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To Sacha, who is my Benedick


‘Here’s our own hands against our hearts.’

Much Ado about Nothing, V.iv


Dramatis Personae

Beatrice – a princess of Villafranca

Benedick – a gentleman of Padua

Don Pedro – a prince of Aragon

Claudio – a count of Florence

Leonato – the Governor of Messina

Innogen – his wife, aunt to Beatrice

Hero – their daughter and heir, cousin to Beatrice

Orsola – waiting woman to Hero

Margherita – her daughter

Friar Francis – Leonato’s priest

Michelangelo Florio Crollalanza – a Sicilian poet

Giovanni Florio Crollalanza – his father

Guglielma Crollalanza – his mother

Ludovico de Torres – Archbishop of Monreale, uncle to Claudio

Diego Enrique de Guzman – Spanish Viceroy of Sicily

Philip II of Spain – a great king

Faruq Sikkander – a Moorish seaman

Faruq Sikkander – a water-diviner, his son of the same name

Borachio – a servant to Don Pedro

Conrad – the same


ACT ONE
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Sicily: Summer 1588


Act I scene i

The dunes at Messina

Beatrice: I did not want to open my eyes. Not yet.

I sat with the sun gilding my lids, just listening to Sicily. The ebb and flow of the tide, the temperate winds breathing in and out. The scamels singing from the oleanders, and the crickets answering from the dunes. And underlying all, the beat of my own heart.

A bee bumbled into my cheek, singing his somnolent song, startling me. I opened my eyes and for a moment the brightness blinded me. But then the view assailed me at last. From my seat, high on the dunes, the isle was spread about me like the skirt of my gown.

To the south, in Taormina, the old honeyed stones of the theatre built by the Greeks. To the north lay the glittering seaport of Messina. In the harbour, a single Argosy slid into the bay, the sail flap-dragoned by the southerly wind. Away up the hill to the east, the sunlit courts of my uncle Leonato’s summer palace, its stone walls as rosy as coral. And in the west, the blue slopes of a volcano, the mountain they call Etna, gently smoking with an ever-present threat. Above all, the sky; a hot high arc of stinging azure, reaching to the vault of heaven, blue as the Madonna’s cloak. Sicily was beautiful. But it was alien to me, and I felt horribly alone.

My eyes began to water. It was the brightness, no doubt. Even the sun was strange here; here it was not the friendly planet which had shone upon me for nineteen summers, but a fiery orb that could pull strange spiny plants from the earth and ignite mountains. I blinked the unwelcome tears away; the sky was never so bright in the north, in Villafranca di Verona, my home. I missed it so. This sun was foreign, and the bright southern sea led to more foreign lands with stranger’s names – Tripoli, Tunis, Oran.

My homesick gaze was drawn northward like a lodestone, and I turned to where the gradient of blue darkened to the north. Beyond the sapphire bay lay the perilous straits of Messina, with the rocks of Scylla hugging the mainland and the whirlpool of Charybdis nearer the isle. This legendary pair of troublemakers had been wrecking ships since ancient times. I had to sail between the two to get here, and I realised I was still between them now. Now I was in Sicily, more the fool I. When I was at home, I was in a better place.

I felt a pressure upon my boot, and looked down; an urchin was crawling over my toe. His coat was as spiny as the cactus plants that grew everywhere here. He snuffled his spiny nose at my sole, so I kicked him gently away and got to my feet, brushing the sand from my skirts. It was then that I saw two figures emerge from a little house farther down the yellow sands. They were a man and a woman, and they walked in my direction, holding hands.

I could have run, for I had time; but instead I dropped to the sand and crouched down guiltily. Had they been an ordinary couple I would have trespassed no longer and left them to their promenade, but what held me were their different colours. For the man was as black as his lady was lily white.

A Moor.

I watched, prone on the sand, my eyes peeping over a knoll, my hands parting the brittle grasses that hid me from view. I could see them clearly below me. They sank down in the powdery white sand between the hillocks only feet away and began to kiss.

My pulses thumped in my ears. I had seen a Moor before, of course. Moors walked about the streets of Padua or Bologna, as students, as merchants, as travellers, and no one troubled them. In Verona even the patron saint of our city was black; St Zeno, who was rendered in polished ebony in our basilica. But the Moors I had seen kept to their own; I had never seen a Moor with a white woman before.

The pair were dressed the same, in loose white cambric robes, as if they had only just risen from their bed to make a new one here in the dunes. Now they were kissing hungrily; him on top, her beneath. He seemed to be almost devouring her. He paused once, to look upon her tenderly and stroke her face as if he could not believe she was real. I noticed his fingertips and palms were white, and her cheeks stained with a blush, as if his colour had transferred to her. She was a beautiful creature, with hair so fair it was almost white, and eyes as pale as a dawn sky. But it was his beauty that held me transfixed; his skin was as burnished as St Zeno’s ebony, his teeth pearl. His eyes were dark and fathomless, his lips thick and pliant as they mouthed at her, hungry as a babe. His hair was close cut, almost shaven, and I could see the bones of his skull. Her white fingers clutched the back of it, and one of them wore a gold ring. A man’s ring. His ring.

They looked like two urgent angels, one black, one white in their flowing robes. As I watched he moved his body over hers, and he raised her robe higher. I could see the shadow of hair at her groin, and her bone-white curves revealed. She raised his robe likewise, bunching his shift above his waist. I saw his ebony back and rump and averted my gaze, only to see a black hand close on her white breast. His hand wore a ring too, the twin of hers; and I thought for the first time – they are wed. She arched her back as his lips replaced the hand, and she clawed and clasped a handful of sand in her transported state, the pale powder flowing away through her fingers as the Moor became one with her. Then they began to move together like a bark riding the waves, higher and higher. At the pinnacle of their passion she turned her head in ecstasy and opened her eyes, and I was shot through with her blue gaze as her eyes met mine.

I scrambled down from my perch, blushing scarlet, my flesh afire. I crouched, frozen and listening, for them to rise and shout. But no, their passion spent, murmurs and soft laughter replaced it, sounds somehow even more intimate than before. They would not have seen me even had I stood above them, blocking the alien sun.

I scrambled down to the shore and hurried back in the direction of Leonato’s house. In my sleeve I carried the horn of ink I had been sent to fetch from Messina, ready for a day of my cousin Hero’s schooling. My flight had dislodged it and as I drew out the little bottle the ink stained my pale hand. Black on white; the Moor and his wife.

I had to walk, to still the roiling tempest of my humours. I strode along the frill of the ebbing tide, one foot in sea and one on shore, hardly noticing that one leather slipper became soaked in the brine. At length my heart slowed, my cheeks cooled, but my spirits were still in turmoil. I wanted to laugh and cry. I felt excited but desolate, suddenly even more alone, excluded by that union. I looked out to the limitless sea, my mind tossing on the ocean.

I had been in Messina for a month, sent to summer here as a companion to my young cousin Hero. My father, Prince Escalus of Villafranca di Verona, had sent me from the city to my uncle – Lord Leonato Leonatus, Governor of Messina – for reason of my safety. Verona, in recent weeks, had become a seething cauldron of feuding and violence. Some trivial quarrel had woken the age-old enmities of two rival Veronese clans and the sleeping lions had become scrapping cats. When I was actually trapped in our carriage, caught amidst a brawl in the very street, my father had me packed and shipped and speeded to the safety of Sicily.

I had been happy enough these past weeks – I loved my cousin and her family, the island was pleasing and the climate balmy. I had, for my own amusement and for her sake, taken Hero’s education in hand; for I had been shocked to learn that my cousin had never read a single book. But I had of late become the victim of dolorous moods and shifts in my temperament. One moment I would rock with laughter; the next be swept away in a gale of tears. I had always been of a merry disposition; perhaps I needed a tonic to settle my humours.

