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To Linda, Stephen and Shane – as always and for the same wonderful reasons.


Jerusalem

The Crusader Knight stood silhouetted against an inferno of candles so that the man who knelt before him had to squint against the glare. Behind his back, his hands tugged vainly at the cords that bound him and he grimaced as the blood dripped from his fingers. He had seen the witnesses arrive before the servants of the Knight had trussed him and flung him down.

This is a nightmare, he told himself frantically. I’ll wake and—

The Knight’s thunderous voice chased the words from his brain.

‘We left our kingdom at the behest of Urban, the Bishop of Rome, and for the glory of God. We travelled over land and sea to the gates of Constantinople and there fought bloody battles for the ingrate Patriarch. When one of our number took his hand from the plough and sought to enrich himself at the expense of our sacred Crusade, I, Baldwin, pursued Tancred, the apostate, into Cilicia and plucked his conquests from his grasp by force of arms. We who were faithful had no thought for ourselves but only for our sacred mission. And so we came here and set our ladders against the city walls and slew every living creature that had dared to tread, breed and barter where Christ our Saviour had died and risen from the dead.’

The silhouette loomed larger as the Knight stepped closer.

‘Oh, God,’ the man whimpered. ‘Oh, God.’

‘And when my brother, Godfrey, leached of his ardour by those who stank of incense and putrid piety, refused the crown, by the will of Christ he sickened and died. Then did God call me to fulfil his command and my destiny. With the edge of this sword, I scraped the city clean of pagan vermin. By the strength of my arm I raised up the blessed buildings the pagan had thrown down.’

He stepped closer still, filling the captive’s vision.

‘My brother,’ he rasped, ‘my brother, may his woman’s soul wail for ever in Hell. He played me for a fool. He sent messages to the Bishop of Rome informing him of a great treasure he had found, a treasure that ensured that the kingdom of Jerusalem would withstand its enemies for ever. That secret he took to his grave. I will have it,’ he roared, and the great sword flashed upwards.

With shame, the captive felt his bowels loosen.

‘I ask again,’ the Knight shouted. ‘Where will I find the Tears of God?’

The man before him made a great effort to gather his wits. ‘Please, please, believe me,’ he begged. ‘I do not know.’

With a bellow of rage, the Knight swept the sword in a mighty arc. The man’s head rolled across the paving stones, blood puddling at the Knight’s feet. Exhausted, he lowered the tip of the blade to the floor and bowed over the cross-guard. His glacial blue eyes swept the assembly of stricken faces in the gloom.

‘Do not fail me,’ he whispered. ‘Find the Tears of God.’

On trembling legs, the witnesses scurried from his presence. When the last had stumbled through the great door and the sound of their footsteps had faded, a servant approached. The Knight gestured contemptuously at the remains on the floor.

‘Take this … thing,’ he said, ‘and throw it to the infidel.’


The Island, Ireland

Michael Flaherty gripped the handrail of the ferryboat until his fingernails dug half-moons in the polished timber. Moments before, when he had finally ventured from the tiny cabin, the sea had dazzled him. Now, eyes screwed shut, he steadied himself against the roll of the ship, the beat of the engines pulsing through him. Eventually the sound and smell of the water as it parted before the prow lulled him, and he began to relax.

He didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, lost in the slow rise and fall, the wind ruffling his hair and cooling his skin, the gulls shrieking above.

When he opened his eyes again, the sea had turned to blood. The ache he had trained to hover just outside his consciousness returned to the bullet hole in his chest and began to pulse in time with the waves that slapped against the hull. Sweat bloomed from his pores, dragging a cold saltwater finger from throat to navel.

‘Breathe, Michael,’ Dr Eli Weissman’s voice whispered in his head.

He conjured up a picture of the lanky, skull-capped Eli sitting on his bed as he had done every evening of Michael’s convalescence in Rome’s Santa Sabina Hospital.

‘Breathe, Michael, it’s allowed, special dispensation from the Pope.’

‘For all priests, or just the shot ones?’

‘Especially the Irish shot ones, the ones who need permission to feel their pain and think a bullet goes no deeper than the body. Breathe.’

Michael took a tentative breath and the ache lessened. He risked opening his eyes, and the air locked in his chest. The Island was etched against the red wound of the evening sky. Reluctantly, he fastened his eyes on the Devil’s Finger. Even in the lurid half-light he could see the sea-stack standing apart from the Island, the moil of white water chewing at its base. And now another voice began to speak, a cold angry voice he recognised as coming from that detached, armoured part of himself. ‘Do you see it, Flaherty?’ it asked.

‘I see it,’ he replied.

‘You remember Lar, don’t you?’

‘I remember.’

‘Sure you do. The boy who sat behind you in the classroom, a hulking, big-boned lad who dreamed of boats and water. He could never sit still, could he? Always tacking in his desk from one cheek of his arse to the other, twisting his head, time after time, to the slash of sea at the bottom of the window.’

‘I remember.’

‘Do you remember, when you were here last, how he sailed in there in that big launch – in there, by the Devil’s Finger, where other men, who thought they were his betters, wouldn’t pole a currach? And why? To get back a little of what you stole from him with little twitches of annoyance when his fidgeting in school dragged you from your books, when you pared him down to invisibility, looking through him on the road, when you fathered a child with the only girl who might have filled the hole in his heart. He’s down there now, eyeless and empty, because of you.’

He tried to close his eyes but the voice was relentless.

‘See the cliffs beyond? Go on, look at them. Gabriel, your younger brother, flew from there because you were missing. You were busy running, Flaherty, first to the army, then to the Church, the action-man who missed the real action.’

A young man’s panicked voice rose to override the other.

‘Catch me, Michael,’ it screamed, ‘I’m falling.’

‘I’m here, Gabriel,’ Michael whispered. ‘I’ll catch you.’

‘Too late for that,’ the voice continued. ‘Too late for Gabriel. Never found. Never put in the ground with your mother. Look a little farther along the cliff. Yes, there. Remember Father Mack, your mentor, your friend? Remember him hanging from your hand over the edge with the blood bubbling in his mouth? You let him go – just opened your hand and dropped him.’

‘He begged me,’ Michael murmured, his right hand reaching out over the handrail. ‘He said, “If you ever loved me, Michael, let me go.”’

‘Love! Did you ever know what it was outside of books or the ‘duty’ love for your dead mother?’

‘I loved her. I loved him.’

‘It wasn’t enough to save them. Look out on the water where your brother Liam slipped away from the upturned boat.’

Again, a plaintive voice rose. ‘I’m cold, Michael, so cold.’

‘You saw in your father’s eyes that he was glad it wasn’t you, the scholar, only poor drunken Liam. Can you deny it?’

‘I can’t deny it. I saw it.’

‘Death and the stoic, Flaherty. There’s a thesis in it somewhere. And what of murder?’

‘Murder?’

‘Yes, the American in the water. You surely remember him?’

‘I didn’t kill him.’

‘But you would have, could have.’

‘He would have killed Tess in the boat.’

‘But he didn’t. He had only half a face and one good arm when you put him in the water for others to kill. You watched the rise and fall of oars until the mess that remained floated off like a cursed currach. Murder, Flaherty. You shot a priest in Rome. He was deranged and you shot him. You asked for the gun and got it. Intent and execution. So now you’re back. For what? Hasn’t enough blood been shed? Do you think the woman might love you, the child might warm to you, cuckoo that you are, raiding a dead man’s nest? You know who you are, what you are. You are the hero, the bearer of heartbreak, the sower of nightmare. You’re no priest. You’re not even a man.’

Michael Flaherty pressed his hands to his ears, bearing down on the voice inside his head. He was in a vast whirlpool, circling down, down, the screaming of the gulls muted by the thunder of the water. Stippled kelp wound round him – the clutch of drowned men’s fingers.

‘Michael, breathe.’

Eli’s soft voice penetrated the nightmare, dragging him back to rationality. Automatically, he inflated his chest, welcoming the pain. Behind the locked shutters of his eyes, he saw Eli at the foot of the bed. Mercifully, the neon tubes in the ceiling had been turned off for the night, and only the faint wash of streetlight penetrated the room.

‘We need to talk about your dreams, Michael.’

‘Dream, Eli.’

‘How very singular,’ the doctor said mildly. ‘It’s the same dream, then,’ he continued. ‘You exhibit all the symptoms of a drowning man.’

‘So, you qualified as a psychologist when, Dr Weissman?’

‘No, but I—’

‘You what? You have no right, Eli, you’re a doctor.’

‘I have the right as your friend.’

Michael exhaled, his face to the ceiling.

‘People close to me tend to die, sooner or later,’ he whispered.

‘Everyone dies, Michael,’ the doctor continued, relentlessly calm, ‘everyone, neither sooner nor later. They just die when they do. I know.’ He sat upright and angled his body so that his face was in profile. ‘I’ll tell you a story.’

‘Now it’s bedtime stories. Great therapy, Dr Freud.’

‘You have other time apart from bedtime? Anyway, Jung was the dream-meister, not Freud.’

He paused.

‘When I was young – younger – I had a dream. It was a waking dream. I was just qualified in medicine and wanted to be a hero like Schweitzer or Dr Tom Dooley. I volunteered to go to Israel and work as a doctor in a kibbutz in the Negev desert. Perhaps my dream also included sabras in khaki shirts – tight khaki shirts, capisce?’

Michael waved him on.

‘I didn’t know that everyone worked the fields, even the summa cum laude doctor, newly graduated from Johns Hopkins University. So the doctor sweats in the fields or steams in the plastic hydroponic tunnels. In the evenings, he treats his own cuts and blisters, then attends to his patients. Sometimes, there were rockets falling in the kibbutz, presents from Syria, delivered by the Palestinians, but, mostly, it was work. I met a girl, a teacher. It was in a bomb shelter, during a mortar attack, and she got everyone to sing – even me. Later, we became friends. We liked to walk in the desert in the dark. She – Sharon – knew all the stars. Then, one night, they crossed the wire and took us.’

He paused for so long that Michael thought he would not continue.

‘They put me in an empty water-tank under the ground. It was ten paces long and five wide. I didn’t know where she was but I … I could hear her. Sometimes, I kicked the walls and shouted but I could still hear her.’

