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To my parents










In that posture, he, after God, saved the said Ark from peril, for with his legs he gave it the brangle, and with his foot turned it whither he pleased, as a ship answereth her rudder  . . . Have you understood all this well? Drink then one good draught without water; for if you don’t believe it, neither do I.


 


Rabelais, Pantagruel










General Prologue


Laden like a bowl of cherries, the ship of fools sits on the lawn of the sea. Although a breeze frets the ship’s banner, the sea is green and calm as a garden. The ship is rather a boat, is truly neither, for the mast has yet to renounce its life as a tree. Its lush crest is home to a curious lookout (curious lookout because an owl; curious owl because it possesses both mouth and beak). Much else is awry with that vessel: its rudder is a ladle, a chain of command is lacking and the occupants are ill suited to maritime life. They are (in disorder) three choristers, an immodest bather, a drunkard vomiting, a drunkard snoring, a glutton, a fool, a monk, a woman drinking and a nun, in voice, strumming a lute. Items: flagons of ale or wine, a glass, a begging-bowl, a barrel of booze, a knife, a roast chicken, a dead fish, a ball of dough and a bowl of (you guessed it) cherries. Betokening the sin of lust, or the lust for sin – the two are almost interchangeable.


How long has this motley crew been assembled? All the usual pointers to Time are lacking. The seasons do not change. It is perpetually midday, if we take the light as an indicator. Beyond the clement weather, there is no Weather.


This stasis, this sempiternal sameness, is it not tremendously dull? Where do they turn for distraction? What are they doing there?


Sitting, standing, lying, crouching, straining on tiptoe, floating in the water.


Yes, obviously. But what are they doing there?


Singing. Disharmoniously. The Choristers belt out a drinking song (something to do with stags, wives and taxidermy), the Monk observes the Hours Canonical (old habits die hard) and the Nun sings the Eucharist. Her voice, which is really rather pleasing, is lost in the cacophony, drowned out by the Monk’s reedy dirge and the seal-honking of the Choristers. No matter. These stationary travellers, pilgrims without a destination, are simply passing the time. At least, they are filling the moments. That is, they are trying to. If one focuses on the present, there are pleasures – bibulous, conversational – to be had.


At first sight, it is not a picture of unhappiness.


On the surface, frankly, it looks like quite a party.


 


 


Let us begin with the least forthcoming passenger.


The SLEEPING DRUNKARD lies in Elysium. Within the murky scriptorium of his brain the chapters of a different book – a book of dreams – are writing themselves. What flaming tigers does he hunt in those benighted forests? What country, friends, is this, where the fields and spires are Home, and the women find him so very appealing? Or does he dream himself as he really is: crumpled in the bow, gripping a flagon, about to be rudely woken?


 


Now imagine yourself shaken from sleep. Your gummy eyes open on a bulbous washerwoman’s face. Place your nose in proximity to a stranger’s armpit: such is the effluvium of the DRINKING WOMAN’s breath. Mercilessly she demands the Sleeper’s attention, for boozing is no fun without witnesses.


‘Dear God in Heaven,’ the Sleeper moans, ‘send your blessed angels to plug my nose.’


But the Drinking Woman cannot care less for the Almighty. Her devotional instincts are pagan. She is Dionysiac to the nobly rotted core.


‘How can I,’ she drawls, ‘sing praises of some god I’ve never met? It’s only natural I love what I know.’


What, indeed, can compare with the opiate, Love? Once experienced, it lingers for ever in the bloodstream. The fierce pleasures to be had in a man’s arms! Her body remembers. But Time, the old killjoy, has worn the Drinking Woman down to unsought chastity. She staggers, fat limbed and thick headed, the ruin of some gaudy bacchanal. The flush of youth has gone from those cheeks; in its place, the veiny erubescence of a thousand libations. She paws the Sleeper’s shoulder and lifts her flagon in a toast. ‘Good health, my dopey!’ And empties the vessel in one defiant swig.