Or perhaps it was my age; at nineteen I was well into my marriageable years. Yet my father had not yet drawn up any contracts or covenants for my marriage, for his position as Prince Escalus was difficult. The two other families of consequence in our state were at war, and our bloodlines were entangled with both. To wed me to one and not the other would remove my father’s impartiality and the delicate balance of power in Verona. My brother his heir was unwed for the same reason, and would doubtless become a bachelor prince when my father died.

I had been most thankful, until now, for this. But now I thought of the white woman in the dunes, carrying the weight of a husband. She was my age. She had the blond hair and blue eyes of the north, as I did, and my pale skin too.

As I left the beach for the coast road, the whole island seemed indecently fertile, dotted with vineyards and row crops of vegetables. Along the way calendulas, rock roses and native blackberries bejewelled my route. Even the spiny cacti grew blooming yellow flowers and prickly green pears, seeming to mock my celibacy. I wondered what the Moor’s child would look like; a handsome mixture of light and dark. My stomach turned over alarmingly at the thought, and my treacherous liver heated with choler. I resolved to visit the apothecary for a linctus.

By the time I had view of my uncle’s house I acknowledged what the problem was, and no linctus would cure it. I wanted what the maiden had. I wanted the Moor, or my own Moor, or a man of any colour; just someone who would look at me as if I was the only woman in the world.

I sped through the archway and the courtyard in search of Hero. She was only sixteen, my cousin, but she was wise beyond her years, a funny, sober little thing, fiercely intelligent, but with a gentle sense of humour beneath her serious demeanour. She had become my confidante in the last month, and I knew my aunt and uncle were already thinking of an alliance for her, so I saw it as my duty to educate her in others ways beside the construction of Latin verbs. Truth be told, in the last week more of our lessons had been taken up with the recounting of my favourite Italian folk tales than Latin grammar. The subject of these fables was always the same: Love. And today I had another story to add to the canon – the unfolding story of the dusky Moor and his wife.


Act I scene ii

A courtyard in Leonato’s house

Beatrice: The chapel bell tolled nine times and it was time for lessons to begin.

I mounted the steps to Hero’s chamber, thinking, as I always did upon stairs, of my family name Della Scala, and our blazon of a ladder upon a shield. My father had told me often that in Roman times, our ancestor Cangrande had brought the sacred stairs of Pontius Pilate back from the Holy Land to Rome, the very stairs which Christ had descended on his way to be crucified. The emperor Constantine rewarded Cangrande with the name Della Scala, ‘of the Stairs’. It was not just this singular name which set our family apart; our redstone castle in Villafranca was topped with a vast tower containing the highest staircase in the Veneto. ‘Stairs separate us from the common man,’ my father was fond of saying. ‘The poor do not have stairs but live in hovels, grubbing about upon the ground. Princes have towers, and many floors; we are elevated. You may measure a man by the stairs in his house.’ If this was true my uncle Leonato was doing tolerably well, for his pink palazzo was a maze of stairwells, and the house had nearly as many steps as our castle in Villafranca.

I took this particular flight two at a time in my usual fashion (which I know pained my uncle) but my way was blocked. My aunt Innogen, wife to Leonato and mother to Hero, prayer book in hand, was descending to mass and stopped me with a kiss. Her embracing arm turned me around firmly and steered me back down the stairs to the coloured courtyard, where the wondrous mosaics of dolphins, sea serpents and mermaids, much older than the house, wove about our feet in their seaborne measure.

My aunt drew me down beside her on a stone bench. Behind us, a hanging tapestry showed a woman petting a white unicorn with her white hand, and was animated in the breeze as if the figures lived. I knew that unicorns would only let maids touch them and was suddenly struck – I did not want to be wed to unicorns for the rest of my days.

I knew, before my aunt began, that I was in trouble; for my aunt Innogen was more like my own dead mother, her sister, than she realised. She had the glassy, blue-grey eyes of my mother, the same colour as the Venetian lagoon on a summer’s day. But the calm, just as at those waters, was superficial. Below the surface swirled rip-tides of intelligence and penetration. Being with my aunt made me miss my mother less, for I felt that I was still under her eye. I knew, looking into my aunt’s eyes now, that she had divined where I had been this morning, and what I had seen. My cheeks heated again. But when she began her discourse, again with my mother’s trick of speech, my aunt talked of quite a different subject.

‘I hear, Niece,’ began my aunt, ‘that you have become quite the teller of tales.’

I was silent, for I did not know what she had heard, and did not want to buy myself more trouble. Innogen raised an eyebrow at me. ‘Let me see. Love stories. Not exactly Latin verbs, Beatrice.’ She chided, but there was a smile in the voice.

‘Hero told you of her schooling, then,’ I mumbled.

‘Do not tax Hero with this fault; she was naturally keen to share the fruits of her lessons,’ I heard the gentle emphasis, ‘with her mother.’

I did not blame my cousin, but had she told the latest tale?

‘Furthermore,’ continued my aunt, ‘I myself overheard, when passing Hero’s chamber, the story of a gentlewoman who had contrived to get herself betrothed to a young count, who refused her hand, causing her to chase him in a most ungentle fashion.’ She smoothed her hair, dark like Hero’s but shot with silver, into its golden net, and managed with the gesture to communicate her disapproval. ‘I did not hear the sequel to that one, for I understand the story has, thus far, been left unfinished.’

‘Ah now, this is a fine story,’ I babbled. The tale was begging to be told, as I had not yet finished it for Hero. ‘The count falls in love with another, but his betrothed contrives to wait in his lover’s bed, and he surrenders his family ring to her by mistake—’

‘Enough!’ my aunt cried, throwing up both hands in horror. ‘This history is preposterous.’ Her hands dropped to her silken lap and she fingered the bracelet she always wore about her wrist, a gold band with a glowing stone of green chalcedony. She laughed a little. ‘As if a jewel could be taken from a person unawares!’ She spoke softly, as if to herself. ‘And bed-tricks are certainly not meat for maid’s ears.’ She sat a little straighter. ‘My husband, your uncle Leonato, wishes Hero to be a model of modest chastity, with a maid’s mild behaviour and sobriety. It is he who has forbidden her to read thus far, for this very reason; that she should not be exposed to … licentious stories.’

I caught a chime of discord in her voice and felt the tapestry behind us stir in the breeze and touch my shoulder. ‘And what do you wish?’ I asked, gently.

My aunt pursed her lips. ‘Try not to be insolent, Beatrice. My husband’s wishes are, of course, my own. That said, I … we … now want Hero to be educated, as you were yourself, in letters and arts as is befitting a well-born woman. And you would do well to remember, Niece, that you will never get a husband if you are so shrewd of your tongue.’

‘But I do not want a husband. Why do you speak of husbands?’ I asked, suddenly cold in that oven of a courtyard.

‘Hero,’ said my aunt carefully, ‘is sixteen years old and may now, by law, become betrothed. Today we are expecting a progress of noble guests at our house for the Festival of the Assumption, and they will stay for a summer’s lease. Hero will be thrown in the way of many a young sprig. And there may even be a man enough in the company for you, Niece.’ There was a small significant silence, filled only by the gulls mewing from the sea. The tapestry behind us bellied like a sail in the warm breeze, and the unicorn lady brushed my shoulder with her skirts. Like a warning.

I breathed out slowly. ‘Was that my father’s design in sending me here?’

She raised a dark brow. ‘I do not know. Was it?’

It all made sense. If I were packed off to find a prince or a count of the south, my father would not have been seen to give the crucial balance of power away at home. I smiled grimly. ‘Come, Aunt. I am not my cousin, a child to be gulled into a union. I can see a church by daylight.’

