
[image: Image Missing]


Contents

Cover

About the Book

Title Page

Dedication

Map

Introduction

Prologue

Part One: An Execution

Chapter One: Zarita

Chapter Two: Zarita

Chapter Three: Saulo

Chapter Four: Saulo

Chapter Five: Zarita

Chapter Six: Saulo

Chapter Seven

Part Two: The Arrival of the Inquisition

Chapter Eight: Zarita

Chapter Nine: Zarita

Chapter Ten: Zarita

Chapter Eleven: Saulo

Chapter Twelve: Saulo

Chapter Thirteen: Zarita

Chapter Fourteen: Zarita

Chapter Fifteen: Saulo

Chapter Sixteen: Saulo

Chapter Seventeen: Zarita

Chapter Eighteen: Zarita

Chapter Nineteen: Saulo

Chapter Twenty: Saulo

Chapter Twenty-one: Zarita

Chapter Twenty-two: Saulo

Chapter Twenty-three: Zarita

Chapter Twenty-four: Saulo

Chapter Twenty-five: Zarita

Chapter Twenty-six: Saulo

Chapter Twenty-seven: Saulo

Part Three: Prisoner of the Inquisition

Chapter Twenty-eight: Zarita

Chapter Twenty-nine: Saulo

Chapter Thirty: Zarita

Chapter Thirty-one: Zarita

Chapter Thirty-two: Saulo

Chapter Thirty-three: Zarita

Chapter Thirty-four: Zarita

Chapter Thirty-five: Saulo

Chapter Thirty-six: Zarita

Chapter Thirty-seven: Saulo

Chapter Thirty-eight: Zarita

Chapter Thirty-nine: Saulo

Chapter Forty: Zarita

Chapter Forty-one: Saulo

Chapter Forty-two: Zarita

Chapter Forty-three: Saulo

Chapter Forty-four: Zarita

Chapter Forty-five: Saulo

Chapter Forty-six: Zarita and Saulo

Chapter Forty-seven: Saulo

Chapter Forty-eight: Zarita

Chapter Forty-nine: Saulo

Chapter Fifty: Zarita

Chapter Fifty-one: Saulo

Chapter Fifty-two: Zarita

Chapter Fifty-three: Saulo

Chapter Fifty-four: Zarita

Chapter Fifty-five: Saulo

Chapter Fifty-six: Zarita

Chapter Fifty-seven: Saulo

Chapter Fifty-eight: Zarita

Chapter Fifty-nine: Saulo

Chapter Sixty: Zarita

Chapter Sixty-one: Saulo

Chapter Sixty-two: Saulo

Chapter Sixty-three: Saulo

Chapter Sixty-four

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Also by Theresa Breslin

Praise for Prisoner of the Inquisition

Copyright


About the Book

The flames began to rise around her . . .

Zarita, only daughter of the town magistrate, lives a life of wealth and privilege.

Saulo, son of a beggar, witnesses his father wrongfully arrested and brutally dealt with. Hauled off to be a slave at sea, he swears vengeance on the magistrate and his family.

The cruel agents of the Inquisition arrive in Zarita’s town, bringing suspicion, terror and death. Then, amind the intrigues of the royal court, Zarita and Saulo meet once more, to face final acts of betrayal and revenge.
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A book for Annie Eaton – at last!
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INTRODUCTION

In 1469, when Queen Isabella of Castile married King Ferdinand of Aragon, it brought together the two kingdoms. It was the great ambition of their lives to unite the rest of Spain and rule it as one country. Intensely religious, they also wanted all their subjects to follow the Christian faith. With fire and sword they carried out this mission.

The Holy Inquisition (1232–1820) was a judicial institution founded by the Catholic Church to discover and suppress heresy. During the reign of Isabella and Ferdinand, officers of the Inquisition (some priests, supported by soldier religious brothers) and officials of the State, combined – not always willingly – to persecute heretics. In Spain, under the regime of the Chief Inquisitor, Tomás de Torquemada, the Inquisition was particularly active. Torture was used during questioning of the accused, and extreme punishments, including burning at the stake while still alive, were inflicted on anyone found guilty – especially on those who had converted to Christianity and then relapsed.

In the year 1490 the mariner-explorer Christopher Columbus is seeking patronage from the Spanish monarchs for his ambitious plan to cross the Atlantic Ocean. By this time most of Spain has been taken back from the Moors – apart from the Kingdom of Granada. The armies of Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand are gathering as they plan to lay siege to the town of Granada and capture the beautiful Moorish palace of the Alhambra.

