. Leaving the land of Ur would not be easy; their fathers had been born there, and their fathers’ fathers. Their flocks had pastured there, and they had labored among those flocks and in the fields for generations. Canaan seemed a far distant place to them, but despite their misgivings, the hope of a new life began to take fire in all of them, for Canaan was said to be a land rich in fruits, in pastures for their flocks, in strong rivers where their thirst might be always quenched. And it was the place where God commanded that they live.


Some of the men of Terah’s tribe were scribes and thus enjoyed the protections of the palace and the temple. There were also fine artisans among them, and abundant flocks. In Ur, however, most struggled against the desert, digging canals to bring the waters of the Euphrates so that their lands might yield grain with which to knead bread. Theirs was not an easy life. Their goats and sheep provided them with milk and meat, but still they spent much of their lives looking up at the sky, hoping that the gods might bring the gift of rain to water the ground and fill the pools and cisterns.


Now they were to gather all their belongings and their flocks, and set out along the Euphrates toward the north. It would take days to carry out all the preparations and take their leave of other kinspeople and friends. For not everyone would make the journey—the sick and aged, who could hardly walk, would remain under the care of younger members of the family, who someday would be called to the land of Canaan but until then would remain in Ur. Each family was to decide who would undertake the journey and who would remain.


Jadin called his wife, his sons and their wives, his uncles by blood and their children, who came also with their children. All the members of his family sat down with him at dawn in his home, where they took shelter from the chill of the morning.


“We will go with Terah to the land of Canaan. Some of you will stay here, in the care of those we leave behind. You, Hosen, will be the leader of the family in my absence.”


Hosen, Jadin’s younger brother, nodded in relief. He did not want to leave; he lived in the temple, where it was his task to compose letters and commercial contracts, and he wanted nothing more than to continue exploring the mystery contained in numbers and stars in the land of his father.


“Our father,” Jadin went on, “is too old to leave. His legs barely allow him to stand, and there are days when his eyes stare off and he can speak no word. You, Hosen, will see that he lacks nothing. And of our sisters, Hamisal shall remain with you, for she is a widow without children and will be able to care for our father.”


Shamas listened in fascination to the words of his father. He felt a tickling in his stomach, caused by eagerness and impatience. If he had his way, he would already have set out in search of that land Abram had spoken of. But suddenly he felt a pang of concern—if they were setting out on a journey, would he then not be able to write the history of the world that Abram had promised to recount to him?


“How long will it take us to arrive at this land of Canaan?” Shamas blurted out mid-thought.


The boy’s question disturbed Jadin, for children were taught not to interrupt their elders. The father’s stern gaze made Shamas flush with embarrassment, and he lowered his eyes to the ground and muttered an apology.


Jadin, however, spoke to the boy, to calm his unease.


“I know not how long the journey to Canaan will be, nor whether we may have to stop for some time in some other place before we reach it. Who knows what may happen when a tribe undertakes a long journey? Now go, all of you, and make preparations so that you will be ready when Terah calls for our departure.”


Shamas saw the silhouette of Abram’s lean figure against the horizon and ran toward him. He had been seeking an opportunity to meet with his kinsman for two days now: This was the moment.


Abram smiled when he saw the boy, whose face was red with desert heat and exertion. He plunged his shepherd’s crook into the ground, while his eyes sought out a tree under which they might take shelter from the sun.


“Come, rest,” he said to Shamas. “We can sit in the shade of that fig tree, beside the well.”


“Uncle, if we are leaving, we will not be able to bake the clay to make tablets. My father will not let me carry with us more than is necessary. You will not be able to reveal your story.” He lowered his head.


“Shamas, do not worry yourself about this. You shall write the story of Creation later. He will simply decide when and how you shall do it.”


The boy could not hide his disappointment. He didn’t want to wait—he wanted to write the story now. And despite his intense desire, he had to confess something to Abram.


“Is Ili coming?”


“No.”


