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      Enigma and evasion grow;




      And shall we never find Thee out?
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  Jerusalem, 1992




  THAT MORNING Lucas was awakened by bells, sounding across the Shoulder of Hinnom from the Church of the Dormition. At

  first light there had been a muezzin’s call in Silwan, insisting that prayer was better than sleep. The city was well supplied with divine services.




  He climbed out of bed and went into the kitchen to brew Turkish coffee. As he stood at the window drinking it, the first train of the day rattled past, bound over the hills for Tel Aviv. It was

  a slow, decorous colonial train, five cars of nearly empty coaches with dusty windows. Its diminishing rhythms made him aware of his own solitude.




  When the train was gone, he saw the old man who lived in one of the Ottoman houses beside the tracks watering a crop of kale in the early morning shade. The kale was deep green and fleshy

  against the limestone rubble from which it somehow grew. The old man wore a black peaked cap. He had high cheekbones and a ruddy face like a Slavic peasant’s. The sight of him made Lucas

  imagine vast summer fields along which trains ran, long lines of gray boxcars against a far horizon. Once Lucas dreamed of him.




  He had grapefruit and toast for breakfast and read the morning’s Jerusalem Post. A border policeman had been stabbed in the Nuseirat camp in the Gaza Strip but was expected to

  recover. Three Palestinians had been shot to death by Shin Bet hit squads, one in Rafah, two in Gaza City. Haredim in Jerusalem had demonstrated against the Hebrew University’s

  archeological dig near the Dung Gate; ancient Jewish burial sites were being uncovered. Jesse Jackson was threatening to organize a boycott against major league baseball. In India, Hindus and

  Muslims were fighting over a shrine that probably predated both of their religions. And, in a story from Yugoslavia, he saw again the phrase “ethnic cleansing.” He had come across the

  evocative expression once or twice during the winter.




  There was also a full-page story on the number of foreign pilgrims visiting the country for Passover and Western Holy Week. Lucas was surprised to find himself overtaken by the holidays.




  He dressed and took a second cup of coffee out on his tiny balcony. The day was innocently glorious; spring sunlight scented the pines and sparkled on the stone walls of Emek Refaim. For weeks

  he had been postponing work on an article about the Sinai he had contracted to write for Condé Nast. The deadline had passed the previous Friday, and before long they would be phoning him

  for it. Still, the fine weather inclined him to truancy. When at last he went to his desk, his open appointment book confirmed the date: Easter Sunday in the Latin church and also the sixteenth of

  Nisan. Passover had arrived the day before. On a sudden impulse Lucas decided to go over to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.




  Bethlehem Road was nearly free of traffic. In spite of its elderly population, Lucas’s neighborhood in the German Colony was the most secular in the city and its atmosphere was never one

  of piety. Old couples strolled in the spring sunshine. The day before, he had seen a few young families loading their Volvos for camping trips in the desert or the Galilee. But walking up the

  nearly deserted avenue, past the terraces of the Cinematheque, under the ramparts of the Church of Scotland Hospice adorned with its bonny blue flag, he could feel the gravity of the ancient city

  across the canyon. A hundred tour buses were parked in the streets under the Old City walls. At the distant Jaffa Gate, he could see the swaying forms of mounted policemen herding a pressing crowd

  of bright pilgrims. At the other end of the fortress, a line of devotees toiled single file up the slope to the Zion Gate.




  He walked down into the shadow of the valley, over the bridge by the Sultan’s Pool and past the Koranic verse carved in the shell of the Ottoman fountain. “All that is created comes

  of water,” it read. Then, humbled by the looming walls, he trudged up the ascent to Zion.




  On the path to Zion Gate, he walked mainly among Orthodox Jewish men in black, bound for the Western Wall. Some of the Jews tried to converse with each other as they climbed, scrambling along

  the shoulder to keep pace. Besides the haredim, there were a few German Catholics on the path because the Dormition Abbey above them was a German church. These pilgrims were of the era

  before Germans had become once again thin and handsome; many were florid and overweight, too bulkily dressed and perspiring freely. Yet they seemed happy. Most of the men looked plain and decent;

  they wore sodality pins and carried missals. Some of the women had sweet angelic faces. If they were sixty, Lucas calculated . . . born 1932, thirteen at the end of the war. He had picked up the

  habit of calculating Germans’ ages from the Israelis.




  It was a cheerful climb, with a smell of sage and jasmine on the wind and desiccated wildflowers underfoot and voices in Hebrew, Yiddish, German. The great walls reduced everyone, confounding

  all kingdoms. As he neared the ridge, the bells began again.




  Following the file toward the gate, he thought of a prophecy, in a Midrash someone had related to him. At the End of Days, multitudes would try to cross the Valley of Hinnom to the holy

  city. Christians, traversing a bridge of stone, would fall to perdition. Muslims, on a wooden bridge, would follow them. Then the Jews would cross, glorified, on a bridge of gossamer. What about

  me, Lucas wondered, not for the first time.




  The top of the trail was paved and provided for by the Jews of Canada. At its end, the mild children of wicked Edom and the pious men of Israel parted in sweet mutual oblivion, the Germans to

  their hugely unfortunate yellow abbey, the Jews toward the Western Wall. Lucas went his own way, north on Armenian Patriarchate Road. There he encountered more haredim headed for the Wall,

  putting the confusions of Easter behind them. In front of St. James’s Cathedral, teenage Armenian acolytes were dressing their ranks for a Sunday procession.




  On this conjunction of sacred seasons, the Jews and the Armenians in the crowded street pretended each other’s invisibility without colliding. A half-caste apologizing his way through the

  crush, Lucas was visited by a notion: that only he could see both sects. That where only the unseen mattered, he was reduced to mere utility, to petty observations and staying out of the way.




  Passing under an arch where tilesmiths kept shop, he stopped to examine the posters on the wall beside it. They were all in Armenian and many showed the picture of the new president of the

  Armenian republic. There were also pictures of armed guerrillas with rifles and bandoliers and black-bordered photographs of young martyrs, slain far away in the Azerbaijani war. It was the season

  of martyrdom in a banner year for martyrs.




  In the main street of the Christian Quarter, a promiscuous babble of pilgrims hurried down the sloping cobbled pavement. One group of Japanese followed a sandaled Japanese friar who held a green

  pennant aloft. There was a party of Central American Indians of uniform size and shape who stared with blissful incomprehension into the unconvincing smiles of merchants offering knickknacks. There

  were Sicilian villagers and Boston Irish, Filipinos, more Germans, Breton women in native dress, Spaniards, Brazilians, Québecois.




  Palestinian hustlers hissed suggestively, offering guidance. Lucas noticed that the Caravan Bar, his favorite beer joint in the Old City, was shuttered. He had heard something about threats.

  Cutting through the New Bazaar, he became aware of another closing. Above one of the embroidery shops there had been a loft that once sold not only brass pipes and nargilehs but excellent hashish

  to smoke in them. Now both shop and loft were derelict. Since the intifada, Lucas had taken to buying his hashish where the thin, handsome German hippies bought theirs, at a kiosk near the Arab bus

  terminal on Saladin Street. The police never seemed to interfere, Lucas had noticed, probably because the seller was one of their informers.




  In the courtyard before the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, he was reunited with the mass of pilgrims. Green-bereted troopers of the Border Police were stationed at every approach to the church

  and on the adjoining rooftops. Under their guns, the Japanese friar was addressing his flock above the noise of the throng.




  The Japanese groups were composed largely of middle-aged women who wore dark jumpers and khaki rain hats of the sort once favored by kibbutzniks. The priest would be telling them, Lucas

  imagined, the story of Constantine and his mother, Saint Helena — how she had discovered the Holy Sepulchre and the very Rood itself. The Japanese ladies were a motherly lot, and Lucas

  thought they appeared to like the story. Why not, since it had a pious mother, a dutiful son and a miracle? Then, all at once, he found himself calculating ages again. It had occurred to him that

  the Franciscan and his party might have come from Nagasaki. Nagasaki had been the most Christian of Japan’s cities. All through the war, the Japanese had thought the Americans spared it air

  raids for that reason.




  In the sooty, incensed hollows of the church, he made his way through the rotunda to the undistinguished Catholic chapel in the far corner, moving just ahead of the Japanese. A glum Italian monk

  stood at the door, snubbing pilgrims who tried to smile at him.




  Inside the chapel, some Americans with guitars were plinking unhappily away, accompanying their own sad sing-along of a few socially responsible, with-it numbers from the sacred liturgy of

  whatever cow college town they called home. Like many visitors, they had been unnerved by the inimitable creepiness of the Holy Sepulchre, a grimly gaudy, theopathical Turkish bathhouse where their

  childhood saints glared like demented spooks from every moldering wall. Lucas, once born, once baptized, put his hand in the holy water and crossed himself.




  “Dark is life, is death,” he thought. It was all that came to mind. The text was from Mahler’s Song of the Earth but he supposed it might be considered a sort of

  prayer.




  “My heart is still and awaits its hour.”




  He still owned an old record, now nearly unplayable, of his mother singing it in German. In any case, he offered it up to whatever was out there, for whatever purpose. Then he made his way

  through the press of Japanese and across the gloomy spaces of the Anastasis and up the worn stairs to the Chapel of St. James to hear the Armenian liturgy. Theirs was his favorite.




  After a while the Armenians arrived in procession, pausing near the entrance of the church so that their patriarch could kiss the Stone of Unction. Then, preceded by youths carrying candles and

  monks in pointed hoods, the Armenians of the city trooped up to the chapel and the service began. Lucas, as was his custom, stood off to one side.




  For a time, he secretly watched the lustrous-eyed worshipers absorbed in their devotions. The night was always dark in their prayers and everybody far from home. Then — because it was

  Easter for someone, because the Armenian liturgy was sublime, because it couldn’t hurt — he lowered his head in the Jesus Prayer. It was another thing he had picked up around, the

  mantra of the Oriental Christians, a little like repeating Nam myoho renge kyo but with a measure of Berdyayevian soul.




  “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy upon me, a sinner.”




  Properly prayed, repeated, the gaze fixed upon the heart, the breathing controlled — it was supposed to be good for you.




  At the very moment of uttering this vain hesychastic repetition, while reflecting on the fond, silly regard for religion he had come to Jerusalem to cure himself of, he was startled from his

  mooning by a dreadful bellow from the rotunda. Then a rasping scream, echoing dismally through the blasted caverns, freezing the pilgrims in mid-bliss. Even the Armenians missed a beat, and a few

  of the children moved to the edge of the loft to see what the matter was. Lucas followed, looking down over the railing.




  “Anti-Christus!”




  Below, in the candle-lit spaces of the Anastasis, a majnoon, a madman, was running wild. Potbellied, bespectacled, arms spread wide, hands dangling, the majnoon appeared to be a

  Western visitor. Around the Chapel of the Tomb he ran, in fluttery, short-legged, birdlike steps. Worshipers fled him. Under the Emperor’s Arch and along the wall of the Greek Catholicon, the

  man ran screaming, setting the hanging sacristy lamps to swing and clatter on their chains. He seemed to be flapping in an attempt at flight, as though he might take wing and sail up to the vault

  like a church owl. His face was red and round. His eyes bulged sickly blue. A few young Greek Orthodox acolytes in black cassocks were chasing him.