‘The prospect is not pleasing to you? To have a well-born man profess his love for you?’

I thought of the Moor with a shiver. Before this summer I had noted my father’s reluctance to dispose of my hand with relief, and I could not admit, even to myself, that I might feel differently now. ‘I would rather hear a dog bark at a crow,’ I lied.

My aunt narrowed her blue-grey gaze at me against the climbing sun, and I felt, again, my mother regard me from her eyes. ‘Well, Niece, for all that, I think that I will see you, before I die, fitted with a husband.’

‘I dare swear it,’ I agreed, ‘at a hot Christmastide.’

My aunt laughed and made a gesture of resignation. ‘Get to your lessons, wretch,’ she said, slapping my behind with her prayer book as I jumped to my feet. ‘And remember what I said.’

But as I ducked into the cool stairwell once more and out of the sun’s burning eye, I thought perhaps I had been too glib.

Perhaps in Sicily, Christmas was hot; and I had just sworn to marry.


Act I scene iii

Hero’s chamber in Leonato’s house

Beatrice: I mounted the stairs again to Hero’s chamber, more soberly now, to find Hero sitting in the window seat, her small frame hunched in the arched casement, looking down on to the sea road, waiting. She jumped up as I entered and ran to embrace me fiercely. ‘Where have you been? I want to know what happened to the lady and the count. Did she ever get the ring from him?’

I waved away her question with a flap of my hand and drew her back to the window seat, instantly forgetting my promise to my aunt. ‘Oh, my pretty little coz,’ I burst out, ‘I have such a tale to tell you today!’

She clasped my hands eagerly, and I admired, as I always did, her small bones (I was a carthorse to her destrier), her tanned skin (I was day to her night) and her eyes as black and bright as olives (mine were as blue as birds’ eggs). Even our hair differed, for hers was black and shiny and fell in a smooth veil to her waist and mine was blond and curly and stopped about my shoulders. Furthermore, I was three years older than she. And yet, for all that, we were friends. I twined her fingers with mine and she asked the question I knew she would ask. ‘How does it begin?’

‘Well …’ Then I remembered what my aunt had said. ‘That is to say, it does not begin.’

I got up from the window seat, and went to the writing desk. A polished square on its surface shamed me when I picked the dusty Latin book up; it had not been handled for a fortnight. I took a breath, and spoke my duty. ‘Not today, Hero. For my aunt told me to instruct you in strictly educational matters. Now construe.’ I opened the book and coughed a little at the dust. ‘Hic ibat Simois, hic est Sigeia tellus …’ I droned on like a bee in a casement, boring myself.

Hero folded her arms sulkily and sing-songed back to me. ‘Here-ran-the-Simois-here-is-the-Sigeian-land-here-stood-the-lofty-palace-of-old-Priam. Beatrice, please! No more dead histories of dead lands. A story of our own dear Italy, and of our times, I beg you.’

I relented and shut the book. ‘Very well, a tale, but a worthy one, of morality and religion.’ I racked my brain, for in truth I didn’t know any. I dozed through mass, and did not study scripture. So I told a legend that my sea captain had told me on the way through the straits. ‘I can tell you a moral tale closer to home. In biblical times Our Lady herself sent the citizens of Messina a letter, written in Hebrew, rolled and tied with a lock of her hair. Mary praised their faith and assured them of her perpetual protection. Ah, here is some Latin for you; she ended the letter Vos et Ipsam civitatem benedicimus, that is …’

‘I bless you and your city,’ interrupted Hero. ‘I know this. The letter is kept in the cathedral, and we celebrate the day it came every year. I did not mean pious parables, Beatrice. I want to hear a love story.’

I sighed. ‘I was brought here to instruct you, for soon you may be lying between the sheets of a marriage contract with some young gallant.’

‘Then teach me of love!’ my cousin begged. ‘That can be my education. Beatrice, I need to know.’

I looked at her, her dark eyes enormous with pleading. I sat down on the window seat again.

‘Very well.’ I lowered my voice, in case my aunt overheard us, and told the tale of the Moor and the lady in the dunes.

I told how they had lain entangled in the still cool shadows of the seagrass, kissing hungrily. ‘And then he pushed her into the dunes, and moved atop her …’

‘No more!’ Hero jumped up from the window seat. ‘Tell me no more. Love, yes, but no farther. My lady mother, Friar Francis, they would not approve.’

‘Friar Francis!’ I scoffed. ‘He likes my tales as much as the next man, despite his holy habit.’ It was true; Leonato’s rotund little friar had become a good friend over the last month I had been in Messina. Partly because we shared a secret – I had more than once seen him playing Scopa with the sailors at the docks, the colourful playing cards weighted with pebbles against the wind, resting on an upturned bark. I had seen him there because I played there too, in the early morning when the catch had come in, and I had bought my horn of ink. The friar and I had an unspoken agreement, as our eyes met over the seven of swords or the five of cups, that neither of us would tell my uncle.

I said nothing of this to Hero now; but I need not have troubled myself, for my cousin had ceased to listen. Her eyes were on the sea road and her forefinger pointed. ‘Beatrice!’

A distant glittering dragon curved along the sea road, the sun catching on hulme and blade. The dragon was tiny at the moment, but grew and neared as we watched. ‘Your father’s guests for the Feast of the Assumption,’ I said with a catch in my voice. ‘Your mother told me of their coming just now.’

Hero jumped up. ‘Then we must ready ourselves.’ She fingered her simple surcoat. ‘My father will want us to change.’

I got up too, more slowly. ‘Heigh-ho. Time for our finery.’

‘And you must wash your hands,’ urged Hero, ‘they are all over ink.’

I smiled as I turned her round to unlace her. ‘It is not the first time I have seen black cover white today.’

‘What do you mean?’ Hero asked.

‘The lovers. The man is black, the lady white.’

‘He is a Moor? The man on the beach is a Moor?’ She tried to turn, but I pushed her back by the shoulders.

‘Stay still, I am not half done. Yes, he is a Moor. What of it?’

‘Well. It is only that … All infidels were cleansed from the island. I thought all Moors had been driven from Sicily.’

‘Not this one.’

‘Was he like other men?’ she asked curiously.

‘Not at all. In form and in all other ways, he was vastly superior. Now do me.’

I turned, but not before I could enjoy my little cousin’s expression. ‘Beatrice!’

‘Yes?’ I was all innocence.

‘Moors are … savages. Surely the lady is in danger.’ Hero’s little fingers pulled fiercely at my lacings.

‘Do not repeat the follies of your parrot-teacher elders.’ I tried to express what I had seen on the beach, the couple’s intimacy, their partnership. ‘There is love in the case, and nobility, and respect.’

The fingers stopped. ‘They are married?’

‘They are.’

‘I did not know that white and black could wed.’

‘So now you do. I can tell your aunt, with good conscience, that I have contributed to your education. Now hurry; call Orsola to you and Margherita for me, for no one plaits my hair as well as she.’

We dressed quickly, in our favourite colours – coral for Hero, blue for me – all the time with our eyes on the sea road. Orsola, Hero’s old wet nurse, was a talker, and answered our questions before they were asked. ‘Their leader is a prince of Aragon, Don Pedro. Owns a big bite of Spain, and has the ear of the Spanish king hisself. All gold from crown to spurs, and a handsome fellow too. With him are some nobles of the north, who joined his train at Venice, come to stay a full month in his court.’

