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Introduction





The Case of David Stacton


Might David Stacton (1923–68) be the most unjustly neglected American novelist of the post-World War II era? There is a case to be made – beginning, perhaps, with a simple inductive process.


In its issue dated 1 February 1963 Time magazine offered an article that placed Stacton amid ten writers whom the magazine rated as the best to have emerged in American fiction during the previous decade: the others being Richard Condon, Ralph Ellison, Joseph Heller, H. L. Humes, John Knowles, Bernard Malamud, Walker Percy, Philip Roth, and John Updike. It would be fair to say that, over the intervening fifty years, seven of those ten authors have remained solidly in print and in high-level critical regard. As for the other three: the case of H. L. Humes is complex, since after 1963 he never added to the pair of novels he had already published; while John Knowles, though he continued to publish steadily, was always best known for A Separate Peace (1959), which was twice adapted for the screen.


By this accounting, then, I believe we can survey the Time list today and conclude that the stand-out figure is David Stacton – a hugely productive, prodigiously gifted, still regrettably little-known talent and, yes, arguably more deserving of revived attention than any US novelist since 1945.


Across a published career of fifteen years or so Stacton put out fourteen novels (under his name, that is – plus a further raft of pseudonymous genre fiction); many short stories; several collections of poetry; and three compendious works of non-fiction. He was first ‘discovered’ in England, and had to wait several years before making it into print in his homeland. Assessing Stacton’s career at the time of what proved to be his last published novel People of the Book (1965), Dennis Powers of the Oakland Tribune ruefully concluded that Stacton’s was very much ‘the old story of literary virtue unrewarded’. Three years later Stacton was dead.


The rest has been a prolonged silence punctuated by occasional tributes and testaments in learned journals, by fellow writers, and around the literary blogosphere. But in 2011 New York Review Books reissued Stacton’s The Judges of the Secret Court, his eleventh novel and the second in what he saw as a trilogy on American themes. (History, and sequences of titles, were Stacton’s abiding passions.) Now in 2012 Faber Finds is reissuing a selection of seven of Stacton’s novels.


Readers new to the Stacton oeuvre will encounter a novelist of quite phenomenal ambition. The landscapes and epochs into which he transplanted his creative imagination spanned vast distances, and yet the finely wrought Stacton prose style remained fairly distinctive throughout. His deft and delicate gifts of physical description were those of a rare aesthete, but the cumulative effect is both vivid and foursquare. He was, perhaps, less committed to strong narrative through-lines than to erecting a sense of a spiritual universe around his characters; yet he undoubtedly had the power to carry the reader with him from page to page. His protagonists are quite often haunted – if not fixated – figures, temperamentally estranged from their societies. But whether or not we may find elements of Stacton himself within said protagonists, for sure his own presence is in the books – not least by dint of his incorrigible fondness for apercus, epigrams, pontifications of all kinds.


*


He was born Lionel Kingsley Evans on 27 May 1923, in San Francisco. (His parents had met and married in Dublin then emigrated after the war.) Undoubtedly Northern California shaped his aesthetic sense, though in later years he would disdain the place as an ‘overbuilt sump’, lamenting what he felt had been lost in tones of wistful conservatism. (‘We had founding families, and a few traditions and habits of our own … Above all we had our sensuous and then unspoilt landscape, whose loss has made my generation and sort of westerner a race of restless wanderers.’) Stacton was certainly an exile, but arguably he made himself so, even before California, in his estimation, went to the dogs. In any case his fiction would range far away from his place of birth, for all that his early novels were much informed by it.


Precociously bright, the young Lionel Evans was composing poetry and short stories by his mid-teens, and entered Stanford University in 1941, his studies interrupted by the war (during which he was a conscientious objector). Tall and good-looking, elegant in person as in prose, Evans had by 1942 begun to call himself David Stacton. Stanford was also the place where, as far as we know, he acknowledged his homosexuality – to himself and, to the degree possible in that time, to his peers. He would complete his tertiary education at UC Berkeley, where he met and moved in with a man who became his long-time companion, John Mann Rucker. By 1950 his stories had begun to appear in print, and he toured Europe (what he called ‘the standard year’s travel after college’).


London (which Stacton considered ‘such a touching city’) was one of the favoured stops on his itinerary and there he made the acquaintance of Basil ‘Sholto’ Mackenzie, the second Baron Amulree, a Liberal peer and distinguished physician. In 1953 Amulree introduced Stacton to Charles Monteith, the brilliant Northern Irish-born editor and director at Faber and Faber. The impression made was clearly favourable, for in 1954 Faber published Dolores, Stacton’s first novel, which Time and Tide would describe as ‘a charming idyll, set in Hollywood, Paris and Rome’.


A Fox Inside followed in 1955, The Self-Enchanted in 1956: noir-inflected Californian tales about money, power and influence; and neurotic men and women locked into marriages made for many complex reasons other than love. In retrospect either novel could conceivably have been a Hollywood film in its day, directed by Nicholas Ray, say, or Douglas Sirk. Though neither book sold spectacularly, together they proved Stacton had a voice worth hearing. In their correspondence Charles Monteith urged Stacton to consider himself ‘a novelist of contemporary society’, and suggested he turn his hand to outright ‘thriller writing’. But Stacton had set upon a different course. ‘These are the last contemporary books I intend to write for several years’, he wrote to Monteith. ‘After them I shall dive into the historical …’


In 1956 Stacton made good on his intimation by delivering to Monteith a long-promised novel about Ludwig II of Bavaria, entitled Remember Me. Monteith had been excited by the prospect of the work, and he admired the ambition of the first draft, but considered it unpublishable at its initial extent. With considerable application Stacton winnowed Remember Me down to a polished form that Faber could work with. Monteith duly renewed his campaign to persuade Stacton toward present-day subject matter. There would be much talk of re-jigging and substituting one proposed book for another already-delivered manuscript, of strategies for ‘building a career’. Stacton was amenable (to a degree) at first, but in the end he made his position clear to Monteith:




I just flatly don’t intend to write any more contemporary books, for several reasons … [M]y talents are melodramatic and a mite grandiose, and this goes down better with historical sauce … I just can’t write about the present any more, that’s all. I haven’t the heart … [F]or those of conservative stamp, this age is the end of everything we have loved … There is nothing to do but hang up more lights. And for me the lights are all in the past.





