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. . . I know nothing but this body, nothing But that old vehement, bewildering kiss.


W.B. Yeats





ONE


Giv’at ha-Mivtar, North Jerusalem
October 1968


The tombs had always been there. Aloof at first, then hidden, then lost entirely – a secret place where death went about his business unseen and uninterrupted. For centuries, the city had been remote, almost irrelevant. The living had become the dead, their mourners had in turn been mourned, and always the fields of death had been left strictly to themselves. No one had built his house over them or set his plough to their earth or put his sheep to graze among them.


In the city, there had been fire and famine. Armies had passed by. High towers had fallen, the sun had turned to blood, ashes had drifted on the wind like black snow at the end of winter. And new gods had come to dwell on the ruins of the Temple.


A year ago, the old God had returned in battle. Israeli armies had taken East Jerusalem, hurling their Arab opponents back across the Jordan. The shofar had been blown beside the Temple Mount once more. Now bulldozers were nuzzling the ancient hills, digging out roads, clearing the ground to make way for houses and schools and hospitals. The descendants of the dead had come to claim their heritage.


In the previous month, a bulldozer had been nibbling its way into a hill called Giv’at ha-Mivtar, just to the west of the Nablus Road, when one of the workmen saw the first tomb. There were three in all, grouped together on separate levels. One was accessible only from the roof, its entrance having already been covered by the new road that was being laid.


A team of archaeologists from the Department of Museums and Antiquities had been given a month in which to examine the tombs and their contents. At the end of that period, in a few days’ time in fact, the bones were to be returned to their sarcophagi and reburied. Then the bulldozers and rollers would return, tar and concrete would be poured in molten streams, and the dead would sleep again.


Gershon Aharoni stumbled, swore beneath his breath, and turned to the man behind him.


‘Be careful, there’s a bit of a step here,’ he said, forcing a smile, holding a helping hand towards the Italian. He had to bite back his annoyance, his irritation at being here at all. There was urgent work to do back at the Museum, and little enough time to do it in. He could thump Kaplan for having given him this assignment.


Do your best, Gershon. Show him round. Get him interested. Let him poke about a bit, get his hands dirty, find an artefact. Plant something where he can stumble over it, make him feel involved. But for God’s sake, soften him up. If you need to, tell him we expect to find the remains of Jesus, the Virgin Mary, and all twelve Apostles any day now. And John the Baptist’s head and Salome’s tits if he looks gullible enough.


But get him in the mood to spend some money. Big money: enough for a research foundation, a new museum. Let him use his imagination, if he’s got one. The Bishop Migliau Trust for Biblical Archaeology – let him try that on for size. He can have it in ten-foot-high letters if it turns him on. Just get him to my office tomorrow morning looking like a man who signs cheques for a living.


‘Thank you. It is darker here than I thought it would be,’ said the bishop, resting momentarily on Aharoni’s hand, like a reluctant dancer being led to the floor.


Aharoni swung the lamp high, shedding a sulphurous light across the loculi, long, narrow shafts cut deep into the walls of the chamber to serve as burial niches, some for whole bodies, others for limestone ossuaries that sometimes held the bones of an entire family.


‘We’ll have the generator working again in the morning. If you prefer, we can come back then.’ And let me get back to my pots for the rest of this evening.


It was dark outside. The workmen across the road had gone home. No one had been on the dig since four o’clock, when the generator that powered the lamps had packed up. Since there was in any case plenty of work to do back at the Institute, recording and measuring finds, photographing artefacts, and reconstructing pots, everyone had gone back there. A technician would be sent out early next morning to get the lights working again. In the meantime, Aharoni used a hurricane lamp to show their guest round the empty tombs.


‘No, I am very happy. I think perhaps it is more exciting like this, more . . . authentic.’


Bishop Giancarlo Migliau was a big man, over six feet tall, and all in all he made a presence in the tomb. He was in his mid-forties, a lean, sublimated man, all flesh without substance, heavy boned but light in his bearing, as though his body did not belong entirely in the space it occupied. He hung in the chamber, as it were, filling it, not by bulk but by the simple fact of being there. In Aharoni he awakened memories of a scarecrow standing in a field after a storm, its black arm casting a ragged shadow on rows of sodden corn.


He was a rich man, descended from a family of Venetian aristocrats, one of the few that had not faded into obscurity or died off entirely in the eighteenth century. His distant ancestors had been Jews, but from the time of their first ennoblement they had given offspring to the Church. Giancarlo’s brothers followed in that other family tradition of banking, dealing no longer from trestle tables on the Rialto, but out of astonishing marble office blocks in Mestre, Rome and Milan.


Giancarlo had for years now been a passionate amateur of Biblical archaeology. He attended conferences whenever he was able, contributed occasional papers to the more popular Catholic journals, and gave liberally from his personal fortune to endow research fellowships in the field. At least one month of every year he spent in Israel, visiting archaeological sites, touring museums and meeting scholars at the Franciscan Institute of Archaeology in Jerusalem.


On several occasions, he had helped out at digs, wielding a trowel and soft-bristled brush, uncovering fragments of pots and lamps to be handed over to the experts for cleaning and assessment. They had been in the main sites dating from New Testament times, places where he could lay his hands on an artefact as it came up out of the clay and think to himself: ‘This pot was here when Jesus lived on earth’, or put his feet on a stretch of pavement and whisper: ‘Perhaps Jesus walked here, on these very stones.’


His imagination had been stirred by the discovery of the tombs at Giv’at ha-Mivtar. As far as could be ascertained, they contained burials dating from between the first century BC and the destruction of the Second Temple in AD 70. The work of clearing them had been too specialized and urgent to let amateur diggers take part, but he had received permission to pay this visit and to see the contents of the tombs currently being examined at the Israel Museum.


‘Is this where you found the bones of the man you think was crucified? The ones I saw back at the museum?’


They were in Tomb I, the largest of the four, in the lower burial chamber, a rectangular space off which radiated a total of eight loculi.


‘In here.’ Aharoni lifted the lamp towards a shaft on the right. ‘The bones were in an ossuary along with those of a child.’


Migliau remembered the bones: two heels transfixed by a large nail, shins that had been shattered by a heavy blow. They had made him giddy with a sort of recognition. The man might very well have been one of the two thieves crucified with Jesus, might have hung on the Mount of Golgotha inches away from the Son of God and the world’s redemption. He was close. He felt it in his bones.


