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A STORY FROM EGYPT

HIS IS THE STORY of how the builder’s younger son became

the most powerful man in Egypt after the Pharaoh himself.

It wasn’t luck. It took cleverness, but not just cleverness alone.
It also took wickedness, and conceit. Oh, and it took trust in another’s
word as well. Without any one of them the builder’s younger son would
still have been a builder, or worse. Much worse. Dead. Or worse than dead.

The story starts with money, with piles and piles and piles of silver.

The Pharaoh had so much silver that he needed a new Treasure House to
keep it safe. Like everyone with more money than they can spend he
worried about other people getting their hands on it. So, he sent for his
~ Master Builder'and ordered him to build a new Treasure House so strong
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[image: image2.jpg]that no one would be able to break in and with a door lock so secret that
only the Pharaoh himself would be able to open it.

The Master Builder stood in front of the Pharaoh and listened to his
orders. The Pharaoh’ little son was playing at his father’s feet. The Master
Builder watched and thought of the enormous piles of silver this little

boy would inherit when his father died. He thought of his own two sons
at home and of what they would inherit: his bag of tools and perhaps a
few silver coins, if they were lucky. A clever idea crept into his mind and
would not go away.

The new Treasure House was built, the safest building there had
ever been in the land of Egypt. The Pharaoh was pleased, and grew
steadily richer. The Master Builder was praised, and stayed poor.
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[image: image3.jpg]Time passed and the Master Builder grew old, and sick, and at last
knew that he was dying. He called his two sons to him, now grown

men, and builders like their father. ‘I have nothing to leave you from the
labour of my hands’ He held up his hands, scarred and worn from his
life of building in stone. ‘I have nothing to leave you, except the care of
your mother’

Well, the two brothers were good sons. They promised their father
that they would care for their mother, swore on all the gods they would
work for her and care for her. Then the Master Builder smiled and told
them the secret he had carried all these years. ‘I have riches to leave you
from the work of my mind, he said. While they stared at him in silent
wonder he told them of the Treasure House he had built for the Pharaoh
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when they were little children. He told them that he had cunningly set a
stone that could be moved in the outer wall, and told them where to
find it and how to move it.

After their father died times became hard and the family poor.

One moonless night the two brothers crept to the wall of the Treasure
House, found the stone their father had told them of, pushed it in the
way he had told them, and crept into the darkness. Here they felt the
great barrels filled with silver coins and put handful after handful into the
bags they had brought with them. They cr‘épt out, replaced the stone and
went home.

The Pharaoh had become more and more miserly as his treasure had
grown. He liked to go into his Treasure House every morning early to
run his fingers through his piles of silver. He could not count it, there
was too much, far too much, but he knew it all by feel. That morning
he knew at once that some had gone. But how? There was no hole in
the wall, no tunnel through the floor, no sky hole in the roof. The door
had been sealed as only he knew how to seal it.

Of course, the brothers did not go only once but again and again and
again. The Pharaoh became desperate. Finally, he ordered traps to be set
among his barrels of silver, vicious traps that would hold a man and never
let him go. When the traps were set, he closed the door carefully and
waited for morning.

By now the two brothers knew the Treasure House well. They had
never used a light on their thieving trips because they feared that it might
give them away. The elder brother went first, moved confidently towards
the nearest barrel, when . . .

His cry would have brought all the guards running if the walls had
not been so thick. His younger brother froze with shock half-way into
the chamber, and it’s lucky that he did. ‘Fetch light!” his brother ordered
him. ‘Do not, whatever you do, take one step into here. Hurry!’

The brother did as he was told. He ran home as fast as he could,
snatched up a light, ran back, and crawled into the Treasure House and
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saw it for the first time, and saw his brother held fast in the claws of the
trap. Alas, the trap-maker knew his job too well. Struggle all they could,
there was no way they could open the claws and release the prisoner.
They stared at each other in dismay as the first cock-crows of the new
day rang out.

‘Cut off my head, said the trapped brother. ‘Cut off my head and
take it away and bury it. If you do that you and our mother will be safe.
If you do not, we will all die slowly and horribly.

