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CHAPTER ONE

 


If she hadn’t been startled by
such an extraordinary noise, Flora would never have fallen out of
the tree.

Ever since
she was tiny, she had been a good tree-climber. Of course, her long
green skirt often got in her way, and she wished that she could
wear leggings and a short tunic like her brother Antonio. It was
not that she wanted to be a boy, but it was tiresome to have to
keep her mane of curly hair tied back and to be told all the time
that she must be well-behaved and help take care of her twin baby
brothers, and – worst of all! – to be forced to spin. She hated
spinning. But she loved the forest that climbed the steep slopes of
Mount Ingino beyond the walls of Gubbio, her home town.

Early spring
was the best time to wander in the forest, when the pale early
leaves of the birches contrasted with the darker conifers, and the
morning sunlight slanted through the trees and gleamed on outcrops
of rock while, all around, the birds were building their nests and
singing.

There was a
blackbirds’ nest in a clump of ivy near the top of the trunk of an
ivy-covered oak tree. For days she had been watching the parent
birds flitting in and out with nesting materials, and by now she
was sure that there must be eggs or even nestlings. The tree had
good hand-holds and foot-holds on its trunk and branches, and with
her skirt tucked out of the way she was climbing higher and higher.
The female blackbird flew out of the ivy with a chattering shriek,
and then the male began to fly from branch to branch, shouting
“Pip! Pip! Pip!” at her. The female joined in,
nervously.

“I just want
to look,” she told them, pushing a strand of ivy away from her
face. “I won’t do any harm.” But of course, the birds couldn’t
understand her and continued to shout alarm calls.

She reached
into the ivy and found the rim of the nest. Her exploring fingers
discovered the warm eggs. One, two…five of them! She raised herself
higher and peeped in at the speckled eggs. Carefully, she withdrew
and rearranged the curtain of ivy.

Just as she had begun to climb
down, testing the branches before putting her full weight on them,
the noise filled the air.

A long howl,
loud, eerie and terrifying, rising higher and higher and then dying
away.

She had never
heard anything like it. Panic struck her.
Her foot slipped, she grabbed at a branch, but it broke, her skirt
came untucked and got in the way of her other foot – and she was
falling, falling, crashing through the branches noisily as the
blackbirds cried “Pip! Pip!”

She hit the
ground hard and banged her head on a rock with a blinding flash of
pain.

And then everything went
black.

*****

 


Strong arms were holding her,
and she could smell her father’s leather jerkin as her face pressed
against it. She was jolted as he strode along, carrying her, and
she gave a small moan. Her head hurt.

“I think she’s coming round,”
said the voice of her brother Antonio.

Her father grunted. “I don’t
know what your mother is going to say. She deserves a whipping. She
could have been killed.”

“Stupid girl,
stupid girl, stupid girl,” said a gruff voice that she didn’t
recognize. Who could the third person be? She opened her eyes for a
moment, but her head swam and she closed them again. Her father and
brother had come to find her, she thought. She had been rescued,
and she would be all right after all.

But she didn’t feel well.

The light grew brighter as they
emerged from the forest, and soon she could smell cooking fires and
horse dung and hear all the bustle and clatter of Gubbio on market
day. Neighbours’ voices exclaimed and inquired, but her father
didn’t stop walking.

“I found her! I found her!” said
the gruff voice again, and she frowned, puzzled, but kept her eyes
closed.

Her mother would be furious –
not to mention her grandmother. If she pretended to be feeling very
faint and weak, perhaps she wouldn’t be punished.

“I had better
things to do today than spend hours searching in the forest for my
silly sister,” grumbled Antonio.

A
cool shadow told her that they were entering the
house, and immediately her mother and grandmother started
shrieking, and the twin babies joined in, yelling in unison, as her
father lowered her on to a wooden chair.

“She’s
bleeding!” screamed Luisa, her mother. “Has she been attacked?
Wherever was she? I said there are wolves and brigands in the
forest! I warned her!”

“Gadding
about in the forest again!” screeched her grandmother, whose name
was Caterina. “Haven’t I said that she would come to no good?
Haven’t I said that you ought to keep her at home where she ought
to be? Haven’t I – ”

“Enough noise!” roared her
father. “She’s not dead. Now, for goodness’ sake, fetch some water
and clean her up, can’t you?”

“I’m going out,” said Antonio,
and left.

Outside, the
gruff voice proclaimed again, “I found her! Stupid girl! I found
her!”

“She deserves
a whipping!” exclaimed Granny Caterina.

Flora drooped
under their scolding, put her hand to her head and began to cry.
Her parents sometimes threatened to whip her, but it very rarely
happened. Perhaps this time it wouldn’t.

“There,
there,” said her mother, softening. “I’ll wash away the blood and
give you something for the pain, you naughty girl. Antonio, will
you carry her up to her room? And Mother, please: will you try and
keep the twins quiet until I come down?”

Caterina,
muttering and shaking her head, began to rock the
cradle.

Again, her
father’s arms were supporting her, and she was being carried up the
wooden stairs, away from the babies’ din, up and up to her own
room, where he laid her softly on her bed.

*****

 


The evening
light spread long, gentle fingers over the woollen coverlet on
Flora’s bed. After her mother’s ministrations with vinegar and a
spider’s web, she had slept, and now, as she awoke, her headache
was almost gone. She touched the sore place under her hair. It was
tender, but not too painful. She felt that her back was bruised and
there was a graze on her leg.

Outside her open window, the
house-martins flitted up to the overhanging eaves and swooped away
again into the blue of the sky, twittering.