  With formidable agility, the madman succeeded in doubling back on his pursuers toward the Chapel of the Tomb. A candle stand full of burning tapers overturned and people fought their way back

  from the flames. Around and around the tomb he ran, leading the Greeks in a comic rondelay. Then he peeled off and headed for the Chapel of St. Mary. The gathered Catholics gasped and screamed. The

  friar at the chapel door moved to close it.




  Then the majnoon began to shout at length in German. Something about blasphemy, Lucas thought. Something about heathen and thieves. Then he began to swear mechanically. “Fick . .

  . Gott in Himmel . . . Scheiss . . . Jesusmaria.” Echoes ricocheted crazily through the interconnected vaults that made up the church. When the Greeks caught him, he switched to

  English.




  “A den of thieves,” the deranged German shrieked. “Fornication,” he shouted at a prim young Catholic woman in a white mantilla. “Strangulation. Blood.”




  Some of the Greek Orthodox posse stomped out the flaming tapers while the rest hauled their prisoner toward the door and the shafts of spring sunlight. A party of Israeli policemen were waiting

  there to receive him, looking as though they had seen it all before. Around Lucas, the Armenians prayed harder.




  The pilgrims pouring out into the forecourt after the service were abuzz with the untoward incident. The soldiers and border policemen lining the route back toward the Jaffa Gate looked more

  wary and purposeful than usual. Braced for something more serious, they were hoping to herd the mass of tourists out of the Old City. At the same time, they were under orders to let the Christian

  pilgrims wander at will, as a demonstration of normalcy and order.




  He soon drifted with the crowd into the vaulted souks between the Damascus Gate and the Haram al-Sharif. Lucas had come to move confidently through the Old City, although he sometimes questioned

  his own confidence. He believed his appearance to be more or less foreign, which, in the Muslim Quarter, was a point in his favor. At a kiosk in the Khan al-Sultan souk, he bought an

  English-language copy of the PLO newspaper Al-Jihar. Displayed in hand, it might be a precaution against attack as well as a way of keeping up with the situation.




  The Damascus Gate, with its Ottoman towers and passages and barbarous Crusader revetments, was his favorite place in the city. He took a simple tourist’s pleasure in the crowds and the

  blaring taped Arab music, in the rush provided by the open sacks of spices that were piled in wheelbarrows beside the vendors’ stalls. To the Palestinians it was the Bab al-Amud, the Gate of

  the Column, but Lucas rejoiced in the common English name, the suggestion of a route toward mystery, interior light, sudden transformation. He sat for a while over a Sprite, taking in the

  sensations of the gate, and then set out quixotically in search of something stronger.




  Both his regular spot in Christian Quarter Road and the rooftop garden in the souk had inexplicably closed. The one place he found open was a disreputable tourist trap on the edge of the

  Christian Quarter that catered to Wandervogel and other riffraff from the cheap hostels of East Jerusalem. Like many of the bars on the Palestinian side, it displayed pictures of Christian

  saints lest the Hamas enforcers mistake the management for bad Muslims.




  Three young Scandinavian women with shorn hair were drinking mineral water near the street end of the place. He was surprised to find, tending bar in the back, a middle-aged Palestinian named

  Charles Habib, who had been his host at the Caravan. He ordered a cold Heineken, and Charles served it to him in a frosted glass.




  “I’ve just come from church,” he told his host. “There was a majnoon.”




  Charles was a Greek Catholic from Nazareth. He had come to Jerusalem by way of South Bend, Indiana.




  “Lots of majnoon,” he told Lucas. “Plenty.”




  “I suppose,” Lucas said, “God tells them to come.”




  Charles stared at him without sympathy.




  “I mean,” Lucas added, “they form that impression.”




  “The Protestants are worst,” Charles said. “They should stay in America and watch television.” He paused and regarded Lucas. “You’re Protestant?”




  “No,” Lucas said. He felt uneasy under Charles’s scrutiny. “Catholic.”




  “Every religion has majnoon,” Charles observed.




  Surprisingly, this was a somewhat new concept in town, where screaming infants had burned before Moloch and the gutters on many occasions had run with blood. But each year, it seemed, the

  equinoctial moon inspired stranger and stranger doings, usually vaguely Pentecostal in spirit, the spontaneous outpourings of many lands. Once, to be a Protestant had meant to be a decent Yankee

  schoolmarm or kindly clerical milord. No longer. There had commenced a regular Easter Parade, replete with odd headgear. Anglophone crazies bearing monster sandwich boards screeched empty-eyed into

  megaphones. Entire platoons of costumed Latin Cristos, dripping blood both real and simulated, appeared on the Via Dolorosa, while their wives and girlfriends sang in tongues or went into

  convulsions.




  Locally decorum, in religion as well as devotion, was prized. One Easter an outraged citizen tossed a bottle at some salsa-dancing fugitives from Cecil B. DeMille; the street stirred and the

  army ended by firing a few tear-gas canisters. At this, insulted heaven opened and there ensued the melancholy penitential drama “Tear Gas in the Rain,” familiar to any all-weather

  student of the twentieth century’s hopes and dreams. The Via Dolorosa became a sad place indeed. Its narrow alleys and their inhabitants were soundly poisoned, and many a mournful wet towel

  went round that night in the city’s hospices and hotels.




  “Every religion has,” Lucas replied agreeably. His surprise at seeing Charles in such a seedy, possibly druggy joint piqued his curiosity. From time to time, Lucas had thought of

  recruiting him as a source. In his more daring moods, he imagined writing up a story the other guys had thus far left unexamined.




  There were rumors, as the intifada ran its course, that some of the shebab — the young Palestinian activists who collected taxes for the Front in East Jerusalem — had entered

  into certain financial arrangements with some hoodlums on the Israeli side. It was a story related to the tales one heard about official corruption in the Occupied Territories. Something of the

  sort had surfaced in Belfast the previous year, involving connivance between some IRA protection squads and the Protestant underground across town.




  Documenting any projected piece on such a subject sounded like dangerous work, but it was the kind of story that appealed to Lucas. He liked the ones that exposed depravity and duplicity on both

  sides of supposedly uncompromising sacred struggles. He found such stories reassuring, an affirmation of the universal human spirit. Lucas desperately preferred almost anything to blood and soil,

  ancient loyalty, timeless creeds.




  Since rashly quitting his comfortable and rather prestigious newspaper job the year before, he had been finding life difficult. It was constantly necessary to explain oneself. His calling cards

  impressed new acquaintances as somehow incomplete. Sometimes he felt like a dilettante. And as a freelance he had become less thrifty, less disciplined and more ambitious. Without the constraints

  of the newspaper format, the stories he wrote went on and on — naturally enough, since things tended to, and things knew nothing of formats or of newspapers, and it was only a beautiful

  pretense that the daily paper’s readers could be informed. A noble pretense, honestly and diligently pretended. Still, there were alternatives, as far as a story went. Fortunately, though the

  whole world attended the place, there continued to be more people in Jerusalem who liked to talk than liked to listen.




  “It’s hard to get a drink in town these days,” he told Charles.




  Charles made an unpleasant face and opened a beer for himself. Then he glanced toward the street and quickly touched glasses with Lucas.




  “They say there are more drugs in town,” Lucas rashly offered. Charles owed Lucas a few minor favors, mainly having to do with the expediting of American visas for his relatives, and

  they had an understanding that, within the limits of a strict discretion, Lucas might use Charles as a source.




  “Correct,” said Charles.




  “I thought there might be some surprises there. I thought I might write about it.”




  Charles gave him a long, dark look and glanced from side to side. “You’re wrong.”




  “I’m wrong?”




  “You’re wrong. Because you know and I know what everyone knows, so it’s not a surprise.”




  “What’s not?”




  “One,” Charles said, “no surprise. Two, you can’t write about it.”




  “Well . . .” Lucas began.




  “You can’t. Who you think you are? Who you got behind you?”




  It was a question much to the point, Lucas considered.




  “Tell me,” Charles asked, “do you know Woody Allen?”




  “Not personally.”




  “Woody is a good guy,” Charles declared. “On account of that he suffers.”




  “Is that right?”




  “Woody came to Palestine,” Charles said, savoring his ice-cold Heineken. “He is himself a Jew. But he saw the occupation and spoke out. He spoke out against the beatings and

  shootings. So what happened? The American papers slandered him. They took the wife’s side.”




  Lucas affected to ponder the case of Woody Allen.




  Charles shrugged with the self-evidentness of it all. “So,” he told Lucas, “forget it. Write about Woody.”




  “Come on,” Lucas said. “Woody Allen never came here.” The cold beer made his eyebrows ache.




  “He did,” Charles insisted. “Many saw him.”




  They let the subject drop.




  “Write about majnoon,” Charles suggested.




  “Maybe I will. Can I bring them here?”




  “Bring them. Spend money.”




  “Maybe I’ll just go away somewhere for a while,” Lucas said, surprising himself with his own confiding impulse.




  “I won’t be here when you get back,” Charles said quietly. “Soon I’m the last Nazareth Habib around. Then, goodbye.”




  “Au revoir,” Lucas said, and went out and wandered on down the Via Dolorosa, past St. Anne’s Church by the Bethesda Pool. It was one place he would not go that day; for

  several reasons, he dared not. Taxis and sheruts waited at the Lions’ Gate; he passed them. Across Jericho Road, more pilgrims were descending the Mount of Olives. All at once, Lucas

  found himself out of energy. The force that had impelled him out into the Easter morning was spent.




  One of the drivers accosted him, and he bargained over the price of a taxi ride to the Intercontinental Hotel up the slope. He had the notion of looking down at the city. When they arrived the

  hotel seemed closed; its glass surfaces were soapy and dark. He got out anyway and crossed the street and looked across to Jerusalem. From where he stood, he could see down into the Temple Mount

  and over all the rooftops of the walled town. Bells began to sound again, from every direction, their tolling scattered on the incessant wind.




  The bright onion-domed cluster of St. Mary Magdalen was below him as he went down the steep cobbled road. Turning the corner, he walked along the church’s wall and at the next bend found

  himself surrounded. Worshipers streamed out through the garden gates outside the church. Two small Russian nuns swathed in black were bowing them home. A Russian priest in vestments stood smoking a

  cigarette beside the church doors, chatting with two Arab men in stiff Sunday suits.




  About half the worshipers were Palestinian, but there was a strong Russian contingent among them. The Russians were mostly women. Many were done up in the distinctly Central European overdressed

  look that Israeli women of a certain age sometimes affected for special occasions, with more hat than one was used to seeing and fashion boots and a little fur in spite of the weather. Lucas was

  sure most of them had Israeli passports. And though they chatted happily on the way down to Jericho Road, there was about them a kind of guilty wariness. One or two of the Russians seemed to sense

  Lucas’s gaze on them as they walked, and turned to see that he was not one of them.