“I will miss him, Uncle. Sometimes I think he is right to be vexed with me when I do not listen to his explanations, and . . .”


The boy hesitated, unsure whether to continue. Abram gave him no encouragement, asked no questions, but only waited for the boy to decide whether to finish his sentence or not.


“I am the worst scribe in the school, Uncle; my tablets are filled with errors. Today I made a mistake in a calculation. . . . Ili will not abide me. I have promised him that I will do better, that he will have no reason to scold me again, but I want you to know all this, because you may want to draw upon one of the other students to record this history. One who doesn’t make so many mistakes with the reed.”


Shamas fell silent, waiting for Abram to speak. The boy bit his lip nervously, ashamed he wasn’t a better student. Ili often scolded him for wasting his time asking absurd questions. He had complained to Shamas’ father, and Jadin had scolded Shamas—he was disappointed in him. Now Shamas feared that Abram, too, would be disappointed and that he might put an end to his dream of writing the history.


“You do not try hard enough in school.”


“I know,” the boy replied timorously.


“Yet even so, you think that if I tell you the story of Creation you can write it down without error?”


“Yes! . . . Or at least I will try. I have thought about it, Uncle, and I think it would be best if you tell it to me little by little, and then I can write it down slowly, at home, carefully, with my bone stylus. Then each day I can show you what I wrote the night before, and if I succeed, you can continue telling me the story.”


Abram looked at him for a long time. It mattered little that the boy’s impatience might lead to errors, or that his speculative mind might question Ili, or that his desire for freedom might lead him to pay too little attention to the scribe’s explanations. No, the boy had other virtues, the principal one of which was his ability to think. When he asked a question, he expected a logical answer. He was never content with the answers that adults generally gave children.


Shamas’ eyes shone with eagerness and excitement, and Abram realized that of all the men, women, and children in his tribe, this boy was the one who might best understand God’s plan.


“I will tell you the story of Creation, Shamas. I will begin with the day on which He decided to separate the light from the darkness. But now I want you to go back home. I will call you when the time is right to begin.”
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[image: Image] OUTSIDE, AT THAT HOUR OF THE DAY IN Seville, the thermometer registered 104 degrees. Enrique Gómez Thomson ran his hand over his head, on which there was not a single hair. His blue eyes, sunken in their sockets but with the hard gleam of steel, were glued to the computer screen. Despite his eighty-plus years, he was fascinated by the Internet.


The ringing of the telephone startled him. But he was not surprised to hear the voice of George Wagner when he answered. His longtime comrade went straight to the point, as he always did.


“Enrique, Robert Brown just called me. The girl spoke at the conference in Rome.”


“And said . . .”


“Everything we wanted to prevent her from saying—she’s put it all out in public.”


“Have you talked to Frank?” Their old friend and business partner would surely want to hear the bad news as soon as possible.


“We hung up not a minute ago.”


“What are we going to do?”


“What we’d planned if something like this happened. Alfred was warned.”


“And have you set the plan in motion?”


“Yes.”


“Will Robert be able to carry it out?”


“Robert? He’s smart, and he takes orders well. He does what I tell him to do and doesn’t ask questions.”


“When we were kids, you handled the puppets we got at Christmas better than anyone.”


“Men are a little more complicated than puppets.”


“Not for you. And the time has definitely come to put a stop to this. What about Alfred? Have you heard from him again?”


“No, not so far.”


“We ought to talk to him.”


“We’ll talk, but it’s useless. He’s clearly going his own way. He wants to play the game by his own rules, and we can’t allow that. He’s given us no choice—he’s put his granddaughter out in front on this and we have to keep her in check. I’ve got her monitored wherever she goes. They’re not going to take what’s rightfully ours.”


“You’re right, George, but I’m not looking forward to a confrontation with Alfred. There has to be some way to make him listen to reason.”


“After all these years, my friend, Alfred has decided not to listen to reason. It’s a complete betrayal of everything we pledged to each other. Treason. There’s no way around it.”


