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Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other

Books Then, Books Now, Books Forever

In this retelling, as in all my retellings, I have tried to make the work of literature accessible to modern readers who may lack the knowledge about mythology, religion, and history that the literary work’s contemporary audience had. 

Do you know a language other than English? If you do, I give you permission to translate this book, copyright your translation, publish or self-publish it, and keep all the royalties for yourself. (Do give me credit, of course, for the original retelling.)

I would like to see my retellings of classic literature used in schools, so I give permission to the country of Finland (and all other countries) to give copies of any or all of my retellings to all students forever. I also give permission to the state of Texas (and all other states) to give copies of any or all of my retellings to all students forever. I also give permission to all teachers to give copies of any or all of my retellings to all students forever. Of course, libraries are welcome to use my eBooks for free.

Teachers need not actually teach my retellings. Teachers are welcome to give students copies of my eBooks as background material. For example, if they are teaching Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, teachers are welcome to give students copies of my Virgil’s Aeneid: A Retelling in Prose and tell them, “Here’s another ancient epic you may want to read in your spare time.” 
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Dedicated to My Sister Brenda 
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Brenda wrote, “During COVID and when visitors were restricted from visiting their loved one in the assisted-living facility I worked at, a patient mentioned to me how much she liked spaghetti during a late-night conversation we had. She was a night owl like me. Her name was Dee. I called her “Gerdy.” Then she would say, “Dirty Gerdy,” and we’d laugh. On my way to work, I bought two spaghetti meals from Olive Garden. I left for work early that night. I went to work, set up outlet dinners in the dining room, went to her room and wheeled her down to the dining room where we had dinner together. At that time, the residents weren’t leaving their room and had their meals alone in their room. It was nighttime and everyone was already in bed, so I didn’t see a problem. She was so grateful and had enough food for three more meals. It was such a simple gesture, but during that time it meant so much to her and for me.”

Brenda once bought a newspaper at a gas station on Thanksgiving and tipped the female employee $5, and the employee cried.

Brenda wrote, “I do remember that. I also remember when George tipped a TeeJays waitress $100, and she cried. Our family does a lot of good deeds all the time: I unload people’s grocery carts when the people are in those electric scooters. If they are alone with a few groceries, I’ll leave cash for the cashier to pay for the groceries. I’ve had a lot of good deeds done to me when I didn’t have a lot of money. It feels good to pay it forward.” 

She added, “I just have one more thing to add and then I’m done. I’ve had a lot of people in my life do good deeds for me when I was at a low point on my life. I was at a low point for a very long time. David, you know what you’ve done for me, and I can never thank you enough. Martha paid for antibiotics for me when I had strep throat and didn’t have money. Rosa bought me groceries. Carla has done so much, and she had us over for Easter just after Chad died. When I say US, I mean all of my kids. She was so sick and ended up at the Emergency Room that same night. Frank gave me a car. And George buys my gas for me whenever he’s in Florida. And Mom and Dad were good people. I had a lot of good influences in my life that made me be a good person. At least I hope I’m a good person. I try to be someone Mom and Dad would be proud of.”

In a booklet she wrote about Hospice, Brenda wrote, “I used to send flowers to the funeral home, but years ago during the loss of my stepson, someone showed up to our door with a laundry basket of essential items: paper plates, plastic cups, trash bags, beverages, dish liquid, washing powder, napkins, and paper towels. Items I never knew we even needed until we needed them. Paper products are essential during this time. I have adopted this idea and now use it whenever we suffer the loss of a friend. I fill a laundry basket full of these essential items. We may also give restaurant gift cards to cover a dinner for an evening.”

Brenda also wrote, “I was a Hospice nurse for a patient in a facility, and I asked the nurse on duty to medicate my patient. She said she didn’t need it as she was sleeping, and the medications were PRN (as needed). I explained that she needed the medications. She said she can’t justify giving her medications. I said it’s called symptoms management. She said the patient will need to ask for the medication herself. I tried to educate the nurse, but she was offended and left the room. It’s important to be polite but firm. I make no apologies when I am advocating for someone who needs me. I had to call the Hospice doctor, who in turn called the facility nurse, who then quickly and efficiently medicated the patient as requested. Let’s face it, we’re not here to make friends. If it takes rudeness to do what’s right, I’ll be rude.”

***
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The doing of good deeds is important. As a free person, you can choose to live your life as a good person or as a bad person. To be a good person, do good deeds. To be a bad person, do bad deeds. If you do good deeds, you will become good. If you do bad deeds, you will become bad. To become the person you want to be, act as if you already are that kind of person. Each of us chooses what kind of person we will become. To become a good person, do the things a good person does. To become a bad person, do the things a bad person does. The opportunity to take action to become the kind of person you want to be is yours.

