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There was a war on against the Turks. My uncle, the Viscount Medardo of Terralba, was riding towards the Christian camp across the plain of Bohemia, followed by a squire called Kurt. Storks were flying low, in white flocks, through the thick still air.

‘Why all the storks?’ Medardo asked Kurt. ‘Where are they flying?’

My uncle was a new arrival, just enrolled to please ducal neighbours involved in that war. After fitting himself out with a horse and squire at the last castle in Christian hands he was now on his way to report at Imperial headquarters.

‘They’re flying to the battlefields,’ said the squire glumly. ‘They’ll be with us all the way.’

The Viscount Medardo had heard that in those parts a flight of storks was thought a good omen; and he wanted to seem pleased at the sight. But in spite of himself he felt worried.

‘What can draw such birds to a battlefield, Kurt?’ he asked.

‘They eat human flesh too nowadays,’ replied the squire, ‘since the fields have been stripped, by famine and the rivers dried by drought. Vultures and crows have now given place to storks and flamingos and cranes.’

My uncle was then in his first youth; the age in which feelings all confused, rush, not yet sifted, into good and bad; the age in which every new experience, macabre and inhuman too, is palpitating and warm with love of life.

‘What about the crows then? And the vultures?’ he said. ‘And the other birds of prey? Where have they gone?’ He was pale, but his eyes glittered.

The squire, a dark-skinned soldier with heavy moustaches, never raised his eyes. ‘There are so many plague-ridden bodies that the plague got ’em too,’ and he pointed his lance at some black bushes, which a closer look revealed as made not of branches, but of feathers and dried claws from birds of prey.

‘One can’t tell which died first, bird or man, or who tore the other to bits,’ said Kurt.

To escape the plague exterminating the population entire families had taken to the open country, where death had caught them. Over the bare plain were scattered tangled heaps of men’s and women’s corpses, naked, covered with plague boils and, inexplicably at first, with feathers, as if these skinny legs and ribs had grown black feathers and wings. These were carcasses of vultures mingled with human remains.

The ground was now scattered with signs of past battles. Their progress slowed, for the two horses kept jibbing and rearing.

‘What’s the matter with our horses?’ Medardo asked the squire.

‘Signore,’ he replied, ‘horses hate nothing more than the stink of their own guts.’

The patch of plain they were crossing was covered with horses’ carcasses, some supine with hooves to the sky, others prone with muzzles dug into the earth.

‘Why all these fallen horses round here, Kurt?’ asked Medardo.

‘When a horse feels its belly ripped open,’ explained the squire, ‘it tries to keep its guts in. Some put bellies on the ground, others turn on their backs to prevent them dangling. But death gets ’em soon all the same.’

‘So mostly horses die in this war?’

‘Turkish scimitars seem made to cleave their bellies at a stroke. Farther on we’ll see men’s bodies. First it’s horses, then riders. But there’s the camp.’

On edges of the horizon rose pinnacles of the highest tents, the standards of the Imperial army, and smoke.

As they galloped on, they saw that those fallen in the last battle had nearly all been taken off and buried. There were just a few limbs, fingers in particular, scattered over the stubble.

‘Every now and again I see a finger pointing our way,’ said my uncle Medardo. ‘What does that mean?’

‘May God forgive them, but the living chop off the fingers of the dead to get at their rings.’

‘Who goes there?’ said a sentinel in a cloak covered in mould and moss like a tree-bark exposed to the north wind.

‘Hurrah for the Holy Imperial crown!’ cried Kurt.

‘And down with the Sultan!’ replied the sentinel. ‘Please, though, when you get to headquarters, do ask ’em to send along my relief, as I’m starting to grow roots!’

The horses were now at a gallop to escape the clouds of flies surrounding the camp and buzzing over heaps of excrement.

‘Many’s the brave man,’ observed Kurt, ‘whose dung is still on the ground when he’s already in heaven,’ and he crossed himself.

At the entrance they rode past a series of canopies, beneath which thick-set women with long brocade gowns and bare breasts greeted them with yells and coarse laughter.

‘The pavilions of the courtesans,’ said Kurt. ‘No other army has such fine women.’

My uncle was riding with his head turned back to look at them.

‘Careful, Signore,’ added the squire, ‘they’re so foul and pox-ridden even the Turks wouldn’t want them as booty. They’re not only covered with lice, bugs and ticks, but even scorpions and lizards make their nests on them now.’

They passed by the field batteries. At night the artillerymen cooked their ration of turnips and water on the bronze parts of swivel-guns and cannons, burning hot from the day’s firing.

Carts were arriving, full of earth which the artillerymen were passing through sieves.

‘Gunpowder is scarce now,’ explained Kurt, ‘but the soil of the battlefields is so saturated with it that a few charges can be retrieved there.’

Next came the cavalry stabling, where, amid flies, veterinary surgeons were at work patching up hides with stitches, belts and plasters of boiling tar, as horses and doctors neighed and stamped.

Long stretches of infantry encampments followed. It was dusk, and in front of every tent were sitting soldiers with bare feet in tubs of warm water. Used as they were to sudden alarms night and day, even at footbath time they kept helmet on head and pike tight in fist. Inside taller tents draped like kiosks could be seen officers powdering armpits and waving lace fans.

‘That’s not from effeminacy,’ said Kurt, ‘just the opposite; they want to show how they’re at ease in the rigours of military life.’

The Viscount of Terralba was immediately introduced into the presence of the emperor. In his pavilion, amid tapestries and trophies, the sovereign was studying future battle plans. Tables were covered with unrolled maps and the emperor was busy sticking pins in them, taking these from a small pin cushion proffered by one of his marshals. By then the maps were so covered with pins that it was impossible to understand a thing, and to read them pins had to be taken out and then put back. With all this pinning and unpinning, the Emperor and his marshals, to keep their hands free, all had pins between their lips and could only talk in grunts.

At sight of the youth bowing before him, the sovereign let out a questioning grunt and then took the pins out of his mouth.

‘A knight just arrived from Italy, your majesty,’ they introduced him, ‘the Viscount of Terralba, from one of the noblest families in the Genoese republic.’

‘Let him be made lieutenant at once.’

My uncle clicked spurs to attention, while the emperor gave a regal sweep of the arm and all the maps folded in on themselves and rolled away.