  They would be surprised, Lucas thought, to know how much he and they had in common. Seeds of light scattered in darkness. Whose? Which?




  A young woman not much older than a teenager was walking beside him. Their eyes met and Lucas smiled. She had a haunted look and long, dark eyelashes. Then she spoke to him in Russian, and Lucas

  could only shake his head and keep smiling. Uneasily, she slowed and let him go on. When everyone levitates, Lucas thought, we’ll still be here, looking up Mount Olivet, wondering which way

  to run.




  Lucas had recently had a heated conversation with a fellow journalist on a drive through the Gaza Strip, a Frenchman who was a passionate believer in the Palestinian cause. In the conversation

  Lucas had tried, as usual, to carry water on both shoulders. The Frenchman had told him off, dismissed him as nothing more than an American. And Israel itself was no better, the Frenchman said,

  than an American colony, more American than America.




  At the time they were deep in the Strip, driving between the unspeakable hovels of the Bureij camp that stretched endlessly toward the desert and those of the Nuseirat camp that were spread out

  toward the sea. All day they had been seeing angry and despairing faces. They were alone.




  “If this place exploded now,” Lucas had challenged the Frenchman, “which way would you run? If the balloon went up?”




  The Frenchman had replied haughtily that he chose not to think in such a way. This had made Lucas angry. As if there were any other way to think.




  “I suggest you try running toward Mecca,” Lucas had told him. “Me, I’m gonna run for Fink’s.”




  Fink’s was a bar on King George Street in Jerusalem where they knew how to make a martini.




  Above the Garden of Gethsemane, he left the Russians and turned off toward the vast Jewish cemeteries above Kidron. Among the white tombs stood black-clad figures, some alone, some in knots of

  two or three. They were religious Jews reciting psalms at the graves of their dead. Lucas found himself following a limestone ridge between the Hellenistic tombs at the top of the ridge and Jericho

  Road below. Soon he was a dozen rows above one group of three men. Two were elderly, with broad-brimmed fedoras and huge overcoats. The third was younger; he wore dark slacks and a navy-blue

  windbreaker. A black and gold kippa was pinned in his hair. Slung around his shoulder on a strap was an automatic rifle.




  As he watched, the young man with the rifle slowly turned his head as though he had sensed Lucas’s presence behind him. When he saw Lucas there, he turned around to face him. His brow

  furrowed. The two older men beside him were deep in prayer, their heads bobbing together. Lucas walked on past the young man’s stare. He was at loose ends, he thought, distracted.




  He strolled back through the Lions’ Gate the way he had come. Finding himself in the midst of Easter again, he turned left to follow Tariq al-Wad, where things were quieter. Approaching an

  open juice shop, he had a moment’s craving for something cool and sweet. The old proprietor and his nervous, pockmarked son watched Lucas’s approach with frowning concern.




  “Tamarhindi?” Lucas asked. He stepped up to the counter and saw that in one corner of the shop, concealed from the street, a majnoon sat with an odd smile. The

  majnoon wore a Western-style suit and a buttoned-up white shirt. He bore a slight resemblance to Jerry Lewis and his delusions gave him the look of buoyant dementia peculiar to Jerry Lewis

  fools.




  The younger merchant served Lucas a small paper cup of tamarind juice as the majnoon watched cheerfully. Lucas took it and sat in an unpainted straight-backed chair where he could see the

  vaulted street.




  In the next instant, a plump young mullah walked past, a teacher at one of the madrasahs of the Bab al-Nazir, probably a Hamas neighborhood warden. He had a quietly exalted look. When he saw

  Lucas there, his face changed. Hot eyes, the brow of Jehu, then blankness, nullity. From his chair, Lucas returned the imperception.




  He had been lured into Jerusalem poker, the game of mutually hostile invisibility he had seen earlier that morning in the Armenian Quarter. At this game he was hardly a contender; with his lack

  of faith and vague identity he could easily be made to disappear. As his friend Charles had pointed out, he had no one behind him. He sipped his swallow of sweet nectar and thought it over.




  If he heeded Charles’s warning, Lucas considered, and left the corruption and contraband story alone, he had a different piece in reserve: a human rights number in Gaza. It was a place he

  liked very little to go. Unlike Judea, it had neither relics nor scenery, and the only antiquities were squalid piles in which, for all the world knew or cared, Samson might still be turning a

  wheel — blind, in irons, supervised by bored, unhappy young men chain-smoking in their green berets and slung machine guns. Gaza’s only resource was bad history on a metaphysical scale;

  it sat on a joint aslant the beam in the Almighty Eye, attracting retribution in advance, forsaken on credit. Long ago Jeremiah had recommended howling as the most suitable public activity there,

  and the locals had never been allowed to unlearn it.




  Gaza was the data that threatened the human reference point, the degree at which informed engagement began its metabolic breakdown. For the journalistic traveler, the big attraction had always

  been unrequited man, the thing itself. Seven hundred thousand strong, unrequited man could still support a feature.




  A woman Lucas knew in the International Children’s Foundation had given him a tip about some Israeli hoodlums who specialized in the beating of teenagers and children whom they suspected

  of rock throwing near the settlements. The beatings were egregious and outside the rules as generally understood by both sides. Two Foundation workers and a UN Relief and Works Agency employee,

  trying to protect the kids, had also been attacked.




  In the hours before dawn the hoodlums would turn up at the alleged miscreants’ homes and beat them senseless, usually leaving a few broken bones. At least one of the band was

  Arabic-speaking, and their leader had assumed the nom de guerre Abu Baraka, the Father of Mercy. He was said to be a North American and a serving soldier in the Israel Defense Forces.




  Nuala Rice, the story’s source at the Children’s Foundation, was an odd number herself. She was Irish, a hard-case aid worker, a veteran of Beirut, Somalia and the Sudan, who seemed

  to divide her time between good works and various intrigues, erotic and otherwise. Lucas was somewhat smitten with Nuala but their relationship had always proceeded on the understanding that he was

  not her type.




  Nor, he was discovering, was he necessarily the type for freelancing. It was so hard to get it right, working without the assignment, the rubric, the refuge of a word count. No one behind you.

  And you represented no one, nothing but your own claim to rectitude in a world of mirages, obsidian mirrors and the mist of battle.




  He was still pondering it when the mullah wandered back along the cobbled street. The majnoon went out from the shop and smiled his Jerry Lewis smile on the young mullah and kissed him. A

  biblical kiss, Lucas thought. The mullah beamed and glanced at Lucas to see if the foreigner had seen, in turn, the tenderness, the compassion. Life was so self-conscious in Jerusalem, so lived at

  close quarters, by competing moralizers. Every little blessing demanded immediate record.




  As soon as he stood up, the proprietors of the juice shop commenced to haul their corrugated shutters down. Lucas wandered along the old street in the direction of the Haram. The Bab al-Nazir,

  the Watchman’s Gate, was a treasure trove of Islamic history. He had once been conducted through it by a colleague who knew the Mamluk lintels from the Ottoman, and Umayyad from Ayyubid

  springing.




  The one structure he remembered from the previous tour was an ancient building with five windows and a wide arch of rosy stone, as dizzying and inviting a doorway as Lucas had seen in the city.

  It was close by the Haram gate itself and according to his colleague had been a guesthouse for Sufis visiting Jerusalem. Passing, he saw that the doorway was open and, on impulse, he went in.

  Inside he found a hallway with an ornate vaulted ceiling supported by columns that looked older than the Crusades. Lucas took off his shoes and carried them in his hand.




  The hallway led to a dusty open courtyard in which potted trees grew. It was overlooked by arched windows covered in filigreed screens. Beyond the courtyard was another, even larger one,

  surrounded by flat, single-story rooftops with trellises and flower boxes planted with marigolds.




  When Lucas turned to retrace his steps, he found a child in his path. The child was about five years old, wearing a gorgeous, velvety flowered dress that looked as though it had once clad the

  ornament of some faraway cold-weather Christian nursery. She was deeply dark-skinned, as black as a West African, her woolly hair arranged in twin pigtails.




  “Hello,” said Lucas to the little girl.




  The child stood motionless and regarded him sternly. Her eyes were huge and profound. Two small wrinkles of disapproval appeared above one eyebrow. When he stepped toward her she fled, padding

  barefoot across the court, increasing her speed with each stride. Then Lucas saw that lean figures had appeared at the far end of the court. Men in white turbans, tall, black and lean, were staring

  at him. Some stood in the courtyard he had passed through earlier, and there were others watching from the low roofs where the marigolds grew. From somewhere inside, he heard a trilling female

  voice.




  It occurred to Lucas that he might have gone where he was unwelcome. He was glad he had taken off his shoes. Ahead of him, the courtyard ended in another doorway that he thought might lead to

  the street. When he followed it, though, it led nowhere, ending at an ocher wall in which the outline of a sealed doorway still showed faintly.




  He turned and walked as briskly as he could in stocking feet, back into the courtyard he had just left. The tall men in turbans stood exactly where they had been, motionless. Lucas nodded

  cheerfully as he went by. The men were utterly without expression, simply alert, offering neither menace nor comfort. He went by them into the first courtyard, not troubling to look over his

  shoulder, and went back into the hall of columns. The street door through which he had come was now closed, and the hallway was in cool semi-darkness. The street outside seemed strangely quiet.

  Then the call to prayer sounded from the Haram a short distance away, and its amplified verses echoed among the columns.




  Lucas found himself fascinated by the stone vaulting overhead. It was a beautifully fluted half dome, with lacy lines suggesting the metaphysical. He could well imagine it as the work of

  dervishes; it seemed impossibly old. And how typical of the city, he thought, that it should be tucked away so obscurely, on an unvisited street behind a moldering door.




  Absorbed in the fluting overhead, he was surprised by the slamming of a door. Unshod footsteps sounded from an upper story of the inner court. Out of instinct he moved into the shadow of a

  column.




  A young Arab woman appeared in the hallway. She was drawing a wrap about herself, disappearing into a whirl of cloth. As he watched, she went to the street door and opened it, bringing the

  daylight down on herself.




  Her face and hair were still uncovered, and Lucas saw to his surprise that she was wearing a close-cut afro. Her eyes were striking, enhanced with kohl. Leaning against the doorway, she put her

  sandals on. Flower patterns were traced on her ankles and the brown skin of her feet, and under her djellaba she appeared to be wearing khaki slacks. Lucas pressed himself farther into the

  column’s shadow. He had the feeling that his several weeks of Arabic classes at the Aelia Capitolina YMCA would not support the weight of explanation that might be required for his eccentric

  concealment.




  Struggling with one sandal, the young woman began to sing.




  “Something cool,” she sang, to Lucas’s astonishment. “I’d like to order something cool.”




  She flatted her fifth very nicely, and Lucas, who happened to know the next verse, was tempted to sing along. Indeed, he could hardly resist. But he watched silently as she put on the second

  sandal, pulled up the hood of her robe and hurried outside, leaving Lucas in the timeless gloom.




