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  With Ann

  and

  For Marlowe and Adam Zachary


  The delusions of history and the illusions of art both require a suspension of disbelief.

  Arthur Koestler

  Art gives life to what history killed.

  Carlos Fuentes


  
Prologue

  The midday sun casts a foreshortened shadow of the gallows erected for my hanging.

  Perhaps, I think, the public executioner has already begun his funereal march down Souk Street, but if so, the dirgeful music of pipe and drum cannot be heard over the roaring of my name, ‘Zherbantay! Zherbantay! Zherbantay!’ – so angry a sound that at first I believe the crowd would be pleased to do the executioner’s work for him. But then I see the anxious knots of turbaned Turks and club-bearing janissaries among the cowled Moors, and I see the Dey of Algiers’s own pikemen uneasily surrounding the stage where I stand with my hands roped behind my back and a janissary on either side, looking not at me but where the pikemen are looking, which is at the crowd – for am I not a sign and an omen, a wonder, at whose death the already stricken city will die? And if so, mustn’t the crowd’s anger be directed not at me but at those who would kill me?

  ‘Got any money?’ asks the janissary to my left.

  I shake my head no.

  ‘Pity,’ he says. ‘For a few zianies I could help.’

  ‘How?’

  ‘Pulling,’ he says. ‘See, when a person’s dangling from a rope, he strangles slow. Takes half an hour or more. But if somebody who don’t like to see his fellow man suffer was to pull on his legs, this would break his neck and put him out of his misery. You sure you don’t have any loose change?’

  Again I shake my head, the one that will soon be supported by a rope.

  I find myself thinking for the first time in years of my grandfather Juan the Patriarch, and how he died so abruptly, the first death in my life, the recollection of which I brush irritably from my mind. Standing under the crossbeam of the gallows, is death all I can think of?

  I decide to think of Zoilos instead.

  Zoilos was the first literary critic in recorded history, spiteful but shrewd and capable of the killing witticism. He lived in the fourth century BC and was called Homer’s Scourge because he made his living tearing apart the Iliad and the Odyssey almost line by line, and blind Homer dead four hundred years by then so who was there to defend him?

  Still, I’d rather have a Zoilos than nobody at all. In my short life, what have I written to merit the critics working me over? I won’t have even a Zoilos.

  I brood about this until it makes me wonder: What would I write if I didn’t die? I’ll never know.

  This leads me to some seemingly unrelated speculation. If the universe consists of numberless atoms floating around randomly in infinite space and endless time – as the Laughing Philosopher (what’s to laugh?) and others believe – then is this world in which we live (and die) the only world? Why shouldn’t there be another world somewhere . . .

  (I hear music faintly, then louder, the skirl of pipes and bang of drums rising over the roar of the crowd.)

  . . . almost exactly the same, but where a few billion atoms have come together differently so that there are minor changes . . .

  (An unremarkable-looking man in a green turban mounts the stage and gives the hempen noose a professional tug.)

  . . . one of which is that I don’t die today, which happens to be 23 April 1580?

  (The unremarkable-looking man in the green turban shoves a crate directly under the dangling noose. ‘It’s time,’ he says.)

  I listen to the crowd roaring my name, and this gives me the strength to climb on to the crate. My cheek bumps the noose and sets it swinging. I recoil, as some people recoil from snakes and slugs. The unremarkable-looking man slips the noose over my head.

  Though the sky is cloudless, bleached a brassy white by the implacable sun, thunder peals and a twin-pronged streak of lightning forks the harbour – the only implausible element in an otherwise straightforward account of my death – making the crowd of superstitious, miracle-hungry Moors prostrate themselves just as two burly members of the public executioner’s entourage kick the crate out from under me so that I am left dangling eighteen inches above the stage.

  And then? Why, then, an extraordinary thing happens.

  Or is it so extraordinary, all things considered?


  
Part the First


  THE DEATH

  OF

  MIGUEL DE CERVANTES


  
I

  Being an Exploration of the Columbus Connection

  And Other Family Matters of Consequence

  My great-grandfather knew Christopher Columbus before he discovered the New World. Ruy Díaz de Cervantes was proud of his acquaintance with the legendary explorer, but his son and my grandfather, the attorney Juan de Cervantes Saavedra, denied to his dying day that his father and Columbus had ever met. There’s a story in this, but it’s not my story. Not quite, anyway. There’s a story in most things, if only you know how to find it.

  My great-grandfather Ruy Díaz de Cervantes lived in Córdoba, where he belonged to a drinking club that met at the apothecary shop of two Genoese brothers to weigh such grave matters as physics, astrology, Aristotle’s Poetics and the then-contestable – to some, detestable – roundness of the earth. One day in 1486 the Genoese apothecaries admitted to their club a disarmingly monomaniacal navigator who himself had been raised in Genoa by probably Spanish, possibly New Christian, parents. This, to give him the name he used on arrival in Córdoba, was Cristoforo Colombo.

  Some in the drinking club sailed with Columbus on his first great voyage of discovery and left their bleached bones in the Indies, but most, like the men of my grandmother Leonor de Torreblanca’s family, merely drank and argued with Columbus before sinking back into respected obscurity. The people of Andalucía deplore overachieving, except by themselves.

  My mother, another Leonor, Doña Leonor Cortinas from the village of Barajas near Madrid, would tell me and my sister Andrea, ‘Oh, they did have one thing in common, that lot – there wasn’t a Rusty Old Christian among them.’ This was an overstatement. Doña Leonor lived in a world of overstatement, doubtless to compensate for the underachievement of her husband, the barber-surgeon Rodrigo de Cervantes.

  ‘Your grandfather the Patriarch’ – she always called him that – ‘married a Torreblanca, which is to say a New Christian, which is to say a converso, which is to say a person of Jewish ancestry, so his purity of blood, if any, did not pass to you children.’

  Doña Leonor’s Old Testamentally relentless scorn of her father-in-law was so reciprocated that when my father Rodrigo plunged the family into poverty, as he regularly did, Juan the Patriarch never opened his purse to let even a handful of maravedís trickle in our direction.

  An early memory, which Andrea, who is almost three years older, confirms:

  ‘Well, we’re moving! On the old road again,’ shouted my father in a simulacrum of cheer.

  ‘Who did you kill this time?’ asked my mother.

  ‘Nobody. I didn’t kill nobody.’

  The double negative, I ought to say, is no indication of a deficient education – my father was speaking Spanish, after all. ‘Lazarillo de Tormes had nothing on us!’ he shouted, referring to the protagonist of the picaresque novel then a bestseller in Spain. ‘No, señora! We travel, we see the world and learn how psychology breeds geography, or is it the other way around?’

  ‘After Lazarillo de Tormes saw the world,’ said Doña Leonor, ‘he settled down in Valencia or somewhere as town crier – a good steady job that you if anyone could handle.’

  My father’s deafness got worse every year. It was why he shouted.

  ‘Toledo. Lazarillo was town crier of Toledo,’ he shouted.

  After this minor literary correction – my father was an expert on the more impractical aspects of book lore, like poetry and picaresque novels – Doña Leonor fell silent, but it was an eloquent silence. Where she scorned her father-in-law the Patriarch, she merely disdained her husband, a subtle distinction, but one Doña Leonor knew how to draw.

  Rodrigo de Cervantes was so thin and angular that, although he was a man of barely middle height, at a casual glance he appeared tall. Stamped on his sallow, sparsely bearded face was the wistful expression of someone who wished he had been born in some other place or time.

  Andrea asked, ‘Why must we move again, Papá?’

  ‘You’re too young to understand.’

  ‘Try me,’ suggested Doña Leonor ominously.

  My father sighed. Then he shouted, ‘I simply failed to reduce a dislocated shoulder. It’s not so easy, you know. A door, you usually use a door and a stout rope. You need shoulders of your own like the bellringer at Sevilla Cathedral.’ My father did not have such shoulders. ‘Well, what happened, instead of reducing the dislocated left shoulder, I somehow managed to dislocate the right.’

  ‘Who did the shoulders belong to?’ demanded Doña Leonor.

  ‘A count. A no-account count,’ my father shouted. ‘Practically threadbare. Hardly a grandee of Spain, my dear. Still, it would be politic to leave right away.’

  It was frequently politic and never a problem. We had few possessions and Doña Leonor always hid enough money somewhere to hire, in the inevitable extremis, one of those long, covered mule carts called galleys. Andrea and my next-oldest sister Luisa and I were all the right age for the roads and inns of Spain to seem limitlessly seductive; my younger brother Rodrigo was just a toddler, and my third sister Magdalena hadn’t been born yet, nor the youngest of us, little Juan the Obscure.

  Our removal did not deter the count with the two dislocated shoulders from bringing the predictable lawsuit. Litigiousness proliferated in Spain in its Century of Gold no less than in Elizabethan England and other contemporary centres of culture, an unfortunate by-product of Renaissance humanism, which one shouldn’t be too hard on. As Cide Hamete – arguably the world’s most profound philosopher – would tell me many years later, ‘Avoid all isms – except the one good one.’ Ah! But which was that? The sage Arab never said.

  Another early memory, again confirmed by my sister Andrea:

  To go to prison, Doña Leonor dressed me in my best – actually, my only – grey serge suit. Mother’s and daughters’ homespun gowns parted in inverted ‘V’s to reveal their kirtles. This modest finery had escaped the depredations of the bailiff who, two days after my father’s arrest for debt, came to the small house outside Valladolid where my father’s pragmatic travels had deposited us, and distrained before a distraught Doña Leonor my father’s guitar and sword, my mother’s empty jewel case, a table and three broken chairs, blankets as much moth holes as merino wool, straw-deficient mattresses, and a chipped Christ-child in a lidless wooden box. Only my father’s pathetic library of half a dozen books (of which more later) was spared.

  ‘If,’ said Doña Leonor disdainfully, ‘you could prove you were gentry, you’d be free in five minutes. It’s against the law to imprison an hidalgo for debt.’

  To be married to an hidalgo – hijo de algo, son-of-something, a man of consequence – you could see the longing in Doña Leonor’s eyes.

  ‘I could prove it,’ said Rodrigo de Cervantes, ‘if they let me out of here.’

  ‘They won’t let you out until you do prove it.’

  ‘That’s called a paradox, I think,’ chirped my sister Andrea brightly.

  At eight, insatiably curious Andrea was fascinated by everything in Valladolid prison. ‘They put ladies in prison too,’ she marvelled.

  ‘Those are not ladies,’ Doña Leonor said.

  My sister Luisa’s head was bowed. Her lips moved in silent prayer.

  My father hugged Andrea to his chest, possibly to keep her from seeing too much.

  ‘Well, son of a something,’ Doña Leonor taunted him, ‘if you’re an hidalgo, now’s the time to prove it.’

  Proving limpieza de sangre, purity of blood, was out of the question, but a patent of nobility, even a coat-of-arms, these were possible. Yet in all the years of his marriage Rodrigo de Cervantes had never managed to get them.

  ‘What are that man and lady doing?’ Andrea asked my mother.

  ‘She’s no lady. Don’t look. And stop pointing.’

  But in the dim light of the visitors’ room my sister Andrea looked and looked, her pale blue eyes enormous.

  ‘What are they doing?’ I asked her.

  ‘Why did I ever bring them here?’ Doña Leonor wailed.

  ‘Beg the warden to release me for thirty days. In thirty days I’ll prove I’m a gent.’

  The warden refused, but sent Doña Leonor to a lawyer, a young Basque named Iñaki Satrústegui Zumalacárregui.

  Doña Leonor practised those thirteen tongue-tormenting syllables, but to no avail. Basque does not resemble Castilian. Or any other language.

  ‘Call me Picapleitos,’ the young lawyer suggested. ‘My fellow students at Salamanca always did.’

  Picapleitos was a small intense man in a black baize doublet and tight black hose. He sat with his skinny legs crossed, swinging a brass-buckled shoe. His undersized head rested on a huge starched cambric ruff, like an apple on a stack of platters, and he had an inordinately long nose, the tip of which God had pinched to a point.

