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  ‘And he said, Go forth, and stand upon the mount before the Lord. And, behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind rent the mountains, and brake in pieces the

  rocks before the Lord; but the Lord was not in the wind . . .’




  I Kings 19:11
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  Jerusalem




  On the ninth day of the fourth month in the eighteenth year of the reign of Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon




  In the eleventh year of the reign of Zedekiah, King of Judah




  THE PROPHET TURNED TOWARDS the valley, overhung with the smoke of countless fires, then raised his eyes to the empty sky and sighed. Trenches surrounded

  Zion; battle rams and machines of siege threatened its walls. In the ravaged houses children cried, begging for bread, but there was no one left to break it for them. Those who once looked after

  them had been driven out onto the streets, consumed by hunger, only to collapse in the city squares.




  ‘It’s over,’ said the prophet, turning to his companion, who followed close behind him. ‘It’s over, Baruch. If the King doesn’t listen to me there will be no

  salvation for his House, nor for the House of God. I know I must try to convince him, but I’m afraid all hope has gone.’




  As they made their way down deserted roads, the prophet stopped to let by a group of dry-eyed people transporting a coffin with a grim, quick step. The pale colour of the shroud that wrapped the

  corpse shone in the darkness. He watched them for a while as they scurried down the road leading to the cemetery the King had opened along the city walls which could no longer hold the cadavers

  that war and famine produced every day in such great numbers.




  ‘Prophet, why has the Lord our God chosen to uphold Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon and allow all the nations to suffer under his iron yoke?’ asked Baruch as they set forth again.

  ‘Why does He stand behind one who is already so strong?’




  They were close to the palace now, near the Tower of David. The prophet walked into the open square and then glanced back as the moon rent an opening in the clouds and illuminated the silent

  mass of Solomon’s Temple. His sorrowful eyes beheld the moonlight touching the great columns, shining on the sea of bronze and on its golden pinnacles. He thought of the solemn rites which

  had been celebrated for so many centuries in that square, of the crowds that had thronged there on feast days, of the smoke of the sacrifices that had risen up to the Lord from its altars. He knew

  in his heart that it was all over, that the Temple was destined to lie abandoned and silent for many years or for many centuries, and he struggled to hold back his tears.




  Baruch nudged him. ‘Rabbi, we must go. It’s late.’




  THE KING was still awake, despite the late hour, and had called the heads of his army and his ministers to council. The prophet

  walked towards him and all turned at the sound of his cane striking the stone floor.




  ‘You asked to see me,’ said the King. ‘What do you have to say?’




  ‘Surrender,’ said the prophet, coming to a stop directly in front of him. ‘Dress in sackcloth, cover your head with ashes and leave the city barefoot. Prostrate yourself at

  your enemy’s feet and beg his pardon. The Lord has spoken to me, and He said, “I deliver my country to the hands of Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon, my servant, I deliver unto him even

  the cattle from my fields.” You have no choice, My King. Surrender to him and implore his clemency. Perhaps he will spare your family and perhaps he will spare the House of God.’




  The King lowered his head and was silent. He was gaunt and pale, with dark, hollow circles under his eyes.




  ‘He is the heart of his nation,’ thought the prophet as he waited for Zedekiah’s response, ‘and he knows how numerous are the defences his people have raised to defend

  him: borders and garrisons, ramparts and forts. So when the enemy finally arrives at his door, his despair and his horror must know no bounds. His agony must be immense. Worse than that of the

  poorest and most humble of his subjects, who has always known he was naked.’




  ‘I will not surrender,’ said the King, raising his head. ‘I cannot believe that the Lord our God has truly spoken with you and has truly told you to deliver His people into the

  hands of a foreign tyrant, an idol-worshipper. I am more inclined to believe that it was a servant of the King of Babylon or the tyrant himself who spoke to you, and corrupted your heart. You speak

  out in favour of the enemy invader and against your own king, anointed by the Lord.’




  ‘You lie!’ the prophet cried in disdain. ‘Nebuchadnezzar put his trust in you. He made you the shepherd of his people in the land of Israel. It was you who betrayed him. You

  who plotted secretly with the Egyptians, who once held Israel in slavery!’




  The King did not react to the prophet’s words. He turned towards the window and seemed to be listening to a low rumble of thunder. The clouds had clamped down on the walls of Zion and the

  Great Temple was now just a shadow in the dark. He wiped his damp brow with his hand while thunder crashed over the desert of Judah.




  Total silence fell again, because there were no longer dogs or birds or any other animals in Jerusalem. Famine had devoured them all. And the women had been forbidden to weep for their dead so

  that the city would not resound with their perpetual wailing.




  The King suddenly spoke. ‘We have always had to fight for the land the Lord has given us, crushed as we are between powerful enemies. A land continually torn from us and yet which we must

  perennially, desperately, reclaim as our own. And each time we must stain our hands with blood.’




  The King’s face was as pale as a corpse’s, but his eyes seemed for a moment to burn with his dreams. ‘If He had given us another place, remote and secure, laden with fruit and

  with cattle, protected by the mountains and unknown to the other nations of the earth, would I have had to plot with the Pharaoh? Would I have needed his help to free my people from the yoke of

  Babylon? Answer me!’ he demanded. ‘And be quick, because time has run out.’




  The prophet looked at him and saw that all was lost. ‘I have nothing more to say to you,’ he replied. ‘The task of a true prophet is to invoke peace. But you dare to challenge

  the will of the Lord. You pretend to tempt the Lord your God! Farewell, Zedekiah. You have refused to listen to me and thus darkness will henceforth mark your way.’




  He turned to his companion and said, ‘Let us go, Baruch. There are no ears here for my words.’




  The King listened to the sound of the prophet’s cane tapping away through the pillared atrium and dissolving into silence. He looked at his counsellors and saw the terror in their eyes,

  the exhaustion brought on by their long vigil.




  ‘The time has come,’ he said. ‘We can wait no longer. Put into action the plan that we’ve prepared. Assemble the army in the utmost silence. Hand out the last rations,

  for the men will need all their energy.’




  At that moment, an officer of the guard appeared. ‘King,’ he said, ‘the breach is nearly open. A unit under Ethan’s command is about to leave from the eastern gate to

  make a sally as planned and divert the enemy’s attention. It’s time.’




  Zedekiah nodded. He took off his royal mantle and put on his armour, hanging his sword at his hip. ‘We shall go now,’ he said.




  He was followed by the queen mother, Hamutal, his wives, his eunuchs, his sons Eliel, Achis and Amasai, and the chiefs of his army.




  They descended the stairs to the women’s quarters and from there entered the palace garden. A group of stone-cutters had nearly finished opening a breach in the wall near the pool of

  Siloah and two men had been sent out to explore the area to make sure that their passage would be unhindered.




  The King waited for the last stones to be removed and was the first to go through. From the valley rose a hot, dry wind that had crossed the desert and he leaned back for a moment against the

  stones of the wall, trying to overcome the anguish that was suffocating him. The officers hurriedly ushered out the others, directing them to sheltered positions behind the rocks.