A car grumbled by outside and the swinging beam gleamed bleakly on Eli’s face.

‘I would have done anything, given them anything, but I had nothing they wanted. Then it was over. They took me back to the wire. I walked across and two men went the other way. I was free. At the debriefing I told them everything. Yes, I would have signed confessions, made broadcasts, given them information about the kibbutz, anything. No one was angry, only sympathetic. “You must get on with your life,” they said. I came back to Rome to be the dutiful son and nephew, the caring doctor. I like to walk in the air, mostly at night. One night I was coming across the Tiber on the Milvian Bridge and climbed up onto the parapet to gaze at the stars. I looked down at their reflection in the water for a very long time. The same stars were above and below, Michael, and I made a choice.’

Eli planed his cheeks with his palms.

‘I asked for information from my colleagues on behalf of a patient. Doctors have a constitutional fear of psychology. For four years now, I’ve knocked on a door every Monday at one o’clock sharp. It’s four flights to a small room at the top of the building. There are two chairs and a big window that shows only sky. Outside is Rome, all the normal things; inside just me and the therapist. She lets me sit, or lie, or pace. Always ten paces this way, five paces that. Every Monday for one hour only, I’ve been digging my way out. I tell you this not as a boast but as your friend and for your hope.’

He stood and walked to the window.

‘We’re men, Michael. What happens to a man-child? My ancestors, in Rome, would put one on the floor at birth. If the father picked him up, they would keep him. They didn’t name a man-child until he was five years old. If he hadn’t died by then, there was a good chance that he would live. From the time he could walk, he carried a weapon and all the dreams of glorious Rome. I think perhaps all cultures weigh their children with dreams. Too many dreams, too many ideals, too many heroes and so much glorious death. Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori.’

‘It is “sweet and right” to die for one’s country,’ Michael translated quietly.

‘And not just for one’s country,’ the doctor continued, ‘the list is endless. We’re taught to live for others. Those who live for others don’t live. They just take longer to die. It’s a slow suicide. I wouldn’t want that for me or you.’

He faced the priest in the bed.

‘I’ve mended your body, Michael Flaherty. Only you can save your soul.’

When he was gone, Michael Flaherty turned to the wall. When he spoke, his voice was clotted with tears.

‘I needed the pain, Eli. I needed it, and you took it from me. Pain and anger were all I had. I was good at them. What have I now?’

‘Michael?’

‘No more,’ he shouted, ‘no more.’

‘Michael, it’s Tess.’

‘Tess?’

‘You were talkin’ a bit loud like.’

He was standing at the rail of the ferryboat. The sea was calm and luminous with the last light that comes before true dark. Tess Duggan, the skipper, was holding his arm, her wind-lined face fissured with anxiety. He began to breathe again, in, out, in, out.

‘Sorry, Tess. I…’

‘Arrah, sorry me arse. There’s too much sayin’ sorry and not enough shoutin’ if you ask me.’

‘But the other passengers?’

‘Only four of them,’ she said. ‘English,’ she added disparagingly. ‘Over to stay the night on the Island to soak up the Celtic twilight. They’re huddled on the other side of the wheelhouse. I think the mad monk bit was more than they bargained for. Come away into the cabin – I’m taking a tea break.’

She didn’t wait for an answer and Michael followed her obediently into the beer-and-leather smell of the small cabin. ‘Here,’ she said, shoving a huge white mug at him. ‘Wrap yourself around that.’

Tess Duggan’s rough affection moved him and he held the mug two-handed, letting the steam’s damp warmth wreathe around his eyes. Tess swivelled in her seat until she could survey the deck through the window and keep a weather eye on her brother in the wheelhouse.

‘You look like shit on a slate,’ she said.

He bowed his head, sipped his tea and coughed. It came all the way up from his toes and a tiny wave slopped over the rim of the mug. Tess’ face tightened.

‘I see you’re still taking tea with your whiskey, Tess,’ he managed.

‘And you’re still the same smart-arse you always were,’ she countered. She looked at him for a long time. ‘I heard you had a bit of trouble beyond.’

God, he thought, we Irish are the masters and mistresses of understatement. Who but ourselves could sum up years of murder and mayhem as ‘The Troubles’? He knew with certainty that Tess would say, ‘Soft day,’ when rain was blinding the window of the wheelhouse and ‘Weather,’ when mountains of water raged all the way from Newfoundland. It was their way – our way, he reminded himself. He also knew it was an invitation, and declined it. Instead, he shifted into the ritual word-dance.

‘Aye, a bit.’

‘Well, there’ll be some glad to see you home,’ she said, and got to her feet.

He felt the judder of pipes as she turned the tap and placed her mug on the metal draining board.

‘And some that won’t,’ he replied.

‘Aye, them too. Give me here that mug and I’ll top it for you.’ As he reached out, he took her hand and held it firmly. ‘There’s something I want you to do for me,’ he said quietly.

‘Anything at all, Michael,’ she said. ‘God knows, I owe you. That American Skald would have killed me if you hadn’t …’

‘There’s no owing between friends,’ he said. ‘I want you to watch the water for me, Tess.’

‘The water?’

‘Yes. If … when they come, they’ll have to come by the water.’

‘How will I know them, Michael? I mean … what will they look like?’

‘Like anybody and nobody,’ he replied cryptically, as if talking to himself.

‘I’ll do that, Michael.’

Instantly he was back to his usual bantering self, a version of himself he wore like some kind of armour.

‘Any chance you’d be sailing on to Boston?’ he added, taking refuge in the banter they had shared the last time he was home. When was that? he mused. A lifetime ago.

‘Not today. I’ve crates of milk for Finnegan’s bar and ’twould spoil.’

‘Another day then.’

‘Aye.’

The door groaned and slapped behind her, and he watched her move to the wheelhouse.
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Iarla Duggan kept his eyes on the sea when his sister came in and checked the chart.

‘Jaysus, sis,’ he said. ‘Isn’t that yer man?’

‘He’s Michael Flaherty,’ she said brusquely, ‘and you can save the Jaysus for praying.’

It had been on the tip of her tongue to answer, ‘It’s what’s left of him.’ She had been shocked by the ranting figure at the rail, the claws of his hands curled to the same white as his face. But she had been frightened by the favour he had asked of her. She remembered the bookish boy who was kind to small ones, who shadowed the Island priest and who rarely looked at the water. She wondered if his stay at home this time would be better than the last. Couldn’t be much worse, she thought, and shook herself. Iarla was gazing at her, clearly hoping for some revelation about the priest.

‘Iarla,’ she said quietly, ‘I’m going to tell you something.’

‘What, sis?’ he asked eagerly, leaning away from the wheel.

‘It’s about the pier,’ she said, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper.

‘What about it?’

‘If you don’t shove this bloody boat into reverse, we’ll be wearing it.’

‘Jaysus.’

She burst out of the wheelhouse and swung the fenders just in time to buffer the boat against the dock. Iarla was watching her from the window, his face a picture of apprehension. There were times when she could happily have dumped him over the rail with the slops but he had reversed and swung her boat hip-on to the pier with instinctive skill. Her brother had salt water in his veins. He’d do. She tilted her head at him in a rare show of approval. He was smiling like a gaffed fish when she turned to coil the hawser.

Jerusalem

‘Shit,’ muttered Detective Ari Avram. ‘Shit, shit and double shit.’

‘Eh, Detective?’ the dispatcher’s voice enquired nervously on the radio.

‘What?’ he snapped.

‘You want backup?’

‘Backup? Yeah, I’ll have two F14s, medium rare, with a rocket salad on the side and a troop-carrier dip.’

‘What?’

‘Forget it.’

‘Where to?’ his partner asked, gunning an engine that had never been manufactured for the car they were sitting in.

‘The Aqsa mosque,’ he grunted.

‘Oh, yeah,’ she said sarcastically, ‘to the Aqsa mosque and then to the Dome of the Rock and, heck, let’s go on to Mecca.’

‘You’re seriously pissing me off,’ he snarled, hauling out the seatbelt and trying to jam it into the lock.

‘Doesn’t work,’ she said blithely, ‘never has,’ and stabbed the accelerator.

‘You know what the trouble is with F14 jet fighters?’ he asked conversationally, as they went head to head with a truck.

‘No,’ she said, and twitched the steering wheel at the last possible moment to fishtail round the truck and spray an ultra-Orthodox Jewish male with dust. She twitched it again and they were barrelling between two buses. ‘What is the problem with F14s?’

‘F14s …’ he began calmly, watching the bus on the left loom ever larger in his peripheral vision, ‘… F14s …’ Swear to God, he thought, we’re now firmly attached to the side of bus number two.

‘You were saying?’

‘I was saying, they take off at such a lick that they’re out of Israeli air space before they can turn. Turn, for Chrissake, turn!’

She turned, taking a bright red swathe of paint from the side of the vehicle. ‘Language,’ she said reprovingly, easing back on the pedal so that they were merely hurtling.

‘Who the hell taught you to drive?’

‘What? You get taught?’

‘Pull over.’

They stepped onto the pavement, moved instinctively to the shadow of a shop awning and stood facing each other. As they talked, they performed a slow side-shuffle, turning full circle as they scanned over each other’s shoulder.

‘What’s the scene?’

‘Aqsa mosque. Call to dispatch. Lots of hysteria, imprecations, insults and threats.’

‘Upset, then?’

‘Somewhat. Time to move. Me first, you follow.’

He walked away and she scoped the human and vehicular traffic for pedestrian or drive-by threat. Nothing. He stopped, she walked. Same drill.

‘Coffee?’

‘Cappuccino.’

Inside, always inside, with their backs to the wall, facing the door.

‘So?’

‘Me in, you watch?’

‘What?’

‘Confucius him say woman detective wearing pants in mosque as welcome as fart in space suit.’

‘Big guy, hat, end of bar? Carrying.’

‘Ours.’

‘Oh.’

‘Go.’