Meanwhile the officers of the Inquisition continue their work throughout Spain . . .


Prologue

Spain, 1492

She begged for a cross to hold.

They would not give her one.

Her body was bound fast with thick ropes to the central pole of the stake. Her arms and hands were free. She brought them together. She laid the thumb of her right hand across the forefinger of her left. She pressed her lips to the intersection of this cross and cried out in a loud voice,

‘In the name of the Blessed Lord Jesus who died for our sins!’

The flames began to rise around her.

Was it true that in some cases they dampened the firewood so that the condemned would roast more slowly? Her figure became obscured by the smoke, her form a writhing shadow within the fire.

She could not be seen, but she could be heard now, screaming; and the crowd called to her: ‘Recant! Recant!’

A young man shouted out, ‘For the love of God, let her die! Let her die!’

It sometimes happened that the executioner would go in and swiftly garrotte a heretic before the flames reached them. But she was shown no such mercy.

Her screams lessened, to be replaced with worse – a croaking agonized babbling.

The man bent his head, sobbing, his hands covering his ears.

The stink of burning flesh lingered in the square for hours afterwards.


PART ONE

AN EXECUTION

Summer 1490

Las Conchas, a small port in Andalucía in southern Spain


Chapter One

Zarita

WE DID NOT see the man who followed behind us.

For in the summer of 1490, before the Holy Inquisition brought fear and suspicion to our town, I did not glance constantly around me when I went about my business. After all, I was Zarita, daughter of a rich and powerful magistrate, and I could go where I chose. And on that day in August, a day so hot that even the cats had slunk from sun to shade to find some coolness, I was escorted by Ramón Salazar, a handsome young nobleman who had declared he would die for love of me.

Ramón sauntered at my side, his new sword of Toledo steel swinging at his hip, as we made our way along an unpaved street in the old port. He took his role as my protector very seriously, pulling his face into a frown and giving severe looks to every passer-by. We were here because I wanted to visit the shrine of Our Lady of Sorrows, which was situated in a church close to the sea. At sixteen Ramón was only a year older than I and had never fought a duel, yet he swaggered along beside me like any experienced soldier.

Ramón stayed by the main entrance while I went to the side altar. I wanted to ask the Mother of God to intercede for the lives of my mama and the baby son she’d just delivered with much pain and blood. It took several minutes for my eyes to adjust to the gloom.

I didn’t notice the side door open and a figure slip inside.

He stood in the darkness, this man, and watched me as I walked towards the statue of the Virgin. He waited behind a pillar while I lifted my veil, lit a candle and knelt to pray.

Then, when I opened my purse to take out some money for an offering, he darted forward.


Chapter Two

Zarita

‘SEÑORITA, I BEG you. One coin only.’

‘What?’ Startled, I stood up. The man was bigger than me, his eyes enormous, brown seeping to almost black in a face that was gaunt and grey with unshaved stubble.

‘I need money,’ he said. ‘I’ve walked all morning and found none. I cannot go home empty-handed to my wife and my son.’ He held out his hand, palm up.

I was suddenly aware that I was alone with this ruffian inside the empty church. I pulled my veil down over my face and took a step back.

He came forward – so very close to me. His mouth opened, showing blackened and missing teeth. An overpowering foul odour. His outstretched hand brushed mine.

I shrieked in alarm.

Ramón came running down the aisle from the main door.

‘My son is hungry. My wife is very ill. She needs medicine. One coin would buy something to ease her discomfort,’ the man gabbled at me.

But I paid no heed to his pleas. The smell of him and the contact of his fingers, with their roughened skin and broken fingernails, repelled me. That a peasant would go so far as to try to grasp the hand of a woman of my status was outrageous.

‘He touched me!’ I screamed. ‘This man actually touched me!’

Ramón looked at me in horror. His face turned red with fury. ‘You assaulted this woman!’ he yelled at the beggar.

‘N-no!’ the man stuttered in confusion. ‘I was only asking for a coin.’ He looked at me, as if I might verify what he said.

In fear, I shook my head and sobbed again. ‘He touched me.’

‘For that you die!’ cried Ramón, and tried to pull his sword from its scabbard. But he wasn’t practised enough to do this in one movement. It caught on his tunic, and he swore and snatched his dagger from his belt.

The beggar turned and rushed out of the side door.

