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  Thus violence obliterates anybody who feels its touch. It comes to seem just as external to its employer as to its victim. And from this springs the idea of a destiny before which executioner and victim stand equally innocent, before which conquered and conqueror are brothers in the same distress.


  —Simone Weil, “The Iliad, or the Poem of Force”


  Enkidu


  



  He experienced all troubles with me;


  Enkidu, whom I love so much,


  Experienced all troubles with me.


  He suffered the fate of mankind.


  —Gilgamesh, Old Babylonian Version, Tablet X


  



  How can a man with love in his heart do the evil that I have done?


  Where is my radiant friend, where is Gilgamesh? What will he think of me now that I am dead and can no longer keep pace with him?


  He will grow old while I stay the same. He will ask himself, when years pass, and knowing, as I do, that old men sometimes outgrow the companions of their youth: Do I still love Enkidu? Enkidu, with whom I committed murder. He leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. Thinking of him, I am ashamed.


  Wisdom never came to me. I was a man full of ardour, who loved to play. Great love filled my heart when I saw my playmates. I was not picky—I could be friends with anyone so long as their hearts said, Yes, yes, yes, yes!


  Now I am alone in a region of salt. Eyeless, tongueless, I crawl along the floor of the dream of my life. Nobody sees me, nobody hears my story. I tell it to myself but can find no meaning. If I tell it again, will my friend hear me?
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  Before Gilgamesh found me, before he ever dreamed of me, I remember the quenching of thirst. I remember when the yellow hills of the uplands fell away against a sky so empty I would scream and leap into it, and always land on my feet running. Wild man-beast of the uplands, I roamed the yellow foothills of the Zagreb Mountains while, in the Sumer Valley below, Euphrates bore black ships filled with precious metals to all the cities. To fierce Akkad, to Babylon the fallen, to Nippur, where the wind lived in a house. But none as great, in my time, as Uruk.


  My place was a ring of crags circling a water hole. I was friends with trees, rocks, everything, most of all the moon. My sisters were a herd of gazelles and these were their names: Bounce-With-Birds, Honey-Licker, Starless, Fawn-Drop, See-Far, and my favourite sister, Splash. My mother was a demon who had given birth to every species in the world. That was what I understood of my life.


  Yet my anxiety was there, even from the start. I’d bend over the water hole, see my black-bearded face with its backless eyes, and feel such shame that I had to throw myself into the joy of my herd. Who could have guessed I wanted glory?
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  One day, while swimming around with my sisters, I looked up, and there he was, standing at the edge of the water.


  What a marvel! His beard was magnificent. Four braids: one crusted with lapis lazuli, another with carnelian, the third with black-and-green-banded agate, and the last shimmered with the ground-up dust of the pappardilû-stone. His chest and arms and huge bald head shone so golden I thought the secret veins of a cave had come to life and formed a man.


  “Who tore off the skin of the world?” I growled.


  My sisters bolted higher into the hills, except for Splash, who leapt behind me.


  He shook his bright head and laughed. He had such a calm and delighted curiosity.


  Once my eyes adjusted to his luminousness, I realized it wasn’t his gold or gems but the way he possessed himself that had startled me. Call it brilliance. Well, I had never seen brilliance, except for my mother’s, and she was a wild demon with a face like intestines. Imagine brilliance, but paired with a beauty like his! He was so superior to me, and astonished me so with the way he looked at me and assessed, I had no space in me for envy or indignation. All I wanted was for him to tell me who I was. Right away I had the faith in him that men have in Gods.


  Lifting a bright arm, he pointed at my door.


  I had leaned it against a tree called Old Olive, who grew on my dullest crag, so I could see it from afar. Just a simple door of grey cracked wood, no pole or pivot. But to me it was a wonder, a thing that divides one place from another. I’d stolen it from his trappers.


  He stepped his huge foot sideways into the shadow of that door, bent and pounded his fist on its shade. “Knock knock,” he joked.


  Splash bashed into my rear, and splat went my face in the mud. “Go, play at the water hole, run through the grasses,” she snorted.


  “Baha!” he laughed, slapping his chest. “Bahaha!”


  Mortified, I got up. That Son-of-the-Sun. We each stood at our height, two giants.


  Above us crows cawed. “Better watch, better watch.”


  A haunted look came into his eyes and his begemmed beard quivered. “Wild man,” he said. “I have your name, I brought it with me. It is Enkidu.”


  “Enkidu?”


  “So you’re the one my trappers told me about. Like a God’s testicle dropping from the sky, no one can budge you, eh? You run in the throng of beasts with delight in your heart. Who can blame you for filling in the pits of hunters and pulling up snares? How would you know what I need, you milk-sucking king of the hairy-priests? You are so handsome and strange. That black hair on your head is long as a woman’s, yet fur covers your whole body. On the one hand, you move gracefully; on the other, you’re thick as a tree. Your eyes are like clay, hot in the kiln. And look at that hooded cock. Is it big or is it small? But then those breasts. They’re making me thirsty. Tell me, why did you steal the door to my trappers’ lodge and mount it high on a cliff for all to see? That’s how I found you, you know. I followed your footprints up the mountain to this door against the sky.”


  My cheek got hot and I scratched it. I loved that door, which was not unlike Old Olive, who endured forever, rooted in her spot, eyeless and unaware but intimate within herself. I was born lacking intimacy within myself, but now I had something of it in my door. It was my first trophy and I chose where it would go—unlike the crags and trees and streams and sky, which were responsible for themselves—and because of that, I felt a part of me always remained at home, waiting for the rest of me to return.


  His casual-but-exposing manner! “Miracle man,” I said. “You may be tall and bright, but my bones are bigger!”


  I didn’t know yet how sensitive he was to bravado.


  He raised his bow and shot Splash through the neck. She fell at my feet and I fell with her, whimpering in the mud.


  “Forgive me, Enkidu,” he said gently. “Usually I respond to such affronts by pulling out a man’s eye and showing him his own face. I have no choice in that. But I do not wish to hurt you more than I have just done. I am no poacher. I am Gilgamesh, King of Uruk. My mother is a God and I have divine intelligence. Mighty Enkidu, allow my trappers to do the work of the wild, and in exchange I invite you to come with me to dig a well down to the Land of the Dead. You’re the one I’ve dreamed about. You will save me with your friendship and I will love you as if you were my wife. Come with me and I swear the wild will have a place for itself in the Land of the Dead.”


  “What’s the Land of the Dead?”


  He laughed. “Between you and me, it’s Fame.”


  “And what’s that?”


  He watched me quietly before answering. “Fame is existing in other people’s minds. The more minds you exist in, the more real you are. I’m the realest man on this earth. Or so I thought, until I found you. How is it that you have a density like mine? Why can I see you?”


  On top of my crag, Old Olive listened, black against the sun, eating light with a self-sufficiency that frightened me.


  All my life, I ran the yellow slopes dreaming that the countryless world I knew so well—the steep crags and grassy scarps, forests so tall with unsleeping time in the roots the seat of nature grew in them, gibbering with the music of beasts all the way to the gulf—that they loved me for protecting it. But when he said Enkidu, the world no longer seemed like a bright intuition I leapt around in. All at once, I saw the wild as a precious rock to hold in my hands—who but me had a possession like that?


  Anxious that he would find me spineless and forsake me, I slung Splash over my shoulders and ran around the water hole after him. Loin-girded, sure-strided shepherd of men, he glided down the hot hills singing a lamentation song, mournfully drumming the leather of his arrow bag. He knew I loved my sister more than a man normally loves a gazelle, and he wanted to be generous with his regret.