Detective Avram toed his way out of his shoes and padded into the Aqsa mosque, picking up a skull-cap in the porch. He walked full-circle around the man crouched alone on a mulberry carpet, the amateur historian in him distracted by the Carrara marble columns donated by Mussolini and the painted ceiling courtesy of King Farouk. He also recalled reading of a deranged young man who had started a fire here in 1969 which had wrecked the Dome and reduced the pulpit to ashes. That focused him and he hunkered down beside the man on the carpet, flipping open his identity card. ‘I am the imam,’ the man whispered through ashen lips. A tendril of spittle dangled from his mouth and he wiped it away with a trembling hand, which he raised and pointed. Avram walked to the pillar and stepped round it. The head was resting on the floor. No blood-puddle, he registered, dead before delivery. He retraced his steps.

‘Tell me what to do.’

‘You are a Jew?’

‘Retired.’

‘Please, just take it away from here. If any members of my community should see this …’

‘Two things,’ the detective interrupted. ‘The first is I’ll get it away from here. The second is that you give your word to keep this secret.’

‘Our mosque has been desecrated and you—’

‘Listen, Imam. Last month it was the synagogue in Mea Shearim. That’s secret too. Just so you know it’s not about you.’

‘Who … who could do such a thing?’

‘I don’t know. Yet.’

The imam glanced at the shoeless feet and skull-cap.

‘You are Detective Avram.’

‘Yes.’

‘We have heard of you, a man of no faith who is fair to all faiths.’

‘Can you come to Police Headquarters tomorrow morning to make a statement?’

‘Yes.’

Avram peeled off his jacket as he walked to the pillar, bundled the head in the jacket and took it outside. A man pushing a broom across the far pavement paused to lean on the handle. The two detectives put their heads together so that their profiles bordered the frame. Click. The high-powered camera purred once and returned to the sweeper’s pocket.

‘Bomb?’

‘Head.’

‘Another? Shit.’

‘Language!’

The Island, Ireland

Fiona Flaherty watched the ferry pivot, almost on its axis, to nudge and snuggle at the pier. She nodded at Tess Duggan, who returned the gesture. No flies on Tess, she thought approvingly. Berth the boat first, meet and greet after.

She saw Tess wave to Iarla in the wheelhouse and smiled. God almighty, she reflected, teaching Iarla had been her greatest challenge in the schoolroom.

‘Iarla, where’s your homework?’

‘I must have left it on the boat, Miss.’

‘That’ll have them laughing on the mainland.’

‘True enough, Miss.’

Iarla had been terminally sunny, content in the knowledge that he had merely to survive school to join Tess on the boat. On dry land, he had an extra ankle and elbow, the classic unco-ordinated teenager. Her eyes tracked him now as he swung lightly from the wheelhouse door to join his sister, expertly looping a rope between thumb and elbow. Two flustered couples bumped their baggage down the gangplank and tottered along the pier.

‘Shouldn’t be allowed,’ one of the ladies remarked crossly, to no one in particular.

At last the cabin door opened and Michael Flaherty took a tentative step from the dark.

The light crept up from his feet to his face, and Fiona’s eyes registered and parsed the details. His shoes looked comfortable rather than clean, and his trousers were creased at the front as if cinched too tightly at the waist. The grey windcheater was puffed out and she wondered if he had gained weight, but then the wind eased and it collapsed to hang straight down from his shoulders. If he turned full circle it wouldn’t move, she thought, and a sob bubbled up in her throat. Her brother had always had high cheekbones, buttressing dark, almost Hispanic eyes, but she was struck now by how the dark half-moons beneath them stained the pallor of his face. She swallowed the sob and struggled for control.

‘Fi.’

Even the use of her pet name, she sensed, owed nothing to emotion. The Michael she had known possessed a deceptive physical stillness; deceptive because it masked a tightly wound energy. She had seen him move like a lithe animal across the littered floor of their brother Gabriel’s vandalised bedroom; a lithe and lethal animal. She had heard how her brother had hunted the killer Skald and put him in the water for others to finish. Now his eyes reflected the loss of vigour so evident in his body; their vacancy frightened her.

‘What does a brother have to do to get a hug around here?’ he said, and smiled.

That’s how people smile when they’ve been bereaved, she thought. People who are searching inside themselves for someone lost and are distracted by condolence. Michael, her champion throughout her motherless girlhood in a house of boys, felt insubstantial in her embrace.

‘Wait here,’ she said brusquely. ‘I’ll be back.’ It took all her self-control not to add, ‘And don’t stir,’ as if she was shepherding a little one.

‘You and Schwarzenegger.’ He lowered himself onto a bollard.
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‘Tommy, where’s the car?’

‘Tommy the Yank’, as he was known locally, shifted a toothpick expertly to the non-speaking corner of his mouth as his round face went through the agonisingly slow process of assimilating the question.

‘Why, back out yonder, t’other side of the pier, ma’am.’

Thirty-five years in the Bronx and he comes back sounding like John Wayne, she marvelled. ‘Too far,’ she said briskly, ‘bring it right up to the boat.’

Again, the toothpick did its slow, spiralling dance across his expensive American teeth.

‘Can’t rightly do that, ma’am,’ he drawled. ‘They got ordinances about vehicular traffic on this here—’

‘Shift yer arse,’ she snapped, and was pleased to see the toothpick fall from his slack mouth.

‘I’m on it.’

Fiona turned abruptly and came face to face with Tess.

‘You saw him, Tess?

‘I saw him.’

‘Jesus, he looks like—’

‘Fiona.’ Tess’ voice brought her up as short as if the other woman had shaken her shoulders. ‘Fiona,’ she continued, more gently, ‘get a hold of yourself, girl. Your brother’s been hurt and—’

‘I know that.’

‘No, listen to me now. He’s been hurt … inside. Do you follow?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘But nothing. Men come back from the sea without their fathers or brothers. I’ve seen it, you’ve seen it.’

Fiona nodded.

‘Women go mad,’ Tess continued. ‘They cry and tear their hair. Then they calm down and make arrangements. Men don’t do that because, well, they’re men. Then, all that stuff …’ She shook her head suddenly as if ridding her hair of water. ‘It can go bad and eat at them. Do you follow?’

‘I don’t know what to do, Tess.’

Tess rested a rough hand on her shoulder.

‘Don’t be doing anything, Fiona,’ she said quietly. ‘Just take him home and give him time … And now brace yourself, girl,’ she said smiling. ‘Tommy the Yank’s coming up behind you like a full moon in a fog.’
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They sat side by side in the back seat of Tommy’s Ford. ‘Hadda be Ford,’ Tommy told anyone in Finnegan’s pub who bothered to listen. ‘Best damn automobiles in the free world.’

‘How’s about them Japanese jobs, Tommy?’ someone would ask mischievously.

‘From the people who brought you Pearl Harbor,’ was always his solemn reply. The locals would return to their drinks, content in the knowledge that the salt-spiced Island air would eat the car out from under Tommy.

Fiona made the introductions, emphasising, for Michael’s benefit, that Tommy had arrived only a few months before.

‘Real glad to meet you, Padre,’ Tommy intoned, checking the rearview mirror for non-existent traffic. ‘You like a missionary?’

‘What?’

‘Nah, it’s just, if you don’t mind me sayin’ so, you look kinda tuckered out, just like my aunt Mary – Sister Agnes that is. Thirty years out yonder in Africa. Maybe you bumped into her some time? No, well, I guess it’s a big place.’

Michael was still enough of an Islander to recognise a man marooned between two cultures. Tommy had left the Island all those years ago for a country he didn’t know and returned all those years later to an equally mysterious one. Constant chatter was his way of keeping that reality at bay. He sensed Fiona tensing beside him and nudged her gently with his knee, relieved when he felt her relax. He looked out at the darkening Island and his own ghostly reflection echoed back, streaked occasionally by the lights of homes of a people he hardly knew any more. Me and you, Tommy, he mused, two of a kind. He rested his forehead against the cool glass and allowed Tommy’s slow drawl to lull him down to darkness.

Police Headquarters, Jerusalem

Inspector Samuel Bernstein plucked a memo from his pristine desk, read it, balled it and dropped it into the bin. Then, methodically, he did the same with all the others. ‘Keep a clean desk,’ the time-management expert had said. ‘Read everything once only and file it.’

Two out of three ain’t bad, Bernstein thought, and glared across the desk at the two whose actions had generated the memo-mountain.

‘So far,’ he huffed, ‘we have a complaint, attached to a bill, from the bus company, a truck driver claiming compensation for post-traumatic stress, a coffee shop tab left outstanding and—’

‘Mine was a cappuccino,’ Goldberg interrupted.

‘—and, a slew of complaints from various Muslim worshippers concerning a female officer wearing pants in the mosque forecourt.’

‘Confucius is never wrong,’ Avram remarked, with satisfaction.

The inspector pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger, concentrating on regulating his breathing. The man at the stress course had recommended this exercise. Avram and Goldberg, he concluded, were the unlikeliest of partners. The ex-paratrooper and the ex-New York cop and daughter of a Manhattan gold merchant were a match made in Hell. But – and there was always a but, as the director of the management-skills course had insisted – they worked. Worked, he thought, so far outside the box, to a different drummer, from a vantage of five hundred feet – and all the other damn clichés he remembered from all the other numb-ass courses he had attended – that they seemed to inhabit a parallel universe. And the imam had turned up this morning to make a perfectly ordinary statement and commend one of Bernstein’s detectives for his sensitivity. Signs and wonders, he thought.

‘What do we have?’ he asked.

‘Two heads,’ Avram responded promptly. ‘The first appeared a month ago in the Mea Shearim district, bloodless and burned. Cue panic and accusations.’

‘Accusations?’

‘Yes.’ Goldberg flipped a notebook. ‘In short, the ultra-Orthodox Jews attributed the insult and sacrilege to the Christian sects, the Muslims, Orthodox and Liberal Jews and the Israeli government.’

The inspector pinched his nose again.

‘And today’s offering?’

‘Bloodless and unburned head behind a pillar in the Aqsa mosque,’ Avram recounted. ‘The imam just wanted it out of there, but he was concerned about possible reactions from his community, should they find out.’

‘Will they find out?

‘No.’

A light blinked on the desk intercom. ‘Dr Yanov’s here from Pathology, sir.’