  In the distance a trumpet blast suddenly sounded, followed by the clash of battle. Ethan had attacked the Babylonian siege line and horns blared throughout the valley to call

  Nebuchadnezzar’s men to the ranks. King Zedekiah felt encouraged: perhaps the sacrifice of his men would not be in vain, and he would be able to pass the enemy lines unharmed and reach the

  desert, where he would be safe. Shortly after, a light flashed down in the valley, swinging three times to the right and three times to the left.




  ‘The signal, finally!’ said the army commander. ‘The way is clear. We can proceed.’




  The password was relayed to the other officers, so they in turn could instruct their soldiers. The order for departure was given.




  The King marched at the centre of the line and with him his oldest sons: Eliel, his firstborn, who was twelve, and Achis, who was nine. The youngest, Amasai, was only five, and the King’s

  aide-de-camp carried him in his arms to keep him from crying and alerting any enemy spies in the vicinity to their flight.




  They reached the bottom of the valley and the commander turned his ear towards the east. ‘Ethan fights on,’ he said. ‘Perhaps we will be safe after all. May the Lord give him

  strength and give strength to the heroes fighting at his side. Onward now, quickly. We have to move as fast as we can.’




  They turned south towards Hebron, with the intention of reaching Beersheba and from there escaping into Egypt. King Zedekiah was followed by about 1,500 men, all those who were still capable of

  bearing arms.




  But Ethan’s troops, exhausted and famished as they were, could not hold out for long under the counterattack of the Babylonians, so numerous, well fed and well armed; they were soon routed

  and massacred. Many of them were taken alive and tortured to death. One, his will broken by agonizing pain, revealed Zedekiah’s plan, and Nebuchadnezzar was immediately informed.




  He was sleeping in his pavilion on a scarlet-draped bed, surrounded by his concubines, when an officer sent by his commander, Nebuzaradan, awoke him.




  The King got out of bed and called his eunuchs to dress him. The officer was instructed to bring his armour and prepare the war chariot.




  ‘Call my guard,’ he ordered. ‘I shall not wait here for Nebuzaradan’s return. Tell him to go directly to the valley of Hebron. I shall wait for him in Riblah.’




  The officer bowed and left to attend to the King’s orders.




  A short time later, Nebuchadnezzar left his pavilion and mounted his chariot. The charioteer cracked his whip and the entire squadron followed in a column, raising a dense cloud of dust.




  Towards the west the clouds had dispersed and the pale light of dawn wavered in the sky. The song of the larks rose towards the sun as it slowly cleared the horizon. The Judaean prisoners were

  being impaled. Their commander, Ethan, in recognition of the great valour he had shown, was crucified.




  WHEN KING ZEDEKIAH reached the plain of Hebron, the sun had already climbed high in the sky. He sat in

  the shade of a palm tree to drink a little water and eat some bread and salted olives together with his men. His officers had gone off to look for horses, mules and camels in the stables of the

  city, to enable them to cover ground more quickly.




  When he had eaten, the king turned to the army commander. ‘How long do you think it will take my servants to find enough animals to get us to Beersheba? My sons are exhausted and they

  cannot walk much longer.’




  The commander began to answer, but suddenly fell still, listening to a distant sound like thunder.




  ‘Do you hear it too, My King?’




  ‘It’s the storm that was approaching Jerusalem last night.’




  ‘No, sire, those clouds are over the sea now. This is not the voice of the storm . . .’




  While he pronounced these words his face filled with dismay and terror as he spied the war chariots of Babylon at the top of the high plain that rose above the city.




  ‘My King,’ he cried, ‘all is lost. All we can do now is die like men with our swords in our hands.’




  ‘I will not die,’ said Zedekiah. ‘I have to save the throne of Israel and my sons. Bring me some horses, immediately, and have the army drawn up. The Lord will fight at your

  side and tonight you will join me, victorious, at the oasis of Beersheba. The queen mother and my wives will wait here. They will travel much more comfortably with you on your journey to

  Beersheba.’




  The commander did as he was ordered and drew up the army, but his men felt their knees buckle under as hundreds of chariots flew at them at great speed, as they saw the glittering blades

  protruding from the axles which would cut them to pieces. The ground trembled as if shaken by an earthquake and the air filled with the whinnies of thousands of horses and the din of bronze

  wheels.




  Some of the soldiers looked back and caught sight of their King riding off, and shouted, ‘The King is escaping! The King is abandoning us!’




  The army instantly scattered and broke up, the men running in every direction. The Babylonian warriors gave chase in their chariots as if they were hunting wild animals in the desert. They ran

  them through with their lances or pierced them with their arrows as if they were gazelles or antelopes.




  The Babylonian commander, Nebuzaradan, watched and waited. Without warning, he swiftly took off after Zedekiah as the King of Judah fled on horseback with his sons, holding the youngest one

  tightly against his chest. Nebuzaradan raised his standard high as he rode and a group of chariots enlarged into a semicircle in response to his signal, abandoning the hunt to go after the runaways

  on the plain.




  Zedekiah was soon surrounded and forced to stop. The Babylonian warriors brought him before Nebuzaradan, who had him put in chains, along with his sons. They were given nothing to eat or drink,

  and were not allowed to rest. The King was dragged through the plain littered with the corpses of his soldiers; he was forced to march alongside those who had been captured and taken prisoner, and

  was made to face the scorn and hate they felt for him because he had abandoned them.




  The column of chariots turned north towards Riblah, where King Nebuchadnezzar awaited them. Zedekiah was brought before the King with his sons. The oldest, Eliel, tried to console little Amasai,

  who was wailing desperately, his face smeared with snot, dust and tears.




  Zedekiah prostrated himself with his face to the ground. ‘I implore you, Great King. My inexperience and weakness made me fall prey to the promises and the threats of the King of Egypt and

  I betrayed your trust. Do with me what you will, but spare my sons. They are innocent children. Take them to Babylon with you. Allow them to grow in the light of your splendour and they will serve

  you faithfully.’




  Prince Eliel cried out, ‘Get up, Father! Rise, O King of Israel. Do not soil your forehead in the dust! We do not fear this tyrant’s rage. Do not humiliate yourself for

  us.’




  The King of Babylon sat in the shade of a sycamore on a cedar-wood throne, his feet resting on a silver stool. His beard, curled in ringlets, fell to his chest and on his head he wore a tiara

  set with precious stones.




  It was hot, but the King was not sweating. Though a breeze arose from time to time his beard and his hair and even his clothing were as still as a statue’s. The King of Jerusalem lay at

  his feet with his brow in the dust but Nebuchadnezzar’s gaze was fixed on the horizon, as if he were sitting alone in the middle of the desert.




  He said nothing, nor did he give any signal, but his servants moved as if he had spoken, as if he had given them precise orders.




  Two of them grabbed Zedekiah by the arms and lifted him, and a third seized his hair from behind so that he could not hide his face. Another took Prince Eliel, dragged him in front of his father

  and forced the boy to his knees, pinning his arms behind him and planting a foot in the small of his back. Not a sigh escaped the young prince; he begged for no pity. He pressed his lips together

  as the executioner approached him, brandishing his sword, but he did not close his eyes. And his eyes were still open when his head, severed from his body, rolled to his father’s feet.