Though tired, Medardo was late asleep that night. He walked up and down near his tent and heard calls of sentries, neighs of horses and broken speech from soldiers in sleep. He gazed up at the stars of Bohemia, thought of his new rank, of the battle next day, and of his distant home, of the rustling reeds in its brooks. He felt no nostalgia or doubt or apprehension. Things were still indisputably whole as he was himself. Could he have foreseen the dreadful fate awaiting him he might have found it quite natural too, with all its pain. His eyes kept straying towards the verges of the dark horizon where he knew lay the enemy camp, and he hugged himself with crossed arms in his certainty both of distant and differing realities, and of his own presence amid them. He sensed the bloodshed in that cruel war pouring over the earth in innumerable streams and finally reaching him; and he let it lap him with no outrage or pity.
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Battle began punctually at ten next morning. From high on his saddle Lieutenant Medardo gazed over the broad array of Christians ready for attack, and raised his face to the wind of Bohemia, swirling with chaff like in some dusty barn.

‘No, don’t turn round, Signore,’ explained Kurt, now a sergeant, beside him. And to justify the peremptory phrase he murmured: ‘It’s said to bring bad luck before battle.’

In reality he did not want the Viscount to feel discouraged, for he knew that the Christian army consisted almost entirely of the line drawn up there, and that the only reinforcements were a few platoons of rickety infantry.

But my uncle was looking into the distance at a nearing cloud on the horizon and thinking: ‘There, that cloud is Turks, real Turks, and these men here spitting tobacco are veterans of Christendom, and this bugle now sounding is the attack, the first attack in my life, and this roaring and shaking, this shooting star plunging to earth and treated with languid irritation by veterans and horses is a cannonball, the first enemy cannonball I’ve ever seen. May it not be the day when I’ll say: and it’s my last.’

Then, with bared sword, he was galloping over the plain, his eyes on the Imperial standard vanishing and reappearing amid the smoke, while friendly cannonballs rotated in the sky above his head, and enemy ones opened gaps in the Christian ranks and sudden umbrellas of earth. ‘I’ll see the Turks! I’ll see the Turks!’ he was thinking. There’s no greater fun than having enemies and then finding out if they are like one thought.

Now he saw them, saw the Turks. Two came right up. With mantled horses, round little leather shields, black and saffron-striped robes. Turbaned, ochre-coloured faces and moustaches like someone at Terralba called ‘Micky the Turk’. One of the two was killed and the other killed someone else. But now numbers of them were arriving and the fight got hand to hand. To see two Turks was to see the lot. They were soldiers, too, all in their own army equipment. Their faces were tanned and tough, like peasants. Medardo had seen as much as he wanted of them; he felt he might as well get back to Terralba in time for the quail season. But he had signed on for the whole war. So on he rushed, avoiding scimitar thrusts, until he found a short Turk, on foot, and killed him. Now he had got the way of it he looked round for a tall one on horseback. That was a mistake, for small ones were the most dangerous. They got right under horses with those scimitars and hamstrung them.

Medardo’s horse stopped short with legs splayed. ‘What’s up?’ said the Viscount. Kurt came up and pointed downwards. ‘Look there.’ All its guts were hanging to the ground. The poor beast looked up at its master, then lowered its head as if to browse on its intestines, but that was only a last show of heroism; it fainted, then died. Medardo of Terralba was on foot.

‘Take my horse, Lieutenant,’ said Kurt, but did not manage to halt it, as he fell from the saddle, wounded by a Turkish arrow, and the horse ran away.

‘Kurt!’ cried the Viscount, and went to his squire groaning on the ground.

‘Don’t think of me, sir,’ exclaimed the squire. ‘Let’s hope there’s some schnapps in hospital. A can is due to every wounded man.’

My uncle Medardo flung himself into the mêlée. The fate of battle was uncertain. In the confusion it seemed the Christians were winning They had certainly broken the Turkish lines and turned some of their positions. My uncle, with other bold spirits, even got close up to the enemy guns as the Turks moved them to keep the Christians under fire. Two Turkish artillerymen were twisting round a cannon. With their slow movements, beards, and long robes, they looked like a pair of astronomers. My uncle said, ‘I’ll see to them.’ In his enthusiasm and inexperience he did not know that cannons are to be approached only by the side or the breech. He leapt in front of the muzzle, with sword bared, thinking he would frighten the two astronomers. Instead of which they fired a cannonade right in his chest. Medardo of Terralba jumped into the air.

After dusk, when a truce came, two carts went gathering Christian bodies on the battlefield. One was for the wounded and the other for the dead. A first choice was made on the spot. ‘I’ll take this one, you take that.’ Where it looked as if something was saveable, they put the man on the cart of wounded; where there was nothing but bits and pieces they went on the cart of dead, for decent burial; and those who hadn’t even a body were left for the storks. In the last few days, as losses were growing, orders had been given to be liberal about wounded. So Medardo’s remains were considered those of a wounded man and put on that cart.

The second choice was made in hospital. After battles the field hospital was an even ghastlier sight than the battle itself. On the ground were long rows of stretchers with poor wretches in them, and all around swarmed doctors, clutching forceps, saws, needles, amputated joints and balls of string. From body to body they went, doing their very best to bring every one back to life. A saw here, a stitch there, leaks plugged, veins turned inside out like gloves and put back with more string than blood inside, but patched up and shut. When a patient died whatever good bits he still had in him went to patching up another, and so on. What caused most confusion were intestines; once unrolled they just couldn’t be got back.

Pulling away the sheet, there lay the Viscount’s body, horribly mutilated. It not only lacked an arm and leg, but the whole thorax and abdomen between that arm and leg had been swept away by the direct hit. All that remained of the head was one eye, one ear, one cheek, half a nose, half a mouth, half a chin and half a forehead; the other half of the head was just not there. The long and short of it was that exactly half of him had been saved, the right part, perfectly preserved, without a scratch on it except for that huge slash separating it from the left-hand part, which had been blown away.

How pleased the doctors were! ‘A fine case!’ If he didn’t die meanwhile, they might even have a try at saving him. And they gathered round, while poor soldiers with an arrow in the arm died of blood poisoning. They sewed, kneaded, stuck; who knows what they got up to. The fact is that next day my uncle opened his only eye, his half mouth, dilated his single nostril and breathed. The strong Terralba constitution had pulled him through. Now he was alive and cloven.




3

When my uncle made his return to Terralba I was seven or eight years old. It was late, after dusk, in October, with a cloudy sky. We had been working on the vintage that day and on the grey sea over the vine rows we saw approaching the sails of a ship flying the Imperial flag. At every ship we saw then we used to say: ‘There’s Master Medardo back,’ not because we were impatient for his return but in order to have something to wait for. This time we guessed right; and that evening we were sure, where a youth called Fiorfiero, who was pounding at the grapes on top of the vat, cried, ‘Ah, look down there!’ It was almost dark and down in the valley we saw a row of torches being lit on the mule path; then when the procession passed the bridge we made out a litter borne by hand. There was no doubt; it was the Viscount returning from the wars.