Enrique ran his hand over his head again as Wagner terminated the call. He looked up as his grandson, Alvaro, dressed in riding clothes, burst into the room. In spite of the troubling phone call, Enrique smiled at the sight of the tall, thin, nice-looking young man.


“Hello, abuelo. I stopped by to see if you’d like to have lunch with me.” Alvaro ran his arm across his forehead and laughed. “Gosh, am I sweaty.”


“So I see. Not too bright, my boy, going riding in this heat. Where’s your father?”


“In his office.”


“All right. And thank you for the invitation, but I need to work.”


“But, abuelo, you should retire! Let it go. Come to the club with me for lunch.”


“You know I hate those people at the club.”


“You hate everyone in Seville. You don’t go anywhere anymore, abuelo—abuela is right, you’re an old bore.”


“Your grandmother is always right. And I am an old bore, but I can’t bear those people.”


“That’s because of your English upbringing, old man.”


“Where’s your sister?”


“She’s gone to Marbella. She was invited to stay with the Kholls.”


“And she couldn’t be bothered to say good-bye. You two are worse every day.”


“Don’t be so old-fashioned! Besides, Elena hates being in the country. You, Papá, and I are the only ones who like the house here—abuela, Mamá, and Elena can’t abide it. They hate all the bulls and horses.” Enrique nodded in rueful agreement as Alvaro returned to his original entreaty. “So, will you come to the club, then, or not?”


“Not. I’ll stay here, thanks. As hot as it is, I’ve no interest in going out anyway. Now leave me be—I have to think.”


When the old gentleman was alone again, he smiled to himself. His grandson was a good boy, not nearly so scatterbrained as his sister. The only thing he reproached them for was their all-too-frequent involvement in the social whirl of Seville. He had always made it a point not to socialize too much and focused almost exclusively on his business.


In that respect, his wife Rocío had been a blessing. She was the daughter of a provincial representative to the Spanish parliament in the Franco regime, who had gotten rich after the war through the black market. Over time, his father-in-law had reluctantly brought Enrique into the business, though Enrique had later broken away into import-export, where he’d become a very wealthy man. He would always be grateful to his wife. Without her, he’d never have gotten where he was today. But whatever his success, Enrique Gómez Thomson had always been careful to call as little attention to himself as humanly possible. His was a respectable Sevillan family that had never allowed itself to be the butt of gossip. No scandal had ever touched any of them. Nor would one, if he had his way.


His thoughts turned to Frankie and George. They had been fortunate too, although in truth, no one had ever given them a thing. They’d just been smarter than the others.


Robert Brown slammed his fist down so hard on the desk that he hurt his hand. He’d been on the phone for over an hour. First Ralph had called to tell him about Clara Tannenberg’s little speech at the conference in Rome. Just thinking about it gave him a pain in his stomach. Then he’d had to break the news to George Wagner, who’d dressed him down for not having prevented the whole episode in the first place.


Clara was a spoiled child, and pigheaded to boot. She always had been. How was it possible that Alfred had such a granddaughter? His son, Helmut, had been different. The boy had never given Alfred a bad night. A shame he’d died so young. He was an intelligent young man who always carried himself with discretion—Alfred had taught him to be invisible and the boy had learned well. But Clara . . . Clara behaved like a headstrong little princess. Alfred allowed her to do things he’d never allowed Helmut even to think of; he was putty in her hands.


Helmut had married Amira, an Iraqi woman with a cascade of black hair and the profile of a goddess carved in ivory. Alfred had approved heartily of the advantageous marriage. With it, his son had become a member of an old Iraqi family that was not just influential but also wealthy—very wealthy, indeed. They had ties with powerful friends in Baghdad, Cairo, Amman, and the other capitals of the region, which meant that they were respected and their opinions valued across the Middle East. In addition, Ibrahim, Amira’s father, was a cultured, educated man of great refinement.


