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For

CONNIE



Forthwith a power of English shall we levy;

Whose arms were moulded in their mothers’ womb

To chase these pagans in those holy fields

Over whose acres walk’d those blessed feet

Which fourteen hundred years ago were nail’d

For our advantage on the bitter cross.

HENRY IV PART I




CHAPTER ONE

[image: image]The Grand Prior cleared his throat and spat accurately into the nearby pond. From the murky depths a golden carp rose into view, snatched hopefully at the gob of phlegm on the surface, and then sank back out of sight. The Prior turned away and looked vaguely towards the orchard where bare apple trees stood amongst the long grass. His face was baggy and morose, bordered by unkempt grey hair and a dishevelled beard. Heavy eyebrows overhung his small eyes, a heavy nose overhung his mouth. He had forgotten what he had been talking about.

I look back on that moment as a turning point in my life. It seems far away now, almost the experience of another person; but it is mine sure enough however strange I find that distant youth standing dutifully beside the Grand Prior, watching the silent conjunction of phlegm and fish. It was that moment when I began to understand the reality of the Order of Saint John rather than just the myth. Now, eking out the remainder of my life in the amiable climate of Italy, nothing of the myth remains to me. Perhaps that is the penalty of maturity: at the very time when you need them all the illusions have finally evaporated.

‘Brother Adrian was unwise,’ the Prior mumbled at last. As though to convince himself that Brother Adrian had been the topic of discussion he repeated emphatically, ‘He was unwise.’ But exactly where this lack of wisdom lay was never made clear, although by most standards having your head cleaved from your body implies lack of wisdom somewhere.

I asked ingenuously, ‘Was he not a martyr, my Lord?’

Sir William shrugged. ‘That’s as maybe.’ He summoned his massive body into action and shambled along the path towards the orchard, his mind wandering once more. ‘These trees give good fruit, but of course it’s not the season now. Not the season.’ He shook his head solemnly. ‘And who knows who will gather the next crop?’

Having nothing better to do I followed him. The skirts of the Prior’s habit swept the top of the grass like a broom. The cloth was dark-stained with damp.

‘He was a brave man though. Godly.’ It was Brother Adrian again, Adrian the saint rather than Adrian the fool, Adrian the Knight of Honour and Devotion who had gone to the block on Tower Hill the previous summer. It occurred to me then, without any great experience of such things, that stupidity and bravery often go together. It occurs to me now, with considerable experience, that they almost always do. ‘He went to the block with a smile on his face and a Hail Mary on his lips,’ the Prior continued. ‘You are right, boy, you are right. A martyr, a glorious martyr for the Holy Religion.’

The garden in which we walked was as unkempt as the Prior’s mind. It had become dangerous to work for the Order of Saint John and the gardeners had long since fled, deciding for wisdom rather than bravery. The servitors too. In the Grand Priory only the people with illusions remained; and one of them, a mere eighteen years of age, and bearing, I suppose, a superficial likeness to the wreck that I am now, followed Prior Weston between untrimmed hedges to a space in the midst of the derelict beds. Weston lowered his bulk onto a stone bench and motioned me to sit beside him. The random waverings of his mind finally came back to the subject we had been discussing.

‘So they will allow you not to sign the Act. Is that it?’

‘On condition, my Lord. I am to leave the country and make no claim to lands within the Kingdom.’

Weston sniffed loudly. ‘You have good connections, young man. They can be as dangerous as no connections at all.’

‘Had I had no connections I would still not have signed the Act. No threat would have forced me.’

That is what I said. Quite distinctly in my memory I can hear my voice raised in priggish certainty. I was exactly at the age for stupid heroics. ‘I will remain loyal unto death.’

Weston nodded. ‘I’m sure you mean it. Thomas meant it. And now I have lost a second nephew to our Lord and Master the King.’ He sat staring across the blighted garden towards the Priory buildings, his mind now on Adrian Fortescue, now on his two nephews, Francis Weston and Thomas Dingley, all three of them careless or courageous enough – it depends on your point of view – to lose their heads. But at least you could argue that two had done it for honour: Francis Weston had no other reason than that he dipped his prick into the Bullen whore, which by most standards is a poor enough motive for going to the block.

‘But as long as I am alive there is hope for the Order. That is certain. I have the ear of the King. His Majesty respects me, which is why he has not troubled our Order despite what he has done to the others. All of them now: Glastonbury, Colchester, Reading, all our neighbours here as well. Even the Carthusians.’ He gestured in the approximate direction of Saint John’s Street where the empty buildings of the Charterhouse lay. Sitting close I caught the sour smell of the old man’s body, a mixture of vinegar and ammonia. ‘All the monks hanged, you know that?’

‘I heard, my Lord.’

‘The Prior as well.’ He nodded gloomily; then turning his great head towards me he tried a more optimistic note: ‘But His Majesty has spared the order of Saint John. I will save the Order in England, young Paulet, have no doubt of that. The King will listen to me.’ He nodded again. A broad and innocent smile had materialized within his beard. His mutilated sword hand drummed on his knee. ‘When you return to England young Paulet you will have a fine commandery, mark my words. Maybe you will even be Prior one day. The Knights of Rhodes will not die, young man! You have my word for it.’

‘Knights of Malta, my Lord,’ I reminded him gently.

Sir William glared. The smile had disappeared back into the beard. ‘Of Rhodes, boy!’ he shouted. ‘Of Rhodes! We have not left Rhodes for ever, and certainly not for poxy Malta.’

Like a baited bear he heaved himself up and looked wildly round for tormentors. ‘We’ve not left Rhodes for a barren rock! Malta? Mean, impoverished, unworthy of the Holy Religion. A pox on the place!’ The voice that had once sounded across the decks of the Order’s flagship Santa Anna echoed now round the buildings of the Grand Priory of Clerkenwell. ‘Nothing, young man, nothing is good about that place. As dry as a widow’s cunt. As withered as her paps. That island is no more the home of the Holy Religion than Saint Peter’s is the palace of the Turk!’

He glared, his eyes rheumy and bloodshot but alight with anger. ‘We will return!’ He shook his right fist in my face. I saw the awful waxy slick of scar tissue and three torn and crumpled fingers. ‘With a sword in one hand and a crucifix in the other we will return to Rhodes!’

For a dramatic moment the Prior remained motionless, his fists brandishing imaginary sword and imaginary crucifix, presumably as they had on the walls of Rhodes itself when the Turks had tried, and only just failed, to stick him like a pig. Then he looked round self-consciously, in the manner of one who has been surprised while pulling faces in the mirror. His hands dropped to his sides. Memories of the English Bastion at Rhodes vanished. He was back in the unkempt garden of his Priory.

I breathed again as Sir William dumped his massive bulk back on the stone bench. There was a blessed silence.

‘You’re Sir William Paulet’s son then?’ he asked at last.

‘Cousin, my Lord. I come from the Somerset branch of the family. Hinton Saint George.’

‘Ah. Sir Amyas.’