Monteith, for all his efforts to direct Stacton’s oeuvre, could see he was dealing with an intractable talent; and in April 1957 he wrote to Stacton affirming Faber’s ‘deep and unshaken confidence in your own gift and in your future as a novelist’.


The two novels that followed hard upon Remember Me were highly impressive proofs of Stacton’s intent and accomplishment, which enhanced his reputation both inside Faber and in wider literary-critical circles. On a Balcony told of Akhenaten and Nefertiti in the Egypt of the Eighteenth Dynasty, and Segaki concerned a monk in fourteenth-century Japan. Stacton took the view that these two and the Ludwig novel were in fact a trilogy (‘concerned with various aspects of the religious experience’) which by 1958 he was calling ‘The Invincible Questions’.


And this was but the dawning of a theme: in the following years, as his body of work expanded, Stacton came to characterise it as ‘a series of novels in which history is used to explain the way we live now’ – a series with an ‘order’ and ‘pattern’, for all that each entry was ‘designed to stand independent of the others if need be’. (In 1964 he went so far as to tell Charles Monteith that his entire oeuvre was ‘really one book’.)


Readers discovering this work today might be less persuaded that the interrelation of the novels is as obviously coherent as Stacton contended. There’s an argument that Stacton’s claims say more for the way in which his brilliant mind was just temperamentally inclined toward bold patterns and designs. (A small but telling example of same: in 1954 at the very outset of his relationship with Faber Stacton sent the firm a logotype he had drawn, an artful entwining of his initials, and asked that it be included as standard in the prelims of his novels (‘Can I be humoured about my colophon as a regular practice?’). Faber did indeed oblige him.)


But perhaps Stacton’s most convincing explanation for a connective tissue in his work – given in respect of those first three historical novels but, I think, more broadly applicable – was his admission that the three lives fascinated him on account of his identification with ‘their plight’:




Fellow-feeling would be the proper phrase. Such people are comforting, simply because they have gone before us down the same endless road … [T]hough these people have an answer for us, it is an answer we can discover only by leading parallel lives. Anyone with a taste for history has found himself doing this from time to time …





Perhaps we might say that – just as the celebrated and contemporaneous American acting teacher Lee Strasberg taught students a ‘Method’ to immerse themselves in the imagined emotional and physical lives of scripted characters – Stacton was engaged in a kind of ‘Method writing’ that immersed him by turn in the lives of some of recorded history’s rarest figures.


*


Stacton was nurtured as a writer by Faber and Faber, and he was glad of the firm’s and Charles Monteith’s efforts on his behalf, though his concerns were many, perhaps even more so than the usual novelist. Stacton understood he was a special case: not the model of a ‘smart popular writer’ for as long as he lacked prominent critical support and/or decent sales. He posed Faber other challenges, too – being such a peripatetic but extraordinarily productive writer, the business of submission, acquisition and scheduling of his work was a complicated, near-perpetual issue for Monteith. Stacton had the very common writer’s self-delusion that his next project would be relatively ‘short’ and delivered to schedule, but his ambitions simply didn’t tend that way. In January 1956 Monteith mentioned to Stacton’s agent Michael Horniman about his author’s ‘tendency to over-produce’. Faber did not declare an interest in the Western novels Stacton wrote as ‘Carse Boyd’ or in the somewhat lurid stories of aggressive youth (The Power Gods,DFor Delinquent, Muscle Boy) for which his nom de plume was ‘Bud Clifton’. But amazingly, even in the midst of these purely commercial undertakings, Stacton always kept one or more grand and enthralling projects on his horizon simultaneously. (In 1963 he mentioned almost off-handedly to Monteith, ‘I thought recently it would be fun to take the Popes on whole, and do a big book about their personal eccentricities …’)


In 1960 Stacton was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship, which he used to travel to Europe before resettling in the US. In 1963 the Time magazine article mentioned above much improved the attention paid to him in his homeland. The books kept coming, each dazzlingly different to what came before, whatever inter-connection Stacton claimed: A Signal Victory, A Dancer in Darkness, The Judges of the Secret Court, Tom Fool, Old Acquaintance, The World on the Last Day, Kali-Yuga, People of the Book.


By the mid-1960s Stacton had begun what he may well have considered his potential magnum opus: Restless Sleep, a manuscript that grew to a million words, concerned in part with Samuel Pepys but above all with the life of Charles II from restoration to death. On paper the ‘Merrie Monarch’ did seem an even better subject for Stacton than the celebrated diarist: as a shrewd and lonely man of complicated emotions holding a seat of contested authority. But this work was never to be truly completed.


In 1966 Stacton’s life was beset by crisis. He was in Copenhagen, Denmark, when he discovered that he had colon cancer, and was hospitalised for several months, undergoing a number of gruelling procedures. (He wrote feelingly to Charles Monteith, ‘[A]fter 48 hours of it (and six weeks of it) I am tired of watching my own intestines on closed circuit TV.’) Recuperating, he returned to the US and moved in once more with John Mann Rucker, their relations having broken down in previous years. But he and Rucker were to break again, and in 1968 Stacton returned to Denmark – to Fredensborg, a town beloved of the Danish royal family – there renting a cottage from Helle Bruhn, a magistrate’s wife whom he had befriended in 1966. It was Mrs Bruhn who, on 20 January 1968, called at Stacton’s cottage after she could get no answer from him by telephone, and there found him dead in his bed. The local medical examiner signed off the opinion that Stacton died of a heart attack – unquestionably young, at forty-four, though he had been a heavy smoker, was on medication to assist sleeping, and had been much debilitated by the treatment for his cancer. His body was cremated in Denmark, and the ashes sent to his mother in California, who had them interred in Woodlawn Cemetery, Colma.


