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        Thanks to Eva, always.  

      

      

       

      
        For I testify unto every man that 
heareth the words of the prophecy of this book, 
If any man shall add unto these things, 
God shall add unto him the plagues 
that are written in this book. 

        John, aka Iohannes, ‘of Patmos’, i.e. of unknown origin but resident on Patmos at time of writing, circa 95 or 96 AD, or possibly 68 or 69 AD, or possibly some other time, from an unnamed document later known as The Apocalypse, aka Revelation, reprinted in The Bible (1611), translated purportedly by Thomas Ravis, George Abbot, Richard Eedes, Giles Tomson, Sir Henry Savile, John Peryn, Ralph Ravens and John Harmar, but substantially based on The Bible (1526) translated by William Tyndale [uncredited]. 
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        Genesis 

      

      The museum curator swung open another antique door and, as if on cue, a lion’s head fell off its body. A big stone lion’s head, carved centuries ago: smack on the floor. Splinters of ceramic tile jumped up from the impact. The head rolled over and came to rest near the left paw, open-mouthed, front fangs smashed off, angry eyes staring up past the stump of its own neck to the ornate ceiling above. 

      ‘Unbelievable,’ said Theo, feeling that some expression of awe was called for. 

      ‘No, not so unbelievable,’ said the museum curator, glumly. ‘The looters tried also to take that lion’s head. They tried for a long time, with axes, crowbars, even guns. One of them shot the lion’s neck and received a wound in the leg from the bouncing bullet. His friends only laughed. Then they moved on to the next thing.’ 

      Theo walked into the denuded chamber, eyes lowered to the floor, as though he was humbled by the mighty sorrow of Allah in this desecrated sanctum, or at least admiring the exquisite ornamental tiles. In truth, he was on the lookout for traces of blood. There had been killing in this room, as well as the mishap with the looters’ ricochet. But the place had been swept and mopped since then. Not very fastidiously, but enough. Here and there, a tiny glint of broken glass, a crumb of pottery, a wisp of fabric. 

      The curator, too, had been injured in the fracas. He had an untidy white bandage wrapped around his head, like a nappy, with a pinkish blush of imperfectly contained blood in the centre. It was a ridiculous mismatch with his dark-grey double-breasted suit, rich brown skin and expensive shoes. Why sport such a World War One napkin, when he could surely have got himself patched up with a few stitches and discreet Steri-Strips? 

      Making an exhibition of himself, Theo thought – knowing he was being outrageously unsympathetic. This guy was a bona fide victim, no doubt about that. But there was a fine line between victims of tragic circumstance and born losers. Born losers were irritating as hell: shuffling around with their hangdog expressions and untidy bandages. They attracted trouble and it didn’t matter whether there was a war on or not, they would end up with their halo of undeserved suffering. Theo suspected that the curator was one of these characters. The grand injustice of war and the bloodied bandage on his head had accorded him the status of martyr and he was playing his role as best he could. The melancholy fatalism that newspaper journalists liked to describe as ‘quiet dignity’ radiated from him with every word and gesture. 

      I didn’t trash your fucking country, thought Theo, and was ashamed of thinking it, but it was true. He was a linguist and research fellow from the Toronto Institute of Classical Studies, not some redneck Yankee soldier. In any case, it had been Iraqis who looted this museum, not Americans. 

      ‘Here we had manuscripts from the Ottoman empire,’ said the curator, in a dolorous, soft-spoken monotone. ‘We had scrolls from the Abbasid dynasty. We had an edition of the Qur’an, from 1787, inscribed by Catherine the Great.’ 

      ‘Terribly sad,’ said Theo. 

      ‘We had a clay tablet from Uruk, one of the most important cities in Mesopotamia, with a text in cuneiform that was not even yet deciphered.’ 

      ‘Tragic,’ said Theo. Please don’t tell me how important  Uruk was; I’m not stupid, he thought. And why did the curator insist on speaking English, anyway, when Theo had greeted him in perfectly good Arabic on the phone? It was as if the guy wanted to emphasise his humiliation in the face of the post-invasion catastrophe. 

      ‘We had wedding contracts from the seventh century BC,’ lamented the curator, raising his head, so that the bandage rumpled up against his collar. ‘From the time of Sennacherib.’ 