C.S. Lewis pointed out that we must do some things, we ought to do some things, and we want to do some things. The things adults must do include paying the bills. The things adults ought to do include exercise. One of the things that C.S. Lewis wanted to do was to read fairy tales. He said that as long as the things we want to do don’t conflict with the things we have to do and the things we ought to do, then go ahead and do them.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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COUNT FERNEZE, a nobleman 

PAOLO FERNEZE, his son, in love with Rachel de Prie

CAMILLO FERNEZE, the Count’s long-lost son

GASPAR, friend to Chamont

AURELIA, the Count’s daughter

PHOENIXELLA, another daughter

MAXIMILIAN, the general of the Milanese

CHAMONT, a French general, friend to Gaspar. Chamont’s father surprised Vicenza.

ANGELO, a lady’s man, friend to Paolo Ferneze

FRANCISCO COLONNIA, a visiting nobleman

VALENTINE, his servant

JAQUES DE PRIE, a miser

MELUN, former steward to Chamont’s father

RACHEL DE PRIE, Jaques’ daughter (perhaps biologically). The people who love, or claim to love, Rachel at various times are Paolo Ferneze, Onion, Christophero, Count Ferneze, and Angelo.

ISABEL, Chamont’s long-lost sister

JUNIPER, a cobbler

PETER ONION, groom [servant] of the hall to Count Ferneze

ANTONIO BALLADINO, pageant poet of Milan

CHRISTOPHERO, steward to Count Ferneze. Christophero’s nickname is Kit.

SEBASTIAN, MARTINO, VINCENTIO, BALTHASAR, servants to Count Ferneze

PACUE, Chamont’s French page

FINIO, Francisco’s Italian page

BOY, Paolo Ferneze’s servant, aka serving-boy

NUNTIUS, a messenger

SEWER (a servant who superintended the serving of the food)

SERVING-MEN

SOLDIERS

THE SCENE and TIME: MILAN in 1529

NOTES

In this society, a person of higher rank would use “thou,” “thee,” “thine,” and “thy” when referring to a person of lower rank. (These terms were also used affectionately and between equals.) A person of lower rank would use “you” and “your” when referring to a person of higher rank.

“Sirrah” was a title used to address someone of a social rank inferior to the speaker. Friends, however, could use it to refer to each other.

This society believed that the mixture of four humors in the body determined one’s temperament. One humor could be predominant. The four humors are blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm. If blood is predominant, then the person is sanguine (active, optimistic). If yellow bile is predominant, then the person is choleric (bad-tempered). If black bile is predominant, then the person is melancholic (sad). If phlegm is predominant, then the person is phlegmatic (calm, apathetic, indolent).

A humor can be a personal characteristic. 

A humor can also be a fancy or a whim.

The word “wench” at this time was not necessarily negative. It was often used affectionately.

“The case is altered” means “The situation has changed.”
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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Juniper, a cobbler, was sitting at work in his shop and singing a song about troubled love:

“Now, woeful wights [persons], give ear awhile,

“And mark the tenor [drift] of my style,

“Which shall such trembling hearts unfold

“As seldom hath [has] tofore [before] been told.

“Such chances rare and doleful [sorrowful] news.”

Peter Onion, the servant of the hall to Count Ferneze of Milan, Italy, came into Juniper’s shop in a hurry and said, “Fellow Juniper! Peace, in God’s name! Stop singing!”

Juniper continued to sing:

“As may attempt your wits to muse [contemplate].”

“Godso, listen, man!” Onion said. “A pox of God on you!”

“Godso” is a mild curse word.

Juniper continued to sing: 

“And cause such trickling tears to pass,

“Except [Unless] your hearts be flint or brass.”

Hearts made of flint or brass are hard hearts.

“Juniper! Juniper!” Onion cried.

Juniper continued to sing: 

“To hear the news which I shall tell,

“That in Castella [Castile] once befell.”

He then complained, “By God’s blood, where did thou learn to corrupt a man in the midst of a verse, ha?”

A comic character, Jupiter frequently made malapropisms. By “corrupt,” he meant “interrupt.”

Onion replied, “By God’s eyelid, man, the food service is ready to go up, man. You must slip on your coat and come in. We lack waiters pitifully.”

Although Juniper was a cobbler, he was being asked to put on a coat and assist in serving a meal to members of Count Ferneze’s household.

“That is a pitiful thing to hear, for now must I from a merry cobbler become a mourning creature,” Juniper said.

Count Ferneze’s wife, the Countess Ferneze, had recently died, and so Juniper would put a black coat.

“Well, you’ll come?” Onion asked.