‘What was he called? Was there a name?’


‘Jehohannon. The name was written on the side of the ossuary in Aramaic.’


The bishop had touched the bone gently with a finger. There had been a fragment of wood between it and the head of the nail. Roman wood and Roman metal, God’s bane. It felt warm in the tomb and close, as though the air had not been changed in centuries.


Migliau sighed. The low-ceilinged chamber seemed to press down on him. The lamp flickered. Shadows wormed their way across the roughly-hewn rock walls. He had never been able to bear the thought of death, the knowledge of decay.


‘What’s over here?’ he asked, moving across to the southern wall. ‘They seem to have left a large space without any niches.’


‘Yes, we thought that was a little odd. But you have to remember that the tomb was far from full. They weren’t obliged to cut more niches. The limestone’s very hard in places.’


The bishop ran a hand along the wall.


‘I think someone was working here as well,’ he said. The wall was rough, and sharp in places, as though an adze or a chisel had been used on it. He let his fingers wander over the limestone.


Aharoni came across and swung the lamp upwards, shining its light on the wall.


‘Yes, I think you’re right,’ he said. It was peculiar. He had not noticed it before, in the harsher light supplied by the generator. But in the muted glow of the hurricane lamp the signs of rough work could be seen quite clearly across a section of wall.


Working together now, the two men traced the lines along which the tool had been worked.


‘The marks seem to stop about here,’ said the bishop, running his fingers along a narrow fissure at about waist level.


‘I’d say the cutting was confined to this central section,’ Aharoni added, marking out an area about three feet square. He ran a finger along the sides, first the left, then the right, on down to the floor. A few pieces of limestone fell to the ground. Bending down, he traced the bottom of the square, then straightened up and stepped away from the wall.


Migliau turned and looked at him. His face was in shadow, his eyes invisible.


‘This isn’t part of the wall at all,’ he said. His voice sounded hollow, insubstantial. The thick walls buried it like flesh and bones.


‘What do you mean?’ The Israeli felt a prickle of excitement stab at his spine.


‘It’s a block that’s been cut out and re-inserted, then worked over to conceal the joins. I do not understand. Why have you not seen this before?’


Aharoni knew the answer to that. They had been under so much pressure, rushing against time to do all the obvious jobs: measure the chambers, remove the ossuaries from the loculi, gather up the pieces of lamps and piriform pots that littered the floor. There had been no time for subtleties. And these joins were subtle, very subtle. Even under normal conditions they might not have been noticed for a long time.


‘We’d better get back to the museum, let the Director know. There’s maybe just enough time to see what’s behind the block, if anything, and if necessary ask for an extension. We could start work on it in the morning.’


‘But we are here now. You have already told me time is pressing. I think we should at least look at it tonight.’


Migliau had never been this close to a discovery before. The digs he had assisted at had all been relatively mundane affairs, the main work already finished by the time he became involved. Now he had a chance to see a new find at first hand, even to rank as its discoverer. Who could tell what might lie behind the block? It might even be what he was looking for. He placed both hands against one edge of the block and began to push.


‘I don’t think we should . . .’ Aharoni fell silent as the sound of stone grating against stone echoed through the chamber.


‘Please help me,’ Migliau called. ‘The stone is very heavy.’


Let him poke about a bit, get his hands dirty, find an artefact. What the hell, thought Aharoni. The excitement of discovery was everything. He was an archaeologist, after all. Such moments came rarely, if at all, in a lifetime. He put the lamp down carefully and stepped to Migliau’s side, laying his hands on the heavy stone.


They pushed together, straining their arms and backs, feeling the stone’s weight in their legs, a dense, trembling weight that belonged somehow to this place, beneath the earth. The stone moved, a little at first, then, as they got the measure of it, several inches at once. Suddenly, they felt it rock – a fraction only, but enough to show that it was beginning to come free. They pushed harder, veins standing out on their necks, muscles knotting with the strain.


Without warning, the rock flew from their hands and fell back into blackness. A split second later, there was a loud crash, followed by the most absolute of silences. Neither man breathed. A stale smell of long untasted air crept through the opening into the chamber where they stood. And deep beneath the surface flatness of the stagnant air, there lay another smell, an odour of spices, elusive, intangible, mournful. It seemed to touch them for a moment, then it was gone.


Aharoni lifted the lamp and held it into the dark aperture. A million shadows seemed to crowd round it. He leaned forward into the opening, squinting into the darkness. When he spoke at last, his voice was muffled and tense.


‘I think we’ve found another tomb.’





TWO


Aharoni was the first to enter. He trod carefully, holding the lamp nervously in front, anxious lest he disturb or break anything that might chance to be lying on the floor. The tomb was tiny – smaller than any of the others. But it seemed better finished and tidier. Parts of the walls had been plastered, and the floor had been carefully swept. There were no loculi, just three large limestone sarcophagi in the centre of the domed chamber. They were much longer and sturdier than any of the ossuaries found in the other tombs.


Migliau took longer to work his way through the narrow opening. His greater bulk made it a much tighter squeeze, but he made it in the end, very dusty, scraped raw in places, and breathing heavily. At once he sensed it: this was no ordinary tomb that they had stumbled upon. Correction, he thought: that he had stumbled upon.


He stood tensely by the entrance, watching the Israeli as he moved between the coffins, bending to read an inscription, then straightening again, the soft yellow light transforming the harsh limestone to the texture of butter. The bishop wanted to speak, but his mouth felt dry and his tongue hard and inarticulate.


Finally, Aharoni stood and turned to face the other man.


‘I think you should come here,’ he said. His voice was shaking, and Migliau noticed that the hand in which he held the lamp was also unsteady. The bishop felt something clutch at his heart and squeeze it like a wet sponge. This was no ordinary tomb, these were no ordinary coffins, they contained no ordinary bones. He was certain of it. And his certainty frightened him to the marrow. Something told him that he had found what he had been looking for.


It seemed to him that the distance between the wall and the sarcophagi was the longest he had ever traversed, that it was not mere feet and inches, and not even centuries, but something more tremendous and more internal than any of those.


‘What’s wrong?’ he asked. ‘Is something wrong?’


Aharoni’s face was pale in spite of the yellow light. Migliau wanted to laugh, to cry out, to strike something. His mood was fluctuating wildly. He felt confined in the tiny chamber.


The Israeli licked his lips. He could hear the faint hissing of the lamp. He could hear his own breathing, in and out. The rest was silence. He had not wanted this.


