

[image: Tales We Tell Ourselves - Carlo Gébler]




Tales We Tell Ourselves




Also by Carlo Gébler


Fiction


The Eleventh Summer


August in July


Work and Play


Malachy and his Family


Life of a Drum


The Cure


W.9. & Other Lives


How To Murder a Man


A Good Day for a Dog


The Dead Eight


The Wing Orderly’s Tales


The Innocent of Falkland Road


Folk Tales of Fermanagh


(co-authored with


Séamas Mac Annaidh)


Aesop’s Fables


(co-authored with


Gavin Weston)


Non-Fiction


Driving through Cuba


The Glass Curtain


Father and I


The Siege of Derry


My Father’s Watch


(co-authored with


Patrick Maguire)


Confessions of a Catastrophist


The Projectionist


Children’s Fiction


The TV Genie


The Witch That Wasn’t


Frozen Out


The Base


Caught on a Train


August ’44


The Bull Raid


Plays


Dance of Death


Ten Rounds


Henry & Harriet


Charles & Mary


Belfast by Moonlight




Tales We Tell Ourselves


A Selection from the Decameron


Retold by Carlo Gébler


[image: image]




TALES WE TELL OURSELVES


First published in 2020 by


New Island Books


Glenshesk House


10 Richview Office Park


Clonskeagh


Dublin 14, D14 V8C4


Republic of Ireland


Copyright © Carlo Gébler and Edwin Higel, 2020


The moral right of the authors has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright and Related Rights Act, 2000.


Paperback ISBN: 978-1-84840-786-2


eBook ISBN: 978-1-84840-787-9


Woodcuts from the first illustrated edition of the Decameron, Johannes and Gregorius de Gregoriis, de Forlivio, Venice, 1492.


All rights reserved. The material in this publication is protected by copyright law. Except as may be permitted by law, no part of the material may be reproduced (including by storage in a retrieval system) or transmitted in any form or by any means; adapted; rented or lent without the written permission of the copyright owner.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


New Island Books is a member of Publishing Ireland.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1




For Edwin Higel – only begetter,


whose idea it was.




Contents


Preface


Day One – Wednesday


1 The Three Rings


2 The Young Monk and the Abbot


3 The Lady from Gascony and her Maid


4 The Doctor and the Widow


Day Two – Thursday


5 The Lucky Pirate


6 Madam Beritola


7 The Judge’s Wife


Day Three – Sunday


8 The Husbandman


9 The Groom


10 Purgatory


Day Four – Monday


11 The Hermit and his Son


12 The Three Sisters


13 The Pot of Basil


14 The Doctor, his Wife, her Maid and the Thief


Day Five – Tuesday


15 The Daughter of Faenza


16 The Falcon


17 Portrait of a Marriage


Day Six – Wednesday


18 The Cook


19 God’s Handiwork


Day Seven – Thursday


20 Isabella and her Lovers


21 A Beating


22 The Other Side


Day Eight – Friday


23 The German Mercenary


24 The Woman and the Scholar


Day Nine – Saturday


25 The Wrong Headdress


26 The Phantom Pregnancy


27 A Night


Day Ten – Sunday


28 Envy


Afterword


Boccaccio’s Life


Acknowledgments




I won’t be so provocative as to call the Decameron a novel. Still, that book is one of the first efforts in modern Europe to create a large-scale composition in narrative prose, and as such it has a place in the history of the novel at least as its source and forerunner.


—Milan Kundera




[image: image]


Preface


The Black Death was the deadliest pandemic in human history, killing between 75 and 200 million people in Eurasia and North Africa between 1347 and 1351. In Florence alone, an estimated 60 per cent of the population died. Death was gruesome and horrific. Bodies were simply left on the streets and eventually carted off to the overflowing cemeteries where they were piled up, layer upon layer in open graves. The economic effects of the Black Death were also severe: shops stood empty; businesses closed down. Everything ground to a halt.


Boccaccio’s Decameron opens with a description of the plague in Florence and then describes seven young women of genteel birth who gather one morning in the church of Santa Maria Novella. All have been affected by the horrors around them. They are in shock. Pampinea, the oldest, proposes that they escape to a villa in the hills above Florence. Yes, the others say, but there’s a problem – they need chaperones. At this point three young men enter the church. Would they care to come to the country? Well, there’s only one answer to a question like that.