  ‘A veritable patent of nobility,’ he said, ‘would of course cost a fortune. But gentility can also be acquired in much the same manner as its divine equivalent, the state of grace. My ecclesiastical colleagues speak of indulgence. A Janus-faced term. Here in the shop we frankly prefer the word bribery.’ Picapleitos stroked the length of his long nose, bridge to tip, his clean hand somehow managing to leave an ink smear. ‘Now then. How much are you prepared to spend?’

  ‘Well,’ Doña Leonor parried.

  Picapleitos stroked his nose in reverse, tip to bridge. The ink smear vanished. ‘Contingency,’ he complained. ‘I should have known. My dear señora, gentility-by-repute or -aspect does not come cheap. What does your man do in life?’

  ‘He’s a barber-surgeon.’

  ‘No fixed income.’ Picapleitos sighed. The tip of his now unsmeared nose quivered. ‘Would a moneylender be helpful at this point in time? It so happens that my cousin –’

  ‘No. No, we want no part of any moneylenders.’

  ‘Then shall we say ten per cent of his gross income for one year commencing on the day I deliver the document?’

  ‘Shall we say five per cent commencing the day he’s discharged from prison?’

  It took Picapleitos six weeks. Meanwhile, we starved.

  I don’t mean to the point of death. There was something to eat most days, usually a few overripe fish heads in a pan of migas, crumbs fried with garlic in rancid olive oil. But this diet did little more than fight a rearguard action against hunger.

  ‘Enough to keep body and soul together, if God wills,’ my pious, pudding-faced sister Luisa put it.

  Except for plump Luisa, we were a family of lean people with no fat to live off in an emergency. Luisa was the odd one out in other ways too. Her hair was dark, her complexion olive, while the rest of us had fair complexions and hair ranging from my own bright chestnut to Andrea’s glorious wheaten mane. My baby brother Rodrigo even sported some freckles, like a dusting of cinnamon.

  In a bare kitchen, we dreamed of food.

  Pudding-faced Luisa: ‘Fried milk all slathered with honey, please God.’

  I: ‘Benengeli con queso.’ Eggplant baked with cheese; my favourite.

  Andrea: ‘Not benengeli – it’s berengena. Try it.’

  But ever since I was two, I always mispronounced eggplant as benengeli. It was almost the first word I spoke. (It would almost be the last.)

  ‘Be- be-’ I tried. ‘Benengeli!’

  ‘Oh, never mind,’ sighed Andrea. Then, with spirit, ‘Anyway, don’t waste your wishes, Miguelito. Meat! A big pot of stewed rabbit, under a golden crust to hold in the saffron steam! Or lambs’ tongues braised in sweet Málaga wine. Or a plump pleasant, I mean peasant, I mean pheasant – simmered in milk with ginger and almonds!’ She banged her small fists in frustration on the empty larder shelves and twitched her hips in an odd new way so that, many years later when I was a prisoner in Algiers, the first time I saw the groaning table set for the exotic dancer Zoraida, I remembered my sister Andrea.

  Doña Leonor also, in her way, prepared me for Algiers. For even when the family had enough to eat, even when the fish heads were attached to fish bodies and the oil was not rancid, migas were still crumbs, the crumbs of poverty. But, ‘Eat your migas,’ my mother would warn me, ‘or the Barbary pirates will come in the night and get you.’

  It was the commonest maternal threat on the seacoasts of Andalucía, where Barbary pirates prowled and where migas, like some culinary plague, were endemic. Most of my early youth was spent there in Andalucía as Rodrigo de Cervantes sought haven from ineptitude and litigation in the less unforgiving south.

  ‘Eat your migas or the Barbary pirates will come in the night and get you.’

  I ate my migas – and the pirates bided their time.

  One day my father appeared with a paper attesting to his gentility and we, naturally, moved. Rodrigo de Cervantes plied his trade in a dozen towns and villages in the south, and he grew deafer with every season, and we rarely had enough to eat, but Andrea flourished, eight, nine, ten years old, more a beauty each year, and my pudding-faced sister Luisa thought her pure thoughts of God, and my brother Rodrigo was the perfect little soldier with those cinnamon freckles and gaps between his milk teeth. My parents argued (so that in time I thought all parents did, all the time), my father spent more time in debtors’ prison despite Picapleitos’s document, my sister Magdalena was born with a thatch of red hair. We never stayed put long enough to go to school, not until we settled for a time in Córdoba, but my father taught us all, even my sisters, to read. Doña Leonor didn’t mind, even though literacy was a strong indication of a converso hiding in the family tree. Nor did she mind that our nomadic existence made youthful friendships impossible: the children in the towns where Rodrigo de Cervantes found fleeting work were, of course, never good enough for us.

  Friendless, lonely, I read. I read everything I could get my hands on. I read the books essential to my father’s trade, Lobrera’s The Four Diseases, Vigo’s The Practice of Surgery, and a serviceable Latin grammar by one Nebrija. I read my father’s dog-eared and migas-stained copy of Lazarillo de Tormes, received in payment for curing one of those four diseases. I read about Orlando, furioso and otherwise, in a volume acquired by splinting a broken leg. I read the poetry of Petrarch, that father of humanism – perhaps the one good ism? – presented for the timely application of some leeches. (Knowing no other incomparable girls, I pictured as Petrarch’s incomparable Laura my sister Andrea.) I even read summonses for my father’s arrest.

  But reading, like migas, only fought a rearguard action. I would walk along the dusty, unpaved street of our latest port-of-call and watch boys my age chasing each other or taunting girls or wrestling. Loneliness was a hunger as bad as an empty belly.

  Andrea, lonely too, studied herself. I mean this in no Delphic or Socratic sense; but her body, with its unmistakable signs of puberty, fascinated her. That made two of us. Secretly I would watch her run her fingers over the curve of a hip, or with her two hands explore the sleek length of a bare leg, or impatiently cup the not-quite-flatness of her breasts. Spanish girls mature early, especially in the south.

  Sometimes Andrea took little Rodrigo on her lap and crooned a gypsy melody to him. I felt left out. But invariably Rodrigo would squirm free to play with a mutilated toy soldier, lacking one hand, which he had found somewhere.

  Our grandmother, the other Doña Leonor, Leonor de Torreblanca, came to live with us when her husband Juan the Patriarch decided to spend his declining years in their native Córdoba, taking their eighteen-year-old housekeeper with him. The two Leonors spent hours alternately scorning the Patriarch and disdaining Rodrigo de Cervantes.

  The word from Córdoba was that the Patriarch, ensconced there as a magistrate, was squandering the family fortune on his housekeeper and in the gambling den of a Frenchman.

  This word came from the Patriarch’s twenty-year-old black slave – actually he was only a little darker than a gypsy – called Luis, who, bearing a letter, came one day to the nameless village where we were living near the (to us) great city of Cabra midway between Córdoba and Granada.

  ‘The things that go on in that house,’ Luis said with a possibly envious shake of his head. The money that man pisses away at Pierre Papin’s.’

  Juan the Patriarch had addressed the letter to Rodrigo de Cervantes, so although both Leonors were literate, they waited for my father’s return. He came shortly before sunset, bringing in a blast of cold mountain air, his face and fingers blue except for the bloodstains.

  ‘Hello, Luis, what are you doing here?’

  ‘Letter from your old man.’ Luis, in the years since the Patriarch had won him from the gambler Pierre Papin, never señor-ed or señora-ed any of them. He claimed he’d been born the son of a mighty prince on some island or other in the Indies.

  Rodrigo de Cervantes broke the seal and read. And this poor, well-meaning failure of a husband and father seemed to swell to twice his usual self.

  ‘I have an offer of steady work,’ he said.

  Everybody crowded around.

  ‘Surgeon to the Córdoba tribunal of the Supreme and General Council of the Inquisition,’ my father shouted.

  There followed one of those ear-shattering silences.

  ‘The Suprema,’ said Leonor Cortinas finally, ‘prosecutes conversos.’

  ‘And persecutes those it’s too busy to prosecute,’ said Leonor de Torreblanca. ‘One way or another, everyone in this house figures to be a target.’

  ‘Except me,’ said Luis smugly.

  ‘Anyway, you can’t work for the Suprema unless you have limpieza de sangre,’ Leonor Cortinas told her husband.

  ‘Which you don’t, as I of all people should know,’ Leonor de Torreblanca told her son. ‘Purity of blood is a matter of three generations. Nobody in this family can claim that.’

  Not true. My mother, from an illiterate and inbred peasant family in La Mancha, could claim it.

  ‘Only those with pure blood,’ shouted my father, ‘can work for the Suprema. Since they’ve hired me, it follows that I have it. And if I do, then you all do.’

  I remember turning my wrist towards the light of the oil lamp and trying to see if the tracery of veins and arteries looked any different. I saw Andrea engrossed in the study of her own slender wrist.

  ‘Bring water, someone,’ my father shouted.

  And he washed his bloodstained hands. He washed them again. He washed them a third time.

  At dawn my mother produced her hidden galley-money and by nine o’clock we were creaking, swaying and jouncing along the Córdoba road into the teeth of a cold wind.


  
II

  In Which My Grandfather Loses an Argument

  And My Sister and I Share a Dream

  Until then the Rusty Old Christians around us had mostly exempted my father from the intolerance with which they favoured your average converso, whose rumoured wealth and power they resented. Rodrigo de Cervantes, after all, was clearly even poorer and less powerful than themselves. He had not married into the nobility to taint the blood of their race, as other New Christians did. Nor, in the (to us) great cities like Cabra where he had plied his insecure trade, could they accuse him of spreading the Lutheran heresy – which converted Jews allegedly did, just as surely as converted Muslims (called moriscos) spied for the Barbary pirates who ravaged the sea coasts of Andalucía and came in the night for little boys who wouldn’t eat their migas. They couldn’t accuse him because in the (to us) great cities like Cabra they had never heard of the Lutheran heresy.

  Things were different in Córdoba.

  ‘What am I doing wrong?’ Doña Leonor asked my grandmother, who had returned eagerly to the city of her birth but now barely ventured outdoors except to walk in awe once or twice a week – a pilgrimage almost – past the apothecary shop where her Torreblanca uncles had shared wine with Christopher Columbus seventy years ago. ‘What am I doing wrong? For the first time in my married life, coins jingle in my purse, but the neighbours shun me and I’m lucky if the fishmonger will sell me even the dregs of the catch when I can afford salt cod already soaked. And now I can’t find a midwife for when my time comes.’

  My father vowed, ‘I’ll get you the best midwife money can buy or she and all her family will wear the sambenito to the Burning Place.’

  My formerly gaunt father in a few months had gained so much weight that his excess chins rendered a ruff superfluous. But his eyes had a haunted look. As a surgeon employed by the Inquisition his job was to patch up the victims of torture so they could undergo more of the same.

  ‘I heal them,’ he would plead. ‘That’s the opposite of hurting them, isn’t it? I make them better, not worse.’

  No one would answer, and my father would sit heavily and stuff his face with the rich foods he himself bought on his way home from the Inquisition dungeons.

  A terrified midwife delivered Juan the Obscure in September 1555, or was it October? Very little is known about my youngest sibling.

  ‘I’m going to name him Juan, for the Patriarch,’ said my mother, surprising everybody. ‘Why? Because for once I can afford the gesture. For once the old reprobate won’t think I’m angling for anything, that’s why.’ Hardly pausing to give Juan the Obscure her breast, she told me, ‘You’re eight years old, Miguel – high time you went to school.’

  I gasped. Andrea squeezed my hand sympathetically.

  ‘I know you’re not getting along with the kids in the barrio,’ my mother said, ‘but a Jesuit school just opened and you won’t be known there.’

  The Jesuits were almost as new as the Lutheran heresy. Some say they arose to counter it.

  ‘Amadis of Gaul,’ I said in an apparent non sequitur, ‘was educated by the King of Scotland.’

  My father had bought – actually paid cash money for – a copy of the chivalric romance Amadís de Gaula for my birthday. Ideas of chivalry, valour, fidelity and purity soon filled my heart, but I had no one to be chivalrous, valorous, faithful or pure to. Or with.