From our vantage in 2012, just as many years have passed since Stacton’s untimely death as he enjoyed of life. It is a moment, surely, for a reappraisal that is worthy of the size, scope and attainment of his work. I asked the American novelist, poet and translator David Slavitt – an avowed admirer of Stacton’s – how he would evaluate the legacy, and he wrote to me with the following:




David Stacton is a prime candidate for prominent space in the Tomb of the Unknown Writers. His witty and accomplished novels failed to find an audience even in England, where readers are not put off by dazzle. Had he been British and had he been part of the London literary scene, he might have won some attention for himself and his work in an environment that is more centralised and more coherent than that of the US where it is even easier to fall through the cracks and where success is much more haphazard. I am delighted by these flickers of attention to the wonderful flora of his hothouse talents.





*


The life of what was to be the seventh of Stacton’s novels to be published by Faber followed a rather appropriately Byzantine course. Faber had no sooner accepted the manuscript of Stacton’s Remember Me in 1956 than the author advised them to look out for his next, A Dancer in Darkness, which was duly sent to Charles Monteith in May of that year.


The novel told an old, familiar, lurid tale: that of the Duchess of Amalfi and her love for Antonio; of her wicked brothers, the Cardinal and Duke Ferdinand, and their determination to thwart that love; of the perverted intrigues of Bosola, instrument of evil and ‘dancer in darkness’; and of the abysmal end to the whole depraved affair. What was newly minted and thrilling, of course, was the inimitable style that Stacton brought to bear upon his re-imagining of this material.


Monteith, struck as ever by Stacton’s ambition and verve, wrote to him to say he thought Dancer was ‘tremendously long’ and that its ‘heavy, brooding, atmospheric qualities needed a bit of thinning out’. Monteith had another case that he wished to press, namely his persistent wish to steer Stacton towards contemporary subject matter and, specifically, into the more accessible genre of the thriller. A Dancer in Darkness even prompted Monteith to suggest to Stacton that, while he was assured of a continuity of publishing with Faber, he might consider undertaking an entirely different sort of a work in place of this one. Stacton, however, had set his course, and he replied to Monteith with just a touch of asperity: ‘Somewhere in A Dancer in Darkness, the Cardinal says to his sister: “I am the lesser of two evils. You may just as well make the best of me.” … At the moment I feel rather like that myself …’


As with Remember Me, Monteith persuaded Stacton into a great deal of revision and elision of Dancer so as to arrive at what he considered a properly marketable work. Even when this was done, Monteith, while admiring the results, was not wholly endeared by them. In April 1957 he wrote to Stacton saying that he thought the novel’s dramatis personae were ‘puppets involved in an intricate, complicated but highly contrived web of artifice and intrigue’. In the end editor and author agreed that for the sake of coherence the publication of A Dancer in Darkness should be deferred for a while – at least until the ‘Invincible Questions’ trilogy begun by Remember Me was complete. It so happened that in the interim that followed the fine reception afforded to On a Balcony (1958) and Segaki (1959) did much to enhance Stacton’s profile and reputation, whereupon A Dancer in Darkness was finally put between Faber covers in 1960.


Monteith was quite right to find something of the night about this novel. But it is only the very same luxurious darkness in which readers and audiences, attracted to the particular violence of Renaissance Italy, have long been content to immerse themselves – and to which Stacton’s creative gifts were irresistibly drawn. As the novelist John Crowley says of A Dancer in Darkness on the occasion of this reissue in Faber Finds: ‘Black as stage velvet, Stacton’s version is as full of chilling insights and dreadful doings as Webster’s, but at bottom all his own.’




   





Richard T. Kelly                   


Editor, Faber Finds                   


April 2012                   




   





Sources and Acknowledgements




   





This introduction was prepared with kind assistance from Robert Brown, archivist at Faber and Faber, from Robert Nedelkoff, who has done more than anyone to encourage a renewed appreciation of Stacton, and from David R. Slavitt. It was much aided by reference to a biographical article written about Stacton by Joy Martin, his first cousin.



















For Madeline in small token


of a very long friendship;


and Harrison Ainsworth;


and Antony Hope; and Ouida;


with apologies

























Antonio, Antonio, our lives are only other men’s means.


Thus fall Emperors and Queens to grease the kindling of another’s fire with the rancid renders of their own desire.


There is no song soothes its listeners for long, except, escape with me.
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ONE





I


Bosola was on his way to see his sister, a woman he had not seen for ten years. He had seen no woman for ten years. The reason for that was that he had lost his footing, his patron had disowned him, his presence had proved inconvenient, and so he had spent the decade in the galleys. The Dominicans arrived once a week to haul their charnel cart from the galley barracks to potter’s field. He had escaped in that.


He was no longer young. He no longer had that fire. He had become a dancer in darkness, a man who is free only when the lights are out and the audience has gone. He had been burnt to a cinder. But grace he had, and style. He would still be a gentleman, if he could. He meant to clamber back to that position, despite the galleys of Puteoli.


In the back streets of Naples he struck down a lazzarone, one of the colourful rabble of that town, and switched clothes with him. Ten minutes later, dressed in skin-tight yellow hose, soft leather boots, and a jerkin, with a stocking cap on his head, and even a little money, he sauntered about in the belief that he was a free man. And perhaps he was right. His boots rang against the cobbles, and he liked the sound. He had learned his lesson. A poor gentleman is down for good. It is the poor themselves, in a bad age, who have the art of growing rich. And that is freedom.


