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FRÉDÉRIC LENOIR

THE ORACLE OF THE MOON

THE EXCEPTIONAL AND TRAGIC DESTINY OF GIOVANNI TRATORE

Translated from the French by Howard Curtis



To Johanna,

who left us so early,

and without whom this book would not exist.



Existing is a fact,

living is an art.

For life’s greatest quest,

is to get from fear to love.
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PROLOGUE

1545

Chapter 1

There was fear on the villagers’ faces. They stood transfixed in front of the cabin, their eyes riveted on the ramshackle building, beads of sweat collecting on their furrowed brows. Old Giorgio raised his fist and bellowed, “Kill the witch!”

“Kill the witch!” roared the score of bold men and women who had entered the forest, determined to put an end to the curse once and for all.

Brandishing pitchforks and pikes, they charged at the cabin. One shove was enough to cave in the door. A weak shaft of sunlight illuminated the room, but to their fury, it was empty.

“She got away,” the widow Trapponi cried angrily.

“And not long ago,” grumbled a feeble-looking young man, peering into the cooking pot suspended over a bed of coals. “These embers are hot and the water’s still warm.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s hiding somewhere in the bushes,” said old Giorgio. “We can still track her down.”

The villagers searched the undergrowth and peered into the tree branches for over two hours, but in vain.

“The whore must have sensed something and fled,” muttered the blacksmith. “So much the better. Let her practice her devilry elsewhere!”

He went back inside the cabin, blew on the embers and kicked them across the floor. Helped by a half-blind man from the village, he began to tear apart the only table, using the pieces to feed the flames that sprang up and licked the rafters. Suddenly, the blind man tripped on something.

“My God!” he cried. “A handle! There’s a trapdoor under the table!”

The others ran into the cabin clamouring to see the new discovery. They stamped out the flames and gathered around the trapdoor, staring anxiously at the handle’s metallic ring as if it were all that stood between them and the depths of hell. The first moment of jubilation had passed, and terror once again froze their breath. The blacksmith lit two torches. Without saying a word, he gave a signal for the trapdoor to be raised. A man gripped the ring and as the wooden door tipped open, the blacksmith threw one of the torches into the darkness. The onlookers shrank back instinctively.

Nothing happened. The boldest among them leaned forward to look down into the empty space. The torch had not fallen far – less than the height of a man – and all that could be seen were the seven steps of a small wooden staircase.

“Come out of your pit, you vile creature, or we’ll roast you alive!” cried Giorgio. A tremor in his usually confident voice betrayed a gnawing dread.

Silence.

“We’ll have to go down,” the old man prompted, sounding more hesitant than before.

Nobody moved.

“You cowards,” the widow Trapponi snapped bitterly. “My Emilio died because of her.” She lifted her underskirts, seized the second torch and plunged into the hole.

At the foot of the staircase, she raised her torch to light up the tiny space. On the damp soil floor, a body covered by a sheet lay motionless on a straw mattress. Overcoming her terror, the woman took a step forward and ripped off the sheet.

She stifled a cry and, crossing herself repeatedly, rushed back up the stairs. Her eyes bulging, she clutched at the blacksmith’s shirt.

“The Devil has been at work here!”



Chapter 2

The monastery’s custodian was taken aback by the strange group of peasants transporting a body on a cart.

“I’m head of the village of Ostuni,” old Giorgio announced. ‘We want to see the abbot.”

“Our Father, the abbot, is away,” the monk replied firmly. “What do you want?”

The peasants were disconcerted by the absence of the Father Superior. The nature of their discovery was far too important to reveal to a mere monk.

“Who is in charge of the monastery in his absence?” Giorgio asked, after a moment’s hesitation.

“The prior, Dom Salvatore,” the custodian replied curtly, annoyed that these common peasants refused to confide in him. “But he is not to be disturbed for just any old reason. What is this all about?” He glanced at the body lying under a sheet on the cart. “Has someone died?”

“It’s worse than that!” Giorgio declared in a solemn voice.

Sensing their distress and seeing the shock in their expressions, the monk decided he would have to disturb the prior.

Situated on a little hill overlooking the sea, surrounded by fields of olive trees, the monastery of San Giovanni in Venere was at this time the main religious centre of the vast Abruzzi region. This mountainous massif in the middle of Italy was linked to Rome by the Via Trajana, which ended just below the monastery in the little port of Venere, ten leagues south of Pescara, one of the largest ports on the Adriatic. The area owed its name to the goddess Venus. According to legend, a temple was once built there by a shipwrecked merchant who claimed to have been rescued by the goddess who rose from the sea: Venus. Dedicated to Venus the Conciliator, the temple was visited by many couples, desperate for the goddess of love to bestow her favours on them. At the beginning of the eighth century, a church was built on the ruins of the pagan shrine by a Benedictine monk and dedicated to Santa Maria and San Giovanni. In 1004, the Benedictines founded an abbey on the site. Unusually, they preserved the memory of its pagan past in the new abbey’s name: San Giovanni in Venere.