  Soon we came to the trappers’ stone lodge, which sat in its yard toppled like a tooth. A quiet sigh seemed to speak to me:


  Now who trembles in his very core? He has a name now—Enkidu. 


  And then a bird screamed the words the trappers had cried as I hanged them by their feet:


  God-man, my God, I swear I worship you, not that one down in Uruk, I swear I’ve always worshipped you.


  The spindly contraptions where they’d hung meat over low fires to smoke lay in pieces, and the mounds of dead lions wrapped in palm fibres went so fast with maggots I couldn’t believe it. The trappers still hung from boughs by their twisted shins.


  At the entrance to the stone lodge, Gilgamesh fingered one of the broken leather hinges where I’d torn off my door. He spoke shyly, as if amused. “I’ll admit, Enkidu, when the trappers who got away came begging me for help against the wrath of a God-man, I laughed. Another God-man? Now I see you carrying that gazelle down a mountain as easily as if she were a nut on your shoulder. I’ve never met anyone who is the same size as me. The carnage you wrought here is an abomination. Yet I admire your power, and I find in it something endearing. You see, I too have a temper.”


  He kicked a stone loose from the doorway. His eyes averted, he grabbed my beard with a golden hand. He led me silently by the beard down a well-trodden path through a juniper forest, until we came onto a steppe. Through a grove of strangler figs, swarms of men with shiny black braids straight out behind them raced chariots at each other, swerving at the last second.


  “These are my soldiers,” he muttered. “See how measly they are?” He threw back his head and opened his throat to them. “So, have you found the path, have you found the dim gate down to death?”


  Hearing him, his soldiers raised their dirks and chanted, “Ho, ho!”


  Then they saw me. They steered their horses over. All those piles of eyes looked up at me.


  “He’s as huge as Gilgamesh,” they said.


  He went to the rim of a freshly dug hole, and I followed, looked down. More eyes peered from the dark, and then a splash of muddy water shot up—his men below were throwing it.


  “Enkidu,” he said, scraping shit off his sandal with an arrowhead. “I’m looking for a gate to the Netherworld. But the whole place seems to be surrounded by an enormous river I’ve called Huber. Well, too bad for them. We’ll pump it out. Good for irrigation anyway.”


  But me, I was crying. “My sister is stiff. I want you to undo it. I want Splash to be soft again.”


  He put his golden hand on my arm. “All right, Enkidu. I offer condolences for that gazelle and decree the Netherworld also has wilds upon which she will roam for the rest of eternity.”


  Arms outspread, he turned to face his men.


  “And I decree that the Netherworld’s wilds are not the site of a massacre, but a range of Holy Mounds with their own protective deities—pilasters sculpted from a dragon’s rib cage—with Enkidu as governor and temple administrator. All gazelles dear to Enkidu’s heart shall have their horns carved into good omens and live in sound judgment on those Wilds of No Return, a blessing on their heads.”


  He dropped his arms and curtseyed, pleased with his generosity but also mocking himself. Then he took my hand and pulled me through the figs, onto a ridge.


  Now my eyes stretched wide. Here was a view I’d never seen.


  Down below, under a veil of mist, Euphrates ran her muddy veins through a giant litter of barley fields, arable tracts, canals glutted with carp, irrigated orchards.


  He waved his arms, as though conducting the ships that entered the quay one after another. “Look, that ship there is the Meluhhans, bringing me my elephants and the crushed mollusc that makes crimson. That one is sailing out to Nippur from primeval Eridu—one must drink only the wine of Eridu! And there, see how the Palace of Head in Heaven floats over my city on its terrace.”


  When I asked him if he’d made a mountain, he laughed.


  “No, Enkidu, you wild baby. I took clay and invented something called a brick. And between all the layers of bricks sits an ancient giparu—the same wedding mat Gods conceived the morning star upon. Uruk is built on the fornication of planets.”


  Inside the red walls, the Houses of Heaven—glazed in blue lapis lazuli and white quartz—sat halfway to the sky on terraces of monumental limestone stairs. All around, specks hauled loads nearly as large as themselves to and from the bases of towers so smooth of shape they looked more like thoughts than things. Roofs rose before my eyes and roofs fell apart. I could not tell Uruk’s creation from its destruction, though the brightness of both events pierced my heart.


  Gilgamesh explained that the specks had enamelled his tiles with gold and zinc, to rival the Gods that wander the stars at night. If he could build a ziggurat that moved all year in an orbit around the city, that would be ideal.


  Stone highways wide as the river ran out in all directions, and on those highways spun thousands of wagons hauling piles of sesame. A square-mile date grove, a square-mile claypit, a square-mile city, half a square mile of palace.


  In a field outside the walls, soldiers trained under their generals, and the generals under their captains, and the captains under the seven overseers of Uruk, each overseer responsible for a car of 25,200 men. One hundred and eighty-thousand soldiers turned at the same time and flashed their shields, like a smack of jellyfish rising on a wave.


  “Soon they will go to Akkad,” he said. “They will make Akkad a haunted place.”


  “Why?”


  He moved his long blue nails across all those tiny people. Holding his city in one hand, he squeezed his palm as if it held a beating heart.


  “Tha-thum, tha-thum, eh, Enkidu? Tha-thum.”


  He paused.


  “This is the world of the living. And yet. Enkidu, can you see the Land of the Dead in Uruk’s shadow?”


  I shook my head.


  He pointed up at invisible black mountains and down at invisible gulfs, and at the absent sphere of darkness over them, the sun in its aspect of death, he called it. But all I saw was Uruk, the real Uruk, which looked enough like a dream to me—why would he need a nightmare on top of a dream?


  “Doesn’t it ever haunt you, Enkidu?”


  “What?”


  “The beating heart of the not-yet.”


  I shrugged.


  “What will the unborn do, Enkidu?”


  “Do?”


  “What will they do?”


  Just then, the sun mounted the sky and struck the Palace of Head in Heaven, covered in gypsum plaster to make it burn the eyes of enemies across the plain—as many blinding blades as stars gored the Valley of Sumer. His men knelt along the ridge.


  Eyes wide, Gilgamesh stared at the temple, took in all the rays, looked deep into his dream. And who was there, who was there deep in his dream—wasn’t it me, Enkidu?


  The sun crested its peak. The blades of light returned to their sheaths.


  “Enkidu does not bow to brother Shamash? I thought I was the only man equal to the sun.”


  “I do not bow,” I told him, though I did not know what bowing was.


  He narrowed his green eyes. “Let’s see if you really are my equal. Let’s race down to Uruk. I’ll even give you an advantage: I’ll carry that gazelle over my shoulders. Give it to me, Enkidu.”


  Reluctantly, I gave away Splash. I caressed her head, hanging in a way so unlike her, kissed her hardened snout while he watched me with terrible quietness.


  Ho, ho, hurrah! His company galloped off through the woods, and he bounded ahead before them. Wild ass on the run, I swung through the stranglers after him, leapt over cypress roots and dark cedar bogs, around the boxwood. But soon the pounding of hooves became dim, mist slavered from the earth. My legs grew stiff from running. At the thorn bushes, I lost the way. Loping up and down the thatch of shadows and across a stream, I tried to find the path of his horses. I could not see it. At last I curled up under a rock alone.


  He will come back for me when he finds that I am lost. 


  But even as I had this thought, I felt such shame I had to bury my face in the dirt.