  When he got to the street, she had vanished. He wiped his brow. Who knew to what arcane aspect of the city she might attach? The place was full of secrets.
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  THE GYNECOLOGIST’S OFFICE was on Graetz Street, a pleasant street in the German Colony that was lined with carob

  trees and Norfolk pines. His name was Kleinholz. As a young man he had practiced on the Grand Concourse in the Bronx and been close to the Communist Party. Sonia represented old times for him.




  “I remember your father so vividly,” he told her as he wrote out the prescription she desired. “Such a handsome devil.”




  “He was always attractive,” Sonia agreed. “Mom had to keep an eye on him.” She had the feeling Kleinholz might not have called her father a handsome devil so readily had

  he, her father, been white. But she had given up keeping score, and in the present situation Dr. Kleinholz could do no wrong. She accepted the prescription with a silent show of gratitude,

  repressing her fierce impulse to read it and see how many of the pain pills he had written her. They were for the discomfort associated with her period, but Sonia occasionally used them to promote

  inner harmony and self-fulfillment, and also gave them to her friend Berger.




  “Ever go back to the neighborhood?” Dr. Kleinholz asked her. She had only lived in the Bronx for the first year of her life. Thereafter the Barneses had been more or less lamsters,

  moving from city to city and job to job until the FBI or some local crusaders discovered them and commenced to queer things. They had looked for labor towns: Youngstown, Detroit, Duluth, Oakland,

  Tacoma. In the course of their travels during the sixties, they had watched the working class disappear while the New Left rose and fell.




  “Once,” she told him. “It’s mainly Hispanic now. What’s left of it.”




  “It was lovely,” Dr. Kleinholz said, laughing sadly. “I hope you remember.”




  She didn’t altogether. She did remember being told it was then one of the few neighborhoods outside Greenwich Village where an interracial couple such as her parents might be comfortable.

  The landlord was a progressive, a friend of the Party. The old Mexican super had been wounded in Spain.




  “Yeah, it was nice,” she said.




  Everyone said that. Almost all the old southpaws were filled with nostalgia. If everything was so nice, she sometimes thought, what were we all revolting against?




  Kleinholz nodded and rose slowly from his desk to shake hands with her. Israel was full of throwbacks, and the doc was clearly one of them. With the spectacles on the end of his nose, the white

  coat and stethoscope, he looked like the family doctor in a thirties movie.




  “I have to ask,” Kleinholz said. “What are the designs on your feet?”




  She laughed. “They’re made with henna. When I worked in Baidoa, we sort of picked it up from the Somali women. Just for fun.”




  “Good,” said Dr. Kleinholz. “I was afraid they were tattoos.”




  “No,” she said. “Just henna.”




  There was a pharmacy on Emek Refaim and she filled the prescription there. He had written her twenty pills. She also bought some colostomy bags, cotton swabs and cans of liquid diet to go

  visiting with.




  Her apartment was a few blocks beyond, in Rehavia. Once there, she showered and put on the clothes she wore to the Palestinian side of town: shirt and slacks under a Nubian robe and a headscarf.

  It was a cloak of invisibility across the line. On the Israeli side, Arab workmen sometimes stared at her, wondering what an Arab girl could be doing out and about, alone among the Jews.




  She took a bus to the Jaffa Gate. There were still a great many Easter pilgrims about. Sonia left them behind, passing through the quiet courtyards of the Armenian Convent and into the Tariq

  al-Zat. In the Khan al-Sultan souk, she bought some sweet rolls, candy and fruit.




  Sonia was headed for Tariq Bab al-Nazir, an ancient narrow street leading to the Nazir Gate, an entrance to the Muslim holy places through which believers and nonbelievers both could pass. Her

  friend Berger lived in a tiny garden apartment overlooking the courts of the Ribat al-Mansuri, a tarnished palazzo built by an Ayyubid sultan seven hundred years before for Sufi pilgrims. The

  palazzo had been by turns a prison, a ruin and a tenement block.




  In the years before 1967, a Sufi sheikh, an American of Jewish origin called Abdullah Walter, had lived in the same apartment. As a notable convert, Walter had enjoyed the patronage of

  al-Husseini, the grand mufti himself.




  The ownership had changed after the Six-Day War. Walter had gone to California and died there, leaving behind Berger al-Tariq, his friend and disciple. The municipality had torn down half the

  building and sealed the windows overlooking the Haram. The site’s present owner was an Armenian Uniate tile maker who kept a shop on the Via Dolorosa.




  Little black children in white watched her heft her basket through the ancient portico and into the courtyard. Once the Haram’s Sudanese guards had been quartered in a building across the

  street, and black people continued to live in the neighborhood. Sonia had a fantasy going in which she imagined that blacks had always lived there, going all the way back, back even to the

  pharaoh’s Cushite soldiers.




  That day she had ballpoint pens for the kiddies.




  “Hey, homes,” she said when two boys ran up to her. “Hey, wass hap’nin’?”




  There were four kiddies and each got a pen before she went upstairs.




  The interior of the apartment was dark and perfumed with incense sticks. Berger al-Tariq was on a divan, propped up on cushions. Beside him, face down, was a Simenon, Maigret en

  Vacances.




  She put her bags in the corner, beside his sink and hot plate.




  “Easter bunny’s here,” she said. “A few things you might need. Can you eat?”




  “Not for a day or two,” Berger said. “And then I don’t know.” He made an unsuccessful effort to rise. “May one ask,” he asked primly, “has the

  Easter bunny brought some colostomy bags?”




  “You bet.”




  She watched him light one of the locally made cigarettes he liked. The backs of his long slender hands were freckled and wonderfully lined with outstanding veins.




  “What a paltry conclusion to things,” he said gaily. “Fucking disgrace.”




  “You have to go where you can be comfortable.”




  “I always wanted to die here,” he said. “Now I don’t think so.”




  “Have you money to travel?”




  Not answering, he waved away smoke. She took the cigarette from his hands and took a drag.




  “I can get some,” she said. “I have a gig up in Tel Aviv. A standing thing.”




  She took out the pills, poured a few for her own reserve and handed the packet to him.




  “Hey, are you suffering? Are you?”




  He laughed and took the pills from her. “I’m suffering. A thing for which I lack talent.”




  She took a couple of the pills and swallowed them with a swig from his bottle of mineral water.




  “What next for you, my dear?” he asked. They had not seen each other for several days.




  She inflated her cheeks slightly and puffed. “Don’t know, Berger.”




  “What would you like most?”




  “Most of all I’d like to go to Cuba again. I’ve always missed it.”




  “Would they take you back?”




  “Maybe. Probably.”




  “But it won’t last.”




  “Actually,” she said, “I’ve thought of working in the Strip. But it’s so religious there now. Bothers me a little.”




  “I failed you,” Berger said.




  “Don’t feel sorry for me. Don’t feel sorry for yourself. Those are the rules from which everything flows, right?”




  “There’s always some kind of blindness.”




  “I understand,” she said.




  She had met Berger the year before the intifada, when the Old City had been a magic carpet. Cairo had been a cab ride away. Everyone had been pals, or so it had seemed on the surface. It had

  been East of Suez, an open sesame of funky treasures where the best was like the worst. She had never understood the Kipling line until coming to Jerusalem.




  That had been one of her years of conspicuous underemployment. She had been checking coats in New York, at an Upper East Side restaurant, singing whenever a gig came her way. It had been the

  shank of the eighties. She had fallen in among Sufis and they had somehow passed her along to Berger. Together they had pursued the Uncreated Light.




  “Yes,” Berger told her. “I know you do.”




  Everything had to end, and it had all ended badly for Berger. The shebab regarded him as a sodomite; he had once been a wooer of Arab boys. Gush Emunim had an eye for the madrasah; the

  militant Zionists were leaning on the Armenian, who was thinking of selling out to them and settling with his relations in Fresno. The Gush had discovered Berger, an Austrian, in solitary

  residence.




  Then he had gotten sick. He had not been able to find the right doctor on the Palestinian side. The idea of an Israeli doctor gave him a feeling he described as “self-consciousness.”

  It was the sort of self-consciousness any compatriot of Eichmann’s might feel. Eventually he had gone to the French Hospital in Cairo. Sonia had tried getting some medical names from the

  American consulates on both sides of town but he had not been reassured.




  “I’ll go over to Tel Aviv in a couple of days,” she told Berger. “Something may turn up. Will you be all right?”




  “Yes, I think so.”




  She gave him a wide-eyed look. “Poor baby,” she said slyly. “You’ll have to be, huh?”




  They laughed together.




  “You know,” he said, “I’m going out by the same door I came in. It’s going to cost me everything I’ve ever learned in life to get it over with.”




  “Use it up,” she said. “You’re lucky to have it.”




  Her greatest pleasure in Berger was that she could say whatever occurred to her. He looked at her and shook his head.




  “How does it go?” he asked. “I have talked the talk. And now I must walk the walk.”




  “That’s the song, Berger.”




  He lowered a green curtain to divide his sleeping alcove from the rest of the apartment and set about changing his colostomy bag.




  “Are you still in hope?” he asked. Their little group had developed its private diction.




  She had opened a latticed Moorish door to the small sunny courtyard outside and moved her chair to sit beside it. An olive tree grew from the dry soil in the middle of the court. Two

  thirsty-looking potted orange trees sat on the loose cobblestones. The sky had a rich blue afternoon light.




  Sonia sighed over the light, the green trees, the sumptuous weather. She was content, for the moment.




  “Yes,” she said. “In hope.”
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  IN THE COMMUNITY center more than a hundred young Orthodox men were playing Ping-Pong, payess and shirttails flying,

  eyes ablaze with humor, satisfaction or rage. They were all good, and some were very good indeed. Their games were strenuous and violent. Most were speaking English, and from time to time one or

  another would cry out, “Christ!” or “Yess!” in the style of adolescent American triumph.




  The waiting room of Pinchas Obermann’s office could be approached only through the center’s table tennis parlor. It was a peculiarity of the complex, located in a new high-rise

  building in the expanding northern suburbs of Jerusalem.




  Two men sat in the waiting room. One was about thirty, in stone-washed jeans and a black shirt with a beige windbreaker. Although it was after ten at night, he wore Ray-Bans under Dr.

  Obermann’s unsteady fluorescent light. A clarinet case rested by his chair.




  The second man was older, round-shouldered, melancholy and overweight. He had on khaki trousers, a white shirt with a plaid tie and a tweed jacket.




  The younger man was watching the older, unashamedly, never taking his eyes away. The older man, pretending to read a copy of Jerusalem Report, fidgeted under the other’s

  scrutiny.




  After the two of them had waited for some time, a summoning voice sounded from Dr. Obermann’s inner office.




  “Melker!”




  The voice was peremptory, without any suggestion of healing or solicitude, and projected through the closed door. Dr. Obermann did without a receptionist and a great deal else. The young man

  gave the elder a last glance and sauntered inside, taking his instrument with him.




  Dr. Obermann was red-bearded, crew-cut and thick-bodied. He wore a turtleneck and slacks and army-issue glasses.




  “Mr. Melker,” he said. He stood to shake the young man’s hand. “Or should I call you Raziel? Or should I call you Zachariah? What should I call you?”