The news spread through the valley; people gathered in the castle courtyard, retainers, domestics, vintagers, shepherds, men-at-arms. The one person missing was Medardo’s father, old Viscount Aiolfo, my grandfather, who had not been down to the courtyard for ages. Weary of worldly cares, he had renounced his prerogatives in favour of his only son before the latter left for the wars. Now his passion for birds, which he raised in a huge aviary within the castle, was beginning to exclude all else; the old man had recently had his bed taken into the aviary too, and there he shut himself, never to leave it night or day. His meals were handed through the grille of the cage together with the bird seed, which Aiolfo shared. And he spent his hours stroking pheasants and turtle doves, as he awaited his son’s return.

Never had I seen so many in the courtyard of our castle; the days were long past, and but tales then, of fêtes and feuds with neighbours. For the first time I realized how ruined were the walls and towers, and how muddy the yard where we now foddered goats and filled troughs for pigs. As they waited, all were discussing in what state the Viscount Medardo would return; rumours had reached us some time before of grave wounds inflicted by the Turks, but no one quite knew yet if he was mutilated or sick or only scored by scars; at the sight of the litter we prepared for the worst.

Now the litter was set on the ground, and from the blackness within came the glitter of a pupil. Sebastiana, his old nurse, made a move towards it, but from the dark came a raised hand with a sharp gesture of refusal. Then the body in the litter was seen to give angular and convulsive movements, and before our eyes Medardo of Terralba jumped to the ground, leaning on a crutch. A black cloak and hood covered him from head to foot; the right-hand part was thrown back, showing half his face and body close against the crutch, while all on the left seemed hidden and wrapped in edges and folds of that ample drapery.

There he stood looking at us, we around him in a circle, without anyone saying a word; but maybe he was not looking at us out of that fixed eye at all, and just wanted to go off on his own. A gust of wind blew from the sea and a broken branch on top of a fig tree groaned. My uncle’s cloak waved, and the wind bellowed it out, stretched it taut like sail; it seemed almost to be passing through the body as if that body was not there at all, and the cloak empty, like a ghost’s. Then on looking closer we saw that it was clinging to him like a standard to its pole, and this pole was a shoulder, an arm, a side, a leg, all leaning on the crutch. The rest was not there at all.

Goats looked at the Viscount with fixed inexpressive stares, each from a different direction, but all tight against each other, their backs arranged in an odd pattern of right angles. Pigs, more sensitive and quick-witted, screamed and fled, bumping flanks against each other. And we could no longer hide our terror; ‘Oh, my dear boy,’ cried old Sebastiana and raised her arms. ‘You poor little thing!’

My uncle, annoyed at making such an impression, advanced the point of his crutch on the ground and with a hop began pushing himself towards the castle entrance. But sitting cross-legged on the steps of the great gate were the litter bearers, half-naked men with gold earrings and crests and tufts of hair shaven heads. They straightened up and one man with plaits who seemed their leader said, ‘We’re waiting for our pay.’

‘How much?’ asked Medardo, almost laughing.

The man with the plaits said, ‘You know the tariff for carrying a man in a litter …’

My uncle pulled a purse from his belt and threw it tinkling at the bearer’s feet. The man quickly weighed it in a hand, and exclaimed, ‘But that’s much less than we’d agreed on, Señor.’

Medardo, as the wind raised the edges of his cloak, said, ‘Half.’

He brushed past the litter bearer with little jumps on his single foot and went up the stairs, through the great open gate giving on to the interior of the castle, pushed his crutch at both the heavy doors which shut with a clang, and then, as the wicket-gate remained open, banged that too and so vanished from our eyes. From inside we went on hearing the alternating tap of foot and crutch, moving down passages towards the wing of the castle where lay his private apartments, and the banging and bolting of doors there too.

His father stood waiting behind the grille of the bird-cage. Medardo had not even paused to greet him; he shut himself into his rooms alone, and refused to show himself or reply even to Sebastiana who knocked and sympathized for a long time.

Old Sebastiana was a big woman dressed in black and veils, her red face without a wrinkle except for one almost hiding her eyes; she had given milk to all the males of the Terralba family, gone to bed with all the older ones, and closed the eyes of all the dead ones. Now she went to and fro between the apartments of the two self-imposed prisoners, not knowing what to do to help them.

Next day, as Medardo gave no more sign of life, we went back to our vintaging, but there was no gaiety and among the vines we talked of nothing but his fate, not because we were so fond of him but because the subject was fascinating and strange. Only Sebastiana stayed in the castle, listening attentively to every sound.

But old Aiolfo, as if foreseeing that his son would return so glum and fierce, had already trained one of his dearest birds, a shrike, to fly up to the castle wing in which were Medardo’s apartments, then empty, and enter through the little window of his rooms. That morning the old man opened the birdcage door to the shrike, followed its flight to his son’s window, then went back to scattering bird seed to magpies and tits, imitating their chirps.

A little later he heard the thud of something flung against the windows. He leant out; there on the pediment was the shrike, dead. The old man took it up in the palms of his hands and saw that a wing was broken off as if someone had tried to tear it, a claw wrenched off as if by two fingers, and an eye gouged out. The old man held the shrike tight to his breast and began to sob.

That same day he took to his bed, and attendants on the other side of the cage saw that he was very ill. But no one could go and take care of him, as he had locked himself inside and hidden the keys. Birds flew around his bed. Since he had taken to it they had all refused to settle or stop fluttering their wings.

Next morning, when the nurse put her head into the birdcage, she realized that the Viscount Aiolfo was dead. The birds had all perched on his bed, as if it were a floating tree trunk in the midst of sea.
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After his father’s death Medardo began leaving the castle. Sebastiana was the first to notice when one morning she found his doors flung open and his rooms deserted. A group of servitors was sent out through the countryside to follow the Viscount’s traces. The servitors, hastening along, passed under a pear tree which they had seen the evening before loaded with tardy, still unripe, fruit. ‘Look up there,’ said one of the men; they stared at pears hanging against a whitish sky, and the sight filled them with terror. For the pears were not whole, but in halves, cut longways, and each still hanging on its own stalk; all there was of every pear was the right side (or left according to which way one looked, but they were all on the same side) and the other half had vanished, cut or maybe eaten.

‘The Viscount has passed by here!’ said the servitors.

Obviously, after being shut up without food for so long, he had felt hungry that night and climbed up the first tree he saw to eat pears.