Ramón gave chase, and I, terrified to be left on my own, gathered up my skirts and ran after them both.


Chapter Three

Saulo

I HAD WATCHED my father enter the church through the side door.

I bit my lip in embarrassment as I realized that he was too humble and afraid to go in by the main door. He didn’t know that I was there; that I’d tagged after him for the last hour or so as he trudged through the town, begging. He would have been shamed if he’d known his son had witnessed people spurning him, and one grandee pushing him aside and spitting in the street as he passed by.

He thought I was with my mother, sitting beside the straw mattress where she lay, unable to move with the sickness that had struck her down a few weeks ago. I was supposed to stay beside her and try to keep her quiet, for last night she’d started to call out words in a language I didn’t know. When this began, my father became very anxious and tried to hush her so that the neighbours wouldn’t hear her speak in this strange tongue. And then he’d stroked her head, while murmuring, half chanting, some poem in her ear. It seemed to soothe her. When I’d asked him what she was saying, he told me it was the speech of angels. But I recognized his expression: I had seen it on his face before, in other places we’d lived, when he decided it was time for us to move on – the look of a hunted animal when it scented danger.

All my life we had travelled from town to town. At the time I didn’t think much about the reason for this. There was never enough money. Any we had my father used to buy medicine, for my mother’s health was always poor, and often one of us would have to stay home to look after her. Our days were spent finding enough food to eat, and this was what occupied my mind now. I knew that I made a better beggar than my father. He would have been distressed had he found out that I sometimes resorted to begging for bread. But I’d done it before, taking advantage of the fact that I looked much younger than my years. When neither of us could get work, I would huddle down in a doorway until I saw some rich señora approaching, and then I’d whimper in a pathetic way.

But as I sat under a tree in the square outside the church on this sultry summer day, I was very hopeful that my father would be successful. When he left that morning he’d asked me to tend to my mother, but I had disobeyed him. My mother had fallen asleep so I’d trailed behind him as he followed the richly dressed girl and her companion. I figured out, as I imagined he had, that if someone like her was walking in this area, she could have only one destination. She would be going to the shrine of the Virgin Mary, which was inside the church on the cliff overlooking the sea. And if this girl was visiting a church to pray on a day not designated for religious observance, then it was likely that she had a merciful disposition. She seemed to be about my age, with the most beautiful long black hair caught up in swirls and curls with fine tortoiseshell combs. From time to time the young nobleman who was with her would turn to smile at her and reach out to touch her hair. She looked like a good girl, her face properly covered with a veil, kind and devout. She’d come to this poorer part of the town to visit the shrine, so it must mean that she sought some special favour, that she had a sorrow or a petition of her own.

I thought, She will listen to my father as she expects her God to listen to her.

I was wrong.


Chapter Four

Saulo

THE SIDE DOOR of the church banged open and my father came scuttling out. He glanced to the rear of the building: the cliff wall surrounded the back, with no path visible. He turned and raced along the side of the church towards the front.

Right away I sensed danger. I stood up.

The church door opened again and the young nobleman who had been the girl’s escort appeared, and then the girl herself, further behind, skirts clutched up in her hands, running.

The young man chased after my father, shouting wildly. ‘Murder! Thief! Assassin!’

There were few people about, but those who were in the square stopped to look.

I beckoned with my hand. I thought my father had seen me but he veered away to the right, in the direction of a staircase going down to the sea.

My heart thudded in my chest. No! That way led to the shore, and the water would bar his way.

At the first step the young man caught up with him and lunged out with his dagger.

‘Ramón!’ the girl screamed. ‘Be careful!’

My father carried no weapon. He shoved away the man called Ramón and sent him sprawling. But, in doing so, he himself fell backwards and tumbled down the stairs.

With the other onlookers I ran over to see what was happening.

Below us, my father scrambled to his feet. A few more seconds and he might have got free; found another alleyway or a cliff path to make his escape. But then a group of soldiers came marching along the quayside. From the top of the stairs his pursuer, Ramón, bawled at the lieutenant in charge.

‘Arrest that man! He has just assaulted a girl inside the church and tried to kill me!’

The soldiers charged after my father, grabbed him and, with many blows and kicks, hauled him up the staircase to face the man, Ramón.

‘Take him to this girl’s father!’ The young nobleman’s face was twisted in rage. ‘His name is Don Vicente Alonso Carbazón and he is the local magistrate!’