  Zedekiah, crushed in horror, was overcome by a convulsive shuddering, swamped in a bloody sweat which dripped from his forehead and his eyes and ran down his neck. A deranged, uncontrollable

  hiccuping rose from his gut and his eyes wheeled around in their sockets, as if trying to escape the sight of that motionless trunk pouring and pouring out blood and drenching the dust. The

  desperate howl of young Amasai tore through his soul and his flesh, as Nebuchadnezzar’s servants took the second of his sons, Prince Achis.




  He was little more than a child, but the sight of that abomination had tempered his soul like steel, or perhaps the Lord God of Israel Himself was holding His hand over that innocent head. The

  executioner’s sabre swung down on his neck as well, and his body collapsed, his blood mixing with that of his brother.




  Amasai was too small to be decapitated and so the king’s servant slashed the boy’s throat like a lamb’s sacrificed on the altar on the first day of Pesach. The blade turned his

  wailing into a gurgle and his small lifeless limbs paled in the dust. His lips turned purple and his eyes, still full of tears, grew glassy and dull as life fled his body.




  Zedekiah, drained of his voice and his strength, seemed to crumple to the ground, but then suddenly, with an abrupt burst of energy, he sprang from the hands of his guards and, grabbing a knife

  from one of their belts, rushed at Nebuchadnezzar. The sovereign did not move; he remained immobile on his cedar-wood throne, with his hands resting on its arms, while his servants seized Zedekiah

  and tied him to the trunk of a palm tree. The executioner approached, grabbed his hair with one hand to pull his head fast against the tree and with the dagger in his other hand gouged out both of

  his eyes.




  Zedekiah was engulfed in a red flame and then sank into endless darkness. As consciousness abandoned him, he remembered the words of the prophet. He realized that from then on, he would walk in

  a place infinitely more horrifying than death and that never again, as long as he lived, would he be able to feel tears running down his cheeks.




  King Nebuchadnezzar – his will having been carried out – had Zedekiah put in chains and began the journey to Babylon.




  THE PROPHET reached Riblah the next night. He travelled little-known paths to succeed in crossing enemy lines. As he journeyed through the night, he saw

  the maimed corpses of the soldiers of Israel impaled on sharp poles. Ethan’s body was hanging from a cross, covered by a flock of crows and surrounded by starving dogs that had bared his

  bones up to his knees.




  The prophet’s soul was already filled to the brim with this horror when he reached Riblah, but when he saw the mangled and unburied bodies of the young princes, and when he learned that

  the king had been forced to witness their suffering before his eyes were put out, he sank into the dust and gave himself over to despair. In that atrocious moment he could think only of the endless

  affliction that his people had always had to suffer for having been chosen by God. He wondered how the Lord could have placed so intolerable a burden on the shoulders of Israel while other nations

  living in idolatry enjoyed infinite wealth, comfort and power. And these nations were the very instrument which God had chosen to punish the unfortunate descendants of Abraham.




  And in that moment of profound discouragement the prophet was shaken by doubt. He thought that it would be better for his people to forget that they had ever existed, better to mix among the

  other peoples of the earth like a drop of water in the sea, to disappear rather than to suffer, generation after generation, the burning pain of the scourge of God.




  He set off without having taken anything to eat or drink, his eyes filled with tears, his soul as dry as the desert stones.




  NEBUZARADAN entered Jerusalem some days later with his troops and he settled into the royal palace with his officers, his eunuchs and his concubines. He

  had kept several of Zedekiah’s concubines found at Hebron or left behind in the palace for himself; others he had distributed among his men. The rest were sent to Babylon to be used as

  prostitutes in the Temple of Astarte. The queen mother, Hamutal, was treated with the honour her rank deserved and was housed near the Damascus Gate.




  For more than a month, nothing happened: Nebuzaradan’s servants combed the city to hold a census of all the surviving inhabitants, taking special note of blacksmiths and farriers. The

  population began once again to hope, because the farmers were allowed to bring food into the city, which could be bought at high prices. No one, however, was allowed to leave, The gates were

  guarded day and night, and those few who had tried to escape by dropping ropes down the sides of the city walls were captured and crucified on the spot, so that they would serve as an example to

  the others.




  The elders did not share in the people’s hope; they were certain the worst was yet to come. Inevitable punishment loomed frighteningly, unknown and menacing.




  One night Baruch was wakened by a Temple servant. ‘Get up,’ the man told him. ‘The prophet wants you to meet him at the bean vendor’s house.’




  Baruch understood the meaning of the message. His master had used it on other occasions when they needed to meet in isolated surroundings, protected from watchful eyes.




  He dressed, put on his belt and walked through the dark, deserted city. He took a secret route, going through the houses of trusted friends or walking on the rooftops or along underground

  tunnels to avoid the patrols of Babylonian soldiers making their rounds.




  He reached the assigned meeting place, a house falling into ruins that had belonged to a bean vendor at the time of King Jehoiakim and had then been abandoned because the man had no heirs.




  The prophet emerged from the darkness. ‘May the Lord protect you, Baruch,’ he said. ‘Follow me. A long journey awaits us.’




  ‘But Rabbi,’ protested Baruch, ‘let me go home to get a knapsack and some provisions. I didn’t know we were leaving.’




  The prophet said, ‘There’s no time, Baruch. We have to leave now. The ire of the King of Babylon is about to be unleashed on the city and on the Temple. Quickly, follow

  me.’




  He swiftly crossed the street and started up a little road that led to the Temple. The immense building appeared in front of them as they turned into the square that flanked its western

  wall.




  The prophet turned to make sure that Baruch was following, then set off down another little road which seemed to lead away from the square. He stopped at a doorstep and knocked. They heard

  scuttling within and then a man opened the door. The prophet greeted him and blessed him. The man took a lantern and led them down a hallway into the house.




  At the end of the hallway were a number of stairs cut into the rock that led underground. At the bottom, their guide stopped. He scraped the ground with a shovel, uncovering an iron ring and a

  trapdoor. He inserted the shovel handle into the ring and pulled. The trapdoor lifted, revealing more stairs, even darker and narrower than the first. A puff of air arose from the opening, stirring

  the lantern’s flame.




  ‘Farewell, Rabbi,’ said the man. ‘May the Lord assist you.’




  The prophet took the lamp from his hand and began to descend the stairs, but before long a distant cry was heard, and then another, and soon the underground passage rang with a chorus of

  shrieks, muffled by the thick walls of the ancient house.




  Startled, Baruch turned around.




  ‘Do not look back,’ said the prophet. ‘The Lord our God has turned away from our people. He has withdrawn His gaze from Zion and has given us over to His enemies.’ His

  voice trembled and the lamplight transformed his features into a mask of suffering. ‘Follow me. There is no more time.’




  Baruch followed him and the trapdoor slammed behind them.




  ‘How will that man find his way back?’ he asked. ‘We have his lantern.’




  ‘He’ll find the way,’ answered the prophet. ‘He’s blind.’