      ‘Awful,’ said Theo. He had an uneasy feeling that if he didn’t take charge of the conversation soon, the curator would be compelled to remind him that Iraq was the cradle of civilisation, that it had once been a peaceful melting pot of learning and tolerance when most other nations were still in their brutish infancy, blah blah blah. All of which was true, but Theo was in no mood to hear it coming from the doleful little man with the nappy on his head. ‘But listen, Mr Muhibb, if it doesn’t sound too … ah … brusque, maybe we should focus on what’s still here. I mean, that’s why I’m here, after all.’ 

      ‘They took everything, everything,’ bewailed the curator, wringing his hands. ‘There is nothing here remaining that a looter would deem worth to carry away.’ 

      Theo sighed. He was accustomed to these protestations. They were like talismanic chants for the benefit of any eavesdroppers who might be planning additional raids. In order for a visitor to find out what treasures had been saved, what exhibits had been squirrelled away in a basement somewhere, or stashed pre-emptively in the museum staff ’s own homes, it was necessary to win the curator’s trust, which would require hours of conversation and dinner and wine, and then the truth would emerge, artefact by artefact, and finally Theo could re-state the Institute’s generous offer. Theo didn’t know if he had the patience to go through with the rigmarole. For a start, he was trying to slim down, and a big, multi-course Arabic dinner would undo his efforts to lose his gut. Also, his inclination to forge convivial bonds with his fellow men was not exactly fervent at this juncture. His girlfriend had just told him, forty-five minutes ago, by mobile phone, that she needed some space to sort out her priorities. Her chief priority, he suspected, was a ruggedly handsome wildlife photographer called Robert. 

      ‘I’ll be back in Toronto on Friday,’ he’d said, broiling in the Mosul traffic on the way to the museum. 

      ‘I need some space now,’ she’d said. 

      ‘Well, uh … I don’t understand how I’m preventing you from getting it,’ he’d said. ‘I mean, I’m here, and you’re there, alone. At least, I think you’re—’ 

      ‘I need you to understand that when you get back, things may not be the same.’ 

      ‘Things?’ 

      ‘Us.’ 

      ‘So … why the suspense? Why not tell me now?’ Go on, he’d thought. Tell me you don’t want an overweight  academic when you can have a musclebound photographer  who stalks fucking antelopes. 

      ‘I have nothing to tell you. I just need some space, that’s all.’ 

      ‘Well … uh …’ (he’d sneezed, an allergic reaction to the diesel exhaust polluting the humid air) ‘be my fucking guest.’ 

      Now, following the curator through the looted museum, Theo had an urge to grab him by the lapels of his suit and shout into his face. Do you want the  money or don’t you? It’s very simple. We display your treasures  in our Institute for five years, in exchange for a nice  big restoration package. At the end of the five years, Iraq  is peaceful again, you’ve got a repaired museum, and you  get your stuff back. Deal or no deal? 

      ‘Excuse me,’ said the curator, and motioned for them to stand still and listen. Faintly, a knocking could be heard from the front end of the building. (The doorbell had ceased to function; the PA system had been ripped out of the walls, leaving wires dangling down from the top corners of each room.) 

      ‘Excuse me,’ repeated the curator. ‘Please wait here a moment.’ And he hurried to answer the summons. 

      Theo sat down on a polished wooden cabinet which had been toppled on its side and gutted of its drawers and index cards. He looked around the room; it was empty except for the jagged remains of a glass display case, a few wood shavings, and, in the far corner, an impossibly heavy Assyrian winged bull whose pedestal smelled of piss and disinfectant. He heard the museum’s massive outside door opening and shutting. He wished he could light up a cigarette while he waited. It seemed absurd that in a place which had recently been gutted by thieves and yahoos, he should feel constrained not to befoul the air with a puff of tobacco smoke. 

      Suddenly, all the windows in the building exploded. There were three or four tremendous bangs, the first of which buffeted him like a hurricane gust. An impression of fierce heat and light came through from the outside world. Theo blinked. His spectacles had saved him from being blinded. His lap was sprinkled with tiny fragments of broken glass; they fell out of his hair when he looked down. 

      He stood up, and had the presence of mind to resist the urge to dust himself off with his naked palms. He tried to shake like a dog. Discovered that he was shaking already. 