And so my father was dragged through the streets to the home of the magistrate and flung down in his compound. I ran after them, unable to think clearly about what was happening, so fast were these dreadful events unfolding. On the way there, more folk gathered behind the soldiers to watch the spectacle. They now crowded about the open gateway.

The girl went to hug her father as he came to the door of their house. She made to pull off her veil but he stayed her hand. He was without his jacket, and the collar of his shirt was undone. His hair was wild and his body trembled as he spoke.

‘What is the noise,’ he demanded angrily, ‘that disturbs me at a time when I most need peace?’ He held up his hand. ‘Silence!’ he roared. Then he pointed at the young nobleman. ‘You, Ramón Salazar, tell me what’s going on here.’

‘Sir, Don Vicente – this beggar man attacked your daughter in the church in a most atrocious way. And when I went to restrain him, he attempted to kill me.’

Don Vicente took a step forward and struck my father in the face with his fist. My father fell to the ground, spitting teeth and blood into the red dirt of the yard.

‘Sire’ – my father tried to speak – ‘most noble Don—’

Don Vicente aimed a kick at his head. ‘Silence, you cur,’ he snarled. ‘If I had not more pressing matters to deal with, I would try you here and have sentence carried out upon you immediately.’

‘We are in a state of war.’ The lieutenant in charge of the soldiers spoke up. ‘Queen Isabella of Castile and her husband, King Ferdinand of Aragon, have stated that they will tolerate no civil unrest while they fight to reunify all our provinces so that Spain can become one country again. A town magistrate can have a traitor executed by a military officer without formal trial. And anyone who harms a nobleman or a woman in a church must be guilty of treason.’ He pointed to a nearby tree. ‘We can hang him now and end the matter here.’

‘Do it,’ Don Vicente ordered. He swivelled on his heel and prepared to go inside his house. ‘And get rid of that rabble at my gate.’

‘Father!’ I yelled as the soldiers began to close the heavy wooden doors to the compound.

I tried to push my way in but they beat everyone back violently with the flats of their swords. I pounded on the wooden surface; it wouldn’t yield. When I heard the bolt being secured, I ran off and scoured the outside walls until I found a place for a toe-hold. I took a few paces back, then threw myself at this part of the wall, and scrabbled with nails and feet until I gained the top. Now I could see into the yard below. A groom from the stables had been ordered to bring a rope and it was slung over the upper part of a thick tree. My father’s mouth was agape with terror and disbelief. Blood drooled from his lips.

‘Papa!’ The girl tugged at her father’s sleeve.

Her papa, the magistrate, shook her off. ‘Go you inside,’ he said. ‘You have disgraced our family.’

‘Papa!’ the girl wailed in anguish. ‘Listen to me. This man does not deserve to die.’

But it was too late.

They quickly noosed the rope and cast it around my father’s neck, and the soldiers hauled him high on the tree branch. And some of them grinned and joked as they did so, as if it were a sport to see a man kick out and frantically claw at his throat as he choked to death. But one soldier, a stocky red-haired man, went forward and pulled hard on my father’s legs to end his agony.

My father’s body jerked in a last spasm. His arms flailed sideways. To me it seemed he was reaching out to embrace me. I jumped down into the courtyard and ran to him, tears coursing down my face.

‘Father! Father!’ I cried. ‘Father!’

Don Vicente stopped at the threshold of his house. He surveyed me with disdain. ‘I should have known. Carrion like that always spawn more filth.’ The features of his face drew together in lines of deep disgust. ‘Better to wipe out the breed and the seed.’ He waved his hand in a command to the soldiers. ‘Let the beggar’s son dance the same jig.’

The lieutenant nodded to the groom.

‘Bring another rope,’ he said.


Chapter Five

Zarita

MY PAPA, DON Vicente Alonso Carbazón, was known in our town of Las Conchas for his strictness in dealing with criminals, but I had never seen cold hatred on his face until that dreadful summer’s day.

Alerted by the commotion, he came to the door of our house. Upon hearing Ramón’s garbled version of events, he hit the beggar so hard on his mouth that the man’s face burst open like a pomegranate. The sight of the poor man grovelling at his feet seemed to inflame rather than appease Papa. I didn’t know that he was maddened by grief and had lost control of his emotions.

‘Papa.’ I laid my hand on his arm, but he shook it off and dismissed me. And then: horror! They sent for a rope.