  The passageway was so narrow that sometimes they had to turn sideways, and so low that they often had to bend and stoop. Baruch felt suffocated as if he had been closed up alive in a tomb, and

  his heart beat wildly in his chest. The sense of oppression was intolerable, but he followed the even step of the prophet, who seemed to know every foot of that secret passage in the bowels of the

  earth.




  Finally, the dimness began to ease and they soon found themselves in an underground chamber. Light flickered through an iron grille in the ceiling.




  ‘We’re inside the old cistern under the portico in the inner courtyard,’ he said. ‘Come now, we’re almost there.’




  He walked to the end of the large room and opened a small door that led to a passageway as dark and narrow as the first. Baruch tried to understand in what direction they were heading, and he

  suddenly realized that his master was leading him towards the heart of the Temple itself, sacred and forbidden, the resting place of the God of the Multitudes! They went up a rough staircase, at

  the top of which the prophet pushed aside a slab of stone then turned to him.




  ‘Follow me now,’ he said, ‘and do what I tell you.’




  Baruch looked around and his heart swelled with astonishment and awe. He was inside the Sanctuary, behind the linen veil that covered the Glory of the Lord! Before him was the Ark of the

  Covenant and on it were two kneeling golden cherubs whose wings held up the invisible throne of the Most High.




  The cries of anguish from the city were much clearer and closer now, magnified by the echoes filling the deserted porticoes of those immense courtyards.




  ‘Take all of the sacred vessels,’ instructed the prophet. ‘They must not be profaned. Put them into the basket you’ll find in that cupboard. I’ll do the

  same.’




  They gathered up the vessels and, crossing the small space of the Sanctuary, brought them to another room, where the High Priest customarily lodged.




  ‘Now we must return,’ said the prophet. ‘We will take the Ark with us.’




  ‘The Ark?’ exclaimed Baruch. ‘But we’ll never manage to carry it away!’




  ‘Nothing is impossible for the Lord,’ said the prophet. ‘Come now, help me. When we return we’ll find two pack animals waiting for us.’




  They went back into the Sanctuary, put acacia wood poles into the rings of the Ark and lifted it, with considerable effort. By now the cries were filling the Temple’s outer courtyards, and

  they had become the inebriated shouts of foreigners drunk on wine and on blood. The prophet walked with difficulty, because his limbs no longer had the vigour of youth and the sacred relic of the

  Exodus was heavy with wood and gold.




  Baruch was not surprised when he saw, in the room where they had left the sacred vessels, two donkeys with pack saddles tied to a ring which hung from the wall.




  The prophet goaded them with a stick and they began to pull with such strength that the ring was nearly jerked out of the wall. The two men heard a click and part of the wall turned around on

  itself, uncovering another dark passage that led underground. The prophet untied the two animals, put one in front of the other and linked the two pack saddles with the poles that supported the

  Ark. He fastened the Ark to this makeshift base and arranged the sacred vessels in the bags hanging from the saddles.




  ‘You follow last,’ he said to Baruch. ‘Make sure we don’t lose anything and close the passages which I’ll have opened. We still have a long journey in the dark

  ahead of us, but at the end we will be safe. These animals will not betray us. They are used to walking underground.’




  They started down the passage and began to descend a ramp dug into the rock and completely immersed in darkness. They proceeded very slowly and Baruch could hear his companion’s cane

  tapping as he explored the ground in front of him at every step.




  The air was perfectly still and reeked with the penetrating stench of bat excrement.




  Time passed and the ramp became almost completely horizontal; the passage must have reached the level of the valley under the city.




  They walked in silence for nearly the whole night until, as dawn was breaking, they found a stone wall in front of them filtering the first light of the new day. Baruch moved the stones one by

  one so that the little procession could cross to the other side, where they found themselves in a small cave.




  ‘Where are we, Rabbi?’ he asked.




  ‘We’re safe now,’ answered the prophet. ‘We’ve passed the Babylonian siege lines. The road for Hebron and Beersheba is not far away. Wait here and do not move. Put

  the stones back in place so no one will realize we’ve passed this way. I’ll be back soon.’




  He left and Baruch did as he had been ordered. When he finished he peered out of the cave’s opening, hidden from sight by broom and tamarisk bushes, and saw his companion, who waved for

  him to come out. At the side of the path was a cart full of straw. Baruch emerged and hid the Temple vessels and the Ark under the straw, then yoked the donkeys. They then got onto the cart, two

  simple farmers setting off for their fields, and continued their journey.




  They took out-of-the-way paths and overgrown mule tracks, avoiding roads and villages until they reached the desert.




  The prophet seemed to be following a route well known to him, with a precise itinerary. He would stop at times to observe the countryside, or step off the cart and climb up the side of a hill or

  a mountain ridge to get an overview, only to clamber back down and continue on his way. Baruch watched as he covered barren hilltops with his quick step, as he climbed heaps of black flint scorched

  by the sun, as he trod fearlessly through the domain of scorpions and serpents.




  They spent six days and six nights practically without speaking, their hearts oppressed by the thought of the destiny of Jerusalem and her people, until they reached a gorge carved by a wide

  torrent. Two completely barren mountain ridges rose to their right and left. Deep greyish-white furrows in the hillsides were dotted with spare, spindly desert thorn bushes.




  Baruch suddenly noticed, on the left, a cliff with a strange pyramid-like shape, a shape so perfect and so cleanly carved that it seemed a man-made object.




  ‘I’m afraid we’ll find neither water nor food ahead, Rabbi,’ he said. ‘Are we still far from our destination?’




  ‘No,’ answered the prophet. ‘We’ve nearly arrived.’ He pulled the donkeys’ reins.




  ‘Arrived . . . where?’ asked Baruch.




  ‘At the sacred mountain. Mount Sinai.’




  Baruch widened his eyes. ‘Sinai . . . is here?’




  ‘Yes, but you won’t see it. Help me to load the Ark and the sacred vessels onto one of the donkeys. I’ll walk him by the halter. You stay here with the other donkey. Wait one

  day and one night for me. If I haven’t returned by then, you head back alone.’




  ‘But Rabbi, if you don’t return, the Ark will never be found again and our people will have lost it forever.’




  The prophet lowered his head. The desert was immersed in the most complete silence. Not a single creature could be seen moving as far as the eye could see over the endless rocky plain. Only an

  eagle wheeled through the sky in wide circles, letting himself be carried by the wind.




  ‘And if this were so? The Lord will make it arise from the depths of the earth when the moment comes to guide our people towards their last destiny. But now my task is to bring it back to

  its place of origin. Do not dare to follow me, Baruch. Since the time of the Exodus, the true location of the sacred mountain has been revealed only to one man in every generation, and only one man

  in every four generations has been allowed to return there. The last before me was Elijah. I alone, the first since the time of the Exodus, will be given access to the most secret place of the

  whole earth, where I will hide the Ark.




  ‘If it is God’s will, you will see me return after one day and one night. If you don’t see me return, it means that my life is the price that the Lord our God has demanded for

  safeguarding the secret. Do not move from here, Baruch, for any reason, and do not attempt to follow me, because you are forbidden from treading this land. Help me, now.’