As for his sister, she was a dancer in light, and meant to stay there. She had a horror of the dark. Therefore blackmail would appeal to her more than a plea to her goodness. She passed these days for a future saint, but she knew best by what means she had achieved that sanctity, and so goodness seemed to her irrelevant.





II


His sister was Sor Juana, the famous Sor Juana, that Sor Juana whom all the world, so said part of it, except himself, conspired to adore. But in ten years she, too, had had the time to grow tired.


She paused now at the top of the landing, slightly out of breath, and glad to reach her own rooms, for her fellow nuns fatigued her, as they always did these days. Often, in her heart, she had wanted to laugh at them. But that she dared to do only at night, over her writing desk.


It was the writing desk that had made her a nun. And even to reach the writing desk, she had had to come a long way.


Over fifteen years ago, one dusty morning in 1584, a barefoot girl of nine had come down from a village behind Sorrento. The shores of Vesuvius were then an arid plain. In the distance lay Naples, and Naples was her goal.


Her name was Juana dal Nagro. Her face had an almost transparent beauty, but beauty, after all, is not so rare. The one quality that really set her apart was genius.


Knowledge she absorbed as a blotter does ink. When she was saturated with it, she poured it all out again in a flood of clever, pious, erotic, or sophisticated verse. At the inquiry attendant upon her subsequent canonization, it was claimed that no child could be so brilliant without God’s grace. But God’s grace had nothing to do with it. You could tell that instantly, from the way she held her tongue between her teeth.


The Court took her up. Dwarfs they had had. The Spanish always have dwarfs. But children of genius were something new. She charmed them. She amused them. She was a novelty. And so she prospered.


At ten she knew Latin, Greek, three modern languages, and a smattering of Hebrew. Her portraits show a girlish face, but a girlish face without a hint of innocence. It is a face that willed to be pre-eminent at any price, a professional face, the face of a woman whose profession was herself.


She knew she was nothing better than a clever animal in the eyes of those who petted her. She had not the family or the dot to make a good marriage. Only one course was open to her. She became a nun, at the cloister of San Severo.


Now, on this May morning of 1611, she had been a nun for fifteen years. Her cell was fitted up as a library and the view from her window was excellent. It was rather like having a desirable chair at the University of Bologna, except that she could not leave. She received the fashionable and the great every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon. The mother superior hated her. She was being taken up by the Cardinal. Her future was assured. She was twenty-nine.


She also had the restless hands of a child and the face of a matriarch. Others had founded great convents. Why not she?


She crossed the landing towards her room, shaping her thoughts to fit her pen, and went immediately to her writing stand, a Spanish travelling chest whose bronze and velvet front let down over a double trestle. Beyond lay the window, and beyond the window the soft scented murmurs of the night and the metrical insistence of the cloister fountain.


Her cell was not one room, but two, for opening off it was a small private oratory stuccoed with columns and floral swags. She turned to it automatically, but took no more than a first step, for leaning against the doorway was a lazzarone dressed in yellow, with a young body, an old face, and a black beard. He lolled there, with one leg crossed over the other, at his ease. She blinked, but he was still there.


It did not occur to her to cry out for help. She was not the sort of woman who would cry out for help. But her eyes grew solemn.


Bosola stood with his feet planted wide apart and his arms crossed, looking down at her. “Sister, you do not know me,” he said dryly, and swaggered a little in his latest disguise.


Sor Juana started, peered at him more closely, and then sat down in her field chair. “You escaped.”


“I died,” he told her. “It was so much easier.” He looked around the austere security of her room and lost none of its prosperity. “The guards sold the dead to the anatomy school. They grow rich that way. It wasn’t difficult.” He felt suddenly tired and leaned once more against the wall.


He knew any preliminaries with her would be useless. “You know the Cardinal,” he said. “I want you to write me a letter to him. A safe conduct, if you like.”


“I have no power with him.”


“I am your brother. Or don’t you wish that known?” He stood up, strode to her desk, and stood over her. “Write,” he said. “Write.”


She wrote.


When she had finished, for he did not trust her, he read the note before it was sealed. It was noncommittal and served to introduce one Niccolò Ferrante, which was the name he had told her to use.


“Sleep well, sister,” he said.


She bit her lip, opened one of the drawers in her desk, and threw him a small sack. It chinked in the air. “You will need money,” she said dryly.


He did not need it, but he took it. If this was the only way she could show kindness, it was at least better than none. On the other hand, it was probably a bribe. Putting the bag in his jerkin, he turned and left the room.


Sor Juano did not intend to be hampered by her brother. Once he had gone, she began to make certain plans.


III


The Cardinal and his brother the Duke were at Castel del Mare, at the Sanducci Palace. Their sister was recently a widow. They had come there for the funeral.


The appearance of a new lazzarone in their midst occasioned no comment, for the Cardinal kept about him a gang of soldiers, executioners, and toughs. They were, he said, his nightingales; and to his nightingales were added the unruly suite of his brother, who sang a deeper note in the same scale. The worst of these toughs was a man called Marcantonio.


As Bosola rode across the piazza towards the palace, on a horse bought with Sor Juana’s money, and still in his lazzarone costume, he saw that some common street players had set up a platform before the palace gate.


A woman stood on the platform, yowling her lungs out. Her voice was four-fifths gravel, and her fingers clicked like pistols missing fire. Bosola drew rein to watch.


The other players capered around her, throwing their scrawny limbs into the wind. Signor Bombard held his bottom and threw out his legs to the attacks of Sganarelle with a three-foot syringe. The woman had a weary face. Her caterwauling aroused the soldiers loitering around her. They threw her money. The singer gathered up her skirts and began to dance.