At dawn the following day the ten young people leave Florence and head to what is usually agreed to be Poggio Gherardo, an estate Boccaccio’s stepmother brought to his father as part of her dowry. The villa and gardens are gorgeous; the ten escapees wander about and they are delighted by what they encounter. Once they’ve settled in, Pampinea then proposes that each day they will pick someone to be their queen or king, and the temporary monarch will then rule on how the little community lives for the one day they’re in office. This is agreed. Pampinea is elected first and decrees that each day all ten will tell a tale every day. This is also agreed. In the event the party stays fourteen days in the country, but on ten of those days they each tell a story, hence Decameron, meaning ‘ten days’.


The ambition of this book is partly to showcase the art Boccaccio made in response to a crisis so like our own and partly to draw attention to his belief in the capacity of narrative to restore the battered psyche to health. When Pampinea proposes that everyone tells a story, she initially makes out she is thinking only of mood management. The afternoons are hot, she says, and people who are cooped up together are apt to be quarrelsome; especially if playing games like dice or chess. But by telling stories rather than playing games, she continues, they will avoid quarrelling, plus everyone will also have pleasure listening. And if Pampinea had stopped there one would conclude she is a good manager of people. She’s astute, she’s psychologically shrewd. But she doesn’t stop there, she goes on. In telling stories, she says, ‘the invention of one may afford solace to all the company of his hearers’.1 ‘Solace’ jumps out here. Solace for what?


To understand what she means, we need to go back to the eyewitness account of the plague that opens the Decameron. The Black Death, Boccaccio explains here, is so vast and so terrible an event that people have stopped feeling and gone numb: they no longer cry, mourn or grieve. The solace the stories offer is redress for that condition: they warm the frozen core of Pampinea and her friends (and anyone who reads the book) and bring them back to what they were before they were bludgeoned by the plague.


Six centuries on from the Black Death we are in the midst of another pandemic. The mortality rates may not be the same but the psychological damage is not so dissimilar. COVID-19 is subduing and muting and suborning our psyches. It is grinding us down and stopping us being fully human. Given the overlap between Boccaccio’s time and now, a text by a writer (albeit a medieval one) who believes stories can help to restore what is damaged, suppressed or lost to the psyche because of a pandemic, must surely be worth a look?


Tales We Tell Ourselves is not a translation of the Decameron, but a retelling. I have jettisoned all the content containing the ten tale-tellers and their courtly, high-medieval interactions with one another during their fourteen days away in the countryside and only present – like jewels removed from their setting, the better to be seen – twenty-seven of the original hundred stories, along with one story originally half-told in an aside. I have also derogated as much as possible from Boccaccio’s summary narrative style, relying instead on reported speech to advance the narrative. I have largely left his plots intact (and where I do change the plot this is acknowledged). Finally, I have also avoided modernising Boccaccio’s attitudes and mores (those acquired customs and moral assumptions that gave cohesion to his community). We might yearn for the past to be like our present – what a comfort that would be – but I prefer to leave things as they were. It’s much more interesting that way.





1 This is from J.M. Rigg’s 1930 Everyman translation.




Day One – Wednesday
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1


The Three Rings


Saladin seeks to trick Melchizedek, a Jewish banker, into disrespecting Islam. Fortunately the autocratic Saladin’s bullying ploys are no match for his clever interlocutor.


Saladin, Sultan of Babylon, had vanquished his Christian and Saracen enemies and ruled his empire from a magnificent court in Baghdad. One day, Saladin’s treasurer came to see him. He had prepared a little speech.


‘Nothing comes for free,’ said the treasurer. ‘Everything comes at a cost, and everyone must pay the cost and you are no different than anyone else. And so, you have paid and paid and paid and now, as a result, Saladin, your treasury is empty.’


‘Empty?’ said Saladin, aghast.


‘Empty,’ said the treasurer, ‘completely empty. And unless you get money quickly you won’t be able to pay your soldiers or your functionaries and if they aren’t paid …’


‘Yes, yes, I know,’ interrupted Saladin, ‘you don’t need to tell me what will happen.’


The throne room fell silent. Saladin pondered. The treasurer waited.


‘I need to take out a loan,’ Saladin said finally.


‘Yes,’ said the treasurer.


‘That will cost me,’ said Saladin.


‘It will,’ agreed the treasurer, ‘but not as much as an army mutiny will cost you – if they rise up they will kill you, and given the choice – dying and paying no interest, or living on and paying interest – I know which I’d choose.’


The treasurer was old, which allowed him to get away with a level of truth-telling that Saladin would not have permitted someone younger to get away with.


‘Melchizedek,’ said Saladin, finally. ‘What about Melchizedek?’


Melchizedek was a banker, older – far older – than the treasurer and he lived in Alexandria, far from Baghdad where Saladin’s court was.