  Baruch helped him to load up the donkey which seemed the stronger and covered the pack with his cloak.




  ‘But Rabbi, how will you manage on your own? You are weak. You’re no longer young enough to—’




  ‘The Lord will give me strength. Farewell, my good friend.’




  The prophet set off through the desolate expanse of stones between the two mountain ridges and Baruch stood motionless under the burning sun to watch him. As the prophet walked away, Baruch

  understood why he had wanted to take just one donkey with him and leave the cart behind. The prophet chose the stones on which he placed his feet so that no trace of his passage would remain.

  Baruch was afraid. The foremost symbol of the existence of Israel was travelling towards an unknown destination and would perhaps vanish forever. He watched with dismay as his master became smaller

  and smaller, until he completely disappeared from sight.




  THE PROPHET walked alone through the desolate wasteland. He trod the realm of poisonous snakes and scorpions and he felt the burning eye of God delving

  into his innermost being. He reached a point at which the valley opened up and was dominated by a mountain on the right that looked like a crouching sphinx and by another on the left that looked

  like a pyramid. Suddenly a furious wind struck him, nearly knocking him over, and he had to grip the donkey’s halter tightly to stop it from running off.




  He struggled forward against the wind until fatigue and the pain tormenting his soul cast him into a kind of delirium. He felt the ground tremble beneath him as if shaken by an earthquake, then

  felt as if he were being enveloped in bursts of flame that were devouring him. He had known that this would happen, for it had once happened to Elijah.




  As if in a dream, the prophet abruptly found himself at the mouth of a cave at the foot of a barren, sun-scorched mountain, and he began to climb to its peak. Midway up the mountain, he found a

  figure carved into the rock which represented a staff and a serpent. He turned to scan the valley and clearly found what he was looking for at the bottom, a line of stones tracing out a rectangular

  shape. That etching and those stones made him sure that he found himself in the most humble and secret place in Israel: the site where God had first chosen his dwelling place among men.




  He made his way back down to the entrance of the cave, took a flint blade and began to dig inside the cave until he found a slab which covered a ramp buried under a fine white powder. With

  immense effort, he unloaded first the Ark, which he deposited in a niche carved into the stone, and then the sacred vessels. He was about to turn back when he slipped and bumped against the wall

  which closed off the underground tunnel. He heard an echo, as if there were an opening on the other side. Afraid that someone might find another way into this hiding place, he lit a pitch torch and

  secured it into a crack in the wall so he could have a little light. He took the flint blade he had been digging with and hit the wall repeatedly. He could hear the echo growing stronger and

  stronger. Suddenly he heard a sharp click and then a loud crash. The wall caved in and he was dragged downwards as if in a landslide, and he thought, blinded by the dust and half buried in the

  rubble, that his final hour had come.




  When he opened his eyes and the dust had settled, his expression contracted into a grimace of horror, because he saw what he would not have wanted to see for anything in the world. He bellowed

  out in desperation and his voice emerged from the mouth of the underground chamber like the roar of a wild beast caught in a trap, resounding off the naked, solitary peaks of the Mountain of

  God.




  BARUCH AWOKE with a start, certain that he had heard a cry: the voice of his master, broken with tears. And he remained awake to pray.




  The next day, since his master had not returned, he turned back across the desert, heading towards Beersheba and then Hebron. He entered Jerusalem the same way he had left it.




  The city was empty!




  All of the inhabitants had been torn from their homes and taken away by the Babylonians. The Temple had been burned to the ground, the royal palace demolished, the mighty walls of the ancient

  Jebusite fortress dismantled stone by stone.




  He waited, nonetheless, counting the days that the prophet had been missing and trying to calculate how long it might take him to find his way back, until one day he reappeared, thin and ragged,

  at the bean vendor’s house.




  Baruch approached him and grasped at his tattered robe. ‘Rabbi,’ he cried, ‘we have seen the destruction of Zion! The city once so full of people is empty, its princes

  gone!’




  The prophet turned to face him and Baruch was shocked. His face was scorched, his hands cut and wounded. He had a crazed look in his eyes, as though he had been hurled into the depths of Sheol

  alive. It was not the sight of the annihilation of Jerusalem – a consequence of the Lord’s will, after all – that had plunged him into such grim desperation; it was something

  else, something that he had seen up there on the mountain. Something so terrible that the destruction of their entire nation, the uprooting and exile of its people, the slaughter of its princes, no

  longer mattered.




  ‘Rabbi, what did you see in the desert? What has driven you into this state?’




  The prophet turned towards the night advancing from the north. ‘It all comes to . . . nothing,’ he muttered. ‘I know now that we are alone. Complete solitude without beginning

  and without end, without place, without purpose or cause . . .’




  He tried to walk off, but Baruch was still holding him by his sleeve. ‘Rabbi, I beg of you, tell me where you have hidden the Ark of the Lord! I know that one day He will call his people

  from their exile in Babylon. I obeyed your orders, Rabbi, and I did not follow your steps, but tell me now where you’ve hidden it, I beg of you . . .’




  The prophet’s eyes were full of darkness and tears. ‘It’s all useless. But if one day the Lord shall call someone, he must walk beyond the pyramid and beyond the sphinx, he

  must cross wind, earthquake and fire until the Lord shows him where it is hidden. But it will not be you, Baruch. And perhaps no one. Ever. I have seen what no one was ever meant to see.’




  The prophet pulled free of Baruch’s grasp and walked off, soon disappearing behind a heap of rubble. Baruch watched him in the distance and noted his strange rolling gait. One of the

  prophet’s feet was bare! He ran after him, but when he reached the other side of the ruin the prophet had vanished, and as long and as hard as he looked, Baruch could not find him.




  He never saw him again.
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  Chicago




  United States of America, 24 December 1998




  WILLIAM BLAKE COULD barely get his eyes open. The acid taste in his mouth was familiar, the result of another restless night of

  tranquillizer-induced sleep and poor digestion. He dragged himself into the bathroom. The harsh neon light above the mirror revealed a greenish complexion, sunken eyes and tousled hair. He stuck

  out his tongue. It was coated with a white fur and he closed his mouth with a grimace of disgust. He felt like crying.




  A hot shower eased the cramps in his stomach and muscles, but washed away his remaining energy. He slipped down to the floor nearly unconscious, and lay under the steaming downpour for long

  minutes. Then, with a supreme effort, he reached up towards the tap and turned it to cold. The water spurted out in a freezing stream and he was jerked to his feet as if he had been whipped; he

  tried to bear it for long enough to regain a lucid mind, an upright position and an awareness of the misery he had been plunged into.




  He dried himself vigorously with a bath towel, then turned back to the mirror. He carefully lathered his face, shaved and applied an expensive lotion, one of the few reminders of his past

  lifestyle. Then, like a warrior putting on his armour, he chose a jacket and trousers, a shirt and tie, socks and shoes, considering a number of combinations before he settled on what he would

  wear.