Amira was distinguished by nothing but her beauty, yet Helmut had seemed utterly enchanted by her. Of course, the woman might have been more intelligent than she seemed. With Muslim women, one never knew for sure.


Alfred had lost his son and daughter-in-law in a car accident when Clara was a teenager, and he had spoiled his granddaughter royally ever since. Robert had never liked Clara. It set his teeth on edge when she called him Uncle Robert; he was irritated by her self-assurance, which bordered on insolence, and bored by her incessant chatter regarding her grandfather’s archaeological ambitions.


When Alfred sent her to the United States to study and asked Robert to watch over her, he could never have imagined how tiresome that undertaking would be. But he couldn’t say no to Alfred, who was, after all, a business partner and special friend of George Wagner. So he arranged her enrollment at the University of California at Berkeley. Fortunately, she’d fallen in love with and married Ahmed Husseini, an intelligent man with whom one could actually deal. Alfred and Robert had hit it off perfectly with Ahmed, who had turned out to be a tremendous asset in Alfred’s business. The problem was Clara.


The conversation he’d had with Ralph Barry had given him a splitting headache just when he was about to have lunch with a close adviser to the President of the United States and some friends, all men of business interested in the forthcoming invasion of Iraq. But the conversation with George had been even worse. Wagner had ordered him in no uncertain terms to take charge of the situation, now that the Bible of Clay had been publicly announced and Alfred and his granddaughter were making their move to find it for themselves. Normally, they all would have shared in its profits, but it was now clear that Alfred had abandoned their long-standing partnership. Wagner’s edict had been unambiguous: Get the Bible of Clay—if it actually existed, of course.


Robert pressed his intercom for his secretary. “Smith, get Ralph Barry for me again, please.”


“Yes, Mr. Brown. And, sir, Senator Miller’s assistant just called to confirm that you’ll be attending the picnic the senator’s wife is having this weekend.”


Another stupid woman, Brown thought. Every year she organized the same farce: a picnic at their farm in Vermont, where guests were forced to drink lemonade and eat sandwiches as they sat on cashmere blankets spread on the ground. But Brown knew he’d have to go, because Senator Miller was a Texan with interests in the oil sector. The secretaries of defense and state, the attorney general, the national security adviser, the director of the CIA, and who knew who else would be at the damned picnic. And so would George Wagner. It was an ideal occasion for some high-stakes deal-making in full view of the oblivious crowd.


A buzzer signaled that Barry was on the line.


“Is there anything that ties Clara Tannenberg to us?” Robert asked him without preamble.


“No, no, of course not. I told you not to worry. The onus of her behavior lay squarely on her and Ahmed. Mundo Antiguo has no connection to that speech whatsoever.”


“All right, I suppose that puts us more or less in the clear. You still should have kept her out.”


“I told you, Robert—I couldn’t. Once Alfred allowed her to attend, nobody could have kept her from signing up for the panel on Mesopotamia, much less from talking. Believe me, I tried to convince her—there was no way. She insisted that she had her grandfather’s consent, and she said that ought to be enough for you.”


“Alfred must be gaga.”


“He might be, who knows? At any rate, his granddaughter, at least, is absolutely obsessed with this Bible of Clay. . . . Do you think it actually exists?”


“It seems likely, from what we know. But we had no intention of making that information public—at least not yet. But that doesn’t matter now. We’ll make sure we’re there, if and when it’s found, and we’ll secure it for ourselves. We’ll just have to cut Alfred out of this one.”


“But how?”


“In view of what’s happened, we have to change our plans. We were going to assemble our own team, quietly. But she’s left us no choice. One way or another, they’re going to put a group of archaeologists together and push ahead with their excavation, so we’ll find a way to make sure they have financing. We’ll figure something out. And then we’ll place our own man in the excavation.”


“Jesus, Robert, the situation in Iraq is not exactly propitious for an archaeological excavation. All the Western governments have put out travelers’ warnings. It could be suicide to go there now. We ought to wait.”