‘Can you read Aramaic?’ he asked.


‘A little . . . Enough to get by on. I’m no scholar, I . . .’


‘No matter. I just want you to help me examine these inscriptions, that’s all.’


‘But you’ve examined them. What do they say?’


Aharoni did not answer. He looked at the Italian enigmatically.


‘I think you should take a look at them,’ he whispered.


The first sarcophagus was a long box with a gabled lid, ornamented with rosettes and incised lines. It was about six feet long and rather over two feet wide. A typical Jewish sarcophagus of the period. An inscription in Hebraic characters ran down one of the long sides.


‘Can you read it?’ asked Aharoni.


Migliau shook his head. It was nothing more than a box full of bones, he told himself. The flesh had been allowed to rot away, then the bones had been gathered together in a heap and placed in this box. Why should the sight of it disturb him so?


‘I’ll read it for you. Tell me if you think I’m wrong.’


Aharoni bent closer to the inscription, bringing the lamp nearer.


‘[image: Illustration] hd’ qbwrt’ dy y‘ qb br ywsp rbn’ wr‘’ . . . Then there’s a couple of words I can’t make out, then [image: Illustration] [image: Illustration] [image: Illustration] [image: Illustration] hbwrt’ dy byršlm qṭyl mn ṭ ‘m ḥnnyh khn’ rb’ bywmy’ dy b’tr mwt phsṭs hgmwn’. As far as I can interpret it, it reads: “This is the tomb of James son of Joseph, master and shepherd . . . the community which is in Jerusalem – killed at the command of Hananiah the high priest in the days after the death of Festus the governor.” ’


Migliau said nothing. His breath caught tightly in his chest, but he was unable to breathe out. He was no scholar, but he knew enough to understand just what the inscription was about, whose bones it referred to. James, the brother of Jesus, first head of the Christian community in Jerusalem, had been stoned to death with some others in AD 62. By decree of the Sanhedrin. On the orders of Hananiah – Ananias.


The bishop did not know what to do. He wanted to weep or shout or find some other means of giving voice to the emotion he felt, but all he could manage was to stare at the stone as though the very sight had struck him dumb. He breathed out at last and reached for Aharoni, grabbing him hard by the upper arm.


‘Are you certain?’ he demanded.


The Israeli placed a hand on his, dislodging his fingers.


Aharoni paused. ‘No, I’m not certain. The lettering’s poor, this light is terrible. But I think I’m right. When you see the other two, you’ll understand.’


‘Understand? Understand what?’


‘You’ll see.’ The Israeli stood and went across to the second ossuary. It was simpler than the first, but otherwise of the same design and quality. The outline of a tree had been carved on the lid, but the sides bore no pattern, only a brief inscription. Migliau knew how it would read. He had known for years.
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grmy mrym ’tt ywsp w’m yšw‘ w’m y‘ qb šlm ‘lyh,’ read Aharoni awkwardly, as though the words refused to surrender themselves to him. ‘ “The bones of Miryam, wife of Joseph, mother of Jesus and James. Peace be upon her.” ’


The light made ghastly shadows all across the walls and ceiling. Migliau thought he could hear them as they moved, like vast black wings flapping in the enclosed space, the wings of blind, outraged birds. He raised a hand as though to ward them off, but they grew still and left him in a vast silence.


‘There’s one more,’ said Aharoni, and to Migliau the voice seemed to come from the other end of the universe.


Together, they walked the last few paces to the third and final sarcophagus. It was a thing drained of colour, white and delicately carved, yet very solid, as though it was not hollow at all but a single block hewn from living stone. Migliau watched as Aharoni ran a hand lightly along the lid.


On the side, among the rosettes and incised patterns, a circle stood out in sharp relief. Inside it there was carved a seven-branched menorah, the Temple candlestick, taken by the Romans when they destroyed Jerusalem in the year 70. This was not a normal menorah, however. The six side branches were the usual shape, but the middle column was shaped in the form of a cross. Beneath the circle, a row of sharply-cut characters struggled for expression in the light.


He read in a slow voice, meticulously pronouncing each word, not with the awkwardness of uncertainty, but with the precision of one who knows exactly what it is he is reading and what it signifies:
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tmy yšw‘ br ywsp dy ’stlb mn t m pntyws pyltws hgmwn’ byhwdh bsnt ’b‘ lhgwmnwth whw’ dbh’ dy yml’ qwrbn’ dy hykl’ whw’ qbwr bhdn ’tr’ lmlywt kwl’ bywmyn’ slm’ lwhy.’


He fell silent. Migliau had understood. Not every word, not every syllable, perhaps, but as much as was needful. Aharoni could not bear to look up, to see him watching him. There was nothing he could do, nothing. He had read the inscription. It only remained to translate it.


‘ “The body of Jesus, son of Joseph and Miryam, who was crucified at the command of Pontius Pilate, governor of Judaea, in the fourth year of his governorship. And he was the sacrifice which completes the offering of the Temple, and he is buried in this place to bring everything to fulfilment in our days. Peace be upon him.” ’


For a long time, neither man spoke. Words were inappropriate, dangerous. Neither man could bear to look the other in the eye, Jew and Gentile, believer and unbeliever. Two thousand years of misunderstandings stood between them.


Once, Migliau almost giggled out loud. A terrible tension had taken hold of him. He felt simultaneously euphoric and appalled, like a child brought suddenly into the presence of adult matters. In an instant, a lifetime’s doubts had been resolved and transformed to certainty. What had been mere belief had become knowledge. His search was over. And his mission was about to begin.


Time passed as though it no longer had any meaning. Finally, Aharoni broke the silence.


‘Bishop Migliau,’ he whispered, ‘I think we should go. There may still be someone working late at the Museum. This will have to be reported. Arrangements will have to be made. You understand that this is . . . monumental. We must take steps to ensure that news of this discovery is not leaked prematurely. You do understand? If word got out before there was time for a proper investigation . . . I think there might be trouble. Newspapers, television – every newspaper, every television company in the world! We couldn’t cope with that, not without help.


‘And there may be political dimensions – do you understand me? Your church will naturally demand a say in what happens. No doubt it is exceptionally fortunate for them that you are here. But the Orthodox churches will want their say too. Then the Anglicans. The other Protestants. Everyone will want his pound of flesh.’ He winced, thinking he had chosen an unfortunate expression. ‘But look at the inscriptions, look at the sarcophagi: this is a Jewish tomb. Doesn’t it seem that way to you? You do understand, don’t you?’