A tall guard made a lunge for her. She slapped him, and went on singing. Then the other guards closed in on her. The players capered themselves to the safety of the wall.


The woman burst out from among the soldiers, her bodice torn, righted herself, and ran towards Bosola. The yellow guardsmen streamed after her.


Bosola reached down, scooped her up to the saddle, and wheeled his horse. The woman made no sound. He cursed himself for a fool, and dug his rowels into the scarred body of the horse. A crowd was jammed in the far opening of the street, where it opened out into a small square.


There was nothing to do but jump. The horse’s hooves caught on a basket a woman had on her head, sending bright slimy squid flying through the air. The horse stumbled on the cobbles on the other side, and its hind quarters went down. There was no time to worry about the horse. Bosola grabbed the woman, and ran for the portal of the church at the far end of the square.


The church was draped with long black streamers over the façade. Bosola shoved the woman through the portal and ran into the nave. The woman sobbed and followed him. They were fortunate that the church was draped for a funeral: the crowds were superstitious, and would remain outside.


He peered round the quiet darkness of the nave, and moved forward towards the catafalque which dominated it.


“What’s your name?” he asked.


“Rosina.”


“You should know better than to provoke soldiers.”


She shrugged. “I must earn my living, and some are not bad.” She sat down on a chair, untied her skirt, and took money out of it, counting.


“Then why run?” he asked contemptuously.


“I am six months with child.”


Bosola grunted and went to inspect the catafalque.


The church dated from Norman times, and it had the Norman gloom. The catafalque hid the High Altar, whose flicker was dimmed by the giant candles which stood at the head and foot of the sarcophagus. He jumped on a reed chair, to look on the bier.


A little man lay up there, like the abandoned chrysalis of a butterfly. He had been small in life, and death had made him smaller. He was dressed in engraved pageant armour whose helmet was four times the size of his head. It stood at the top, its plumes nodding in the breath from the candles. The man had a grey beard and a pinched, mean, haughty face. Over his body was flung the scarlet cloak of the Knights of Malta.


Bosola jumped down from his reed stool and caught the superstitious eyes of the woman.


“Who is he?”


“My Lord Piccolomini, Duke of Amalfi. That is why they are all here. The Duchess is a widow with a three-year-old son.”


“The Duchess?” That would be the Cardinal’s sister. “She cannot be more than twenty.”


Rosina dusted off her skirts and pulled her bodice into place. She was such a huge woman that her pregnancy was scarcely visible. “They must marry her off again, so they all come here. Poor thing, they say she’s beautiful,” she added wistfully, in that way that the poor have of pitying their betters.


When he had last seen the Duchess, she had been seven. Bosola jumped on the stool to look at the catafalque again. Then he drew the dagger in his boot and tossed it in the air thoughtfully. If the whole brood were here, his chances would be the better, but he scarcely knew which he was after, preferment or revenge.



















TWO





In the ten years since Bosola had been sent to the galleys, the Sanducci had climbed far. This palace was what they had come from, provincial nobles with one horse, who had ridden the Spanish coat-tails into power. Bosola looked round the courtyard. He knew the place well.


Ferdinand, it was true, was sixth count and second Duke of Bracciano, but Bracciano was a sterile vineyard in the hills, with a strawberry patch down by the lake. Now there was Capelmonte, Astri, the fief of Erculano, Calabria (but Calabria did not recognize the fact), and Papal lands for all. In power or out, the Spanish had made them rich. Bosola was only one of many they had trampled underfoot in their greedy scamper after power.


Unobserved, Bosola mounted the stairs and made his way into the palace. That was the advantage of his dress. If he had been tricked out as a gentleman the world would have wanted to know his business. As it was, they assumed he was on some errand the nature of which it would be better for them not to know.


He made his way up the state staircase to the loggia above, and found himself walking warily, on the balls of his feet, and hugging the wall. It was in a corridor such as this that he had murdered the man for whose death he had gone to the galleys. He smiled grimly, wondering what the Cardinal would make of his resurrection.


The light grew dimmer. He was now in the oldest part of the palace. Dust lay heavy on the floors. When she was a child, these rooms had been the Duchess’s. She had lived here almost alone and almost unseen, ignored in a stone cul-de-sac, until she was old enough for her brothers to marry her off.


A door opened ahead of him, and he had just time to draw into shadow. A large buxom woman came into view, holding in her arms an enormous pile of stuff whose silver threads caught the light. She could not see him. He could see her.


It was Cariola, the Duchess’s nurse, and now her gentlewoman. She was a heavy-skinned woman of forty, and her eyes glittered with a coquettishness gone sour. She scurried down the corridor and despite himself he was upset. She might prove difficult.


When she had gone down the corridor a little way, he stepped out of the shadow and followed her.


She looked over her shoulder. Light from the window hit him, lighting up only his hose and boots. She stopped. He had seen that look of listening attention in frightened birds. He did not move. From a distance of thirty feet they peered at each other in the tricky light, then she went into a room at the end of the hall and closed the door.


He did not think he had been recognized. He walked on and stopped before the door she had entered. The light was very bright here. He heard Cariola’s voice raised loudly and grinned. That voice had lost none of its peculiar mixture of cloying sweetness and the nag. That was what came of being a gentlewoman in reduced circumstances.


Then he heard the other voice. It was a voice of a curious silvery lightness. The Duchess, who had been Aemelia Sanducci, had none of her brothers’ cruel Spanish tastes. Yet the voice had authority. It was as though she would not be put down. Her will was taut as wire.


The two women went on talking and he could not make out the words. There was nothing more for him to learn here. He went in search of her brothers.


II


Ferdinand was not hard to find. He was in the courtyard.