Margherita, Orsola’s daughter, was Hero’s milk-sister, and despite the difference in their class they were as close as you could expect two girls of an age to be when one has suckled from the left dug and the other from the right. Margherita’s little fingers had the trick of my hair, and she plaited and twisted my locks, forever yanking my head around as if my braids were reins, for I could not help my head turning to the window and the colourful cavalcade that came. I could hear the trumpets sweet in my blood, and the hoofbeats in my chest, and, my toilet done, I joined my cousin at the window.

The Spanish were a fine sight. All scarlet, and gold breastplates, and prancing Arab destriers of inky black. They laughed and jingled up the hill, white teethed, brown skinned and carefree. I could not, just yet, make out a single face from the melee. I wondered, giddily, whether my husband was in the company, whether, somewhere among that cacophony, I was hearing his hoofbeats, his laughter, the chinks of his fortune in his purse.

Suddenly moved to make a good show of ourselves, I rummaged into my coffer for my best combs – moonstones set in silver – fixed them in my hair, and picked out a collar of gold filigree for Hero. She lifted the dark waterfall of her hair and I was still fiddling with the fastening as we clattered down the stone stairs to the courtyard. Margherita had to help me for suddenly my inky hands were all of a shake.


Act I scene iv

A courtyard in Leonato’s house

Beatrice: In the courtyard there was a press of people with my uncle at the centre of them all, as if he were the earth in the middle of a coloured cosmos.

I could hear his rich, sonorous voice, and knew he would be making one of his wordy speeches, for there was nothing my uncle loved so much as his own voice.

I rolled my eyes and Hero and I made our way towards the crowd, me pushing Hero in front of me as rank demanded. Soon we stood behind my uncle and aunt, in the shadow of his outflung arms, as he gesticulated and flourished like a player. Satisfied that all eyes were on my uncle, I was free to look about me.

My uncle’s court and the Spanish court had now divided into two opposing ranks like belligerents, with their respective generals out front to give the parlay.

The man my uncle addressed was not, out of his saddle, particularly tall or broad but he was dressed magnificently in the scarlet of his pennant. This must be the prince of Aragon, Don Pedro. His sleeves were slashed to show black satin, and the material had the same oily sheen as his short black hair cut close as a cap, and his neatly trimmed beard. He smiled to show white teeth, and to his credit, kept the smile wide for the entire length of my uncle’s windy welcome. Although, at the end of the elegy, I did see the corners of his mouth begin to twitch with fatigue.

In a heavy accent, the prince said something gallant and brief in reply, hoping that he and his court would be no trouble to my uncle in the coming month.

My uncle denied any such thought with a shake of his head, and the beard that he cultivated – just beginning, to his delight, to be shot with august silver – shook in agreement. ‘When you come to my house, Prince, happiness rides in your company; but when you leave us, sorrow will occupy your room, for all contentment decamps with you.’

As he spoke again, I saw a figure behind the prince whom I had not noted before shift restlessly into view, fidgeting.

The young man was not in uniform, but would have stood out from the liveried company anyway, for he was the tallest gentleman in that courtyard. Southerners and Spanish seem to be pygmy peoples and of the entire company only my aunt or I could look the stranger in the eye. He had the blond hair of the north, the colour of winter wheat. It had a wave to it, and he wore it long enough to curl about his collar, not cropped like the Spaniards’. His brows were darker than his hair but his eyes were green, and although he did not wear a beard, his cheeks had not seen a razor for some days and an untidy stubble darkened his jaw. His attire was beyond reproof, though – he wore the tight-sleeved, knee-length jacket fashionable in Venice at this time, in a bottle-green silk, and his breeches and boots both were black deer-leather.

I was so busy studying him it was some moments before I realised that he was not alone. He had his hand resting affectionately on the shoulder of a youth beside him; not his brother, from the difference in colouring. These two, alone of the company, had left off the scarlet and half-armour of the Spanish. The youth looked about Hero’s age, had a poll of curly black hair and wore the purple velvet of the Tournabuoni-Medici family, which told me at once that he was both a Florentine and a nobleman of some consequence. As my uncle droned on I saw the man give the boy a squeeze of his velvet shoulder. The boy looked up and saw, as I did, the man allow his eyes to flutter and close as if my uncle’s droning was lulling him into a sleep. Then he stumbled half a step forward and his eyes flew wide, as if he’d woken with a start. The little play was enacted with great economy of movement, so only his audience of one would appreciate it, and he would not be caught in a breach of manners. But it was done with kindness as well as discretion, and I warmed to the fellow for making the younger man feel less nervous. The youth smiled, and the northerner smiled too. And, as though my own small movement had caught his eyes, he looked straight at me. I saw now his eyes were as light as my own, and very direct. They meant home to me, and I forgot to look away. Then one of them closed, quite distinctly, in a wink. I dropped my gaze, pursing my lips to hide my smile, and shifted behind my uncle so that I was completely hidden, my pulses beating in my ears.

Finally, when both Don Pedro and my uncle had finished their elaborate ritual, the introductions began; and my aunt, Hero and I were presented. The prince kissed my aunt Innogen and Hero’s hands, and I knew I was next. I shamefacedly presented my inky fingers, hoping he would not notice. But the prince kept his gaze on my face as his lips kissed the air above my hand, raking me with his black eyes in a way that made me uncomfortable.

The Florentine youth, name of Count Claudio Casadei, shook my hand with a grasp as limp and clammy as a wet mackerel; but I smiled warmly at him, trying to ease his nerves.

Then, last of all, the tall young man was presented as Signor Benedick Minola of Padua. A northerner; I knew it. Padua was half a day’s ride from my father’s house and homesickness hit me like a blow.

He shook Hero’s hand, and then took mine. His grasp was firm and dry, and he spotted my filthy hand straight away, making a little pantomime of looking at my fingers and me and raising one dark brow with questioning amusement. Then, very deliberately, he turned my hand over, to where my palm was clean and white like the Moor’s. He planted a kiss on the very centre of my palm, not a kiss for the air like the prince’s, but a warm, firm salute. He held the inky hand he had kissed in his for an instant, then let go.

The whole incident had taken no more than a couple of heartbeats, and I am sure that in the flurry of greetings and meetings no one else had noted the episode. But by sleight of hand he had left something in my palm where the kiss had been, and as Don Pedro led the company into the house I opened my hand and looked. It was a single Scopa card, the settebello, the seven of coins, the most valuable card in the pack. The card which, once played, won the game; and so was known as ‘the beautiful seven’. I turned the card over, but there was nothing writ there, only the pattern and mark of the stationers.

I looked back at the design on the front – seven circles, rendered in red, blue and yellow, with a flower design on each face. The settebello. What did it mean?

For the first time that day I forgot the Moor. I looked after Signor Benedick of Padua and he looked back at me with a green gaze.

His lip had a slight stain of ink upon it, like a little bruise.


Act I scene v

The Great Hall in Leonato’s house

Benedick: I had no stomach for my dinner, but I did want to see Beatrice Della Scala again.

It was fully a week until the Feast of the Assumption, with its attendant processions, feasts and rituals; but our host Leonato, Governor of Messina, had decided that the time should not go idly by us. He had organised a programme of entertainment so full that not a single day was to be left free of his amusements. Feasts, masques and tournaments were to be laid on for our pleasure, all of which sounded to me more like labour than leisure. But our host, frantic to prove his hospitality could equal that of the greatest courts of the world, would not be denied; and tonight he had promised us a dinner such as we had never tasted.

I filed into Leonato’s great hall behind the primped and perfumed Spanish and found my place near the salt. The room was a good size, with dirty dogs under the table and hoodwinked hawks in the rafters. The tables were groaning with pyramids of figs, almonds, apples, plums and pomegranates, and decorated with vines twined with poppies. The long boards were ranged as three sides of a square, with musicians sitting where the fourth should be, infecting the air with their cacophony. I spied the lady Beatrice’s golden head almost at once. She was standing at the head of the central table, which was set upon a dais, with her aunt and uncle and cousin, awaiting the entrance of the prince.