 


The CHORISTERS, for all their noise, have little to define them. They could be labourers, landlords, litigants; butchers, brewers; pages or executioners. This is not to say that they are essentially the same – simply that, on the surface, there is little to tell them apart. Not one, if pushed to it, could recall a time when he was not accompanied by the others. Which is not to suggest that there exists between them a selfless commonwealth. If they were (for the sake of illustration) a three-headed monster, each head would fight for food that was destined for one and the same stomach. Like murderous siblings, each secretly longs to be rid of the others; yet any violence between them would be like severing one’s own limbs. This keeps them from falling to bloody action.


 


Of the GLUTTON nothing can be observed beyond his preoccupation with stuffing his belly. He is tantalised by a roast chicken which, for some reason, is strapped to the leafy spray of the mast. How it glistens and gleams! By standing on the lower branches he can reach it easily with his carving knife. And yet, at every attempt to nick a sliver of its flesh, the bird’s rectum shrieks the foulest invective. The blade trembles and the Glutton lowers his knife; for a carcass that knows such dirty words can hardly be appetising.


 


Indifferent to his neighbour’s hunger, a jester crouches in the rigging. A slight, scrawny figure, this licensed FOOL sips from a cup and turns his back on the others. The expression on his face is one of almost serene nonchalance; horses and donkeys nodding into their troughs look no more perplexed by the world than does our tassle-arsed friend. We should note, in his left hand, a moronic sceptre – a baton topped with a mask. It might almost be a mirror, though an unflattering one. For unlike the Fool’s face, which it mocks, the mask grins with obdurate mischief.


What does one say of a man who professes folly? Who wears his foolishness on his skin and keeps his wisdom to himself? Is the mask’s hilarity a clue to his concealed nature? Or should we trust the surface, and accept that only a man with ass’s ears can enjoy self-possession? The Fool is a sage, his mask a fairground mirror held up to Nature.


 


At the Fool’s feet kneels the PENITENT DRUNKARD. He is not a popular man. Vomiting, after all, inspires unwanted empathy; we shun its gagging contagion. And the Penitent Drunkard is desperately unwell. His guts are in turmoil; they must be worming and heaving inside him, making him wheeze and retch overboard. It cannot be sea sickness, for reasons already given. Nor travel sickness, since the boat is going nowhere. It must be the drink. Yes, that’s it: the Penitent Drunkard has reached midnight in alcohol’s Faustian bargain. Even his hair is sick, matted and oily. Gripping the rigging with white knuckles he manages, from somewhere, to rustle up another helping.


Whatever it is that’s poisoning him, it remains in need of purging.


 


The NUN’s song offers welcome distraction from the Drunkard’s puking. Her bright blue vibrato seems too sensuous for plainsong. And where did she learn to play the lute? Her fingers improvise intricate variations, embellishments which coil through her song like the scrolling eglantine in a Book of Hours.


The Nun is untroubled by the Choristers’ caterwauling. She knows that God’s Ear is always open, dividing the song from the strain. Perhaps it is for God’s favour that she, in speech, puts on displays of fervour? Years of mortification have dulled her flesh; yes, yes. She is a paragon of virtue. No one in need of redemption will be turned from her hypothetical door. Her figure-of-speech charity knows no bounds. Although she prays for the carnal laity, she does not hold out much hope for its salvation.


 


Our second votarist, the MONK, is a man of great learning. The author of thirteen theological tracts is, by his own admission, a cerebral Atlas, sustaining the Heavens by mental heft. Although a keen neologist, he also serves as sanctuary for obscure and arcane words. Like an academic St Francis, he protects frail and endangered language, giving glottal Greekisms a place of safety in his mind. Astronomer, chemist, fabulist and physician, no School of Thought is closed to him. His mind is antiheliotropic, straining not for the sunlight but for the shadowy recesses of understanding. Currently he is preoccupied with a desire to enclose the human condition within mathematical formulae. Already he has found the Scatological Parabola. (As one grows from wet-bed to bed-pot, the parabola reaches its apogee, only to fall off in clumsy, accident-prone old age.) Other graphs include a Rhombus of Appetite, Octahedrons of Doubt and Faith, and an Acute Ellipse of Speech. His Sexual Trapezoid remains purely theoretical.


 


Perhaps the Monk might approve of the last actor in this strange eventless Comedy? The SWIMMER is an avowed foe to material vanity. Having renounced worldly ways, he occupies himself with Speculation.