I looked to Ramón to stop this, but he was still furious at being humiliated in the church and having to call on the soldiers for help to capture an emaciated peasant. The grim satisfaction in his manner told me that there was no use in appealing to him to stay Papa’s hand.

I staggered back into the doorway of the house as the soldiers did their grisly business. Then a young lad leaped down from the wall of our compound and ran towards us, sobbing and crying for his father.

One of the soldiers grabbed him by the waistband of his breeches and swung him up into the air. ‘Another one for the crows to pick the eyes from!’ he laughed.

And I heard vile words spew from my papa’s mouth, and he gave an order for the lieutenant to hang the boy alongside his father.

‘Papa!’ This time my screech got Papa’s attention. ‘The boy wasn’t there in the church. He has nothing to do with this.’

‘These thieves and brigands work in gangs,’ Papa told me. He tried to usher me into the house. ‘You are too young and innocent, my daughter, to know such things.’

‘He is only a child.’ I pulled on my papa’s shirt sleeve. ‘Look at him. Think of your own newborn son.’

‘I have no son.’

I stared at Papa. And then I saw what I hadn’t noticed before. He was not properly dressed and the hair of his head and beard was unkempt.

‘Your baby brother died half an hour ago,’ he explained.

‘Oh, no!’ Hot tears flooded my eyes. Nine pregnancies my mother had endured since my own birth, with all but this one ending in miscarriage. And now the boy child was dead. No wonder Papa was beyond reasonable thought.

‘Father! Father!’ Outside, the boy was still fighting and reaching out to touch the dead body of his father swinging from the tree. But the noose of a second rope went around his neck and the lieutenant slung the long end over the same branch.

‘You’ll be with your father soon enough,’ one of the soldiers mocked the boy. He began to pull on the end of the rope and the boy rose into the air, his legs kicking as his father’s had done not five minutes since.

I went down on my knees before my papa. ‘Think of Mama,’ I pleaded. ‘She is a kind and gentle mother to me. She wouldn’t want this boy to die as well as her own son.’

My father’s face crumpled and he placed both his hands over his face. ‘Your mama—’ he began, but he could not continue. Sobs racked his body.

‘Mama?’ My breath froze in my lungs. ‘Mama! Tell me that nothing has happened to her. Please, Papa. Tell me that she lives.’

‘She lives,’ he said, ‘but it will not be for long.’ He hesitated, and then he motioned to the lieutenant. ‘There has been enough death in this house for one day. I will spare the boy’s life, but see to it that he is sent away where I will never see him again.’

In some disappointment the soldiers let go of the rope and the boy crashed to the ground, where he lay twitching, stunned but alive.

‘We are on our way by ship to join the armies of Queen Isabella of Castile and King Ferdinand of Aragon in siege against Granada,’ the lieutenant told my papa. ‘I’ll give this beggar rat to the first galley boat we meet at sea. He can be their slave until the end of his days.’

Papa nodded, but I barely heard this exchange. I pushed past him and ran upstairs to my mother’s bedroom. My aunt Beatriz knelt beside the bed holding my mother’s hand. And I knew then that my mother must be dying, for my aunt was an enclosed nun who did not leave the cloister except in extreme circumstances. She had set her nun’s veil aside and I could see how her features resembled my mother’s, except that she was much younger. She was talking to her sister in a soothing voice, telling her how her trials of this life would soon be over and she would find her rest and reward in Heaven.

‘No!’ I said in a loud voice. ‘Don’t say that! Mama cannot die.’ But I could see that my mother’s cheeks and eye-sockets had sunken in, and that every breath was a struggle for her.

	The local priest, Father Andrés, who stood at the end of the bed, tried to offer words of solace, but I was not to be placated. I shouted at him, ‘I went to the shrine of Our Lady of Sorrows to pray and make an offering so that everything would be well. I lit a candle and asked that Mama recover after the birth. But there was no one in Heaven listening to me.’ I was angry with his God who could ignore my pleas for mercy. ‘What use was there in my doing that?’ I berated the priest. ‘It was all for nothing. Nothing!’

Father Andrés’ face registered shock at my words but he spoke to me kindly. ‘You mustn’t say things like that, Zarita. It’s wrong to question the Will of God.’

My aunt Beatriz said, ‘Zarita, child, compose yourself. Your mother is slipping away. Let her do so in peace with quiet words of love from you.’