‘He certainly has funds sufficient to your needs,’ said the treasurer, ‘but he’s not cheap. You’ll have to pay him a lot of interest …’


‘Oh,’ said Saladin. ‘I think I can persuade Melchizedek to just give me the money.’


‘In all the years I’ve dealt with him,’ said the treasurer, ‘I’ve never known Melchizedek to waive his charges, ever.’


‘That’s because you don’t know what to say to him,’ said Saladin. ‘You just talk like a moneyman and he is a moneyman, so nothing changes. I’ll talk to him like a Saladin and everything will change. By the time I’ve finished with Melchizedek he’ll be giving me money for nothing, just you wait and see. No, it’ll be even better than that. He’ll be paying me to take his money. You don’t believe me?’


‘I didn’t say anything,’ said the treasurer. ‘And neither do I think anything.’


Saladin didn’t believe him but rather than argue with the old fool he thought it better simply to assert the glory he would achieve.


‘By the time I have finished with Melchizedek,’ said Saladin, ‘you’ll know that if you’d been like me you’d have been a much better treasurer. Now fetch Melchizedek here.’


The treasurer sent a rider to Alexandria with the order that Melchizedek should immediately be brought by caravan to Baghdad by order of Saladin. The order was executed. Melchizedek was conveyed as quickly as a camel could convey him and as soon as he was in Baghdad he was brought to the throne room, where he found himself standing at the foot of the dais looking up at Saladin on his throne.


‘So,’ began Saladin, ‘my good man.’ (In his experience a little brush of silk before the thumbscrew never did any harm.)


‘I have heard from many people,’ Saladin continued in as calm, slow and unthreatening a voice as he could, ‘that there is no one living at this hour who is as wise or as discerning in religious matters as you, Melchizedek. Am I right? I ask because I see you standing here in front of me, larger than life. I assume it is true. I’ll take your silence as a yes. You are the wisest and the most discerning. This means that I, who have sought the truth all my life but have still not found it despite military success and immense prestige, can now finally put the question – the question to which I have always sought an answer – because standing in front of me is the man who can answer the question. And here it comes.


‘Which, my dear Melchizedek, in your opinion, of the three laws is the true law: the law of the Jews, the law of the Saracens, or the law of the Christians?’


Melchizedek looked down at his dusty feet in his dusty sandals, for he had been brought straight to Saladin when he arrived and hadn’t even been allowed to wash. He knew, of course, exactly what the hurrying and the placing of him at the foot of the dais and the placing of Saladin above him on his throne and the question, the terrible question, were all leading to. Saladin needed money. No doubt he needed a great deal of money. And typically, like all those in power in need of money, he didn’t see why he shouldn’t have it, just like that, as much as he wanted, and he didn’t see why he shouldn’t have it for nothing, either, just like he had the water he drank and the air he breathed. This was how the powerful were.


And in order to achieve his aim (and this was obvious to Melchizedek), Saladin was using the age-old ploy of the manufactured quarrel. He would lure Melchizedek to speak without consideration and say the law of the Jews was the true law, and then he’d get angry. He’d say, no, it was the law of the Saracens that was the true law, and how dare a mere Jew say otherwise. Then he would examine Melchizedek’s utterance, prise it open and find all sorts of terrible things lurking inside: a hatred of the law of the Saracens, a hatred of himself, Saladin, who was Melchizedek’s ruler, a hatred of God even. Then having unearthed all these hidden monstrosities, Saladin would suddenly identify only two ways out of the situation: either Melchizedek could go first to the dungeon and later to the chopping block, where his head would be separated from his body, the fate of the impious; or he could offer his gold as restitution for his want of reverence for the law of the Saracens, which Saladin, after a good deal of soul-searching and theatricals calculated to suggest a man wrestling with his conscience, would accept. That’s what this was all about, that’s where the question was leading; he’d either lose his head for disparaging his ruler’s religion or he’d have to give Saladin all his money, just like that, for nothing, none of which he would ever get back.


‘My lord,’ Melchizedek began. He knew it would have to be all silk if he were to extricate himself from the trap that had been set and which, if he wasn’t careful, would spring shut, with fatal results. ‘Ordinary minds understand arguments; ordinary minds are changed by reason. But great and discriminating minds, such as yours, can take what looks like a simple little story, and understand that the answer to their question is packed inside that story.’


Saladin nodded. ‘Go on,’ he said. He could almost smell Melchizedek’s gold.