Bertha Yanov, ‘Bertha the Bag Lady’, as she was known to the police, tended always to have with her a plastic bag or two. In them she carried folders, documents and, sometimes, body parts. More than one police officer, attending an autopsy in Bertha’s department, had regretted leaving his lunch bag lying around. Inspector Bernstein kissed her on both cheeks and fussed her into a chair. As far as he was concerned, she might be on the slippery side of sixty and sartorially eccentric, but, in the realm of the dead, Bertha the Bag Lady had no equal.

‘Coffee, Bertha?’

She nodded.

‘And me,’ said Avram.

‘Cappuccino,’ added Goldberg.

Bernstein pressed the magic button and his secretary eventually materialised with a tray. ‘Sorry, we have no pastries,’ she mumbled.

‘I brought something,’ Bertha said, dipping into one of her bags. The others sighed with relief when she extracted a paper bag of biscuits.

‘What’s the story, Bertha?’ Bernstein asked, fortifying himself with a mouthful of biscuit against what he knew would be a lengthy reply.

‘Well,’ she began, ‘you all know about the Mea Shearim head, so to recap. We have a German national, male, forty-five years old, who lectures in medieval history at Tübingen. He was also widely published and something of a daytime-television darling. You know…’ She flipped some crumbs from her chest and affected a gushing interview tone, ‘And tell me, Doctor, is it true that the medieval tax-collectors of Laza in north-western Spain pursued the villagers with sticks and cowbells?’

‘Did they?’ Goldberg enquired from beneath a cappuccino moustache.

‘Please, Detective.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Well, they did,’ Bertha said. ‘Anyway, our Teutonic media star takes a month’s leave of absence from the university, flies to Tel Aviv and arrives in Jerusalem – the King David Hotel, to be exact. We have sightings of him in the Holy Places.’ She crooked two fingers at either side of her shaggy head to mime quotation marks and her proletarian disdain for such superstition. ‘Also at libraries, museums, archaeological sites et cetera, et cetera. Always the same question: “Where do I find the Tears of God?” Mean anything to anyone?’

They shook their heads.

‘Me neither,’ she said. ‘I have all the curators, museum directors and archaeologists on the lookout for anyone else asking about the Tears of God.’

‘Good work,’ Bernstein murmured.

Bertha waved a biscuit dismissively. ‘Computers, Samuel. They do have a limited usefulness.’

‘Still, it’s not the same as a carrier pigeon, is it?’ Avram offered. ‘Slow but endearing.’

‘And you could read the message and eat the courier,’ Goldberg added.

Bertha choked a little and coughed.

‘You two,’ she gasped.

‘So far, so nothing, Bertha,’ the inspector interjected.

‘Oh, ye of little faith,’ she shot back, and he relaxed in his chair.

‘Lead on, Maestro,’ he said magnanimously.

‘When I had … motivated those people in my department who think the aim of a university education is to equip one to Google, we dug a little deeper and, as the Americans say, whaddya know?’

‘What do you know, Bertha?’ asked Goldberg.

‘Patience, little one. Remember festina lente, hasten slowly. Which reminds me, have you found yourself a nice young man yet?’

‘Bertha, please,’ the inspector implored. ‘Before I retire, I’d like to have the information.’

‘Okay, okay,’ she grumbled. ‘We found our telegenic lecturer leaves his university mid-term, flies first class to Tel Aviv and comes on to Jerusalem by taxi.’

‘And you deduce what, Bertha?’

‘Money. Only big money could tempt such a person to risk his job. Only big money makes him fly first class and pay a monumental taxi fare to Jerusalem. There are perfectly good bus services from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.’ She sniffed.

‘Added to which, he stayed in the King David Hotel. Not cheap,’ the inspector remarked.

‘No?’

‘No.’

‘The King David was a pick-up point. CCTV footage shows him in the foyer drinking their ridiculously expensive coffee before he’s met by a young man and escorted outside to a car. We’re working on the stills but I don’t hold out much hope. The young man was wearing the flowing robe and headdress of an Arab, expensive enough to get him into the King David and yet obscure his face.’

‘And the car?’

‘Stolen and recycled. Dead end.’

It was an unfortunate choice of phrase and seemed to throw a pall on the room.

‘Any developments on the bo— I mean the head?’ Goldberg asked.

‘Yes.’ Bertha brightened visibly. What had gone before was good police work but basic textbook stuff. Pathology for Bertha was giving a voice to the dead and, with her skills, she could make them sing.

‘Well, we know the first head was burned before it was delivered,’ the inspector said.

‘Yes and no,’ Bertha replied enigmatically, dipping into a plastic bag for a file which she opened on her lap. Gravity tugged her spectacles to the tip of her nose.

‘Yes, it was burned, but not on a fire. Why destroy it when you want to flaunt it? I must confess to a macabre little secret,’ she said quietly, as she arranged a mess of papers into something resembling order. ‘I have more than a passing interest in that period. I mean the physical damage they managed to inflict on the human bo—’

‘Bertha!’ the inspector barked.

‘Well, anyway, I was intrigued by the damage, which was largely confined to the upper part of the cranium. A bit of old-fashioned abrasion revealed fibres that looked like human hair, but not under the microscope.’ She tipped her spectacles back to the bridge of her nose and looked up. ‘Feathers, my friends. Hans Koenig was tarred and feathered. His head wore a pitch-cap when it was removed from his shoulders with a two-handed broadsword. I won’t bore you with the science but it’ll stand up to scrutiny. Also, the Jerusalem Museum and its curator have been immensely helpful.’

‘And the most recent head?’ Goldberg prompted.

‘Same sword, no pitch-cap. But we must retrace the second victim’s steps and look for similarities. Peter Johnson, archaeologist at the British Museum in London, takes a leave of absence from a dig he was supervising outside Istanbul and flies to Tel Aviv. The rest you can guess. But his final resting place is a mosque. Not just any mosque but the second most sacred Muslim shrine in Jerusalem. Now, my young friends,’ she said, looking at Avram and Goldberg, ‘crank up your brains and hypothesise.’

Avram began, ‘Two academics specialising in medieval times … I’m guessing the Istanbul site was medieval?’

‘Correct. Continue.’

‘Okay, two scholars quit their posts mid-term and mid-dig, which would suggest an incentive, a significant one, that includes first-class travel along the way and a meeting with someone who spirits them whither we know not.’

Goldberg picked up the baton. ‘They both trawl through places that record or contain documents or objects pertinent to their area of expertise.’

‘Such language. You must write my next submission for funding,’ Bertha said admiringly, and Goldberg blushed.

‘Questions so far are,’ said Avram, ticking them off on his fingers, ‘who in Jerusalem has that kind of money? What are these Tears of God they’re searching for? Let’s accept it was something from the medieval period.’

‘It’s a safe guess,’ Bertha agreed. ‘Onward.’

‘They both turn up headless, courtesy of the same weapon, a broadsword,’ Goldberg said, ‘and in religious shrines where they’re likely to cause suspicion that other religions may have been involved.’

‘Very good.’

‘What kind of madman are we looking for, Bertha?’ the inspector asked wearily.

Now it was her turn to tick off the answers on her fingers.

‘Rich, and obsessed with the medieval period. This man needs experts to trawl for something he wants. When they don’t find it, he tortures and kills them in a medieval fashion and uses their body parts to insult or incite. I think he must be a Christian, a Western European Christian. He has access to medieval weapons and instruments of torture and knows how to use them. Cutting off a head with a two-handed broadsword is not easy, so we must also accept that he has a powerful physique. And, finally, he has a servant or servants who are in on the deal.’

She looked suddenly tired. ‘And he is here,’ she said bleakly. And he will kill again and again.’

‘A serial killer.’ The inspector groaned.

‘Yes, old friend,’ she answered, ‘a serial killer who will continue to kill until he finds what he’s looking for, and even then …’

She let the unthinkable settle in their minds until she was ready to go on.

‘He is someone who wishes to promote hatred between the different faiths in Jerusalem. I’ll leave you copies of my report.’ She sighed. ‘If we turn up anything new, I’ll inform you. I’m sorry, my dears,’ she said, addressing the two detectives, ‘I wish I could be more helpful.’

Bertha fussed with her plastic bags as the inspector held the door. ‘Be careful,’ she said, when she was ready to leave. ‘You young people imagine you’re immortal.’

The Island, Ireland

It took him a moment to orient himself and unclench his taut body. Beside him, Fiona seemed to have absorbed some of his tension, watching him from the corner of her eye, her hand squeezing his elbow. Tommy was still in full flow: ‘Golly, when Auntie Mary, that’s Sister Agnes, came back from the missions, she was, I dunno, like someone sucked dry. Kinda yella, ye know?’

There was an awkward pause while he parked the car at the end of the lane that led to the Flaherty house. He plucked the small bag from the boot, weighing it in his hand, nodding to himself, as if it confirmed some theory he had conceived about emaciated Irish missionaries.

‘Savin’ your presence, Padre,’ he muttered, as he handed it to Michael. ‘I guess I tend to shoot my mouth off.’

‘What’s the damage, Tommy?’ Fi interposed briskly, rummaging in her shoulder bag.

The round-faced man in the too-bright jacket shifted his feet awkwardly.

‘Aw, hell, sweetheart,’ he said shyly, ‘it’s been a privilege having you folks.’ He rolled back behind the wheel and flashed the headlights in farewell.

‘That fella could talk for Ireland,’ Fi said, as they leaned into the hill.

‘He does, Fi,’ Michael replied drily.

He held out his hand and his sister took it, as she had always done years before. ‘Well, sis,’ he said gruffly, ‘what say you and me jest mosey on up thar to the old homestead and have us a cup of tea?’

‘John Wayne never drank tea.’

‘The hell he didn’t. He drank gallons of it in The Quiet Man.’

They were still hand in hand and bantering when they arrived at the front door. Michael stood aside to let her pass through, then hunted for the red twinkle of Tommy’s tail-lights and watched them weave towards the glow of the village until they disappeared. He was still standing there when his sister joined him in the spill of light from the cottage door. ‘Is there something out there, Michael?’ she asked.

‘No, Fi. Nothing at all.’ Not yet, he thought. Not yet.

Washington University

‘Coprolalia!’