  He had nothing in his stomach when he poured a shot of bourbon into his boiling black coffee and gulped down a few mouthfuls. This potion would have to do instead of his usual Prozac this

  morning; he was determined to face the last stations of his own personal cross-carrying expedition, scheduled for today, on willpower alone: the session with the judge that would confirm his

  divorce from Judy O’Neil, then his afternoon appointment with the rector and dean of the Oriental Institute, who were expecting his resignation.




  The telephone rang as he was about to leave and Blake lifted the receiver.




  ‘Will,’ said the voice on the other end. It was Bob Olsen, one of the few friends he had left since fate had turned her back on him.




  ‘Hi, Bob. Nice of you to call.’




  ‘I was just leaving, but I couldn’t go without saying goodbye. I’m having lunch with my old man in Evanston to wish him a merry Christmas and then I’m off to

  Cairo.’




  ‘Lucky you,’ said Blake in a lifeless voice.




  ‘Don’t take it so hard. We’ll let a few months go by, things will quieten down on their own and we’ll talk about the whole thing again. The board will have to re-examine

  your case. They’ll have to listen to your reasoning.’




  ‘What reasoning? There are no reasons. I have no witnesses, nothing.’




  ‘Listen, you have to get back on your feet again. You have to fight this. You can do it. You know, in Egypt I should be completely free to move around. I’ll try to get some

  information. Whenever I’m not working I’ll find out whatever I can. If I meet someone who can testify that it wasn’t your doing, I’ll bring him back here, even if I have to

  pay their fare myself.’




  ‘Thanks, Bob, but I don’t think there’s much you can do. Still, thanks anyway. Have a good trip.’




  ‘So – I can leave without worrying about you?’




  ‘Oh, sure. You don’t have to worry about me . . .’ He hung up, took his cup of coffee and walked out onto the street.




  A bell-ringing Santa Claus greeted him on the snowy pavement, along with a gust of bitterly cold wind that must have licked the entire icy surface of the lake from north to south. He reached his

  car, which was parked a couple of blocks down, still holding the steaming cup of coffee in his hand, got in and headed downtown. The shopping district was splendidly decked out for the holidays:

  the bare trees had been covered with thousands of tiny lights, looking like a miraculous out-of-season blossoming. He lit a cigarette and enjoyed the warmth as the car began to heat up, the music

  on the radio and the scent of tobacco, whisky and coffee.




  These modest pleasures gave him a little courage; made him think that his luck would have to change. After all, once you hit bottom, there’s nowhere to go but up. And somehow, doing things

  that his health-fanatic wife had prohibited all those years all at once – like drinking on an empty stomach and smoking in the car – made the terrible regret he felt at losing both the

  woman he still loved so intensely and the work he couldn’t imagine living without seem just about bearable.




  HIS WIFE, Judy, was looking very elegant, perfectly made up and coifed, just like when he used to take her out to dinner at Charlie Trotter’s, her

  favourite restaurant, or to a concert at Orchestra Hall. In a sudden flush of anger, he thought that in just a week or two – or a couple of days, for hell’s sake – she’d be

  using her wiles – her low necklines, her voice, that way she had of crossing her legs – to entice someone else, to get herself invited out to dinner and to bed.




  And he couldn’t help but imagine what she’d do in bed, with this someone else, and imagining it, thought that she’d be better than she had ever been with him. All this while

  the judge told them to be seated and asked whether there was any chance of reconciling the differences that had led to their separation.




  He would have liked to say yes, that for him nothing had changed, that he loved her as much as the first time he’d seen her, that his life would be loathsome without her, that he missed

  her dreadfully, that he would have thrown himself at her feet and begged her not to leave him, that the night before he had found, forgotten at the back of a drawer, one of her slips and that he

  had gathered it to his face to breathe in her scent, that he couldn’t give a shit about his dignity, that he would let her walk all over him if only she came back.




  Instead he said, ‘The terms of the separation have been duly considered and accepted by each one of us, Your Honour. Both of us agree in requesting this divorce.’




  Judy nodded, and then each of them signed the divorce papers and the alimony agreement, which was completely unrealistic as he hadn’t worked in months and his resignation would be

  officially accepted in a few hours’ time.




  They took the elevator together and descended for two unnerving minutes. Blake would have liked to say something fitting, something important. Something that she would never be able to forget.

  As the floor numbers followed each other relentlessly on the panel, he realized that he could not think of any memorable phrase and that, anyway, it wouldn’t have made any difference. But

  when she left the elevator and walked into the lobby without even saying goodbye, he followed her and said, ‘But . . . why, Judy? Bad things happen to everyone, you know, a string of negative

  coincidences, that can happen . . . Now that it’s all over, at least tell me why.’




  Judy looked at him for an instant without showing any emotion, not even indifference. ‘There is no why, Bill.’ He hated it when she called him Bill. ‘The fall follows the

  summer and then comes winter. Without a why. Good luck.’




  She left him standing in front of the building’s glass doors, still as a toy soldier in the midst of the snow that was still falling in big flakes.




  On the pavement, sitting on a piece of cardboard propped against the wall, was a man bundled up in an army jacket, with a long beard and greasy hair, begging. ‘Anything to spare for me,

  brother? I’m a Vietnam vet. Give me a few coins so I can put something warm in my stomach on Christmas Eve.’




  ‘Well, I’m a Vietnam vet too,’ he lied, ‘so don’t break my balls.’ But when he looked at him briefly, he saw that there was more dignity in the eyes of even

  this poor devil than there was in his own. He found a dollar in his jacket pocket. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to be offensive,’ he said, throwing the money into the hat in front of the

  man. ‘It’s been a really bad day.’




  ‘Merry Christmas,’ replied the man, but Blake didn’t hear him, because he was already too far away and because he too, in that moment, was drifting through the freezing air

  like one snowflake among many, weightless and without a destination.




  He walked on and on without being able to think of anywhere he’d like to be or anyone he’d like to be with, apart from his old friend Bob Olsen, who had supported and encouraged him

  through all these ups and downs. Bob might have been able to think up some merciful lie that would have helped him through today. But he was leaving for Egypt, warm sun and work. What luck.




  Blake stopped when his legs refused to hold him up any more, when he realized that if he fell into the snowy slush that muddied the street, the cars would run right over him. He imagined that

  the judge was probably just then leaving the courtroom and the empty building to go back home, where he had a wife cooking, kids sitting in front of the TV, a dog, definitely a dog, and a Christmas

  tree covered with balls.




  And yet, despite all this – the snow, the judge, his wife, the cars, the balls on the Christmas tree, the divorce and the whisky in his black coffee – despite all of it, his instinct

  had guided him – like an old horse returning to the stables – to the university. The Oriental Institute library was just a few blocks over on his right.




  What time was it? Two thirty. He wasn’t even late. All he had to do was go up those stairs to the second floor, knock on the door of the rector’s office, say hello to the old mummy

  and the dean, and stand there like an imbecile and listen to their bullshit, then offer up his resignation, which they, given the circumstances, would have no choice but to accept. And then shoot

  himself in the balls, or the mouth, what difference did it make? No difference at all.




  ‘WHAT ARE YOU doing here at this late hour, William Blake?’




  It was all over. He’d lost his job, the only job on earth that had any meaning for him, and he would probably never get it back. And someone had the gall to ask him, ‘What are you

  doing here at this late hour, William Blake?’