The courtyard of the palace was its one pleasant feature. On two sides there were open second-floor galleries, and the third had double casement windows. The fourth was a wall. A crowd was gathered there when Bosola entered. He was a short man and the crowd hemmed him in, but he could just catch a glimpse of what was going on.


Ferdinand must now be thirty-three. He moved through life jerkily, and it probably never even occurred to him that his elder brother, the Cardinal, pulled the strings. He was little more than a young tough with a title.


Because they were poor and preferment had only been available to them through the Church, Duke Sanducci had become Cardinal Sanducci, and left the title to his younger brother. Thus, as they began to rise, it was Ferdinand who reaped the pomps. His brother the Cardinal kept only the power.


Now Ferdinand swaggered down below. It could not be denied that he swaggered well. He had a certain blind phallic ardour. Bosola peered at him scornfully.


The Commedia del Arte players had come into the courtyard, and Rosina was back with them, looking none the worse for her experience. Ferdinand had had chairs set up to watch them. He sat clicking his fingers clumsily. Bosola forced his way to the front of the crowd, folded his arms, squinted in the sun, and watched Ferdinand.


Ferdinand was either drunk or tipsy with his own importance. He got up from his chair, swept Captain Bombard aside with his arm, and began to prance around Rosina. Rosina looked startled and then gave him a smile reserved for the quality. Ferdinand flung off his hat and stamped up and down, throwing out his arms and shouting. After an instant of hesitation, the other players capered around them both.


Rosina wanted to stop. She looked worried about her belly. Ferdinand would not let her stop. His face was flushed with that maddened blindness only Spanish dancers seem to feel. Sganarelle was still carrying the two-foot syringe which he used to squirt Bombard’s behind. He aimed it at Ferdinand and rammed down the plunger. The air blew against Ferdinand’s rump. He reached out a leg and kicked Sganarelle in the face.


The musicians scraped faster and faster. It was a jota. Ferdinand snapped his fingers and reared up on his toes over Rosina. It was clear he was proud of the slim arc of his body.


At this point in the dance Rosina was supposed to twirl rapidly, banging a tambourine against her folded wrist. Instead she fainted.


There was a sudden silence. Only the musicians scraped on. Ferdinand stopped, looked down at her, shrugged his shoulders, and threw a handful of coins at the players.


Among the recent gifts to the court had been a procession of dwarfs. The little men were dressed in saffron, the Sanducci livery. The Spanish, being a people well swathed in their own pride, enjoyed imitations of themselves. The dwarfs, being Spanish, decided to oblige.


They swept out across the courtyard, imitating the commedia players. Then one who had loitered behind scuttled haughtily forward, his little voice squeaking imperiously, and began to posture in imitation of Ferdinand.


Bosola had never seen the little men before. He watched avidly. So did Ferdinand. Rosina lay where she was.


None of the dwarfs was taller than three feet eight. This gave their movements the bound jerkiness of children. The tambourines rattled and shook in the air. There was no other sound. The crowd seemed to be watching the approach of something inevitable. Ferdinand stood and glowered.


Suddenly the dwarf impersonating Rosina screamed and fell down. Another dwarf rattled a tambourine, as though for attention. The dwarf parodying Ferdinand kicked the fallen one. Another roll on the tambourine. The dwarf mimicking Ferdinand reached into his jacket and gravely threw a handful of straw to the company. Then he took off his cap and bowed, bursting into a peal of silvery giggles. His eyes were scornful and his face old.


It was more than Ferdinand could stand. He leaped forward, picked up the dwarf, and hurled him against the courtyard wall. Then he fled from the court.


Involuntarily Bosola looked up and saw lurking behind one of the windows a figure he recognized as the Cardinal. Nothing ever stirred in that watchful face. The Cardinal withdrew.


The other dwarfs had gathered round their companion, who still lay by the wall. His spine was broken. They picked him up sorrowfully and carried him away.





III


The Cardinal had not recognized Bosola, but he had recognized something, and he hated anyone he could not instantly place, for he set great store by his memory. It had served him well.


His Eminence was a bland man, but certain things about him were peculiar. The most noticeable of these was his leg. No matter how he might parade as a Prince of the Church, there always emerged from his heavy scented robes that telltale leg. It was a supple leg; a pleasure-loving leg, a knowledgeable leg, and a leg that carried him lightly over any opposition he wished to crush.


For woebetide those who get in the way of a man whose ambitions have been thwarted, and the Cardinal had wanted to be a ruling Prince. That being impossible, he had become a Prince of the Church instead. Within the cage of his unwanted eminence, the Cardinal’s ambition flung itself about like a wild animal, and when he slept at night, and had bad dreams, the noise that animal made was truly terrible.


In his mind he docketed everyone as useful, dangerous, or meaningless, and the man he had seen in the courtyard was all of those. The question was: Who was he?


He shrugged the problem off for the moment. He had other matters to attend to, and those soon. The first of these was his sister and his sister’s lands, which meant, ultimately, his sister’s son.


The only illusion he had about his sister is that he had no illusions about her at all. His sister, he knew from the spies he had carefully placed about her, had no lover. Therefore that shrivelled up little man lying dead in the cathedral had produced a legitimate heir. In some ways it could be an advantage to have a boy so far from his majority.


And Amalfi, though a poor enough place, was still a place worth having.


He paced up and down his study, irritably kicking aside the skirts of his robes. He had risen to power on the backs of servants he had been too wise to crush, yet one or two had escaped him. That was why the lazzarone in the courtyard had disturbed him. He had the feeling the man was someone who had slipped through his net.


He stopped at a tabouret on which a chess-board had been set up, and reached with a spidery hand towards the pieces, his amethyst ring upsetting a knight. He righted it thoughtfully, regretting that there was no piece on the board called the dupe. Yet the object of the game was to make all the pieces equally the dupe. That was an important thing to remember.