‘All the world clings to matter,’ he believes. ‘Whereas I am not too proud to go naked as a worm. The measure of a man lies not in the cut of his cloth.’


Pleased with his bold assertions, the Swimmer lacks the authority of a thousand books to substantiate them; yet to hear him soliloquise on any subject is, he believes, an almost physical pleasure.


The Swimmer holds that nothing is worse than surrender to the Two Universal Laws – Gravity and Boredom. (Gravity is a surfeit of fear and melancholy; Boredom is the centrifugal force of the cosmos.) Delighted to encounter so many strangers in one bark, he attempts again and again to attract their attention. How his lungs burn, how his heart aches to share his wisdom with them. Out of politeness he will not interrupt their singing. He bides his time, knowing that all things come to silence.


As indeed they do. Its noise subsiding, the crew sinks back to inaction. There is no sound but the flapping of the banner above their heads. Picking his moment like a berry in brambles, the Swimmer coughs into his fist. And the ragbag crew, leaning over the side, sees the fellow for the first time  . . .










The Swimmer’s Prologue


‘Ladies and gentlemen. I cling to your boat not as a parasite but keen to be of service. (Might you toss me a few of those juicy-looking cherries? Much obliged.)’


The crew watches this naked apparition. He pops cherries into his mouth with hollow intakes of air, munches the flesh secretly, then pulls out the beheaded stem. The Swimmer tongues the naked pips through his lips: plup – plip – plop, they say as they fall into the water. The Swimmer knows how to toy with an audience.


‘Your singing has stopped,’ he says finally. ‘But the fight continues.’


Monk. What fight is that?


Swimmer. Against the enemy.


Nun. Satan?


Swimmer. Boredom. We do not, after all, appear to be going anywhere fast.


This sort of plain speaking meets with black looks. The Swimmer hastens on. ‘All my life I’ve loved stories,’ he says. ‘Not just the unravelling of a plot, or the kiss of a happy ending. It is the telling itself, the drive and rhythms, that sustains my attention.’


This is not winning the Swimmer friends. His audience finds much of interest in the dregs of its goblets.


Swimmer (shouts). Knights and damsels! Fateful quests for illusive Grails!


Fool. Gezundheit.


Swimmer. But I grew tired of the high Romances. Enough of chivalry – how does it square with your experience of the gentry?


The Swimmer, enjoying a little attention, pursues his theme. ‘Don’t you fancy a change from worn-out fancies and devices?’


Choristers. Go on, then, mate – you do better.


(Fool. It’s hard to invent outside your time.)


Swimmer. By all means. If I might have a sip of ale, I accept the challenge.


There is, on board, no great enthusiasm to part with drink. But fear of silence impels a cup into the Swimmer’s hand. When he has drained it, he clears his throat and begins.










The Swimmer’s Tale


Heaven’s eye was at its blazing height when the boat cast off for Lapo. The island, foreshortened by the glare, sat transfixed on the water, her tall cypresses barely cooling the stultified cattle. Dazzled by the sun, which the lake reflected in a million mirrors, three young men pulled their shirts over their heads, each to his own shade.


Hot-skulled, they rowed in silence.


Cesare wondered, as his oar-locks clicked, if they were not alone on the surface of Creation. For there was no activity on either shore. Earth’s crowded towns, its towers and tongues and castles, had dissolved, not into darkness but in blinding light. Baldassare, for his part, imagined himself underwater, floating coolly in the kelp and looking up, as fish must, at a sun of travelling coils. Only Alfonso concerned himself with their progress, cricking his neck in search of a place to land.


It was Alfonso who had endorsed Baldassare’s proposal of an outing, which Cesare had planted in Baldassare’s brain, after a suggestion from Alfonso.


‘It will have to be on Sunday,’ Alfonso had advised. ‘And noon the hour, when our mentors will be napping.’ For the waters they would have to cross were forbidden to them, maligned by rumours of fearful currents.


‘Clearly balls,’ said Cesare. ‘That’s just a story they tell to stop us having fun.’