This is the wicked thing the younger brother had to do, for it is a
wicked thing to kill your brother, even if it is the only thing that you can
do. He had to do it, and he did it, and it was a wicked act.

The Pharaoh came early to his Treasure House that day. The door
was sealed with his own seal. The walls were whole, the floor was
smooth, the roof was solid still. But! There, inside this sealed room, was a
headless body in his trap. A headless body! And, what was worse, less
silver than there had been the day before. (The younger brother knew he
could never return and had carried away as much as he could, as well as
his brother’s head.) The Pharaoh was furious, he was amazed, but he was
also crafty. He ordered the body to be taken out of the trap and hung up
outside the gate of the palace. He ordered soldiers to guard it and to
report anyone who seemed distressed.

When the mother heard what had
happened to her eldest, her favourite, son
she behaved exactly as the Pharaoh

knew every mother would. She

did not cry or mourn; she
could not without the body.
She sat cold-faced and
told the younger
brother that he
must fetch her

son home.
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In vain he explained to her what would happen if he tried. She sat in
terrible stillness and said quietly, ‘Bring him home.

Cleverness at last came to his rescue and he knew what to do.
He borrowed five donkeys, he bought ten leather bags full of wine, he
tied the bags cunningly on the donkeys, he set off that evening for the
palace gate. When he was opposite the soldiers he gave a twitch of the
ropes and three of the wine bags tipped and started to spill their wine on
the ground. He panicked and ran from donkey to donkey, shouting and
trying to stop the flow, but whatever he did just seemed to make things
worse. The guards rushed over with their water bottles and tried to help
him but, no matter what they did, the wine would somehow end up

inside their water bottles.
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At last the three bags were empty and the younger brother stood,
wiping his forehead. He was so grateful to the guards for their help, for
their trying to help at least, that he insisted on giving them a whole, a
new, bag bulging full of wine. The guards, by now extremely cheerful,
insisted on him joining them in drinking it. One bag led inevitably to a
second and by the time darkness had fallen, so had the guards. All lay
snoring open-mouthed. The younger brother stood up, suddenly quite
sober, and cut down his brother’s body, and loaded it upon one of the
donkeys. Before he left he shaved the beard from the right cheek of each
of the guards.

This shaving was the first sign of the conceit that was so important
for the next part. For the story could end here, with the mother and her
son living happily ever after on all the silver he had taken from the
Treasure House and the head and body of the elder quietly buried. But it
didn’t, because of his conceit.




[image: image9.jpg]The Treasure Thief

The Pharaoh was so enraged at the trick that had been played on
him, at the way he had been made a joke throughout the city, that he
swore he would catch the criminal, and used his only daughter as the
bait. He made her sit in the gate to the palace every evening and he said
that she would marry the man who told her the cleverest and the
wickedest thing he had done. If anyone told her the story of the theft of
the body she was to grab his arm and yell and the guards would rush out
from hiding and seize the man. '

The younger brother could not resist; his conceit was too great.

He wrapped himself in a thick cloak and set off to the palace. On the
way he passed the hospital and went in for a moment. When the
Pharaoh’s daughter asked him what was the wickedest thing he had ever
done, he said, ‘I cut off my brother’s head” When she asked him,
trembling a little with excitement for she guessed what the answer would
be, what was the cleverest, he said, ‘Rescuing his body from the guards’
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At once she grabbed the hand stretched out towards her and held on
tight and yelled and yelled for the guards. As they rushed out with their
lanterns and torches a strange sight met them. The Pharaoh’s daughter sat
holding a hand. The hand was attached to an arm all right, but the arm
itself was attached to . . . nothing. The younger brother had cut oft the
arm from a man who had died in the hospital and had held it out under
cover of his cloak and of the darkness as he guessed the trap that had
been set for him.

Trust in another’s word, I said. The Pharaoh was a great ruler, even if
he was a miserly man, and he recognized the brilliance of the younger
brother. He made a proclamation that the Treasure Thief could marry his
daughter and become Pharaoh’s chief minister, if he came forward.

The younger brother did trust the Pharaoh’s word and did come to the
palace, not quite sure if it would be to his death. He did marry the
daughter. He was a wise chief minister, and they did then all live
happily ever after.
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