As he moved about the room, mirrors seemed to wait for him. The Cardinal was a handsome man, with bones so prominent and flesh so tight, that firelight always seemed to be flickering over his features. He was patrician. He had the grey, thoughtful eyes of a bust by Donatello. Yet, like those busts, his eyes were of no colour. It was only his character that made them seem grey.


He paused at the window. The dwarfs had been the Cardinal’s gift to Ferdinand. Ferdinand could not refrain from bullying anything smaller than himself, and dwarfs are vengeful creatures. There could be use in that quality. He took a bell from a table and gave it an impatient shake. The door opened and his secretary came in.


“Send my chaplain down to the courtyard. Say that I sent him. One of the dwarfs is dying.” He hesitated for a moment and then went on. “There is a man here, dressed as a lazzarone. I want to know who he is.”


The secretary turned and sauntered out, his buttocks wriggling beneath his short jacket. The Cardinal waited until he had left. Then, gathering his robes about him, he swept out through the ante-chambers and towards his sister’s apartments.


When he returned he was carrying a small bundle. The palace had a side door, very private in the street wall, and there his carriage was waiting.



















THREE





I


By ten at night, the convent of San Severo was silent, except for the light in Sor Juana’s cell. She was uneasy. Her rooms were too removed from the rest of the building, so that it was difficult for her to know what was going on. Intrigue was centred in the kitchens and the porter’s lodge. She could not very well go down there herself.


In truth a convent was little better than a prison. It had the same pleasures, the same excitements, and the same alarms. But even the most coddled prisoner is still a prisoner. No matter how fine his condition, he still has the same limitation. He cannot move freely in the world.


She was fearful of Bosola, and the sirocco had begun. And the sirocco is not merely an evil wind. It is a branch of pathology, an ailment as seasonal but as severe as cholera or the plague.


Sor Juana had retired to her rooms as soon as she could. The wind made everything stir with invisible tension. Suddenly a pane of glass might shatter, or a bowl of flowers fall to the floor. Otherwise the wind rattled nothing. What it did was to make people itch, as though something were crawling all over them.


She could not concentrate. As the church bell began to toll, and as the moon slid about in a welter of slippery clouds, she got up and went into the corridor. She did not know what she expected to see there, but to see anyone at all was a shock. Someone was mounting the stairs.


It was the Cardinal. He had finished his business and was ready to enjoy himself. He always relaxed with Sor Juana, for he knew she was impotent to do him any harm. He reached the landing and came down towards her rooms in a swirl of important robes. He had never visited her so late before.


She led him into her rooms.


He tucked his little feet on a footstool and wondered just how much of her had remained naïve enough to be cheated. She had a lovely, unreal face, but her eyes had a crackle that belied her appearance. He could never be sure.


In the security of these rooms she was a gifted woman of letters, and he a Prince of the Church. It was necessary that they exchange a few professional compliments on both sides. He looked at her new verses.


“Admirable, admirable,” he said. Perhaps he meant it. She waited, and he passed on easily to convent affairs. He suggested she must find the life a trifle confining. In former days women of her ability had founded convents, not lived in them.


And the need for convents was certainly great. One at Amalfi or Sorello, for instance, would do immense good.


Sor Juana was puzzled, but at the mention of Amalfi she listened more earnestly. She said she doubted she was a suitable instrument for such work, and waited for him to go on.


He did not go on. He merely smiled and said these things were not done in a day. He glanced around her cell and rose to leave, extending his hand, so she might kiss his ring, and watching the top of her bowed head with pleasure. He found her restful.


“I have brought you a foundling,” he said. “His name is Raimondo, and there is no need to say that I brought him. He is heir to considerable estates. You might see that he is well taken care of, from time to time.”


He glanced at her benignly, but if she had guessed who the boy was, she gave no sign. But then she would not. He gave a grunt of satisfaction and left the room.


Rather thoughtfully Sor Juana went to bed. It was the chance she had been waiting for, but what was the prize?


II


The palace retired much later than the convent, and indeed part of it could not be said to retire at all. The Cardinal returned unobserved, and stood for a while in the gallery above the great hall, looking down. He saw no signs of the lazzarone  in yellow, but Ferdinand was at his usual amusements, and very drunk.


Half an hour later he slipped into the corridor, motioned back the guard, and moved towards the Duchess’s rooms. As he reached the turn of the corridor, he saw Cariola come out of the room he had entered earlier, with a blank look on her face, and hurry down towards the Duchess’s chamber. He smiled quietly to himself and slipped into the room she had left.


The room was high and shadowy, and did not get much light. There were a few rugs, and a thick candle burned in a high sconce. He had not long to wait.


Cariola entered first. She looked as though she had been shocked by something else, that bothered her far more than this did. She was carrying a lamp. The Duchess followed immediately behind her.


The Cardinal looked at his sister with surprise and some pleasure. She had changed for the night into a soft, clinging robe, and her feet were bare. She was, after all, only a girl. She had small, enticing feet.


The two women bent over the massive cradle that stood near the sconce. No doubt the servant girl they had had to watch it had fled as soon as he had dealt with her. As the Duchess bent over, the robe flowed smoothly around her buttocks, and the satin skin beneath twinkled and glittered in the light. He thought her charming.


The two women whispered angrily. He was the more interested in Cariola. Something had happened to her, and he must find out what. He stepped forward, his silks rustling slightly.


“Good evening, sister,” he said.


The two women straightened up. The Duchess instinctively drew closer to Cariola, and then, as though recollecting that she was afraid of nothing, stood alone.


“What do you know of this?” she demanded.


The Cardinal shrugged. “Send the woman away.” In the cradle the blankets and sheets were turned back as he had left them.


The Duchess stepped off the rugs on to the cold floor and then back again. Her toes were agile and pink.