Aharoni knew that a Catholic bishop was as big a complication as anyone in his position could possibly have feared. Another archaeologist would have appreciated the need for caution, for tact. But Migliau would want to milk this for all it was worth. Aharoni had heard that the bishop was ambitious, that he had expectations of being made a cardinal. To be associated with a discovery of this order would no doubt secure all that and more for him. And he would, of course, want to be sure that his own church had total control over the tombs: they would not want another Holy Sepulchre on their hands, divided among warring factions like a bone between packs of squabbling dogs.


‘No, Doctor Aharoni,’ said the Italian. He looked up. All his diffidence had evaporated. He was coming to terms with their discovery at a rapid pace. ‘I don’t understand you. I don’t see what you’re driving at.’


The big man took a step towards Aharoni. In the confined space, he seemed to tower over him. His tension was becoming anger. The Israeli could not understand it.


‘I merely meant . . .’


‘It seemed to me that you implied some sort of ownership for your people. “A Jewish tomb”, you said. Do you intend to take possession here as you have just taken control of the Temple Mount? You hold the third holiest shrine of Islam. Now, perhaps, you think you have some right to this.’


‘No. No, of course not. We just have to be careful. This is not a Christian country. If you think . . .’


‘I have already thought. You want to make a fetish of your Jewishness. Isn’t that right? You want to wave it in front of me like a flag, until I nod and say, “Yes, this is yours. And this. And this. Take it all. Mea culpa. You have suffered enough. Take what you want in recompense.” ’


Migliau’s voice was growing guttural and menacing. He felt hemmed in by the walls, and as much threatened as uplifted by what he had found. More than anything, he felt an obscure resentment against Aharoni building in him like a tide. It was irrational, he hardly knew the man, had no reason to fear or hate him, yet it rankled to have him here.


‘Your Excellency, please . . . you misunderstand.’ Aharoni sensed the bishop’s anger. It frightened him, here in this confined space, with so little light.


‘I think you should leave.’


‘What . . .?’


‘I think you should get out of here. This is a holy place. I don’t expect you to understand that. But I do. You’ve no right to be here. No right at all.’


But that was no good. If the Jew left, he would only bring more back with him. They ran this city now. They would just march into God’s inner sanctum and claim it for their own. He hated them for their self-righteousness, for their sanctimonious possession of the land where his saviour had walked. A stiffnecked people, that’s what God had called them. And now, here they were, about to lay godless hands on the mortal remains of God’s son.


‘I think we should both leave,’ said Aharoni. The Italian was over-reacting to their discovery. Perhaps it was understandable. Aharoni, who wasn’t even a practising Jew, let alone a Christian, had been deeply moved by what they had found. He appreciated its emotional charge. That was why he wanted the whole thing handled properly, before the wreckers and sloganizers and opportunists had a chance to move in. With a shudder, he remembered how an American company had offered to market pieces from the wreck of the Titanic as paperweights. What would Jesus’s bones fetch on the Stock Exchange?


He took a step forward and put a hand on the big man’s arm. Migliau grabbed his wrist and pulled him towards himself.


‘Your Messiah came and you crucified him. And now you want to turn his bones into some sort of political toy, something your politicians can use to bargain with. You . . .’


‘Please, I don’t want some sort of religious argument with you. That’s not my problem.’


All his life, Bishop Migliau had been waiting for this moment. He had never doubted that there would be a tomb, never doubted that he would be the one to find it. But in his imagination, he had always been alone at the moment of discovery. Aharoni had never figured in his calculations before this moment.


‘Please God,’ he thought, ‘tell me what to do. You have guided me here, you have given me this honour. I need your help. I can’t do this alone.’


He looked round, at Aharoni, at the tomb. His whole life had been rewritten here, on a limestone box in an unlit sepulchre – an imperfect inscription by an unknown hand. In that moment, he knew what he had to do. What God wanted him to do. It was God’s will. The Jew wanted to tell the unbelieving world of this place. He could not be allowed to do that. God would not let him.


Migliau looked once into Aharoni’s eyes.


‘Forgive me,’ he whispered. But he knew that God had already forgiven him.


He pushed the Israeli hard. Aharoni stumbled backwards, losing his balance. He tripped and fell, striking his head hard on the sharp corner of the middle sarcophagus. He did not even cry out. There was no time between push and crushing blow, between fall and final agony. Death was instantaneous. Blood streamed across the white stone, bright and gleaming.


Migliau watched the red stain spread and listened to his heart beating in the stillness. He felt the weight of the sepulchre all about him, and the air moving heavily through it without sound. He heard the rustle of shadowed wings again, harsh above the beating of his heart. Aharoni lay slumped where he had fallen, a scarlet pool forming beneath him among shadows on the floor.


He lifted the lamp and shone it on the coffins. Aharoni lay unmoving at the Saviour’s feet. The blood had stopped flowing. Migliau turned and looked at the little opening through which they had entered. There was plenty of time. It would not be too difficult to put the entrance slab back as it had been. He could push it along the floor, up into the first tomb, then tilt it back into the opening.


The generators would provide their harsh lighting again in the morning. No one would ever find the break in the wall. No one would ever know that another tomb existed. It had remained hidden all these years, it would remain hidden now.


In three days they would rebury the bones of the dead and seal the tomb again. The bulldozers and cement mixers would return to work. Houses would be built, and shops, and car parks. Next year, he would buy the entire development through one of his family’s holding companies. He had come into his true inheritance at last.





THREE


Trinity College
Dublin
October 1968


Her name was Francesca. His friend Liam had told him during Commons one evening. Francesca Contarini, an Italian. Her family lived in Venice, in a golden palace, so Liam said. With servants and painted rooms and a private gondola to go to Mass in. She had been sent to Dublin to improve her English, which was already fluent, and to study English and Italian literature. He had been madly in love with her for over two weeks now.


Patrick Canavan had arrived in Dublin five months earlier. He was eighteen, American, and in search of a heritage. Twenty years before, almost to the day, in the summer of 1948, his parents had said goodbye to the city and set off for a new life in America. They had sent him back alone, a sort of ambassador to the past.


He had found its frontiers and outposts everywhere: in the names of streets and theatres; in the river by night, ripening and spreading like a long, thin stain through the heart of the sleeping city; in the voices of beggars on O’Connell Bridge, young pale-faced women with paler babies wrapped in shawls, selling their poverty for the price of a wheaten farl.