‘My father, my Lord. God rest his soul.’

‘The enemy of Wolsey.’

I groaned inwardly. There was no avoiding it, in England there was never any way of avoiding it. ‘It was a small incident, my Lord.’

‘But famous.’

‘Wolsey was a newly-ordained priest at the time, my Lord. A nobody. He took up one of our livings without paying the usual courtesies.’

Sir William spluttered with laughter. ‘But to have thrown the Cardinal butcher’s boy into the stocks is quite a triumph.’

‘He was only a curate then. More was made of it than it deserved.’

‘Cardinal in the stocks? Sounds difficult to make too much of it.’

I waited for the laughter to subside. ‘It earned him a year’s house arrest in London, my Lord, fourteen years later. I suppose he was lucky.’

‘I should say so. Bloody lucky.’ He wiped his eyes with the back of his awful, mangled sword hand. ‘Could lose your head for something like that these days. Anyway, I hope you’ve got some of your father’s spirit, and his luck. What about your mother?’

‘A Kellaway of Roebourne, my Lord. She died in childbed.’

The old man nodded. ‘Good stock. Nothing ostentatious, none of these bloody titles, that’s what I like. Those foreigners, they’ve all got titles. Full of bloody titles that don’t mean a thing. And you’re Philip Paulet’s nephew, eh?’ He emitted a few grunts that might have signified anything, from approbation to loathing. ‘Strange man, brother Philip. Used to speak with Jews. I remember one in Rhodes with whom he had some kind of … you can’t call it friendship, can you? Acquaintance. The wretch smelt and lent money. The Jew, not your uncle.’ Weston roared with laughter at his joke. ‘They’re all usurers, you know, and most of them smell. Anyway we put this one to trial for spying for the Turks. Drowned him. Gave him the sack.’ He continued to laugh, his shoulders shaking and his eyes bleary with tears. ‘Can’t think how brother Philip could have put up with the man. Perhaps he borrowed money from him, but in that case he should have been pleased when we drowned him. And he wasn’t pleased. Not at all. In fact he was quite upset.’

The old man’s laughter died away and he examined me closely. ‘Strange fellow, your uncle. Never liked him. More like a bloody Turk than an Englishman. Dressed in silk robes and things. Used perfume. Did you know him well?’

‘I only met him once, my Lord, when I was ten years old. He rarely came to England.’

Sir William grunted again. ‘Good thing. Hope you don’t turn out like him. Stick with your father.’ He spluttered with laughter again. ‘Stick to putting cardinals in the stocks.’

Still chuckling, the Grand Prior rose to his feet and wandered off in the direction of the fish pond. This time I did not follow. I just watched the old man shamble away, and watching I began to understand. Comprehension was not easy for unlike Cefai I had not been educated in the modern manner of enquiry and self-examination. I sat on the stone bench in the Prior’s garden, looking at the buildings of the Grand Priory almost as though I was an adult returning to a place known well in childhood and now seen for the unremarkable thing it really was. Everything seemed smaller and duller: the church beyond the orchard no longer a proud sanctum whose circular form echoed the Temple in Jerusalem, but rather an overblown chapel where old, withered men prayed for things that would never be. The priory itself was a mere hulk beached on the northern littoral of the city amongst the wreckage of Cromwell’s work. It was a place of empty corridors, empty dormitories, empty halls through which a cold wind whistled and met no obstacles. Young men gone, old men remaining only because habit was even stronger than fear. And the baggy figure of the Prior presiding over it all with the confidence of senility: the hero of the past become the gravedigger of the present.

As I rose from that cold stone bench and walked away through the gardens I felt a curious sense of release. I recognised the sensation. I had felt it before as a young child standing at my father’s bedside in Hinton House and watching him die. In England now, in the cruellest month of the year, the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem was dead. But I was still alive.

It all seems long ago. Memory creates its own perspectives. I sit here in the loggia in the spring sunshine and find those days, that distant country to which I have never returned, so far away as to be beyond belief, so near as to seem just round the corner. Now I see that day as the precise moment when the Middle Age, long moribund in England, finally died. You’ll accuse me of obscurity. The term is Cefai’s, of course: il medio evo. I mean that period when men were ruled by illusions of nobility and faith. Now is the modern age, and men are ruled by illusions of progress and reason. It costs two heads – Adrian Fortescue’s and Thomas Dingley’s – and an offer of fat pensions all round to kill the Order of Saint John in England; near enough I saw it die.


CHAPTER TWO

[image: image]At Mass next morning the chaplain omitted to pray for the Pope; he even seemed hesitant to elevate the Host. Heresy, like a plague, was showing its symptoms.

We left the convent immediately afterwards, in one of those bruised, sullen dawns which I am thankful never to see again, the kind of thing that only English weather can conjure up. Outside the Priory in Cow Cross Street we passed an inn sign which showed a grizzled head standing in a dish of blood: The Baptist’s Head. An omen. The horses were fractious, the farewell party terrified, and my travelling companions anxious to be gone as quickly as possible. It was not a happy departure. Whether I should be included amongst the frightened I cannot really say. Perhaps the only memory which time distorts is that of emotion. What I lay claim to is the sensation of almost overwhelming excitement. I am beyond excitement now. I have sailed the length and breadth of the Mediterranean. I have fought Turk and Arab. I have seen ships hull down over the edge of the globe, and even talked with De Villegaignon who crossed the Atlantic Ocean and reached the New World; I myself have stood on the shore of Africa and for a moment felt, almost seen so vivid was the sensation, the vast, unknown continent stretching away from me so far round the rim of the earth that its southernmost tip lay somewhere beneath my feet. I have known these things. But then, on that morning in April when we crossed Smith Field and entered the city by Aldersgate I was but a child who barely even understood that the world was round. Can you wonder at my excitement? My mind was better adapted to imagining the crystal spheres of heaven than the distance between London and Malta.

‘Have you seen Mussulmans?’ I asked Upton, the leader of our party. My mind was filled with fantasies. ‘Have you actually seen them?’

‘Seen them? I’ve killed the fellows.’

Brother Nicholas Upton, worth, I was later to discover, a mere ten pounds in Cromwell’s list of pensions. He had a large, blank face and a mouth that seemed both out of proportion and out of place, small and curved like a woman’s. Compressed by that tight mouth his laugh was forced out through his nose in a series of small explosions. ‘Third rate, fly-blown chaps. Cut their throats, stuck ’em in the chest, anything you like. Sent ’em back to where they came from.’

‘And where do they come from?’

He turned to the other two of the party, the Scotsman Sandilands and a serving brother. ‘Hear that? Where do they come from?’ He snorted again. ‘Who’s been teaching you, eh? Hell, my boy. They’re hounds of hell, and Mahound himself is the pack leader.’

I was allowed to digest this as we crossed Cheapside and headed towards the river. In East Cheap the man leant towards me and whispered, ‘And do you know what they do to a Christian gentleman, if they get the chance?’