  I stayed under that rock in the woodlands, lamenting my lost sister and my lost self, for too long. I was still there when I heard his zamzams celebrate his return, his tigi drums crash like the burning heart of a rock that falls from the sky.


  Only after the fires of Uruk began to dance in the river and across his swaying date grove, casting a glow across the Valley of Sumer that penetrated the forest all up and down my side of the Zagrebs—only then did I hang my head and go searching for the way back up to my home.


  When I came out of the woods, I thought the stars looked distant and self-absorbed. But didn’t Silver Friend lean through the boughs of her dark tree to tell me, Stop dragging your heels? No. The moon sat crackling in my water hole, circled by a ring of rock. Steam rose from the nostrils of my gazelles as they chewed the sweet, colourless grass.


  Up on my crag, the black rectangle of the trapper’s door rested against Olive’s trunk, as silent and mesmerizing as a future that reveals nothing. But you walk toward it, arms out. You begin to run. You beg it: Please, if you are inevitable, do not make me wait.


  I called to my sister gazelles, “Don’t you airheads know about the death of our sister?”


  “Life is sharp,” they said.
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  My door—I obsessed over it.


  I began to fear the space behind it. No matter where you stand in relation to a door, there’s always another side.


  I did not roam the hills. I did not go with my herd. I lost the intuition of runners. If I scavenged for berries, I took my door along. I would hold it over my head and walk into its slab shadow. If I got too frightened, I dropped it flat on the ground and leapt on top of it, and then I would not want to lift it again, scared that if I swung it open, a room would appear, and up from the room Splash would come, stiff as whale skin, her eyes black pearls, a bloodless wound in her neck, complaining of thirst—but she is blind, she cannot swallow. And she would ask: Why did you leave me down there alone when I want to be in the bright air that continues to surround my kin? I want to fall at the roots of a tree and for the tree to eat me.


  My sisters said, “Why do you sit? Your face is a lair.”


  “What is our destination?” I asked.


  “Come, run through the grasses, play at the water hole.”


  But I did not want to splash at the water hole. I wanted to sit and pet my gazelles, whisper secrets into their tawny ears, secrets I didn’t know I had, that I must have invented.


  Before long, my sisters grew bored of my petting and ran from my touch. I stared into their black eyes. “I am here,” I said. “Here I am.” But more and more they took off for the uplands and left me behind like the weakling at the back.


  I sat down under my crag and wept so my mother could hear me.


  “Humbaba, you gave me something I loved and took it away.”


  Behind me, far up, a gust of her auras called from the top of the world: “Eh, whiner, don’t I got stuff to do?”


  “Humbaba, I’m disappearing and it makes me afraid.”


  “That screaming eyeball who came—crows told me—what did he promise you in exchange for permission to hunt my children?”


  “Existence, even when I’m not here.”


  “And what did you say to his offer?”


  “I didn’t tell him nothing, Humbaba.”


  “You lie.”


  “Humbaba, I didn’t tell him nothing!”


  “It’s that flatness with no hands you’re holding. Leave it in the woods, dealmaker. It’s dead, so leave it in the woods.”


  “What, this old trapper door? It’s just a game I like to do.”


  I hugged my door to my chest and waited for her to go back up the mountain.


  “It’s mine,” I said, practising the tightness of that word.
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  One night, returning from sweet grasses with my door in my arms, I came down into my place alone and discovered a woman standing at the edge of my water hole.


  She wore the pelt of a white cow, slit up the middle. The cow’s head, with its bored-out eyes, sat stacked on hers. Inside the slit hide she wore a crimson dress, a colour I’d never seen. When she let fall her sleeves, her grey hair swept over her breasts—a curtain she parted with a shrug. Her lips were thick, ready to drink. Her thighs fat and strong. Her belly had borne many children. Comedian of abundant charms, powerful delights. 


  “Well, there you are, beautiful God-man. More like God-beast! My, you make me laugh. I thought beasts couldn’t cry, but here you are wailing down that mountain pass like a ghost. Baby-God, why is weeping the one human behaviour you’ve acquired so skilfully? Why not laughing, like me? Why not making promises? Why not baking clay into bricks and building a wall? I know exactly why not, God-man. I’ve got the answer for everything. When have I ever seen such magnificence abandoned to solitude? No wonder you’re lonely and a monster—you’ve no dream to live in, just a colossus of pure energy. Even the Gods have a world to contain them.”


  She let fall her bangles from her wrists. She let fall her raiment from her hips.


  Was it desire I felt? I’m ashamed to remember. With what relief I sank to my knees and crawled toward her!


  With only the music of the silent stars, she began to dance, side to side, making a square with her hands. I slithered toward her.


  “Closer,” she said. “Closer, dog.”


  “Did Gilgamesh send you? What did he tell you about me?”


  She laughed.


  Dim, convoluted patterns had been tattooed onto her skin: a head, a foot, a water bird, a triangle, two wavy lines, a fish, a stalk of barley, a sun in the valley basin. On they went across her wide stomach, down the geyser of her navel, across the back of her hand. She stepped backwards and leaned against a rock, reached down into the mound of more hair, and showed me her sex.


  “I am Shamhat the Holy, Harlot for the Dead. I have been sent by Gilgamesh to make you a baby. If you come back with me after our cavorting, you will be the only man in Uruk, other than him, to father your own child. He has never made such an offer before.”


  I fucked her like I’d died of thirst, and she was water at the site of a massacre. For days and days this went on, me leaping at her and trying to climb inside. Then, after every satisfaction, I returned to myself, disgusted, but it was a sweet disgust I wanted to keep near me and eat. Sometimes, over the course of those days, I watched her sleeping in the shadow of a rock and told myself, It is done now—run away. But always emptiness echoed across my heart, and I would crawl over to her at exactly the moment I most wanted to leave. Guiltily, I kissed the fat, rotten crook of her knee.


  On the fifth night she said, “Gilgamesh sees you in dreams. You are a rock fallen from the sky and he cannot dislodge you. You are an axe in Uruk-the-Town-Square, and the crowds mill around you.”


  “He killed my sister.”


  Her sharp crow eyes loomed. “Gilgamesh has uncontainable angst. He makes the biggest men of Uruk fight each other to the death. He rapes all the pretty boys and girls. There is a bed in the centre of Uruk where he rapes all the new brides in order to father each and every one of Uruk’s children. Why? To control the only thing that escapes his grasp: the future. Do you know what rape is? It’s tearing out another person’s mouth and using it to chew your food.”


  “So why don’t you people smash his head with a rock and be done with it?”


  She sighed. “You know very well why not, Enkidu. Did Gilgamesh not plant the date groves? Did he not dig the claypit and build the walls around Uruk with oven-fired bricks? Was he not the first to dig oases in the desert, the first to dive for coral? And is it not Gilgamesh who will harness radio waves, who will freeze dry milk and discover the apocalypse in a cracked atom? I tell you, Gilgamesh is the wisest and most magnificent of men. He made the world. Without him, Akkad would make Uruk a haunted place. Nippur would make Uruk a haunted place. The Amorites would say, Breezes haunt your sheepfold, the lament has been made for you. Look, he knows he is a savage, wild bull, addicted to the deep. But every time he drinks wine and eats hashish, his loneliness overtakes him and he loses all control. Then, when he’s sober, his face is an expression of woe. He lies in a dark room brooding on death and asks, Is anyone as lonely and terrible as me? You like to play, don’t you, Enkidu? Well, I’ve got a play for you. Act his equal. Absorb his energy. Get him to leave us alone. That’s what he wants you to do.”