The summer had passed like a dream. He had stayed and got drunk on Guinness and cheap red wine, and late one night in August found himself on the beach at Dalkey, kissing his first girl and dreaming that he had found his roots. At eighteen, the Celtic twilight seemed full of promise.


The girl had left two weeks later. Kissing on a beach and holding hands while the moon swept over a white sea had been fine enough for the time of year, she said. But those other things he was suggesting would only lead them both as sure as crikey to the fires of hell. He had yet to learn that virgins are Ireland’s oldest, largest and best-organized professional group.


In spite of his disappointment – and perhaps even because of it – he decided to stay. The city spoke to him in whispers of things he barely understood. It revealed itself to him slowly, nervously, in quiet, distracted gestures, in unexpected moments of intimacy. Suddenly, Brooklyn seemed a universe away, a noisy place full of noisy people.


Once, on a long afternoon as summer drew to its close, he lay on the cricket pitch at the back of Trinity and watched a student fly a red kite against a pale blue sky. The moment entranced him: at eighteen, a kite in the wind can seem as substantial as a kiss. At the beginning of September, he enrolled at the College to study Semitic languages.


Autumn was turning to winter now, and an elaborate stillness lay across the grey expanse of Trinity’s inner courts. Inside the 1937 Reading Room, a dim, academic light fell across endless rows of books. He sat two tables away from her, glancing up from time to time to catch a furtive glimpse of her face. Even when he looked away again, pretending to read, her image swam across the page: long, dark hair falling in a stream against her shoulder, grey eyes opening in the book-warm half-light, small white teeth pressed against her lower lip, the slope of tiny breasts against thin fabric.


Strictly speaking, he should not have been here but in the main library. The Reading Room was reserved for literature students, and it had no books on his own subject. But a large part of Ireland’s attraction for him lay in the country’s literature, which he had begun to discover. He had already become a regular theatregoer, attending performances at the Abbey, the Peacock and the Gate. On one occasion, he’d travelled up to Belfast to see a trilogy of plays by Yeats, directed by Mary O’Malley at the tiny Lyric Theatre.


Now he was reading Yeats’s collected poems, partly because they matched his romantic mood, but mainly because they gave him an excuse to sit in the 1937 Reading Room stealing glances at a girl he might never meet. He looked at the page.




O cloud-pale eyelids, dream-dimmed eyes
The poets labouring all their days
To build a perfect beauty in rhyme
Are overthrown by a woman’s gaze.





There was a play at the Abbey tonight, Yeats’s Deirdre. He had bought two tickets with the intention of asking her if she would like to come; but the longer he sat and watched her, intently reading in the pale green light, the more his resolution faltered.


Suddenly she closed her book and stood up. She had not been in the library more than half an hour, surely she could not be leaving already. He watched her guardedly, knowing he could never summon the courage to ask her out. She went upstairs to the balcony and began looking along the shelves. Five minutes later, she came down another set of stairs and began to make her way back to her table.


As she passed behind him, she glanced down at the book he was reading.


‘Scusi. Excuse me.’


She was standing beside him, speaking in a whisper. He looked up. His heart was beating disagreeably fast and his tongue had turned to lead. Cloud-pale eyelids, dream-dimmed eyes . . .


‘You are reading Yeats. Yes?’


‘I . . . I . . . Yes. Yes, Yeats. W.B. Yeats.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry. I was looking for a copy. I have one, but not with me. When you are finish, maybe I can borrow this one.’


‘What? Oh, no, it’s okay, you can have it. Really. I was just . . . sort of filling in time. I really should be reading something else.’


She hesitated, but he closed the volume and pressed it into her hand. She smiled and thanked him, then returned to her seat. For what seemed an age, he did not move. She had spoken to him. She had let him lend her a book. Not his own book, admittedly, but a book of poems he loved.


For the next hour he tried to concentrate on Deirdre, as though reading it might make it possible she would go with him tonight. But the mournful stanzas only saddened and distressed him.




What’s the merit in love-play,
In the tumult of the limbs
That dies out before ’tis day,
Heart on heart, or mouth on mouth,
All that mingling of our breath,
When love-longing is but drouth
For the things come after death?





‘Thank you.’


She was standing beside him again, holding out the book, smiling. He took a deep breath. His mind had filled with palaces and gondolas and sheer, blind terror.


‘I . . . I was going to go across to the buttery for a coffee. Would you like to come?’


She put the book down.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘But I have an essay to finish. They take me a long time.’


He saw her turn to go and thought it was all over. But she hesitated and turned back.


‘Maybe tomorrow,’ she said. ‘If I finish my essay on time.’


She finished it and they went for coffee to Bewley’s instead, which was nicer anyway. By that evening, he had two fresh tickets for Deirdre. She met him outside the College gate and they walked down to Lower Abbey Street together. She was wearing a loose coat over a black cashmere dress, and in her ears were tiny jewels that he thought must be diamonds. He had never seen anything so lovely or so perfect.


He sat through the play like someone in a trance. He remembered only Deirdre’s words to Naoise, as they wait for King Conchubar to come for them:




Bend and kiss me now,
For it may be the last before our death.
And when that’s over, we’ll be different;
Imperishable things, a cloud or a fire.
And I know nothing but this body, nothing
But that old vehement, bewildering kiss.





He walked her home that night through autumn-weary streets, thinking of vehement kisses, of breath on clouded breath, yet afraid even to hold her hand. They talked about the play, which she had found hard to follow, about Yeats, about their studies. She lived in Rathmines with an Italian family who thought she was at a girlfriend’s rooms at Trinity Hall.


‘Shall I see you again?’ he asked when they arrived.


‘Of course. You don’t think I borrowed that book just to read some old poetry?’


‘You mean . . .’


She smiled and reached up to kiss him. Not vehemently, but enough to bewilder him thoroughly.


‘I love you,’ he said.


‘I know.’ She smiled.


‘Was I that obvious?’


She shrugged.


‘Kiss me again, Patrick. And this time close your eyes.’


Autumn turned to winter, the sky over Trinity grew silent and heavy with snow. They were lovers now, both liberated and enslaved by the unexpected emotions that had come to rule their lives. Snow came, and rain, and days of bright, limpid sunshine when they walked for miles along Sandymount Strand or across the frosted solitudes of the Phoenix Park.