      He moved towards the exit, then thought better of it. There were shouts out there, and more loud bangs. The curator and his absurd bandage were probably splattered all over the street, plastered to the walls and vehicles like upflung mud or fresh graffiti. Theo wished he’d been a little warmer to him, not quite so guarded. It seemed sinful to have considered somebody a pain in the ass two minutes before they got killed. But that was the trouble: in a fucked-up country, you could never predict which people would live forever to annoy the hell out of you and which ones were, in fact, giving you some of their last precious minutes on earth. And in a fucked-up country, it is simply not feasible to be generous to everyone. You end up dead yourself, or eaten alive by human parasites. 

      The sound outside was definitely gunfire. Iraq, at this moment in history, was full of excitable people who did not know or care where Toronto was on the world map, and who, if faced unexpectedly with a young Canadian male, might have difficulty imagining what to do with him other than shoot him in the chest. Theo hurried to the stairs at the centre of the building. There were, he recalled, toilets in the basement. He would hide in the toilets, or maybe in a storeroom, until everything was quiet. 

      He was halfway down the spiral stairs when he noticed that a wall-mounted, heavily pregnant bas-relief goddess he’d admired on his first trip down had been damaged in the blasts. Her belly – unexpectedly hollow – had been cracked open like an egg. He looked down at the floor of the basement where the shards of stone had fallen. 

      In amongst the shards, loosely swaddled in cloth, lay nine scrolls of papyrus. 










       

      
        Exodus 

      

      ‘The 25 Cool Jazz Classics CD is yours, I think,’ she said. 

      He looked at her across the cardboard box of possessions he was holding to his chest. 

      ‘No, it’s yours,’ he said. 

      ‘I’ve never even heard it. Not once.’ 

      ‘I don’t dispute that,’ he said. They were standing in the hallway of the flat they’d shared for four years and eight months. The bookcase, now that his books had been removed from it, was very sparsely stocked indeed: long stretches of creamy blank pine with the odd self-help paperback snoozing in a corner. ‘But still it’s not my CD. I bought it for you.’ 

      ‘Right: you bought it, not me.’ 

      ‘It was a Christmas gift,’ he said, keeping his voice level. ‘I thought it might lead you to an appreciation of jazz, if I started you off on the soft stuff that most people can get into.’ 

      ‘I don’t need “soft stuff”,’ she said. ‘Or condescension.’ 

      He put the box down at his feet, returned to the much-depleted CD cabinet, where her choice of music stared up at him with all its corporate rock insouciance. There were empty spaces next to her Bryan Adams and REO Speedwagon where his John Adams and Steve Reich had been; it was hard to believe they could have nestled side by side for half a decade without some sort of combustion. Theo removed 25 Cool Jazz Classics from the alphabetical arrangement he’d maintained since he and Meredith first moved in together. (V for ‘various’, rather than J for ‘jazz’: he recalled his hesitation over that decision as intimately as he recalled making love to her for the first time.) The CD was still sealed in Cellophane. 

      ‘You haven’t even asked me how I got all these cuts on my face,’ he said. 

      ‘Shaving?’ she said. 

      ‘They’re on my nose and forehead, too. Some of them should probably have had stitches.’ 

      She sighed indulgently. ‘OK, so tell me.’ 

      ‘I was in a museum in Mosul when a bomb went off in the street outside. All the windows got blown in. I was showered with broken glass.’ 

      She took a sip from the coffee mug she was holding. Her small wrist was white and her grip was too intense. 

      ‘We shouldn’t be in Iraq,’ she said. 

      ‘Well, yes, that’s the considered opinion of many folks,’ he remarked wryly. ‘Including the people who blew up the politician’s limousine, right outside the museum where I was. I heard on the news later that the politician’s wife got … ah … distributed in lots of different directions. They found her head in the museum’s reception area. It smashed through the window like a cannonball and bounced off the wall.’ 

      Meredith was unimpressed by his little display of sublimated joy in the dismemberment of a female. 

      ‘I mean we shouldn’t be there at all, none of us, for any reason,’ she said. ‘Not to fight, not to fix things up, not to offer money, not to talk, not to build, not to get oil, not to do news reports or make documentaries. We should just leave them to it. They were a hopeless rotten bunch of crazy people before we got there and we’ve made them more hopeless and rotten and crazy, and we should just get the hell out and let them do whatever they’re gonna do and not even look at them again for a hundred years.’ 

      She’d made herself breathless with her speech. There were tears in her eyes. He knew that depending on how he handled things from this moment on, she could be ten minutes away from a spectacular tantrum which would leave her shaken and craving the comfort of sex. He considered sticking around. But ten minutes seemed a long time. 

      ‘I’ll carry these down to the car,’ he said. 