But I could only think of my own need, my own sorrow. I cast myself across Mama’s body where she lay on the bed and wept tears and cried, ‘Do not leave me, Mama! Mama! Mama! Do not leave me!’


Chapter Six

Saulo

ON THAT DAY I swore revenge.

My dazed stupefaction at the stark and savage cruelty of the actions of this day was replaced by venomous hatred. Before the soldiers bound my hands and hauled me through the streets to the docks, I stared hard at the face of the man who had wronged me and vowed I would not forget him.

I, Saulo, of the town of Las Conchas, determined that I would bring ruin upon Don Vicente Alonso Carbazón. I would chop down the tree upon which he’d hung my father. I would scatter his livestock and poison his wells. I would burn his house to the ground with goods and furniture inside and trample them to dust. I would destroy him, his wife, and all his children.


Chapter Seven

TOWARDS MIDNIGHT, INSIDE the church of Our Lady of Sorrows, situated high on a cliff overlooking the Mediterranean Sea, the candle lit that morning by Zarita del Vicente Alonso de Carbazón flickered and went out. Twenty minutes later the life of her mama also ended.

Thus the simple lighting of a candle began a chain of events that would bring disaster to those involved that day.


PART TWO

THE ARRIVAL OF THE INQUISITION

1490–1491


Chapter Eight

Zarita

WHEREAS MY PAPA, the magistrate, was respected in the town of Las Conchas, my mother had been loved.

People came onto their balconies to watch her coffin-carriage, drawn by four black plumed horses, make its stately way through the streets, and they threw down flower petals as it passed below them. In addition to being known for her almsgiving, Mama had helped fund a hospital to care for the destitute; here her younger sister, my aunt Beatriz, had established a religious nursing order. Heavily veiled, with the cowled hoods of their habits drawn up, the nuns stood in front of the building to watch the funeral procession, and many of the poor lined either side of the dirt track leading to the cemetery on the hill above the town. My father’s business friends also attended, and a smattering of the local nobility. Although rich, my father was not of noble blood, but he was respected by the lords and dons, who knew that he enforced the laws that kept them safe.

The family tomb had been opened up and Father Andrés, robed in black, stood by the cemetery gate. He was attended by a dozen acolytes wearing white surplices over black cassocks and holding long thick candles of solid beeswax. I’d heard my father order our farm manager, Garci Díaz, to have these made up specially,

‘Spare no expense,’ he’d said. ‘I want the best for my wife and my son.’ Papa’s voice had broken on this last word, and Garci had reached out his hand to my father but then withdrawn it before touching him.

Now, the driver of the hearse pulled the horses to a halt and the priest came to meet us.

And suddenly it was real for me. I’d lived the last few days crying and sobbing through what seemed like some awful nightmare, but as I watched the men lift the wooden coffin that contained Mama’s body and that of my newborn brother, raw emotion wrenched through me. The blinding sun pierced the black lace of my mantilla and seared my vision. It was true; not a dream from which I would awaken. My mother was to be put in this cold dark place and she would not return home to us again.

The horses shifted, and their bridles and traces jingled. Father Andrés began to intone the prayers for the dead: ‘Out of the depths have I cried to thee, O Lord. Lord, hear my voice.’

He led the way. The men with their burden followed, and then family and friends. I could hardly move. My old nurse, Ardelia, put her arm around my waist to support me. She was weeping sorely, for she’d been my mother’s nurse too and had loved her, as did any who knew her. Her shuddering sobs reverberated through me. Tears began to fall again from my own eyes.

Years ago, when he’d first been appointed magistrate, my papa had our family vault erected with pillars and statues and the fancy embellishments that he deemed fitting for his new rank. At this moment he appeared to be carved from the same cold marble, and my heart chilled as I saw his face. He’d spoken less than a dozen words to me since the day my mother died.

Ardelia had tried to explain: ‘Don’t fret about your papa’s manner,’ she told me. ‘It’s understandable that he behaves in such a way. You resemble your mother so much that it must break his heart to look upon you.’

In my darkest thoughts I fretted about this. Had I been a boy, would Papa be so grief-stricken? Did he mourn his longed-for baby son more than he did my mother? He hadn’t made any sign of sympathy to me to help me bear my loss. That first evening after Mama had passed away I went to kneel by his chair, as I often did of an evening, when he would stroke my hair and talk to me. I’d intended to share my thoughts with him; we might speak of Mama and console each other. But as I knelt down before him to rest my head in his lap, he stood up abruptly and left the room.