  “You make me sound like a multiple personality,” young Melker said. “Call me Razz.”




  “Razz,” the doctor repeated tonelessly. “I see you have your clarinet.”




  “Like me to play it?”




  “That great pleasure I force myself to postpone,” Dr. Obermann said, “until a more appropriate moment. How’s the monkey? On or off your back?”




  “I’m as clean as the eyelids of morning,” said Razz. “I’m happy.”




  Obermann looked at him noncommittally.




  “Take off your sunglasses,” he said, “and tell me about your spiritual life.”




  “You have a nerve, Obie,” Razz Melker said, taking a seat and removing his glasses. “Checking my eyes?” He said it good-naturedly. “If I was popping, you think

  I’d own these shades? Or these clothes? Want to see my veins?” He shook his head in a tolerant gesture. “By the way, with all those little buchers out there whapping the

  balls around, it’s a little difficult to talk the spiritual life.”




  “Think those kids don’t have any?”




  “Hey,” Raziel hastened to say, “they put us all to shame. No question about it.”




  “I’m pleased that you’re clean,” Dr. Obermann said. “It’s important. Happy is good too.”




  “Maybe do the odd spliff. That’s it.” He smiled his pink-edged bad-boy smile and spread his long, jeans-clad legs out in front of him. He wore lizard boots from Africa.




  Obermann watched him in silence.




  “Want to hear about my spiritual life? I still have one. Is that all right?”




  “Depends,” said Dr. Obermann.




  Razz looked contentedly about the office as they listened to the rat-a-tat of Ping-Pong balls. Eyes exposed, he had a blinky, myopic look. The place was decorated with posters from the Palazzo

  Grassi, the British Museum and the Metropolitan. The show themes were either primitive or ancient art.




  “Your patient out there,” Razz said. “The elderly dude. Want me to tell you something about him?”




  “Mind your business,” said Obermann.




  “He turned goy on us, right? He’s a Christian convert. Or was.”




  Obermann held Razz’s gaze for a moment, then took his own glasses off and rubbed his eyes.




  “You know him,” the doctor insisted. “You’ve heard about him somewhere.”




  “I assure you, man, I never set eyes on him before.”




  “Be so kind,” Dr. Obermann said, “as to not address me as ‘man.’”




  “Sorry,” Razz said. “I thought you wanted to know about my spiritual life. I think I’m playing well too.”




  “A lot of drugs change hands in those clubs in Tel Aviv,” Obermann said.




  “You’re not shitting, sir. However, as I told you, I don’t indulge.”




  “Very well,” Obermann said.




  “I’m not about to do that naltrexone treatment again,” Razz Melker declared. “Christ, everything Burroughs said about sleep cures is true. They genuinely suck.”




  “Your father would like you to go home to Michigan.”




  “I know.”




  “He’s worried about you,” Dr. Obermann said. With his glasses resting on his forehead he wrote Melker a prescription for a mild tranquilizer that was part of the follow-up to

  the naltrexone. Then he dashed off the quick note for the IDF that would assure Melker’s continued exemption from military service. “Also, he doesn’t think you’re making

  much of a contribution to the Jewish state.”




  “Maybe he’s mistaken. Anyway, his contributions cover both of us.”




  Dr. Obermann looked at him coldly.




  “Tell him I love him,” Melker said.




  “How’s Sonia?” the doctor asked. “Off drugs also?”




  “Come on, Doc, she’s no junkie. She’s a Sufi, a real one. Now and then she dabbles.”




  “She shouldn’t dabble,” the doctor said.




  “You like her, don’t you?”




  “I like her very much,” said Obermann.




  “I know you do. I told her so.” He paused to observe the doctor. “You should hear her sing.”




  “Yes,” Dr. Obermann said, “no doubt I should. Are you lovers?”




  Razz laughed and shook his head. “No. Want me to fix you up?”




  “Impossible.”




  “How’s the book going?” Melker persisted. “The religious mania book.”




  Obermann wriggled into a disclamatory shrug.




  “Am I in it?” Melker asked. “How about the alter kocker outside? Is he in it? He ought to be.”




  “Call me if you have any thought disorders,” Obermann said.




  Melker laughed and leaned forward confidentially.




  “But Doc,” he said. “Thought itself is disorder. It disturbs the primal rhythm of the universe. With static. Psychic entropy. The sages —”




  “Out!” Dr. Obermann commanded. Melker stood up and took his papers. When he reached the door, the doctor asked him, “How did you know? About that man?”




  Melker turned, unsmiling. “He’s a musician too. Isn’t he? I bet he’s a good one. Looks like a bass player. No. Cello?”




  “You saw something,” Obermann said. “He must have calluses on his fingers. Or something.”




  “But he doesn’t,” Melker said. “It’s true, isn’t it? A musical Christian convert?”




  “Why,” Obermann asked him, “should he be in my book?”




  “I see the roots of his soul,” Melker said.




  “Nonsense.”




  “If you say so.”




  Obermann stared at him. “And what, precisely, do you see?”




  “I’ve explained,” Melker said, “what I see and how. I think you understand.”




  The doctor drew himself up in a Herr-Professorly stance. “What I may understand,” he declared, “and what I am able to believe are —”




  Melker interrupted him. “Tell me his name.”




  “I can’t,” Dr. Obermann said. “I can’t do that.”




  “Too bad,” Raziel said. “What’s the diagnosis? Schizo? Manic depression, probably. Keep an eye on him.”




  “I will. But why?”




  “Why? He comes from the King, that’s why. He rides the Chariot. You know, if you didn’t avoid me,” Razz Melker said, “if you weren’t afraid of me, I might

  tell you a little about these things.”




  “I’m not afraid of you,” the doctor said. “Your father doesn’t pay me to be your pal.”




  Raziel stopped in the lobby outside to watch the table tennis players, standing by the door that led to the plaza outside the high-rise. Homo ludens, he was thinking. God’s image in

  every eye. Their youthful energy and passion for play was nourishing, animating the dead of night. Animating the dead also.




  His presence made quite a few of the players uneasy; he seemed so mocking and godless. They would have been surprised to learn that once he had been one of them, black-suited, sidelocked,

  wearing tzitzit under his shirt, the fringes a constant reminder of the six hundred and thirteen mitzvot.




  When he got tired of watching, Melker went out into the desert wind and walked across the empty tiled plaza to the Egged bus stop. All the shops in the little suburban mall were closed except

  for a shwarma stand beside the recreation room. He took out his clarinet and began to play the first notes of Rhapsody in Blue, languorously, then explosively — flawlessly, it

  seemed to him. For a long time there was no one to hear. The lights of the shwarma stand went out. He stood and played: Raziel, a phantom busker in some stone city of the labyrinth. But

  before the bus arrived, Dr. Obermann’s older patient joined him at the kiosk.




  “Bravo,” said the older man shyly. “Wonderful.”




  “Really?” Razz asked, putting away his instrument and reed. “Thanks.” He could sense the man’s unfocused strength of soul.




  “Yes, you’re very good.” The man seemed to be making an effort to smile. “You must play professionally.”




  “How about you?” Melker asked.




  “I?” The man coughed with embarrassment. “Oh, no.”




  “In the States,” Melker said, “a shrink would have a back door, right? So we lunatics wouldn’t encounter each other at the bus stop.”




  The man in tweed, the musical Christian convert, appeared to give this observation considerable reflection. He seemed to be still pondering it when the bus drew up.




  “I thought you must be a performer,” Melker said to the older man as they rode together. “Doctor Obie keeps his weird hours for entertainment people. I thought you might be a

  musician like me.”




  “No, no,” grumbled the man. “No, hardly.”




  “What are you?”




  The older man stared at him, pretending surprise at his effrontery.




  “I’m Adam De Kuff,” he said. “And you?”




  “I’m Raziel Melker. They call me Razz.” He looked into De Kuff’s eyes from behind his shades. “You’re from New Orleans.”




  De Kuff looked a bit troubled. But he smiled. “How did you know?”




  Melker smiled back. “There’s a hospital down in N.O. called De Kuff. A Jewish hospital. And a concert hall, right? De Kuff is a grand old name in the Crescent City. A tip-top

  name.”




  “In any case,” the man said stiffly, “it will have to do. It’s the only name I own.”




  “What is it, Dutch?”




  “It was once Dutch, I’m told. With a K-U-I-F. Before that Spanish, de Cuervo or de Corvo. Then it became Dutch in the West Indies. Or off-Dutch. Then plain De Kuff in

  Louisiana.”




  “When I meet a fellow madman,” Razz said by way of explanation, “it makes me a little crazier.”




  Adam De Kuff shifted away slightly. But eventually, on the long ride, they fell into conversation again. The bus was almost empty. Its route lay between the Jerusalem airport and the heart of

  the city, following Ramallah Road, zigzagging to drop and pick up single passengers at new developments like the one where Obermann had his office, stopping at Neveh Yaacov and Pisgat Ze’ev,

  then skirting French Hill and Ammunition Hill through the Bukharan Quarter and Mea Shearim to Independence Park. The streets it served were nearly deserted at that late hour, bathed in chemical

  light. Its driver was a surly, sandy-haired Russian.




  “Obermann is really a lot younger than he looks,” Razz was explaining to De Kuff. “He has an old man’s manner because he has an old soul.” He had unconsciously

  adopted a little of De Kuff’s cultivated southern accent.




  De Kuff smiled sadly. “Don’t we all?”




  “Has he helped you?” Razz asked. “Pardon my asking, but I think we may have a few things in common.”




  “He’s very gruff. A typical Israeli, I suppose. But I like him.”




  They rode all the way to the end of the line together, and as it turned out, their conversation lasted through the night. In De Kuff’s overstuffed hotel suite they talked about tantric

  Buddhism and the Book of the Dead, kundalini yoga and the writings of Meister Eckhart. When the Muslim call to prayer broke over the city they were watching the sky over Mount Zion, for first

  light. They sat in upholstered chairs beside the east-facing window. De Kuff’s cello, in its case, leaned against a closet door.




  Once, during the small hours, Razz had reached out and taken Adam’s hand. Adam had drawn away hastily.




  “What do you think, Adam?” Razz had asked. “Think I’m making a pass at you? Relax. I’ll read your palm.”




  De Kuff sat tensely and let the divination proceed.




  “Did you go to church yesterday?” Raziel asked when he had seen the man’s hand. De Kuff raised his free hand to his forehead. It was as though he had forgotten, at first, to be

  surprised at Melker’s question.




  “I went to a church. Not to church. No longer.”




  “They do put on a show,” Melker said. Still studying De Kuff’s hand, he added, “You must be so lonely.”




  The older man had turned bright red and begun to perspire. “Is that there too? Well, I’ve learned solitude,” he said. “Though neither solitude nor fellowship suits

  me.” The muezzin’s second call came from across the valley. De Kuff closed his sad elephant’s eyes. “I envy them their prayers. Yes, the Arabs. Are you shocked? I envy

  anyone who can pray.”




  “I know why you can’t pray,” Melker said. “I can imagine what happens when you do.”




  “But how?”




  “Have you told Obermann?”