      ‘Your girlfriend do that to you?’ said Lowell when they’d started driving. 

      ‘Do what to me?’ 

      Lowell was an old pal of Theo’s from university days. Friendly enough to be called upon to help shift his stuff to the bachelor flat, not so friendly that the deal was emotionally complicated. 

      ‘The scratches on your face,’ said Lowell. 

      ‘No, they’re from broken glass.’ 

      ‘Right.’ 

      ‘I was in Iraq a few days ago, in a place called Mosul. I was visiting a museum. A bomb went off outside. It was an assassination. The building sustained some damage. So did I.’ 

      Lowell laughed. ‘Well, if you’re gonna go on holiday in a war zone …’ 

      ‘It wasn’t a holiday. I was representing the Institute. I was hoping to arrange for some artefacts to be shipped over here.’ 

      ‘Bummer.’ 

      ‘Yes, especially for the Iraqis that got killed in the attack.’ 

      ‘Ah, they’re used to it. And they go straight to Heaven, right? Or Paradise or Nirvana or whatever they call it. I read about that. Fifty hot virgins for every guy. It sure beats the hell out of clouds and harps.’ 

      Theo smiled bemusedly. It was obvious that Lowell was not the right person with whom to share his great discovery. 

      On the back seat of the car, in amongst the books and CDs and clothing and shoes and the not-quite-functioning Walkman he thought he’d thrown out ages ago and the video camera and the bicycle helmet and the stoneware mug with the Far Side cartoon on it, lay a briefcase containing the nine scrolls. He was transporting them, at long last, on the final leg of their journey. Just a few more miles, from one Toronto suburb to another, and they would come to rest in their new home. 

      He could barely wait. Those papyri were burning a hole in his briefcase. They were like a stash of pornography that he’d been forced to delay getting to grips with. Not that there was anything kinky in his attraction to the scrolls; the porn comparison was just … a metaphor. A metaphor for the promises the papyri were urgently whispering from the back seat, of what they were going to do for him. 

      The scrolls were unquestionably authentic, in the sense that it was beyond doubt that they’d been sealed inside the bas-relief at the historical juncture when the sculpture was made, which was almost two thousand years ago. The airtight seal, combined with a preservative agent in the swaddling cloth, had kept the papyrus in superb condition: supple, robust, wholly spared the pulverous fragility that commonly afflicted ancient documents. This alone made the scrolls very, very special. Usually – not that the word ‘usually’ could be applied to the discovery of 2000-year-old scrolls, but let that pass – a find like this would cause a brief sensation in the newspapers, and then you wouldn’t hear another word about it for years while a team of conservators and scientists debated the best way of extracting some vestiges of meaning from the pathetic mulch before it suffered its final collapse into decay. To find a scroll of this vintage that could simply be unrolled and read like the latest issue of the Toronto Star was unheard of. 

      To find nine of them, written in painstakingly clear script by a first-century Christian convert called Malchus, was miraculous. 

      
        Brothers and sisters, I thank you for  your letters, and beg you to forgive me  for waiting so long to answer them. I  am unworthy of such patience. That is to say, the  man called Malchus is unworthy, the man called  Malchus deserves no more attention than a dead  dog in the street; listen to him only insofar as his  words can bear witness to the greatness of Jesus  the Nazorean, the Messiah, the Son of God. 

      

      Prose-wise, it was not the most scintillating opening salvo, especially for an atheist like Theo. But what had electrified him in the Mosul museum when he’d first examined the scrolls was that they were written in Aramaic. Had they been written in Coptic Egyptian or Kurdish or Persian, or even in Classical Arabic (a language he could read passably well with the aid of Koranic glossaries), he would have felt that they were national treasures that manifestly did not belong to him. To remove them, even from a looted museum with burning vehicles and roasted human flesh all around it, would have been theft. But Aramaic … Aramaic was his baby. He knew it better than just about anyone in North America, better than many scholars in the eastern world. The coincidence of finding an Aramaic memoir – to have it literally falling at his feet – at a highly dramatic moment in his life, was too astounding to ignore. These scrolls were meant for him. There was no other explanation for it. 

      
        In truth, my life for the most part has been a worthless one, insofar as the life of any  man before he becomes acquainted with  Jesus the Messiah adds nothing of value to the  world. My first thirty-five years, in my own conception  during the living of them, were full of sweet  achievements and bitter disappointments; but I see  now that I contended against nothing and won  nothing. 