“Am I hearing you right, Ralph? This is the best time to go to Iraq, man. We’ll be there, and we’ll do it our way. Iraq is the new land of opportunity—only a fool wouldn’t see that.”


Barry didn’t argue further. After a pause, he went back to the events at the conference. “A professor named Yves Picot, who’s very well regarded in the field, is the only one who seemed to show any real interest in what Clara was saying. He told me he’d like to talk to Ahmed. If he goes, maybe we can slip a man into his team.”


“Let him talk to Ahmed first. Trust Ahmed. He knows what he’s supposed to do. But first ask him to send his wife to Baghdad, or to hell—anywhere, but get her out of there before she ruins us all.”


Ralph laughed to himself. Robert Brown’s misogyny was notorious. He hated women—and was clearly uncomfortable in their presence. He was a confirmed bachelor who’d never been known to have emotional relationships of any kind. It was even hard for him to be cordial to his friends’ wives. Unlike practically every other businessman in the world, his secretary was a man—Smith, a polyglot, stick-up-his-ass sixty-year-old who’d spent his entire adult life at Robert’s side.


“Okay, Robert, I’ll see what I can do to get Clara back to Baghdad. I’ll get Ahmed to help me. But she is not an easy woman—she’s arrogant, and she’s stubborn.”


Like her grandfather, thought Brown. But without his intelligence.


The president’s adviser enjoyed Mediterranean cuisine, so they chose to lunch at a Spanish restaurant near the Capitol.


Robert Brown was the first to arrive. He was punctual to a fault. It infuriated him to wait; he hated people who were late for appointments. He hoped the president’s adviser wouldn’t be delayed by some last-minute emergency.


One by one the others came in: Dick Garby, John Nelly, and Edward Fox. They all were owners or directors of construction firms, oil interests, equipment companies. The man from the White House was the last to arrive, and he was in a foul mood.


He told them that negotiations with the Europeans over the Security Council’s support of military action against Iraq were getting complicated.


“There are fools everywhere. The French, of course, can be counted on to go their own way every time. But the Germans have stabbed us in the back; that red-and-green government is more worried about what the liberal press will say than about keeping its commitments.”


“We can always count on the UK,” Dick Garby put in.


“Yeah, but it’s not enough,” Bush’s adviser replied. “We have the Italians too, and the Spaniards, Portuguese, Poles, and several other countries, but what are they worth? A hundred soldiers each? Even the Mexicans are waffling now, and the Russians and Chinese are rubbing their hands together, watching us twist in the wind.”


“When do we invade?” Robert Brown asked straight out.


“As soon as the boys from the Pentagon tell us they’re ready. We’ll soften up the country with aerial raids first. I figure five or six months at the outside. This is September, so figure March, sometime in early spring. I’ll let you know.”


“We need to start getting the Committee for the Reconstruction of Iraq up and running,” Edward Fox said.


“Yeah, we’ve thought about that. I’ll call you in three or four days. It’s a big pie, but you’ve got to be in line early to get the best pieces of it. Tell me which parts you want and we’ll start working on it.”


Almost all of them ordered bacalao al pil-pil, a specialty of the Basque: cod cooked with olive oil, garlic, and a chili pepper for spiciness in a pan rotated over the fire constantly to bring out the delicious juices of the fish. As they ate, the men laid the foundation of their future business dealings in Iraq. There was so much that was going to be destroyed, and so much that would have to be rebuilt. . . .


Lunch was profitable for everyone. They agreed to meet again, over the weekend, at the Millers’ picnic. They could continue their talks then—if their wives would let them.


The office of the Mundo Antiguo Foundation was located in a steel-and-glass building not far from the White House. The views were wonderful, but Robert had never really been able to bring himself to like Washington. He preferred New York, where a branch of the foundation conducted its business in a large brownstone in the Village that dated from the eighteenth century. It had been the foundation’s first headquarters, and despite the fact that it no longer was of the slightest practical use—though Ralph Barry, too, preferred to work there—none of the directors had ever had the heart to dispose of it. When he was in New York, Robert held his most important meetings there, or sometimes in the private office he maintained on the lower floor of his own home, a splendid duplex overlooking Central Park.