  “What about my mother, Humbaba?” I said. “She’s bigger than even Gilgamesh. She’s a terrible monster at the top of the world, tall as a cedar, with tusks down to the ground and a face like intestines. She mothers all the distinct species, seven a day, filling the world with variation. Even you people came from Humbaba. Appeal to her.”


  “Tusks?” Shamhat said. “Intestines for a face? Enkidu, you’re talking about an elephant. Ah, you poor baby. If this elephant was our mother, we’d know it. She would take care of us.”


  My warmth drifted away from me then and, terrified by a roar of silence, I looked into Shamhat’s wide, frenzied eyes.


  “She knows!” I pointed at the full moon hanging over the water hole. “She’s been listening to everything you say. She’s laughing so hard she almost fell out of her tree!”


  I bounded toward my water hole and leapt into Silver Friend’s reflection. Under the water I watched particles of clay that sparkled like little pieces of silver that had fallen out of her hair when she scratched herself.


  When I came up to breathe, Shamhat was staring at me with a sad expression.


  “Who did you say that was? Friend? Oh, poor bear. Poor Baby-God. But how would you know what’s what, living out here all on your own? Aren’t you what I would be like, if no one taught me anything? It isn’t wrong to think of the moon as your friend.”


  “Moon?”


  “Yes, dear one. That is the moon. It is gentle. It waxes and wanes but never wanders far. This produces life in the heart. But if the moon turns against you, you’ll be cursed with an Asag demon that makes you depressed.”


  Then Shamhat pointed up with a stick and taught me about the Igigi and the Annunaki, the planets in their aspects of love and death, and about the constellations of immobile stars. She taught me about human constellations as well. I learned about marriage, property, the potency of blood. About the order of the cult and the order of the state, superimposed upon one another, each with its own New Year Festival at the spring and autumn equinoxes. She taught me about the Land of the Dead.


  Packed so full of knowledge, I lost the ability to speak from the heart. Even when Shamhat gave me her breast to suckle, it made no difference. Later, scavenging for berries, I discovered I could no longer leap through the air. And my gazelles! From across the water hole they stared at me with their silty eyes. I knew they wondered, Why doesn’t he go play at the water hole, run through the grasses? How could I tell them I was no longer a child of silence, I had been adopted, and now I had another way of being close?


  In the presence of animal cousins I’d known all my life, a new shyness came over me.


  “This is always what it’s like to make yourself intimate with a stranger,” Shamhat sighed, when she saw this. “Enkidu is enhanced. Enkidu is diminished. I pity you, baby God-beast. But what can I say? Destiny is bigger than your home-felt delight.”


  Two days later I let her shave my back. I sat still as she braided my beard into a cable strong enough to pull a cart and clamped it with one of her brass bangles. When she told me, “You are groomed,” I nodded meekly and followed her down from the uplands, into Uruk.
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  Of the journey down, I remember only the change from grey to green, and an infinite rot in the cracks between so many things. News of my coming had spread through all the outlying villages, and crowds of green-eyed children gathered around us, banging on little drums. At the end of a straight highway, Uruk’s brickwork rose before us.


  Because I was a man obsessed with a cracked door, what I saw next swallowed my heart. The Seven-Barred Royal Gates towered over us, six cubits of solid bronze overlaid with huge-eyed golden faces. Two leaves hung on pivots from a bronze stile. It was a door like a mountain, but a child could push it open with one finger—a marvel to behold.


  Old men and women fell to the ground and kissed my heels. In their fish stalls lining the road, young women screamed, “God-man, put a baby in my belly, to bring you water when you are dead!” All the green-eyed children dropped their drums and brought me bowls of milk.


  “Drink,” Shamhat said. “We’re your mother now.”


  A crowd led me down the Street of the Gods along the Inanna Canal, past courtyard houses arranged by profession. At the end, Uruk-the-Town-Square revealed its convoluted ugliness. Tents and colourful lanterns, torches on high poles. Huge were the eyes and toes of the winged statues. Across their belts, and carved along the fine edge of brass censors smoking lemon and sage—on the walls of the ziggurats—row upon row of scribal art explained Uruk to itself, and bore it forward in time. Not that the wild lacks detail, not that I hadn’t examined the veins of a leaf or watched a leech swell on my thigh for entire afternoons. But now minutiae screamed to be seen. Everywhere, I was afflicted by the ghost of a maker.


  Behind the hands of dancing party girls and playboys rose the terraces of the House of Head in Heaven, half a square mile in magnitude. My heart merged with lyres beckoning to darkness, horns calling people home. Revellers drifted across the Pure Quay in boats punted by large, stony women. All the people, their hair half a cubit high off their heads in braided black coils, were worlds unto themselves. Everywhere I turned was a ledge off which I might fall into the dream of another person’s life.


  A gazebo made of red reeds rose from within a circle of a hundred torches. Over this house hung a canopy of skins: lions and gazelle, ibex and hyena, leopard, sheep. Around it, drunk, thrashed the best of men.


  Golden Gilgamesh was dressed in the pelt of a gazelle. Head, legs, tail, hooves. All of her, the one I loved. He ran around hooded in the face of my sister. The holes where Splash’s black eyes had been, so mischievous, bewildered his sight. Her snout covered his nose. But his teeth were his own, gleaming like stricken ivory under the torches.


  He swung a wooden mallet and chased after a ball. Behind him he pulled a naked young man on a brass chain. That was the bridegroom. In the gazebo, on a mat of red reeds, a woman waited in a purple gown. Her dark eyes rolled back and forth, following the ball. In her hands she held a small vermillion pot.


  When Gilgamesh saw me coming, he dropped the brass chain. The drummers fell silent. The bride fled the gazebo, her pot smashed on the stairs. She dragged her groom away, his chain trailing after them. Oil flowed out of her smashed pot, shiny and subtle.


  Shamhat stepped between us in her tall white cow’s pelt. “Gilgamesh, my son with the restless spirit. I took in the stench of this beast and made him a man for you.”


  He said, “So what? Each time another man’s child is born, my fame dies an hour. If you have his baby, I’ll eat it.”


  I ran around her like a devil wind. Crack! I seized Gilgamesh by the shoulders and slammed him into a post. Down we went in the bride’s spilt oil. When I opened my eyes, my sister’s face hung over me in the light and smoke, trailing his glittering beard of gems. Huge hands choked me. He roared in my face. I wrenched his white beard plait, blood gathered on his chin. I knocked his elbows, releasing his hands from my throat, rolled over, slammed my foot into the ground and tried to stand. He leapt up and threw me onto my back. My breath huffed away, blood warmed my lips. Around us the gazebo crashed to pieces, torches toppled.


  Gilgamesh knelt above me, radiating like a star. The crowd heaved waves of eyes. Regarded by the one regarded by all, I’d never felt so real. I smiled at him.


  Spreading his arms, he recited the lines he’d prepared for this moment. “Mighty Enkidu. There has never been a man like you, other than me. I sent you my own mother so you could put a baby in her. Your uniqueness and excellence has cured my desire to father all of Uruk’s children so they might bring me water when I am dead. I will have enough water in the Land of the Dead for ten thousand years, and after that I’ll have had my fill of death. Let other men live, for I have you. Now let us show the people a feat never before done in this land.”


  He took my battered face in his hands and kissed my mouth, bent and threw me over his shoulder, my hair trailing at his heels like a veil. I knew he relished my weight and the difficulty he endured as he carried me.