      

       

      
        Since leaving the house of my mother, I have  earned my bread in the following ways: as a scribe  of the unimportant utterances of unimportant men  who puffed themselves up to be great leaders, and  as a gossip and informer. My official titles were  not so. But these are the true words for my usefulnesses. 

        My first employment was in the court of procurator  Valerius Gratus. My head was like a lantern,  burning with the pride of serving a person of such  high office. I translated his most trivial pronouncements  from Roman into the popular tongue. For his  more significant pronouncements, he had other scribes.  Three years I did this. I might as well have bent  my quill to a flow of ordure in the street, and  written upon its surface as it sped along the gutter.  But my hunger for advancement was very keen. 

      

      That was about as much as Theo had managed to read so far, what with the other things going on in his life. Apart from a few hours in planes, leafing through crumpled in-flight magazines and watching the uniformed handmaidens do their symbolic safety dances, he’d had no time to reflect. Getting from the museum to Baghdad Airport had been an experience and a half, filled with the sort of high-octane anxiety that seemed to be Iraq’s principal domestic product. All sorts of things had happened to him – or almost happened to him – which, if Meredith had still been his girlfriend, would no doubt have impressed her mightily to hear about. And the fact that his various narrow scrapes were routine ones – just the run-of-the-mill dangers affecting anyone foolhardy enough to be in Iraq right now, rather than the specialised hazards associated with soldiering – gave them an added frisson of exoticism. He could’ve recounted them nonchalantly, in a low-key, good-humoured tone, similar perhaps to the tone used by a wildlife photographer describing close encounters with wild animals. 

      Anyway, enough of Meredith. He had the scrolls now, which were potentially a much bigger deal in his life than any female. Relationships, he could have anytime. Life-changing discoveries were not so easy to come by. 

      A higher agency wanted him to have them, that much was clear. At Baghdad Airport, with sweat pouring from his armpits, he’d handed in his suitcase at the check-in desk, having decided against putting the scrolls in his hand luggage. It was torture to surrender the suitcase onto a conveyor belt to possible oblivion, but he judged it was a lesser risk than trying to keep the papyri on his person while passing through security. He had no idea whether checked-in luggage was screened for suspicious objects; he kind of wished that it was, because of the sheer idiocy of making people stand in line while their handbags were X-rayed and tubes of toothpaste were confiscated. Why humiliate an old lady for having a nail file in her mouldy little purse when there was nothing to stop a terrorist stowing a suitcase filled with explosives in the hold of the plane? But OK, whatever. His suitcase had gone through. 

      In Athens, the fifteen minutes he spent waiting for his luggage to appear on the carousel caused him almost as much stress as his dash through the burning streets of Mosul. But again, a higher agency was looking after him. The suitcase rolled out, undamaged, unbroached. He immediately checked in to his Toronto flight, and, on arrival there, suffered the same fifteen minutes of anxiety, peering into the dark aperture at Baggage Reclaim. Again, his suitcase trundled casually into view. A big bunch of sweaty shirts and pants and socks, a creased jacket, and, wrapped snugly inside those grubby clothes, the greatest archaeological find in centuries – he’d whisked them from a war zone, pulled them out of the flames (so to speak) and brought them home. 

      Home? Well, not quite, not without a struggle. Shortly after touchdown in Toronto, Theo was presented with the tricky challenge of moving out of his flat, finding new accommodation and not physically attacking his suddenly-ex-girlfriend. It was at times like these that Canada’s policy of discouraging gun ownership among members of the public seemed eminently sensible. 

      ‘You gonna be all right?’ 

      Lowell’s voice jolted Theo out of his reverie. 

      ‘I’ll be fine,’ he said, slightly annoyed at this attempt of Lowell’s to forge one of those delicate guy–guy moments. 

      ‘You got stuff to keep you busy?’ 

      ‘Sure. A big translation project.’ 

      ‘Uh-huh.’ Lowell looked unconvinced. Maybe he thought Theo was lying, or maybe he felt that shutting oneself in a crappy little apartment dicking around with a dead language was an unwise pursuit for a man in Theo’s situation. Maybe he felt that a newly cuckolded discard should be out on the town, drinking with his buddies and getting laid. 

      ‘I mean big in every way,’ said Theo. ‘I have a feeling a whole new phase of my life is about to begin.’ 

      ‘That’s the spirit,’ chirped his pal. 
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