  ‘The Jesuit Academy is as far as we can send you.’

  ‘At birth,’ I informed my mother, ‘Amadis was abandoned and his cradle set adrift in the sea.’

  ‘If you want to be abandoned, there’s still time.’ Juan the Obscure’s birth had changed Doña Leonor. Or perhaps the coins jingling in her purse had. She showed signs of a humour as dry as the plains of her native La Mancha. ‘Otherwise, you’re going to school.’

  ‘I’ll have nobody to play with,’ protested Andrea – which seemed odd, because until then we so rarely had played together.

  I looked at Rodrigo on the floor, anxiously marching his one-handed toy soldier back and forth. I looked at Juan the Obscure, nursing. Glumly I told myself I would never have a brother like Amadis’s brother Galaor. Galaor would have thought of something.

  It’s been said that the legend of Amadis of Gaul, already known by the early fourteenth century and written down in 1508 probably by one Rodríguez Montalvo, gave to Spain a vital part of its unique soul which, not quite a hundred years later, I killed. I plead not guilty, or at least extenuating circumstances including the long reign of a king in love with death. But all that comes later.

  Now, I’d better say something about the Spanish art of the piropo. An ambulatory pastime, allied to the paseo or ritual stroll, the piropo is a flirtatious compliment which may be aimed with impunity at any woman on any street in the realm. A novice piropeador might murmur as the object of his admiration parades by, ‘Ah, how lovelier than the full moon’ (or springtime, or a garden, or whatever strikes his feeble fancy). In theory piropos are always in good taste, but a gifted piropeador can skirt the outrageous, and even do it in verse, viz.:

  
    If the Inquisition learned

    How truly I worship you

    And the false coin you’ve returned

    They’d burn you for a Jew.

  

  A piropo can be suggestive but never sexually explicit. The piropeador who oversteps the bounds must be dealt with by the girl’s brother(s), and dealt with severely – as I learned on my way home from my first day at the Jesuit Academy.

  A girl came skipping towards me.

  ‘What are you doing here?’ I asked when I recognized Andrea. She was dressed fetchingly in an arched hood and shoulder cape.

  ‘I missed you.’

  We began walking the long way home past the Roman bridge and the honey-coloured stone buildings that hid the great mosque which, at the time, was spawning in its interior a cathedral. As we passed two loitering boys a year or so older than Andrea, a wind swirled in off the river to lift her cape and plaster her bodice and skirts against her.

  ‘If Aeolus the wind-god were no pagan, I’d light a candle tonight to thank him,’ the taller boy commendably improvised, and doffed his beret. Andrea’s pale blue eyes twinkled as she swept past.

  The second boy said something just as the wind gusted again. Andrea froze. With an anguished look the taller boy groaned, ‘Tomás, no! Man! How often must I tell you? A piropo is not a blunt instrument.’

  ‘My sword,’ said the boy named Tomás. ‘I said my sword. That ain’t a blunt instrument, is it?’

  ‘A taste of his sword?’ Andrea said. ‘Me? What’s he got against me?’

  ‘Nothing,’ said the boy Tomás. ‘But I wish I did.’

  The taller boy groaned again.

  ‘Besides,’ mused Andrea, ‘he isn’t carrying a sword. Or any weapon that I can see. So why say he wanted to give me a taste of . . .’ Her voice stopped. Her eyes narrowed.

  ‘I assure you, señorita,” said the taller boy with a sigh, Tomás’s bark is worse than his bite.’

  ‘But I’d gladly bite her too,’ said Tomás indefatigably.

  Andrea’s eyes suddenly flew wide open. ‘Sword,’ she cried, then, louder, ‘Sword!’ Pale, her lips trembling, she told me, ‘Hit him, Miguel.’

  He was four or five years my senior and outweighed me by half.

  ‘Me?’ I temporized. ‘Hit him where?’

  ‘You could hit him,’ Andrea suggested, ‘in his precious “sword”.’

  I wasn’t sure of her precise meaning, but knowing Andrea expected me to defend her honour, I lowered my head and reluctantly charged.

  I think he let me butt him in the stomach because he felt contrite. At any rate, he fell backwards. I think he would have apologized to Andrea, but my head had knocked the breath from him. Trying to regain my balance, I inadvertently stuck my knee in his face. His nose began to bleed.

  ‘Ooh,’ said Andrea, not displeased.

  I might have done more, for I was warming to my obligation, but the taller boy lifted me and deposited me to one side. ‘Enough,’ he laughed. ‘Who wants it written on his tombstone that a seven-year-old beat him to death?’

  ‘Eight,’ I bristled.

  The stocky boy snuffled blood. He got up.

  ‘This lout who meant no harm,’ the tall boy said, ‘is Tomás Gutiérrez, and I am Juan Rufo. You’re a spunky kid,’ he told me, and turned a radiant smile on Andrea. ‘You must be extremely proud of your little cousin, Doña . . .’

  ‘Andrea de Cervantes Saavedra y Cortinas,’ she said. ‘And this is my younger brother Miguel, who just started school at the Jesuit Academy today, which is why I happen to be out on the street. Seeing him home. I mean, there’s no telling what riff-raff a child might run into.’

  Andrea had packed a lot into those words: that she was mature enough to be given responsibility for my safety despite the reverse having happened; that as a student at the Jesuit Academy I came from an acceptable family; and that she hadn’t yet forgiven Tomás Gutiérrez his woeful Piropo but, by introducing us, hinted that she might.

  ‘School?’ said Tomás Gutiérrez, horrified. ‘Still, it don’t seem to have hurt Juan here none.’ He shook my hand with a grip like a blacksmith’s tongs. ‘Someday,’ he said wistfully, squeezing, ‘someday I’ll learn to keep my big mouth shut instead of shoving my boot in it.’ He gave my hand a final crush.

  Juan Rufo said, ‘Man, don’t worry about it. The best of friendships often begin with a little altercation to clear the air. Romances, too. Isn’t that so, Doña Andrea?’

  Our two new friends walked with us until we neared our dilapidated house. Then, as the wind was blowing from the direction of the nearby tanneries, they doffed their berets and swiftly departed.

  Doña Leonor told Andrea, ‘Absolutely not.’

  ‘But Miguel needs friends.’

  ‘In the first place, they’re boys. Nice girls do not have boys for friends.’

  ‘Miguel, Mamá. I only asked if Miguel could sometimes play with Juan and Tomás, and I’d look after him. Because they’re bigger.’

  ‘What happened to your hand, Miguel?’

  ‘My what? Nothing. Happened to it.’

  ‘In the second place, this Tomás Gutiérrez,’ Doña Leonor continued the next day, ‘I have discovered, is the son of a hosier. And this Juan Rufo’s father is a dyer, an equally suspicious line of work.’

  ‘You mean those are Jew jobs?’ Andrea asked.

  ‘Don’t say Jew jobs.’

  ‘Then they aren’t?’

  ‘You should say occupations appropriate for conversos.’

  On the subject of New Christians my mother was often ambivalent.

  ‘But, Mamá, aren’t we conversos?’

  ‘The probability,’ said Doña Leonor, ‘is not low. On your father’s side. But that doesn’t matter. They’re just not good enough for you children. Miguel will find suitable friends at school.’

  But I found no friends at the Jesuit Academy. At first I thought the other boys avoided me because of the tannery stink that clung to my clothes and hair. But then I overheard them talking.

  ‘And after they’ve tortured their poor victims to the point of death, his father patches them up so they can be tortured some more.’

  ‘I hear he’s his father’s apprentice.’

  On my way home I sometimes met Tomás Gutiérrez and Juan Rufo.

  ‘Where’s your sister, man?’

  ‘Home. She’s home. You’d be amazed how much she has to do.’

  To be friendless without the possibility of friends is bad enough. But to see the possibility and have it denied is worse. Andrea moped around the house. She read desultorily. She no longer took Rodrigo on her lap, and she had nothing to do with Magdalena who, belying the red of her hair, was an almost icily self-possessed child. ‘No, thank you, I would rather not,’ was her most frequent response to anything. Like all of us Cervantes children, except plump, pudding-faced, devout Luisa, Magdalena was verbally precocious, but she kept her own counsel.

  As Andrea’s melancholy grew, so did her beauty. My sister Andrea’s hair was the colour of a wheatfield, her pale blue eyes luminous. Though her long-legged figure was too slender for the common taste, she moved with numinous grace. Her beauty was like the caress of the sun on a windless winter day in high Castilla, or the silver track of a full moon on the sea bearing the enigmatic silhouette of an exotically rigged boat, or a pool of clear water in all that man-killing expanse of blazing sand and rock between Algiers and Spanish Oran at the exact moment the escaped prisoner realizes it is no mirage.

  One day early in 1556 when the oranges hung ripe on the trees, Doña Leonor said, ‘Children, you’ve been invited to visit your grandfather the Patriarch.’

  All I knew about my grandfather was what I’d heard from the two Leonors. My hands began to tremble. I saw Gog and Magog, fourteen feet tall and looming colossally over landscapes and things.

  ‘I’ll wear my satin-trimmed kirtle,’ said Andrea.

  ‘You’ll wear plain Cuenca cloth, the oldest you have.’

  Juan the Patriarch summoned us for that hour usually reserved for the siesta, so we would expect no hospitality. To reach the front door of his house across the river from the cathedral-spawning mosque, we had to walk single-file along a narrow path through rushes that reached over our heads. Inside, the black slave Luis led us along a chiaroscuro corridor lit by occasional random holes in the wall to a vast, bare and gelid room. Unseen water dripped. Great sea-green patches of mould covered the walls and a terrarium of life teemed in the ancient rush mats underfoot. We sat stiffly side by side on a rickety bench, Doña Leonor with Juan the Obscure in her arms, then Andrea, Luisa nervously fingering her rosary, me, Rodrigo with his mutilated soldier clutched in one hand, and red-haired Magdalena. Luis brought us each a small, a very small, cup of water, icy cold and faintly brackish. ‘No, thank you, I would rather not,’ Magdalena piped up, just as our grandfather came striding in past our rickety bench, eyes straight ahead, with a gait so impressively martial that Rodrigo held his mutilated soldier up to see. Seating himself on a backless chair facing our bench, Juan the Patriarch waved Luis away. A juicy young woman who had to be the housekeeper María appeared in his place, wearing an opulent gown with deep décolletage and a domed skirt supported by a farthingale (as Andrea explained to me later). ‘Blubber and whalebone,’ muttered my mother out of loyalty to the other, absent Leonor. ‘She’s all blubber and whalebone.’ The juicy young woman curtseyed in our direction, mumbling the ritual my-house-your-house to which Doña Leonor responded with several sibilant puffs of visible breath, dragonlike, and a muttered, ‘Who says it’s hers?’ The housekeeper María then followed Luis out, perhaps by prior arrangement.

  My grandfather Juan was no colossal Gog or Magog. He stood, and sat, below the average height, a stiffly straight old man of martial appearance despite an understarched ruff that looked like a wilted chrysanthemum. From his wizened monkey face he stared out of deep sockets with the terrible eyes of the mythical cockatrice.

  ‘So this is the younger generation.’ His stentorian voice, of which his son’s deafness-induced shout was so pale a copy, sent the teeming life scurrying from the rush mats underfoot. I could feel the small water cup vibrate in my hand. ‘Why have you been hiding them from me?’

  ‘You never cared to see them before,’ Doña Leonor reminded him.

  The old man brooded, then spoke. ‘As magistrate of Córdoba,’ he said, ‘I have accumulated certain . . . favours.’ He rubbed his hands together; they looked and sounded like old parchment. ‘A licentiate named Iñaki Satrústegui Zumalacárregui’ – my grandfather was the only one I ever knew who could pronounce that name – ‘will shortly be taking testimony from various sources to confirm the purity of my family’s blood back to the year fourteen eighty-six, when it has been alleged that certain people, many of tainted origin, gathered once or twice in the back room of an apothecary shop. My father Ruy Díaz de Cervantes, it hardly need be said, never met any of these people.’