‘Remember, man, that thou art dust, and unto dust thou shalt return . . .’

We paused at the entrance to the tomb, and I noticed that there was another here who had not addressed me or given me any kind words since the day of my bereavement.

Ramón Salazar stood to one side. I tried to catch his attention but his gaze was moving among the group of women. I fancied he couldn’t look at me because it pained him to see me in distress. His face was composed in a suitably sombre expression. Yet I could not help noticing that he wore a brand-new braided doublet with pin-tuck stitching in the Italian style. It was velvet of deepest black and topped with a collar of crisp white lace, and I wondered if he’d had it specially made for the occasion and chose the style to set off the aristocratic angular lines of his cheekbones. All at once I needed the warmth of a man – this particular man who had so often professed his undying love for me. I desired his nearness and craved his strength to uphold me. Impulsively I stepped towards him. He glanced at me and then studied my appearance more closely, and I saw a glimmer of faint distaste on his face. I clutched at him and tried to lay my head upon his chest.

He took a tiny pace back.

Not one week before, Ramón would have sought any excuse to enfold me in his arms, but now he patted me and then let his arms fall down to his sides. Was I so ugly in my grief? I knew that my eyes were red from weeping, my cheeks blotched, my mantilla askew as I’d scratched and pulled at my hair.

Ardelia drew me gently to her.

‘May hosts of Angels lead you into Paradise . . .’

The time of committal had arrived. The immediate family entered the mausoleum. The smell of death came into my nostrils. The lights flickered on the walls.

‘Eternal rest grant unto her, O Lord.’

Eternal rest.

Eternal.

For ever.

I would never ever see Mama again.

I felt my senses swim and a thundering rush in my head.

Then a strong arm was around my back and a hand supporting me under my elbow. For one giddy second I thought it was Ramón, come to my aid. But it was my aunt Beatriz who was beside me.

‘Zarita’ – she spoke firmly in my ear – ‘conduct yourself with dignity. Your mama would have wished it so.’

I bit down on my lip hard enough to taste blood in my mouth. I straightened up and raised my head high. On my other side Ardelia squeezed my hand in her large one and whispered words of encouragement in my ear.

They buried Mama with the baby boy she had borne; the boy my papa so desperately craved to follow in his footsteps, to manage the farm and be the proud landowner he was, and perpetuate his name.

Afterwards Papa was weary; he retired to his room as soon as we returned from the cemetery. I was left to tend to the mourners who had accepted the offer of food and drink at our house.

Ramón was there, but he did not stand by my side as he might have done to help me greet and then thank the guests for attending and offering their condolences.

My aunt Beatriz took her leave after an hour or so. She held me close as she kissed me. ‘To lose one’s mother is an overwhelming grief, Zarita. Know that I share your sorrow, and take comfort from that. I loved my sister, for she was beautiful both in looks and in nature. She is gone – we hope to a better place than this.’ Aunt Beatriz made the sign of the cross upon me, touching my forehead, my heart and across my breast. ‘Each person upon this Earth has their own hill of Calvary to climb, Zarita. I can give you but small advice. Do as your mother would have done. Continue her work. Be active in your almsgiving. Take an interest in those amongst us who have nothing. Think if there is anyone who might need your help. You may not even know who this might be. It is up to you to make time to seek them out.’

My aunt’s words were in my mind as I began to light the lamps against the darkness. Everyone had left apart from Ramón Salazar, who sat slumped a chair by the window, a goblet dangling from his hand. His handsome face was flushed with too much wine and I recalled how happy we’d been only two or three days since. A sudden memory of the beggar in the church came to me, and with it another thought. I went over and sat in the chair opposite Ramón and asked him if he recalled the words the man had uttered. But Ramón didn’t want to remember that day. He tried to brush aside my question and was reluctant to engage in conversation about the incident. Yet I persisted: the shame of my lack of charity to the beggar, which had caused the resulting horror of his execution, made me speak.

‘He mentioned a wife,’ I said.

‘What?’ Ramón drank more from his wine cup. His words were slurred. ‘Who has a wife?’

‘The beggar man,’ I repeated. ‘When he asked me for a coin in the church, he mentioned that his wife was ill, and that she could die.’

‘So?’ Ramón yawned.

‘I just wondered’ – I spoke very quietly – ‘what might have become of her?’