  In his room lit with torches, I crawled on top of him, pressed my bloody nose to my sister’s snout, petted her scalp, kissed her ears. He arched his back and yelped.


  That man with no equal—all he wanted was to be at another man’s mercy.


  “Hurt me,” he begged.


  But I went gentle with oil from a kor next to us. I went slow. I pitied him.


  Then, trapped on me, he fell into the pleasure of his anguish and I began to despise him. I tore my sister’s pelt from his face. When he grabbed for it, humiliated without his mask, I made him scream. He could not escape.


  Looking back, I think this is how I lost my beastliness and became a man. This war between pity and disgust.
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  Twice the river flooded and dried up. Then came the season of Dumuzid the Dategrower, then the season of Akitu Cutting the Barley. I spent one year in Uruk.


  With me, the city improved. This, I discovered, had been the great desire of his life, to find a friend to make him kind. Every day, supplicants arrived at the gates saying, “Let us into the great city of Gilgamesh, renowned for its justice, and we will bake your bread. Uruk is the world’s tiara.” The threshers sledged in peace, reed pullers rang little bells as they kept up embankments along the canals, green-eyed children skipped in the streets carrying gifts Gilgamesh had given them, brass dolls with wind-up springs. A digger in the pit earned a silver ring for every basket of clay. Who in Uruk wasn’t rich?


  In his gold paste and wearing a white gown of swan feathers, Gilgamesh paraded through his streets handing out dates to the women and men he used to humiliate. I followed him wherever he went, pasted in silver. I felt myself hardening under the people’s attention, growing sharp, transparent, as if even my intimate desires would correspond to their dream of greatness. They did not know the thing I desired most was to become the person they thought they saw. But where was that glorious God? What did he want?


  Shamhat had borne an olive-skinned, green-eyed daughter who looked exactly like Gilgamesh.


  Privately, back in his room, Gilgamesh tried to brush this off. “Don’t worry, Enkidu. It doesn’t always work. The woman needs to be at her right time. The political purposes of that ceremony are accomplished and the child can still be your own. When she grows up she will lead the Ministry of the Exterior in your name. You can be proud.”


  “I’m empty,” I complained. “All the world looks like a sad place. People suffer and seem depressed. I love you but I can’t get near you. I’m always alone.”


  “Then play with me,” Gilgamesh said. “Games are a great cure for loneliness. A nature like ours has two parts: the part that craves glory and the part that seeks a friend. Only in the game are both of these instincts satisfied! Come, join the frenzy, seek admiration—all your troubles will fly from your mind and you’ll feel close to your own life again!”


  But though I was more excellent than twelve human beings combined, I never once beat Gilgamesh at anything. Not wrestling, not mallet and ball, not orgies, not dance, not play-acting: in all of these he was a devil wind. I once merged with my throng of gazelles with delight in my heart, never losing the sharpness of my mind. Now each breezeless night I paused with a mouth puckered by wine and hashish to stare at the moon, the city’s terraces rising so high they seemed to stab her.


  “You were the good thing,” I muttered.


  Always the sound of drums, the flash of tools. Off in the distance, a dull terror hovered. That was the desert.


  If I got too plaintive remembering my herd and my place and the moon, Gilgamesh frowned and pulled me aside to ask questions. What did I miss? Was his humour too caustic? Was humanity too broken? Had the purity of the wild been defiled?


  “Tell me again why I’m the first one you ever loved.”


  “Enkidu, you are a man with no instruments and delight in his heart. Who but you exists so closely to his own life? You are as true as the first day of the world.”
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  He could not sleep. It is not good to lie beside your friend each night and watch him become a stranger as he moves through the dream place of his own mind. It was me he dreamed of—he mumbled my name. Where was he taking me? I didn’t like the smallness of it. I was jealous of the tiny Enkidu he took on journeys while I stayed behind with no dreams.


  Sometimes he spoke in that high, slow voice from his sleep: “Enkidu is on the river with an empty hook, eating salt. He says, ‘In this nightmare I cannot move my arms!’”


  In the dark one night, I wept next to him. “Where’s my herd? Where’s my mother? Where’s my friend, the moon? Are you really all I’ve got?”


  “I am a God,” he said, fully awake. “Aren’t I enough for you?”


  He jumped up and went to his vanity, and stared into his reflection. Even he looked astonished as he scanned the deepening ridges, the stains rising in his irises, the solitary hairs coiling from his braid like the grey tails of pigs. He took a pot of gold paste and, with two fingers, plated himself. The room filled with the reek of animal fat and ground almonds.


  “Am I so ugly?” he said.


  I flew up and grabbed his precious beard. He opened his mouth. Then he stood and flung me to the floor. He pushed my head into the ground. I knew what it was to feel the carelessness of a God.


  After, by the low light of his travelling brazier creaking along its track, he rubbed my shoulders in oil and begged me to remove the blankness from my face. When I didn’t, he went on a rampage around the room, smashing pots. He pinched my nipples, tore dark hairs from my arms, fretted over me, massaged my feet.


  “Aren’t you wild and free of cares, Enkidu?”


  “I live in an enormous city, but my experience shrinks. A bitter Asag demon has cursed me. When I look into a person’s eyes, all I see is my black-bearded head.”


  “Even when you look into my eyes, Enkidu?”


  “Especially then, because your eyes are the largest and brightest.”


  He watched me with so much bitterness I became afraid.


  “Do it,” he said.


  “Do what?”


  “Be wild. I want to see the original game.”


  Desperate, I leapt up and did what I thought he wanted. I put on my sister’s pelt, galloped out his window onto his terrace and down the stone steps, into his orange grove. He chased me in the dark, hunted me down.


  Back in bed later, I made my own repetitive demands.


  “Tell me what I’m like, Gilgamesh.”


  “Be wild for me, Enkidu.”


  



  [image: ]


  



  To build a monument that would prove to myself that I existed, and make others know me not just as the moon reflecting Gilgamesh’s radiance, I would have willingly turned myself into an eyeless and unfeeling stone. Oh yes, I would have exchanged myself for my monument.


  “Once you take root here,” he told me, “you will not feel lost in a void of reflections. Your wildness will return to you. Once you take root here, you will stop trying to uproot me.”


  He sought in many ways to cure me.


  First he tried to educate me, but education made me mute.


  Then he tried to teach me a labour of skill. I chose masonry, and built stairways to nowhere.


  One day we rode out onto the plain and shot a lion in the heart. This was the closest I came to feeling glad, because even though it was Gilgamesh’s arrow in its heart, and Enkidu’s just below, he let me have the head. I made a mask of it and mounted it on my head. When I did this, the people were afraid of me. I stood at my height with power streaming out of me, happy to see them cringe. But Gilgamesh hated my unkindness and took my mask away.


  “You don’t mean that,” he said. “Not you.”


  He next decided that hedonism was the answer. All day we sat by his scented pools drinking wine, getting up only to play lawn games. He extended the New Year Festival indefinitely and work in the city stopped. Then, one day while playing mallet and ball in Uruk-the-Town-Square, I changed into a fish. As mallets swung in the heat over crimson tents, their shadows stretching like the spindly legs of starving horses, everything flipped inside out. The background leapt into the foreground, and I found myself floating in a thicker element.


  Crack! The bright willow ball swam past my feet—Gilgamesh had scored the winning goal, but this didn’t sting me in the way it usually did. The sun poured down relentlessly and burned colours away.


  As if following signs along an underwater highway, I left the game to pursue two cracks in the wall, dragging my mallet at my heel. They led me down a narrow street to a low, crumbling gate. Next to it, set into the stone wall, was a battered door of bound river reeds. It hung by a single leather hinge.