The abbey’s rise to prominence was rapid, and for nearly two centuries it exerted an enormous economic, cultural, and spiritual influence. It was a centre of learning for the arts, and possessed a well-stocked library with many copyists. However, this prosperity was not to last. In 1194, the abbey was ransacked by soldiers of the Fourth Crusade. Following this violation, it regained some of its former influence, but in 1466 it was partly destroyed in a violent earthquake. Twelve years later, the monks undertaking the reconstruction work were struck down by the plague. Thanks to the combined forces of hard work and prayer, the few lingering survivors had managed to restore the abbey to its former state. Now it was home to a flourishing community of forty monks, led by the abbot, Dom Theodoro, and assisted by the prior, Dom Salvatore.

It was the beginning of Lent and the weather was still cool, so the prior put a brown woollen cowl over his habit before going out to meet the villagers.

“Christ’s peace be with you!” he greeted them. “What’s happened here?”

Old Giorgio took off his hat and cleared his throat. “We’re from the village of Ostuni, Father, twenty leagues from here.”

“The journey must have taken you several days. Why have you brought this body all that way?”

“As I’m sure you know, Father, there’s been a curse on our unfortunate village since Christmas.”

“Indeed, we received your request for prayers,” the prior said, suddenly remembering the emissary they had received at the monastery over a month ago. “Several people died in unusual circumstances, did they not?”

“It began just after Christmas,” Giorgio replied, pleased to see that the prior was aware of the situation. “The blacksmith’s son fell into the well and drowned. Then, on San Roberto’s day, a beam in the sheepfold collapsed on Emilio and crushed him to death. A few days later, Francesco’s wife died in childbirth along with her child. And then at Candlemas, old Tino passed away unexpectedly, coughing his guts up. He’d always been as strong as an oak.”

“That is all most regrettable. We shall continue to pray for the salvation of your nearest and dearest and for the Lord to spare you further trials.”

“Your prayers are needed, Father. This bears the mark of the Devil’s work.”

As he uttered these words, Giorgio observed the prior’s reaction. But there was no change in his expression, and so he went on, “The witch who lives in the Vediche woods is to blame. There’s no doubt about it. She has dealings with the Devil and his henchmen.”

“How can you be sure?”

“She settled in an abandoned cabin less than a month before Christmas. She came to the village seeking vegetables and poultry in return for her poultices and natural medicines. People began to go to her cabin to ask for remedies to relieve their pains. Just before all these misfortunes beset us, she refused to treat the blacksmith for a nasty burn on his hand. Then she refused to help Francesco and cursed him, hurling blasphemy at Our Lord. The first lost a son, the second his wife and child. This is nothing but devilry!”

The prior remained pensive for a few moments, then looked closely at the old man. “What proof do you have that this woman is the cause of these misfortunes?”

“All I know,” Giorgio said, his voice trembling, “is that she put a curse on the village and that in the last two months the graveyard has been filled up faster than in the last four seasons. She’s a witch! We want rid of this curse: let her burn at the stake!”

“Come now, be calm. We can’t burn people just like that. We must investigate these deaths and question the woman. I’ll talk to the county provost ...”

“The provost is no use now, the evil creature has fled... but we have proof of her devilish plots!”

“If that is the case, then I’d like to see it.”

Giorgio smiled a toothless smile and pointed to the cart.

Intrigued, the prior approached. The villagers moved aside silently. Dom Salvatore took hold of the sheet that hid the prostrate form and respectfully uncovered first the face, then the body.

The man was naked, and handsome, despite his wasted body. He must have been about thirty. On his side, near the heart, there was a long scar. He was breathing and his heart was beating, but his eyes remained closed.

The prior turned to the villagers. “What’s the meaning of this?”

“We found him in the cellar of the witch’s house,” Giorgio replied. “He’s alive, but he’s lost his senses. The woman must have been practising magic on him. We found a pile of powders and balms by his side. And look at this: she marked his feet and hands with signs of the Devil... The man is possessed. That’s why we’ve brought him to the monastery!”

There were indeed some curious geometric signs written in charcoal on his feet and wrists. However, the prior did not think they bore any resemblance to satanic symbols: rather, he thought instead they might be part of some method of healing, as they were coated with an amber ointment. He turned back to the villagers.

“Do you know this man?”

“No,” Giorgio replied. “He’s not from our village. We have no idea how he ended up in the clutches of that she-devil!”