I didn’t.

‘They cut off his cock and balls and stuff them in his mouth.’

What of London, my first glimpse of a great city? Maybe you know it. I doubt it is much different now. Then as now it was a hideous stew of rich and poor, a place of palaces, a place of hovels, a place where men and women copulate, spawn, grow, learn a few truths but many more lies, age, die, and go naked to whatever it is that awaits them. Whether gentle or common they did that then just as they do that now, and the two qualities of life seem not so very different when viewed from a chair in a shaded loggia on the Aventine Hill in Rome. But then my child’s eyes saw the city of London as something else, something altogether more apocalyptic. It was Babylon the Great, the Mother of Harlots and Abominations of the Earth, ruled over by Henry the beast whose number is 666, he being born, so people said, on the sixth day of the sixth month of the sixth year of his father’s reign. The mark of the beast. I believed it.

By the time we were crossing the bridge a stinking crowd of people and animals and carts was pushing against us into the city. Men cursed. Hooves skidded on the planking. The morning had turned to rain; drizzle slanted through the gaps between the buildings, blurring the edges of the city back into the hills of Hampstead and Highgate. In the wet the heads on Traitors’ Gate looked surprised and forlorn, as though they had come out expecting sunshine and been disappointed.

Upton pointed. ‘There’s Dingley. D’you see the poor fellow?’

I peered up through the drizzle. It was like a rotten apple on a stick. The eyes had gone. You could see that from down on the road: the crows had picked the sockets clean. Were the Knights of Saint John finally to go the way of their patron, their heads swimming in dishes of blood? I made to cross myself, but Upton’s hand shot out with surprising speed and grabbed my wrist.

‘Not wise here, lad. Not wise at all.’

‘Saint John the Baptist, pray for me,’ I whispered.

We finally got through the press and out into Southwark. Around the stews the harlots were already at work. I remember one of them, a scrawny bitch of indeterminate age and many unpleasant sicknesses, grabbing at my stirrup and imploring me to do things to her which I barely understood. I looked down at her with a mixture of horror and delight.

Sandilands laughed uproariously. ‘Madam,’ he shouted, ‘he’s just a bairn. He’ll not know your bubbies from your quim.’

Reaching down from his saddle he plunged his hand into the front of the girl’s rags. The girl screamed and tried to pull away. ‘Why, she doesn’t have any!’ he exclaimed. ‘There’s nothing whatever to confuse young Paulet.’

Upton’s voice was shrill. ‘Leave her alone man!’

‘I’ve a nipple here, by God! A wee teat!’

The girl writhed. Men came running out of the huts at the side of the road intent on protecting their investment. One of them grabbed at the girl. For a moment there was an absurd tug-of-war in the middle of the street before the Scotsman released his grip and sent the pair of them sprawling on the ground.

‘Bastards!’ she screamed at us. ‘Fucking bastards! Go burn in hell!’

Thus the last knights of the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem, the last crusaders of England, left London in the rain, cursed by a whore and her pimps. I sound cynical? I have to piss through a silver straw and you accuse me of cynicism? Not knowing where truth ends and lies begin, the brothers here regard me with a mixture of awe and salacious curiosity, and the younger ones compete for the right to serve me so that they can gawp and ask impertinent questions. Is it any wonder that I am cynical? I am part hero, part horror, whole legend and perhaps I enjoy my notoriety; but for God’s sake do not deny me my cynicism.

In Paris, lodging at the great Temple, we finally heard the news. Dithering, frightened George Aylmer, who had crossed over from England after us, announced it in Upton’s room: the Order of Saint John in England was dissolved, all the lands were expropriated to the Crown, all the brethren were offered life pensions. And William Weston was dead. ‘Of grief,’ Aylmer said piously. ‘The poor man, poor man. God rest his soul.’

‘How much was he going to get?’ Sandilands enquired.

‘Does it matter?’

‘But how much?’

‘A thousand pounds.’

The Scotsman whistled. ‘I should think it does matter. It was probably the shock that killed him.’

‘That’s a dishonourable thought,’ Upton protested. ‘You’ve no respect for the dead.’

‘But I’ve respect for a thousand pounds a year, man. And how much are they offering you? Not enough to make it worthwhile, I’ll bet.’

Upton reddened. ‘Ten pounds.’

Sandilands roared with laughter.

I murmured the litany of the Order: ‘Saint Mary Theotokos, pray for the Holy Religion; Saint John the Baptist, pray for the Holy Religion; Saint John the Almoner, pray for the Holy Religion; Blessed Gerard, pray for the Holy Religion; Blessed Raymond de Puy, pray for the Holy Religion.’

Sandiland’s laughter rang in my ears.

What else of those days in Paris? I remember the contrast with Clerkenwell, the power and life of the Temple, the coming and going of brothers from all parts of the kingdom, the talk, the exchange of news, the crowds at prayer, the crowds at table, the sensation of being at the hub of a great and powerful order. And I remember arrogant French knights who laughed at their impoverished and dispossessed brethren from the other side of the channel.

An aged French brother took pity on me. He commiserated with me over the loss of England and congratulated me for being nephew of Fra Philip; and he spent hours telling me about how beautiful Rhodes was, how beautiful Greek boys were, how much I reminded him of them. Had I read Catullus, he wondered?

Surripui tibi, dum ludis, mellite juvenis,

Suaviolum dulci dulcius ambrosia.

I could translate it well enough, although such works were not to be found in Hinton House and I had only ever heard the poet’s name uttered in hushed and scandalised tones. My Latin was the language of the Vulgate rather than the classics.


I snatched from you, at play, O honeyed youth,

A little kiss sweeter than sweet ambrosia.




Yes, memory tells me that the Frenchman slipped juvenis, youth, in place of the name Juventius which I have since discovered in the original poem. It also tells me that he slipped his hand onto my knee. I retorted that I considered the use of a holy language for such profane writing an affront to Our Lord Himself, and would he kindly remove his hand? He thought that perhaps I had got my chronology wrong. It was Saint Jerome who borrowed Catullus’ language, not the other way round; but he did as requested and went away muttering.

And I remember Sandilands coming in drunk one evening, with his pale face slick, his red hair dark with sweat, and his talk full of what he had done to one of the girls from the market nearby. I remember the way he licked his lips as he talked of French women and their skills; and I remember Upton’s high-pitched tones of disapprobation.

‘You’re a disgrace to the Order, my man. A disgrace.’

The Scotsman winked at me. ‘What do ye say, Gerald lad? Would you fancy a try?’

I shook my head. But I saw his hand down the front of the little harlot’s dress again and I heard her screams and I wondered what had he felt there.

Et dixi: Fortisan tenebrce conculcabunt me:

et nox illuminatio mea in deliciis meis.

If I say: Surely the darkness shall cover me:

even the night shall be light about me in my pleasures.