  “Yes. I’ve tried.”




  “Obie’s good, you know? But I don’t think he’s ready for you.”




  “But surely,” De Kuff said, smiling, “I’m just another unhappy individual.” He seemed suddenly in the grip of an elegant gaiety. Then, seeing Raziel’s face,

  his smile faded.




  “How’d you like being a Christian?” Raziel asked.




  “I don’t know,” De Kuff said. He looked stricken with shame. “I felt I had to do it.”




  “I also,” Razz said. “I was a Jew for Jesus.” He turned in his chair and took hold of his knee and stretched it. “Hey, I’m still for Jesus. You gotta love the

  guy.”




  De Kuff stared at him in confusion.




  “I believe I know the roots of your soul,” Raziel told him. “Do you believe me?” The older man looked into his eyes. Now I have you, Raziel thought. “Think because

  I met you at the shrink’s I might be crazy?” Raziel asked.




  “It does occur to me.”




  “You went and had yourself baptized,” Raziel informed him. “You were a Catholic. Your mother is part Gentile.”




  “I’m afraid I’m very tired,” Adam De Kuff said. “I’ll say good night.”




  “Would you like to sleep?” Raziel asked him.




  De Kuff looked at him in trepidation. Raziel got up and stood behind his chair. He put his hands on the heavy man’s neck and twisted. For a moment Adam seemed to lose consciousness. Then

  he stiffened in the chair and tried to stand.




  Raziel held him down gently but firmly at the shoulders.




  “Learned it from a kundalini yogin. Never fails. Kundalini yogins don’t sleep much, but when they do, they’re very good at it. Have a bath and you’ll sleep

  until dinner.”




  “I do have trouble with sleep,” De Kuff said, getting awkwardly to his feet.




  “Of course.” Raziel patted his new friend’s round shoulders. “Someone woke you. Who knows when?”
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  MISTER STANLEY’S was behind the Hotel Best, on the second floor of a concrete building with tinny metal facings and

  opaque glass windows that presented an art deco curve to the street. It was very late when she finally arrived, a little after three on a weekday morning. The cab driver who brought her from the

  bus station told her he was from Bukhara. He spoke good English and wanted to know about Los Angeles. L.A. was not a place well known to Sonia. He shook off her questions about Bukhara and the

  Jewish drummers native to it.




  The street on which Mister Stanley’s stood was two blocks long. It was the second street from the beach, lined with the back doors and service entrances of oceanfront hotels and postcard

  shops and snack bars, all shuttered and dark.




  A mist of small rain dampened the empty, littered street, and getting out of the cab, Sonia shivered in its unfamiliar salt chill. She had become a Jerusalemite, accustomed to the dry hills. For

  the trip to Tel Aviv she was wearing her bohemian Smithie getup: a denim skirt, sandals, a black top with her turquoise necklace, an expensive black leather jacket. Crossing the street, she heard

  laughter from the shadows, low laughter of indeterminate gender.




  It was not a meeting she looked forward to. But Stanley settled nothing over the telephone and made it a point of honor to be incommunicado during daylight hours.




  The metal grille at the street door was down and she had to rattle it for some time before anyone came to answer. Then an unshaven young man who looked as though he had been asleep appeared and

  stood looking at her blankly through the grille. Addressing him in her fractured Hebrew, she understood that he was a Palestinian.




  After a moment, he lifted the grille without a word and stepped aside to let her pass.




  A rap tape went on suddenly. Climbing the stairs, she saw the spastic flashes of a strobe light playing on the well of darkness at the top. There she found an open doorway to the black and blue

  dance floor. In the middle of it was Mister Stanley himself, etherealized by the flashing light, performing some kind of Siberian cake walk to Lock N Lode’s projectile recitation and grinning

  at her.




  “Yo, Sonia! Com-rade! Dar-ling.”




  Two more young Arabs were sitting on the floor against the wall, watching Stanley perform. They looked agreeably awestruck, like a couple of shoeshine boys in a Fred Astaire movie digging Mister

  Fred. Sonia raised a hand to shield her eyes from the glare of the strobe. “Someday,” she told Stanley, “I’m gonna have a seizure up here.”




  He came over to kiss her, shaking his head in comic confusion at the coarse poetry on his sound system.




  “Listen! What means, Sonia? Whatsitsay?”




  There were do-it-yourself prison tattoos on his wrists and the backs of his hands. Links, nets and webs gauged in the mottled, freckling skin. She had to wonder what the officials of ingathering

  had made of him at Lod. Must have worn his mittens on the flight from Moscow, she thought. He had been rejected for military service because of the tattoos.




  “Sonia? Now? Just then. What he’s saying?”




  “ ‘Be chillin’, muvvafucka, take off my rhyme,’ ” Sonia reported. “Something along those lines.”




  Stanley repeated it with a good accent. “What means?”




  “A death threat.” She had to raise her voice to be heard. “To anyone who steals his rhyme.” She shrugged impatiently.




  “Awriiight,” said Mister Stanley. “Chillin’ muvvafucka!” He spread his arms out, winglike and loose-wristed, to dance a few steps more. “Whatsmatter?

  You don’t like it?”




  “Sure,” she said. “I like it fine. Could you chill that light,” she added, “because I think it’s giving me epilepsy, know what I’m saying?”




  He kissed her indulgently and gave a command in Arabic. When the sound and light were stopped, a tall, dark, strikingly attractive young woman appeared on the dark dance floor, caught by a

  standing spot overhead. Stanley conducted everyone to a table. One of the two young Arabs brought them a tray with a bottle of Perrier, a bottle of Stolichnaya, and dishes of cucumber slices,

  olives, Arab bread and what appeared to be caviar.




  The woman’s name was Maria Clara. When Sonia tried her in Spanish, she replied in a rather genteel accent that she came from Colombia, from Antioqhia province, not far from

  Medellín. Her features were patrician and tragic. Sonia assumed that she played a role in Stanley’s dealings with the Colombian cocaine trade.




  “You should hear Sonia perform,” Stanley said in English to Maria Clara. “Breathtaking. Soon we make a record.”




  Stanley’s offer was an agreeable fantasy based on his periodic attempts to muscle in on some local record distributorship. Back on the Arbat he had bootlegged American R & B records,

  and now, as the proprietor of Mister Stanley’s, he felt himself an impresario. Stanley and his ambitions had become a troubling constant in Sonia’s life. She had not sung in public for

  twelve years before meeting him. One night the previous spring, she spent an evening in Tel Aviv with an old pal from Friends school and they had gone to Mister Stanley’s to try the jazz. The

  jazz had been sort of east of the Vistula, but Sonia and her friend, a junior officer at the Ankara embassy, were both visibly African American and for this reason had been given the big hello.

  Stanley had regarded them as an authenticating presence, or at least as atmosphere.




  She had been drunk and merry that night. She had been prevailed upon to sing a few Gershwin songs. “Our Love Is Here to Stay.” “How Long Has This Been Going On?” It had

  been a rush. And after that, Stanley had always wanted her there. Stanley had also always wanted her as a mistress — less in his bed, she suspected, than on his arm. As an authenticating

  presence, or at least as atmosphere.




  She had a generous glass of Stoli and a slice of Arab bread and caviar. It improved her mood.




  “Really good, Stanley. Appreciate it.”




  In reply, Stanley presented a vision of himself as stricken Pierrot. He clasped his tattooed hands across his chest and turned the corners of his mouth down. “Sonia,” he said

  plaintively, “I miss you. Why you don’t come around more?”




  His eyes were bright blue and the skin under them was dark, so that he seemed to be always watching in shadow.




  “I want to come back,” she said. “I was hoping you could give me a gig.”




  “But of course,” he said happily, and took her hand. “Start anytime. Start tonight. This young woman is a wonderful singer,” Stanley told his guest. “Great voice.

  Makes you shiver.”




  Maria Clara nodded in somber approval.




  “So I’m free next week,” Sonia said, wanting to give herself a few days to work up to it. “When do you want me?”




  “The night you can start, you should start. Next weekend?”




  “All right,” she said. “I’d like that. Same deal as before?”




  The deal she had had before entailed Stanley paying her five thousand dollars American for seven nights, two performances a night. When he had first proposed the sum, she had thought he was

  joking. But he had not been; he commanded large sums and he genuinely liked her singing. The amount made it worthwhile to cope with him, at least for a few weeks.




  “Same deal,” Stanley said.




  In addition to large sums of money, he dispensed drugs with vast prodigality, and coping with him meant not accepting any. Sonia’s reading was that he would expect nothing beyond

  minstrelsy for the agreed-upon salary. For free dope, there might be certain expectations, carnal and otherwise. He knew she had worked for the International Children’s Foundation in the

  Strip, that she had UN documents and access to the UN’s vehicles.




  “You have a place to stay in Tel Aviv? We can fix it for you.”




  “I have a place lined up,” she told him. It was not exactly true. She knew a pension near the beach that was owned by two old Berlin Spartacists, acquaintances of her parents.




  “Maybe you’ll be going to Gaza soon?” Stanley asked. “In one of their little white cars?”




  She knew he moved drugs there. He claimed to have contacts in the army and in the civil administration, as well as among the local shebab. The blue and white UN vans that shuttled between

  the Hill of Evil Counsel and the Occupied Territories exercised a practical fascination for him.




  “I don’t think so, Stanley. I think I’ve worn out my welcome there.”




  “Well,” he said, “if you do, we might work something out. I got friends there.” It was as explicit as he had ever gotten. He reached out and took her hand. “Wait,

  Sonia. One moment. I have something for you.”




  “It’s all right, Stan,” she said. “I have to go.”




  In fact there was nothing but the empty street outside, no buses or sheruts for Jerusalem until five or so. He disappeared into a back room, leaving her dithering in Maria Clara’s

  company.




  “You’re beautiful,” said the cool, sad Colombian. She had the gravity of a tango artist. “You mustn’t go so soon.”




  “Well,” said Sonia, “thank you.”




  “You remind me of Cuba. You look like a Cuban. And when you speak, you sound Cuban.”




  “I’m flattered,” Sonia said. “But I’m too clumsy to be Cuban.”




  Sonia was more or less used to Stanley, but Maria Clara gave her sudden stark chills.




  “You know what?” Stanley asked. “We got call from your old boyfriend. The clarinet.”




  “Ray Melker? How’s he doing?” She was about to ask whether he was off drugs, but that might be an awkward question in present company.




  “He’s in Safed. He gives tours. Now he wants to work. Come down and blow for us.”




  “Better grab him, Stan. He’s a baby Sidney Bechet. He’ll be famous someday.” She was wondering what it would be like to see Raziel again. Temptations.




  Stanley agreed. “You want work, I tell him, you got it.” She left without calling a taxi and walked around the hotel to Hayarkon Street and followed the patterned pavement south

  along the beach. The turbulent light of day was gathering on the ocean horizon, a mass of twisted clouds and pale gray light. The cold colors of sea and sky confused her sense of place.