As they went the servitors met half a frog on a rock, still alive and jumping with the vitality of frogs. ‘We’re on the right track!’, and on they went. But they soon lost it, for they missed half a melon among its leaves, and had to turn back until they found it.

So they passed from fields to woods and saw a mushroom cut in half, an edible one, then another, a poisonous red boletus, and as they went deeper into the wood kept finding every now and again mushrooms sprouting from the ground on half a leg and with only half an umbrella. These seemed divided by a neat cut, and of the other half not even a spore was to be seen. They were fungi of all kinds, puff-balls, ovules and toadstools; and as many were poisonous as eatable.

Following this scattered trail, the servitors came to an open space called the Nun’s Field, with a pool in the middle of the grass. It was dawn and on the edge of the pool stood Medardo’s slim figure wrapped in his black cloak and reflected in the water, on which floated white, yellow, dun coloured fungi. They were the halves which he had carried off, scattered now on that transparent surface. On the water the mushrooms looked whole, and the Viscount was gazing at them; the servitors hid by the other verge of the pool and did not dare say a thing, but just stared at the floating mushrooms, until suddenly they realized that those were actually edible ones only. Where were the poisonous ones? If he had not flung them into the pool, whatever could he have done with them? Back the servitors set off through the woods at a run. They did not have to go far because on the path they met a child carrying a basket, and inside it were all the poisonous halves.

That child was myself. One night I was playing alone around the Nun’s Field giving myself frights by jumping out from behind trees, when I met my uncle hopping along by moonlight over the field on his one leg, with a basket on his arm.

‘Hallo, Uncle!’ I shouted; it was the first time I had a chance of calling him that.

He seemed vexed at the sight of me. ‘I’m out for mushrooms,’ he explained.

‘And have you got any?’

‘Look,’ said my uncle and we sat down on the edge of the pool. He began choosing among the mushrooms, flinging some in the water, and dropping others in the basket.

‘There you are,’ said he, giving me the basket with the ones he had chosen. ‘Have them fried.’

I wanted to ask him why the basket only contained halves of mushrooms, but I realized that the question would have been disrespectful and ran off after thanking him warmly. I was just going to fry them for myself when I met the group of servitors, and heard that all my halves were poisonous.

Sebastiana, the nurse, when I told her the story, said, ‘The bad half of Medardo has returned. Now I wonder about this trial today.

That day there was to be a trial of a band of brigands arrested the day before by the castle constabulary. The brigands were from our estates and so it was for the Viscount to judge them. The trial was held and Medardo sat sideways on his chair chewing a fingernail. The brigands appeared in chains; the head of the band was the youth called Fiorfiero who had been the first to notice the Viscount’s litter while pounding grapes. The injured parties appeared: they were a group of Tuscan knights who were passing through our woods on their way to Provence when they had been attacked and robbed by Fiorfiero and his band. Fiorfiero defended himself saying that those knights had come poaching on our land and he had stopped and disarmed them as poachers, since the constabulary had done nothing about them. It should be said that at the time assaults by brigands were very common, and laws were clement. Also our parts were particularly susceptible in turbulent times and our people would join brigand bands. As for poaching, it was about the lightest crime imaginable.

But Sebastiana’s apprehensions were well founded. Medardo condemned Fiorfiero and his whole band to die by hanging, as criminals guilty of armed rapine. But since those robbed were guilty of poaching he condemned them to die on the gibbet too. And to punish the constables who had appeared too late and not prevented either brigands or poachers from misbehaving, he decreed death by hanging for them too. There were about twenty altogether. This cruel sentence produced consternation in us all, not so much for the Tuscan gentry whom no one had seen until then, as for the brigands and constables who were generally well liked. Master Pietrochiodo, packsaddle-maker and carpenter, was given the job of making the gibbet; he was a most conscientious worker who took great pains in all he did. With great sorrow, for two of the condemned were his relations, he built a gibbet ramificating like a tree, whose nooses all rose together and were manoeuvred by a single winch. It was such a big and ingenious machine that it could have hanged simultaneously even more people than those now condemned; the Viscount took advantage of this to hang ten cats alternating with every two criminals. The rigid corpses and cats’ carcasses hung there for three days, and at first no one had the heart to look at them. But soon people noticed what a really imposing sight they were, and our own judgements and opinions began to vary, so that we were even sorry when it was decided to take them down and dismantle the big machine.
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For me those were happy times, wandering through woods with Dr Trelawney in search of fossil traces. Dr Trelawney was English; he had reached our coasts after a shipwreck, astride a ship’s barrel. All his life he had been a ship’s doctor and made long and perilous journeys, among them ones with the famous Captain Cook, though he had seen nothing of the world since he was always under hatches playing cards. On being shipwrecked among us he had soon acquired a taste for a wine called cancarone, the harshest and heaviest in our parts, and now could not do without it, so that he always had a full water-flask of it slung over his shoulder. He had stayed on at Terralba and become our doctor; but he bothered little about the sick, only about his scientific researches, which kept him on the go – and me with him – through fields and woods by day and night. First came a cricket’s disease caught by one cricket in a thousand and doing no particular harm; Dr Trelawney wanted to examine them all and find the right cure. Next there were signs of the time when our lands were covered by sea; and we would load up with pebbles and flints which, according to the doctor, had been fish in their time. Finally, his last great passion; wills-o’-the-wisp. He wanted to find a way of catching and keeping them, and with this aim in view we would spend nights wandering about our cemetery, waiting for one of those vague lights to go up among the mounds of earth and grass, when we would try to draw it towards us, make it follow us and then capture it without it going out, in various receptacles with which we experimented: sacks, flasks, strawless demijohns, braziers, colanders. Dr Trelawney had settled in a shack near the cemetery which had once been the grave-digger’s in times of pomp and war and plague when a man was needed on the job full-time. There the doctor had set up his laboratory, with test-tubes of every shape to bottle the wisps, and nets, like fishing ones, to catch them; and retorts and crucibles in which he examined the why and wherefore of those pale little flames coming from the soil of cemeteries and the exhalations of corpses. But he was not a man to remain for long absorbed in studies; he would break off and come out, and then we would go hunting together for new phenomena of nature.

I was free as air since I had no parents and belonged to the category neither of servants nor masters. I was part of the Terralba family only by tardy recognition, but did not bear their name and no one had bothered to give me any education. My poor mother had been the Viscount Aiolfo’s daughter and Medardo’s elder sister, but she had besmirched the family honour by eloping with a poacher who was my father. I was born in a smuggler’s hut in rough scrub by the woods; and shortly afterwards my father was killed in some squabble, and pellagra put an end to my mother who had stayed in that wretched hut all alone. Then I was brought into the castle, as my grandfather Aiolfo took pity on me, and grew up under the care of the chief nurse, Sebastiana. I remember that when Medardo was still a boy and I was a small child he would sometimes let me take part in his games as if we were of equal rank; then the distance between us grew and I dropped to the level of a servant. Now in Dr Trelawney I found a companion such as I had never had.