‘Once upon a time,’ said Melchizedek, ‘there was a man who was great and rich. He had many precious jewels in his treasury but the most precious of all his jewels was a ring of extraordinary beauty and value. He wanted his heirs to have it but he also wanted them to keep it and so he said, because he was clever too, “Whoever I leave this ring to will be my heir and all my other children must honour him as such, and the same rule will apply to all future generations.”


‘The man’s son, to whom he bequeathed the ring, left it to his son on the same terms and in this way the ring passed from hand to hand for many generations. And then, inevitably, a problem arose when the ring’s owner had three sons, all good, all virtuous, all obedient to their father, and all loved equally by him.


‘The young men each wanted to inherit because they each wanted to be first in the family and they each sought privately, whenever their siblings weren’t present, to persuade their ancient father to make themselves his inheritor so they would be the one to inherit the ring.


‘The old man loved all his sons equally and baulked at the idea of making just one his sole legatee. He promised each in their private talks that he would leave him the ring – people will do things like this because they believe they are at least pleasing one person – but this left the problem unaddressed. Either the father picked one son to leave the ring to, which he didn’t want to do, or, or … what? He agonised and then he had a brilliant idea. Here’s what it was and I think you’ll agree – it was inspired.’


Melchizedek looked at Saladin. His ruler was bending so far forwards, so interested was he in what he was hearing, that he was in danger of toppling off his throne.


‘The father,’ continued Melchizedek, ‘had a cunning artificer secretly make two copies of the ring, which were so perfect they were indistinguishable from the original and then, privately, he gave one to each of his sons. This made each son happy because each now considered himself first in the family. Then the father died and each son proclaimed himself the true heir, the first son saying, “I have the ring, I am the first in the family.”


‘“No, you’re not, I have the ring,” said the second.


‘“No, you’re not, I have the ring,” said he third.


‘The brothers compared rings. They couldn’t tell them apart, they couldn’t tell which was the original and which were the copies. They all looked like the original, which meant it was impossible to say who was the true heir because it seemed they all were.


‘And so, my lord, to your question touching the three laws given to the three peoples by God the Father, I answer: each of these peoples, the Jews, the Saracens and the Christians, deem themselves to have the true inheritance, the true law, the true commandments of God. But which is right? Well, that remains, as with the rings belonging to the three brothers, impossible to answer. We simply cannot know.’


Saladin looked up at the ceiling. He knew a clever answer when he heard it and this was a fiendishly clever answer. Whatever Melchizedek believed privately – and Saladin assumed he believed his faith was the pre-eminent faith just as he, Saladin, believed his was the pre-eminent faith – he had neither showed impiety nor caused offence, which meant he couldn’t accuse the Jew of all sorts of fabricated evils and proceed as he had planned. His great scheme had foundered, sunk by a story, which meant he had no alternative but to proceed in the opposite direction to what he had imagined.


‘You are as clever and as adroit with language,’ he said, ‘as the artificer in your story was with metals and jewels.’ He might as well pile on the silk. What had he to lose? ‘And you are far cleverer than the sultan who sits above you. My plan was to make you speak rashly, then to feign outrage once you had, and finally to make you an impossible offer: either lose your head or give me all the gold in your counting house, not as a loan but as gift. But this is no longer a possibility, so instead of dealing with you on my terms I will have to deal with you on your terms.’


Saladin’s confession showed he was also wise. What could Melchizedek do once the monarch had said what he’d said? Could he walk out? No. Impossible. Once Saladin had confessed, Melchizedek was boxed in. He must lend and the rate must be – well, not what he’d originally imagined it might be when he’d first arrived. That in turn set in motion something else he had not anticipated: a relationship. Melchizedek didn’t just lend Saladin what he wanted. He moved to Baghdad at the sultan’s request where first he was a counsellor and later an honoured friend.


And by the way, Saladin repaid his debts in time and Melchizedek remained at court for the rest of his life.


[image: image]


It took courage, in the fourteenth century, to tell the tale of the three rings, which argues that the Jewish, Christian and Islamic religions all enjoyed the same authenticity and legitimacy. It also took humanity. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729–1781) uses the ring parable, which he had in all likelihood got from the Decameron, in his play Nathan der Weise (Nathan the Wise) his admirable and prescient plea for religious tolerance, which was published in 1779 and first performed in 1783. The tale remains hugely topical and relevant today.
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2


The Young Monk and the Abbot


Chastity is easy to propose but rather harder to practise, seeing that it contradicts human nature. In this tale a young monk sins but when it comes to censure it appears his abbot, who catches him out, is guilty of the same crime. Will the young monk now be punished, in which case his superior will prove himself a hypocrite, or will the abbot let the young monk off the hook? In the end, self-interest trumps all other considerations, and the abbot and the young monk arrive at an understanding.