She did not live in a golden palace, though she admitted that ancestors of hers had indeed built the famous Ca’ d’Oro, the House of Gold, whose exquisitely gilded exterior had once made it the most famous of the many palazzi on the Grand Canal. He found a book on Venice in the library and discovered that the Contarinis had been the noblest of the city’s noble families. Eight of them had been Doges. They had owned palaces everywhere.


Her family now lived in what was, certainly, a palazzo, but not so grand as the Ca’ d’Oro. She promised to take him to Venice that summer, to meet her parents and the rest of the Contarinis. He wondered what she would make of Brooklyn or his uncle Seamus.


He wrote poems for her, atrocious things that filled him later with acute embarrassment and aching sadness. One commemorated a walk they had taken early one morning on a bright day in winter, along the beach at Sandymount. That had been the scene of their first quarrel, an event that had left him hurt and puzzled long afterwards.


Light lay on the sea like lozenges of silver. Far in the distance, beyond Dun Laoghaire, the Wicklow Mountains were veiled and elegant in an early morning haze. He held her hand. Above them, a seagull stooped through a world of violet and gold.


They sat side by side on the sand, looking out to sea.


‘When the summer comes,’ she said, ‘we’ll spend every day on the Lido, just gazing at the Adriatic. And in the evenings we’ll find somewhere to make love.’


‘It sounds perfect,’ he replied. ‘But not every day. I want to see St Mark’s. And Santa Maria della Salute. And . . .’


She put her finger over his lips, then bent and kissed him gently. He drew her to him, his right hand cupping one breast. As she lay against him, he unbuttoned her shirt, then bent down to kiss her skin. As he did so, he noticed a small pendant on a fine chain round her neck. Taking it between finger and thumb, he lifted it closer.


The pendant was made of gold. It was circular. One side was engraved with her name, ‘Francesca Contarini’, the other with a curious device: a seven-branched candlestick with a cross for the central column.


‘I haven’t noticed this before,’ he said. ‘What is it?’


Without warning, she snatched the pendant away from him and pulled it over her head. Angrily, she took it in her fist, then drew back her hand and flung it hard, into the sea.


‘Francesca! What’s wrong? What is it?’


She stood, trembling, buttoning her shirt with a shaking hand. He got up and tried to hold her, but she pulled away from him and started walking quickly along the beach. Bewildered, he ran after her, but she pushed him off. He could hear her crying.


He walked behind her until she tired. Her sobbing had grown softer. Behind them, their footprints were already being eaten by the encroaching waves. Finally she stopped and let him put his arm round her shoulders.


‘What is it, darling? I didn’t mean to upset you.’


She turned a tear-stained face to him.


‘Please, Patrick. Never ask me about this again. Promise me. Swear you will never mention it.’


‘I only . . .’


‘Swear!’


He did as she asked and she seemed to grow calmer at once. She put her arms round his neck and kissed him on the forehead.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to be angry with you. Don’t ask me to explain. It has nothing to do with us. Nothing.’


For a long time afterwards, he thought the pendant must have been the gift of another man, a lover left behind in Italy; though she had sworn to him that there had been no one serious before him, and he had believed her. The pendant tormented him from time to time in the years to come. But he never asked her about it again.





The Living






 


And it came to pass, that at midnight the Lord smote all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh that sat on his throne unto the firstborn of the captive that was in the dungeon.


Exodus 12:29





FOUR


Dalkey, Co. Dublin
January, 1992


Three in the morning. The darkness inexplicably charged, the silence heavy and drugged. There would be another storm. It lay in his bones, like electricity, moving in a slow current. Outside, the cold chattered briskly, saying things he did not want to hear.


Light fell on light: across his desk, a tiny pool of yellow shining on ancient paper; through the window, a street lamp etching shadows out of the dim room. He could hear the sea in the distance, the tide coming in, small waves taking possession of the land. Or a single wave, repeating and repeating ceaselessly, until there was no more land, only water.


He had chosen the house for its view. It looked straight out onto Dublin Bay, and all last summer he had watched the sea perform its endless, slow ballet, as though it danced for him and him alone. Now, in mid-winter, he was no longer sure he had chosen wisely. The sound of waves made him restless, filling him with a terrible loneliness and a sense of foreboding. It was at moments such as this that he wondered if he had done the right thing in coming back to Ireland.


He rubbed his eyes. The crabbed and faded script was a strain to read, even with the help of a magnifying glass. Yellow light and ochre paper blurred. Fragmented letters ran across the page like frightened ants.


‘C’mon, Patrick. You hadn’t killed him, somebody else would’ve had to do it.’


Voices snagged at him, like branches sharp with thorns. The past was still angry and unforgiving.


‘He was coming in. He’d had enough. There was a signal: Damascus station intercepted it. Why wasn’t I told?’


‘There was a slip-up. It happens. You know it happens. What’s it matter? Wasn’t like he didn’t have it coming. Somebody would have done it sooner or later. Not you, then somebody else.’


In the distance, waves possessed the shore.


He stood and went to the window. At forty-two, Patrick Canavan possessed very little. He paid rent on a house overlooking the Irish Sea: what little there was of his CIA pension took care of that. No wife, no children, no memories he could share with friends, no friends to share them with.


He opened the window all the way, pushing the sash up hard. Out of the night, out of the padded and frozen darkness, the sounds of the world rose up to him in waves: the stark lapping of water on stone, a train in the distance, loud on frosted rails, a ship’s horn, the bell on a rocking buoy.


Far out on the abandoned waters of the bay, he saw lights: ships coming in from the dark sea, from France and Spain and Italy, headed for Dun Laoghaire or Dublin harbour, an armada of tiny lights on a wind-darkened tide. The fog that had kept them out at sea so late had lifted, leaving a vast and empty darkness rich with stars. Out on the final edges of the night, a small boat passed like a firefly and was suddenly lost.


His eyes travelled over the darkness, and he thought how complete it was, how everything was dipped in it. How could twenty years make such a difference? he asked himself. Times change, people change, people die; but it was more than that.


He saw Beirut again, as though the darkness had become a screen for memories. On his left, the Syrian guard-post plastered with posters of Asad, to his right the abandoned al-Saqi Hotel, now occupied by a Hezbollahi group from Bi’r al-‘Abd. He saw the jeep turn the corner, the boy from Amal firing, low from the hip. And, in slow motion, Hasan Abi Shaqra running from the alleyway towards him, his own gun lifting, pointing, firing, Hasan falling at his feet, blood turning to dust on the dry earth. ‘He was coming in. He’d had enough.’