“Presto,” Juniper said. “Quickly. Bah, a word to the wise. Away, fly, vanish! Go, irritating thing!”

The full proverb is “A word to the wise is enough.”

Onion exited, and Juniper sang:

“Lie there, the weeds [clothing] that I disdain to wear.”

Antonio Balladino, the pageant poet of Milan, entered the scene and said, “May God save you, Master Juniper.”

“What! Signor Antonio Balladino!” Juniper said. “Welcome, sweet ingle.”

An “ingle” is 1) a lover, especially a boy in a homosexual relation with an older man, or 2) a close friend.

“And how do you do, sir?” Antonio Balladino asked.

Putting on a black coat, Juniper said, “Indeed, you see, I am put to my shifts here as poor servants often are.”

A shift is 1) an article of clothing, or 2) a trick.

Juniper continued:

“Sirrah Antony, there’s one of my fellows mightily enamored of thee and, indeed, you slave, now that you have come, I’ll bring you together.” 

The two men — Peter Onion and Antonio Balladino — had never met, and Juniper’s fellow was not feeling romantic amour for Antonio Balladino, so it’s more accurate to say that the person respected Antonio Balladino because of his reputation.

Juniper continued:

“It’s Peter Onion, the servant of the hall. Do you know him?”

“No, not yet, I assure you,” Antonio Balladino answered.

Juniper said:

“Oh, he is one as right of thy humor and disposition as may be, a plain, simple rascal, a true follower of the philosopher-theologian Duns Scotus. 

“By the Virgin Mary, he has been a notable villain in his time. He is in love, sirrah, with a wench, and I have recommended thee to him. Thou shall make him some pretty paradox or some allegory.”

Paradoxes are contradictions that contain truth. 

Allegories are narratives with hidden spiritual or political meanings. In some works of art, a journey on a road may be allegorically interpreted as a journey through life.

“How does my coat sit? Well?”

“Aye, very well,” Antonio Balladino said.

Onion re-entered the scene and said, “Nay, Godso, fellow Juniper, come away!”

Juniper said:

“Are thou there, mad slave? Aye, come with a powder! Come impetuously! 

“Sirrah fellow Onion, I must have you peruse this gentleman well and treat him with respect and kindness, as examples of why he deserves such respect and kindness shall be given.”

Juniper exited, and Onion turned to “this gentleman” — Antonio Balladino — and bowed.

“Nay, good master Onion, what do you mean? I pray you, sir, you are too respectful, in good faith,” Antonio Balladino said.

“I wish you would not think so, sir,” Onion said, “for although I have no learning, yet I honor a scholar in any ground of the earth, sir. Shall I request your name, sir?”

“My name is Antonio Balladino.”

“Balladino?” Onion said. “You aren’t the pageant poet to the city of Milan, sir, are you?”

Pageants were grand spectacles.

“I supply the place, sir, when a worse cannot be had, sir,” Antonio Balladino said.

A “worse” poet? Hmm. He was joking, but what does this say about pageants?

“I beg your pardon, sir,” Onion said. “I love you the better for that, sir. By Jesu, you must pardon me; I didn’t recognize you, but I’d pray to be better acquainted with you, sir. I have seen some of your works.”

“I am at your service, good master Onion,” Antonio Balladino said. “But concerning this maiden whom you love, sir, who is she?”

“Oh, did my fellow Juniper tell you about her?” Onion said. “By the Virgin Mary, sir, she is, as one may say, only a poor man’s child, indeed; and as for my own part, I am no gentleman born, I must confess, but ‘My mind to me a kingdom is,’ truly.”

“My mind to me a kingdom is” is the title line of a poem by Edward Dyer.

“Truly, a very good saying,” Antonio Balladino said. 

“It is somewhat stale, but that doesn’t matter,” Onion said.

“Oh, staler is the better,” Antonio Balladino said. “Such things are always like bread, which, the staler it is, the more wholesome.”

“This is but a hungry comparison, in my judgment,” Onion said.

A hungry comparison is a far-fetched comparison.

“Why, I’ll tell you, Master Onion, I use as much stale stuff, although I say it myself, as any man does in that kind, I am sure,” Antonio Balladino said. “Did you see the last pageant I set forth?”

“No, indeed, sir, but there goes a huge report on it,” Onion said. “It has caused a lot of talk.”

“Why, you shall be one of my Maecen-asses,” Antonio Balladino said. “I’ll give you one of the books. Oh, you’ll like it admirably.”

Maecenas was a patron of celebrated Roman authors such as Horace and Virgil. Onion could be Antonio Balladino’s patron by reading and saying good things about a printed copy of one of Antonio’s pageants.

“That’s certain,” Onion said.

It was certain that Onion would be a Maecen-ass.