Suddenly, Flora opened her eyes
wide. The birds were not merely twittering: they were chattering to
one another.

“As many insects as last year
and I always say this is the best place for a nest and luckily that
muddy corner in the field - ”

“Long journey from the hot
country only arrived yesterday and I caught fifteen flies but there
are too many swifts - ”

The
conversation grew louder and faded by turns as the birds flew up to
the eaves and then away again in great arcs.

They were
talking and she could understand them! How was that possible?
Before this moment she had heard only the twittering noise that
they made, but now there were definitely words, faint and hurried
and high-pitched.

She swung her legs out of bed
and went over to the window, where she knelt on the oak chest that
stood in front of it and leaned out.

“Great girl looking out of the window and I hope she’s not
going to interfere with my nest - ” Faster than arrows, two house-martins scissored their way
through the air, glancing sideways at her with their gleaming black
eyes.

“I don’t want to interfere with
any nests,” she reassured them.

The two birds shot high up into
the sky and then dived again, hovering just outside the window. One
of them clung to the window frame and looked at her, first with one
dark eye, then with the other.

“It’s a talking human,” it
twittered.

“Can you
understand me?” asked Flora breathlessly.

“Of course we can, of course we
can, if you speak properly, and now there’s another human in Gubbio
who can talk and I never heard of such a - ”

“Flora, what are you doing out
of bed?” demanded her mother’s voice behind her. The birds flitted
away, and Flora scrambled back into the room.

“Oh, Mother! I feel so much
better, and I was watching the house-martins, and – ”

“Come here,
and let me feel your head. Hmm, you don’t seem to have a fever.
You’re a lucky girl, I hope you realize. Now, listen to me, you are
not to go climbing trees in the forest, do you hear me?”

“Yes, yes, but the house-martins
– ”

“Never mind
birds, Flora, you should be attending to other things. Things like
helping me with the housework and the twins, as you know very well.
And what about your spinning? Sometimes, I declare, I feel as if I
had only sons and no daughter. Now, if you’re feeling better, you
had better come down and have some supper.”

With a swish
of her full skirt, she turned and began to descend the staircase.
Flora gave a backward glance at the window framing the sky, now
empty, and then began to follow her mother’s brown figure and white
snood down into the gloom of the stairwell, down and down to the
kitchen, where candles glowed and a good smell of stew wafted from
the range. Her father and brother sat waiting at the table, while
her grandmother was already eating from a bowl in her usual corner
by the fire. The twins in their cradle were, thankfully,
asleep.

Flora was suddenly very hungry.
She couldn’t remember whether she had eaten anything since that
morning, and it was already twilight outside in the narrow, cobbled
streets of the town. Antonio had put up the shutters, but the door
stood slightly ajar. Her mother ladled out a steaming bowl of stew,
and she ate ravenously.

“And they say he’s staying with
the Spadalongas,” announced her grandmother, wiping her mouth and
putting her bowl aside. She seemed to be continuing an earlier
conversation.

“Another
visionary,” scoffed Antonio. “Aren’t you a bit old, Granny, to
believe in magic?”

“It’s nothing of the sort!”
shrilled Caterina.

“Show your
grandmother some respect,” growled Flora’s father, and tapped the
table with his spoon. “I’ve heard good reports of such men. Judge
not, that you be not judged.”

“I saw Maria’s hands with my own
eyes,” said the grandmother. “All gnarled with rheumatism, and when
he held them in his, just for a moment, she told me she felt a
great warmth, and now her fingers are all straight! And supple as a
young girl’s! She can make lace again.”

Antonio snorted, but quietly. He
took a bone and flung it towards the door, where his dog, Ugo,
immediately appeared and snapped it up in his jaws.

“Only a bone
again,” said the same gruff voice that Flora had heard that
morning. “That’ll be the day, that will, when they give me a proper
piece of meat worthy of a big dog like me.”

Flora
swallowed her mouthful of stew so fast that it burned her throat.
Now the dog was talking, and she could understand him,
too!

“Was it you who said I was a
stupid girl?” she demanded.

“Woh!
Wurrrrrrr!” said Ugo, and backed away, his ears pricked and his
hackles rising.

“Was it you?” asked Flora.

“Flora!” said her father and
mother in unison, staring at her.

“Flora, don’t make that dreadful
growling noise. What are you playing at?” asked her mother.

She looked from one to the
other, perplexed.

“Sorry,” she said. “I just asked
Ugo: did you say I was a stupid girl?”

“There she goes again,” chortled
Antonio. “Growling like a wild beast. That bump on the head has
turned her into an idiot. Not that she wasn’t a bit daft
already.”

“That’s enough,” reproved his
father.

Antonio sighed dramatically.
“I’m going out. We’ve got things to organize.” He stood up and went
to the door. “Ugo? Ugo! Where’s that dog got to?” He left, and they
could hear him whistling down the street.

Luisa and Fabio looked at each
other in uneasy silence.

“She must have hit her head
quite hard,” said Fabio.

“Do you think – ” began
Luisa.

“And they say he gave his coat
to a leper, and shared his meal with him,” chattered Granny
Caterina, who had apparently not been paying attention to the
incident.

A leper?
Flora thought of the lonely house outside the town walls, near the
ruins of the Roman theatre, where the men afflicted with leprosy
lived together and came out to beg from passers-by. She hated to go
near it, and was scared of the lepers, particularly one whose face
was deformed into a terrifying grin and whose hands, when he held
them out for alms, were reduced to unsightly stubs. What strange
person would want to share a meal with someone so ugly and
frightening?

“Does your head still hurt,
Flora?” asked her
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