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[…] 
 

The Hanging Church in Cairo’s Coptic quarter, a few steps from the Ben Ezra Synagogue.  
“Qasr al-Sham’a,” fortress of candles, that’s what the Coptic quarter, established on the ruins of 

a Roman fortress, is called. The fortress, constructed here on the Nile’s eastern bank at the final narrows 
before the Delta’s vast spread, marked the boundary between two the kingdoms, Upper and Lower Egypt. 
The Church of the Virgin Mary, Sitt-Mariam, dates from the first years of Christianity. Built atop the 
remains of an ancient gatehouse, it still rises above the river, and so it’s known as al-Mu’allaqat, the 
suspended. 

Half-past five. Holding his mother Esther in his arms, Zohar was rushing up the stairs to the church 
door. His three relatives—his old uncle Elie, along with Doudou and Poupy—were following as best they 
could. Inside the church, the nuns were preparing for morning mass, to celebrate the coming of Christ. 
Just when they heard a knock at their door, at that very instant, a nightingale sang—eight short notes, like 
chimes. At the sight of the young man laid low by fate, holding in his arms a battered, wounded woman, 
Sister Besada, the Mother Superior, cried out. 
 “'Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal . . . have mercy on us!” 
 The words had come to her spontaneously. They were the opening of the Trisagion, the Thrice 
Holy, the supreme Coptic hymn, and she’d uttered them in Coptic. 
 She didn’t question the afflicted, but took them in, led them to the top floor and into a small room 
with nothing but a bed and a chair. Zohar sat on the bed, his mother still in his arms. Strange vision 
presented to Sister Besada’s eyes, inversion of the pious images she’d imbibed since childhood, showing 
Mary with Christ, her mortally wounded son, in her arms. She began to cry. And so Doudou, overcome, 
also began to cry. Poupy could not keep back his tears. Although it wasn’t his mother, he kept repeating 
“Oh my mother! Oh my mother!” in a stupor. Muffled by the river’s rising vapors, the city’s distant din—
the noise of trucks and tanks, the first calls of the muezzins—could be heard through the open window.  

“Out there, the pagans are burning the temple again,” Sister Besada said in Arabic. “But she’ll be 
safe in here. It’s the house of God.” 

“Of gods, rather,” Zohar said softly.  
 Of gods! Indeed, there were all kinds of gods in this good city of Cairo: the Muslims’ god, face 
limned in harmonious calligraphy; the Jews’ god, with a face of fire; all the Christian gods, haloed, adorning 
the walls of this church; and the Egyptian gods who dwelt underground, in the tombs and catacombs—
the sphinxes masking their lions’ faces behind pharaohs’ heads, the baboon gods, the jackals, the 
crocodiles, the hippos sleeping beneath these waters . . . So many gods! And the Lords of Bab al-Zuweila, 
their faces made of voices. . . And among all these gods, not a single one to defend them, not a single one 
to fight this dreadful evil that had ravaged Haret al-Yahud. 
 “Is there just one of these gods with the nerve to face me?” murmured Zohar. “I’d tell it a thing 
or two . . .” 
 The savages had killed the kudiya, his night-mother, the Lords’ priestess, and not one god had 
raised a voice, not even to send a clap of thunder. Day after day, the savages had swarmed the alley, 
looting some, beating or jailing others. And now, these same savages had tortured his blood-mother, 
Esther the inspired, the good. And not one of these gods had lifted a little finger or let out a rumble. 
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Something had gone awry in the world’s order. Egypt was no longer the mother of the worlds, it was 
beginning to become the cemetery.  

Still, he could understand—not accept, but understand—the Muslims’ rage after their crushing 
defeat in ’48. It was human, after all. They’d been slapped in the face, they who’d thought their army so 
strong before the ragged, barefoot Jews. Instead, as if by a whirlwind, they’d been forced back within 
their borders. And the Jews had proclaimed a miracle . . . In truth, there was nothing miraculous about it, 
they’d simply benefitted from the corruption of Egyptian officials who’d bought defective weapons at 
bargain prices and pocketed the difference. But the Germans, what were they doing in Egypt, these 
Germans? What did these wild men with the mad eyes have against the Jews of the alley? It seems they’d 
come from afar—from Bavaria, Prussia, Westphalia—only to teach Egyptians the art of hounding Jews, 
robbing them, first excluding them from social life, then confining them in ghettos and exterminating them 
with fire and iron. And they put their hearts into it, like this Dieter Boehm. Zohar Zohar’s soul swelled with 
grief and images of vengeance. If the gods didn’t do their duty, then he, standing water, would become a 
whirling devil. 
 On his knees at his mother’s bedside, Zohar took a vow, to annihilate the noxious Dieter Boehm. 
He’d find a way, he’d take all the time he needed: he would become the serpent of the Ben Ezra 
Synagogue, he would learn to render the evildoer’s body and reduce it to a yellow, slimy ooze. No corpse, 
no bones, not even ash . . . no further trace would remain on earth, not a memory, not even the 
momentary void left when filth dissipates.  
 

[ . . .] 
 

 “Oh my mother,” he begged, “don’t leave me!” At these words, she opened her eyes. With her 
hand, she urged him to approach, and she whispered in his ear, careful so Motty wouldn’t hear. 

 “Go to Bab al-Zuweila, ask for Ta’beya . . .” 
 
[ . . .] 
 
Ta’beya, who’d started to rock back and forth, spoke next. She wasn’t in her normal state. Her 

eyes were blinking and her head was nodding. 
 “See, my child, the earth has spoken,” she said in a strange voice. “See how the path is laid out. 
You’ll leave with no trouble and you’ll arrive in good health. The path will always be straight in front of 
you if you do not forget the fellowship, the Society of Fine Folk. That’s why we’re all here, right behind 
you, two by two.” She pointed to the shells. “Do you see how we’re all following you?” 
 Zohar shivered. It was as hot as an oven in the kudiya’s little room, and yet there he was, his teeth 
chattering. How would he manage not to forget? He knew that travelers were utterly transformed, down 
to their memories, photographs, clichéd images. He would have to promise, to commit himself. He 
managed to stammer. 
 “Never! I’ll never be able to forget . . .” 
 “The Lords’ rites,” said Fassi’ha, “—we’ll perform them for you here, so long as you ask us to.” 
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 “Never!” Zohar repeated, “I’ll never forget to ask them of you. Every month, wherever I am, I’ll 
ask them of you.” 
 “And also remember,” Barrabant added, “what we say here, that men do not forget crimes until 
after they’ve extracted vengeance.” 
 And for the third time, Zohar said, “never,” but this time with rage, “I will never forget the crime 
until I’ve extracted vengeance!” 
 And so, Abu l’Hassan, the old man, placed his two hands on Zohar’s head and blessed him. 
 
[…] 

 
 
  
 
 