Onion continued, “I’ll get my fellow Juniper to read it.”

Possibly, Onion was illiterate.

“Read it, sir?” Antonio Balladino said. “I’ll read it to you.”

“Tut, then I shall not choose but to like it,” Onion replied.

Antonio Balladino said:

“Why, look, sir, I write so plainly and keep that old decorum that you must of necessity like it. By the Virgin Mary, you shall have some now — as, for example, in plays — who will have every day new tricks and write you nothing but humors.”

Humors are dispositions such as being sanguine (active, optimistic), choleric (bad-tempered), melancholic (sad), or phlegmatic (calm, apathetic, indolent). A humor can also be a personal characteristic, or a fancy or whim.

Antonio Balladino continued:

“Indeed, this pleases the gentlemen, but the common sort, they don’t care for it. They don’t know what to make of it; they look for good matter, they do, and they are not edified with such trifles.”

“Humors” was a fashionable term at the time, and many plays used the term. Ben Jonson himself wrote the plays Every Man Out of His Humor and Every Man in His Humor.

“The common sort” are the less-educated members of the audience. They tended to like spectacle for the sake of spectacle.

“You are in the right,” Onion said. “I’ll not give a halfpenny to see a thousand of them. I was at one the last term, but if I ever see a more roguish thing, I am a piece of cheese and no onion. Nothing but kings and princes in it; the fool came out not a jot.”

Onion liked comic plays in which fools had major parts. Tragedies and histories without fools were not to his liking.

“True, sir, they would have me make such plays, but as I tell them, even if they would give me twenty pounds a play, I’ll not raise my style of writing,” Antonio Balladino said.

The going rate for plays was six pounds.

“No, it would be a vain thing if you should, sir,” Onion said.

“Tut, give me the penny, give me the penny. I don’t care for the gentlemen, I. Let me have a good ground,” Antonio Balladino said. “No matter for the pen; the plot shall carry it.”

The groundlings — the common sort — paid a penny to see a play. They stood on the ground and were not seated while watching the play.

“Indeed, that’s right,” Onion said. “You are in print — known — already as the best plotter.”

“Aye, I might also have been noted for dumb shows, too,” Antonio Balladino said. 

Dumb shows were portions of plays with no dialogue.

“Aye, by the Virgin Mary, sir, I marvel that you were not,” Onion said. “Stand aside, sir, for a while.”

Antonio Balladino exited.

The Sewer — the servant who superintended the serving of the food — passed by, along with some half-dozen servants wearing mourning coats. All of them were carrying food and utensils.

Valentine, a servant of the visiting nobleman Francisco Colonnia, entered the scene.

“How are you now, friend?” Onion said. “Who are you there? Be uncovered. Take off your hat. Do you want to speak with any man here?”

“Aye, or else I must have returned you no answer,” Valentine said.

If he would not speak to Onion, he could not answer Onion’s question.

“Friend, you are somewhat too peremptory and cheeky,” Onion said. “Let’s crave your absence. Go. Now. Nay, never scorn my words; I am a little your better in this place.”

“I do acknowledge it,” Valentine said.

“Do you acknowledge it?” Onion said. “Nay, then, you shall go forth. I’ll teach you how you shall acknowledge it another time. Go to another place, leave. I must have the hall purged. No setting up of a rest here. Pack off. Begone.”

“I ask you, sir,” Valentine said. “Isn’t your name Onion?”

“I am your friend, according to how you treat me, and I am Master Onion. Say what you have to say.”

“Master Onion with a murrain — a plague!” Valentine said. “Come, come, put off this lion’s hide; your ears have revealed you.”

In one of Aesop’s fables, an ass finds and wears a lion’s hide. The other animals are afraid of the ass until he brays with happiness at being feared, revealing his true identity.

Valentine then said to Peter Onion, “Why, Peter, don’t I know you, Peter?”

“Godso, Valentine!” Peter Onion said, recognizing him.

“Oh, can you recognize me now, sir?” Valentine asked.

“Good Lord, sirrah, how thou are altered with thy travel!” Onion said.

“Nothing so much as thou are altered with thine office,” Valentine said. “But, sirrah Onion, is the Count Ferneze at home?”

“Aye, bully, he is above on the second floor, and the Lord Paolo Ferneze, his son, and Madam Aurelia and Madam Phoenixella, his daughters, are with him. But, oh, Valentine!”

In this society, the word “bully” was not negative. One could call a friend “bully.”

“How are thou now, man?” Valentine asked. “How are thou doing?”

“Indeed, I am sad, heavy, as a man of my coat ought to be,” Onion said.

He was wearing a black coat as a sign of mourning.

“Why, man, thou were merry enough just now,” Valentine said.

Onion replied:
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