  A fiery aura appeared beside me.


  “Enkidu, what are you doing?” it said. Gilgamesh’s features drifted into alignment. His gold paste had sweated off his cheeks and his shoulders slumped like an old man’s.


  “I can’t do it. I’m not in the game anymore. I’m on the wrong side. I cannot merge with the wind. I cannot leap in a frenzy. My mind always says, You’re not doing it. Do it. You’re not doing it. Do it.”


  “When I first saw you frolicking with those gazelles in the mud, my heart leapt into my eyes,” Gilgamesh said in a miserable voice. “I thought, this wild man will save my life. Enkidu, is anyone as lonely as we are? We are extraordinary, but in the end, we lie down with the lot. I wouldn’t wish this double nature on anyone.”


  “But I never used to feel so lonely.”


  “If a person suffers Asag illness, grief for no reason, if a person has bitterness in his heart, we tell him to proclaim the exaltedness of his God. But a God-man finds no solace in his own exaltedness. The only thing is to find an equal. Since you came to Uruk, I have not felt contempt for anyone. But all you tell me is that you want to die. Now I’m the one who is dead.”


  Fear came upon me. He’d told me he wanted to show me that his glory and beauty and brilliance were tired illusions, he wanted me to see him in his nakedness, as if he had not been born a king. I would be the only one to see past his wondrous brightness—not even the Gods saw past it.


  But what was he, to me, without all this? Because he was the best of men, his love flattered me, his friendship lifted me into greatness. Oh, I wanted to beat him at something, but what if I succeeded and discovered he was not the best of men—would I still be Enkidu?


  His eyes swelled into two pools filled with me.


  “I know you’re thinking about leaving, Enkidu. But going home won’t save you. The distance you feel since coming here is the distance all human beings feel when they are struck by the brevity and strangeness of life.”


  From my fishy world I said, “Take me to the claypit again, Gilgamesh?”


  He frowned and shook his head.


  “Why not?”


  “You’re becoming sophisticated, Enkidu. That place is all pain. Old rags, cracked pots—you can’t get off your horse for all the bogs of human shit, skeletons of boiled birds. Why do you want to go to that wasteland of mine?”


  “It makes me feel alive.”


  He sighed and nodded. “Come on,” he said. “But I don’t like to go, though I know very well I’m the one who built it.”
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  On a platform made of reeds jutting over the abyss, we stared into the pit so void it looked as if a planet had fallen into the earth. Teeming lines of people descended into darkness by ropes tied to posts around the rim. Empty baskets dwarfed their backs. All were shaved bald save for a black forelock that hung in their faces. Around the edge, peacock men in high black wigs made from the hair of those same pit slaves paced lazily with their bows cocked.


  Gilgamesh shook his head. “I wanted to build a city the Gods would live in.”


  “Now you don’t like it?”


  He snickered. “Ambition is the midwife of eternity, without which I would be nothing, just a sigh on the wind.”


  “Like me, before you came and took me away.”


  “How big do you think Uruk can get?”


  “As big as the world.”


  He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “As big as all the worlds observed by stars. Gods help me, I’m still excited by the dream of it, Enkidu. What can I do against this power of mine?”


  “Let them go.”


  He smiled. Turning to his men, he bellowed, “Start a fire. Cook the slaves some fish and let them sit and eat. If they gather together to whisper among themselves, lower your eyes. My Enkidu lives outside of history. Today we join him beyond the law. Everybody plays.”


  “No, wait.” I put my hand on his arm. “Let’s you and I play first.” I reached around for my bow and cocked an arrow at the pit, which was being devoured before our eyes by a continent of slaves. “The first of us to get to three.”


  “No, Enkidu.”


  I shot my arrow into the silent clay. A tiny, bald person fell from the rope it was holding and rolled into the narrowing funnel. Little faces turned toward us like flowers toward the sun.


  “Ho, ho!” I shouted, and shot again.


  Next to me Gilgamesh cocked his bow and shot, once, twice.


  The pit started to wail with terror, shifting into a hundred thousand cringing backs.


  Shouting, “Hurrah!” we cocked our bows, took aim, let fly. I watched my arrow arch over the pit, the people below hoping it would fly over, and then it dove, expertly, at the right moment, down into the far side. Squinting my eyes, I saw a tiny figure droop by its waist from a rope.


  I turned to my friend. His arrow was still in his bow, cocked. Gilgamesh stood as if paralyzed. His eyes had tears but no lustre. His bright cheeks hung like drapes from his face.


  “I won,” I said.


  He was silent.


  I threw down my bow. “Am I so pathetic you had to let me win, like a child? You’ve made a city for Gods, but what have I done? I’m so ashamed, I hate when you look at me. I want to be alone with the beasts in the wild, I don’t want anyone to know I exist if I can’t accomplish anything like you have.”


  “I thought you were above ambition, Enkidu.”


  How could I tell him my ambition was the source of my love for him? I couldn’t. I hid deep down in myself and sulked. From my anxiety and revulsion, the flat mystery of my door returned to me, like a giant bird come to lift me out of my disgust—with joy I remembered my desire to see the other side of it, my fear of what might lie behind it. I thought of it resting against Olive, the two of them grey and alone on a forlorn crag.


  For the first time in my life, I had my own vision, like the ones I’d witnessed Gilgamesh having. There, in the heat, over the pit, a door rose before me, one so huge it hung from the sky across the Plain of Sumer and divided the wild from every city along the Euphrates. With what force of suggestion would such a door work, upon the souls of anyone who dared to knock on it? A door with no pole or pivot, huge enough to block out the sun, striking all who look upon it with the terror of vastness. Anyone who walked through that door would transform from a beast to a man, a man to a beast. Through this door I might come and go between his world and mine.


  I gripped his huge golden shoulders.


  “Gilgamesh, let me build a sacred door between my world and yours. I won’t be gloomy if I can go back and forth. I’ll visit you and you will visit me. Listen. Back where my mother lives, seven cedars crown a mountain, absorbing earth’s envy and expelling it into the sky. Nothing alive is as old or as huge as those trees. They are so enormous, just one of them would make your city look like a fly whisk. My mother guards them, my mother the experimentalist who mates with everything. I cannot imagine any other tree that would make a door like the one I just saw in my dream.”


  “Enkidu, I brought you here and made you a man, but I want your heart to keep its wild innocence. Is that not a contradiction? But I’ll fix it. Your mother will give you one of her trees, all right.”


  So that was it. We made a hassinnu-axe and a pasu-axe with a whole talent of bronze each, and our belts also each weighed a talent. Gilgamesh ignored the protests of his councillors, but he did agree to let me lead once we entered the wild, for—as they all said—I knew the wild’s paths.


  Soon, the night came when we went to bed early, Gilgamesh with his back to me.


  We left for the Forest of Cedars at dawn.
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  It was as though I had no memory, to rediscover the sky on yellow hills. Up, up my legs took me, not as easily as before, but still, my thighs had lungs. I wish we could have climbed forever.


  “Gilgamesh, the valley’s fog has cleared. Don’t your biceps have hearts?”


  He turned his radiant beard back toward Uruk.


  “The city wailed for me, didn’t it, Enkidu? It said, If Gilgamesh leaves, will Aratta make Uruk a haunted place?”


  “So what? All the cities of the world are haunted.”