  A mile or so down the seafront, she encountered a troop of elderly men in bathing suits hurrying toward the ocean. They called to her, thrusting out their hoary hairy chests, puffing themselves

  up in macho array. One man waved a bottle of Israeli vodka. She stopped and watched them jog together toward the water’s edge for their morning constitutional, outlined against the

  sunrise.




  Sonia had a weakness for the old-timers. She had once spent an evening in a bar on Trumpeldor Street where they went in for old Zionist war songs, the “Internationale,” Piaf and

  Polish waltzes; it had reminded her of her parents’ world. One bounded by hope. She had begun to think of hope as belonging to the past.




  There was a free taxi parked along Herbert Samuel Street, so she took it to the bus station. She caught the first morning bus, filled with civil servants on their way to work. As it climbed into

  the red and brown Judean Hills, she felt a sense of relief like homecoming.




  Who knew, she had to wonder, which was the real world? The plastic town on the make, a city ironically like any other, or the city on the hill where she had settled. In any case, she knew where

  she belonged.
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  ONE EVENING Lucas had a meeting with a man who called himself Basil Thomas, who claimed to be a former officer of the KGB.

  He worked in Israel as a kind of journalist’s runner, occasionally doing pieces himself under a variety of names, in several languages, but generally providing leads and guidance to other

  freelancers. Lucas owed his acquaintance with Thomas to a Polish journalist named Janusz Zimmer, who knew everyone and had been everywhere and worked thousands of sources worldwide. The appointment

  with Basil Thomas took place at Fink’s. They shared a table in the tiny space, and Thomas, wearing an outsized leather overcoat despite the mild weather, drank Scotch as quickly as the

  Hungarian waiter could bring it to them.




  The waiter was one of the things Lucas liked best about Fink’s. He seemed to have stepped whole out of a wartime Warner Bros. movie and closely resembled at least three of Warners’

  Mitteleuropean bit players of the period. In the course of being served by him, Lucas had rejoiced in being addressed in a dazzling variety of honorifics: Mister, Monsieur, Mein Herr, Gospodin and

  Effendi.




  What Lucas liked least about Fink’s was the extremely close quarters its size compelled. He had found, however, that the place tended to expand or contract according to one’s mood

  and in proportion to the amount of liquor consumed.




  Basil Thomas, whistle wetted, was explaining his unparalleled access to the most secret archives of Soviet Intelligence.




  “When I say anything you want, I mean anything you want. Hiss. The Rosenbergs. Did they or didn’t they, know what I mean?” A salesman, he seemed to hint at some delicious

  unspeakable aspect of the case.




  Yet Basil was a disappointment to Lucas. In setting up the interview, he had imagined a man possessed of some totalitarian chic.




  “You have files on Alger Hiss and the Rosenbergs?”




  “Not only that. I got files on what’s desinformatsiya, what’s not. I got the Masaryk story. The Slansky story. The story on Noel Field. I got Raoul Wallenberg. I got

  Whittaker Chambers. I got the basis of your next book.”




  “So was Hiss really a spy?” Lucas asked.




  “Excuse me,” said Basil gaily. “This is all scheduled information.” Lucas imagined he had picked up the quaint postcolonial term in the course of his travels. “This

  is the stuff of legend. The story of the century.”




  Glancing down at his guest’s ruddy, hugely knuckled hands, Lucas found it possible to imagine him busting heads in some flaking Balkan capital. An earthy, smiley torturer. On the other

  hand, he might be nothing more than an amiable trickster.




  “Janusz says you know where the bodies are buried,” Lucas told Thomas. “That’s his phrase.”




  “Janusz,” Basil Thomas repeated wearily, “Janusz, Janusz. Between us,” he told Lucas confidentially, “sometimes I think Janusz is a charlatan. I have doubts about

  Janusz.”




  “The century’s over,” Lucas said after a moment. He had gotten drunk through no fault of his own, trying to pace the man, and he was being intentionally unkind. “People

  may not care about all that.”




  “How can you say such a thing?” Thomas seemed genuinely shocked. “This is history.” He glanced over his shoulder in a gesture of discretion, although everybody in the

  place — the aged bartender, the Hungarian waiter and the two middle-aged American women at the next table — was clearly listening to every word. “History,” he repeated

  reverentially. “What do you mean they may not care?”




  “Oh, you know,” Lucas said. “Readers are fickle. With time they lose interest.”




  “Lose interest?” The possible former agent stared at him as though trying to decide if he was worth persuading. “You’re serious?”




  “Everyone overrates the significance of his own era,” Lucas said for the sake of argument. “Things change.”




  “Listen, mister,” Basil Thomas said. “Knowledge is power.”




  “Is it?”




  “You never heard this? If I own the past, I own the ground you walk on. I control what your children learn in school.”




  Lucas, childless, was nevertheless impressed. He could not tell whether such thoughtfulness spoke for Basil Thomas’s authenticity or against it.




  “I guess that’s right.”




  “You guess correctly. That’s what I’m offering.”




  “I think,” Lucas said, “it’s not for me.”




  “You don’t mind losing the past?”




  “I’m losing the present,” Lucas confided. “That’s what bothers me.”




  “The present?” Basil Thomas sneered at him. “The present is confusion.” He turned in his chair and sighed. “Well, I can go elsewhere.” And his covert

  attention was already surveying the room, spying out an elsewhere.




  “Anyway,” Lucas said, “I’m not sure I can afford it.”




  Basil Thomas had plainly expected to be well paid.




  “What about the real story behind Avram Lind’s dismissal from the cabinet?” he suggested, brightening. “How and why Yossi Zhidov replaces him? What he’ll do to get

  back in? I got a special line on this.”




  Lucas shrugged. He was not a particularly close observer of domestic Israeli politics.




  “I fear for your place in history,” Basil Thomas said. “You have the opportunities to make a name, but no. All right,” the big man said when Lucas failed to show further

  interest. “I got something else. Ever heard of Pinchas Obermann?”




  Lucas had, but could not remember in what connection.




  “The doctor. The doctor who treated the foreigner who tried to burn the mosques. He’s a specialist on the Jerusalem Syndrome.”




  “Which is?”




  “Which is coming here and God gives you a mission. To Christians like your good self, only crazy ones.”




  This time Lucas said, “I don’t regard myself as Christian.”




  “Anyway,” Basil Thomas said, “Obermann thinks he has more big stories. He wants to write a book and he wants a collaborator. Only his English is so-so and he’d like an

  American. For the market there.”




  Dr. Obermann had an office in the northern suburbs, Thomas explained, but he passed many of his evenings at the Bixx Bar in town and was ready to entertain potential collaborators there.




  “Is he connected with Shabak?” Lucas asked. “Shabak” was everybody’s pet name for the SB — Shin Bet, the internal security agency.




  Thomas shrugged and smiled. “That I can find out for you,” he said, although it figured to be something he already knew.




  “Well,” Lucas said, “the millennium is coming. The city’s full of majnoon. I’ll go look for him at the Bixx.”




  “Remember where you got it,” Thomas said, and in an instant he was fading into the late-century shadows outside.




  In the wake of Basil Thomas, Fink’s settled down to its customary quiet. The bartender, a melancholy ancient whose beetling brows and Anglophilic dress made him resemble S. J. Perelman,

  looked straight ahead and wiped glasses. The waiter stood by with a napkin over his arm and an elfin smirk. Lucas finished his drink, paid for Basil’s drinks and went outside. There was a

  spring smell of jasmine along King George Street and Hasidic buskers on the corner of Ben Yehuda.




  He would have expected to meet a man like Obermann in some quiet institutional study. The Bixx was a haunt of publicans and sinners near the site of the old Mandelbaum Gate, beyond the Russian

  Compound. The mysteries of Mea Shearim approached it from one direction, the tense, silent Palestinian city from the other. The walk there sobered him somewhat.




  Inside it was reggae night, all smoke, sweat and beer. On the small bandstand, a Rasta quintet was running through the works of Jimmy Cliff. The place was full; there were Viking quasi-maidens,

  Ethiopians with Malcolm X hats, Romanian pickpockets and American Juniors Abroad in kibbutznik hats. Each boogied according to his covenant. A message board was adorned with calling cards of Moonie

  missionaries, Player Wanted notices from musical groups, and messages that passing Australians left for each other. Over the bar was a large electric Heineken sign.




  The manager, slightly known to Lucas, was a well-spoken American hipster known as One-Name Michael.




  “I’m looking for Dr. Pinchas Obermann,” Lucas told Michael over the din. “Know him?”




  “Sure,” Michael said. “Here to get deprogrammed? You don’t look like his type.”




  “Is that what he does?”




  “Look,” Michael said. He pointed to a table near the end of the bar where a red-bearded man was deep in conversation with a young, sweet-faced blond woman. Janusz Zimmer, the

  ultra-experienced Pole, was with them.




  Lucas made his way to their table and introduced himself to Obermann.




  “Mr. Lucas?” Dr. Obermann extended a chubby hand. He was about Lucas’s age, bearish and boyish, with humorous eyebrows and watery blue eyes. Physically, he had a morphology one

  saw among Hasidim; it was easy to picture him in tzitzit and suits of solemn black, and faintly surprising to see him without a kippa. But he wore an army shirt and sweater with leather

  patches at the sleeves and cheap glasses. He introduced the woman with him as Linda Ericksen. It turned out that Dr. Obermann knew Lucas’s friend Tsililla Sturm, through the Peace Now

  organization, which made everything friendlier. “Linda,” Obermann told Lucas, “disapproves of Gush Shalom. She’s embraced the revisionists. Become a

  Jabotin-skyite.”




  “That’s a fantasy of Pinchas’s,” Linda said. “I’m not even Jewish. But I’ve been researching the settler movements on the West Bank and in Gaza, so it

  amuses him to tease me.” Moreover, she told them, she had recently been working as a volunteer for the Israeli Human Rights Coalition.




  “Thomas send you over?” Janusz Zimmer asked Lucas. “Clever fellow,” he said, without waiting for an answer. “He’ll expect to be cut in. He got Pinchas and

  Linda together also. Connections are his living.” Zimmer always sounded a bit drunk, although, keeping track, Lucas observed that he actually consumed fairly little. His way of being drunk

  was very watchful. Though Lucas did not mention it, connections were Zimmer’s living as well.




  “Thomas offered me a choice,” Lucas told him. “Cabinet intrigue, ‘Inside the KGB’ or Dr. Obermann and religious mania. I think religious mania is more me.”

  Lucas asked Linda, “Have you had an interesting time with the settlers? They’re usually suspicious of the press.”




  “And of Americans,” Linda said. “Maybe because so many of them are former Americans themselves. But I think I’ve won their trust.”




  “Do they know you work for the Human Rights Coalition?” Lucas asked.




  “The settlers like Linda because she’s a midwestern Protestant minister’s wife,” Dr. Obermann said. “They hope to find a friend in her. And perhaps they

  have.”




  Linda struck Obermann affectionately on the forearm. Either they were lovers, Lucas thought, or Mrs. Ericksen was endeavoring to give that impression.




  “Pinchas enjoys demonizing the settlers. So many Israelis do. But I think they’re perfectly decent people.”