  ‘Why, what time is it?’




  ‘It’s six in the evening. It’s freezing cold and you’re blue. You look like someone on the verge of death.’




  ‘Leave me alone. Just forget you saw me, Professor Husseini.’




  ‘No, sorry. Come on, get up. I live just a couple of blocks away. We’ll have a cup of hot coffee.’




  Blake tried to refuse, but the man insisted. ‘If you’d rather, I’ll call an ambulance and have them take you to Cook County, since you’re out of insurance. Come on,

  don’t be an idiot. Thank your lucky star that only a servant of Allah could be out at this hour instead of at home with his family around the Christmas tree.’




  OMAR AL HUSSEINI’S apartment was warm and had a good, somehow familiar, smell.




  ‘Take off your shoes,’ Husseini said.




  Blake did so, then dropped onto the cushions placed around the living room, while his host went into the kitchen.




  Husseini mixed a handful of coffee beans with some cloves and a bit of cinnamon and the room filled with a penetrating fragrance. He began to crush the coffee in a mortar with a changing,

  drum-like beat, accompanying this musical pounding with the motion of his head.




  ‘Do you know what this rhythm is? It’s a call. When a Bedouin crushes coffee in his mortar, the sound that he makes travels for great distances and anyone who is passing, anyone

  wandering through the solitude and immensity of the desert, knows that a cup of coffee and a friendly word are waiting for him in this tent.’




  ‘Nice.’ Blake nodded, slowly beginning to recover. ‘Moving. The noble servant of Allah sounds his wooden mortar in the urban desert and saves from certain death the stupid

  loser abandoned by the cynical and decadent Western civilization.’




  ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ said Husseini. ‘Some coffee will make you feel better and put a little blood in your veins. I swear you were about to die of exposure when I found

  you. You probably didn’t even notice, but at least two of your old colleagues passed right in front of you without even condescending to saying hello. They saw you looking dazed and half dead

  from the cold, sitting on a slab of frozen stone, stiff as a piece of dried cod, and they didn’t even ask you if you needed any help.’




  ‘Well, maybe they were in a hurry. It is Christmas Eve. Maybe they hadn’t finished their shopping – the presents for the kids, the cheesecake for dessert. You know how it is .

  . .’




  ‘Yes,’ said Husseini. ‘It is Christmas Eve.’




  He took the coffee that he had crushed in the mortar with the spices and poured it into the pot of water that was boiling on the stove. The aroma immediately became more intense, but softer and

  more penetrating. Blake realized that it was the smell of the spices and coffee that permeated the carpets on the floor, along with that of incense.




  Husseini handed him a steaming cup and offered him a Turkish cigarette. He sat on his heels in front of Blake, smoking in silence and sipping the strong, aromatic coffee.




  ‘Is this what it’s like in your tent in the desert?’ asked Blake.




  ‘Oh, no. In my tent there are beautiful women and luscious dates. There’s a wind from the east that carries the fragrance of flowers from the high plain and you can hear the bleating

  of lambs. And when I walk out I see the columns of Apamea in front of me, pale at dawn and red at dusk. When the wind picks up, they sound like the organ pipes in your churches.’




  Blake nodded, then took another sip of coffee and a drag on his cigarette. ‘So,’ he said, ‘why didn’t you stay in your fucking tent in the desert? What are you here for

  if you hate it so much?’




  ‘I didn’t say that I hate it here. I said it’s different. And I said so because you asked me. And if you want to know the truth, the only place I lived after the age of five

  was a refugee camp in southern Lebanon: a filthy, stinking sewer where we played among rats and garbage.’




  ‘But . . . what about the columns of Apamea, pale at dawn and red at dusk, that chime in the wind like organ pipes?’




  ‘Those I only dreamed about. That was how my grandfather – Abdallah al Husseini, may Allah preserve him – described them to me, but I’ve never seen them.’




  They sat in silence for a long time.




  ‘I don’t understand why you were kicked out,’ said Husseini eventually. ‘I’d heard that you were one of the best in your field.’




  ‘You can say that again,’ answered Blake, holding out his cup for more coffee.




  Husseini filled it, then said, ‘There was nothing I could do about it, because I’m not a full professor, but what about your friend Olsen? He could have cast a vote in your

  favour.’




  ‘Olsen had to leave for Egypt and so he couldn’t be there, but he sent in a note protesting the decision. Only him. No one else stood up for me. Anyway, if you really want to know

  how it went, I’ll tell you. But it’s a long story.’




  ‘It’s Christmas Eve and we both have time on our hands, I’d say.’




  Blake lowered his head into his hands, overcome by a sudden wave of memories and anxiety. Maybe it would help to talk about it; who knows, maybe he’d get a handle on how to extricate

  himself from the whole mess, regain credibility.




  ‘It was about a year ago,’ he began. ‘I was examining some microfilms with texts from the New Kingdom which had been transcribed by James Henry Breasted just before World War

  One broke out. Stuff from the period of Ramses II or Merenptah, and there was something about a possible connection with the biblical Exodus. On the edge of the sheet, next to the transcription,

  there was a note scribbled in the margin. I’m sure you’ve seen samples of Breasted’s handwriting . . .’




  Husseini nodded. ‘Of course. Go on.’




  ‘So you know how neat and regular it is. Well, that note, like I said, seemed really hurried, and it referred to another folder of his writings where he supposedly specified these

  connections to the Exodus. The note wasn’t even that clear, but I was intrigued by the idea. It would have been the discovery of a lifetime. Actual historical proof of the Exodus! I looked

  for that phantom folder in all the cellars and back rooms of the Oriental Institute, searched through all the old records, but there was no sign of it anywhere.’




  Husseini passed him another cigarette and lit up one himself: ‘Yeah, you even came to ask me about it. I remember now . . .’




  ‘That’s right. Anyway, I turned up nothing. Nothing at all. And yet that note had to mean something. It became kind of an obsession for me. Then I got an idea. Maybe Breasted

  didn’t leave all his writings to the Institute. Maybe there were private collections, even though they weren’t mentioned anywhere.




  ‘I started by looking for his heirs. Thank God, City Hall records were already on the Internet by then, so it wasn’t as hard as I’d thought it might be. In the end I found

  Breasted’s last descendant: a fifty-year-old lawyer who lived in one of those nice old houses on Longwood, on the city’s south side. I introduced myself as a researcher and asked him

  about a folder that might have contained the transcriptions of hieroglyphic texts that I was interested in, without really letting him know what I was after.’




  ‘How did he react?’




  ‘Oh, he was very cordial. He said that I wasn’t the first to come looking for that transcription and that I should give it up, because no trace had ever been found of any such

  folder, and his great-uncle’s papers – what was left of them – had been sifted through at least a dozen times over the years, whenever someone like me chanced upon that note. He

  offered to let me examine his library if I wanted to try it again, but said that nothing had ever turned up. Courteous as he was, he made me feel like a real fool.