For hours I prayed in the chapel of the Great Temple for things that I was confident of receiving in those days: strength and faith and the power to conquer the flesh. I owned one confused memory of a girl, a blundering incident with a tenant’s daughter in my home village, a memory of dark crevices and hollows, of a pulsing of blood and lymph, of secretions which carried with them a scent beyond the experience of smelling. Guilt had long been purged but the memory was always there, like an ambush. I shivered at the thought of what Sandilands might have done.


Quia tenebrœ non obscurabuntur a te, et nox sicut dies illuminabitur:

Sicut tenebrœ ejus, ita lumen ejus.

For the darkness is not dark to Thee, and the night shineth like day:

The darkness and the light are both alike to Thee.



We left Paris after a week: Upton, Sandilands, Aylmer, myself and two serving brothers. France was a muddle of rain and storm that seemed to go on for ever. The Alps were bitter and blanketed with snow. But south of Genoa the weather changed and quite suddenly we were in a southern land, immersed in a new and brilliant spring light. There were strange scents hanging in the breeze, strange, pagan sensations of age and re-birth about the contours of the countryside and the luminous forms of the buildings. Cypress trees painted the hillsides in solemn brush-strokes of dark green. We rode through a landscape suspended in time and my stunted, northern mind felt party to a heresy far away from the grim tenets of northern Protestantism and altogether more seductive. In this world the scrawny, male form of Jesus gave way to the feminine curves of His mother; and behind her lurked the figures of Juno and Venus. Cefai would laugh at my words.

In Florence we stayed at the Hospice of Saint John and heard Mass in the Church of Santa Trinita beneath Ghirlandaio’s frescoes. The congregation was gaudy and brash, and the pious homily of a Franciscan friar poor competition for the swaggering gossip of the town.

‘No sense of decorum,’ Upton complained of the Italians. In the nearby piazza women paraded in open competition for the attentions of passing males and while we stood there a disagreement, some casual argument between two youths, blossomed into a fight. Knives were drawn, blood had flowed before anyone could intervene. Screams mingled with laughter; and a man crouched down and clutched at his stomach as though the joke was just too much for him.

It was an explosion as abrupt as when light is put to gunpowder, but without any of the logic that, Callus claims, attends chemical reaction. I saw wide-eyed arousal in the eyes of the women standing by. I noticed Upton pale with excitement, and Sandilands breathing as heavily as if he had just been running. I too felt the pull of the irrational. I see it all with different eyes now, but I was a child at the time, a grey northerner with little understanding of anything more than scholastic theology and pig farming. Unable to stand aside from the miserable human condition, I felt only a terrifying sense of sin in the midst of beauty, a confusion which I had no power to resolve.

I remember something else of the city – the sight of a fine palace shuttered and locked and guarded by soldiers; and the name of the family uttered by Upton sotto voce, like an incantation. ‘Strozzi,’ he said. ‘You’ll hear of Strozzi.’

From Florence we travelled through the Maremma to Civitavecchia, where we took passage on a caravel bound for Sicily.

I had met nothing quite so thrilling as that voyage, those days out of sight of land, that constant pressing wind, the brilliance of the spring sunlight. I saw flying fish skimming the waves and dolphins curving amongst the foam. I saw whales as big as fortresses and monsters with a hundred arms and a thousand eyes. The sea boomed throughout the day and the flaming beacon of Stromboli roared into the night; Scylla barked and strained to dash us onto her rocks, Charybdis threatened to pull us down into her maw. Women, both. Oh yes, I have learned from Cefai: I can swap classical allusions and illusions with the best.

In the shadow of the Aetna we passed another borderline on the face of the world as great as that between the north and the south of Europe: somewhere on that journey we had crossed from Europe into Africa. Aetna marked the end of Christendom. The scent which clung to the Sicilian countryside, to the brittle shrubs and the yellow stone, to the flat-topped houses and the churches with their tiled domes, was the scent of the Orient; I felt the thousand miles between Sicily and Somerset as though they were the distance to the moon.

In Syracuse we passed one flea-bitten night in the commandery of the Order and rose before dawn like pilgrims at the end of their journey. Low Mass was celebrated in the chapel, and then we gathered our bundles and walked silently down to the harbour. It was damp and cold. At the water’s edge there was the muffled urgency of our felucca being prepared for sea, the muttered orders, the clump of block and tackle, the stamp of impatient, chilled feet. The still waters of the great lagoon were black as tar, as black, if you like, as the Styx.

‘Fucking cold for the time of year,’ Sandilands mumbled as he settled beside me in the bows. ‘We’d be better off in fucking Edinburgh.’

Lanterns cast a watery light on the flagstones and threw large, unsteady shadows against the quayside buildings. I crouched down and pulled my cloak around me while the helmsman uttered some unintelligible command and the crew cast off. Under oars the vessel moved forward into the lagoon, sliding the dark bulk of the sea wall back like a shutter to uncover half the night sky: a million stars glittered. I crossed myself. ‘Saint John the Baptist, pray for me; Blessed Gerard, pray for me; Blessed Raymond de Puy, pray for me.’

‘Felucking felucca,’ muttered Sandilands.

Later the dawn painted Aetna’s distant summit a pale pink. Light edged forward into the blackness, rinsing sea and sky with the colour of opal and discovering a flat and empty coastline a mile away to starboard. Sand-yellow and dust-white were the limiting colours as the sun got up; low spits and shallow cliffs were the limiting shapes. And the sea itself had borrowed from the land and become a desert as well: south of Syracuse no other vessel sailed the pitching, glittering surface.

Cape Passero was the dreary end of everything, a blunt finishing, an abrupt cutting off of any semblance of civilization or security. Suddenly the coastline was running away to the east and Sicily lay behind us, Europe lay behind us, Christendom, whatever or wherever that was, lay behind us and our boat was out in the open sea, heading for an empty horizon. I glanced back to see Upton and Aylmer making the sign of the cross and murmuring a prayer; and, which seemed equally to the point, the helmsman taking a bearing.

For most of that day the boat ran before the northerly breeze with her lateen sails goose-winged and her bows pitching into the waves. The dash of cold spray in my face did something, but not quite enough, to keep the contents of my stomach down. Sandilands laughed at my misery.

‘Ye’d not cross from Kirkcaldy to Leith without puking,’ he claimed.

It was long after noon that a subtle change took place on board the little felucca. The empty sea still stretched all around us just as it had ever since leaving Cape Passero, but now a sailor clambered over the passengers in the body of the boat and scrabbled up the rigging like a monkey. For an age he clung to the tiny platform above the lateen yard searching the horizon ahead. Then he shouted down. The words meant nothing to me then. There was nothing of the latinate ring of Spanish or Italian, just the barbaric gutturals of the Arabic dialect which the natives of the island speak. Only one word of what he said was intelligible, pronounced flat and hard, and heard throughout the vessel with a stir of anticipation:

‘Malta!’