Don Pedro walked to the central place of the high table, where an ornate carved chair anticipated him and a fat cushion waited for his arse. Once he had seated himself, the company settled themselves in their places. The prince was flanked by Leonato’s wife and her daughter, with the governor himself on the other side of his wife, near enough to the prince’s ear to tire the hearer with his book of words.

Claudio, in his purple surcoat, was seated next to the daughter of the house as they were of an age, and there was some goodwife between us. He looked at me pleadingly as we sat and I smiled reassurance. At seventeen he was three years younger than myself, but I had grown to like the young fellow on our journey, once I’d discovered that his stiffness concealed a crippling shyness and his haughty manner masked a merry nature.

So, when we were all placed, the lady Beatrice was seated about six souls away, between her uncle and another bearded fellow who I took to be the governor’s brother. I could hardly see her, even by constantly moving my head as if I had an ague. Every so often I caught a tantalising glance of her long fingers, now cleansed of ink, tearing a piece of bread, or her blond curls lifting and settling as she turned her head. I would have been remiss in my duty to Claudio, were it not for the fact that the little maid of the house was keeping him enraptured with her conversation. Strangely, they seemed to be talking about scripture, and I could clearly hear the lady tell him, in her girlish pipe, some coil about the Madonna and a letter and a lock of hair. I envied Claudio that he could speak with the companion of his choice but not I with mine. Frustrated, I sat through the endless procession of local delicacies, accompanied by strangers and trapped in my chair by propriety.

The Sicilians seemed fond of marrying foods together that should never even have met. I was served a cheese with a lime inside, pasta littered with raisins, and anchovies stirred with oranges. Leonato had promised us in his welcome food such as we had never tasted; and he had made good on his promise for I had certainly never violated my palate with a repast like this before. I sighed as the next dish arrived; a pale mass resembling pigswill, wrapped in a fatty filigree of cow’s caul. ‘Maco,’ said my neighbour helpfully, but I did not know if she named the dish or warned me against it. My innards rumbled and I would, at that moment, have given all of Don Pedro’s fortune for a dish of doves. In the end, my stomach growled at me so much that I tried a tiny bit of the stew – just so much as I could take on my knife’s point. It was bland and mealy and my northern palate rebelled. I was glad that I had thought to bring a little pouch of fiery Paduan mustard, yellow and hot as the sun, which I discreetly but liberally sprinkled on that platter and every one thereafter.

In the midst of this parade of strange dishes, I saw my chance, when the bearded fellow beside the lady Beatrice left his seat to speak to one of the servers. I rose and quickly nipped into the seat next to her, twisting into the chair like an eel so that the bearded gentleman, upon his return, almost sat in my lap. I grinned at him; he waggled his head at me in reproof and walked away to the other end of the board, muttering. I turned my smile upon the lady, but she regarded me warily. Close to she was better than ever – her blue eyes very direct, her coral mouth plump like a rosebud, her eyebrows dark and expressive. Her hair fell in wayward curls about her face, escaping from the constraints of combs and braids; not by any means a neat hairstyle, but one that suited her remarkably well.

As the servers brought new trenchers with another alien concoction, we were necessarily silent and I considered what I would say – rare for me for I usually speak extempore. Giving her the settebello card was a good start. It usually worked; ladies were intrigued, flattered, and full of questions. They always asked about the card first, and then I could get on with the serious business of making them laugh.

But this lady did not wait for me to marshal my wit. She spoke first. And she did not mention the card.

‘Do you travel farther, Signor Benedick, or are you at the farthest?’

‘Lady Beatrice, this very chair is my destination. I came to Sicily with no other object but to sit beside you in it.’

She did not smile. ‘So you have no farther to travel?’

‘I am to convey my young charge to Monreale in the morning to visit his uncle, who is the archbishop there.’

‘But you do not stay at Monreale?’

‘No, and nor does he. There is some great coil afoot, and his uncle thought it better that he stay with yours.’

‘So you will be here for the month.’

‘At the least. And I will sit by you in this chair for every day of it, if you give me leave.’

Now she smiled and picked up her knife, as if selecting a weapon. ‘If you are to do that you must have many histories to tell, so that our evenings do not become tedious.’

‘Lady Beatrice, I have been on this good earth for a score of years, and no one has ever taxed me with being tedious.’

The next dish and her next question arrived together. ‘You must be a man of experience, then. What is your profession?’

‘I am of no profession.’

‘None?’ She raised one arched brow.

‘Is that so rare in one of our class? Do you not have idle brothers?’

‘I have one, older than myself.’

‘And what does he do?’

‘He brawls mostly. He is a great quarreller, and goes to seek trouble if it cannot find him first.’

‘But he has no occupation?’

‘His occupation is to wait for my father to die.’

‘And will his labours be concluded soon?’

‘No.’ She smiled. ‘My father is not very obliging. He will not accommodate anyone if he can help it. Nothing prompts him to good health and long life as much as the idea of thwarting his heir.’

‘And do you like your brother any better than your father does?’

‘No. We fight like cat and cur.’

‘Cannot argument be a sign of attachment?’

‘Not in this case.’

‘But in others?’ I asked swiftly.

She leaned back in her chair, regarding me with her blue gaze. ‘Call you this an argument, Signor Benedick? I would never favour an acquaintance with one of my arguments on a first encounter.’

‘We must be friends, then, before I am admitted to the pleasure of disputing with you?’

‘Precisely,’ she said smartly. ‘But I prize honesty in my friends above all things, and I am afraid you have not been honest with me.’

I spread my hands like a conjuror, hiding nothing. ‘I have spoken plain and to the purpose. Tell me how I’ve erred.’

She looked down at her trencher. ‘When you said you had no profession, you did not speak truly. If you are delivering a young count to his uncle, you are a nursemaid.’

‘Like you?’ I countered.

‘I am my cousin’s companion,’ she corrected. ‘I teach her English, a little Latin and less Greek.’

Now I had to change the subject, for I was a poor student, and could not parry with her in any of those tongues. ‘I joined Count Claudio at Venice, as his father asked mine if I would accompany him to Sicily. I was his companion,’ I said with gentle emphasis, ‘and made him laugh along the way.’

‘You are a paid fool, then?’ Her coral lips curled a little.

‘Is that not an honourable profession?’

I raised my goblet to indicate a dwarf in motley, who turned cartwheels between the tables before bowing deeply in front of the prince. But the fool was facing the wrong way, and at his cue the trumpets blared as if he had broken wind. Don Pedro played along, fanning his face with his long fingers. Beatrice turned to me. ‘Honourable indeed,’ she agreed, in a voice laced with irony. ‘You are the prince’s jester, then?’

‘I hardly know Don Pedro. I have similarly only been in his company since Venice. We joined his company when he was collecting ships for his king. I have spoken no more than two words to him, but now I think of it, both times he laughed.’ I poked at the next course set before me – some sort of meat, so rarely cooked that it was still bleeding. In our conversation too, the bloodletting continued.

‘If you are of no profession, you must have other diversions. Do you have no interests, no hobbies to fill your hours? Do you enjoy music?’ She nodded to the gap in the tables, where her uncle’s musicians were torturing their instruments for our pleasure.

‘I think it strange that they should serenade us upon sheep’s guts while we eat the rumps. No,’ I decided, ‘there’s not a note of theirs that’s worth the noting.’

‘And what of poetry?’

I shrugged. ‘I am a man who speaks plainly. I cannot understand one word in ten that your uncle says. His words are stranger than his dishes.’