In lesser hands this tale would be a warning against corruption in institutions but here it seems simply to be a statement of fact. We’re all interested only in what serves our self-interest. We pretend this isn’t so. We pretend we have principles. But we don’t. We just want to do what we want. And so it goes.


The community in the monastery in Lunigiana were mostly pious, self-disciplined and ascetic, but inevitably, amongst their number there was a young brother who, unbeknown to the rest and despite everything he did – the fasts he undertook, the penances he practised, the vigils he maintained – could not subdue the old Adam who lurked within. Lust and yearning and the ache for intimacy harried him night and day.


One afternoon when the whole confraternity were having their customary afternoon nap, the young monk, lying on the bed in his cell, couldn’t sleep for the feelings that were burning away inside him. He decided he would go to the monastery’s little church in order to pray to God for help to master his animal appetites.


The young monk slipped from his cell and walked through the empty monastery grounds to the church. He opened the door and stepped inside. It was dark and cool and there was a pleasant, comforting smell of incense. He had expected to find the church empty but to his surprise there was a woman sitting on a pew. She was about his age and very beautiful. She was the daughter of one of the labourers who worked on the Lunigiana monastery estate. He had never seen her before.


The next part of the story is wholly implausible but without it the story can’t go forward, so happen it must. The monk said something. The woman replied. One thing led to a second led to a third. He proposed intimacy. She agreed. The church was obviously inappropriate; a pew doubling as a bed did not appeal. But the monk did have a perfectly good bed in his cell. Why didn’t they go there? he suggested. If she just kept quiet and kept close to him, he could take her there easily. None of the other monks would know. Or see. They were all asleep. His companion, who didn’t like the idea of making love in the church on a pew under the baleful gaze of our Lord any more than he did, thought this was a capital idea.


‘Yes, let’s go,’ she said.


The monk led her to his cell, where they went inside and he closed the door behind them. He bolted it and they got into the bed and began making love. They were both young and full of ardour and though they had both agreed before they began that they would not make any noise, once things were underway this understanding went clean out of their heads, and they began to make a great deal of noise as lovers – especially new ones who are apt to be excited by novelty – will do when they make love for the first time.


It really shouldn’t have mattered on this occasion as everyone was still asleep, but unfortunately the abbot woke early and decided to go for a walk. He left his cell and made his way through the monastery. His route took him down the corridor with the cell where the young monk and his companion were inside, noisily making love.


He heard. Of course he did. What’s that? he thought to himself.


But he did know what it was. The question was rhetorical. He had been in the world long enough to recognise what it was he was hearing but at the same time there was a bit of him that frankly found the idea ludicrous. This was a monastery, and the sound that he could hear, and that he knew was the sound of intimacy, was not a sound he was supposed to hear in the place where he was.


Before he rushed to judgement, the abbot decided he’d better check that what he was hearing was in fact what he thought it was. He moved noiselessly to the door of the young monk’s cell, from which a considerable racket was now coming, knelt and peered through the keyhole. Inside, on the bed, he saw there were two people. One was obviously male and one was obviously female. And it was as he’d suspected. The young monk, who he knew and liked, was in his cell with a woman and together they were making the beast with two backs.


The abbot let out a little cry. It was an involuntary cry. He couldn’t stop himself. He was shocked. It was shocking, even though, as he also knew perfectly well, it wasn’t shocking, not really, because no matter what one said about controlling impulses and suppressing appetite and all the rest, it was, in practice, infernally difficult. The devil had the better tunes and his path was lovelier by far, and man, on account of his fallen nature, was all too easily snared, and so on and so forth.


In the cell, in the bed, the young monk, despite what he was involved in doing, heard the abbot’s little cry on the other side of his door and he knew it wasn’t his little cry, or her little cry, though he and his companion had made many little cries separately and together.


‘Hold on,’ he said. ‘I need to see something.’


The abbot, who was still kneeling but had taken his eye back from the keyhole, didn’t hear this. He didn’t hear this because his thoughts were reeling. He should break the cell door down there and then and remonstrate with the two idiots inside. But no sooner had this idea flashed through the abbot’s mind than a second one followed. His first idea was imbecilic. All the other monks would know. There’d be uproar. Word of what had happened in his monastery might reach his superiors in the order, or worse, Rome. He might be called to explain himself. He might be demoted. Who knew where this would end? No, no. The way to deal with this problem was not with a lot of brouhaha. The way to deal with this problem was to do so later, and to do so quietly, privately, and far from the ears and eyes of the other members of the monastery.