He was right in one respect: apprentices are not taken on to enjoy themselves. Nor did they. For Cesare, like his friends Alfonso and Baldassare, shouldered the burden of undelivered promise. It pursued him like an odour, obtrusive with men and women alike. Unhappily trammelled, as he saw it, by duties not of his choosing, he dreamed of a life more glorious than shaving old men or cutting for kidney stones.


‘I think I’ll be a pirate,’ he would blurt, his speech slurred on adulterated wine. ‘Or cross the ocean as a conquistador. I’ll discover the Dorado and come back and buy the whole village.’ This was a gentle fantasy: three more glasses and the Pope would be his footstool. ‘You mark my words. Cesare will see much of the world, and the world will see much of Cesare.’


Together the friends had plotted their adventure. Standing on the shore at the foot of the village, they had pined for their terra nova: Lapo, the cypress isle, where Venus’s temple stood in ancient times. Cesare had licked his lips as though at a land to conquer. Alfonso praised, as best he could, the Arcadian prospect. Baldassare claimed to catch the fragrances that wafted across the lake.


For Baldassare was a sensualist. He had encountered the term in his service as eyes to a blind scholar. ‘Sensualist,’ the cleric explained, his face as sour as a lemon-sucker’s, ‘a man that lives by, or for, the senses. With emphasis on the tongue, lips, fingertips and – . Beginning with a taste for cake, or over-frequent bathing, the sensualist immures himself in the body. Agape, the sacred love for one’s fellows, yields to Eros and honeyed ruination.’


Baldassare had needed no convincing. In between his reading duties, he would stroke a velvet hem, or plunge his nose into the delicate gills of mushrooms. At supper, alone in his room, Baldassare sucked his food into savorous pap, allowing it lasciviously to dissolve in his mouth. Of other senses that he engaged, one way or another, he never spoke, neither to Alfonso nor to unflappable Cesare.


Last in the boat – that is, farthest from the coveted shore – sat Alfonso. Moodily he suffered Baldassare’s knees in his back as he trawled his head for words to fit the scene. You guessed it: Alfonso was a poet. ‘Poeta’, he had declared himself to his friends, though Cesare, chewing salami, had heard ‘potter’ and secretly deplored the lack of ambition. Wanting artistic patronage, Alfonso served time as a schoolmaster, dulling by rote the village children. Daily chores exhausted him. He read attentively but his exemplars could agree on nothing. He copied Art at Nature’s expense; he copied Nature without much Art. For the lack of an earthly or Heavenly muse, the mind-sprouted laurels wilted on his brow.


So now the apprentices, having rustled a boat in the midday heat, were set upon their story. Not a sound fluttered from rooftop or campanile. The land simmered like a liquid on the boil. Buzzards circled, as though afraid to touch the scalding earth.


‘Well, it’s true,’ Cesare exclaimed suddenly. ‘There really are strong currents in the lake.’


Shaken from cloudy preoccupation, Alfonso became aware of the claim of the oars on his arms, of the swell against the boat, which he felt, through the wood, in the soles of his feet. The shore of Lapo, its yellow sands chalky in the glare, seemed far off. It was as if their boat were magnetised, with the mainland the amorous pole, for their efforts left them merely stationary.


‘Put your backs into it, lads. We’re snagged for a bit. Perhaps three yards and we’ll be clear.’


No sooner had Cesare spoken, and the friends redoubled their efforts, than the current, an aqueous zephyr, changed direction. Now it assisted them in their progress, and each boy exulted at their combined potency.


It was Cesare who, flushed with his command, spoke first. He could contain his secret no longer:


Somnium Cesari


‘Alfonso. Baldassare. We’ve shared everything, haven’t we, since our scab-picking days? Trinkets. Daydreams. Measles. We cannot lie to each other, and withholding our adventures is just a softer kind of lying. So you should know: I’ve fallen in love.


‘She woke me where I lay sleeping, out of the setting sun, under the cork oak in Guido’s field. I felt her cool lips touch mine, and her breath enter my body. I opened my eyes on hers, that were fawn-brown like a wild thing’s and intent.


‘Her name was Fiammeta. Her parents must have been seers to christen her so aptly. For her hair was red like autumn fern that the low sun catches. It sat in a shock of flame on her head, which haloed with the sunset when she kissed me.