  I hallooed to Old Olive gripping the night like a claw. Against her leaned my door. The moon hung half-full over my ring of crags. For a moment I forgot about the Gods and about the moon and saw Silver Friend’s wide grin laughing down from the sky into her mirror. I ran into the cold silver centre of the water hole. I leapt and splashed, I spread my arms and waited for Friend to shower me with a thousand tiny seeds shaken from her bough.


  Gilgamesh sat and observed me. He took a copper mirror from his pocket, examined his reflection with a scowl, and quickly reapplied his paste.


  I scaled my crag—not as easily as I used to do—and brought down my door. It was paler than I remembered, and lighter in my hands. I laid it down in the mud and slept on top of it.


  Gilgamesh woke whimpering in the middle of the night to tell me about his nightmare. “Don’t you hold me anymore?” he said.


  I put my hand on his back. “Hush. The place you go when you dream is smaller than this one,” I murmured, massaging his neck.


  But I wasn’t one to talk. My magic door rose before the eye in my mind, hanging between the sky and the earth, on and on, the edges seeming to converge yet never touching, while a voice counted, One, two, three, four. 


  Watching him sleep with his back to me, I reasoned, Who cares that my domain is unshaped by smoothness of thought? It has expanse!It was the wild that reached to the cosmos, not Gilgamesh’s sophisticated symbols of heaven.


  In my fantasy, the awe of gods and goddesses shone back at me the braveness of my life. With what force that door keeps people out! cried the planets in my fantasy. No genius on earth other than this one could build a door like that. He needs no city, no wall—the audacity! And the godlike skill required, the might of this simple vision—a bare door, huge, hanging there. There’s nothing on earth I’d rather look at!


  Still clutching my door, I woke with a chill, covered in sweat. The silent dark made me embarrassed for the excitement of my thoughts. I climbed my crag and sat under Olive. I rested my head against her, reached up, and plucked her salty fruit.


  “Olive,” I said, softly knocking her. “Do you think my plan is good?”


  But no wind came to make her speak to me. She just stood there, stiff and unconscious. And what about before? Had she never listened, when I rested my chin on her branches and said what bison I saw in the mist? Had she never accepted my thanks for her fruit, happy to give—or worse, did she feel nothing, sense nothing? Had Olive always been a dead thing? “If so, I should cut you down and make something useful out of you.”


  Looking out over the slopes that were so high and jagged, and the valley below—so humid that in my previous life I had never seen the fires of Uruk through the distance and the fog—I looked down at the trappers’ humble door of cracked, grey wood, lying next to Gilgamesh. I felt, in my desolation, solace in the mystery of a presence abiding behind and pushing through, that weak geometry of inside and outside. Oh, I wanted to be a man. I wanted to want whatever it was men wanted.


  In the morning, we ran up the pass toward Mounts Lebanon and Sirion. We ran faster than human beings, we ran east up seven mountains to Humbaba.
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  Up on the glade at the pinnacle of the world, the sun sat atop the Canopy of Cedars like a Thunderbird in its nest. Let me take away that fear in your heart, the trees sighed. I hugged my door to my chest. Everywhere chimed with the music of those little bright birds who followed Humbaba around and delighted the world to play. Off in the distance, over the peaks of smaller mountains, silent lightning struck the slopes. Humbaba’s laughter echoed off the underside of boughs.


  With more delight than I had ever seen, Gilgamesh pointed at the festivals of flying monkeys and at the celebrations of squirrels careening across the canopy of green. Sap rained down into the open mouths of beasts. My friend looked so young!


  In the wide green of the grove, between tree trunks so huge they were seven mountains on a mountain, Humbaba rolled in the soft needles and giggled as her seven sucklings clung to her teats. They each would have a suck, then all at the same time jump to the next teat. She lifted her creatures onto her tusks and slid them down. Bigger than human infants, Humbaba’s children. One with the face of a cat and the body of an ape, one with a shell on its back, one with a long nose, one with claws for hanging, another without eyes, one which could already leap up on its mother and balance on the curved ends of her tusks, one which slept as it suckled—Humbaba moved that one herself in the whirligig.


  Her seven vulvas still swelled from her labours. One on her back, one on each thigh, each shoulder, and two between her legs. In all seven wombs, new faces floated, new tails thrashed. Eternally pregnant, eternally nursing. Always she gave off the encouraging smell of iron.


  “Ho, ho, Humbaba!”


  She turned her huge head slowly. Chewed-up mushroom gills were stuck to her chin; she was always trying new things to eat. One of her eyes had swelled shut from the mushroom. The other leapt out from the wrinkled casing of its swollen socket, buck-naked and shameless. Her fleshy whiskers trailed like intestines down to her teats.


  She said, “Why are you down like that, Little One?”


  I had set down my door and was kneeling on it.


  “Humbaba,” I said, “mother of all species, seven a day, who mates with everything and fills the world with endless variation—”


  “What, you come here to tell me about myself?” she snorted.


  I looked up at her never-serious, terrifying expression, as she tickled her infants and poked at the fetuses. When had my mother given me the attention I needed? She did not see me the way I wished to be seen.


  My eyes filled with tears for the lonely little beast raised on distraction.


  “I came to introduce you to my friend, this great golden King with a radiant beard of gems dug up from the remotest parts of the earth. A cubit his stride, son of the Sky Gods, he found me and gave me my name: Enkidu. Now I am the one who saves him from his tyranny with my spirit of playfulness, and he loves me as a wife. But something terrible has happened. Mother, I am anxious all the time. I feel locked in myself, the world fades away. The city is killing me. But I cannot abandon Gilgamesh, who I love so much, or what will I have? So I am trapped, languishing, half-alive. But then I discovered the power of doors, like this pale one I’m kneeling on. Listen to what a door is, Humbaba! On the one hand, they are nothing: mere suggestions, pieces of material, anyone could bust them apart. But on the other hand, they are what divide the inside of a person from the outside, his dream from the world. When you close a door behind you, you know that you are home.”


  She lifted me by my hair and set me down next to the door. She bent and sniffed it. In that light-serious tone she had, she said, “I told you to throw that skin into the woods.”


  I stretched my hand toward the youngest of the enormous cedars. When it tried to lift away my sadness, I resisted. When it tried to take my heart into the sky and relieve it of anxiety, I clutched on, as if anxiety was a possession.


  “Humbaba, I’m talking about a door between worlds. Built from one of the tallest trees on earth, it hangs from the sky. It’s what you’d call sacred, it exists as much in the mind as in reality—multiple domains at once! No pole or pivot, it hangs across the river valley with a gold stele on its front and terrifies with its vastness. With what force it would transform whoever walked through it.”


  Humbaba rolled her eye away. She got up with her sucklings still clinging to her and, like a ziggurat on a stone track built into the street, went about her business as if we’d already left. From one of her dark swollen slits, she squeezed a pellet of mud that she’d put there to staunch her blood, and crumbed it over the roots of one of her seven mountainous trees. The cedar ate the blood from Humbaba’s wombs. She was their guardian.


  “Humbaba,” I continued with a feeling of hopelessness. “Walking through this door, a man could turn into a beast, a beast into a man.”


  “Enkidu, is it? Huh. I guess word travels slow up here. Well, tra la la. I’m older than you, Enkidu. I watched you from a distance when you were a baby. If a lion came, I chased it away. If a python crept up to you, I stood at my height. Now I’m thinking I should have hung you by your feet from a sapling. Looks like your life isn’t enough for you. Now all you want is to live in your monuments.”


  “But don’t you love me, Humbaba?”