As the abbot rose quietly from his knees, the young monk got out of his bed. Outside the cell the abbot, having decided he no longer wanted a walk and would head back to his quarters to recover, lumbered away. Inside his cell, the young monk moved noiselessly across the floor.


When he got to his door, the young monk paused. He could hear the sound of footsteps receding in the corridor because although the abbot thought he was moving silently he didn’t quite manage it, being as he was a rather heavy and ponderous man.


‘What’s that I hear outside in the corridor?’ the young monk said and he put his eye to the very keyhole that a moment earlier his abbot had been peering through the other way. To his horror he saw his abbot from behind, his rear plump and stately, gliding away down the corridor, and he realised he had been seen and his superior now knew his offence.


‘What are you doing?’ the girl whispered behind him. ‘Come back to bed.’


The young monk knew he was in trouble, terrible trouble. But he also knew, because he was young, because this is how the young always are when faced with a crisis, that whatever else he did, he must neither let on to her how troubled he was, nor ever admit to having done wrong, ever, to anyone. No, he must never admit to anything because denial was the only way to save himself from disgrace and ruin. It wasn’t exactly clear to the young monk how he would pull this off and maintain his innocence, but he had one advantage over the abbot. He knew the abbot knew, whereas the abbot didn’t know he knew. This would be an advantage to him.


The young monk climbed back into bed. He managed to lose himself in the next part. This is another advantage that the young have. What might cause someone older and wiser much bother doesn’t matter to the young at all. They just carry on regardless, blithe and insouciant.


Eventually, because no one can go on forever, even the young when they are in the throes of passion, the pair were spent. The deed was done. This is not to say it might not be repeated at some future point and perhaps that future point wasn’t all that far off, but for now they were finished. Neither could go further; neither could go on.


They lay quietly. The girl dozed while the young monk considered what to do next. And after a while he had his brilliant idea.


‘Listen,’ he said to her, ‘I’m going to have to find a way to get you out of here without anyone seeing.’


‘Yes?’ she mumbled, half asleep.


‘Everyone’s going to be up soon,’ the young monk continued, ‘so don’t leave this room. You stay here, in this bed, and you wait till I get back.’


‘I’m not going anywhere,’ she said. ‘Don’t you worry. I’m going to rest here and I’m not going to budge.’


The young monk pulled on his surplice and cowl. Up and down the corridor outside, monks were leaving their cells and calling out to one another. The afternoon shift was about to start. He went out and locked his cell door after himself and, key in hand, strolled up the corridor until he got to the abbot’s room. Then he knocked twice on the abbot’s door and before the abbot had the chance to say ‘Come in,’ he opened the door, because that was the custom.


‘Greetings, abbot,’ said the young monk in his everyday voice, betraying nothing, absolutely nothing of what he knew had just happened, what he had just done or what he knew the abbot knew about what he had just done. If this scheme was to work it was essential that nothing whatsoever could be inferred from what he did.


‘Greetings,’ replied the abbot, who was sitting at his table, looking out the window. He had a cell for sitting and working in as well as a cell for sleeping in.


‘What can I do for you?’ continued the abbot, his gaze raking the younger man’s face in the hope that he might see something indicating guilt or even contrition there.


‘I didn’t manage to haul in the wood that I chopped this morning in the forest,’ said the young monk.


But the abbot saw nothing. The younger monk’s expression was the same as it always was. Well, at least he doesn’t know what I know, the abbot thought, and that gives me the advantage.


‘So with your permission,’ the younger monk continued, ‘I’m going to get the wood now and carry it back.’


‘Certainly,’ said the abbot. ‘Get the wood in before it gets damp.’


The young monk put the key to his cell in the key box on the abbot’s table. It was the custom in the monastery, whenever monks went outside its walls to the woods or to other distant places, for the key to their cell to be left with the abbot for safekeeping.


‘See you later,’ said the young monk pleasantly. ‘And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’ He winked, turned on his heel and sauntered out.


The abbot, once more alone in his room, stared at the key. He felt it was demanding his attention. And having got his attention, he realised the key was actually speaking to him.


Go to the young monk’s room, it was saying. Unlock the door. Look inside. He couldn’t have got her out. How could he? Everyone’s just up from their siesta. Listen, you can hear your monks moving around, can’t you?


It was true, he could hear his monks bustling about.


It’s obvious, she’s in there, the key continued. She has to be. So, the first thing to do is find out who she is, get her side of the story, and get her squared off as a witness. Then, and only then, you move against our young friend.