  ‘Gathered once or twice!’ repeated Doña Leonor in visible puffs of disbelief. ‘Never met them!’

  ‘Never. Not my father, nor any member of the Torreblanca family, so esteemed for the purity of its blood. As you must convince that foolish woman my wife Leonor de Torreblanca de Cervantes.’

  ‘But the world knows otherwise. The Torreblancas were early supporters of Christopher Columbus. Their drinking club met every week for years at the shop of those Genoese apothecaries who, like Columbus and the rest, were probably conversos. And’ – puff, puff – ‘your discarded wife Leonor de Torreblanca de Cervantes is proud of that association.’

  ‘I am prepared to give that foolish old woman, freehold, the deed to the slave Luis, who as you know is the offspring of a mighty prince of a strategic island across the Ocean Sea, if she affirms under oath to my lawyer Satrústegui Zumalacárregui the facts as I have stated them.’

  ‘She’d never. That crumbling old apothecary shop is a shrine to her.’

  ‘Make her, Doña Leonor – for the good of your own children sitting here on this rickety bench, especially my namesake Juan who, I assume, is that obscure little bundle in your arms.’

  ‘So that’s it.’

  ‘As you say, that is it. Although we are speaking of a largely hypothetical occurrence twenty or thirty years down the road, I intend leaving everything – in your trust, Doña Leonor, in the unlikely event that he has not reached his majority – to my namesake Juan. Everything including an untainted name. Now do you see?’

  ‘I see you’re an old fool to think you can –’

  ‘Married to that son of mine and you call me a fool? I carved a career for myself in the law, a career any man would be proud of, while that non-compos son of mine cannot even –’

  ‘– husband, not shameless like some I could name, and he tries his best to pro –’

  ‘– omach for his post, the post I ob –’

  ‘– family. He’d die before he hurt a hair of any –’

  ‘– imply that I –’

  ‘– stoop to innuendo. The truth –’

  ‘– can mean nothing, no more than honour can, to an illiterate peas –’

  ‘– always hurts a hypocri –’

  ‘– when my son could have married –’

  ‘– n’t accept –’

  ‘– woman who might have hel –’

  ‘– his own heritage.’

  On they went, first his stentorian voice overriding her visible dragonlike puffs, then the other way around, in shorter and shorter takes, so that we children could hardly follow the argument that, in some perverse way, even though their faces were turning the colour of arterial blood, I sensed they were both enjoying.

  ‘– overbearing –’

  ‘– inbred –’

  ‘– parsimonious –’

  ‘– I shit –’

  ‘– profligate –’

  ‘– in the –’

  ‘– adulterous –’

  ‘– milk –’

  ‘– excuse for a –’

  ‘– of your –’

  ‘– patriarch.’

  ‘– mother.’

  Silence.

  For there, finally, it was: the ultimate insult in a land where veneration of the Virgin made a cult of motherhood.

  ‘What . . . did . . . you . . . say?’ Doña Leonor demanded in four icy puffs that momentarily enveloped her father-in-law.

  ‘I believe,’ said the Patriarch in a conciliatory tone, ‘I believe I may have spoken of milk.’

  ‘You spoke of my mother,’ puffed Doña Leonor. ‘A sainted woman you never even met.’

  ‘I may perhaps have referred to a mother,’ allowed the Patriarch.

  Luisa frantically counted her beads. Rodrigo desperately solaced his mutilated soldier.

  My grandfather might have talked his way out, but I was young and naïve and, unlike my father, had acute hearing.

  ‘Grandfather,’ I said, ‘you said, “I spit in the milk of your mother.”’ Naïve or not, I edited the verb.

  ‘My lady mother,’ said Doña Leonor, oddly triumphant I thought.

  ‘No, no. I did not mean her,’ essayed my grandfather the Patriarch. ‘My words, if in fact I spoke some such words, were meant more impersonally, even metaphysically. A sort of universal milk, a milkness. Milk with a capital M, if you will. Platonic. If I indeed said, “I . . . spit in the milk of . . . whomever”, it should not be construed as personal. You see?’

  My grandfather the Patriarch, his face the colour of one of my father’s blood-gorged leeches, pushed himself up from his backless chair and approached me.

  ‘Dear boy, when I said I would leave everything to that obscure little bundle in your mother’s arms, I of course meant to him and to all his deserving siblings – yourself included. Now will you please explain to your good mother that what you seem to have heard did not mean what she seems to have thought?’

  ‘With my dying breath,’ vowed Doña Leonor, ‘I will urge Leonor de Torreblanca to tell the truth about that apothecary shop. Now, leave the boy alone.’

  He turned on her. ‘Ways! I have ways! Tomorrow in this time there’ll be no apothecary shop, not even a gutted shell. At the altar of what ridiculous shrine will that foolish woman then sacrifice the future of her children, and her children’s children – not to mention generations of my bloodstock as yet unborn?’

  He swung that cockatrice stare away from me just in time, for my knees had turned to water. Or milk. His cruor-coloured face atop the wilted-chrysanthemum ruff thrust itself at Doña Leonor and he opened his mouth to speak again, but he spoke no more. He clutched his shoulder, his left shoulder, bringing to mind the many dislocations his son my father had treated with varying degrees of success, and he staggered back, back towards his backless chair, and half there he gave me one final gibbous glare of those cockatrice eyes, and then he fell, and when he struck the floor it was not gently.

  I reached him first, Luis the black slave and the housekeeper María right behind. They knelt. He did something with the Patriarch’s eyes. She held a mirror before the Patriarch’s lips. My mother meanwhile was herding my brothers and sisters from the room. I heard her call my name. In reply I said something that sounded like ‘d-d-d-d’, about which more in a moment. I heard the housekeeper María say, ‘He’s not breathing.’ I heard Luis the black slave with his habitual sang-froid say, ‘He is not breathing because he is dead.’

  And he was. Oh, he was dead. He had not expected to die, he had not wanted to die, but he was dead anyway. It seemed incredible, monstrous, tome. It always would. Staring down then, nine years old, and seeing death, human death, for the first time, I asked myself, did I like my grandfather? Did I hate him? Did it matter? Had their argument killed him? Had I? Or would he have died right then, no matter what? Had the thread of his life been spun, measured, cut – all as ineluctable as the tides? But the tides ebb, then flow back. And the dead? The dead don’t flow back. No, but they go elsewhere. But what if it’s the wrong elsewhere? Or what, I asked myself, what if there is no elsewhere? My grandfather’s cockatrice eyes stared and stared and saw nothing. Oh, he was dead, as everyone who ever lived would one day be dead, not wanting to die, yet knowing all their lives, as I now knew, that they must. More than twenty years later in Algiers when I stood on the scaffold, hearing the dirgeful valedictory of pipe and drum as the executioner mounted behind me, I would try to solace myself with the knowledge that we each had a time and this was mine, but as I felt the thick hempen rope surprisingly cool against my throat, my mind still clamoured: in another instant you will be dead as monstrously as your grandfather was that afternoon in the large icy room across the river from the cathedral-spawning mosque. It was absurd.

  And was life any less absurd? We had to keep my grandfather on ice for days because the authorities, the very authorities he had been one of, refused to certify his undeniable defunctness until his papers could be found, and his papers could not be found because Picapleitos had misplaced them while trying to prove that in my grandfather’s veins flowed untainted blood, a proof so desired that it had led to his death and non-burial.

  On the day we were finally permitted to bury him, my father resigned his position with the Supreme and General Council of the Inquisition. Faith, not deeds, motivated his employers, and while he had all the faith in the world, his deeds were mangling his soul. (Is this not the Lutheran heresy? But my father was a good Catholic Christian all his life.) That same day my grandmother Leonor de Torreblanca entered the house in tears to tell us the crumbling apothecary shop had been demolished to make way for a smithy, and after that she went into a decline.

  Picapleitos, smearing and then unsmearing his nose, read my grandfather’s will to the family and to Luis the black slave and María the housekeeper. Also present was a dapper man wearing the ostrich plume in his velvet hat on the right side, French style, not over the heart as befitted a Spanish gentleman. This was the gambler Pierre Papin. My grandfather left no estate. Zero. In fact, less than zero. He was in debt to dapper Pierre Papin, but it all worked out because my grandfather had bequeathed Luis the black slave to his discarded wife, and she sold Luis back to Pierre Papin for exactly the amount of the debt. Luis had a way with cards. What happened to the housekeeper María I have no idea.

  When we moved to a new nameless village near the (to us) no longer great city of Cabra, Andrea had to confront the mysteries of puberty in the face of Doña Leonor’s Manchego prudery while I had to confront my affliction.

  ‘Do you think they ever do it?’ Andrea asked me.

  ‘Who? D-d-do wh-what?’

  ‘Mamá and Papá. You know.’

  I shrugged. Shrugging was simpler than talking.

  ‘I don’t. Think they do. Because we’d hear them.’

  I thought a moment, and tilted my head towards Rodrigo, playing with his mutilated soldier in one corner of the kitchen, and towards Magdalena, who seemed to be pulling the wings off a large horsefly, in another. Then I made a cradle-rocking motion to signify Juan the Obscure.

  ‘They all happened a long time ago.’ Andrea touched my hand. ‘You mustn’t be afraid to talk, Miguel. It’s just a small stutter, really.’

  But I shrugged. Not that the family weren’t patient with me – my father most of all, who had his own affliction.

  ‘Try again, Miguel. Sometimes when I don’t hear too well, you help me, isn’t that so?’ My father had become his familiar slender self, and he looked at the world with perplexed rather than haunted eyes.

  ‘I said I d-d-don’t th-th-’ My face turned red. Cruor-coloured, in fact. You will understand.

  For, ever since my grandfather died right before my eyes, I stuttered. It wasn’t always the sort of stutter that makes spittle fly when you utter plosives such as – well, plosive. But it was more than enough (like the missing hand of Rodrigo’s toy soldier, had he been real) to set me apart. Why, even the ancient Greeks, who should have known better, used the selfsame word, barbarians, to denote both stutterers and foreigners.

  I tried again. ‘I don’t think Mamá should treat Andrea like a prisoner just because she –’

  My mother interrupted me, as if to say yes, yes, we know what you are trying to say and the answer is, ‘You’re too young to understand such things, so mind your own business.’ Then she apologized for interrupting.

  In those few words I’d spoken, most plosives were repeated, some more than once. P-p-prisoner, for instance. But I won’t clutter these pages with examples of my lamentable inability to communicate, except for an occasional reminder.

  ‘Because if they don’t do it,’ Andrea asked another time, ‘how can she understand the things I’m feeling?’

  Andrea brooded, and retreated inside her changing body.

  Drought followed the death of our grandfather the Patriarch, and famine, and hard on the heels of drought and famine came the plague. Soon the villages near the no longer great city of Cabra filled with refugees from Córdoba, and many more hands than necessary were available to harvest the crop from the Duke of Sessa’s olive trees, green and silver on the russet hills for miles in all directions. But the drought was so severe that even the hardy olives suffered.

  The next year it rained, and the harvest was bountiful.

  ‘Can I, Mamá?’ Andrea asked.

  Doña Leonor’s no was flat and final, but Andrea persisted.

  ‘Everybody harvests the olives of the Duke of Sessa.’

  ‘There’s still plague about.’

  That was true – just.

  ‘But practically every man, woman and child in all the nameless little villages for miles around –’

  ‘How many times must I tell you no?’

  Every Sunday after the priest came from Cabra to celebrate mass, the villagers would take their slow turns around the dusty plaza in front of the church. You hardly needed hawk eyes, which Doña Leonor had, to see how, as Andrea passed and circled and passed again, every man in the nameless little village lost interest in anything but my sister’s numinous walk and the lovely face half hidden by her shawl.

  Every weekday at dawn the villagers would go into the olive groves and beat the branches with sticks, and the ripe fruit would rain on to the cloths and nets spread beneath. All day the mules would trudge and the great presses would turn and the golden oil would spill into huge earthenware jars. And half the night at the presses and in the groves wine would flow and goat meat sizzle over wood fires, and guitars would strum, and with a pensive, faraway, almost a bored look in the firelight a man would lift his head in the abrupt opening wail of cante jondo, deep song, that unique and yet universal expression of pain and, finally, contempt for all the things in the world that eventually must beat a man down.