“Smith, I need to talk to Paul Dukais. Right away, please,” Robert said as he returned to the office after lunch.


Dukais’ hoarse voice came on the line less than a minute later.


“Paul, my friend, I was calling to see if we could have dinner together.”


“Sure, Robert, of course. I’d be delighted. When?”


“How about tonight?”


“Tonight? I can’t,” Dukais said, his voice apologetic. “My wife is dragging me to the opera. It’ll have to be tomorrow night.”


“There’s not much time left, Paul. Fuck the opera—we’re about to start a war.”


“If I’m going to war, I’ve got to be sure the domestic front is at peace, my friend, and Doris is always complaining that I never go with her to these social events—which she claims give us what little respectability we have.” Dukais laughed. “I promised, Robert—promised Doris and my daughter both. So even if we declare the Third World War, I’m going to the opera tonight. We can have dinner tomorrow.”


“No, let’s make it breakfast. We need to get moving. Come to my house; it’s best to meet there, anyway. Is seven all right?”


“Jesus, Robert, take it easy. I’ll be there at eight.”


Brown closed himself up in his office. At seven-thirty Smith knocked softly at the door.


“Do you need me, Mr. Brown?”


“No, Smith, thanks. Go home. I’ll see you in a day or two.”


He worked for a while longer. He’d drawn up a detailed plan for the next few months. The war was about to start, and he wanted to have everything in place.


On his way out of the Palazzo dei Congressi in Rome, Ralph Barry passed a thin, dark-haired man arguing with one of the security guards to let him in. As he waited for the taxi he had called, Barry was struck by the young man’s insistence. He wasn’t an archaeologist, a journalist, or a historian—he flatly refused to reveal his identity—but he was determined to enter. Just then, Barry’s taxi pulled up, and his mind turned to his upcoming meeting.


The sun was gilding the obelisk in the Piazza del Popolo. Barry and Ahmed Husseini had a date for lunch at La Bolognesa. As always, the restaurant was full of tourists, the two of them included.


“Tell me exactly where the remains of the structure are located,” Ralph said to Ahmed. “Brown insists that you give me the coordinates. I also want to know what resources you have at your disposal and what you need. We can’t publicly intervene; you have no idea the uproar it would cause if an American foundation were to invest a penny right now in an excavation in Iraq. But, of course, we may be able to help in a more . . . discreet fashion. Another thing—your wife, Clara. Can you control her? She’s . . . excuse me for saying so, but she’s just too out there.”


Ahmed was visibly uncomfortable with the reference to his wife. In that respect, he was very much an Iraqi. One did not speak about women, much less about a man’s wife.


“Clara is proud of her grandfather.”


“That’s admirable, but she does a disservice to her grandfather by shining a spotlight on him. Alfred Tannenberg based his success on discretion; you know how careful he’s always been about his business. That’s why we don’t understand your wife’s very public announcement, at this premature point, of the Bible of Clay. In a few months, once the United States has had its way with Iraq, we could have organized a full-blown excavation. But now . . . Perhaps you might ask Alfred to speak with Clara, to explain certain things to her.”


“It was Alfred’s decision to reveal the existence of the Bible of Clay.”


Ralph Barry sat back, puzzled.


“I know that this is the first time he’s broken with George Wagner and Robert Brown,” Ahmed went on. “But you know Alfred—it’s hard to change his mind once he has it set on something. Besides, he’s very sick. I’m not going to bore you with the list of his medical problems; he’s eighty-five years old and the doctors have found a tumor on his liver. We don’t know how long he has to live. Fortunately, his mind works perfectly. He’s still got a terrible temper and refuses to turn over the reins of the business. As for Clara, she’s his granddaughter: She can do no wrong in his eyes. He wants this for her.”