Taking the key with him, the abbot went to the young monk’s cell. He unlocked the door and entered. The sleeper in the bed was woken up by the sounds he made as he came in. She opened her eyes. She had expected to see the young monk. She was surprised to see not the young monk but an older man, the abbot, instead.


We now come to another implausible moment but again, as before, unless what we know must happen actually happens, unless the abbot’s concupiscence is revealed and then welcomed by the other party, the story can’t drive on to the satisfactory conclusion it’s determined to reach. So this was what happened and yes, I know it’s preposterous. The abbot and the visitor started to make love, though with this difference from what had happened a short time before: the abbot was portly, so he lay on his back and she sat on top of him.


Meanwhile … and you knew this was coming … our friend the young monk was not of course on his way to the woods to collect wood. He was lurking at the bottom of his corridor. He had seen his abbot unlock his door. He had seen his abbot peer in. He had seen his abbot go in. He had seen his abbot close the door behind him, and, he presumed, his abbot, once in, had locked the door on the inside so that he could, well, commit sin.


The young monk moved down the corridor and peered through the keyhole, exactly as the abbot had done earlier that afternoon, and exactly as the abbot had, he saw everything, but with this difference: the position of the parties was reversed. The abbot was below and the woman was above. His heavy abbot had to lie on his back when he did it and she sat on top.


He doesn’t know what I know, thought the young monk, and he sensed the knot that had bound him would, before the day was out, be undone and fall away and so he would be released and spared punishment.


The young monk went out into the monastery garden and loitered for an hour. The abbot finished and left the cell, locked the door after himself and returned to his quarters. The young monk reappeared at the abbot’s door and went in.


‘I’ve hauled all the wood in,’ he said, ‘and put it away so it won’t get damp.’ He hadn’t done any such thing but he was determined to keep up pretences. ‘And now I’ll take my key back if that’s all right.’ He pointed at his key in the box.


‘Just before you do, there’s something I must tell you,’ said the abbot. ‘I went to your cell while you were out.’


‘Oh,’ said the young monk, blithely. ‘Why did you do that?’


‘I’d a notion there was someone in there,’ said the abbot.


‘Really?’


‘Yes,’ said the abbot. ‘I’d heard noises in there earlier. Some of the noises were made by you and some were made by someone else, someone who wasn’t you, a female person, I thought. Are you following me? A female person, in a monk’s cell. That’s what I thought I’d heard. But of course you can’t accuse someone of something just because of what you’ve heard. That wouldn’t be right, would it? You have to go and see with your own eyes. So I took your cell key while you were away in the woods and I went to check and guess what? I was right. It was a female person I’d heard. She was there, in your cell, in your bed.’


‘I see,’ said the young monk quietly. He wouldn’t say anything else just yet, he thought.


‘Well of course you know what happens to the monk who has a female person in his cell, don’t you?’ said the abbot.


The punishment for this dereliction, as they both knew, was prison. The young monk realised his superior was warning him what to expect. What he didn’t realise was what else the abbot had in mind; on the foot of the young monk’s incarceration, the abbot would make the woman in his cell his mistress, or at least he hoped he would. Naturally the abbot hadn’t asked her, because naturally such niceties don’t occur to fellows like the abbot, who are accustomed to always getting their way.


‘No, I don’t know what happens to the monk who has a female person in his cell,’ said the young monk. ‘You tell me.’


‘Prison.’


‘Oh of course, yes, I’d forgotten about that,’ said the young monk. ‘Prison. Those who break their vows go to prison, of course. Yes. But now, just before you say one more word, just before you go on, I’d like you to hear what I have to say.’


There was something about the young monk’s enthusiasm and his swagger that the abbot found alarming. He had an unpleasant feeling that this wasn’t going to go quite as he had planned.


‘Go on,’ said the abbot.


‘I haven’t been here so very long,’ said the young monk. ‘I’m new and a bit green. Would you agree?’


‘I would,’ said the abbot.


‘And so I don’t have every rule off by heart, but I did today learn of a rule that I must confess I was very surprised by. Can I tell you what it was?’


‘Go on.’


‘I learnt,’ said the young monk, ‘that as well as fasts and vigils, which weigh us down spiritually, so to speak, we also, when we are with Eve, must take her weight literally upon us. We must lie down and take her on top. It was you who showed me this new rule and I thank you for taking the time to demonstrate what I ought to have learnt a long time ago and I’m sorry I didn’t. I would, moreover, like to add, having seen how well you managed and the fortitude you displayed under the circumstances, that in future I shall seek to emulate you always and, whenever I am with a woman, I shall bear her weight just as happily as you did. May I now have your leave to return to my cell?’