  It was at such a moment, the music but dimly heard in our house in the nameless village, that Andrea disappeared.

  Doña Leonor quickly wrapped her shawl around her square, mannish shoulders and we went out into the moonlit night – my mother, Rodrigo and I – to find her. My father had somehow managed to twist his own knee while trying to reduce a dislocated hip, so he stayed at home with Luisa, who was counting her beads, and Magdalena and Juan the Obscure.

  As we approached the big oil presses of the Duke of Sessa we heard over the guitar music much shouting and rhythmic clapping, and then in the moonlight we saw Andrea. It would have been difficult not to see her because she alone was dancing, under the spill of golden oil at the end of the sluice – hair plastered to her thrown-back head and shining with golden oil, bodice drenched in oil to reveal the tips of her breasts, and beneath her caught-up skirts those long legs streaming oil as her feet stamped to the music. Her golden-oil-anointed face wore a look that would haunt me, so compounded was it of childlike joy and newly, overwhelmingly discovered sexuality.

  ‘Beat her,’ Doña Leonor told my father when she had dragged Andrea home. But Rodrigo de Cervantes declined, pleading the state of his knee. So Doña Leonor herself beat Andrea, with a length of leather she was using to replace the worn hinges of our ancient door.

  If my sister was treated like a prisoner before, it is easy to imagine the sequel. For months my mother did not permit her to step outdoors, except to use the privy and to attend mass. Even when we buried my grandmother, Andrea stayed at home with Juan the Obscure.

  ‘I was only dancing,’ Andrea would say. ‘What’s so terrible about what I did?’

  ‘Whose idea was the oil?’ I asked.

  ‘Well, if you promise not to tell. Juan Rufo and Tomás Gutiérrez came up from Córdoba for the harvest. It was Juan.’ Then, a husky whisper, ‘Also, he kissed me on the mouth.’

  I did not, could not, speak. I felt an inexplicable urge to strike my sister Andrea – and at the same time an even more inexplicable one to kiss her on the mouth myself.

  Once, I came into the kitchen as Andrea was sweeping. Bent over her short-handled besom, she backed towards me. I could have stepped out of her way. I didn’t. Colliding with me, she straightened and half turned to look over her shoulder. That year we were the same height. She made no sound, but those luminous pale blue eyes laughed.

  I looked for other ways to touch my sister Andrea and make it seem accidental. Complacently or complaisantly, she permitted this. Soon I was eating little and sleeping less.

  ‘The boy looks peaked,’ my father shouted one day.

  ‘He ought to go to school again,’ said Doña Leonor.

  My heart jumped. The nameless village had no school. School meant Cabra. Cabra meant I wouldn’t return home at night. And that meant I wouldn’t see Andrea.

  ‘I don’t know,’ shouted my father. ‘He has his books. I can get more. Probably even from the Duke’s library.’

  ‘Not the same as school.’

  ‘I need him on my rounds,’ shouted my father, ‘to act as my ears. It helps if a surgeon can hear his patients’ complaints.’

  They argued, and settled nothing. I glanced at Andrea. She averted those pale blue eyes. She looked, for Andrea, almost demure.

  The sleeping arrangements in our small, dilapidated rented house in the nameless village near the no longer great city of Cabra were these: Our parents’ straw pallet just fitted in a shedlike extension on the north side of the kitchen along with Juan the Obscure’s cradle. A curtain closed this cell off at night. The rest of us children slept in the kitchen.

  That night I watched Andrea in her worn nightdress silhouetted against the candle before she pursed her lips and blew it out. Then I heard the rustle of her pallet. Staring into darkness, I saw Andrea dancing, her pale blue eyes laughing over her shoulder at me, and then instead of me those pale blue eyes were laughing at Juan Rufo, and then I saw her blowing out the candle again, and that dissolved into her kissing Juan Rufo, and I cried out and heard from across the dark room the sudden intake of breath, and I tasted salt on my lips and felt the tears on my face, and I slept.

  And, sleeping, dreamed that I had gone that night with Andrea to the oil press and that Andrea, dancing with her head thrown back, turned to kiss not Juan Rufo but me on the mouth, and I awoke to a softness against my cheek and a fragrance in the breath I took, and the awareness that Andrea lay with me on my pallet and was holding me in her arms. The softness was her breast, and in a hardly willed movement I reached out in the darkness to touch it. I could not have been asleep long, for Andrea lightly stroked with her fingertips the tears still wet on my face, and then she was kissing them from my cheeks, and then from my lips while something strange and stirring began to happen to me. My sister Andrea laughed softly, hardly a laugh at all, and with a single, delicate, burning touch explored the thing that was happening. Then she pulled away and, in the moonlight which now stood outside the window, stretched as if she had just awakened, and in a drowsy voice said she had been concerned that I was crying so. I said I was all right, and she told me she’d had a dream about that night of the harvest, but it was a wicked dream and she didn’t know whether she ought to tell me. I insisted. In her dream she had been dancing at the mill, she said, but it was not Juan Rufo who had kissed her on the mouth, it was I. I wanted to tell her I had dreamed the same dream, but my stuttering tongue was suddenly paralysed as over Andrea’s shoulder I saw in the moonlight the cockatrice eyes of my grandfather. Then I realized it was only our sister Magdalena watching us.


  
III

  In Which the Crown Prince Falls Downstairs

  Which of us has never pondered the difference between historical time and fictional time?

  Early in 1562, historical time, three gilded youths came to study at the University of Alcalá de Henares, twenty miles from Madrid and even closer to Barajas where my mother Doña Leonor was born. The trio should have been Fortune’s favourites. One was the seventeen-year-old prince Don Carlos, heir to the throne of Spain. Another was Don Carlos’s half-uncle, the illegitimate prince Don Juan of Austria, then fifteen (exactly my age), who within a decade would become the number-one hero of the Christian world. The third, seventeen like Don Carlos, was his Italian cousin Alessandro Farnese, later Duke of Parma, who would die full of glory in his mid-forties while taking the waters at Spa.

  By surviving into his forties, Alessandro Farnese proved himself luckier than the others. The handsome hero Don Juan would meet his end, also in the Low Countries, a dozen years sooner. As for the ill-fated Don Carlos, twisted in mind and body, hunchbacked – or was he? the enigmatic English spy and part-time playwright Marlowe would tell me of a similar black legend that grew around England’s Richard III – he was to die under ambiguous circumstances at twenty-three.

  History tells us this:

  By the age of seventeen His Highness Don Carlos had deflowered 228 virgins, according to the count of his bodyguard-procurer Pedro de Isunza, a compulsive keeper of records. The 229th on the night of 19 April 1562 (a date universally endorsed by historians) had been brought to the Crown Prince’s rooms on the third floor of a minor mansion conveniently near the College of San Ildefonso, where the Crown Prince was a special student.

  Whether she stayed the night would depend on how zestfully she yielded her virginity. Provided, of course, Don Carlos himself managed to perform. If not, there would be a princely rage, with blame falling on Pedro de Isunza for the poor quality of his merchandise.

  Tonight Isunza had little to worry about; he knew the Crown Prince’s tastes. Of partly Austrian blood, perhaps homesick for that eastern land he would never see, Don Carlos fancied lithe, long-limbed, blue-eyed blondes who might have leaped straight from the pages of Tacitus’s Germania.

  Tonight’s virgin was perfection itself.

  Pedro de Isunza had found the girl at the gambling den near the Santiago Gate run by the Frenchman Pierre Papin. She had been losing recklessly at backgammon, her stake supplied by an obviously infatuated student. Isunza had moved in, squaring the student’s account with Pierre Papin, although from the go-to-hell look in the girl’s pale blue eyes he was half willing to bet she was no virgin.

  But when he asked, the girl said, ‘Of course I am.’

  ‘Well, we’ll learn soon enough.’

  ‘We,’ said the girl, ‘may find that we learn nothing of the sort.’

  ‘My principal,’ said Pedro de Isunza, ‘is most particular on the point.’

  ‘Holy Virgin! You’re a pimp?’

  The insult did not bother Isunza. But the girl disengaged her arm and turned away.

  ‘Shall we say one hundred gold ducats for the night if you . . . prove out?’

  One hundred gold ducats was more than a year’s income for a skilled labourer.

  The girl turned back to him, her mane of wheaten hair swinging in the lamplight. ‘Let’s have a look at this Croesus of yours,’ she said thoughtfully.

  Isunza found her so attractive that he wished she would admit, on the way to the Crown Prince’s rooms, that she had misplaced her virginity. Then he would have her for himself in a sort of droit-du-seigneur’s-body guard.

  But she didn’t, so Pedro de Isunza was now waiting in the antechamber.

  Inside, the girl was saying, ‘No, no I don’t think so.’

  ‘Why not, for heaven’s sake?’ whined the Crown Prince.

  ‘I’m just not in the mood.’

  ‘You have, I assume, guessed who I am.’

  ‘Well, your chin.’

  The arrogant, prow-like Habsburg jaw was, alone, almost a dead giveaway. And everyone here in Alcalá knew the Crown Prince was at the university. She had even dreamed of meeting him.

  The man of flesh and blood was a nightmare.

  That he’d taken her for granted was not unexpected. But did he have to guzzle his wine with those unhousetrained little slurping sounds? Or smell so of garlic and stale clothing? Or bray so when he laughed?

  ‘I,’ he said, ‘shall some day rule an empire vaster than the Roman empire at its height, or the Islamic. The first empire on which the sun never sets.’

  ‘So?’

  He fed her geography as if it were an aphrodisiac. ‘Spain, New Spain including South America, Central America, part of North America, the Indies and so forth; most of Italy including Tuscany, Parma, Savoy, the Kingdom of Naples, Sicily, Sardinia; islands off the coast of Asia that may soon bear my name; parts of Africa; the Low Countries and more of France than you would imagine; and, oh yes, I almost forgot, the Duchy of Milan. All these will belong to me eventually. I want you to belong to me tonight.’

  She drained her fourth – or was it her fifth? – cup of wine. ‘I’m not a peninsula, I’m a person.’

  ‘And a beauty, a Lorelei. You can’t refuse me. One day I’ll command an army of fifty thousand men.’

  ‘Then why don’t you choose one,’ she said sweetly, stifling a tipsy giggle, ‘and bugger him?’

  His Habsburg jaw dropped. He slapped her.

  Reflexively, she slapped him, harder.

  A bodice-ripper by nature, he reached for hers. She evaded his grasp and ran for the door.

  A knife thudded into oak inches from her face. She yanked the door open and plunged through.

  Pedro de Isunza just missed beating her to the other door across the antechamber. She got it open, hesitated only an instant on the landing, and hurtled downstairs.

  Isunza and the Crown Prince pounded after her.

  What happened in the dark stairwell is not known. Possibly Don Carlos in his fury tried to push past Isunza. Possibly Isunza accidentally tripped the Crown Prince. Whatever, both lost their balance and went tumbling down to strike their heads on a door standing ajar at the bottom.

  The girl disappeared into the night.

  Note that history does not, for reasons that remain to be seen, name the instrument of Don Carlos’s downfall; she is just ‘the girl’, a bit player in the annals of the Habsburg dynasty, forever anonymous.

  And note again the date – 19 April 1562.

  Yet it was not until October of 1564 that I accompanied my father, then deaf almost as the proverbial post, to Alcalá, where I had been born and where my sisters Luisa and Andrea were to take the veil.

  So in historical time Andrea could not have been in Alcalá when Don Carlos fell downstairs. But in fictional time she was there. I know this for a fact because I was there too. I was the one she came to afterwards, the one who along with Juan Rufo hid her and . . .

  How to explain this chronological conundrum?

  When I asked Cide Hamete long afterwards, the sage Arab – arguably the world’s severest critic of Aristotle – would answer obliquely. ‘Without Aristotle, your Dark Ages couldn’t have been so dark, could they? Once his ideas spread, it would be generations until people saw unbelief, not belief, as the beginning of wisdom. Still, that philosophical fraud got one thing right: poetry – in which he included drama and fiction – is truer than history.’