The doctor was sixty but about as tall as me; he had a lined face like an old chestnut, under tricorne and wig; his legs, with gaiters halfway up his thighs, looked long and disproportionate as a cricket’s, due also to his long strides; he wore a dove-coloured tunic with red facings, and slung across it the bottle of cancarone wine.

His passion for wills-o’-the-wisp made him take long night marches to the cemeteries of nearby villages, where at times were to be seen flames finer in colour and size than those in our abandoned cemetery. But it was bad for us if our stalking was found out by locals; once we were mistaken for sacrilegious thieves and followed for miles by a group of men armed with forks and tridents.

It was a rocky part scored by torrents; I and Dr Trelawney hopped from rock to rock, but heard the infuriated peasants getting closer behind. At a place called Grimace’s Leap was a small bridge of tree trunks straddling a deep abyss. Instead of crossing over, the doctor and I hid on a ledge of rock on the abyss’s very edge, just in time as the peasants were right on our heels. They did not see us, and yelling, ‘Where are the swine?’ rushed straight at the bridge. A crack, and they were flung screaming into the torrent far below. Trelawney’s and my terror for our own skins changed to relief at danger escaped, and then to terror again at the awful fate that had befallen our pursuers. We scarcely dared lean over and peer down into the darkness where the peasants had vanished. Then raising our eyes we looked at the remains of the little bridge; the trunks were still firmly in place, but they were broken in half as if sawn through; that could be the only explanation for thick wood giving way with such a clean break.

‘There’s the hand of you know who in this,’ said Dr Trelawney, and I understood.

Just then we heard a quick clatter of hooves and on the verge of the precipice appeared a horse and a rider half wrapped in a black cloak. It was the Viscount Medardo, who was contemplating with his frozen triangular smile the tragic success of his trap, unforeseen perhaps by himself; he must certainly have wanted to kill us two off; instead of which, as it turned out, he had saved our lives. Trembling, we saw him gallop off on that thin horse, which went leaping away over the rocks as if born of a goat.

At that time my uncle always went round on horseback; he had got our saddle-maker Pietrochiodo to make him a special saddle with a stirrup to which he could hitch himself, while the other had a counterweight. A sword and crutch was slung by the saddle. And so the Viscount galloped about, wearing a plumed hat with a great brim which half vanished under a wing of the ever fluttering cloak. Wherever the sound of his horse’s hooves was heard everyone took to his heels even more than when Galateo the leper passed, and bore off their children and animals and feared for their plants, as the Viscount’s wickedness spared no one and could burst at any moment into the most unforeseen and incomprehensible actions.

He had never been ill so never needed Dr Trelawney’s care; I don’t know how the doctor would have dealt with such an eventuality as he did his very best to avoid ever hearing my uncle mentioned. When he heard people talking about the Viscount and his cruelty Dr Trelawney would shake his head and curl a lip with a mutter of ‘Oh, oh, oh … zzt, zzt, zzt!’ It seemed that from the medical point of view my uncle’s case aroused no interest in him; but I was beginning to think that he had become a doctor only from family pressure or for his own convenience, and did not care a rap about the science of it. Perhaps his career as ship’s doctor had been due only to his ability at card games, which made the most illustrious navigators, particularly Captain Cook himself, contend for him as partner.

One night Dr Trelawney was fishing with a net for wills-o’-the-wisp in our ancient cemetery when his eyes fell on Medardo of Terralba pasturing his horse amongst the tombs. The doctor was much confused and alarmed, but the Viscount came nearer and asked him, in the defective pronunciation of his halved mouth; ‘Are you looking for night butterflies, Doctor?’

‘Oh, m’lord,’ replied the doctor in a faint voice. ‘Oh, not exactly butterflies, m’lord … Wills-o’-the-wisp, you know, wills-o’-the-wisp …’

‘Ah, wills-o’-the-wisp, eh? I’ve often wondered about their origin too.’

‘They have been the subject of my modest studies for some time, m’lord …’ said Trelawney, encouraged by his benevolent tone.

Medardo twisted his angular half face into a smile, the skin taut as a skull’s. ‘You deserve all assistance in your studies,’ he said to him. ‘A pity that this cemetery is so abandoned, and thus no good for wills-o’-the-wisp. But I promise you that I’ll see about helping you as much as I can tomorrow.’

Next day was the one allocated for administering justice, and the Viscount condemned a dozen peasants to death, because according to his computation they had not handed over the whole proportion of crops due from them to the castle. The dead men were buried in earth of the common grave, and the cemetery blossomed every night with wills-o’-the-wisp. Dr Trelawney was terrified by this help, useful as it was to his studies.

With all these tragic developments Master Pietrochiodo was producing greatly improved gibbets. Now they were real masterpieces of carpentry and mechanics, as also were the racks, winches and other instruments of torture by which the Viscount Medardo tore confessions from the accused. I was often in Pietrochiodo’s workshop, as it was a fine sight to watch him at work with such ability and enthusiasm. But a sorrow always weighed on the saddler’s heart. The scaffolds he was constructing were for innocent men. ‘How can I manage to get orders for work as delicate, but with a different purpose? What new mechanisms could I enjoy making more?’ But finding these questions coming to no conclusions, he tried to thrust them out of his mind and settle down to making his instruments as fine and ingenious as possible.

‘Just forget the purpose for which they’re used,’ he said to me, ‘and look at them as pieces of mechanism. You see how fine they are?’

I looked at that architecture of beams, criss-cross of ropes, links of capstans and pulleys, and tried not to see tortured bodies on them, but the more I tried the more I found myself thinking of them, and said to Pietrochiodo: ‘How can I forget?’

‘How indeed, my lad,’ replied he. ‘How d’you think I can, then?’

But with all their agonies and terrors, those days had times of delight. The loveliest hour was when the sun was high and the sea golden and the chickens sang as they laid their eggs and from the lane came the sound of the leper’s horn. The leper would pass every morning to collect alms for his companions in misfortune. He was called Galateo, and round his neck he wore a hunting horn whose sound warned us from a distance of his arrival. Women would hear the horn and lay out eggs or melons or tomatoes and sometimes a little rabbit on the edge of the wall; and then they would run off and hide, taking their children, for no one should be out in the open when a leper goes by: leprosy can be caught from a distance and it’s dangerous even to look at a leper. Preceded by notes on his horn, Galateo would come slowly along the deserted lanes, with a high stick in his hand and a long tattered robe touching the ground. He had long towy yellow hair and a round white face already eaten away by leprosy. He gathered up the gifts, put them in his knapsack, and called his thanks towards the houses of the hidden peasants in honeyed tones that always included some jolly double meaning.