That was the word. James J. Ford, President of the University of Washington, sat back in his plush office chair and allowed himself a congratulatory swivel. Coprolalia, he had discovered, was an affliction that compelled sufferers to articulate whatever came into their minds. They couldn’t help themselves, the article in the New Scientist claimed. Just had to say it, whatever the circumstances, and damn the consequences. Well, he concluded grimly, pressing a button on his desk, Professor John Hancock of this university had said it in the worst possible circumstances and would be apprised of the consequences. He would help it, by God, or feel the wrath of the board. A small man, Ford wondered if he should ratchet his chair up another inch or so in preparation for the encounter. Before he could decide, the door opened and his secretary, Marjorie, ushered Professor Hancock into his presence.

Ford’s wife had once remarked, rather breathlessly, he’d thought, that the new professor of hydrology reminded her of someone called Jones. Indiana Jones, if his memory served him right. Hancock, he noticed, had the largest hands he had ever seen. The palm he offered to be shaken was cross-hatched with small white scars, like little white worms writhing under the black wiry hair that bushed from the man’s shirt cuff. Ford withdrew his hand as quickly as possible and gestured for the younger man to sit. Even seated, Hancock still towered over his employer and Ford found himself looking up at a tanned, craggy face and the most disconcertingly direct stare. He cleared his throat nervously.

‘Want a glass of water?’ Hancock asked, nodding at the carafe on the desk.

‘No, thank you,’ Ford replied automatically, and was even more discomfited to realise that he was discomfited. Damnit to hell, he was the university president and this young whippersnapper had better … He took a deep breath and began. ‘Professor Hancock, I thought we might …’

At that point he made the mistake of looking up and his train of thought was promptly derailed by the other’s intense gaze. Images of snakes and mongooses, rabbits and headlights all flashed through his brain as his mouth worked valiantly to salvage the interview.

‘Eh, that is …’

‘Let me help you out here, sir,’ Hancock said, leaning forward to fill a glass with water from the carafe. ‘I had some politicians come swanning into my department last Thursday.’ He handed the glass to Ford, who grasped it and held it protectively in both hands.

‘Those politicians,’ Ford managed to splutter, ‘were senators from Capitol Hill and—’

‘Yep,’ Hancock agreed, ‘that’s where they came from, all right, and that’s where I sent them packing.’

‘Good God, man, you can’t do that.’

‘Why not?’

Ford struggled for some measure of composure, wishing to Christ he’d lowered the damned chair so that he could feel terra firma under his feet.

‘Professor Hancock,’ he began gently, as if he was speaking to a child. A very large child, as it happened, whose gaze seemed to bore holes in his skull. He looked away and tried again.

‘Professor Hancock, these … politicians, if you will, are extremely influential people who sit on the Environmental Policy Group. As I’m sure you’re aware, this group has a research budget of some two hundred million dollars. Now, I and members of the university board have spent months lobbying—’

‘Sir.’ Hancock held up a huge hand, like a traffic cop at an intersection. Ford came dutifully to a halt, his mouth still open.

‘Sir, I know who they are and what their budget is. As for research, we’ve already done the damn research.’ Hancock stood up and leaned those enormous hands, now fists, on the polished acreage of the president’s desk.

‘Do you know that for every day those jerks sit drinking bottled water in their ivory tower and playing political poker with their budget, New Yorkers will draw more than one and a half billion gallons of water from a system with more leaks than the halls these numbskulls inhabit?’

He plucked the glass from the president’s nerveless fingers and held it up before him. ‘One and a half billion gallons,’ he said slowly. He dipped his finger into the water and raised it until a single drop formed on the tip.

‘This is the water they actually need, just two gallons per person for drinking and cooking. Meanwhile,’ he flicked his finger, and Ford watched the trajectory of the drop until it splashed on the Great Plains of his desk, ‘every year, more than ten million people die of waterborne diseases. I told that jumped-up collection of jackasses, who presumed to disrupt the work of my department because they were too damned self-important to make an appointment, that we need responses not research. I told them the world is slowly dying of thirst and I told them where they could shove their two hundred million dollars.’

I’m going to die, Ford thought. I can’t breathe and this red-faced, hairy giant is the last thing I shall ever see on this earth.

The phone buzzed. In a daze, he lifted the receiver. ‘Yes,’ he managed to wheeze. John Hancock held him in that mesmerising gaze as the few remaining cells in his brain tried to process what he was hearing. He watched as Ford slipped from the chair and used one trembling hand to steady himself against the desk. ‘It’s for you,’ Ford whispered. ‘The White House,’ he added reverently.

Calmly, Hancock reached across and took the receiver from him.

‘Hancock … Yes. I see. Tuesday at ten in the Oval Office with the president and the cabinet. I have a faculty meeting at nine, so let’s say ten thirty … Yes, that’s what I said. Thank you.’

He placed the receiver firmly in its cradle and the glass of water in Ford’s hand. ‘Better drink that while you can,’ he said darkly, and let himself out.

Slowly, President James J. Ford became aware of his surroundings. He registered that his secretary, Marjorie, was standing just inside his office door wearing a peculiar expression.

‘He took a call from the White House,’ he said tonelessly.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘They wanted him for a ten o’clock meeting in the Oval Office with the president and the cabinet.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘He said … he said he had a faculty meeting at nine and he’d come at ten thirty.’

‘Yes, sir.’

John Ford felt light-headed. He knew he had just recounted a series of events as incredible and alien to him as crop circles and Roswell and … Try as he might, he couldn’t complete the analogy. After a long moment, he asked, ‘Who is Indiana Jones?’

For the first time since this surreal conversation had begun, Marjorie’s peculiar look was replaced with something like her usual expression.

‘Oh, you think so too,’ she breathed.

The White House, Washington DC

The African-American sitting behind the desk in the Oval Office looked up and smiled. ‘My fellow Americans,’ he began, ‘they said it was a fantasy but, as you can see for yourselves, it’s a fact. They said, “Not in our lifetime,” but, hey, it’s come to pass in your days and you will recount to your children how the dream became a reality as they will to their children.’

He paused and looked at the man sitting quietly by the door, reading a book.

‘Maybe “hey” is a bit too folksy? Whaddya think?’

‘A smidgin,’ the man replied, without taking his eyes from the page.

‘Smidgin? What kinda damn-fool word is that? No, don’t tell me. It’s a pigeon that got run over by a truck. Maybe it’s a …’

The other man pressed his free hand to his ear, flipping the book closed, one-handed, and slipping it into his jacket pocket.

‘Code?’ he enquired politely. ‘Correct, proceed.’ He stood up and walked to one side of the double doors.

‘Incoming,’ he said calmly. ‘Ten seconds.’

Joshua Harley, special agent, White House security detail, made it from the desk to the door in three. It took a further six seconds for him to normalise his breathing and heart rate. At a nod from his partner, they swung the double doors inwards.

‘Good morning, gentlemen.’

‘Morning, Ms President.’

That particular title had been the subject of the first wager of the new presidency between the two agents who were serving their third commander-in-chief.

‘It’s gotta be Mrs President,’ Joshua had declared.

‘So whaddya call the Queen of England?’ Harry Grant had countered. ‘Mrs King?’

‘The lady’s married, Harry.’

‘I gotta twenty saying it’s Ms.’

Joshua had lost that one but now ventured a smile of triumph as the president strode around the desk to sit in the chair. Ellen Radford was wearing a classic black jacket and trousers over a plain white blouse. No jewellery. Joshua had bet on a formal outfit for her first meeting with ‘The Coven’; the scarily intense men and woman who made up her inner circle.

‘Everything in order, gentlemen?’

‘Yes, Ms President,’ they chorused dutifully.

As she gave her attention to the papers on her desk, Joshua remembered his first meeting with the new president. He had drawn the short straw, which meant he had had to give the security lecture. Mid-spiel, she had interrupted.

‘You just might recall that I’ve lived here for a time?’

He nodded.

‘I’ve been in and out of this office a thousand times, Special Agent, so maybe we can move on?’

Joshua Harley felt again that bad feeling in the pit of his stomach as he rewound, from memory, the remainder of their conversation.

‘I have a question for you, Special Agent,’ she had said, raising her eyes from her papers and locking them on Harley. Remember, he had reminded himself, you are obliged, should the circumstance arise, to take a bullet for this woman. But not bullshit. That thought had straightened his spine and allowed him look into those pale, unblinking eyes.

‘How do you and Special Agent Grant know when I’m coming to the Oval Office?’ she had asked.

Even now, his feet shifted uncomfortably at the memory.

‘We always know in advance, ma’am. We get a coded call from the agent at the turn of the hallway. Eh, it’s like ten seconds.’

‘Was it the same procedure when I … before I was elected president?’

Ground, Joshua remembered thinking, if you ever gonna swallow me, now would be good.

‘Yes, Ms President.’

Ellen Radford’s eyes had set his free for a few moments and wandered over some internal landscape.

‘You mentioned a code,’ she had said absently. ‘What was mine?’

‘Codes can change every day, Ms President.’

Some of the old steel had crept back into her eyes and voice.

‘You haven’t answered my question.’

Damn you, Ground, Joshua had thought. ‘‘Chickenhawk’, Ms President.’

‘That explains a—’

She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. ‘That makes a certain kind of sense,’ she said. ‘Thank you, Special Agent … Harley, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Ms President. Joshua Harley.’

Her eyes swept around the room.

‘We need another chair. Could one of you gentlemen oblige?’

‘I’m on it,’ Grant said quickly, and eased into the corridor.

She waited until the door had closed behind him.

‘While we have a moment alone, Special Agent Joshua Harley …’

‘Yes, Ms President.’

‘During my husband’s presidency, there was quite a lot of speculation in Washington that he was keeping this chair warm for me. I never needed any man to do that then and I sure as heck don’t need it now. Understood?’

Harley nodded dumbly, trying to keep his eyes fastened on a point about four inches above her head.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘That will be all.’

He felt drained and picked his steps carefully across the carpet in time to swing the doors open and allow Grant to manoeuvre a delicate chair to join the crescent of others before the desk. The president looked critically at it.

‘That one’s an heirloom,’ she declared, ‘goes all the way back to the Roosevelt era. If anything happened to it, Eleanor’d be haunting my dreams and I wouldn’t want that.’