  ‘But,’ I began to object, ‘but history is the –’

  ‘Truth?’ Cide Hamete supplied. ‘Because it’s documented? But why should the ledger be truer than the legend? The merely measurable truer than the truly memorable?’

  ‘But history is what really –’

  ‘Happened?’ Cide Hamete’s smile was indulgent. ‘Is it? Doesn’t the historian, no less than the poet, have to make choices? If he didn’t, he would be swept away by the river of time. But the historian dips into that river, rescues a fact here and lets one drown there, leaves a third to be saved by some other historian – a triage, in short. From the flood of facts, the historian must select. Selecting, he endows his chosen facts with a kind of meaning often confused with truth. Doesn’t the poet do the same? So tell me, whose is the truer truth?’

  When I did not answer, Cide Hamete, to whom past and present and future are one, said this:

  ‘All time, whether poetic or historical, is elusive, elastic, protean – and like Proteus it is almost impossible to capture. But if you capture it, you can win foreknowledge, as Proteus’s captors did.’

  ‘All I’m asking,’ I said, ‘is that you help me get a grip on the present.’

  ‘Yet the illustration I would choose lies in the future. I speak of the curious coincidence of your death occurring on the same date as Shakespeare’s.’

  At the time I had never heard of Marlowe, let alone Shakespeare. I said the name sounded contrived.

  ‘He’ll be as famous as you,’ Cide Hamete said.

  ‘I’ll be f-famous?’

  Cide Hamete sighed. ‘Could you try to stick to the subject? I was saying that you and Shakespeare will die on the same date, the twenty-third of April of – oh my, what am I doing?’ A pained look crossed Cide Hamete’s face. His godlike omniscience was still new to him and he was feeling his way like a toddler. Or was he? Perhaps he only wanted me to think so; perhaps he had a purpose in telling me the date of my death. Whatever, from that time on, most April 23rds I would do something reckless, something I knew desperately needed doing before I died, and the Devil – or Cide Hamete – take the hindmost.

  ‘At least,’ the sage Arab went on in self-exculpation, ‘I haven’t told you the year.’ I hardly knew if that was better or worse. ‘Now, about the nature of time. It will be the same date, as I said – but a different day.’

  ‘That’s ridiculous,’ I said.

  ‘I assure you, my friend, I do not deal in the ridiculous. Quite soon Pope Gregory will reform the calendar, and Spain will rightly adopt the change immediately. But stodgy England will characteristically cling to the old Julian confusion for more than a century, during which the two calendars will be separated by a gap of at first ten, then eleven days. So are you and Shakespeare really dying at the same time? According to the diverging calendars – those temporal frames upon which historians drape facts like wet laundry – you are. But logic says you are not. After all, then, is history any more trustworthy than fiction?’

  He was leading me, of course, but I went willingly. For, when history and fiction conflict, has a storyteller any choice?

  So – the year was either 1562 or 1564, the month was either April or October, and my father and I had just arrived at the house of my sister Luisa’s godfather, a devout lawyer named Cristóbal Bermúdez, where my sisters had been staying for some months before taking the veil.

  ‘She’s gone!’ cried the lawyer. ‘A few nights ago there came faintly to the house the sound of guitars and cante jondo, and she just disappeared.’

  Standing before my father, I relayed Bermúdez’s news in a private sign language, our solution to my stutter and his deafness. For in this manner I had been Rodrigo de Cervantes’s interpreter since a few days after Andrea and I dreamed the same dream in the nameless village outside the no longer great city of Cabra. Horse and cattle fairs, saints’ days, wedding feasts – these attracted us to the numerous other nameless villages in that part of Andalucía, for such events always meant too much drinking, which meant broken bones, dislocated joints, black eyes, split knuckles, and gunshot wounds to treat. About such wounds people believed boiling oil would counteract the poison, but my father was too softhearted to aggravate the pain, so instead applied a simple salve, heavy on the beeswax, and his gunshot victims seemed to fare better than most.

  My father would mumble his ritual prayers to SS Cosmas and Damian, and roll up his sleeves to do good. But he was a clumsy man who would have made an equally inept mason or carpenter, and before long he yielded to me the more dextrous procedures. My father was also absentminded. I often had to point out, as he readied his lancet to bleed the fever from a patient, ‘Papá, you are probably looking for the vein, the vein, Papá, that runs close by that artery there.’ To do this, I had either to gesticulate urgently or to shout, neither option instilling confidence in the patient, until I learned with a light touch to guide my father’s distracted fingers. In this manner we kept moving, and the inns of Andalucía were home to me, and the open road my neighbourhood, and books borrowed from the library of the Duke of Sessa my school. And if some nights, bedded down in a cattle stall, I dreamed ardent dreams of Andrea – why, surely it was only teenage fantasy combined with a longing for home.

  I tried to prepare myself for our homecomings, each time vowing things would be different. But they never were. Andrea’s presence, or absence, was so preoccupying that I hardly noticed how my brother Rodrigo now wore his maimed toy soldier on a string around his neck, or how my sister Luisa had developed a beatific smile and my sister Magdalena a self-absorbed one, or how my brother Juan the Obscure had taken to hiding in dark corners.

  Doña Leonor too was preoccupied by Andrea. ‘. . . no time for anything else while you’re away,’ she complained, ‘if I always have to watch her like a hawk.’

  ‘. . . nest . . .’ answered my father. His periodic efforts not to shout inevitably turned into a mumble, with only an occasional word distinct.

  Once, Andrea had begun to give me what might at first have passed for an impulsive sisterly hug just as our parents walked into the room.

  ‘Now that,’ Doña Leonor beamed, ‘is the healthy kind of affection the girl needs.’

  ‘. . . but . . .’ said my father, looking at us closely. My father’s mumblings sometimes masked an insight.

  Even if I wanted to break the web Andrea wove around the two of us, how could I? What could I tell her – me, the kid brother with the bad stammer, especially when nervous? If I mentioned the unmentionable, she would say it was just a game she played. Did it help to know that denial, like desire, is strengthened by guilt?

  She would give me a sidelong look as she said, ‘Juan Rufo’s always finding excuses to visit the village. Last week he came with Tomás Gutiérrez, and you know what? The Duke of Sessa’s going to pay his way through the University of Alcalá.’

  ‘Gutiérrez?’ I asked.

  ‘Of course not. Does Tomás look like scholar material? He’ll go along as Juan’s servant. He’s handsome. He’s got a twin-pointed beard. Dark brown.’

  ‘Tomás?’

  ‘Juan! He lets me stroke it. It’s all silky.’

  I had no retort. My beard still lay in the future.

  Our mother, who hardly let Andrea out of her sight, considered her safe with me. We found places where we could be alone – a cow byre at the edge of the village, a shed behind the cemetery, the ruin of a burnt-out house.

  One evening, sitting on a fallen beam, we watched the moon rise over the blackened walls of the ruin, flooding it with light. On the floor were the remains of a cookfire.

  ‘Gypsies,’ I said.

  ‘Gypsies,’ Andrea echoed, her wheaten hair brushing my cheek as she turned to me. ‘I dream about them sometimes. Far off I can hear a guitar so distant it sounds like a dream inside a dream, and a man singing deep song, and I get out of bed and you’re waiting, Miguel, and I take your hand’ – she took my hand now in the ruin of the burnt-out house – ‘and we just run away with the gypsies. Just go with them, the two of us, and you set their broken bones and I sew for them, for the whole clan, beautiful clothes, and . . . and nobody has to know whether our blood is pure or . . . or anything else about us. And we lie under the stars together every night, free. Can’t you see it?’

  I tried not to. I tried not to feel the scalding line Andrea’s fingernail traced along my wrist.

  ‘G-g-gypsies are strange people,’ I said, desperate to fill the charged silence. ‘They came from Egypt, did you know that? “Gypsy” means “Egyptian”. I read all about them in a book of the Duke of Sessa’s. Egyptians, I mean. They’re strange p-people too. Ph-pharaohs,’ I blurted. ‘They had kings in Egypt called pharaohs, and they built gigantic tombs for when they died called pyramids, and the people believed the pharaohs weren’t just kings, they were gods, and because nobody else was good enough for them, the pharaohs kept their blood pure for generation after generation.’ I went on, tripping over my tongue, spouting half-forgotten lore from the Duke of Sessa’s book to get my mind off what Andrea was doing and what I wanted to do. ‘When they were alive, I mean. They kept their blood pure by marrying their sisters.’

  Struck dumb by my own words I gazed at Andrea, her lips moist as ripe pomegranate, and if there were ever to be a time it was now, for I found myself holding her face between my two hands and bringing it close so I could touch those lips, now softly saying Miguel Miguel Miguel, with my own lips.

  Afterwards I would remember how little warning there was – a faint creak overhead, movement sensed rather than seen, a shadow in the moonlight where no shadow should have been – and as the charred rafter gave way with a splintering crash I hurled myself at Andrea, falling with her in my arms away from the gypsy cookfire as the heavy roofbeam thudded to the bare earth floor.

  We held each other, not moving or breathing, until the dust settled. Then in silence we made our way home, side by side, careful not to touch.

  And we never talked about what almost happened there.

  And we never went back.

  The next time my father and I returned from the road, Doña Leonor said, ‘Cristóbal Bermúdez was in Córdoba and he took Luisa back with him to Alcalá to prepare for her novitiate.’

  ‘I thought the novitiate was the preparation,’ said my father.

  ‘He took Andrea too,’ Doña Leonor explained.

  So now here we were in Alcalá, my father and I, and my father was shouting, ‘We’ll find her.’ But his voice lacked conviction, and for once he was practical. ‘While we’re about it,’ he suggested to his friend Cristóbal Bermúdez, ‘maybe you’d better ask the Carmelite sisters what provisions exist for the return of a girl’s dowry if the betrothal should unavoidably be called off.’

  My father had borrowed 400 gold ducats – roughly four years’ income – for his daughters’ dowry, and this staggering sum had already been paid over.

  While the devout lawyer learned whether such provisions existed (they did not), and while my father prowled the town to learn where Andrea was (he did not), I went to the university and found Juan Rufo’s lodgings.

  A tall man with a silky, twin-pointed beard opened to my knock, his hopeful smile vanishing when he saw me.

  Behind him a voice was saying, ‘. . . no time for the likes of you, now that she’s been royally rogered.’

  ‘But we don’t know,’ pleaded the man at the door, ‘that this fellow Isunza –’

  ‘Face reality,’ came the voice, louder, and a short, powerfully built man joined us. ‘Who the hell are you?’ he demanded.

  ‘Miguel de Cervantes,’ I said. ‘We met in Córdoba.’

  ‘Sure, the brother. You’re not armed?’

  ‘Armed?’

  The tall man, who of course was Juan Rufo, sighed.

  ‘You got no sword? Dagger? Dirk? Poniard? Stiletto? Misericorde?’ Tomás Gutiérrez pursued.

  ‘What for?’

  ‘Man! The point of honour! A girl gets deflowered, never mind if it’s the King or whoever, and her family’s reputation is shot – unless some blood gets spilled. And I don’t mean the blood on the bed sheets.’

  ‘Tomás,’ said Juan Rufo, ‘must you? I’m still hopeful that the lovely Andrea, whose beauty is like the caress of the sun on a windless winter day in high Castilla, will make this talk of honour and vengeance unnecessary.’

  ‘Not a prayer in purgatory,’ Gutiérrez said, with that bluntness that would always plague his social aspirations, and turned to me. ‘The code of honour don’t bend, friend. The seducer’s got to die. Ordinarily. But if he’s a royal?’ Tomás continued. ‘You can’t kill a royal. So guess who that leaves.’

  I understood, and refused to understand. My sister and royalty? Honour and vengeance? Dagger, dirk, poniard, stiletto, misericorde? My whole being rejected the abomination demanded of me by ancient tradition.

  ‘Miguel!’ cried a breathless voice.