I suppose that until then it had been half-real, a dream like any other childhood fantasy. Reality was the great house at Hinton Saint George where I was reared, or the Commandery of Templecombe where I had passed my novitiate, or the Grand Priory of Clerkenwell. Even Europe had been real in its way, France and Italy conforming to some kind of pattern which I had in my mind, an amalgam of the little reading and impoverished learning which I had acquired over the years. But Malta had no more substance than a dream. It was a magic castle set in a crystal sea and beset by all the demon forces of darkness. From its highest battlements flew the banner of Saint John: a red field bearing a white crusader cross. From within its walls the courageous heroes of Christendom, the paladins of Christ, sallied forth to do battle against the devil and all his works. And now I could see the place for myself across the bows of the felucca, at first no more than a mark on the horizon dipping and rearing with the motion of the waves, then a bar of limestone whose limits I could still contain within my hand, and then a bulky rock which displayed low hills and shallow depressions, and not a hint of human habitation.

I stood, gripping the fore-stay in one hand, to watch the edges of the island spread across our path until we had crossed that invisible boundary which marks the open sea and once again become a small boat sailing in coastal waters. There was white foam breaking along a bare shore and dry scrub growing amongst boulders. There was a solitary watchtower on a rocky promontory. Nothing else. I felt a mixture of emotion: a child waking from a dream, a pilgrim reaching a shrine, a youth confronting his future. And of course I offered up a prayer. Doesn’t one always do that?

Then the captain of the little boat was shouting orders. The helm went up. Sailors pulled on the sheets and the lateen yard came swinging round. There was a dash of spray as the felucca turned.

‘Il Porto Grande,’ someone said.

On one side of the entrance was a promontory with a watchtower; on the other a headland with gallows and tattered corpses swinging in the wind. Then we were through the gap and the water round us was as calm as a pond, spreading away from the boat’s advancing bow like fine blue silk, running up to white cliffs on the right and down a narrow creek on the left. Directly ahead in the centre of the expanse of water stood Castel Sant’ Angelo like a fist planted on a blue cloth. I barely saw the jumble of buildings on the arm of land behind it, the flat-roofed houses which owe more to Africa than to Europe, the long line of the Holy Infirmary, the walls of the town. All I saw as the felucca slid across the harbour was the banner which flew at the highest point of the fortress, the white cross of peace on the blood-red field of war, the single part of the fantasy which took root in hard fact.


CHAPTER THREE

[image: image]So I came to Malta, as naive as any child, as naive as the young novice here who always asks me questions, but never the ones he surely wants to.

‘Tell me about Malta, Fra Geraldo. Tell me what it is like. Tell me about Strozzi, tell me about Fra Jean Parisot. Tell me about Dragut. Tell me, tell me.’

But never: ‘Tell me about the knife and how it cut, tell me about the pain, tell me about the humiliation.’ Never: ‘Tell me about the threats and the betrayal, tell me about the child, tell me about the disease.’ Never: ‘Tell me about Abo, tell me about Vittoria, Contessa Caetani di Pignatelli, tell me about the shape of her, the smell of her, the sound of her voice.’ Never that.

He is a pretty boy, scion of a papal family. Not stupid. He will, of course, do well. ‘Tell me about Malta, Fra Geraldo,’ he says. ‘I’m going next year to make my profession, do you know that? Tell me your first impressions.’

I smile at his enthusiasm.

Malta? A barren rock, a limestone slab lying in the sea with one coastline awash. Before the coming of the Order it had only ever been a speck on the map of the Middle Sea to be ignored or dismissed as you pleased, acknowledged for nothing more than the two fine harbours cut into the north coast; but now the cartographers draw it like a caricature, out of proportion to its real size. The Order of Saint John matters, you see. It is an aberration but it matters. It possesses some of the greatest estates in existence and disposes of wealth worth more than entire kingdoms. The Templars are dead, the Teutonic knights are wracked with heresy and deflected from their vocation in the wastes of Poland, and only the Order of Hospitallers remains, a hybrid beast compounded of charity and violence, devoted to the sick in the hospitals and to death and slavery in the galleys – killing and curing with a fine indifference; and the great families of Christendom squabble to gain their sons admittance while the cartographers adjust their maps, enlarging the barren little island from a mere speck to something the size of a plum, adding the castle in the centre of the porto grande and flying the flag of Saint John – the white cross of peace on the blood-red field of war – from its battlements; and all round the Mediterranean men of importance – Arab corsairs, Turkish pashas, French and Spanish admirals – poke their grubby fingers at it. Suddenly it matters.

But when you get there what do you find? A squalid place. The stench of fish and ordure mingled with the scent of thyme. The hard blue sky and the slack blue water and the castle looming over the Borgo, a collection of Arab hovels in the midst of the great harbour. Little more than a fishing village. Not a place to feed your fantasies.

And ‘Nicholas! Nicholas!’ cutting clear through the Arab babble of Maltese on the quayside. Impossible to miss him, his six feet of height clearing anyone by a head and shoulders, his hair as yellow as straw. We had only just stepped from the felucca; we were heaving baggage onto the quay; and this giant came shoving through the crowd.

‘David! David Gunstone!’

Upton embraced him, pummelling him in the back; then broke away as two others came down to the water’s edge. I watched them all laughing and hugging each other. English voices shouting one thousand miles away from their native shores, and people stopping to watch. Quite suddenly I wept.

Later the English brethren resolved themselves into distinct personalities; later, by familiarity, the English Auberge became an ordinary house in the collachio of the town and the dozen men within it became a group of bickering, short-tempered, fallible, mortals. But then, on that evening in spring, with the sunlight slanting clear on the yellow stone and the sound of barbarian voices in the streets, the English House seemed a sanctuary and the English knights an embodiment of joy and security and companionship, and yes, faith.

Laughing and joking David Gunstone, the blond giant, came back with us to the house, but only for one more night. On that first evening, when I was a bewildered child amongst men, I remember that he was kind to me.

‘You’ll do all right, young Paulet,’ he said to me. ‘You’ve got nothing to worry about. God looks after His faithful.’

‘I trust in the Lord.’

‘Of course you do! And He’ll not let you down.’

You can’t expect his prophecies to be accurate just because of what happened to him, can you? The next day he sailed for Sicily as he had intended, finally reaching England in May. He survived just over a year. Of course he refused his pension. Of course he refused to sign the Act. He was, I suppose, one of those men who don’t believe that death is possible. But death is more than possible; it is, in my experience, more than probable. On the first day of July the next year, which is the year of our Lord fifteen hundred and forty-one if you want a date, David Gunstone was dragged on a hurdle through Southwark and hanged, drawn, and quartered at St. Thomas’ Waterings. No doubt the whores cheered him on his way.

Two days after my arrival I faced a collect of the English Tongue in the refectory, presided over by the Turcopilier Fra Gyles Russel, worth one hundred pounds a year in Cromwell’s list of pensions. As thin and spare as a winter twig he sat at the head of the refectory table and interrogated me with a polite, expressionless voice. He was like a monk drawn out of his cell to say Divine Office.

‘From what family does your mother come?’

‘Did. I never knew her.’