Grant looked appraisingly at the chair, then lowered his impressive bulk onto it. It creaked and shifted slightly, but held.

‘QED,’ the president remarked.

‘ Quod erat demonstrandum indeed, Ms President,’ Grant concurred.

The president’s left eyebrow arched to join the other.
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She allowed herself a small smile as the door closed behind the two men. So, she thought, Special Agent Joshua Harley aspires to oust me, if only from my chair, and Special Agent Harry Grant quotes the Latin footnote at the end of every mathematical proof – ‘that which was to be shown’. Unlike the book he had almost concealed in his jacket pocket, of course. Impressive. And would Mother have been impressed to see her daughter here? she wondered. No, she concluded, Mother would have expected it. ‘Why not?’ had been her mantra whenever she herself had expressed misgivings. She got up from her chair and walked to the window that framed the Washington Obelisk. In the early morning light, it looked like a cold stiletto shoved up through the heart of the city. She remembered reading that Eleanor Roosevelt had always said she found it ‘deeply comforting’. Gives me the creeps, the woman at the window thought, like some damn inverted Sword of Damocles. Automatically, she rubbed her upper arms and repeated a mantra of her own – it had kept her focused and steady during the election, the delegate-selection conference and the blizzard of caucuses before. ‘I have fought the good fight,’ she whispered. ‘I have run the race and won the prize.’

She smiled ruefully as her mother’s voice echoed in her head. A prize is a gate, Ellen. It’s something you go through to achieve something else, not an end in itself.’

Thank you, Mother. Yep, there was never a silver lining but Mother could produce a cloud.

Her mood improved when she thought of Special Agent Joshua Harley’s butt, so lately vacating her chair. Yeah, her goddamn chair.

The door cracked open, interrupting her reverie, and she frowned until the grizzled head of Senator Henry Melly poked through the gap.

‘You still pinchin’ yourself?’ he asked, in a Southern drawl drizzled with molasses.

‘Yep. Cinderella’s at the ball and midnight is still a world away.’

Her political mentor and confidant grinned wolfishly.

‘The sheep and the goats await without,’ he whispered.

‘Which is which?’

‘You the shepherd now, Ms President,’ he said. ‘Ah’m jest the dawg.’

‘Go fetch, Henry,’ she said, and sat up straight.
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Casper Benson III entered first, as she had known he would. Henry Melly had waxed moodily eloquent about him at their tête-à-tête before the meeting.

‘Calls himself Benson the Third. I knew the first and second, honey, and it causes me to question the omniscience of the Almighty. Heck, He’d already struck out twice and now He comes up to bat, spits on His hands and takes another swing. Likes to say he comes from old money, which means inherited rather than earned.’

The old man had looked in his glass for inspiration before draining the bourbon. ‘Think Hoover with his brains spliced to McCarthy’s paranoia and you’ve got Benson the Third. Course, his staffers sure like funnin’ bout him. Call him Benson the Turd when they a few beers south of sense, always lookin’ darkly over their shoulders, makin’ like someone might be listenin’. When it comes to Benson, there’s always someone listenin’. You heah me, Ellen?’

‘I hear you, Henry. And I’m his third turn at bat.’

‘Yep. Been super-spook to President Day before you and your … and the previous president. Benson’s got previous, as the ole cons like to say – Kuwait, Afghanistan, Iraq. Some say Gaza and Beirut as well. Word on the Hill was that he had some dealings south of the border, way south, if you get my drift. Same word has it that some disappointed general thought to up his profile and his offshore accounts by pokin’ a covert operation in among the powder families, run by some deranged major and his psychopathic sidekick. So far so humdrum. Drug lords killin’ drug lords don’t matter lickety-spit to anyone in Washington. But …’

‘There’s always a but, isn’t there, Henry?’

‘Ain’t that the truth, honey? Now, listen up. From here on in we’re movin’ beyond this kind of everyday fiction into fantasy. Someone way up the chain of command gets cold feet and sends a dawg to catch a dawg.’

‘Lost you on the first dawg, Henry.’

‘Okay, let’s jest check the perimeter. This place checked reg’lar for bugs?’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Henry—’

‘Ellen!’

‘Yes?’

‘This is strictly need to know.’

‘If I’m to inherit Benson and all his works and pomps, I need to know.’

‘Yes, I guess you do. But, once you know, you know.’

‘You’re being gnomic again, Henry.’

He raised his index finger.

‘If you know, you can never say you don’t know.’

‘Okay.’

‘No, it’s not okay, Ms President. It’s bigger than okay. This is resignation, maybe indictment territory. This is Richard Milhous Oh-no-I-didn’t-oh-yes-I-did, so-long-it’s-bin-good-ta-know-ya.’

Before she could protest, he raised a second finger.

‘And,’ he continued, ‘you can never tell anybody.’

‘That’s unnecessary, Senator,’ she said stiffly.

‘No, it ain’t, for two reasons. A secret is something known by one person. If you tell someone and they tell someone and that someone tells someone else who tells someone linked to this whole caboodle—’

‘Get to the goddamn point, Henry.’

‘The goddamn point is that those people can’t leave you breathing.’

Ellen Radford reared back in her chair and lifted her fringe away from her eyes. She shook her head and laughed harshly.

‘Are you telling me …? I’m the President of the United States! You can’t believe that someone would actually—’

‘Wake up and smell the horseshit, Ms President,’ he said. ‘You find somethin’ in your oath of office that grants you immunity or immortality? In your lifetime,’ he continued grimly, ‘one President of the United States got himself shot dead and one got seriously wounded. Add one wounded pope and a serious attempt on the new guy. Add any number of heads of state throughout the world, including that lady who was leader of the opposition in her own country and—’

‘I get the point, Henry. No need to stab me with it.’

‘Good. Now you gotta decide if you want to hear the rest of the story.’

Ellen Radford placed her palms on the table. It was a gesture he recognised and he nodded approvingly.

‘Tell the story,’ she said.

‘All righty. Let’s bring you up to speed. So far we’ve got an illegal military force, under a mad major and his clone, causing mayhem among the cartels.’

‘Tell me it gets better, Henry.’

‘No, ma’am – well, not a whole bunch, dependin’ on your point of view. Someone in army high command got wind of the operation and—’

‘Sent a dawg to catch a dawg, whatever that means,’ she added, waving her hand at him to go on.

‘It means they sent in another covert military unit.’

‘Christ, how many of these are there?’

‘These days? More’n you have fingers and toes to count with. Now hush up and pay heed. They sent this unit in to search and destroy – no bodies, tags, traces or scandal. No South American ambassador thumpin’ the desk with his shoe at the UN.’

‘That was the Soviet Union, Henry.’

‘Same difference and don’t tell yo grandpa how to suck eggs.’

‘Did they kill them all?’

‘Depends who you mean by “them”. Ya see, the hunters became the hunted. Of the second unit only one boy came home alive. The first team got back to pay-offs and demob. They were killed in an air crash, except two.’

‘The major and his sidekick.’

‘On the money, honey. Now, the Lords of Darkness who planned this mess of pottage got a problem.’

‘The survivor from the second unit.’

‘Yep again. Let’s cut to the chase. A US agent organised a sanction on the major.’

‘Say “killed”, Henry.’

‘Okay, killed, with a little help from a submarine.’

‘Naturally,’ she said. ‘And the psychopathic sidekick clone?’

‘Also dead. And the general who ate his gun. And, to make a long story even longer, the Powers of Light decided to let the survivor run free.’

‘They took a hell of a gamble. What would stop him finding his very own Woodward or Bernstein?’

‘They had assurances. And …’

‘And?’

‘They staked him out like a tethered goat, to draw any leftover badasses from the undergrowth.’

‘Hell of a deal for a hero. So you think Benson could have been pulling the strings on this puppet show?’

‘I think it’s highly unlikely that the head of the CIA wasn’t aware of what was going down.’

‘You’re not at a Congressional hearing, Henry.’

‘Not yet, Ellen, not yet.’

‘Should I fire him?’

‘Well, on the one hand—’

‘Henry, if I’d needed a one-handed adviser I’d have hired one.’

‘Touché. Then the answer is no. You don’t have proof. Also, it’s a mighty controversial move for a new president. Furthermore, you know what Johnson said about appointing Bobby Kennedy as attorney general. Better to have him inside the tent pissin’ out …’

‘Than outside the tent pissin’ in.’

‘You and I must live in the real world, Ellen. Camelot was always an aspiration – knights in shining armour are kinda thin on the ground in Washington.’

‘Since we’re on a roll of clichés here, Henry, aren’t you forgetting about those who lie down with dogs?’

‘Lyin’ down with dogs can save your life in a blizzard, Ms President. Remember that, and the fleas can be a small price to pay.’

‘I’ll remember.’

President Ellen Radford surfaced from her reverie to find the head of the CIA watching her carefully. He granted her the slightest inclination of his balding head. She ran her eyes over his razor-thin frame in the funereal black suit he seemed to wear all day, every day. It provided a sombre backdrop for the alabaster hands and face, topped with heavy-lidded black eyes under bushy brows. Black is the absence of colour, she reminded herself. It’s nature’s gift to panthers and other nocturnal hunters, most appropriate for the high priest of the CIA.

Her gaze shifted to Ephrem Isaacson from Treasury: mid-thirties, saturnine and smart, as only a Harvard summa cum laude in economics could be. Sharp enough to cut himself, his opponents hoped. Or sharp enough to cut through the mountain of gobbledegook the chiefs of the armed forces were already shovelling across her desk, demanding billions. The Middle East experts were still howling at her appointment of a Jew to such a powerful position in her cabinet.

‘Let them bay at the moon. He’ll see right through any flim-flam from Tel Aviv’ had been Senator Henry Melly’s advice.

‘But what about Tehran and Riyadh?’ she had countered.

‘You got a counterweight,’ her mentor had answered smugly, ‘a yang to his yin.’

She switched her attention to Melly’s yang. Laila Achmed cut a diminutive and graceful figure between the CIA and Treasury representatives. Lebanese by birth and liberal Muslim by conviction, she had been plucked by Ellen Radford from academia and appointed secretary of state. The president, trusting in the Southern senator’s political nous, hoped the hyper-intelligent and articulate woman would balance her team and make some headway in the morass of the Middle East.