‘Come back to bed, Patrick.’


Ruth stood in the doorway, naked, her eyes dim with sleep. He turned from the window, blinking away the sunshine and the blood, suddenly cold.


‘I was working,’ he said, wondering why he felt a need to explain himself to her.


‘It’s after three. I woke up and you weren’t there. Come back to bed.’


He felt irritated by her presence, by the demands she made on him. It was so long since he had shared anything with a woman. He closed the window, shutting the world out.


She took him back to bed, her nakedness futile against his indifference. They lay there for a long time, shivering between cold sheets. Light from the street lamp filtered through the thin bedroom curtains, staining the bed with its unnatural light. Her arm lay beside his, almost translucent, like alabaster.


‘Do you love me?’ he asked, but she was asleep again, and he had not really wanted an answer. There was a sort of love between them, he supposed; and a physical passion that could still make him cry out, as though in pain. He tried to convince himself that the gulf between them was merely one of age – she was more than ten years his junior – but he knew it was really something he had built inside himself out of all the little emptinesses of his life.


Getting involved with Ruth had been a big mistake. He thought he loved her, but that wasn’t the problem. Ruth belonged to the Agency, the way everyone did at first, the way he had at the beginning. That was the problem. Or part of it, at least.


They’d met at a party three, maybe four months earlier, not long after his arrival in Dublin. An old friend from Langley, Jim Allegro, was here on special attachment with the Irish Ranger Squad, liaising on anti-terrorist tactics. Jim had heard of Patrick’s arrival through the grapevine and contacted him. ‘I’m having a party tonight – come round and meet some people.’


The party had been dull: pieces of cheese and tinned pineapple on wooden cocktail sticks, stale French bread, cheap Australian red in boxes, wall to wall Dire Straits. The guests were the usual crowd: anaemic third secretaries from the embassy, a handful of spooks you could spot in a nudist colony, and awkward locals downing Guinness at a rate of knots. As usual, all the intelligence hounds were sniffing one another’s rears in a pack. She was sitting in a corner, going through Allegro’s bookcase like a censor looking for smut.


‘You won’t find anything in there,’ he said. ‘Jim’s cleaner than an operating table.’


‘On the contrary,’ she replied, ‘that’s precisely where all the messy things end up.’


How had he guessed she was in the trade? She didn’t look the type. Not that there was a type – but if there had been, she wouldn’t have been it. She was too well dressed for one thing. The sort of clothes that had their labels on the inside, if they had labels at all. A single piece of discreet jewellery, a mere hint of expensive perfume. But for the accent, he would have taken her to be French. She was petite, with short blonde hair, a down-turned mouth, and tiny ears like shells.


Her next words had been, ‘Shall we get out of here?’ She had taken the initiative from the beginning, otherwise he would never have got as far as ‘Go’. They had driven down the coast in her small blue Mercedes. Everything was autumnal: the air, the sea, their mood. She drove too fast for the narrow Irish roads and too skilfully for it to matter. It was dawn when they arrived back at his house. ‘You have appalling taste’ was the last thing she said before leading him to bed.


After leaving the CIA, he had returned to Ireland to finish the doctorate he had abandoned eighteen years before. Coming back to Dublin had been like a physical blow: the old places, all the memories rushing at him, striking him deep in the pit of his stomach, and him helpless before their onslaught. Rathmines, Ranelagh, Donnybrook, Ballsbridge – the names had leapt out of maps and off the fronts of buses at him, each with its own sweet or bitter flavour, its own particular weight of memories and associations.


He had returned with such hopes, such expectations. Dublin would restore him to youth, or something like that. Dublin would revive in him the ideals of twenty-four years ago. Well, that had all been a fantasy, and he knew it now: even if the city had been preserved in aspic all these years, nothing of the past would have returned to him, or at the most a glimmer, a teasing reflection in a rusted mirror.


His years at Trinity had shaped his life. He had lived and worked in a palace of grey stone, surrounded by dreams and poetry. Not the past only, but a present that seemed not wholly real. It had been less the magic of the place than the enchantment of youth: he had come to understand that in time. But then he was aware only of snow falling on dark, pitted cobblestones, and sunlight on mullioned windows, and the bell in the campanile ringing out against the shadows at dusk as he walked through soft-lit courtyards to Commons. And Francesca. Always Francesca.


Now he was back, but the magic and the poetry had gone. He had tried to find them again in Ruth, but all that remained was a sense of bewilderment and shame. Pressed for a reason, he could have given a dozen. But at heart he knew there had only ever been one reason for his inability to love or be loved: Francesca’s death. But that was the past. He had to come to terms with that. In the dark, he lay listening to the sound of his own breathing, unable to surrender himself to sleep.


He slipped out of bed again, knowing sleep would not come. There had been so many nights like this: they just had to be endured. He crossed to the window, as though drawn by the pale lamplight. A man can resign from the Agency, but his mind and body never relax.


He heard the footstep just as his hand reached for the curtain. A single step followed by silence. He stiffened and lowered his hand. Silence. Cautiously, he eased back the edge of the curtain and bent his eye to the crack.


His dark-adjusted eyes found the man almost at once. On the opposite side of the street, away from the lamp. He was cold and restless and looked like someone who had been standing there a long time. Waiting for something. Or someone.





FIVE


Patrick let the curtain fall. For half a minute he stood by the window, forcing himself to be calm. Ruth was still asleep, her heavy breathing plainly audible to him across the room. Moving quietly in the darkness, he found his trousers and the thick sweater he had been wearing the day before. His shoes were beside the bed.


Downstairs, he paused in the kitchen. A row of gleaming, wooden-handled Sabatier knives hung on a magnetic rack. He selected one with a six-inch blade and slipped it into his belt. It was razor-sharp: he knew, because he had honed the entire set three days earlier.


The back door led into the garden, but he knew better than to go that way. There might be more than one watcher, and the odds were that a second man, if any, would be at the rear of the house.


A side window gave onto the drive. He unlocked the dead-bolt and opened it without a sound. A blast of cold air took him unawares. The wind was rising. There was a roll of thunder, very far away, moving behind unseen clouds. The storm was coming.