‘From what family did she come?’

The place was bare and chill even in the spring. On the back wall there was a portrait of Docwra, Prior Weston’s predecessor. Behind Russel’s head his own escutcheon hung on the wall, emblazoned in chief with the cross of Saint John as is the custom in the Order.

‘Didn’t your father once throw Thomas Wolsey in the stocks?’

I sighed. Ranged around the table the knights of the English Tongue were mere shapes in black: Massingberd, Aylmer, Gerard, Thorne-hill, others, all reduced to mere silhouette. Only Upton stood out from them, smiling on me benevolently and nodding at my answers as though he had rehearsed me in them.

‘Is your brother Hugh not of the Protestant faith? Is he not a fanatic?’

‘More than a fanatic – he’s a beneficiary. Since the Dissolution he has been granted rights in perpetuity to the rents of the Abbey of Glastonbury.’ It was like mouthing obscenities. The brethren shuddered.

‘And what is your connection with him? Other than by blood, of course.’

It was none. I hated the man. I still hate his memory. But I looked on his wife Philippa as a son looks on his mother.

‘And where did you receive your education?’

I smiled. Russel hated my smile. It seemed to him insolent, but it wasn’t – it was an alternative to weeping. For I was educated precisely there, at the Abbey of Glastonbury, by Abbot Whiting and his monks. Abbot Whiting, whose body swung from a gibbet on Tor Hill while the crows picked at his eyeballs and Cromwell counted the acres, counted the rents, counted the cost, looked for some appropriate supporter to benefit, and found Brother Hugh. I hated him.

‘Do you have Latin?’

‘Certainly.’

‘Do you have Greek?’

‘Little.’

‘Do you have proofs of nobility?’

I shrugged. ‘Such things are no longer possible. England being in the state it is. But I have letters from Sir William Paulet my cousin, and from Chancellor Ermastede.’ I shouldn’t have shrugged. Russel considered it impertinent.

The letters went from hand to hand round the refectory table, barely glanced at. They knew well enough. Sable, three swords in pile, their points in base argent, pommels and hilts or. The arms of Hercules Pawlett who had fought at Acre, and Philip Paulet who fought at Rhodes. Three hundred years of English nobility. Gardez la Foi is the motto, Keep the Faith. The bitter, metallic taste of irony.

‘How was Sir William Paulet prevailed upon to obtain a safe passage for you out of the country? Isn’t he Baron St. John and member of the King’s Privy Council? Wasn’t he one of the judges of Sir Thomas More and Bishop Fisher? Isn’t he a Protestant as well, just like your brother?’

Again I smiled. ‘How many of us do not have brothers and cousins who are Protestants?’

The brethren mumbled; whether in approbation or dissent I didn’t know. I quoted cousin William. ‘I’m no oak. I am a willow which bends with every change in the wind. Oaks tend to get chopped down,’ I added, in case Brother Gyles hadn’t got the point.

Sir William certainly has got the point for his head is still on his shoulders and he is going to die of august old age as Marquess of Winchester, Earl of Wiltshire, Baron St. John, and all the rest, having served as a councillor to each of Henry, Edward, and Mary. William Willow. I wonder whether he remembers me. I wonder whether he has any idea that his cousin still lives, in the middle of the hated city, the Protestants’ own Babylon.

‘And Brother Philip Paulet? What relation to him?’ A smile here from Russel and a personal reminiscence. ‘Did you know him then? What a remarkable man.’

Remarkable indeed. More like a bloody Turk than an Englishman. Dressed in silk robes and things. Used perfume. Befriended Jews.

The enquiry went on. It lasted two hours and at the end they stood and embraced me, one by one, kissing me on my cheek like brothers.

Days later, attended by old Stamatis the Rhodian servitor, I stood, one of twelve postulants, at the altar rail in the conventual church. We were watched by two hundred and fifty Knights of Justice, all wearing the black habit emblazoned across the front with the white eight-pointed cross. A flock of magpies. Oh, they were excited to see this all right, the induction of a knight from heretic England, the defying of heretic kings, the justification of their One True Faith. The sickly smell of tallow filled the place. Candles guttered in the shadows, candles clustered on the high altar, candles glimmered around the jewelled reliquary which held the shrivelled hand of Saint John the Baptist, candles gathered around the casket with the splinter of the True Cross, candles flocked like wands beneath the Holy Icon of Our Lady of Philermos. Candle smoke and sweet clouds of incense fuddling the brain.

‘We are gathered together in the sight of God and Our Lord Jesus Christ and the Blessed Mother of God and Saint John the Baptist to receive into our Holy Order as Knights of Justice, Louis de Querve of the Tongue of Provence, Louis de Vauchamps of the Tongue of France, Claude de Vauchamps of the Tongue of France …’

There was a strict order of precedence by nation. The names rang out into the vault of the church and we might, I suppose, have been anywhere in the Order’s four hundred year history, anywhere from the Muristan of Jerusalem to the squalid Borgo of Malta: in the Krak des Chevaliers, in the Fortresses of Ascalon or Margat, in tragic Acre, in dusty Cyprus, in beloved Rhodes.

‘… Gerald de Paulet of the Tongue of England …’

Applause. A name floating up into the shadows, a part of history.

‘I, Gerald, do vow and promise to Almighty God, to the Holy Eternal Virgin Mary Mother of God, to Saint John the Baptist, to render henceforward by the Grace of God, perfect obedience to the superior placed over me by the choice of the Order, to live without personal property, and to preserve my chastity.’

Do the words mean anything now? A white eight-pointed cross hung before my eyes, swinging back and forth on its black ribbon, its arms gleaming like canine teeth.

‘Do you believe that this is the symbol of the Holy Cross to which Jesus Christ was fastened and on which he died for the redemption of our sins?’

I did then; now I believe that they are teeth, symbols of the carnivorous nature of the Order of Saint John which eats you alive.

‘Should it ever happen that in combating for Jesus Christ against the enemies of the faith you should retreat, desert the standard of the Cross, and take flight in so just a war, you will be stripped of this truly holy sign according to the statutes and customs of the Order, as having broken the vow you have just taken, and will be cut off from our body as an unsound and corrupt member. We promise you nothing but bread and water and a simple habit of little value; we give to you and your parents and relations a share in the good works performed by our Order and by our brethren, both now and hereafter, throughout the whole world.’

But it is not as simple as that, is it?

The applause rang round the church, echoed up in the vault, wave upon wave, roaring like the sea. The Order would win. The Order would not surrender to heresy. The Order would return to England when right had prevailed. They hugged me and patted me on the back and thought what a splendid fellow I was, and how courageous.


CHAPTER FOUR

[image: image]I summon the novice and ask him for boiling water. After a few minutes he returns and places a steaming pan before me; then watches as I reach underneath my habit for the little leather pouch. I extract my silver quill.

‘Cleanliness, Brother,’ I tell him. ‘That is what they teach you in the Holy Infirmary. Cleanliness is next to godliness. Instruments boiled. Sheets washed and changed regularly. Plates cleaned.’