‘Leading me through Guido’s field, she took me to her home. It was a comfortable furnished house, with wooden toys in the garden. (She did not take me inside. Through an open window I glimpsed a bed where Fiammeta’s three young brothers slept.) We came to a bower, where we sat, secluded by a cypress hedge from prying neighbours. As the sun took its eye off us, the air chilled. She rested her brow against my neck and I could feel my pulse on the bone of her skull.


‘Should I choose her, she said after thrilling silence, she would be the traveller’s perfect consort – the fixed point to my roving compass, the ground to which I would return, bloodied from my conquests. What more did an explorer need, she asked, than a hearth to return to after long labours? Fiammeta would be my private world, the obverse to my public self. 


‘Oh, my friends, she was full figured and fertile. I kissed her between her breasts; I put my hand on a child-bearing belly and felt the power in her womb, swelling under my licensed touch. We parted on my promise to meet her again – when I’ll anchor in the bay of her thighs  . . .’


 


Still rowing, the listeners sweated. They peeped at the flashing water from beneath their shirt-veils. They listened to the plunk of their blades in the water. Cesare dared not puncture the silence, which every second became more terrible to him. How would Baldassare respond to his new allegiance? Or Alfonso critique his attempt at high oration? Against expectations, the young poet laughed:


Somnium Alfonsis


‘You tell us, Cesare, you’ve met the lady of your dreams. Well, so have I. Your paramour kissed you before you spied her? So did mine. And yet, where yours is fierily buxom, my love is as pure as fresh-fallen snow. No list of Good Women could be complete without her. Fair Thisbe, spurned Dido – er, the Roman one that got raped – are templates, of journeyman craft, to my beloved. Dante had his Beatrice, youngest of Love’s angels. So in her I’ve found my Muse, the spring and subject of my canzone.


‘It was dusk, sundown, eventide, after a day hot like today. I had fallen asleep, I confess, reading the Vita nuova in my empty classroom. Fatigued by teaching, I did not hear her enter. When with her lips and sweet breath she woke me, my vital spirit trembled. Her mouth was coral red, her hair fell in golden curls from her headdress, and the blush on her cheeks faded to faintness along her neck.


‘Taking my hand in hers – the nails were as nacre and her teeth as pearls – my Lady led me from the classroom. As we travelled through streets where dogs still panted, I admired her gown, its fur-lined sleeves, and the lavish layering of her headdress. She was as light on the ground as blown gold leaf.


‘I barely recollect the route to her villa. Tall cypresses, trimmed into heraldic shapes, signalled our arrival. Whereupon she led me, through a maze of box, into a formal garden. At its centre a marble table stood, draped in laburnum. Arranged upon its surface sat silver plate and a Venetian mirror. There were oranges and gaudy parrot feathers, and a statue of three gilded youths frozen in leave-taking.


‘We sat, I tell you, in that fragrant bower, our hands intertwined, and she told me of my future life, how in exchange for a poet’s dedication she would yield up her riches. She adored me as some mortals are adored by the gods. On her flawless breast I fixed a necklace of pearls. And Love was Mistress of my heart  . . .’


 


Now Cesare, a little of his thunder stolen, congratulated Alfonso on his happiness. Reaching past Baldassare, he slapped Alfonso too vigorously on the back. Alfonso, in riposte, flicked water at Cesare, striking Baldassare full in the face and jogging the boat ninety degrees off course.


They had to fight to manoeuvre against the changeable current.


‘What’s her name, your amorata?’ Cesare asked in a high-pitched voice.


Alfonso sucked on the question, his head in the heat beginning to throb. He had forgotten to ask.


Baldassare, all this while, had held his tongue. It was impossible for Alfonso – with his back to him – or for Cesare – to whom his back was turned – to read the anguish on Baldassare’s face. When he spoke, then, Alfonso and Cesare paid only vague attention. Initially, at least:


Somnium Baldassaris


‘I was in the dark. I was walking at night in a forest of yews. I could not see through the dry twist of branches that closed overhead, forming a tunnel. My fingertips told me nothing. My nose and ears were deserts. My eyes clung to a narrow light in the distance. I realised that the light was growing – that’s how I knew I was walking, though I couldn’t feel my legs – because the forest was falling behind me, its great weight of silence gathering. 