She laughed then, and I enjoyed the sound not just for its pleasing aspect but for the respite it bought me from her attack. I was beginning to feel like a man at a mark, with a whole army shooting at me.

‘Are you a good horseman?’

‘I know which end points forward, and which back.’

‘You are a pilgrim then, and walk the silver road with a shell in your hat?’ She was making fun of me.

‘You sound like my young friend Claudio; he is quite the devout. I will answer you as I answer him. God has no quarrel with me and I have none with him – we let each other alone.’ I adopted a rich, rolling voice like her uncle. ‘The God of love, who sits above … quick, ask me the poetry question again.’

She smiled but asked a different one.

‘Are you a swordsman, then?’

‘I refer you to my reply upon the subject of horseflesh; I know one end from the other.’ I relented. ‘I learned, of course; but if you give me a rapier and a dagger, and my enemy a parsnip and a stick of celery, he will come out the victor.’

‘So you have never taken commission for a soldier?’

‘No, but I think you should. Do you catechise your brother like this?’

‘Signor Benedick, we are not brother and sister.’

‘No,’ I said, looking into her lovely face, her features alive with argument, ‘that we are not.’

‘But life in armour holds no attraction for you?’

I threw up my hands, in a mock gesture of surrender. ‘You are hard on me, Lady Beatrice. Would it make you kinder, I wonder, if I was on the way to be lain low by some axe-wielding German, or scimitar-swinging Saracen?’

She seemed to be considering this. ‘It is one way to measure a man, by his length on the battlefield.’

‘And you find me wanting?’

She looked at me very directly. ‘I have not yet made up my mind.’

Outfaced by her honesty, I took a drink of my wine. It was thick and red and sour like blood. ‘More often than not soldiers are younger sons, bored by their homely hearths, looking for action. Hotspurs, roaring boys.’ I banged down my cup. ‘If I want to let off steam in an iron coat, I will put a kettle on the fire.’

‘Ah, well.’ She sighed gustily and shrugged her shoulders. ‘Then I cannot give you a gage, if you are not a knight.’

‘A what?’

‘A gage; a favour that a lady gives a knight to wear when he rides into the lists. Usually a ribbon or a flower. Or sometimes,’ she said with delicate emphasis, ‘a playing card.’

There it was. She had mentioned the settebello card at last, but I had lost the advantage of my gambit. She had kept it in her hand, masterfully waiting, and only played it when I was already annoyed. I lost my head. ‘Lady Beatrice. I was lucky enough to be born to a wealthy family. I do not have to till the winter fields like some peasant, nor slave under a hot sun. I take the view, and you may not admire me for it, that as long as I am no trouble to any one I may do as I like. I eat when I have stomach, sleep when I am drowsy and laugh when I am merry. In short, I am quite happy to wear out my youth with shapeless idleness.’

I realised that the room had quietened, and those near to us were listening closely. She heard me in silence, a little smile playing about her damned, beautiful mouth. She had won and she knew it. I lowered my voice to a hiss.

‘But next time there is a muster, I will give up your name for a knight.’

I would have said more, but there was a little commotion as the prince began to rise. The hour was late and the little lady of the house wished to retire, and Claudio was holding her chair for her. My lady Beatrice rose gracefully to accompany her; clumsily, too late, I scrambled to my feet to pull out her chair with an ugly scrape. She turned to murmur her parting shot in my ear.

‘If I am the knight, then I thank you for my gage.’ She favoured me with a soldier’s grin. ‘But now our joust is at an end, and I am the victor, I have the honour to return it.’ She nodded to my plate as she turned to go, and spoke her parting riposte over her shoulder. ‘If you have no more stomach, Lady, you had better turn your trencher. Farewell.’

Disconcerted, I turned over my trencher, as was the custom when the meal was done.

And there was the seven of coins, the settebello, looking up at me.


ACT TWO
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Act II scene i

A square before a church in Monreale

Benedick: Having delivered Claudio to his uncle in the cathedral of Monreale, I kicked my heels in the cloister while I waited for him.

I had assumed that I would be required to attend mass and had prepared myself to yawn through the liturgy for a couple of hours. But the good archbishop, clothed in gold and sitting in his throne beneath a giant mosaic of Christ Pantocrator, wept and smiled to see his nephew, then turned dry eyes upon me. He thanked me most graciously for conveying Claudio to him safely, and bid me come back at noon. I looked in his closed face, and the eyes as almond and inscrutable as the eyes of the Christ that floated above him upon the golden walls, and felt, with certainty, that he had some secrets to speak to his nephew. And so I turned myself out of his holy doors, and wandered into the cloister.

The cloister was more like a garden than a holy place, a vast space planted with glossy-leaved orange, olive and almond trees. The quadrangle was laid with pale stone paths and intersected with tiny dark green hedges cut into intricate patterns and lopped at shin level, just the right height to trip a man. In the centre, picking at the hedges with their orange bills, half-a-dozen snow-white geese wandered, honking importantly. No doubt they were sacred or something, but the very sight of them made my stomach growl. I had eaten little more than bread and mustard at dinner, and drunk overmuch. No doubt the apothecaries would say my grumbling stomach was contributing to my morning melancholy.

I walked beneath the shady loggias, striding from one arched shadow to the next, dodging the climbing sun. On the long ride to Monreale, I had not been merry company for Claudio, brooding instead on what Lady Beatrice had said to me the night before, and I fingered the settebello card, where it sat in my baldric, a hard little rectangle just over my heart.

In that huge place, with everyone inside for mass, I could hear the soaring notes of the choir, and I suddenly felt very alone. Strangely, when the choir began their motet, even the geese had suddenly hushed their honking and disappeared. I was not accustomed to my own company, and I did not like myself as a friend. When I was alone my thoughts clamoured loudly into the silence. But I did not want to hear my own thoughts, did not want to peer into my own heart and did not enjoy searching my soul.

But however hard I tried to concentrate on the music of the mass, unwanted thoughts began to creep into my mind.

What is your occupation?

Since boyhood I had always followed wherever others led, like a leaf in the stream. I would have stayed at home for ever had not my latest companion Sebastian taken it into his head to travel; once he was gone then loneliness and dislike of my own company persuaded me to take my father’s offer to accompany Claudio Casadei to Sicily. And now I had reached a new nadir. I had followed a seventeen-year-old novellino all the way to this alien place, and had now been turned away from God’s house, to be told to return and pick up God’s nephew in a brace of hours. Lady Beatrice was right. I was a nursemaid – a nutshell of a man, with no kernel, no substance.

If there had been a stone underfoot I would have kicked it, but the well-swept paths afforded me no such outlet. The song of the choir swelled in my chest like a tide of sadness and pricked at my eyeballs. I sought escape, and walked through a white archway into the bleached piazza beyond.

There there were people and bustle aplenty, and my melancholy began to subside. Here was colour and company and life and noise. Seeking diversion, I spotted a bright cart at the far side of the square and walked over to peer at it. The thing was large and bravely painted in red and blue and yellow, with carved curlicues of gilt and golden frames bordering fantastical scenes all round the sides. The side of the cart facing into the square was comprised of a stage with a pair of blood-bright curtains, closed at present. A bored-looking mule stood between the traces, and a knot of people gathered about the cart with an air of expectation, as if it was a conjuror’s box.

I retreated to the fountain bowl and sat on the warm stone, trailing my hand in the crystal water as I prepared to watch the coming spectacle.

I had not long to wait. With a great fanfare the red curtains opened and a little manikin appeared, so cunningly contrived that it was some moments before I realised that it was not a dwarf but a large puppet. The puppet had a helm of gold, and gilded armour and a shield. I sighed inwardly – everywhere I turned was there to be a polemic of soldiery, to make me feel even less of a man? But I was diverted when the jaw hinged open and the thing began to speak. I could not understand above half of the odd southern dialect, but I could understand by the puppet’s tortured vowels coupled with his blue blazon that he was supposed to be French. I began to smile.