  I whirled. My knees turned to cuajada.

  ‘I knew you’d come – oh, I knew you would!’

  We clung. Her face was flushed, her wheaten hair dishevelled. Her heart pounded against mine.

  ‘Did you –’ I asked.

  ‘Of course not.’

  ‘Thank God,’ said Juan Rufo.

  ‘Why didn’t you?’ asked Tomás Gutiérrez suspiciously.

  By this time we were all inside, and all ears.

  ‘I couldn’t stand him, he was such a boor. I ran away.’

  ‘They let you?’ asked Gutiérrez sceptically.

  ‘I don’t see how they could have stopped me – not once they fell downstairs.’

  Simultaneously, Juan Rufo said, ‘Do they know where to find you?’ and Gutiérrez said, ‘Get her out of here, Cervantes,’ and I said, ‘We’ve got to hide you until –’

  Until what?

  Gutiérrez was unrelenting. ‘We want no part of her here. Get her out, friend. Now.’

  Juan Rufo gave him a withering glance that still managed to convey anguish. This is as hard as it sounds.

  ‘The porter’s lodge at San Ilde,’ he told me. ‘She’ll be safe there until dawn.’

  Swiftly, Juan Rufo and I made our plans. Then Gutiérrez opened the door reluctantly and peered to left and right in the moonlight, and I hurried out.

  My father stood flanked by two men in the cercle privé of Pierre Papin’s gambling den.

  Luis the black slave wore a turban in the Turkish manner and a huge gleaming scimitar. His smile revealed two wicked gold teeth. He looked prosperous and menacing.

  ‘Find her?’ he asked.

  I settled provisionally for a noncommittal grunt.

  Pierre Papin had a Frenchman’s way with words. ‘Her beauty,’ he extemporized, ‘is like the silver track of a full moon on the sea bearing the enigmatic silhouette of an exotically rigged boat.’

  I wondered if any man in Alcalá, aside from Tomás Gutiérrez, hadn’t fallen under my sister’s spell. Luis, maybe.

  ‘She make it with Prince Charming?’ the black slave asked with his habitual sang-froid.

  ‘The Crown Prince seems to have met with an accident.’

  ‘What?’ my father shouted.

  ‘With that girl, it was to be expected,’ said Luis, and removed his turban thoughtfully. His pate was shaven. He mused, ‘Her beauty is like a pool of clear water in all that man-killing expanse of blazing sand and rock between Algiers and Spanish Oran at the exact moment the escaped prisoner realizes it is no mirage.’

  So much for Luis’s sang-froid, I thought; so much for his imperviousness to my sister’s charms.

  But replacing his turban, he said, ‘They’ll be looking for her, you know. And they torture people. If they come here asking, I owe you Cervanteses nothing. Your grandmother could have given me my freedom. Instead she sold me.’

  ‘So what? You’re practically my partner,’ said Pierre Papin. ‘You’re a slave in name only.’

  ‘I feel it, man,’ said Luis. ‘I feel it. I was born the son of a mighty prince of a great island in the Spanish Main with more gold reserves than Mexico and Peru put together. Now I’m a slave. Expect no help from me.’

  ‘. . . buy . . .’ said my father.

  ‘We’d like to buy Luis back from you,’ I elaborated for Pierre Papin’s benefit.

  ‘. . . debt . . .’ continued my father.

  ‘How much,’ I asked Pierre Papin, ‘did my late grandfather owe you?’

  ‘Four hundred and fifty gold ducats.’

  ‘We’ll buy Luis back from you for twice that.’

  ‘I,’ said Luis, ‘don’t care who owns me. I wasn’t born to be owned. I have no desire to be owned.’

  ‘Profit,’ said Pierre Papin, ‘holds little interest for me. But a wager . . . are you a gambling man?’ he asked my father. ‘I propose a single roll of the dice. If you win, you get Luis and pay me one thousand gold ducats, for I prefer round numbers. If you lose, the deal’s off.’

  ‘I,’ repeated Luis, ‘don’t care who owns me.’ He said this almost crankily.

  Pierre Papin produced the ivories. Luis held out his hand, weighed them, then squinted at one. ‘Now really, Pierre,’ he chided.

  Pierre Papin produced a second pair of dice, which passed his slave’s scrutiny.

  My father rolled an anaemic two and three. Pierre Papin smirked professionally, spat on the dice, rattled them in his hands, spat again, rolled. A two and a one.

  ‘Give me one thousand gold ducats,’ he said with a gambler’s fatalism, ‘and Luis is yours.’

  My father wrote the IOU.

  ‘You’re a free man,’ I told Luis.

  Luis lifted an eyebrow.

  ‘How would you like to be my partner?’ Pierre Papin asked him.

  Luis lifted the other eyebrow. ‘How much up front?’

  He was not proposing to buy in. Pierre Papin would do the paying, for Luis knew his value. A gambler depended on his relations with the hampa, the underworld of gypsies and other picaresque elements then spreading from Sevilla throughout Spain to drive Frenchmen and even Italians from the métier they had long dominated. Luis knew his way around the hampa better than Pierre Papin.

  The Frenchman said, ‘One thousand gold ducats,’ and handed Luis my father’s IOU.

  ‘Quarterly payments of one hundred ducats, plus forty per cent interest per annum,’ Luis warned us. ‘And don’t even dream of welching. Because if you do, guess who’s going to learn the identity of a certain beautiful lady.’

  I found Andrea safe at the porter’s lodge of San Ildefonso College and in the morning saw her off for the no longer great city of Cabra with a group of superannuated Dominican brothers bound for Córdoba and its near-miracle of a cathedral-spawning mosque. After the betrothal of my sister Luisa to Christ, my father and I returned speedily to Cabra, where we hired the usual galley and left with the family at midnight (rent on the small house in the nameless little village was several months in arrears) for Sevilla, gateway to the New World.

  At about the time we were buying Luis and giving him his freedom, Crown Prince Don Carlos regained consciousness in the arms of his retainers. Later that morning, when his bodyguard-procurer Pedro de Isunza came to, he was found to be suffering from amnesia, the hours immediately preceding his fall downstairs blotted from his memory, so that he could not recall procuring Don Carlos’s 229th putative virgin, let alone where. He was dismissed in disgrace and for some years lived in obscurity.

  Don Carlos seemed to recover. Then one day, without warning, he collapsed. A team of nine royal physicians diagnosed pressure on the brain but disagreed on a course of treatment. They might have settled on benign neglect, but for the presence in nearby Madrid of the greatest physician of the day, Andreas Vesalius of the Low Countries (later condemned by the Inquisition for dissecting cadavers, but not executed). Vesalius, finding the Crown Prince in deep coma, promptly bored a hole into his skull with a thong drill to relieve the pressure on his brain and – possibly – saved his life.

  Alternative therapy arrived that night in the form of the late Fray Diego, a Franciscan brother dead almost exactly one hundred years but undecayed. Bearing this grisly cure (for the corpse was said to have amazing restorative powers) were several living Franciscans and a retinue of true-believing peasants. Fray Diego’s remains shared the patient’s bed while the living Franciscans led the true believers in loud prayer.

  When Don Carlos survived, his death-loving father Felipe II credited not Dr Vesalius but Fray Diego’s remains with the cure, and badgered four successive popes to sanctify the dead friar. In 1588, the year the Invincible Armada sailed to conquer England, Pope Sixtus V finally consented to the canonization. Later, settlers in California named a small mission in honour of the new saint.

  As for the erstwhile bodyguard-procurer Pedro de Isunza, after some years in obscurity he obtained a position with the Investment Branch of the Supreme and General Council of the Inquisition. By then he was waking regularly in a cold sweat of terror from nightmares that featured a fantastically pulchritudinous virgin who whipped him mercilessly with her long mane of wheaten hair.


  
IV

  In Which the Beautiful

  Two-Thousand-Two-Hundred-Gold-Ducat Baby

  Spurns the New World

  Every evening the family would walk south along the Guadalquivir from Triana Bridge to the Tower of Gold to dream the dream in which the port of Sevilla played so great a part.

  My father would join us late, if at all. After his full day’s work in the poor barrio of La Macarena, where we had rented a tumbledown house in the shadow of the ancient Moorish wall, he queued for hours at the Exchange. Every evening, just as he neared the head of the line, the wicket slammed shut. But he persevered, as did thousands of other job applicants besieging the Exchange for a chance at the New World and its irresistible promise – a new life.

  ‘Why would they need a deaf barber-surgeon in New Spain?’ Doña Leonor would ask dubiously.

  ‘You’ll see,’ Rodrigo de Cervantes would shout with evasive optimism.

  We promenaded past wharves piled high with iron tools, hogsheads of wine, barrels of salted Baltic herring, bolts of Italian brocade, English kersey, Dutch wool, as hopeful as any in the multitudes thronging Sevilla.

  ‘The thing is, a fellow doesn’t have to be somebody over there in the New World, he only has to do something,’ everybody said.

  ‘Do something,’ Doña Leonor would tell me. She would look meaningly at Andrea.

  So would grandmotherly women with benign, toothless smiles. ‘It will be a beautiful child,’ they would say.

  ‘At least find out who he is,’ my mother would implore.

  But Andrea had become withdrawn and aloof even from me.

  ‘How can she go with us to New Spain,’ Doña Leonor would wail, ‘under such a cloud of dishonour?’

  ‘In New Spain,’ Magdalena would observe coolly, ‘there are twenty men for every woman. She’ll make out.’

  ‘We’ll fight heathen savages in Mexico,’ my brother Rodrigo would promise the maimed toy soldier he still wore on a string around his neck. Rodrigo spent more and more time in Sevilla’s labyrinth of Moorish streets deploying his company of youthful soldiers, recruited from families bound for the New World, in elaborate and endless war games.

  Juan the Obscure would disappear under some wharf or other until we made our way back to our tumbledown house in the shadow of the ancient Moorish wall.

  Daily my mother would take me aside and urge, ‘You’re closest to her. Find out who he is.’

  But how could I even ask her – let alone bear to imagine my sister Andrea in a stranger’s arms, her wheaten mane spread on his pillow, her lips parted in ecstasy?

  The baby was expected in July. So, according to the calendar, Crown Prince Don Carlos could have been the father. But I believed my sister had spoken the truth about her non-seduction in Alcalá, and anyway, we had moved to Sevilla so soon afterwards that the father could have been someone right here. For a time I half assumed it was Juan Rufo, for he had followed us to Sevilla with Tomás Gutiérrez, and we frequently met during our waterfront paseos.

  ‘Looks like a clear case of twins to me,’ Gutiérrez would hoot (for Andrea’s embarazo – literally embarrassment, or pregnancy – was indeed extravagant), while Juan Rufo stood by in awkward silence.

  But then he managed to take me aside and, after some hemming and hawing, said, ‘Tell her I’ll marry her if she’ll have me. The child needs a name.’

  I told her.

  ‘Tell him I’m grateful, but I can’t marry someone I don’t love.’ And those luminous pale blue eyes met mine, then looked swiftly away.

  A week or so later, Andrea asked me, ‘How do I find a good lawyer?’

  ‘The only lawyer I know is a fellow called Picapleitos who I’ve seen around here once or twice.’

  Andrea and I were then walking past market stalls in the direction of Sevilla’s new royal prison.

  ‘The one that got Papá out of jail in Valladolid?’

  ‘Well, he got him papers of gentility-by-repute,’ I said. ‘Which didn’t always keep him out of debtors’ prison. Like that time in . . .’

  My sister’s arm was tugging at mine. I turned, and realized she hadn’t heard a word.

  ‘Andrea?’ I said, alarmed.

  She stood motionless, staring at a coffle of prisoners coming slowly along Sierpes Street under armed guard, heavy chains clanking. Her eyes, enormous and yet strangely depthless, like eyes painted on an Egyptian frieze, followed the chained convicts through the jeering crowds and into the prison. Iron-banded gates thudded shut. Andrea remained petroglyphically rigid. I grasped her arms and shook her. Her eyes rolled back, blankly white. I called her name again, more urgently. She shuddered, and I could see once more the pale blue of her irises. ‘Miguel? Miguel?’ Her voice was like the echo of a remote wind blowing at us from a tomorrow bereft of all hope. ‘Dear God . . . Miguel . . . so many prison cells . . .’