I toss the quill into the basin. It glides down through the scalding water and lies on the bottom, gleaming in the sunlight, quite pretty really, like a piece of jewellery. I see the boy’s look of horror. He knows its purpose.

‘The essential thing is to keep the tube open,’ said the surgeon. ‘It will not be pleasant.’ He had that easy facility for litotes that seems typical of his kind. Priests are little different. Cefai would have been proud of him.

‘The tube tries to close, you see. Blood clots form. The body is trying to mend itself, but it’s not exactly what one wants in this case.’

I have seen instruments of torture. They are heavy, lumpish things cast in iron: hooks and screws and spikes; but my own instrument of torture was a fragile silver quill which I came to love as intensely as a prisoner grows to love his torturer. I watch it in the scalding water and I feel a need for it as acute as my need used to be for Vittoria Caetani di Pignatelli, who burns in hell.

For over a year I couldn’t walk without discomfort. For weeks pissing was an all-consuming, all-embracing fire raging through my loins, until it abated to become no more than a moment’s scalding pain. They warned me. They have great experience of my condition in the Holy Infirmary, you see. They can perform with consumate skill those delicate and exquisitely painful interventions which are so necessary; they can compute the odds. ‘Forty per cent survive,’ they told me when I was on the way to recovery. ‘God is with you.’

Is he?

Oh, they have done their work well enough, the physicians and surgeons of the Holy Infirmary. I don’t begrudge them praise. The pain abated and I survived. But they can only deal with the physical manifestations. For anything else I am on my own.

My mind wanders away from this pleasant place with its view over the city, back into the world where I am whole: the past, that curious fiction which we all carry round inside our brains like the baggage of acquisitive and indiscriminate travellers. My past. The only possession I have which will not be numbered amongst my spoils and handed over to the Common Treasury when I die. Quidquid acquirit Monacus, monasterio acquirit. Whatever a monk acquires, the monastery acquires. Oh, yes; but not my past.

‘We’ll not go crawling to a load of bastards and Jews!’ Massingberd shouts. ‘We’ll not live off charity.’

‘We have little choice, Brother.’ Russel always had the air of a teacher addressing a stupid child. ‘Paupers must live off charity, that is their station in life. And the rich are obliged, by the example of our Lord and Master Jesus Christ’ – the brethren bow their pious heads – ‘to give to the poor.’

‘The poor be damned. I stand in line for a commandery. The Bailiwick of Eagle is vacant. My God, I’m not going to beg.’

Victims perhaps, caught out by the turning tide of religion and left floudering high and dry on the rock of Malta like grotesque marine animals stranded on the shore; or like Cefai’s damned stone animalcules. At a stroke of Cromwell’s pen the English brethren had become exiles for the faith, paupers thrown on the mercy of the Common Treasury. In the Sacred Council they might portray themselves as martyrs, but in the gloomy little house in the Borgo they bickered and snapped over where the next meal was coming from and who owned what, which properties would go to whom; as though there was anything left in the Tongue’s possession. Later we moved from the pathetic to the absurd, and seemed unaware of the transition: the matter of James Sandilands.

‘We must admit him to the Tongue,’ Russel announced mournfully. ‘On the specific request of the Grand Master himself.’

‘Admit him?’ Upton’s voice was shrill. ‘The man’s a vicious rogue. A drunk. A danger to the community. I’ve told you.’ He spoke, they all spoke as though Clement West, the most senior of their number and worth two hundred pounds in Henry’s list of pensions, were not at that very moment incarcerated in the dungeons of the castle for drunken violence. ‘And’ – Upton lowered his voice – ‘there is about him the smell of heresy.’

Heresy.

‘And no proofs,’ Gerard added in his ponderous manner as though this was much more important. ‘Young Paulet had proofs of a kind, but Sandilands has nothing. We know nothing about these Scots. Aren’t they little more than barbarians? I mean, look at the way he behaves. I very much doubt he is of gentle birth.’

Russel concurred. Gentle birth was most important, more important than orthodoxy. We all concurred; I particularly concurred, having spent one evening with the Scotsman during which we had drunk far too much and I had finally succumbed to the temptation he had first offered in Paris. I sat in my lowly place in the refectory and saw again an anonymous figure – daughter or wife of a fisherman, I suppose – lying on her back in some dark hutch down by the quayside with her skirt hitched up and her legs opened for a knightly prick. I remember the powerful smell of fish, and Sandilands laughing at my fastidiousness and my incompetence; and then the terrifying incontinence of orgasm, like the dissolution of my soul.

Certainly I didn’t want the man admitted to the Tongue of England, to be a constant reminder of the fragility of words and the feebleness of faith. My penance had been hours in the conventual church, on my knees, reciting:


De profundis clamavi ad te, Domine: Domine, exaudi vocem meam.

Out of the depths have I called thee, O Lord: Lord hear my voice.



But still the sin was there, absolved by Christ but not forgotten by me, a continuing temptation, a latent disease waiting for the moment to make itself felt.

Russel held his hands out, palms open, as empty as any argument. ‘But regrettably the Grand Master has decreed that …’

‘The Grand Master is nothing more than a bloody dago!’ Massingberd shouted, displaying gentle birth.

Russel looked pained. ‘It seems Sandilands has some influence at the French court. A recommendation from the French king apparently …’ His voice trailed away, unconvincingly and unconvinced. ‘We are hardly in a position to object.’

Massingberd was not finished. ‘France? How in God’s name can D’Omedes listen to a recommendation from France? He hates the French!’

‘We could take it to the Sacred Council on a point of law,’ Gerard suggested.

‘Do we have the money for a lawyer?’

The pathetic little assembly was silent; even Massingberd. We didn’t even have money to pay the rent.

‘He will be admitted of Grace Special,’ Russel said as though lessening the pain. ‘With his claims on our property limited to the lands in Scotland.’

There was a murmur of approval at that, a wise nodding of heads. No one had the temerity to point out the truth: that there was no longer anything else, that the lands in Scotland were the only possessions which remained to the Tongue of England. That was what the English knights were reduced to: petty face-saving formulae and submissive poverty.

I suppose it was almost a blessing that I had to serve my caravans and thus get away, for a while, from this claustrophobic world.

‘The caravans,’ says the boy, wide-eyed with a mixture of enthusiasm and horror. ‘Tell me about them, Fra Gerald. Can the galleys be as bad as they say?’

The caravans; the galleys. The potency of words. Honour and horror mingled together.

‘You get used to it,’ I tell him.

The galleys are a last judgment enacted before your eyes, but in this allegory there is no gulf set between heaven and hell: the damned are always there in front of you, living chained to the benches down the whole length of the vessel, sitting, sleeping, feeding in their own excrement – Negro, Jew, Muslim, Christian, all manner of men, wallowing in their agony as though in a pit of brimstone while overhead, like devils in hell, the agozzini lash them into action. Brimstone and pitchforks; excrement and whips: the difference seems minimal. Above it all, in the paradise of the poop deck, the stench clings to you. The sailors hose the oardeck down from time to time but it makes little difference. The smell penetrates your clothes, eats into your skin, soaks into your very flesh: a blend of the charnel house and the shithouse, the stink of hell. You can smell a man from the galleys for days after he has come ashore.