The abbot knew what had just been said. The young monk had seen him, hadn’t he? The young monk knew what he’d been up to, didn’t he? The young monk had looked in through the keyhole, just like he had earlier, and seen everything. It was as plain as a pikestaff. He’d been caught.


So what did he do? He could hardly punish the young monk and let himself off the same offence. The abbot had a flexible attitude to morality but even he drew the line at a double standard as egregious as that.


And from here his mind moved to other thoughts, this time of a religious nature. He was a man of the cloth, after all. He ought not to have forgotten that, though he was once God’s favourite, Lucifer sinned. None was so spotless and so perfect that they were able to escape a tumble, were they? All must fall, himself included, though it now struck him that the real question to ask was whether to fall was all that terrible. When he looked at it closely, how far had he really tumbled? Not very far, the abbot thought, for after all, what he’d done was pretty minor wasn’t it?. Had anyone died? Had anyone suffered? No. In fact, the closer he examined it, the smaller the offence looked. It was hardly a sin, or if it was, it was a very tiny one indeed.


And from this comforting conclusion the abbot was able to glide with ease to a decision as to how he should act given the situation in which he found himself. It was obvious. He would do nothing. He would say nothing. He would just carry on as if nothing had happened. It was as simple as that.


‘Yes,’ said the abbot, ‘of course.’


He fished in the box, took out the young monk’s key and handed it to him.


‘I think it would be a good idea,’ said the abbot, ‘if I ordered every monk to enter his cell and to stay there for the next hour or two, don’t you? Just until you get yourself sorted.’


‘Good idea,’ said the young monk, who knew exactly what was being signalled. ‘Everyone confined to their cells for a bit.’


‘I’ll see to it,’ said the abbot, and he rose from his seat.


While everyone was cloistered in their cells the young monk spirited his visitor away. There is a rumour that she returned often afterwards to the monastery and saw both the young monk and the abbot, but it seems much more likely that this is an invention devised to give shape to a story rather than something that actually happened. Everyone can take a bit of improbability but really there has to be a limit.


[image: image]


On the one hand this is a ludicrous story: if it were a ship it would sink like a sieve it’s got so many holes. For instance, the woman the young monk finds in the church, just like that. How convenient. And then, after she goes off with the monk (and we don’t even know why she should do that, it’s not explained – his monkish charisma? I don’t think so) what happens when her father goes to the church to find her. And what is her father doing while she is inside the monastery? Is he running around looking for her? The first place you’d imagine he’d enquire as he searched for his missing daughter would be the monastery, but that little likelihood can’t be permitted because it would overturn the story’s stately progress towards its conclusion. Boccaccio’s stories are littered with infelicities like this, which have to be swallowed if the story’s mechanism is going to work.


On the other hand, if we can just ignore its absurdity, it does contain something true: denial, which violates nature, will always be derogated from. Yet as a society we continue to remain amazed that our enforcers break the rules as regularly and indefatigably as they do, and that amazement speaks tellingly of our collective inability to accept the truth about human nature. When we’re told not to do what is natural we will break the rules if we can, regardless of our position.




[image: image]


3


The Lady from Gascony


and her Maid


After a few words of censure from a Gascon lady, the King of Cyprus is transformed from an ineffective and deficient ruler into an effective and ruthless one. An improbable consolation for anyone who lives in chaos, which is nearly everyone.


Shortly after the conquest of the Holy Land by Christians had been completed, the lady from Gascony – an old woman with white hair and big bony hands, she has no name, she is just the lady from Gascony – woke up one morning in her bed in her house in Gascony. Her husband was dead. Her children were dead. Her friends were dead. There was nothing else in her life but God.


‘Since it is now safe to do so,’ she announced out loud, ‘now the Saracens have been defeated, and Christians rule there instead, I shall go on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land.’


If you are on your own all the time, your yearning to hear a voice becomes so strong that even hearing your own will do in the end. Thus, the lady from Gascony spoke to herself like this all the time.


The lady from Gascony had a little hand bell, which she kept on a tray beside her bed and that she used to communicate with her maid. She now rang her bell.


Down in the kitchen the maid heard the bell’s tinkle. The maid was an old woman who dressed entirely in black. She was small, sallow-skinned, bright-eyed and quick; she was like a bird in human form really.


‘That’ll be my lady from Gascony,’ said the maid. Like her mistress, the maid was also in the habit of talking to herself, and in the course of any given day both the lady from Gascony and her maid regularly heard the other talking aloud, and both found it a great consolation to hear the other’s voice booming out in the big, silent, gloomy house.
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