Reluctantly Cariola moved towards the door, still carrying the lamp. They both watched the door close behind her.


Imperceptibly the Duchess relaxed. He admired her. She was a woman sufficiently proud never to ask for mercy. Nor would she need it, if she were clever.


“What have you done with him?” she asked at last. She spoke of the child as though it were a bundle, and he wondered if she had hated Piccolomini enough to hate the child, too, or if she was feigning indifference for his benefit.


He folded his hands and looked at her. He saw now that she could never be managed. She would have to be trapped. And that was a pity.


“In some measure Ferdinand and I are your guardians,” he said softly.


“What?” She began to pace the rug from one end to the other.


“Well, we have made ourselves so, and there is no one to stop us.” He leaned forward. “You should be grateful to me. If Ferdinand had the boy, he would dash it against the wall, as quickly as he did that dwarf downstairs.”


The Duchess stopped her pacing. “Is he dead?” she asked simply.


“No, he is not dead.”


“Then where is he?”


He paused. “I am the lesser of two evils. You may just as well make the best of me.” He stood up. “Come, the child means nothing to you, except as a child. He means nothing to me, except as an heir.” He came swaying towards his sister, with his arms outstretched, as though to bless her.


“What do you mean to do?”


“Nothing. Except to keep him from Ferdinand. Alive, he will one day rule. Dead, he could not do that. And Ferdinand loves property. So do I.”


“What do you want of me?”


“Alive, one heir is quite enough. Let us leave it at that.”


She gazed at him, and then fled from the room. The Cardinal did not follow, but stood there for quite some time, the only sound the hiss of the candle in its sconce, as it beat before a tricky gust of wind from the sea.


He felt sorry for her. He had only acted out of necessity. 


III


By the next day she had regained her composure, whereas he had spent a sleepless night. He marvelled, looking at her, at the several abilities of women.


They had carried Piccolomini to the family tombhouse, which was attached to the cathedral, but could be entered only from the outside, through narrow lanes.


The tombhouse made the Cardinal thoughtful. He kept the Duchess and Ferdinand well in view. The lazzarone was nowhere in sight, and the secretary had yet to report. He did not like that.


To all intents and purposes the Piccolomini was the last of his line, which had not lasted long. Eighty years before they had started much as the Sanducci did now. They had built their tombhouse in Castel del Mare, as though not trusting their ability to hold Amalfi. It was a circular building stemmed to the church like an oak-gall, with a small garden of herbal knots and a cypress or two in good repair.


Inside, baroque monuments reared up to the ceiling, which had an oval hole to admit light. There were ten niches but only five Piccolomini, including the latest one. The late Duke had taken himself seriously, and seen to his monument while he was still living. The sculptures were in place, and pulleys and weights propped the lid of the sarcophagus ajar. His Highness’s marble graces and engraved accomplishments would be in place by the end of the week. It only remained now to lower his coffin into its container, and the job was done.


Why the Duchess should have wished to see this ceremony was beyond him. She stood now under the rays of light which fell from the open dome, with Cariola beside her. The coffin swayed up in the air and then slowly settled down towards the immense marble sarcophagus. Workmen eased it into place. There was a hush in the building, a workman cut the weight rope, and the marble lid came down with a bang. Dust settled around the monument. Before the echoes had finally died, the little party turned and left the tombhouse, the verger locking the bronze doors with an enormous key.


Then the small procession wound its way back to the cathedral, mounted horses, and went towards the palace. From there the Duchess would return to Amalfi; he and Ferdinand to Rome. The Cardinal rode well to the rear, watching his brother speak to her.


It was necessary for him to hear what Ferdinand was saying. His brother had always nourished an ugly passion for his sister. Now Piccolomini was dead, the Cardinal proposed to allow that passion to grow.


A burden seemed to have lifted from the Duchess. But she should not have worn that dress of silver and grey, which if he remembered she had had before marriage. Mourning would have become her, and not to wear it was an act of defiance. She rode slowly, but with a briskness she had not shown in some time, and while she listened to Ferdinand, she smiled.


Ferdinand’s manner was more that of a lover than of a brother. Even when she was a child the Duchess had been his favourite. But then, Ferdinand might only be posturing again. One could never be sure.


The party reached the palace. The crowds applauded, but then they would applaud anything. Perhaps they wished to express sympathy. The Cardinal bowed and blessed them amiably, while he spurred his horse gently on, his heels concealed by his robes. As he entered the courtyard he caught a glimpse of the yellow-booted lazzarone, over in the corner with Ferdinand’s soldiers. He frowned, dismounted, and went up to his rooms, to his secretary.


“What did you find out?”


“His name is Niccolò Ferrante. He had an introduction to the steward.”


“From whom?”


“A nun at San Severo.”


“And what else?”


“I think he wants a position here.”


“No doubt,” said the Cardinal. He was not satisfied, and he made his voice deliberately dry.


The secretary wanted very much to please. “There is one other thing. The Duchess’s waiting woman knows him. She did not speak to him, but she knew him.”


“So,” said the Cardinal. He wondered what nun at San Severo, but of course this lout would not know that. He went to the window and stared down into the court.


Bosola was swaggering uneasily on the edge of a dice game. He looked up, and the sun caught his face. With a start, the Cardinal withdrew from the window.


“So he calls himself Niccolò Ferrante,” he said.


“Yes, your Eminence.”


“Enrol him in my guard, but keep him away from me,” said the Cardinal. Then he went back to the window, and leaned out thoughtfully, his hands on the stone sill.


He remembered the man now. He was pleased. A prince is successful only when he knows when to do evil, said Machiavelli, and for this purpose the best tools to his purpose are desperate and dangerous men. No doubt ten years in the galleys had made Bosola desperate indeed. The Cardinal had gathered another piece to move about his board.
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