Chapter Nine

Zarita

AMONG THE PEOPLE who came to our house to pay their respects in the weeks and months after the death of my mother was the Countess Lorena de Braganza. She was twenty, barely five years older than me, and only a passing acquaintance of our family, yet she stroked my papa’s arm as if she were his closest friend, and purred sympathy into his ear.

At first I paid her little heed, for I was concentrating on business of my own. I had discovered a purpose, a special mission of charity to undertake. I thought that if I could find the beggar boy’s mother and rescue her from poverty, then I could be like my own mama and thus be near her even though we were parted. I saw myself now as an angel of mercy and hoped that it would expiate my wrongdoing and relieve some of the guilt I felt over the beggarman’s death.

I knew that I would have to go into the poorer areas of the town, and for that I must have an escort. I did not ask Ramón Salazar. I didn’t think he would agree. In any case his visits to my home lately often coincided with those of Lorena de Braganza when his attention was distracted by her conversation and witty remarks and there was no opportunity for me to speak to him privately for any length of time.

I decided to ask help from Garci, our farm manager. I was confident that he would assist me: from when I was small, he could refuse me nothing. He and his wife, Serafina, had never been blessed with children of their own, and they doted on me, so I could beg him for anything and he complied with my wishes. Therefore I was taken aback when I outlined my proposal to him and he shook his head,

‘No, Zarita. I won’t go with you into the slums of the town. We cannot have another incident where your father has to deliver quick justice to control thieving and violence.’

‘Justice!’ I exclaimed. ‘That wasn’t justice, Garci. You cannot mean you condone what my papa did in hanging the beggar without trial!’

‘I wasn’t there,’ Garci replied slowly. ‘As you know, I was at the horse fair in Barqua.’ He looked at me severely. ‘And that’s the main reason why you were able to leave this house accompanied only by Ramón Salazar. Had I been here, I wouldn’t have opened the compound gate for you to go to the streets of the old port without more of an armed escort, and a female companion.’

I shifted uncomfortably. Garci had guessed that I’d taken advantage of the turmoil in the house that day: my papa and Ardelia and Serafina, our housekeeper, had been occupied with Mama, and I’d managed to slip out with only Ramón as escort.

‘So, as I didn’t witness the situation myself,’ he went on, ‘I will not judge your father’s actions. He is a rigorous man.’ He paused. ‘And now that your mother has passed away, who is there to remind him that mercy is a God-given virtue?’

Garci had mentioned my mother and I saw his weak spot. ‘Mama would have wished this,’ I told him. ‘She would have been horrified by the beggar’s death and would have made sure that his wife was cared for.’

A few moments elapsed before Garci replied. ‘You are right,’ he said. ‘Your mama would have done as you say. I will go with you and look for this poor woman.’

Garci understood that Papa was not to know of our expedition, so we waited until one afternoon when he was absent from home visiting the Countess Lorena’s father’s house in the nearby hills. I had the sense to dress very plainly, wearing neither fine clothes nor jewels and covering my hair and face completely. Yet before we even reached the outer barriadas of the town Garci wished to turn back. ‘These slums are no place for any decent person,’ he told me.

‘Yet there must be good people who live here,’ I said. ‘Or do you think poverty makes one indecent?’

This was one of my mama’s sayings: she would defend her almsgiving to my papa when he declared that, in his opinion, the poor brought misfortune upon themselves. Garci didn’t reply; just made a clicking noise with his tongue to show his disapproval.

‘I am performing an act of charity,’ I added in order to appease him, and then I reminded him, ‘My mama would have approved.’

‘Ah, your mama,’ Garci said. ‘She was the kindest of women.’ He sighed, and I knew that there were tears in his eyes.

After this he became more amenable to knocking on doors to enquire the whereabouts of any ill woman who might be on her own now, but had previously had a husband and a boy looking after her. However, we could find no trace of the woman. A great number of doors remained shut against us, and the people who did open up were hostile and suspicious. Finally Garci stopped in the middle of the street.

‘It’s hopeless,’ he said. ‘The beggar’s wife could be in any room in this warren of buildings, too sick to rise up to answer our knock.’

There was an old woman sitting on a doorstep. I went over and knelt in front of her. ‘Mother,’ I said.

She looked at me with the milky white eyes of the very old. ‘I have no daughter,’ she replied. ‘I had three fine sons, but they went to war and I never saw them again.’

‘I call you Mother because I have none of my own,’ I told her softly. The old woman reached out a gnarled hand and touched mine. I asked her if she knew of anyone
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