‘You get used to it,’ I tell the boy. ‘You vomit a bit at first, you sniff pomanders in the hope that they might help, but you get used to it. You get used to anything if you have no choice.’

If you have no choice. Who does, I wonder? Cefai would argue that all men do, that free will is what saves us and what damns us; but I wonder.

Those were the days of Barbarossa, the days of the uneasy alliance between the Turk and France. Every summer the fleets were on the move across the Middle Sea, stepping with precision over the water with pennants flying, gongs ringing, whips snapping and oars flashing in the sun: the galleys of France and Spain, the galleys of Naples and Sicily, the galleys of the Papacy and Genoa, all dancing to the tune called by the most powerful fleet of all, the fleet of the Ottoman Turks under Keir-id-Din Barbarossa. And every year the galleys of the Order of Saint John moved with them, around them, after them. The metaphor needs changing: we were jackals following the stink of the predators.

As the statutes of the Order decree I served my three caravans, and then a year in the Holy Infirmary; and then I returned to the galleys because there was nothing else to do, no England to return to, no Commandery to take, nothing. No choice. Seven seasons in all. Seven seasons poking round the bays and headlands of the Mediterranean, part of the guerra del corso, the eternal petty war played out in the shadow of the great fleets. A fishing boat here, a coastal village there, a pair of Arab frigates somewhere else. A holy war distinguished from mere piracy only because Muslims were our victims and the cross of Christ was our flag.

So I became a carrion-feeder, a veteran soured by the galleys, smelling of the oardeck and careless of life. And each time I came back to Malta I found that another place round the refectory table was empty and another Englishman had gone: Sandilands to Scotland to take the commandery of Torphichen; Massingberd to Ireland to claim the Priory; many of the others to France; Gyles Russel and Clement West to heaven or hell, who knows?

Wherever the living went they waited for news from England with the pathetic hope of relatives waiting outside a sickroom. The good Lord will have mercy. If only we pray hard enough the patient will recover. Henry the Beast died and they praised the heavens for a remission. Edward the Heretic succeeded to the throne and the disease took a stronger hold. Is it any wonder that I began to look for a life elsewhere, and found it amongst Massingberd’s bloody foreigners and bastard Jews? Is it any wonder that I soon found myself a watchful figure on the fringes of the Strozzi faction, hanging round that group of malcontents in the vague hope of some favour being shown me?

‘Tell me about Fra Leone,’ the novice asks. ‘Tell me what he was like.’

Strozzi. Leone, Count Strozzi, Knight of Saint John at twenty, Prior of Capua at twenty-two, Captain-General of the Galleys of France at twenty-four, watching the whole world through the refracting prism of his father’s death in a Medici prison. People and events are thrown into strange shapes and perspectives by subsequent events and maybe it is impossible to see things in true proportion: but what proportion is there when parish pump politics – a family quarrel between the Strozzi and the Medici – can be blown up until it becomes a vendetta against the entire Habsburg Empire? Leone, Count Strozzi. Hero, lunatic, whatever you like. A monomaniac.

I try to shrug Strozzi away. ‘When I reached Malta he had already abandoned the Order so that he could fight for France against the Empire.’

‘It seems madness.’

It was madness, but an Italian family is well capable of madness when in pursuit of vendetta. During his absence from the convent Leone Strozzi had become a legend, a myth, a desperate hope for the future. Who has heard of him now? But in those days people talked of him in the same terms as they talked of Barbarossa himself, as a scourge of monarchs, as King of the Sea. Terms like virtu, onore, gloria were bandied about as though mere use of a word conjures up its nature. In Malta his admirers gathered in houses throughout the Borgo to plot their hero’s return. They styled themselves the ‘New Guelfs’. They called for a renewal of the war against Islam; they called for the fortification of the city of Tripoli which was under the Order’s rule; they called for the war to be taken east, back to the Levant where once the Order had fought; they called for the retaking of Rhodes; they called for the readmission of their hero.

‘And you had some dealings with him. That is what they say.’

‘Do they?’

The boy is embarrassed by his indiscretion. ‘They say …’ His voice fades into silence. He looks back at me stubbornly, a look that reminds me of Abo.

I laugh at his discomfiture. ‘Don’t worry. I don’t really care what they say any longer.’

‘He might have become Grand Master, isn’t that right?’ the boy asks.

‘Grand Master? Oh yes, he might well have.’ I laugh bitterly. Had the dice fallen differently he might indeed have become almost anything, one of those illogical, irrational heroes thrown up by history, another Cola di Rienzo perhaps, or another Henry Tudor. As it is the dice fell the way they did. Don’t they always do that?

But rather than with Strozzi I would start with the Grand Master himself, sitting on his throne in the Grand Master’s palace in the centre of the castle, perfumed and rouged, surrounded by his page boys and enveloped by a miasma of Spanish hate and prejudice: His Eminence, FraJuan D’Omedes. A queen bee in the centre of her hive. It was he who had allowed the Order to become a puppet in the hands of Spain and the Emperor; it was he who had eroded the power of the Tongues of Provence, Auvergne, and France – for God’s sake don’t imagine me one of those nauseating Englishmen who ape the manners of the French like Geoffrey, I am just trying to give the flavour of politics within the Order: it was Juan D’Omedes who, in turning Malta into little more than an outpost of the Spanish Empire, had earned Strozzi’s enmity.

At first, D’Omedes smiled on Strozzi’s supporters. He was a clever man. ‘I only want,’ he said, ‘to make a strong Order even stronger.’ He listened to their ideas with sympathy – ‘such faith, such commitment. You are the finest generation of knights the Order has ever seen’ – and adopted them with enthusiam; and then let them suffocate amidst the interminable debates of the Sacred Council where grey, second-rate incompetents advocated inaction as the safest course and equivocation as the safest argument.

‘I thought,’ he would add with that sharp little smile, ‘that Fra Leone was actually fighting on the same side as the Turk these days. I thought the whole French nation was in alliance with the Sultan. Or have I misunderstood?’

The French knights seethed, powerless to deny his taunts, powerless to do anything to get rid of him.

‘I find it hard to understand how the noble King of France can continue to style himself“Most Christian Majesty”,’ he would wonder aloud to the Sacred Council, ‘when he allows Barbarossa to overwinter the Turkish fleet in the Port of Toulouse. One hears – only hears, mind you – that the Turks even forbade the ringing of church bells in the city on Christmas Day. Can this be true?’ His rings flashed. His single eye glared at the assembly, while his lizard smile betrayed the joke. ‘Perhaps he ought to change his style to “Most Muslim Majesty”.’
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