He dropped to the ground, poised against possible attack. Here, beside the house, the darkness was complete. Clouds came up fast, obscuring the stars. He crouched, listening. Beneath the pounding of his heart, he heard cold waves turning on the shore. Above him, branches shifted. His skin felt taut and nervous. In spite of the cold, he was sweating.


Crossing the gravel of the drive took an eternity. Then grass, then the fence dividing him from the next house. A frosted lawn led down to a low wall on the other side of which lay the road. From here he could still see the street lamp, but there was no sign of the watcher. Automatically, he checked the knife: the other man would carry a gun, he was sure of that.


Though he knew the darkness hid him, he felt utterly exposed as he sprinted across the road. On the other side, he vaulted the sea wall onto the path that wound along the beach. The tide was well in now, a heavy swell pushed by rising winds. The thunder sounded again, nearer this time, a low, animal growl threatening violence.


He kept to the sand, crouching low. The waves covered any sound. The man was still standing where Patrick had last seen him, in the shadows just beyond the lamp. His back was to the sea. He moved restlessly, trying to keep warm. About six foot, Patrick reckoned, and well built. There would be a car nearby, perhaps another man waiting in it.


Patrick removed his shoes. It was bitterly cold, but he had to be sure of silence. He slipped behind the wall, then over, never letting his eyes wander from his target. The frost felt like daggers on his bare skin. With his right hand he slipped the knife from his belt. Thunder like stones in the sky. Darkness closing in. The sea tormented, moving landward from the night.


He was behind the man now. Without a sound, he set his shoes down. Faint as gossamer, his breath hung in front of his face, trembling. He braced himself and reached with both hands at once. His left grabbed a clump of hair, pulling the man’s head back fiercely, while the right brought the knife round hard against his throat. He could feel the blade touch flesh, the Adam’s apple neat on steel.


‘Kneel.’


The old voice out of the darkness; his own voice, and yet not his voice.


The man grunted, about to scream, his throat bulging unseen against the blade. Then, slowly, his legs buckled and he lowered himself to his knees. Patrick moved hard behind him, a knee in his back, the knife well poised, the long throat taut. He could feel the stranger’s fear, acrid in the sea air, in the electric presence of the storm.


‘Take your gun and throw it to the ground. Please don’t force me to hurt you.’


The man struggled for words.


‘No . . . gun . . . I . . . swear.’


‘Who are you?’


Silence. The wind moving, cold as death.


‘Who sent you?’


The knife again, a trickle of blood, frost on the blade. Silence. Death hovering breathless in the thin air. The man’s fear was rapidly giving way to something else: Defiance? Indifference? Transcendence?


‘Why are you watching me?’


Silence. Then a roll of thunder that echoed across the bay.


He switched to Arabic.


‘Min ayna ta’ti? Where are you from?’


No sign of comprehension.


He tried Persian.


‘Az koja amadi?’


No answer.


Suddenly lightning flashed, turning the world to light for an instant. An image fixed itself in Patrick’s mind: a dark-haired man, his head held back, a knife against his throat, a thin line of blood across bruised flesh.


Patrick blinked, and in that instant the stranger made his move. His right hand came up, grabbing Patrick’s wrist, knocking the knife away. He swung in sideways, his hair twisting painfully in his captor’s grasp, his left arm pivoting, his fist striking out hard. Patrick rocked, loosening his grip. The man staggered with him, then dropped forward, using his head to butt Patrick, knocking him down. At that very moment, the storm broke. Like a river bursting through a dam, rain came flooding out of the sky, thick and cold and heavy.


Patrick heard the man’s feet ring out on the hard ground. He rolled onto his knees and started scrabbling for his shoes. The rain smothered and blinded him. His clothes were already soaking. Frantically, he passed his hands over the road. He found one shoe, then the other, and hurried to pull them on, leaving the laces untied.


The stranger had headed off to the right. Patrick followed, hampered by rain and darkness. Lightning flashed again, sheet upon sheet of it, white and cold like anger. Stencilled against the night, he saw a car and a man opening the door. He stumbled forward, desperate now.


There was the sound of an engine rasping, unwilling to ignite. He had a chance. Panting, he ran through the darkness. The engine turned again and died. A lace caught beneath his foot and sent him off balance, pitching forward in a heap, skinning his hands badly on the rough ground. He heard the engine cough then hold. Biting back the pain, he hauled himself to his feet, staggering across the last few yards.


He crashed into the car as it pulled away from the kerb, turned, ran, snatched for the handle. The door opened and he threw himself into the seat as the vehicle picked up speed. The driver had not yet switched on his lights. Rain and darkness flooded the windscreen.


Patrick reached for the wheel, pulling it towards him. The driver braked suddenly, sending them into a spin. The car mounted the kerb, tilted, and crumpled against the sea wall.


Panicking, the driver opened his door and stumbled into the road. He slipped, then picked himself up and began to run.


Patrick threw his own door open, but it stuck on the wall, leaving a gap too narrow for him to squeeze through. He wriggled across the gear-stick, then out through the driver’s door. Wind and rain grabbed him, tearing him back into their world. He spluttered, catching his breath, and broke into a run.


Another stroke of lightning raced down the sky, dragging behind it an angry roll of thunder. Out at sea, raging waves were frozen, as though the light had carved them in an instant out of raw ice. A ship appeared, running for harbour, hopeless and alone on crystal waves. He saw the man jump the wall, heading for the beach.


The sand was already filled with rain. His feet sank in it. It was like treacle, clawing at him, pulling him down. He moved as though in a dream, no longer certain why he was here. The world had vanished and been replaced by nightmare. He could hear waves crashing on rocks and wind tearing the sky to shreds. Jagged bands of lightning grew out of nowhere like the sudden branches of giant trees. The man was only yards ahead of him, scrambling among white spray at the edge of the rocks. A crash of thunder rolled across the void.


Patrick shouted, but the wind snatched the words from his mouth, leaving him breathless. The man was crazy. The rocks he was climbing on would soon be covered as the tide came further in: he could find no shelter there.


Waves were already dragging at his ankles. He pushed further out into the freezing water, unable to see a thing, his eyes blinded by the last flash of lightning. The water was already at his knees.


The first rock caught him unawares, striking him in the shin and almost sending him flying into the sea. He scrambled onto it, crouching down, finding his way to the next by touch. He was no longer sure which way the land lay and which way the sea. At any moment he might lose his grip and go spinning into deep water, at the mercy of cold currents, battered on dark rocks, pulled down into darkness.
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