‘Then, with my senses still sleeping, I was standing in the cool of the dawn. In a clearing of dry rock, I met her. She sat beneath a juniper tree. She wore a white gown and headdress. In her lap lay three effigies, male senseless dolls, each with a tuft of hair fastened to its crown. I could not describe her to you – only that her face had awaited me since my birth, that I saw it for the first time and had known it always. 


‘She climbed a stair that grew from the rock, and I understood that I was to follow. Then she spoke to me without words, as sometimes happens in dreams. I asked her name. She replied, since I placed store by such things, that I might call her Ombretta. In a parched Garden she wore white and blue, and her face was shaded by a dark cypress. The dry earth at my feet welled up and sprang water. Flowers uncurled and leapt: gentians, forget-me-nots, yellow-tongued irises. As the ground came to life my innards thawed. It was like breathlessness, a gaping hole in the heart. What is this feeling of desolation that accompanies love? At the very instant of its birth we feel its death in the offing. I prayed that she might prove eternal, my bella donna. That I might walk from work one day and find her incarnate, plucked palpable from the shadows.


‘She stood, with her fingers about the pole at the base of a second stair. I could not raise my head to follow. I was dumb and deaf. But her kiss brought my senses back to life. I heard the chorus of morning birds and saw bright Spring colours. I was whole at last – inspired – and awoke in the shout of the day.’ 


 


‘You mustn’t mock me,’ said Baldassare immediately. ‘Dreams can foretell, you’ve only to read Scripture to see it. All right, so your women are flesh and blood. But there was weight to my vision, I tell you. So, Cesare (I can feel your eyes on my neck), allow me my dream. And you, Alfonso, with your living muse, don’t hate my silly ramblings.’


In fact, neither Alfonso nor Cesare seemed inclined to pass comment. Baldassare felt the loading of Cesare’s silence, he saw the muscles strain in Alfonso’s shoulders. Licking his lips, Baldassare found them chapped and bubbled by the sun. ‘I’ve a further admission,’ he said. ‘When I proposed this outing to Lapo as a protest against our condition, my true motives lay elsewhere.’ The words stuck like fishbones in his gullet. ‘Ombretta told me to come to Lapo. That she would await me in the ruins of the temple. Don’t you see, I must be sure. With all that’s in play, how could I not take the chance?’ Baldassare stopped to squeeze a ball of tension down his throat. ‘But that omission, on my part, is not the worst of it. Heeding talk of these currents you dismissed, Cesare, I guessed I would not be strong enough to make the crossing alone. I needed our combined strength to reach my goal, and would have dropped your company as soon as we arrived.’


Nothing could have prepared Baldassare for the effect of his confession. Cesare threw down his oars and jumped to his feet in foul-mouthed protestation. Alfonso turned on his seat in remonstration. How could Baldassare have done such a thing? Abused their love? And in such fashion? Devil! Fraudster! Traditore! Baldassare, shocked by his friends’ outrage, sheltered his head beneath his arms, as though for protection against coming blows. His oars, unmanned, slipped from their locks into the water – closely followed by the oars of his accusers.


Surely, I see you thinking, this scene is out of proportion to the offence? Baldassare’s sin is venial, at worst. Ah, but the fury of Alfonso and Cesare is less one of righteousness slighted than of mendacity exposed. Alfonso will never confess to the same intentions as Baldassare. Nor will Cesare, whose Fiammeta inflamed him beyond reason. So Baldassare, blushing with shame beneath his shirt, need not have loathed himself so mercilessly. His indignant friends were likewise guilty, defending themselves, by assault, from the shame of their own impenitence.


‘You risked all our lives for a dream?’ Cesare shrieked, wading deeper into the dark waters of his pretence. ‘Our friendship chucked away for an imaginary bint?’


Alfonso, without filtering the command through his conscious mind, found himself extending his right arm above Baldassare’s head into the soft of Cesare’s belly. Cesare sat down, winded; a sheet of water dragged, with his momentum, into the boat. Alfonso, astounded at his own violence, braced himself for a counter-strike. Baldassare emerged from his elbow carapace, baffled by the hiatus.


‘What did you do that for?’ wheezed Cesare.