The puppet was joined by a troupe of others, all with marvellously designed and jointed limbs. I could not understand how the little men were being manipulated, for there seemed to be no strings above or levers below. Only by narrowing my eyes against the fierce sun could I divine that each joint, large or small, was attached with a string as fine as a hair to control it. The scenery, too, was devilishly clever – rendered in relief, the buildings were somehow built on to backboards, set behind each other in layers so the tableaux could change. I recognised the fiery mountain above the bay and the very square where we now stood, the cathedral built in sandy stone, and a little ring of golden bells visible in the campanile. I began to enjoy myself.

It was some way into the performance before I noticed the man sitting on the fountain bowl a little way from me. He was laughing too loudly, with the confidence of a man who had been born with enough privilege that no one will dare to silence him. But it was a cheerful noise and it was that which drew my gaze to him first; I was disposed, that day, towards happiness and amusement, to pull me from my trough of misery. He was Don Pedro.

I was surprised to see him. The way is long from Messina to Monreale. Besides, he could, had he wanted, have travelled in mine and Claudio’s train; but he must have had a clandestine purpose for he was without cortège or retinue. He was dressed in scarlet and black, but had left off his armour today – yesterday he would have resembled the puppets more closely.

When he laughed he threw back his head and opened his mouth to show all his teeth. His fangs made me think of a cat of the Africas that I had seen in a menagerie once. He was the same; an oily black pelt, pin-sharp ivory teeth, and easy grace as he relaxed his long frame along the fountain’s edge. He could have been purring. Humbly, I looked away again – I was not sure if he would recognise me, as in his cavalcade from Venice he kept with his officers and when he spoke to us he spoke to Claudio, who was nearer him in rank. I did not wish to presume, and turned my attention back to the play in hand.

Now the ridiculous French had been joined by a band of handsome puppets with red bandannas about their foreheads and particoloured hose like harlequins. These, I supposed, were the Sicilians; the heroes of the tableau. The Sicilians seemed to be questioning the French – trying to get them to speak their language, to say a particular word. Ci ci, it sounded like; Cici. The French could not say it – She-she, they lisped. She-she. Don Pedro laughed at the hapless French. She-she. I laughed. Everybody laughed.

Then the bells of the little white church in the scenery swung and gave their tinny chime, and behind us, as if to assist the counterfeit players’ pretence, the bells of the cathedral boomed fit to shiver my ribs. The French puppets knelt and placed their hands together, while the Sicilians settled down to sleep, the puppets collapsing as their strings slackened and their joints crumpled together.

Everyone in the crowd was curiously still and my hands were cold where they trailed in the fountain. I felt a sudden, unbearable foreboding. The puppets now seemed real to me, the play was real, and the soldiers were real. I could hardly breathe as I watched the kneeling French with dread and pity; and when the Sicilians jumped up and drew their knives I felt a sense of inevitability. I had known this would happen.

The Sicilians tore into the foil breastplates of the French and pulled forth little red paper hearts, with rolled red ribbons attached to them to represent the blood and shambles. The ribbons flew into the crowd and the watching children – who knew this story well, it seemed – gathered them up; the little maids even tied them in their hair. The crowd cheered and clapped and the puppeteers came forth to collect the adulation and the coins. There was just one greybeard and his son, to operate all those multitudes. Puppetry, like murder, was obviously a family business here.

Don Pedro clapped with the rest, rose and flipped the pair a silver real, a gesture so generous that both father and son removed hood and liripipe and bowed.

I stayed in my place, not sure whether to greet the prince, but he turned to me at once. ‘Signor Benedick, is it not?’

Now I scrambled to my feet and bowed. The flourish of my hand sent a few drops of water on to his surcoat, where they sat on the nap of the velvet like diamonds. ‘Yes, Highness.’

‘Take your ease,’ he said. ‘I am here incognito, as you Italians say. And having watched that little play, it might be politic not to let these good people know that I am one of the ruling class.’ I smiled as I was required to; for Sicily had been under the Spanish yolk for nigh on three centuries; they were the latest in a long line of invaders from antique times to the hapless French. Even now that paper king, the viceroy, sat upon his borrowed throne in nearby Palermo. I thought little of Don Pedro’s alias, though; from his dress and grooming, and his easy distribution of his pieces of eight, there could be no mistaking him for anything but a Spaniard.

The prince sat back down on the fountain and motioned me to sit beside him, seemingly content to rest and talk on. ‘A cautionary tale, did you not think?’

‘I did not understand all of it,’ I confessed.

‘The Sicilian Vespers. They tell the story to their children here like a bedtime tale.’ He stretched out his legs. ‘The locals asked the French to say cirici: chickpea. Those that could not were identified as the enemy, and that evening, when the bells chimed for vespers, they murdered every one of them.’

‘Killed by a humble chickpea,’ I mused. ‘I knew the food here was poison.’

A little moppet tripped over my feet, and I set her on to her feet again with a smile. Her pigtails were tied up with ribbons of blood.

‘It is no accident,’ he said. I thought he spoke of the child, but his eyes were on the puppet cart. ‘It is no accident that they enact this play now. The people are sick of conquerors. Romans. Greeks. Arabs. Normans. French. They put up with them for a while,’ he shrugged expressively, ‘and then they’ve had enough. The blood runs close to the surface in Sicily. Like that hill of fire over there.’ He gestured to the volcano, sleeping on the skyline, a line of blue smoke rising to join the clouds. ‘All quiet and calm, until, bang.’ He opened his fingers in a spiky explosion.

I understood him now. ‘And today, the archbishops and viceroys and princes of Spain.’

‘Indeed. God save us from such a fate.’ He crossed himself rapidly, across and down, across and down, stitching his heart firmly into his chest with the warp and weft of faith.

I nodded in agreement, the foreboding and melancholy returning to shroud my own heart. I felt, suddenly, that some misfortune had befallen Sebastian, or he would have written to me – that he was shipwrecked, drowned, dead.

‘Are you well, signor?’ asked the prince, with more fellow feeling than I would have given him credit for. ‘You were merrier on the road, I think.’ I thought then, he is here for a reason, but, like myself, he has some leisure, and is content to while away the time catechising me.

‘I was put in mind of a friend – more of a brother, to say truly – who is in danger’s way.’

‘A soldier?’

Was there no avoiding the subject? ‘No, not that – an adventurer, more.’

‘This world offers no greater adventure than to ride into the field of battle. And you? Your city-states are quarrelsome, I believe; and for a soldier opportunity is all. Have you ever seen battle?’

‘Why does everyone ask that?’ I meant it for a jest, a diversion, but he leaned into me, so close I could see the dark whiskers breaking though his skin, and spoke in deadly earnest.

‘Because something is coming,’ he said. ‘It is time to stand up and be counted. To pick your side.’

‘Is that what you were doing in Venice?’ I asked, without a thought for my insolence. But the prince did not seem to mind my curiosity.

‘Partly, yes. Believe me, I have good reason for asking. Have you ever been a soldier?’

I was tired of all this talk of soldiery. ‘I, Prince?’ I said. ‘Have I not been up and down the map, naked sword in hand, looking for argument? Have I not followed every colour of the rainbow, taking every prince’s pennant as my own? Have I not worn mail so many days that my very flesh is patterned like a Turkey carpet?’

‘Have you?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘But I once heard a chestnut explode in a farmer’s fire.’

Don Pedro laughed louder than he had when the French puppets expired.