She watched the little dance of protocol as the newcomers hovered uncertainly until Casper Benson folded himself into the chair at the centre of the crescent. Immediately, he reversed his chair a few inches, siting it slightly to the rear of the others. Isaacson and Laila Achmed promptly took point positions on either side. Melly slumped in the chair marooned by Benson’s rearward shift, but not before angling it so that Casper ‘the Ghost’ was side-on rather than behind him.

So, this is how the pieces fall, the president mused. The fractious siblings of the one God sit opposed while the Ghost who would be God hovers over all. And good ole Henry, she noted admiringly, much too canny to have the CIA breathing down his neck, breaks the line.

She placed her hands on the blotter. JFK, she remembered reading, had suffered from nervous hands and would hide their trembling under the podium when he came to speak in public. Pope Pius XII, the same author propounded, had had something of a hand fetish and liked to flap them around when speaking, as if he was conducting some angelic choir. Ellen Radford was the daughter of a devout Methodist who had habitually laid her palms and her cards on the table. Time to deal, she decided.

‘The decisions arrived at in this room will affect our country for better or for worse. We can decide only according to the facts before us and act according to our collective abilities.’

She paused to read their body language. Benson sat, cold and immobile, as if carved from stone. Isaacson already looked bored and Laila seemed mildly disappointed. Okay. So far so trite, she thought. Time for Chickenhawk to ruffle some feathers.

‘The two important words are ‘collective’ and ‘facts’,’ she resumed. ‘If it hasn’t already happened, you will most certainly be lobbied by powerful interests from outside and inside this administration. That’s to be expected in a democracy. But a democracy is where the people elect someone to decide and act on their behalf. Senator Melly and I are the only elected people in this room. Our remit is to represent the collective. Those of you I have appointed, or inherited,’ she angled her head in Benson’s direction, ‘may listen to any and all groups but will advise me only on the basis of what is best for the people of the United States. Should I sense, or hear, that anyone in this room is marching to any other drummer, I will confront you with it. Once. Once will be regarded as an indiscretion. Two strikes and you’re out.’

She paused again to scan the group. Isaacson and Laila Achmed were now angled away from her into two different corners. Benson sat rigid in his chair, wearing the righteous expression of a dormitory monitor hearing the rules of the frat house read out to potentially unruly freshmen. Melly, she was pleased to see, was covertly scanning left and right.

‘With regard to facts,’ she continued, ‘the millstones of God and Washington grind exceedingly fine. Too often, what arrives in this office has been processed of all the fibre of truth and flavoured to the perceived taste of the incumbent. From you, I expect the facts of any given situation, raw and rendered down to intelligible pieces. As President Jimmy Carter once wrote in a memo to his White House staff, “In future, all memos to the President are to be in English.” If you can’t say it simply, then you don’t know it. Furthermore, I like to see things coming down the line rather than, post factum, trying to hold the line or shore it up. If you, or your people, screw up, you ’fess up. That being so, I’ll go to bat for you to the best of my ability. Nobody gets fired just for getting it wrong. Thus endeth the lesson,’ she said briskly. ‘And now to business. I’d like each of you to give a thumbnail sketch of your departmental priorities so that everyone is up to speed on the overall picture. Over the next few days I’ll meet with each of you individually. Ephrem, the floor is yours.’

For the next two hours, Ellen Radford listened attentively and took notes, interrupting occasionally to ask for clarification. At the end of each contribution, she fed back an outline of what had been presented, allowing the speaker to add to or amend her perceptions. The lines at the corners of her mouth deepened as domestic and international crises seemed to suck the oxygen from the room. Unsurprisingly, Benson spoke last and longest. He had switched from righteous-monitor to bored-professor mode, with all the linguistic and facial tics of someone who had done it all before and was no longer pushing for tenure. The president resisted the impulse to let her eyelids or her guard drop, and divided her note-taking under various headings to help her think laterally and stay awake. Only Henry Melly was excused the briefing exercise. As her political eyes and ears, he would assimilate and break it all down later into its political significance.

‘Thank you, all,’ she said finally, shuffling her notes into a folder on her desk and placing it carefully to the left of the blotter. A place for everything and for everything a place. Thank you, Mother, but not right now.

‘I suggest we powder our noses and bring some coffee and pastries back.’

Their surprised expressions caused her to add, ‘Perhaps I should have mentioned it before. I’ve decided to invite particular experts, from outside the usual circles, to give us brief updates on topics allied to our concerns. One per meeting, actually. They get to talk and we get to ask. That’s it, folks.’ She rose from her chair.

The others stood until she had passed through the double doors, then filed out in her wake. Senator Melly brought up the rear, close enough to the CIA chief to hear his remark to Laila Achmed: ‘That was a particularly cogent précis, my dear.’

The diminutive Secretary of State turned to look up at Benson.

‘I thought it would save you reading the full report delivered to your office three days ago,’ she said sweetly. ‘And it’s Ms Secretary.’

Go on, lady, spook the spook, the senator thought happily, and wisely kept that admonition to himself.

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Jerusalem

The Father Guardian prayed for patience and ached for a drink. It had been a mistake to grant yet another audience to Brother Werner who could bore for Bavaria. Today’s topic was the hundred and one things Werner had to say about the deficiencies of the Franciscans in general and Father Guardian in particular. His superior asked himself why the man had ever joined the order founded by a medieval Umbrian jongleur who had given away all his money and clothes and danced naked to the glory of God. He tried to imagine Werner following in the ecstatic footsteps of the founder, which brought on a fit of coughing. Instead, he allowed his features to harden into an expression of sincere sympathy and let his mind wander. Today’s fugue, he decided, would be dedicated to the unlikely vocation of himself, Tim Conway, currently known as the Father Guardian of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

Tim Conway was Bronx born and bred. He was the classic local boy made good, educated by the Jesuits at Fordham High, thanks to the updraught of a scholarship. They had tried to make the best of it when their star pupil declared an interest in the Franciscans.

‘But you have a good mind, Timothy. You could go far in the Church.’

He had taken this to mean the Jesuits were the high-fliers in terms of intelligence and job opportunities. The Franciscans, by contrast, were strictly economy class.

Ma had been vaguely supportive.

‘That’s nice, sweetheart, if it’s really what you want. But Father Xavier says you could go to the Jesuit College, ya know. He says you got ability.’

His father, Tom, a bus driver in Queens, had been typically trenchant. ‘Ya wanna wear a brown skirt for the rest of your life? Think I’ve been slavin’ all those years to put you with the Jesuits and you go fartin’ off to the Franciscans? Know how much it costs to keep you in Jesuit school?’

‘I’ve got a scholarship, Pa.’

‘Yeah, the scholarship. Does it put clothes on yer back ’n’ food in yer belly and books in yer bag? My ass. I say if ya wanna be a sky-pilot, fly jets not props. Step up to the plate with the best and show ’em what a workin’ man’s son can do. This is America, son, land of opportunity, movers and shakers, ya know.’

That had been round one; a fast and furious flurry of punches. Round two was marginally more subtle.

‘Okay, so if ya don’t want to be a Jesuit, why the hell can’t ya be a reg’lar priest here in New York? Your ma would like that.’

Roll with the punches, he’d told himself, he’ll tire. And, sure enough, the old man came around to at least a level of tolerance. Not that he ever admitted that, oh, no – he was Irish, after all. Any change of mind would have to be camouflaged in a story. They were sitting on the stoop outside the little house they had bought before the high-rises moved in next door. ‘Did I ever tell ya the story ’bout the Jesuits and the chicken farmer?’

‘Many times, Pa.’

‘You’re not too big for a strappin’, so mind your lip. Anyways, this chicken farmer gets a visit from two Jesuits. They like to hunt in pairs, ya know. So the farmer serves up two cocks for dinner and them Jesuits suck the meat right off the bone. Sure I haven’t told ya this one?’

‘Yes, Pa.’

‘After dinner they go for a stroll outside and they see the rooster crowin’ for all he’s worth on a fence post. “That’s a proud bird,” one of the Jesuits says. And the farmer says, “Why wouldn’t he be proud? He’s got two sons in the Jesuits.”’

Most of his memories of Pa were of a man disappearing early every morning and reappearing late each evening, his fingers still curled from the steering wheel. He couldn’t recall him ever coming to a ball game or PTA meeting; that was strictly Ma territory. She had badgered Tom into a suit and tie for Tim’s graduation at Fordham High, where he had sat folded in on himself shooting his eyes left and right as if he was checking side mirrors for cops or bikers. Never said, ‘Way to go,’ or ‘Well done,’ or any damn thing when his son came walking back from the dais with the gold medal. High fives were as alien to Tom Conway as Nazi salutes. Next day, Tim had been mooching around the house, book in hand, grazing from the refrigerator, when the old man had appeared unexpectedly in the kitchen.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Takin’ her back to the depot.’

Tim Conway had sat up front in the empty bus, mesmerised by the narrative flow of the normally taciturn man.

‘White Plains. Ya see that old lady, pushin’ the stroller? That’s just what she is, a pusher. No baby in that buggy, boy. Don’t sell to little ones, though, I give her that. Very religious woman. Bronx Parkway. Guy in the work boots outside the Shamrock Bar? Been in construction for twenty years. Married to the bottle. Every two years, like clockwork, gets sobered up and goes home to Ireland. Presents for everyone, tab at the local bar, hired car, the whole nine yards. Comes back to the buildin’ and the bottle till the next time. Bronx Zoo. Big guy in the Knicks windcheater, by the gate? Bang-bang man for the Salvatore family. More years behind bars than half the goddamn animals inside.’

And so it went on all the way to the depot, a tour guide who stripped away the façade of a place Tim had thought he knew and revealed the acuity, humour and compassion of a man he had never known.

The depot locker room was a hubbub of men changing out of drab brown uniforms into uniform chinos and plaid shirts.

‘Busy in Queens, Tom?’

‘Madhouse – gets worse by the day.’

‘This your boy? Guys, come on over here – we got a celebrity.’

Within seconds, Tim’s shoulder was sore from congratulatory punches.