Leprosy was very prevalent in districts near the sea in those days, and near us was a village called Pratofungo inhabited only by lepers, for whom we were bound to produce gifts which Galateo gathered up. When anyone from seaboard or country caught leprosy, they left relatives and friends and went to Pratofungo to spend the rest of their lives waiting for the disease to devour them. There were rumours of great jollifications to greet each new arrival; from afar songs and music were to be heard coming from the lepers’ houses till nightfall.

Many things were said of Pratofungo, although no healthy person had ever been there; but all rumours were agreed in saying that life there was a perpetual party. Before becoming a leper colony the village had been a great place for prostitutes and visited by sailors of every race and religion; and the women there, it seemed, still kept the licentious habits of those times. The lepers did no work on the land, except for a vineyard of strawberry grapes whose juice kept them the whole year round in a state of simmering tipsiness. The lepers spent most of their time playing strange instruments of their own invention, such as harps with little bells attached to the string, and singing in falsetto, and painting eggs with daubs of every colour as if for a perpetual Easter. And so, whiling away the time with sweet music, their disfigured faces hung round with garlands of jasmine, they forgot the human community from which their disease had cut them off.

No local doctor had ever taken on the care of the lepers, but when Trelawney settled amongst us some hoped that he might dedicate his lore to healing that running sore in our locality. I shared the same hopes too in my childish way; for some time I had been longing to get into Pratofungo and attend those lepers’ parties: and had the doctor done any experimenting with his drugs on those wretches he might have allowed me to accompany him into the village sometimes. But none of this ever happened; as soon as he heard Galateo’s horn Dr Trelawney ran off at full speed and no one seemed more afraid of contagion than he. Sometimes I tried to question him on the nature of the disease, but he would make evasive or muted replies, as if the very word ‘leper’ put him out.

Actually I can’t think why we were so determined to think of him as a doctor; he was very attentive to animals, particularly small ones, to stones or natural phenomena; but human beings and their infirmities filled him with dismay and disgust. He had a horror of blood, he would only touch the sick with the tips of his fingers, and when faced with serious cases plunged his nose in a silk bandanna dipped in vinegar. He was shy as a girl and blushed at the sight of a naked body; if it was a woman’s he would stutter and keep his eyes lowered. In all his long journeys over the oceans he never seemed to have known women. Luckily for us in those times births were matters for midwives and not doctors: otherwise I wonder how he would have coped.

Into my uncle’s head now came the notion of arson. At night all of a sudden a wretched peasant’s havstack would burn, or a tree cut for fuel, or a whole wood. Then we would spend the whole night passing buckets of water from hand to hand in order to put out the flames. The victims were always poor unfortunates who had fallen out with the Viscount, either because of one of his increasingly severe and unjust orders or because of the dues he had doubled. From burning other things he then began setting fire to houses; it was thought that he came up close at night, threw burning brands on roofs and then rushed off on horseback; but no one ever managed to catch him in the act. Once two old people died; once a boy had his brains fried. The peasants grew to hate him more and more. His most stubborn enemies were some families of Huguenots who were living in huts up on Col Gerbido; their men kept guard in turn all night to prevent fires.

Without any plausible reason one night he even went under the houses of Pratofungo, whose roofs were thatched, and threw burning brands at them. A characteristic of lepers is to feel no pain when scorched, and had they been caught by the flames in their sleep they would never have woken again. But as the Viscount galloped away he heard a tune on a violin from the village behind him; the inhabitants of Pratofungo were still up and intent on their fun. They all got a little scorched, but felt no ill effects and amused themselves in their own way. The fire was soon put out; and their homes, perhaps because so impregnated with leprosy, suffered little damage from the flames.

Medardo’s evil nature even turned him against his own personal property, the castle itself. A fire went up in the servants’ wing and spread amid the loud shrieks of those imprisoned there, while the Viscount was seen galloping off into the country. It was an attempt on the life of his nurse and foster-mother Sebastiana. With the stubborn bossiness that women think to maintain over those they have seen as children, Sebastiana was constantly reproving the Viscount for his every misdeed, even when all were convinced that his nature forced him to acts of insane and irreparable cruelty. Sebastiana was pulled out from the burning walls in a very bad state and had to stay in bed for days to heal her burns.

One night the door of the room in which she was lying opened and the Viscount appeared by her bed.

‘What are those marks on your face, nurse?’ said Medardo, pointing at her burns.

‘Marks of your sins, son,’ said the old woman calmly.

‘Your skin is all speckled and scored; what ails you, nurse?’

‘My ails are nothing, son, compared to those awaiting you in hell unless you mend your ways.’

‘You must get well soon; I would not like to hear of you going round with this disease on you.’

‘I’m not out for a husband, that I need bother about my looks. A good conscience is enough for me. I only wish you could say the same.’

‘And yet your bridegroom is waiting to bear you off with him, you know!’

‘Do not deride old age, my son, you who’ve had your youth ruined.’

‘I do not jest. Hark, nurse; there is your bridegroom playing beneath your window …’

Sebastiana listened and from outside the castle heard the sound of the leper’s horn.

Next day Medardo sent for Dr Trelawney.

‘Suspicious marks have appeared on the face of our old servant, I don’t know how,’ he said to the doctor. ‘We’re all afraid it’s leprosy. Doctor, we entrust ourselves to the light of your knowledge.’

Trelawney bowed and stuttered.

‘M’duty, m’lord … at your orders as always, m’lord …’

He turned, slipped out of the castle, got himself a small barrel of cancarone and vanished into the woods. He was not seen again for a week. When he got back Sebastiana had been sent to the leper village.

One evening at dusk she left the castle, veiled and dressed in black, with a bundle on her arm. She knew that her fate was sealed; she must take the road to Pratofungo. Leaving the room where she had been kept till then, the passages and stairs were deserted. Down she went, across the courtyard, out into the country; all was deserted, everyone at her passage withdrew and hid. She heard a hunting horn sounding a low call on two notes only: on the path ahead of her was Galateo with the mouthpiece of his instrument raised to the sky. With slow steps the nurse advanced; the path went towards the setting sun; Galateo moved far ahead of her; every now and again he stopped as if gazing at the bumble bees amid the leaves, raised his horn and played a sad note; the nurse looked at the flowers and banks that she was leaving, sensed behind hedges the presence of people avoiding her, and walked on. Alone, a long way behind Galateo, she reached Pratofungo, and as the village gates closed behind her harps and violins began to play.