‘There, sir, you are your old self again.’ He wiped his eyes. ‘Believe me, I know your pain. I, too, miss my brother Don John; he is minding our estates in Aragon, where, I trust, he will prove a good and faithful steward. Perhaps we can be companions for each other for the while?’ He looked at me contemplatively. ‘And you may yet wear a soldier’s coat, though you have not seen active practice.’

‘What do you mean?’

He swung his legs down and sat straight, as if he was on his throne. The cat was gone. ‘Only this. Not all battles are fought in the field. Your countryman, Machiavelli, taught the world that. Sometimes, in a great cause, a man needs a sword and cannon and horses, it is true. But sometimes he needs an affable fellow, a fellow who is amusing, who seems harmless; a fellow who can move among dukes and counts, make them laugh, make them confide in him. Sometimes,’ he said carefully, ‘even a prince needs a man who can hear things.’

‘Are you talking about … a spy?’

‘Let us say an agent, rather. You saw the play. Despite our long vice-regency, we are outsiders here, still. I need someone who can speak to these Sicilian lords in their own language. Someone,’ he smiled briefly, ‘who can say chickpea.’

I decided not to tell him that a Paduan was as much of a stranger here as a Spaniard, for I was intrigued by his sayings.

‘Something is coming,’ the prince repeated. ‘Soon, very soon, we may have need of you,’ he said enigmatically.

I considered. I was not thinking of danger, or intrigue, or even the purse I could accept for such work. Above all, I was thinking of Lady Beatrice. She had chided me with having no occupation. Well, now I was being offered the most dashing of all.

A spy.

That single, sibilant syllable sounded spicy, secret, enticing. All the things that I, Benedick, could be. Benedick, the Spy. What would Beatrice say to me then?

I began to smile. Don Pedro clapped me on the back, and, as if he had rung my heart in my ribs like a clapper, the great bells chimed behind me in the cathedral. I rose. ‘I am to collect my young charge at twelve bells,’ I said apologetically.

‘Claudio Casedei is the young count’s name?’ It was not really a question. ‘He is of a wealthy Florentine family, I think?’ It was spoken very casually.

‘The wealthiest.’ I said. ‘The Tournabuoni. And, through his mother’s marriage, the Medici too. His uncle Ferdinando is the …’ I began, and then stopped. Don Pedro slid his dark eyes to meet mine, and I realised with a jolt that my mission had already begun. ‘His uncle is Ferdinando de’ Medici, Grand Duke of Tuscany, and he holds the purse-strings of all Florence,’ I said. ‘And Claudio’s uncle on his mother’s side – whom he is visiting even now, in the cathedral there – is the archbishop of this city of Monreale.’ I was sure that this second piece of information the prince knew as well as I; but the first I thought was news to him.

‘I will go with you,’ said Don Pedro. ‘Our host Leonato has invited us all to a masked ball in his pleasure gardens tonight, and I must visit the tailors in Palermo for a costume. Why do not we go together?’ He looked me up and down, from my Venetian suit of clothes to my Florentine shoes. ‘And while we are there, as you are to join my cavalcade, we will get you caparisoned like a soldier, and mounted like a corsair. We will visit the barbers too,’ he said balefully, eyeing my curls as the Sicilian puppets had eyed the French, ‘for your fleece rivals Jason’s.’

I mounted the steps to the church with him, and he stopped in the porch under the shade of an enormous palm tree, and faced me, as if we were to be wed. His mind clearly tended that way too, for he asked, ‘And you are not married, or betrothed?’

The tree did not shade me and the sun was now at his highest; I quailed under his and the prince’s eye. In truth, the lady Beatrice had jolted me, and I knew it would take very little encouragement to make me fall in love with her. But under the prince’s gaze I felt suddenly sure that I must deny this. I shook my head. ‘I have not yet seen that special face that I could fancy more than any other.’

‘Not even the Lady Beatrice and her fortune?’

So he had seen us talk at dinner. I grimaced convincingly. ‘Least of all she. Why would I betroth myself to unquietness? If we were but a week married we would talk each other mad.’ Then I realised what he had said. ‘Wait – what fortune?’

‘Her father is Bartolomeo Della Scala, Prince Escalus of Villafranca. He is the kingmaker of Verona, for the other two great families are perpetually at war. She is not the heir at present, though – she has an older brother.’

‘Ah yes, the great quarreller.’

He misunderstood me. ‘Precisely. He does not have the gift of Prince Escalus, to stay out of the squabbles of the Veronese. He may not outlive his father.’

Now I am not a religious man, but this, said so coldly on the hot steps of a cathedral, was a little more matter-of-fact than I cared for.

‘And if he does beat his father to the grave … then she will be a princess and a prize indeed. What do you think now?’

‘I think, Prince, that if you know so much, you have no need of a spy.’

He laughed. ‘Her great wealth does not change your mind?’

It did not. My own father was only a merchant, but he had chinks enough. ‘I swear on my allegiance that I will die a bachelor. Else, what would all the other ladies of the world do? For they all adore me, and I am a confessed tyrant to their sex.’

He laughed once more, showing his teeth. ‘That is well – for single men are single-minded. And you will need your wits about you for the task to come.’

And I entered the church, walking a little taller than when I had left the cloister; and whatever denials I had made to the prince, I had but one thought in my mind; how the Lady Beatrice would greet the new Signor Benedick tonight.


Act II scene ii

A masque in Leonato’s garden

Beatrice: When I saw Signor Benedick, I laughed till I ached.

I’d had such good intentions too. I was genuinely contrite for the way I’d treated him the previous night at dinner, and had dressed with great care, determined tonight to make good.

The garden was dressed in its best too. The night was still warm and numberless candles, their flames amplified by halos of polished pewter, stood in each niche and rockery like tiny sentinel angels. Strings of lanterns reached from tree to tree, and torches flamed in wavering ranks set into the ground by each alley and walk. Musicians wandered about the gardens in little groups, so that, turning a corner in the maze or bower, you might come across a lutenist or a viol player, running the gamut of your conversation. Castrati, naked except for their loincloths, and painted white like statues, stood dotted around the garden in various attitudes, only to come to life and begin to sing when a guest wandered past, their clear pure treble voices floating up to the stars. The effect was magical.

Hero and I were charged to meet the guests and conduct them to where the masks were waiting for them. Hero had suggested, since at a masque we were supposed to dress as other than ourselves, that she should wear a gown of my favourite blue, and that I should wear a flame-coloured gown of Barbary silk, that had been bought from Tripoli for Hero but was too long. It was a beautiful dress, the bright silk cool and flowing. I wore strings of yellow diamonds and topaz about my throat which cascaded in a glittering firefall over my bodice, like the lava that spilled from the volcano. A cunning panel at the waist and flare at the hips made my waist seemed tiny. My inward humours matched my gown, flaming with excitement.

My uncle had had dozens of the finest masks conveyed from Venice, and all afternoon his gardeners had been hanging them about the low-hanging branches of the great mulberry trees clustered in the middle of his lawn, for his guests to pluck like fruits. Now, in the darkness, the varnished faces peeped out between the lanterns in their glowing, jewel-like colours; peacocks, lions, columbines, jesters. Here were celestial faces too; moons dusted with powdered pearl, stars sprinkled with glittering diamonds, and suns crowned with gilded rays. I could see, among the masks, faces from the picture cards of the Scopa deck, one king, one queen and one knave. I untied the queen and placed her face over my own. I wondered whether Signor Benedick would choose to be the king.

Or the knave.

It was then that I saw him, walking down the ride from the house, flanked by the prince on one side and young Claudio on the other. I began to smile, for he was changed indeed – the green caterpillar had become a brave scarlet butterfly.
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