Ahmed paused and gazed levelly at Barry. “And, Ralph—forget about the notion that the American presence in Iraq is going to be a walk in the park. It’s going to be terrible.”


“Don’t be pessimistic,” Barry replied. “You’ll see how things will change. Saddam is a problem for everyone. And nothing will happen to you and your family. Robert Brown will make sure that you can return to the United States safely. Please, talk to Alfred.”


“It won’t do any good. Why doesn’t Wagner, or Brown, talk to him? Alfred is much more likely to listen to his old partners.”


“You know that telephone calls into Iraq are being monitored. Robert can’t call him there—it could be recorded. As for George Wagner . . . He’s God, and I am not a member of his heavenly parliament. I’m just a foundation employee. I am expecting a letter Robert wants you to take to Alfred. Someone will bring it from Washington; he’ll give it to me, and I’ll give it to you. Just as it’s always been—communication by personal couriers. We’ll pick up Alfred’s answer in Amman this time, instead of Cairo.”


Ahmed nodded thoughtfully. “Don’t worry about Clara; she won’t be a problem in Iraq. I’ll let you know what resources we’ll need for the excavation, but I wonder whether we’ll be able to excavate with a blockade in place. The last thing on Saddam’s mind is finding cuneiform tablets. We may not be able to find enough people to work, and the ones we do find, we may have to pay every day.”


“Just tell me how much you need; I’ll see that you take it with you when you go back.”


“Money’s just one of our problems. We need more archaeologists, equipment, and materials. And the experts are in Europe, in the United States.”


“Listen to me—money is the problem. Alfred shouldn’t finance this mission, at least directly—it will draw too much attention. There are thousands of eyes in Iraq. It would be more practical to find financing abroad—some European university, for example. And as for field experts, Yves Picot is interested in talking to you. He’s from Alsace, a very, shall we say, interesting man. He taught at Oxford and—”


“I know who Picot is. He’s not my favorite archaeologist, a bit heterodox for my taste. And people say he was asked to leave Oxford because he had a relationship with one of his students. He’s a man who doesn’t always like to follow the rules.”


“You can’t be telling me that you’re worried about the rules. Picot has a group of former students who love him. And he’s rich. His father owns a bank in the Channel Islands; actually, it originally belonged to Picot’s mother’s family, and everybody in the family works there except him. Because he’s independently wealthy, he can come across as an unbearable pain in the neck, even somewhat of a despot. But I’ve got to admit that he’s accomplished. He may not be everybody’s Prince Charming, but he’s the only archaeologist who’s taken any interest in those two tablets that Alfred found—not to mention the only person crazy enough to go off to Iraq right now to an archaeological dig. You decide whether you want to talk to him.”


“I’ll speak with him, but I don’t like him for this project.”


“Ahmed, you have no other option. I’m sorry to put it so bluntly.”


“You know something?” Ahmed said. “I wonder why Alfred finally chose to make the existence of those tablets public too. And why Brown, if he’s so furious about it, has decided to help us.”


“Yeah, well, I don’t know either, Ahmed, but I’ve never known either of those two to be wrong.”
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[image: Image] THE FOUR FRIENDS WERE HAVING DINNER at Carlo Cipriani’s house, waiting for the delivery of Security Investigations’ latest report. They had received an initial dossier that morning. But the messenger was already an hour late, and Mercedes was growing increasingly uneasy.


“Please, Mercedes, eat something,” Carlo pressed. “The food is fantastic—don’t let it go to waste.”


“I’m not hungry,” Mercedes responded flatly.


“Well, make an effort,” Carlo insisted.


“I’m sick of waiting. Call him, Carlo—something may have happened.”


“Always so impatient,” Hans Hausser declared, his voice flat.


“Nonsense. I’ve controlled my impatience for decades, and I’ve done it very well, thank you. The people who work with me will tell you I never show my emotions,” Mercedes answered.