Alfonso, finding in himself no answer, evasively reached for his oars. Baldassare did likewise. Alfonso saw the twitching in Baldassare’s cheek. Baldassare turned and saw himself reflected in Alfonso’s panic. He looked at his oars in the blinking water – not just his own, which were painted blue on the blades, but also the red-bladed oars of Cesare and the silver-striped oars of Alfonso.


The boat lurched and began to spin. ‘I’ll probably spit blood tonight,’ said Cesare, bent over his pain. Then he too saw his oar-locks empty  . . .


Terror sprang through them like flight in a flock of birds. Thoughtlessly they stood up, stumbled, sat down again. The boat was in the grip of an implacable will. It shook them like a spinning-top, heaving their hearts into their mouths, before revealing itself to them in all its awful splendour. ‘A whirlpool!’ Cesare cried, and he dived into the bow to use his hands as paddles. Alfonso did likewise at the stern, undoing all Cesare’s efforts. Baldassare, clasping his trembling hands in prayer, saw himself for an instant from the sun’s vantage: a tiny speck in the hot landscape, an atom of turmoil in the still expanse.


‘God help us! We’re sinking!’


The fragile boat creaked and spluttered, gorging itself on water. Cesare abandoned paddling and took up bailing instead. Baldassare cried to the mainland for help. Alfonso, his head spinning with the movement and the sun, vomited into the water, and watched the green spiral expand around them.


For several minutes the boat agonised. A mainlander – had there been one attending – would have heard it give up the ghost: a crack, from that distance, like a snapped pistachio nut. This imagined witness would then have seen the frightened crew lurch into the water and struggle briefly, as flies in a pond.


Alfonso splashed first, Baldassare following, and Cesare bringing up the rear. Though he guessed he was probably about to die, Baldassare could only think, as he fell, that their scorched bodies would make the water hiss on impact, like horseshoes plunged glowing into the bucket.


After some thrashing and much quenching of thirst, the three boys gulped and sank. Not one of them could swim.


They say that a man will surface three times before drowning, and that on the third gasp the entirety of his life flashes in dumb-show through his mind. It follows from this that an old man, full of years that must cede space to water, takes considerably longer than infants – whose store of memories is almost empty – to sink. Cesare, Baldassare and Alfonso, though no longer children, had few recollections to keep them afloat. Each fastened to a vision of his lady: Alfonso as she appeared in his sleep, Baldassare to Ombretta, and Cesare to his Fiammeta. Alfonso recognised, as his eyes opened on torrents, the depth of his self-deception: Baldassare’s confession had so menaced his illusion that he had turned brutal against it. Glimpsing Cesare in the gyre, Alfonso wondered whether he had kept the same secret.


Cesare, upside down, sought Alfonso and pondered the same question.


This was on their second descent. As a man the boys surfaced a third time. Kicking and struggling, they reached for air as at a falling rope. Between the planes of sky, sand and lake, in the seconds before the water claimed them, they saw the Lady. Her lips were red, her hair was gold. Her vestal gown, of antique form, was white, and white too, almost as pale as her garment, was her face. In her arms she rocked three dolls, which she cast into the lake.


The boys went abruptly under. Each one felt like a pot on a wheel, stretched too far and thin. Distending, he collapsed upon himself, as though a powerful hand pushed him into the pit of his own stomach. Somehow Baldassare’s left hand found Alfonso’s right leg; Alfonso with his right hand found Cesare’s left; with his other hand Cesare held the right hand of Baldassare. So they spun – linked in a chain, either of help or hindrance – until the too-bright world – with its implacable star – turned black.


 


 


They were washed up as flotsam on a sandy bank, in the tangled roots of a parasol pine. Prodding themselves, they felt for their heartbeats.


‘Alfonso,’ croaked Cesare, ‘Baldassare, are you all right?’


The others blinked and nodded.


‘Some benevolent current,’ said Baldassare.


‘Must have caught us,’ said Alfonso, ‘and washed us on the—’


They cast about for their bearings. Propped on their elbows, with their heads cleaned out, they looked at the distant prospect of Lapo.


The sun sank below the tired hills, promising respite. Swallows flew, flung like seed across the lake. After a wordless hour the boys heard, floating through the shadows, the angelus bell, and arose to join their masters.