Dr Trelawney had disappointed me a lot. Not having moved a finger to prevent old Sebastiana being condemned to the leper colony – though knowing that her marks were not those of leprosy – was a sign of cowardice, and for the first time I felt a sense of aversion from the doctor. On top of this he had not taken me with him when he ran off into the woods, though knowing how useful I would have been as hunter of squirrels and finder of raspberries. Now I no longer enjoyed going with him for wills-o’-the-wisp as before, and often went round alone, on the lookout for new companions.

The people who most attracted me now were the Huguenots upon Col Gerbido. They were people who had escaped from France where the King had those who followed their religion cut into small pieces. While crossing the mountains they had lost their books and sacred objects, and now had neither bibles to read from nor Mass to say nor hymns to sing nor prayers to recite. Suspicious, like all those who have passed through persecutions and live amid people of a different faith, they had refused to accept any religious book or listen to any advice on how to conduct their rites. If someone came looking for them saying he was a fellow-Huguenot, they were frightened he might be a Papal agent in disguise and shut themselves in silence. So they had set to work cultivating the harsh lands of Col Gerbido, and overworked, men and women, from before dawn till after dusk, in the hope of illumination by Grace. Inexpert in what constituted sin, they multiplied their prohibitions lest they made mistakes, and were reduced to giving each other constant severe glances in case the least gesture betrayed a blameworthy intention. With confused memories of theological disputations they avoided naming God or using any other religious expression for fear of sacrilege. So they followed no rites and probably did not even dare formulate thoughts on matters of faith, though preserving an air of grave absorption as if these were constantly in their minds. But with time the rules of their agricultural labours had acquired a value equal to those of the Commandments, as also the habits of thrift to which they were forced, and the women’s abilities at housekeeping.

They were all one great family, with lots of grandchildren and in-laws, all tall and knobbly, and they worked the land always formally dressed in buttoned black, the men in wide-brimmed hats and the women in white kerchiefs. The men wore long beards and always went round with slung blunder-busses, but it was said that none of them had ever fired a shot except at sparrows, as it was forbidden by the Commandments.

From chalky terraces with a few stunted vines and scrappy crops would rise the voice of old Ezekiel, for ever shouting with fists raised to the sky, his white goatee beard atremble, eyes rolling under his tubular hat. ‘Famine and plague! Famine and plague!’ he would yell at his family bent over their work. ‘Hoe harder, Jonah! Tear at the weeds, Susanna! Spread that manure, Tobias!’ and give out thousands of orders and reproofs in the bitter tone of one addressing a bunch of inept wasters: every time, after shouting out the innumerable things they must do to prevent the land going to ruin, he would begin doing them himself pushing away the others around, still shouting ‘Famine and plague!’

His wife on the other hand never shouted, and seemed, unlike the others, secure in a secret religion of her own, which was fixed to the smallest details but never mentioned by so much as a single word to anyone. She would just stare, her eyes all pupils, and only say, through set lips, ‘D’you think that’s right, sister Rachel? D’you think that’s right, brother Aaron?’ for the rare smiles to vanish from her family’s mouths and their grave intent expressions to return.

One evening I arrived at Col Gerbido while the Huguenots were praying. Not that they pronounced any words or joined hands or knelt; they were standing in a row in the vineyard, men on one side and women on the other, with old Ezekiel at the end, beard on chest. They looked straight in front of them, with clenched hands hanging from long knobbly arms, but though they seemed absorbed they had not lost awareness of what was going on around them; and Tobias put out a hand and tweaked a caterpillar off a vine, Rachel crushed a snail with her nailed boot, and Ezekiel himself suddenly took off his hat to frighten sparrows on the crops.

Then they intoned a psalm. They did not remember the words, only the tune, and even that not well, and often someone went off tone or maybe they all were the whole time, but they never stopped and on finishing one verse started another, always without pronouncing any words.

I felt a tug at my arm; it was little Esau signing me to be quiet and come with him. Esau was the same age as me; he was old Ezekiel’s last son; the only look he had of his parents was their hard tense expression, with a sly malice of his own. We went off on all fours through the vineyard, with him saying: ‘They’ll be at it another half-hour, you see. Come and look at my lair.’

Esau’s lair was secret. He used to hide there so that his family could not find him and send him to look after goats or take snails off the crops. He would spend entire days there doing nothing, while his father went searching and calling for him throughout the countryside.

Esau gave me a pipe and told me to smoke it. He lit one for himself and drew great mouthfuls with an enthusiasm I had never seen in a boy. It was the first time I had smoked; it soon made me feel sick and I stopped. To pull me together Esau drew out a bottle of Grappa and poured me a glass which made me cough and wrung my guts. He drank it as if it were water.

‘It takes a lot to get drunk,’ he said.

‘Where did you find all these things you have here in your lair?’ I asked him.

Esau made a gesture of clawing the air: ‘Stolen!’

He had put himself at the head of a band of Catholic boys who were sacking the country round; they not only stripped the trees of fruit, but went into houses and hen coops. And they swore stronger and more often even than Master Pietrochiodo; they knew every swear-word, Catholic and Huguenot, and exchanged them freely.

‘There’s a lot of other sins I commit too,’ he explained to me. ‘I bear false witness, I forget to water the beans, I don’t respect father and mother, I come home late. Now I want to commit every sin there is; even the ones people say I’m not old enough to understand.’

‘Every sin?’ I asked him. ‘Killing too?’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Killing’s not in my line now, it’s no use.’

‘My uncle kills and has people killed just for fun, they say,’ I exclaimed, just for something to counterbalance Esau.

Esau spat. ‘A mug’s game,’ he said.

Then it thundered and outside the lair it began to rain.

‘They’ll be on the lookout for you at home,’ I said to Esau. Nobody was ever on the lookout for me, but I had seen other boys being sought by parents, particularly in bad weather, and I thought that was something important.

‘Let’s wait for it to stop,’ said Esau. ‘And have a game of dice.’

He pulled out the dice and a heap of money. I had no money, so I gambled my whistles, knives and catapults, and lost the lot.

‘Don’t let it get you down,’ said Esau eventually. ‘I cheat, you know.’

Outside, thunder, lightning and torrential rain. Esau’s cave was flooding. He salvaged his pipes and other things and said, ‘It’ll pour all night; better run and shelter at home.’