‘Yer pa tells me ya done good, son, gold medal ’n’ all, wow.’

‘So what do sonny come lousy mean anyways?’

He was saved the embarrassment of explaining summa cum laude by a huge man with hams for hands.

‘Yo, hoop-man. Six slam dunks in the final game, my man.’

What winded him totally was that these guys knew. They knew about every test, honours list and basketball tournament.

‘Good boy ya got there,Tom. Respectful, ya know.’

‘Takes after his ma.’

It was so typically Irish, Tim thought, the compliment for the son and the affection for his wife, deflected sideways. Sometimes he wished he’d been born Italian. Man, they were the Sumo wrestlers of familial affection. He remembered when his fellow students, Vito and Enrico, had come to the funeral and wrapped his startled father in huge hugs. Go on, he had thought, half angry, half envious. Give him the full frontal. He’s Irish, he’ll hate it. That was Ma’s funeral. Ma, who had slipped away quietly in Bellevue Hospital while her husband and son had had a silent coffee together in the waiting room. The only damn break they’d taken in a thirty-six-hour vigil.

Pa had come upstate to his ordination. Afterwards they’d sat together on a garden bench. The retired city bus driver sniffed the air suspiciously.

‘What’s the funny smell?’

‘It’s the fresh air, Pa.’

‘Too damn fresh, if ya ask me.’

He cast a jaundiced eye over the neat rows of vegetables.

‘So whaddya do when yer hungry? Come out here and dig up yer dinner?’

‘Yes, Pa. And we got the salt, pepper and Tabasco planted right over there.’

He saw the old man’s shoulders shake and realised he was laughing. For the first time, he felt a huge upswelling of love for the cranky old bastard and angled his face away to watch a blurry Brother Brendan hoeing, shin-deep in cabbages.

‘Time I was goin’.’

‘I’ll walk with you to the bus stop.’

‘Son, I’ve been findin’ bus stops for forty years.’

‘Pa.’

‘What?

‘It’s getting cold, better button up. Here, let me,’ he added, as his father’s thick fingers struggled. Ma had performed this particular ritual every morning and evening as long as he could remember, as if she had been preparing a particularly cantankerous child for school.

‘You okay for money? I gotta coupla dollars in—’

‘Thanks, Pa, but we take a vow of poverty.’

‘Yeah, you take it ’n’ we keep it. Don’t be stuck, okay?’

‘Okay.’

He was walking alone from the gate along the path between the vegetable plots when Brother Brendan spoke from the cabbages.

‘Me back’s gone a bit stiff, Brother. Could I take yer arm far’s the monastery?’

He made a crook of his elbow, feeling the wiry strength and warmth of the arm that latched through his, slowing his pace to accommodate the old man, who seemed to have damn-all wrong with his back.

‘Big cabbages, Brother,’ he said lamely.

‘Aye, they’re big, all right. Start out small enough, though, just a wee slip of a stem and a puley leaf or two. But ye put them in the ground and ye water them every day and ye do your damnedest to keep the whorin’ crawlies and weeds away from them. The one thing ye can’t do is stand over them too much – blocks the light, ye know. The little buggers need a bit of space and light. Then, they grow like friggers.’

All Tim could think of was the angelic expression on Francis of Assisi’s face in the monastery pictures as he communed with nature. He tried to align it with the salty language of the old Franciscan friar beside him, and began to laugh. He laughed till it hurt, till the tears ran down his face. Brendan chuckled along with him, occasionally tugging his elbow good-naturedly. Tim Conway knew then how much he missed his father and why he loved the Franciscans.

Werner was still droning through his own personal Doomsday List. Luckily, Tim managed to come back to full consciousness just before the end of it.

‘… and der roof she is falling in. De brudders use too much vater for the vashing, alvays vashing. And ve haf liddle money. No American pilgrims come much. Mebbe dey are afraid of de rockets and de bombs. Dey should be afraid dat dey go to Hell.’

God, but Tim Conway found it hard to love Werner. He wanted to say, ‘The Church of the Holy Sepulchre is a holy wreck. It’s a collection of architectural afterthoughts, for God’s sake, razed and redesigned so many times over fifteen hundred-odd years that it doesn’t know its apse from its elbow. Maybe we shouldn’t squeeze the pilgrims for dollars to fix the roof. Maybe we should let the whole caboodle collapse around our ears and if Christians want it back they’ll put it back. As for the community having the temerity to shower twice a day, it sure beats the hell out of standing upwind of one another or burning more incense to mask the odour of sanctity. And, by the by, if Todd and Tammy from Tuscaloosa are reluctant to catch a rocket or car bomb to Paradise and would rather vacation with Aunt Mamie in Sarasota, well, hey, as the kids say, like, hello.’ Instead, he concentrated on bringing his shoulders down from around his ears and retracting his chin.

‘Brother Werner’, he began calmly. ‘I realise that your job as Quaestor is not an easy one. Collecting money for the Church of the Holy Sepulchre is a difficult and unrewardi—’

‘Nix on that,’ the sassy kid from the Bronx who still chafed inside Tim Conway interrupted. ‘Word on the street is that old Werner here is on the take.’

With a supreme effort, Father Guardian silenced his streetwise alter ego.

‘It is always difficult to ask for money, Brother Werner.’

‘My ass.’ The kid was back and on a roll. ‘Sheesh, Werner is to donations what the medieval Dominican Tetzel was to indulgences. Roll up, roll up. As soon as the coin in the box rings, the soul from out of Purgatory springs. Heck, if Werner had been on Tetzel’s beat, Martin Luther would have studded the damn door at Wittenberg.’

‘Brother Werner,’ the Guardian said desperately, ‘with regard to the condition of the church, perhaps we should trust in Divine Providence. And, yes, I will urge the community to reflect on whether or not we are being profligate in answering our own needs and neglectful of holy poverty. As for the fall-off in donations, we must pray for the success of the peace talks.’

He was straining to keep his face expressionless while ignoring the raucous internal voice that yelled, ‘Awesome, Timmy baby. Man, can you talk the talk. Goes ta show what a few years in Rome can do to a Bronx boy.’

‘Bah,’ Werner growled, and turned on his heel.

‘Oh, Brother Werner …’

‘Vat?’

‘Thank you for bringing me your concerns. You may go now.’

Whosoever yanketh the chain bringeth the bulldog closer, he thought, with unChristian relish, as the door slammed and Werner’s sandals slapped a fast retreat.

With the ease of long practice, Tim Conway hooked his big toe under the handle of the filing cabinet beneath his desk. His eyes trawled the tabs and stopped on the last one. It was flagged ‘Prayer: answer to’. Behind the file, the bottles winked sympathetically. Irish or Scotch?, he pondered. In deference to his vow of holy poverty, he reached for the Scotch.

‘Father Guardian?’

Tim Conway turned his reaching beneath the desk into a sweeping gesture of welcome.

‘Ah, Brother Juniper, come in, come in.’

The gangly American friar plodded in his open sandals to the chair recently vacated by Werner. Tim Conway took in the long head of unruly red hair, dimpled with a brown skull-cap, and the six-foot-something collection of angles that constituted Brother Juniper, the latest addition to the community. Booting up his memory, he scrolled mentally through his file. How come a graduate of MIT, an engineer, with a side-order master’s in the history of the Crusades, winds up in the Franciscans? he wondered. And how come this genius starts at the bottom and goes down? Six appointments in the last ten years did not betoken a healthy career trajectory. Sure enough, his memory provided the euphemistic comments of Juniper’s former superiors. Phrases like ‘needs new challenges’ and ‘a ministry more appropriate to his undoubted talents’ had led Tim Conway to one clear conclusion. Brother Juniper, in the eyes of a lengthening list of former superiors, was a pain in the ecclesiastical butt.

First, Werner the dodgy accountant and now Juniper, the nomad engineer. God hates me, he thought. He was not looking forward to this interview with anything approaching relish.

Damascus Street, Jerusalem

Moshe Baruch owned the fruit and vegetable stall on Damascus Street – or maybe not, he thought, as he reflected on the most recent statement of accounts from the bank. He turned again to the ledger with its accusing columns of figures and sighed. ‘Even the great Blondin couldn’t balance this book,’ he said aloud.

He did that more often these days – and had done ever since Sara had died. Leaning back in his chair, he glanced through the gap in the beaded curtain. Haran, the Arab boy, was busying himself buffing apples with his shirtsleeve. Right idea, wrong implement, Moshe thought. And maybe that was an apt enough description of Haran. It had been wrong from the beginning. Rabbi Eliezer had insisted it would make a difference.

‘He’s sitting in a tent all day every day, Moshe. No school, no job, nothing but the violent influence of older youths and men. He’s an orphan cared for by his aunt.’

The rabbi could have played strings with the Philharmonic. Reluctantly, Moshe had taken the boy. Haran was just sixteen, but his face reflected burdens beyond his years. He was coiled, tight as a spring, for the first few weeks, seeing kindness as patronage, the simplest and most innocent of questions as a form of interrogation. Now he was picking up words and phrases in Hebrew and polishing the apples. And now he’d have to go because Moshe couldn’t magic the bottom line to any other colour except red. Moshe had even gone to the Wall, walking across the plaza with his head covered to ask God for a small miracle. Even there, in the fifty-eight-foot-high shadow of the wall Herod had built to buttress his temple, he was distracted. His thoughts ranged to the Six-Day War in 1967 when the Jews had liberated the Wall from Jordan. Six days to throw back their enemies … Short enough to impress the world, long enough to lose a son. He wrenched his mind back to the problem of his finances, praying that God might have an accountant in Heaven who could advise him. There must be at least one, he hoped.

He sighed and tilted himself back to view the stall. Mrs Ben Haim was peering at his produce with a critical eye. He knew she wouldn’t look at Haran, or speak Hebrew to him. An ultra-Orthodox lady like Mrs Ben Haim would use Hebrew only for prayer. He watched her point at the items she wanted, then wait to have them bagged, weighed and deposited on the counter before she reached to put her purchases into her basket. She counted the money carefully and left it by the till. No looks, no words, no contact: the dialogue of the mutually invisible. He shivered. Ritual humiliation. He groaned. The oppressed practise the language of oppression.
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