“They don’t know you!” Bruno Müller laughed.


“Besides, Mercedes, the paperwork takes time, for God’s sake,” said Carlo.


Finally they heard the distant sound of the doorbell and then footsteps coming toward the dining room.


The housekeeper opened the dining-room door and led a man in. The president of Security Investigations had brought the report himself.


“Carlo, I apologize for the delay. I imagine you were all impatient.”


“Yes, as a matter of fact we were,” Mercedes answered. “A pleasure to meet you, nevertheless.”


Mercedes Barreda held out her hand to Luca Marini, a well-preserved man in his sixties, elegantly dressed, with a tattoo on his wrist covered discreetly by a gold and stainless-steel watch.


The suit is a little tight, Mercedes thought. Trying to conceal his weight problem. But those Michelins around his waist give it away.


“Sit down, Luca. Have you had dinner?” Carlo asked solicitously.


“No, not yet. I came straight from the office. And, yes, I’d love something. A glass of wine most of all.”


“Wonderful. Let me introduce you to my friends, Professor Hans Hausser and Maestro Bruno Müller. You’ve met Mercedes.”


“Signore Müller, I’m sure people tell you this all the time, but I’m a great admirer of yours,” Luca said.


“Thank you,” Bruno murmured uncomfortably.


The housekeeper set another place at the table and brought around a large platter of cannelloni. Luca served himself generously, ignoring Mercedes’ impatient glare.


She decided she didn’t like Luca Marini. She didn’t, in fact, like anybody who was slow, and the president of Security Investigations could not have been slower. He seemed to her the most inconsiderate man on earth—smacking his chops on cannelloni while they sat waiting.


Carlo Cipriani, on the other hand, patiently passed the time by chatting about the news of the day—the situation in the Near East, a fight in parliament between Berlusconi and the Left, the weather. Mercedes knew he took pride in his exquisite manners.


When Luca finished his dessert, Carlo suggested they retire to his office, where they might enjoy an amaro and discuss the findings.


After they were all seated, drinks in hand, Carlo began. “We’re listening.”


“Well, the girl didn’t go to the conference today.”


“What girl?” Mercedes asked, irritated by Marini’s macho, paternalistic tone.


“Clara Tannenberg,” answered Marini, by now irritated himself.


“Ah, Signora Tannenberg!” Mercedes exclaimed sarcastically.


“Yes. Signora Tannenberg preferred to go shopping today, apparently. Between the Via Condotti and the Via della Croce, she spent over four thousand euros. She seems to be a compulsive shopper, with no lack of funds. She had lunch alone at the Caffè Il Greco—a sandwich, dessert, and a cappuccino. Then she went to the Vatican and was in the museum until closing time. As I was on my way here, I was informed that she’d just gone into the Excelsior. Since I haven’t been called again, she’s still inside.”


“What about her husband?” Professor Hausser inquired.


“Her husband left the hotel late and wandered around Rome until two, at which point he stopped by La Bolognesa for lunch with Ralph Barry, the director of the Mundo Antiguo Foundation and a very influential man in the world of archaeology. Barry is a former professor at Harvard and highly respected in academic circles. Although this conference is under the auspices of UNESCO, the Mundo Antiguo Foundation is its main financial sponsor.”


“I wonder why Barry and Husseini had lunch together,” Bruno Müller mused aloud.


“Two of my men were able to get a table nearby, and they picked up parts of the conversation. Signore Barry seemed very perturbed by Clara Tannenberg’s behavior, but Ahmed defended his wife quite vigorously. They talked about someone named Yves Picot, one of the archaeologists attending the conference, who apparently might be interested in the two tablets that were mentioned in this morning’s report. In the dossier, you’ll find a report on this Picot and information on some of his adventures. He’s quite the ladies’ man, and something of a troublemaker. Husseini doesn’t seem ready to trust him.
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