  She rose before us like a tidal wave. Her voice had a multitude of tiny voices in it; it made the noise of a carcass being devoured.


  “I’ve loved you from the start of time. Yet the minute this King of eyeballs turned up and looked at you, all you cared about was, What does he think of me?”


  “He knows himself!”


  “Then why’s he got to smear himself all over in gold? You two are a bad night.”


  Gilgamesh stood amid the drizzling sap like a shy baby. His bald head was anointed in sap, and hummingbirds hovered and pecked the sap that had collected in his ears. His eyes were two pits of embarrassment, his hands hung loose at his sides. Blinking, he looked at the needles that fell spiralling through the air to settle at his feet. A little goat with human hands crawled over and rammed Gilgamesh’s shin, then sat back and rubbed her eyes. Gilgamesh’s mouth twitched almost into a smile, but no. His face stayed only on the verge of relief. To what imaginary lands did my friend and I go to hide from relief?


  “Humbaba,” I persisted. “I know I’m asking you for something immense. But I am your son!”


  Humbaba reached out her thumb and smeared my forehead with the mud of her womb. I felt power seep into me. Her power, and her disgust.


  “There you go, Champion.”


  “It is a shame that you do not welcome your son,” Gilgamesh said in a pitchy voice. “Especially given his glory. That is how to keep one’s children away, though you have so many offspring perhaps you don’t care anymore for your grown ones, like an animal. Enkidu’s father must have been a great God descended from a cloud—only that would account for his superior form, his beauty, and his loyalty to his friends.”


  Above his head, Humbaba gathered like a storm. “His father was a whale’s eyeball that washed up on the shore of the Gulf,” she said with the low stillness of motion sucked out of the air.


  One of her cattish infants ran back and forth along her shoulders, crying for milk and watching us with its unblinking orange eyes. My spineless brother. The little goat came and sat off to one side of Humbaba, nervously chewing on a long piece of root and fastening a cable of bunched grasses twitchily into her hair.


  “My friend,” Gilgamesh said, his green eyes rolling pathetically in his small head, “these trees are your inheritance. The project you propose of a door between worlds exceeds the limit of this chaos monster’s imagination. If you want a tree, take it. The tree will not scream, Don’t take me. The tree will not resist the bite of an axe. Do not give consciousness to inanimate things—that is the way of savages doomed to disappear into the soil of the earth, remembered by no one.”


  A terrible change took place as he spoke. It was Gilgamesh who changed before my eyes! The tyrannical destroyer, one third a man, one third a beast, one third a God.


  Now, under Humbaba’s angry shadow—in the atmosphere of her iron stench, under the orange eyes of her family circus, as the wind pressed with ancient silence upon the seven colossi dripping sap—Gilgamesh looked striving and small. He whined, he scowled, he sulked, and though still muscled and pasted in gems, he looked overblown. Under his belt I knew he had a paunch, from wine and dates and honeyed milk. His strength was only in his extremities.


  I couldn’t bear it. My fingers, clutching my axe, yearned to reach out. But who could have comforted me? My shame was too ambiguous. I did not even pity myself.


  Deadly calm, Humbaba’s face hardened, unyielding as a root. Fine grains appeared on her rigid cheeks, and her mouth was too still for a living creature. Her infants wept. My friend’s eyes took in the terror of her auras. Gilgamesh squealed as a pig does when the slaughterer comes with his knife.


  Humbaba gripped him by the throat, and it was like she grabbed my throat. I felt the awesome pinch. I felt the breath taken from me. Yeah, my mother was taking care of me, all right.


  I swung my axe and hacked Humbaba’s arm. Her mouth stretched into a terrible smile and her fingers froze wide apart in despair. Her babies turned over in her wombs. Her infants shrieked at the earthquake and clung to her harder.


  As Gilgamesh fell from her grasp, I brought the axe down again on the vein in her huge thigh. Her face hung open in grief.


  “All my work,” she moaned.


  “Forgive me, Humbaba,” I cried.


  Moaning as the blood left her veins, she leaned over her hacked thigh and held the still womb in her hands, the other wombs kicking. Her head of matted hair was bowed and her whiskers trailed in her blood. I raised my axe and swung it down on the back of my mother’s neck. Then she multiplied, like maggots on a carcass, and each maggot was a man who lives in the mountains, each maggot was a woman who lives in the woods with her tribe.


  With the void in my cheeks I screamed, “My friend, help me finish her, slay her, grind them all up so that I may survive!”


  He came to my side and we cut down Humbaba’s multiplication. Then, with our axes we took down the cedar, immortal and self-sustaining but eyeless and armless and helpless against our force. The mountains quaked, the white clouds turned black, Humbaba’s auras ran screaming as we wrenched their infants from the strong grip of their arms. Dust rose. The beetles and worms that lived in the roots surged toward the sun’s bright scream of annihilation.


  Gilgamesh’s reddened axe dripped with sap. He strode huge as a God through Humbaba’s tiny, multiplying people. Through the tempest of fallen trees, he walked toward a tiny figure huddled near the head of a woman lying face down. It was a monkey, small as a toddler. It looked at me but saw no one.


  I ran to Gilgamesh then, put a hand on his arm and stayed his axe.


  What is to be done in a hurricane but wait it out? He and I, slaves to the hurricane, we waited for our storm to expire. Then, covered in blood, with desolation on our tongues, we stared past one another.
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  We sailed back to Uruk on a raft we launched down the Euphrates. Side by side, we watched smoke rise from the cut trees. To our raft we had attached the enormous lumber that tugged us down the river. Between us lay Humbaba’s ivory tusks. We did not speak, we did not stop to sleep or to dream or to make an offering of flour to a hill. Already I was weakening. The chill bit into me, my sap ran away, the Gods turned against me.


  We could not undo the curse. I lay in bed for two weeks, weakening with ignominy. I saw a tarantula come out of a crack in the wall. I know the inscription on your door, she tapped with the pads of her legs. In the middle of the day, after a successful journey, the anxious shall stumble upon a temptation for brutality. Though brutality was far from their minds, their hearts will pound with excitement at the discovery that more is possible than they knew. Life will be seen for what it is, a dream. Force will carry them away.


  I did not go like a warrior in battle. But my friend stayed by my side.


  Gilgamesh had not put on his gold paste for days, and now I saw his cheeks were liver-spotted. They hung from his face. His loose jowls: they hung from his face. His eyes, now empty of kohl, the skin around his eyes hung from his face!


  He’s ancient, I thought. All this time he’s been an old man.


  “Where are you, my friend?” I cried in the dark. “How did your radiance depart before my eyes? Humbaba, my mother, became like an enemy. I should have reached out and loved you for a man who was dying. But your frailty made me ashamed.”


  At that, I fell toward death.
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  After seven days, a maggot dropped from the nostril of Enkidu’s beloved corpse. Only then did the knowledge come upon Gilgamesh that all his striving and ambition and tyranny and grief and petitions to the Gods amounted to nothing.


  He tore the brightness from his beard, covered his arms in clay, and fled into the wild on a boat.


  Look over the rim of your boat, Gilgamesh. This is what you most fear. It is the realm of the unborn. All your walls are in here, your valley has turned to dust. You are a crumbling mosaic in the desert, and soon a zealot will smash you. Kill the lion and his cub will grow skin. Kill the gazelle and her fawn will grow skin. Kill the ibex and her calf will grow skin. Reduce variation, bend the species to cure your anxiety, seek an elegant death in the wilderness. Love your idea. But, Gilgamesh. My friend, my love. The future will always have one up on you.
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