  ‘If only as a matter of pride, though, I accepted his invitation and started to look through the papers in his private library, not really convinced that it would get me anywhere. I went

  back the day after and the day after that, because I’m stubborn and I just didn’t want to give up. Well, I finally came upon a trail that I thought might help me to find the

  solution.’




  ‘Feel like eating something?’ interrupted Husseini. ‘It is dinner time, after all. I don’t have much in the house. How does desert-style sound?’




  ‘Sounds fine to me,’ said Blake.




  Husseini put some pita bread in the oven and took a pot of spicy sauce out of the refrigerator, along with some hummus, hard-boiled eggs, cheese and beans.




  ‘Do you have any beer?’ asked Blake. ‘Or are you observant?’




  ‘Not exactly,’ said Husseini, handing him a bottle from the refrigerator. ‘My mother was Maronite.’




  Blake continued his story as they ate. ‘Breasted had a lover. Her name was Suzanne de Bligny, the widow of a French diplomat from the consulate who had settled down in Minneapolis, and

  there was correspondence between them. I also found out that Mrs Bligny’s late husband had been stationed in Egypt, at Luxor.’




  ‘I can imagine,’ said Husseini. ‘The golden age of Egyptology! The heyday of the Hôtel du Nil, of Auguste Mariette and Emil Brugsch . . .’




  ‘Well, their letters suggested that they keenly shared these interests. I found out that Madame de Bligny had a daughter, Mary Thérèse, who married a certain James

  O’Donnell, an air force officer who was shot down in combat over England.’




  ‘A dynasty of widows,’ commented Husseini, placing the warmed sauce on the table.




  Blake spread some on his pita bread and added some beans. ‘It would seem so. In any case, it turned out that Mary Thérèse O’Donnell was still alive. She was eighty-five

  years old, and she had kept all the correspondence between Breasted and her mother. I asked her if I could consult it and I finally found the folder that I had been searching for all that

  time.’




  ‘And I can imagine that in the meantime you neglected everything else: departmental meetings, academic parties, student visiting hours. And your wife, right?’




  ‘Yeah, I guess so,’ admitted Blake. ‘I was so taken by this investigation that I didn’t even realize time was passing, or what I was neglecting. I didn’t stop to

  think that an unguarded trench is immediately occupied by the enemy.’ His expression clouded over, as if all the distressing thoughts that had temporarily lifted, had suddenly renewed their

  grip.




  ‘What did you find in that file?’ asked Husseini.




  Blake hesitated, as though he were reluctant to reveal a secret that he had kept to himself up until that moment.




  Husseini lowered his gaze and helped himself from the platter. ‘You don’t have to answer me,’ he added. ‘We can talk about something else. Women, politics. With

  everything that’s been happening out my way, there’s plenty to keep us occupied.’




  Blake ate quietly for a few more minutes. It was quiet outside too. No one was on the streets, and the snow, which had begun to fall heavily, muted even the tolling of the bell in the university

  tower. Blake stood up and walked to the window. He thought of the scorching sand of the Valley of the Kings and felt for a moment that he’d dreamed up the whole thing. Then he continued with

  his story.




  ‘The file referred to the note that I had read in the Oriental Institute papers, and there was the beginning of the transcription of a hieroglyphic text that began with this phrase: I

  followed the Habiru from Pi-Ramses through the Sea of Reeds and then into the desert . . .’




  Husseini nodded. ‘Impressive, no doubt about it. How it matches the beginning of the Book of the Exodus. But you know that the ethnic name Habiru has been interpreted very

  differently by the experts. Although it’s commonly assumed to mean “Hebrews”, there’s no way that can be taken for granted. I hope you didn’t go and shake up the whole

  Institute on this basis alone . . . They would obviously have put your ass on the line.’




  ‘The style of the ideograms was extremely similar to the so-called “Israel Stele”,’ observed Blake, clearly offended.




  Husseini seemed to reconsider. ‘No, that’s very impressive, I’d say. Sorry, I didn’t mean to question your competence. It’s just that certain things are very hard

  to believe. I’ll make more coffee. Would you like some?’




  ‘Sure, as long as you don’t start playing that music with your mortar again.’




  ‘American-style, filtered,’ said Husseini, taking a pot from the coffee maker, ‘otherwise we’ll never sleep again.’




  ‘That transcription, backed by Breasted’s reputation as the foremost expert in the field, contained the most explicit evidence of the historical reliability of the Book of Exodus

  ever found in any source apart from the Bible. And so I was determined to get to the bottom of it. Breasted had diligently noted where the original could be found. He had seen the papyrus in the

  house of a certain Mustafa Mahmoud at El Qurna, and had tried to buy it for the Oriental Institute. He had only managed to read the first line and copy the ideograms before the papyrus was put

  away.’




  ‘El Qurna is a tomb raider’s paradise. Crawling with forgeries as well, my friend. My bet is that he fell for a trap.’




  ‘Even so, I felt that the stakes were too high for me to drop my investigation there, and anyway Breasted was no dupe. If he was convinced that papyrus was authentic, I’d say there

  was a good chance that it was. Having weighed all the pros and cons, I thought it was worth the risk and I persuaded the department to allocate a considerable sum for field research that I would

  carry out personally. Olsen’s vote was conclusive for the financing.’




  ‘So you failed. And afterwards they were all there like vultures waiting to pick at your carcass. Right?’




  ‘Just a minute, dear colleague. I’m not that stupid. The papyrus did exist. And probably still does.’




  Husseini took a deep drag on his cigarette and shook his head. ‘Nearly ninety years have passed—’




  ‘I’m telling you that the papyrus existed . . . does exist.’




  ‘If you can’t prove it, it’s as if it didn’t, and you know that better than I do. Anyway, I’d like to know how you can be so sure. You’re not going to tell me

  that at El Qurna you found the heirs of Mustafa Mahmoud—’




  ‘I did, as a matter of fact. Even better than that.’




  ‘Better?’




  ‘Photographic evidence. Partial, dark, but extremely significant.’




  Both men were quiet, the Arab scholar watching the thin line of smoke that rose from the butt of his cigarette, his guest turning the empty coffee cup over and over in his hands. The whine of a

  police siren echoed distantly between the glass walls of the skyscrapers, travelling through the curtain of snow all the way to the room where they were sitting, like a disturbing, alien wail.




  ‘Continue,’ said Husseini.




  ‘I knew I was playing for high stakes. Looking for a document which may lie at the very basis of thousands of years of tradition means running enormous risks – a short circuit at

  best, but a catastrophe at the worst. I knew I had to move cautiously and I was careful not to expose myself directly. I took one of my students, Selim Kaddoumi, along.’




  Husseini indicated with a nod that he knew him.




  Blake went on, ‘He’s a smart kid, working on his PhD with me, on a grant from the Egyptian government. He’s completely bilingual and he made all my contacts for me. He talked

  with the old fellahin of El Qurna, distributed a little money here and there where it counted, obviously keeping a small percentage for himself, until he really chanced upon some important

  information. An old collection dating back to the golden age had turned up and the underground antiquities smugglers were said to have a number of pieces ready to sell. So at this point I stepped

  in. Italian designer suit, drove up in a rented luxury car and made an appointment, passing myself off as a possible fence.’
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