  Obermann cast a glance heavenward. Linda continued, addressing Lucas. Zimmer watched her.




  “Many of the settlers believe what I believe. While they’re here, the rights of the Arabs should be protected.”




  “Notice,” Dr. Obermann said, “she says ‘while they’re here.’ As though they could be made to vanish.” He got up and went to the bar to buy a round of

  beers.




  The reggae band had struck up the Jimmy Cliff number about the Babylonian captors of the children of Israel requiring songs and mirth. The Rasta version closely followed Psalm 137.




  When Obermann brought the beers to the table, Lucas expressed his interest in the doctor’s work. He was ready to consider a collaboration. He did not add that he was nearly broke and

  grossly underemployed. The project seemed interesting, relatively safe and personally congenial. The question — the potential problem — was Obermann himself.




  For Lucas’s benefit, the doctor summarized a hypothetical story representative of the annals of the Jerusalem Syndrome.




  “A young man of scant prospects receives a supernatural communication.” Obermann’s accent had a Germanic tinge. “He must go to Jerusalem at the Almighty’s command.

  Once here, his mission is disclosed. Often he is the Second Coming of Jesus Christ.”




  “Are they always foreigners?”




  “The foreigners come to the notice of the police. They end up on the street.”




  “How did you get interested in this subject?”




  “I treated Ludlum,” Obermann said. “I was doing military service and they assigned me to work with the Border Police. Ever hear of him?”




  Everyone had. Willie Ludlum had once been a shepherd in New Zealand. Watching his flock by night under the Southern Cross, he had received tidings that led him to torch the Al-Aksa Mosque in the

  Old City, filling the streets from Fez to Zamboanga with outraged believers.




  “He was sad,” Linda Ericksen told them mournfully.




  “Willie was quietly insane,” said Dr. Obermann. “He was that rare thing, a schizophrenic with manners.”




  “Didn’t he think he was the key to human history?” Lucas asked. “I thought they all thought that.”




  “Willie was in love,” Obermann explained, “on top of his religious delusions. He had fallen in love with a girl on the kibbutz where he was staying, and that’s probably

  what made him violent. But he didn’t believe he was Jesus or the Messiah. He thought if he burned down the Al-Aksa, the Temple could be rebuilt. This is a common theme, of course.”




  “How many such people are there?”




  “Ah,” said Dr. Obermann, “this depends. All Christians are supposed to believe in the Second Coming and the New Jerusalem. The advent of the Messiah is a fundamental in

  religious Zionism. So, in a way, all Christians and religious Zionists have a touch of the Jerusalem Syndrome. From a grimly rationalist point of view. Of course this doesn’t make them

  delusional.”




  “Unless they take it personally,” Lucas suggested.




  “When they think it involves them directly, there’s often a problem,” said Dr. Obermann. “Especially when they’re here.”




  “On the other hand,” said Lucas, “if they’re here — it tends to involve them directly.”




  “Are you Jewish, Mr. Lucas?” Linda asked brightly. She herself appeared extremely Gentile, a chirpy suburban soubrette.




  “Yes,” said Obermann with a chuckle. “I was going to ask.”




  To his horror, Lucas began to stammer. He had not been asked the question for at least a month. Lately his trove of dusty answers and snappy non sequiturs had not been serving him well.




  “On a scale of one to ten?” Linda proposed playfully.




  “Five?” suggested Lucas.




  “How about on a scale of yes and no?” asked Janusz Zimmer.




  “My family is of mixed background,” Lucas told them with underconfident primness. He thought it might make him sound a little like Wittgenstein. In fact, what mixed had not quite

  been a family. More of a fuck.




  “Ah,” said Obermann. “Well, this is what you have to remember in Jerusalem.” He raised his left hand and began to enumerate its chubby fingers with his right thumb and

  forefinger. “First, real things are actually happening, so you have reality. Second, people’s perceptions are profoundly conditioned, so you have psychology. Third, you have the

  intersection of these things. Fourth, fifth, who knows? Possibly other dimensions. Mysteries.”




  “What about you?” Lucas asked Linda. “What brings you out here?”




  “I was a poor preacher’s wife when I came here,” she replied.




  “An actual missionary,” Obermann said drily.




  “Yes, a kind of missionary. But I tended toward comparative religion. I worked on a dissertation at the Hebrew University.”




  “On what?” Lucas asked.




  “Oh, on Pauline Christianity and its corruption of Jesus’ original teachings. In fact, it touches on the Syndrome as a latter-day parallel. It’s called ‘Raised in

  Power.’ ”




  “Oh,” said Lucas. Some old text came nearly to mind, hung suspended in the half-light of his recollection. He gave it a shot: “ ‘It is sown in corruption,’ ”

  he began, “ ‘it is raised in incorruption.’ ” That sounded right. “ ‘It is sown in weakness, it is . . . raised in power.’ ”




  “So,” said Dr. Obermann, “your background is religious?”




  “Well,” Lucas said airily, “I was a religion major in college, at Columbia.” When this seemed not to satisfy them, he went on. “Catholic. My father was a

  nonpracticing Jew. My mother was a sentimental Catholic. Not really a religious person but . . .” He shrugged. “Anyway, I was raised Catholic.”




  “And now?” Obermann asked.




  “And now,” Lucas said, “nothing. Do you come here often?” he asked the doctor.




  “Everyone comes here,” Linda said.




  “Everyone comes here,” Dr. Obermann repeated. “Even the eunuchs and abstainers.”




  “So,” Lucas asked, “should I start coming more often?”




  “You know,” Linda said, “you should talk to my ex-husband while he’s in country.” She was immediately interrupted by a young Ethiopian with an earring who invited

  her to dance by raising her at the elbow. Out on the floor, swaying to “The Harder They Come,” the pair of them looked like a martial young Othello and his bland but distinctly

  adulterous Desdemona.




  “Her husband was a Christian fundamentalist,” Obermann explained. “They both were. Now he works for something called the House of the Galilean. Christian Zionists, good

  relations with the rightists, something of a moneymaker.”




  “And she?”




  “Officially,” Zimmer said, “she’s at the university. And separated from the husband now.”




  “An enthusiast,” said Dr. Obermann. “Conversion prone. If she took up Catholicism, crystals, lesbian gardening — one wouldn’t be surprised.”




  “Is she your patient?”




  “She was never really my patient. Linda isn’t suffering from any kind of disturbance. She’s a seeker. When her marriage broke up, we became close.”




  “Obermann is just cynical,” Janusz Zimmer informed Lucas. “He’s converted Linda to the cause of himself.”




  At this point, a hawk-faced man with a shaven skull leaned down and shouted into Lucas’s face.




  “Yoor the foodie! I remember yoo! When do we do our next interview?”




  The hawk-faced man was named Ian Fotheringill. He was an aging Glaswegian skinhead, a former Foreign Legionnaire and African mercenary who had taken up haute cuisine and was employed at one of

  the big chain hotels. Lucas had once interviewed him for his newspaper. He believed that Fotheringill had formed the impression that he was an internationally renowned food writer who would clear

  his way to celebrity and the London bistro of his dreams.




  “Oh,” said Lucas, “soon.”




  Fotheringill had been drinking heavily. He had red, pointy ears and a tiny nose ring. Seemingly displeased at Lucas’s relative indifference, he turned to Dr. Obermann.




  “I can make a kosher sauce l’ancienne,” he informed the psychiatrist. “I’m the only chef in the land of Israel who can make one.”




  “Aha,” said Dr. Obermann.




  “They call him,” Janusz Zimmer said with a lightning wink, “Ian the Hittite.”




  Fotheringill began to tell a story in which an American guest at a resort hotel had accused him of using lard in his strudel.




  “Lard in the strudel!” he protested to heaven. “Where the fook can I find bloody lard in Caesarea?”




  Linda returned from dancing with the Ethiopian. Fotheringill stared at her as though she were a charlotte russe and presently took her back onto the floor.




  “You should talk to her ex-husband,” Obermann said to Lucas. “The House of the Galilean is a very interesting place. Pilgrims go. Victims of the Syndrome. They go for

  the lentil soup.”




  “I love lentil soup,” Lucas said.




  Obermann gave him an appraising look.




  “So you’re interested in this?” Obermann asked him. “At book length?”




  It seemed to Lucas that he could talk his way into an advance without too much difficulty. “I’ll think about it,” he said.




  “My notes are at your disposal,” Obermann said. “Or they will be, when we come to an understanding. Ever written a book before?”




  “As a matter of fact I have,” Lucas said. “It was about the American invasion of Grenada.”




  “A very different subject.”




  “Not entirely,” Janusz Zimmer said. “There was a metaphysical dimension in Grenada. Some of the people involved thought they had connections on high.”




  “Reagan, you mean?” Lucas asked.




  “I wasn’t thinking of Reagan. But I guess it would apply to him and to Nancy.”




  “Were you in Grenada during the invasion?” asked Lucas.




  “Just before,” Zimmer said. “And soon after.”




  “Janusz is a bird of ill omen,” Dr. Obermann said. “Where he appears, newsworthiness follows.”




  “There were cults, as I remember,” Zimmer said. “On the island.”




  “Yes, there were,” Lucas said.




  “Here also there are cults,” said Dr. Obermann. “Not merely a few lost souls, but organized and powerful groups.”




  “All the better,” Lucas said. “For the story, I mean.”




  Zimmer leaned closer and spoke above the noise of the band.




  “Care should be taken,” he said.




  Lucas was considering the Pole’s caution when his attention was diverted by a young woman on the dance floor who was dancing with the Ethiopian. She had the café au lait skin of the

  Spanish Main and black hair cut in a close afro, partly covered with a Java cloth scarf. Her dress was maroon and she wore a Coptic cross around her neck. She had long legs and Birkenstock sandals

  and her feet and ankles were decorated with purple geometric designs. Lucas recalled hearing somewhere that Bedouin women wore such designs but he had never seen them. He thought at once of the

  preternaturally hip young Arab woman in the madrasah the month before. He was certain it must be she.




  “Who is she?” he asked Obermann. “Do you know her?”




  “Sonia Barnes,” the doctor said. After a quick, irritable glance he did look at her. “She used to go out with one of my patients.”




  “I’ve seen her around town,” Lucas said.




  “She’s a dervish,” Janusz Zimmer told Lucas. “She belongs in your story.”




  “True,” Obermann said.




  The girl called Sonia, and Linda Ericksen, the only two women on the dance floor, encountered each other and touched hands in greeting. Linda’s greeting was without warmth. Sonia’s

  smile seemed a bit sad and sardonic.




  “She whirls very nicely,” said Lucas. “Is she really a dervish?”




  “Would I make it up?” Zimmer asked. “She’s a practicing Sufi.”




  “Mrs. Ericksen seems to know her.”




  “Everyone knows everyone,” Janusz Zimmer said. “Sonia sings in a place called Mister Stanley’s in Tel Aviv. Go and see her. She can tell you about the Abdullah Walter

  cult. And Heinz Berger.”




  Lucas wrote it down.




  “Dance with her,” Obermann suggested.




  “I can’t. She’s too good.”
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