  Could my sister that day somehow have been vouchsafed second sight? Could she have glimpsed the future – my future? I cannot say; I only set this down as it happened.

  Her fingers dug painfully into my arm, and in almost her normal voice she said, ‘Get me an appointment with that lawyer. You’ve got to leave Spain.’

  ‘Me? Don’t you mean all of us?’

  ‘I don’t know what I mean. Please, Miguel. Just do it.’

  It was the one night a week the employment section of the Exchange stayed open until midnight, and I had just left home to take my father’s place in the long queue.

  ‘Cervantes?’

  As I turned, strong arms grabbed me and a blanket was thrown over my head. I felt myself deposited ungently on a hard surface that began to sway and jounce: a wagon. Half an hour later the suffocating blanket was removed, and in the moonlight I saw a narrow street and the blind windowless walls of houses turned inward on themselves, secretive houses. Close by I heard a minor-key flamenco wail. I could smell the river. We were in Triana, the gypsy quarter.

  My two captors hustled me through an interior patio, along a dark passage, across an open space redolent of urine and littered with the detritus of brutal lives brutally lived, to a hut on the edge of the river. One of the gypsies kicked its sagging door open. I looked down at a small boy on a verminous pile of straw.

  ‘Have you come to rescue me, Miguel?’ he asked.

  A closer look revealed him to be my youngest brother, Juan the Obscure.

  ‘How long have you been here?’

  ‘Three days, I think,’ he said.

  The family hadn’t noticed he was missing, though I could hardly say so.

  ‘Four. It’s been four days,’ corrected the first gypsy, who was noticeably bizco – cross-eyed.

  As they began to shut the door on him, Juan the Obscure called out with laudable restraint, ‘You are going to rescue me, aren’t you?’

  In the stinking, littered space between the hut and the blind back wall of the house, the second gypsy fingered his dark, drooping bigotes – moustaches – and said, ‘He wants to know has he come to rescue him.’

  ‘Four days we’ve kept the kid here, we can keep him forty more,’ Bizco told me. ‘Or until you give a certain person what you owe him. Which is two quarterly payments on a debt of one thousand gold ducats.’

  ‘Plus interest,’ Bigotes said, and made an impatient twisting motion with his hands.

  ‘Or,’ said Bizco, picking up the cue, ‘a kid’s neck breaks easy.’

  ‘Plus interest,’ repeated Bigotes. ‘And on the rapid side of soon.’ He flailed his arms to mime drowning.

  ‘Or,’ said Bizco, ‘the river is deep.’

  I hit him.

  This was only my second attempt to inflict bodily harm on anyone, the first having been the Tomás Gutiérrez piropo incident. I was by nature non-violent, but what choice had I in the face of their histrionic threats on the life of my brother?

  When I say I hit him, I mean that I swung my right fist awkwardly but with all my strength and somehow managed to strike the point of his jaw. This sent an atrocious stab of pain up my arm to the shoulder. The cross-eyed gypsy, much to my surprise, fell where he stood. Reaching down, I plucked the poniard (or was it a misericorde?) from his sash and whirled to face his mustachioed companion.

  On the littered ground Bizco wiped a dribble of blood from his chin and said, ‘Cut off the baby brother’s ear.’

  ‘Which one?’ asked Bigotes, and at that instant I kicked his own misericorde (or was it a stiletto?) out of his hand.

  I thought of Juan the Obscure, captive four days on a verminous pile of straw. I wanted to kick their faces in.

  Instead I kicked the door of the hut open. ‘Out you come, Juanito.’

  Which he did, hero-worshipful.

  Bizco by then had climbed to hands and knees. I kicked all four out from under him. Remembering how he’d told Bigotes to cut off Juan the Obscure’s ear, I wanted to hold both their heads under water until bubbles stopped rising.

  It’s slow to ignite but, my gentle nature notwithstanding, I have this temper.

  ‘Into the hut, both of you,’ I said, switching Bizco’s stiletto (or was it a dirk?) from my numb, swollen right hand to my left.

  I shut the sagging door of the hut behind them. Juan the Obscure found a flat rock and I wedged it at the bottom. It would give us a few seconds.

  ‘. . . if you’d have just told me which one . . .’ I heard Bigotes complaining inside.

  Then we ran, Juan the Obscure clutching my painful right hand, in what I hoped was the direction of Triana Bridge. At that hour the riverbank was deserted except for the occasional scavenger poking through broken spars, rusty barrel hoops, worm-eaten sea-chests. ‘Faster!’ – for I could hear pursuing footfalls. I could also see, directly ahead, the welcome sight of the bridge. Just when I began to think we might actually make it, Juan the Obscure tripped, fell, howled. As I scooped him up, I saw Bizco and Bigotes pounding along the shingle not fifty yards behind. I ran on with Juan the Obscure in my arms, the dirk or dagger in my clenched teeth. As we neared the bridge, my heart sank. A veritable army was crossing towards us, their weaponry making an odd clattering sound. At a signal from their leader, they broke into an impressively co-ordinated run, whooping and hollering as they came. I set Juan the Obscure on his feet and crouched in front of him, blade at the ready, determined to sell myself dearly. Then I noticed a strange thing. Even crouched in a knifer’s stance, I was as tall as the clamorous soldiers swiftly bearing down on us and parting like white water on a rock in perfectly timed response to a motion of the long wooden lance their leader used as a guidon. Herding Juan the Obscure on to the bridge and between the twin columns of child-sized soldiers, I looked back once to see that strange army clustered at the Triana end, wooden weapons clattering. The gypsies were nowhere in sight. We slowed to a jog, Juan the Obscure squeezing my swollen hand all the way home to our tumbledown house in the shadow of the ancient Moorish wall, where the whole family except my brother Rodrigo was waiting with all lights blazing.

  My father shouted, ‘Well, on the old road again!’ in a paroxysm of pure joy, and even cut a caper or two, while my mother asked, ‘What happened to your hand, Miguel?’

  ‘My what? Nothing. Happened to it.’

  ‘He rescued me,’ Juan the Obscure explained.

  ‘Where were you all afternoon?’ Magdalena asked him.

  Then they all talked at once, outshouted by my father. ‘On the old road again, only this road’s a ship! María de la Esperanza she’s called, a caravel of two hundred thirty tuns, and we sail for New Spain next October.’

  ‘Some nincompoop of an employment officer hired your father as a barber-surgeon to the Indians in a no-place called Veracruz,’ said Doña Leonor, but she was glowing.

  Just then Rodrigo came in wearing the motley soldier-suit he’d sewn for himself out of scraps of fabric scrounged from Andrea. Standing his long wooden lance in a corner, he sat down near Magdalena.

  ‘Out playing soldiers again?’ she demanded.

  ‘They’re not good enough for you, those “troops” of yours,’ sniffed Doña Leonor.

  Meanwhile my exuberant father lifted Juan the Obscure off his feet, both of them laughing, and raised him to the ceiling. Then my father scowled. ‘You smell as though you’ve been lying for four days on a verminous pile of straw.’

  ‘Miguel rescued me,’ Juan the Obscure explained.

  When my father sang out for the tenth time, ‘On the old road again, road again, road again!’ I got a chance to crouch for a moment next to my brother Rodrigo.

  ‘What happened?’

  ‘They couldn’t swim.’

  A few days later Andrea asked me, ‘How does he do it? That trick with the ink smears on his nose.’

  After I admitted it bewildered me too, she told me about her first meeting with Picapleitos.

  He sat with his skinny legs crossed, swinging a silver-buckled shoe. His undersized head rested on a huge starched cambric ruff, like an apple on a stack of platters, and the tip of his inordinately long nose, which God or the Devil had pinched to a point, was fiery red from a cold.

  Stifling a sneeze, Picapleitos stroked the length of his nose, his clean hand somehow managing to leave an ink smear. ‘Señorita Cervantes, of course! I got your father released from prison in Valladolid.’

  ‘Actually, you got him a patent of gentility-by-repute,’ said Andrea.

  ‘Now I remember. Very little in it for me.’ Picapleitos stroked his nose the other way, tip to bridge. The ink smear vanished. ‘Well. The family prospers, I hope?’

  ‘We’re sailing for New Spain in October.’

  ‘Ah, so you have prospects!’ He stroked the smear on to his nose again.

  ‘My father has a pressing debt in the amount of one thousand two hundred gold ducats.’

  Off came the smear. ‘Then fleeing to New Spain is indeed the wisest course. But why do you require my services?’ His eyes wandered to Andrea’s embarrassment. ‘You wouldn’t need a midwife? My cousin –’

  ‘I’ve already engaged one.’ Andrea leaned forward awkwardly. ‘I want to sue someone for breach of promise in the amount of one thousand two hundred gold ducats.’

  ‘Aha! The precise amount of your father’s debt. But my dear girl!’

  ‘It’s too much?’

  ‘It’s too little. Were you betrothed?’

  ‘No. I only met him once.’

  The red tip of Picapleitos’s nose quivered. ‘Well, what did the fellow promise?’

  Her luminous pale blue eyes downcast, Andrea said, ‘You know. The usual. I suppose.’

  ‘Embarrassment, by which I mean shyness, has no place in this office. We’ll say he promised to take care of you and the child until its twentieth birthday.’

  ‘But – but one thousand two hundred gold ducats, even though it’s a fortune, would support a mother and child for no more than ten years.’

  ‘Precisely, my dear girl. Which is why we shall sue the fellow for two thousand two hundred gold ducats. My fee will be half of whatever I am skilful enough to collect.’

  ‘But then, even if you get all of it, I only get one thousand one hundred gold ducats.’

  ‘Which, I’m sure, shows you how much worse your predicament would have been had you sued for the amount you suggested. Who is the father?’

  Andrea told him.

  ‘The nephew,’ Picapleitos gloated, ‘of a prominent, a very prominent person. Leave everything to me.’

  Of their second meeting Andrea had this to say:

  ‘Picapleitos was elated. The court ruled far sooner than he’d dared hope, and they awarded me the whole two thousand two hundred gold ducats. The father must tell the court under oath, next month, how he intends to pay.’

  Of their third meeting, shortly before Pentecost, Andrea had this to say:

  ‘Picapleitos was even more elated. It seems the uncle died suddenly.’

  Picapleitos, stroking his nose with a clean hand from bridge to pointy tip and leaving the usual smear, had exulted, ‘Remember, I told you your seducer was the nephew of a prominent, a very prominent person. He was also, I find, the sole heir of this uncle, who happens to have been Vicar-General of Sevilla, and so, dear girl, monstrously wealthy. We have only to wait until the will is probated and the money shall be ours – that is to say, yours.’

  Andrea asked me, ‘Isn’t that wonderful?’ and started to cry.

  ‘I know,’ I said. ‘I know. You don’t have to tell me how awful it must have been.’ I wanted to put my arms around her swollen body and pull her close, but she turned away. ‘Thinking he cared about you and then finding –’

  ‘But it wasn’t like that at all, Miguel. You think I loved him? It had nothing to do with love, or . . . or even lust.’ She was facing me again, tears bright on her cheeks. ‘I just thought there was no other way to get the money. He was rich, and so I let him . . . let him believe he was seducing me when really all the time it was the other way around and I was thinking how it was going to cost him . . . cost him one thousand two hundred in gold . . .’

  Then I did pull her close, and she wept, and I kissed the salty tears on her cheeks as once, long ago on the night when we shared a dream, she had kissed mine.

  ‘. . . because I knew something terrible would happen unless Papá could pay his debt to Luis the black slave. And how could Papá ever get that kind of money? Oh God, if only I’d known he’d be accepted for service in New Spain, then I wouldn’t have had to . . .’

  I kissed more salty tears. Her wheaten mane snuggled against my throat, tickling. Then her head jerked up, making me bite my tongue. ‘Don’t you see, I’m no good! I never will be. Because while he . . . while I lay there and he . . .’
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