We were soaked and muddy when we reached old Ezekiel’s hut. The Huguenots were sitting around the table by a flickering candle, and trying to remember episodes from the Bible, taking great care to recount it as something which they thought they had once read, of uncertain meaning and truth.

‘Famine and plague!’ Ezekiel shouted, and banged a fist on the table so hard it put out the light just when his son Esau appeared in the doorway with me.

My teeth began chattering. Esau shrugged his shoulders. Outside all the thunder and lightning seemed to be unloading on Col Gerbido. As they were rekindling the light the old man with raised fists enumerated his son’s sins as the foulest ever committed by any human being; but he only knew a small part of them. The mother nodded mutely, and all the other sons and sons-in-law and daughters-in-law and grandchildren listened chins on chest and faces hidden in their hands. Esau was chewing away at an apple as if the sermon did not concern him. What with the thunder and Ezekiel’s voice I was trembling like a reed.

The diatribe was interrupted by the return of the men on guard, sacks over heads, all soaking wet. The Huguenots kept guard all night long in turns, armed with muskets, scythes and pitchforks, to prevent the prowling incursions of the Viscount, now their declared enemy.

‘Father! Ezekiel!’ said these Huguenots, ‘’tis a night for wolves. For sure the Lame One won’t come. May we return home, father?’

‘Are there no signs of the Maimed One?’ asked Ezekiel.

‘No, father, except for the smell of burning left by the lightning. ’Tis not a night for the Bereft One.’

‘Stay here and change your clothes then. May the storm bring peace to the Sideless One and to us.’

The Lame One, the Maimed One, the Bereft One and the Sideless One were some of the appellations given by the Huguenots to my uncle; never once did I hear them call him by his real name. These remarks showed a kind of intimacy with the Viscount, as if they knew a great deal about him, almost as if he were an old enemy. They would exchange brief phrases accompanied by winks and laughs; ‘Ha ha! The Maimed One … Just like him, ha ha! The Half-Deaf One …’ as if to them all Medardo’s dark follies were clear and foreseeable.

They were talking thus when a fist was heard knocking at the door in the storm. ‘Who knocks in this weather?’ said Ezekiel. ‘Quick, open.’

They opened the door, and there was the Viscount standing on his one leg on the threshold, wrapped in a dripping cloak, his plumed hat soaked with rain.

‘I have tied up my horse in your stall,’ said he. ‘Give me hospitality too, please. It’s a bad night for the traveller.’

All looked at Ezekiel. I had hidden myself beneath the table lest my uncle should discover that I frequented this enemy house.

‘Sit down by the fire,’ said Ezekiel. ‘In this house a guest is always welcome.’

Near the threshold was a heap of sheets, the kind used for stretching under trees to gather olives; there Medardo lay down and went to sleep.

In the dark the Huguenots gathered round Ezekiel. ‘Father. we have the Lame One in our hands now!’ they whispered to each other. ‘Must we let him go? Must we let him commit other crimes against innocent folk? Ezekiel, has the hour not come for the Buttockless One to pay the price?’

The old man raised his fists to the ceiling, ‘Famine and plague!’ he shouted, if someone can be said to shout who scarcely emits a sound but does it with all his strength. ‘No guest has ever been ill-treated in our house. I myself will mount guard to protect his sleep.’

And with his musket at the ready he took his place by the sleeping Viscount. Medardo’s eye opened, ‘What are you doing there, Master Ezekiel?’

‘I protect your sleep, guest. You are hated by many.’

‘That I know,’ said the Viscount. ‘I do not sleep at the castle as I fear the servants might kill me as I lie.’

‘Nor do they love you in my house, Master Medardo. But tonight you will be respected.’

The Viscount was silent for some time, and then said, ‘Ezekiel, I wish to be converted to your religion.’

The old man said nothing.

‘I am surrounded by men I do not trust,’ went on Medardo, ‘I should like to rid myself of the lot and call the Huguenots to the castle. You, Master Ezekiel, will be my minister. I will declare Terralba to be Huguenot territory and we will start a war against the Catholic princes. You and your family shall be the leaders. Are you agreed, Ezekiel? Can you convert me?’

The old man stood there straight and motionless, his big chest crossed by the bandolier of his gun. ‘Too many things have we forgotten in our religion,’ said he, ‘for me to dare convert anyone. I will remain in my own territory, according to my own conscience, you in yours with yours.’

The Viscount raised himself on his elbow. ‘You know, Ezekiel, that I have not yet reported to the Inquisition the presence of heretics in my domains? And that your heads sent as a present to our bishop would at once bring me back to favour with the Curia?’

‘Our heads are still on our necks, sir,’ said the old man. ‘But there is something else far more difficult to tear from us.’

Medardo leapt to his foot and opened the door. ‘Rather would I sleep under that oak tree there than in the house of enemies.’ And off he hopped into the rain.

The old man called the others. ‘Sons, it was written that the Lame One was to come to visit us. Now he’s gone; the way to our house is clear. Do not despair, sons; one day perhaps a better traveller will pass.’

All the bearded Huguenots and the quiffed women bowed their heads.

‘And even if no one comes,’ added Ezekiel’s wife, ‘we will stay at our posts.’

At that moment a streak of lightning rent the sky, and thunder made the tiles and the stones of the wall quiver. Tobias shouted, ‘The lightning has struck the oak tree. It is burning!’

They ran out with their lanterns and saw the great tree carbonized halfway down, from tip to roots, and the other half intact. Far off under the rain they heard a horse’s hooves, and by a lightning flash caught a glimpse of the cloaked figure of its thin rider.

‘Father, you have saved us,’ said the Huguenots. ‘Thank you, Ezekiel.’

The sky cleared to the east and it was dawn.

Esau called me aside. ‘You see what sillies they are!’ he whispered. ‘Look what I’ve done meanwhile,’ and he showed me a handful of glittering objects. ‘I took all the gold studs on the saddle while the horse was tied in the stall. You see what sillies they are, not to have thought of it.’

I did not like Esau’s ways, and those of his relations I found oppressive. So I preferred being on my own and going to the shore to gather limpets and catch crabs. While I was on top of a little rock trying to corner a small crab, in the calm water below me I saw the reflection of a blade above my head and fell into the sea from fright.

‘Catch hold of this,’ said my uncle, for it was he who had come up behind me. And he tried to make me grasp his sword by the blade.

‘No, I’ll do it by myself,’ I replied, and clambered up on to a crag separated by a limb of water from the rest of the rocks.

‘Are you out for crabs?’ said Medardo, ‘I’m out for baby octopuses,’ and he showed me his catch. They were big brown and white baby octopuses. And although they had been cut in two with a sword, they were still moving their tentacles.

‘If only I
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