 


 


Many years later these events seem quite unreal to Alfonso. Successful merchants shun the fantastical: hard facts are their currency. So Alfonso’s recollections of an erotic dream, of mutual deception and near-drowning were merely the effusions of a sun-stricken brain. Sitting in the handsome courtyard of his seaside villa, a stone’s throw from rooms replete with worldly goods, he gazes back on his former self with tender contempt. Now, for poetry, he looks no farther than the irregular line endings of an accounts ledger. It had not, after all, made him happy. The life of study that the craft would have demanded of him would, in the end, have killed the very thing he thought he’d sought to celebrate. Alfonso the poet would have dried up, writing out of an empty self, as the body in hunger feeds off its reserves. Instead, with his submissive wife and his silver, he has found his way successfully to a life without vocation.


Baldassare, over time, has turned godly. In a monastery near Verona he applies himself to prayer, lowering his nose into a psalter and digesting its eternal nutriments. Unlike Alfonso, he does not dismiss the Lapo business. On the contrary, upon its foundations he has built his life of Observance. To atone for his betrayal – of which he believes himself uniquely guilty – Baldassare mortifies, with a lice-crawling hairshirt, the body that had almost lost him. Many times a day he sings ‘Salva nos stella maris’ and kisses the Virgin’s alabaster toes. Sometimes, in his sleep, the White Lady is a temptress casting his soul on seething waters. At other times she is the symbol of beneficent love, receiving his tremulous spirit amid the weeping rocks. Though never less than strenuously honest, Baldassare will not share these dreams with his brother confessor. He cradles them to himself, as uniquely his own as his body’s odours.


Finally Cesare – long since dispensed with as bluff confidant – leads no great expeditions. New routes to the spices he leaves to less settled and hungrier men. For Cesare was chastened by his adventure, acquiring from it a sound distrust of boats. Now he rarely leaves his barber-surgeon’s shop, where his three sons are in training one day to succeed him. Cesare’s youthful escapade – though stretched, over the years, into a yarn for lathered customers – taught him to settle for his lot. Dreamed Fiammeta’s promise of domestic bliss, realised in the plump figure of a gap-toothed housewife, ensures him hot dinners and darned stockings. Quiet and comfort, sharpened by the apprehension of travel, have left Cesare a modest patriarch.


All three friends (though each no longer knows of the others’ whereabouts) have come in time to their senses.


Are they happy?


They are still alive: the question does not apply.


 


Explicit liber adolescens










The Drinking Woman’s Prologue


Having finished, the Swimmer is only just beginning. The tale was a prologue to his extrapolations.


Swimmer. Now I shall explain to you the meaning of it all  . . .


But he gets no farther. The Fool swings down from the rigging and fairly lobs his cup at the fellow. ‘What a great idea,’ he cries, ‘to entertain us while we wait.’


The Swimmer parts his lips to acknowledge the compliment.


Fool. You must be parched after all that talking. Have a drink on me.


Swimmer. But I should like to continue—


Fool. ANYONE ELSE GOT A STORY? A ballad perhaps? Old wives’ tales?


The Fool is relieved to hear the Drinking Woman rise. ‘Old wife yourself,’ she says, ‘tinkle-toes.’


Swimmer. Wait – stop – puh!


Drinking Woman. I’ve got something. It’s not so restrained as clever-clogs here but a deal more fun.


Swimmer. Just a moment, I’ve not finished.


Choristers (to Drinking Woman). Oh come quickly yes let’s have it!


With improbable enthusiasm the crew surrounds the Drinking Woman, presenting the Swimmer with a view of backsides.


‘It’s a story I learned years ago,’ the Drinking Woman says, ‘when I was a child. And then later, in more detail, when I got the curse. Both versions came from our village midwife, Mistress Fibula, who had a gob crowded, if you see what I mean, with gossip and legends. Of course, I have no learning. Fancy turns and phrases are beyond my ken, though I had a scholar once and maybe some of his talk rubbed off on me. Still – to the best of my knowledge – you’ll get the low-down as Mistress Fibula gave it. I shall leave out none of her colouring, nor those incidents that convince me of the truth of the story.
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