“This is a curious chain of events. You were right to bring him. We’ll keep him here. If the woman comes back, then leave her well alone and inform me as soon as possible.”

“This man must be exorcised at once. The Devil has possessed him!”

Dom Salvatore smiled vaguely in reply. He ordered that the wounded man be carried to the monastery’s infirmary, and dismissed the villagers.

That evening, in the community’s chapter room, he reported the incident, and entrusted the stranger to the community’s prayers and Brother Gasparo’s healing care. Brother Gasparo told the prior that the deep wound on the man’s side had been inflicted by a dagger surely intended to pierce his beating heart. He owed his miraculous survival to the herbal poultices that had been carefully applied to his wound. Although his pulse was weak, his body was functioning normally. His mind, however, was still not restored and to all appearances he remained in a deep sleep. The brothers listened to the prior’s explanation, and then the elderly Dom Marco, himself a former prior, reminded Dom Salvatore that it was against the rules to allow a layperson within the monastic confines. It was true that the infirmary was situated in the communal part of the monastery, ordinarily reserved exclusively for the monks. Like all Benedictine monasteries, San Giovanni in Venere consisted of a church, a cloister, and the monastic buildings where the brothers lived. In most abbeys, the communal areas surround the cloister, which is the hub of the monastery, used by the monks to go from one place to another. Here, as the abbey was on a slope, the builders had placed the church along the western side of the cloister and all the monastic buildings on three floors to the south of the cloister on the slope, facing the sea, with the north and south sides of the cloister leading to gardens. On the ground floor of the communal areas were the storeroom, the reception room and the guest quarters, the only places open to persons from outside the monastery. On the middle floor, at the level of the cloister and the church, were the kitchen, the refectory, the scriptorium, the infirmary and the painting studio. On the top floor were the monks’ dormitory, the latrines, the abbot’s cell and the prior’s cell.

Dom Salvatore readily admitted that he had infringed the sacred rules by letting a layperson enter the confines of the monastery. His justification for this decision was the extreme nature of the man’s state of health, which required care that would be difficult to provide outside of the infirmary. He reminded his brothers that, according to the spirit of their founder, charity was the supreme virtue, which it was forbidden to ignore, even if that meant breaking some of the normal rules. Few of the brothers were convinced by their prior’s decision but, in the absence of the abbot, they were in no position to question him.

Night fell over the monastery. After compline, the monks retired to their dormitory and Dom Salvatore to his modest cell.

Dom Salvatore was a robust man of about fifty, with well-drawn features and handsome blue eyes. He had joined the Benedictines at the age of seventeen, and years of study had made him a master theologian and an expert on the Holy Scriptures. Elected prior of the monastery of San Giovanni in Venere for the third time in ten years, he was responsible for all decisions whenever the abbot was away. His gentle and humble character was quite the opposite of the abbot, old Dom Theodoro, with his chilly demeanour and abrupt manner.

That night, Dom Salvatore felt agitated. He did not believe the story of witchcraft and diabolical possession, but at the same time he had a vague premonition that this stranger’s predicament was going to create a lot of trouble.

It was still pitch dark when Brother Gasparo hammered on the door of the prior’s cell.

“Come quickly, Dom Salvatore!”

“What is it?” the prior asked, throwing on his scapular and half opening the door.

“Something peculiar is happening in the infirmary. The lamp is lit, the room is locked from the inside... and blood is oozing from under the door!”



Chapter 3

Brother Gasparo continued his account as they made their way to the infirmary. “I got up just before matins to dress the stranger’s wound. When I reached the infirmary, I was surprised to see light coming from the room – and even more so to find that the door was bolted from the inside. I was locked out! I felt a warm liquid on my feet, and when I realized it was blood, I came straight to tell you. You’d think this was an abattoir!

“Who slept in the infirmary tonight?”

“Just the stranger.”

The two monks reached the infirmary and Brother Gasparo held his torch to the bottom of the closed door, where the reflection of the flames flickered in the pool of blood spreading beneath their feet. The prior couldn’t restrain a retch at the grisly evidence. He made a sign to Brother Gasparo to help him force the door. The small bolt soon yielded, and the door swung open, revealing a gruesome tableau.

The room was lit by a torch attached to the wall. The stranger was lying on the floor, his face swollen, his arms outstretched, blood trickling from the wound in his side. A few yards away, another body lay in a pool of blood.

“My God,” the prior cried. “Brother Modesto! He... he’s been...”

“Disembowelled,” Brother Gasparo said, in a trembling voice, pointing to a sharp bloodstained object next to the body. “They used that cauterizing blade I left next to the stranger.”

“How did this happen? Who would commit such abominable crimes within these walls? “

“And where is the murderer now?” Brother Gasparo asked nervously. “The door was bolted from the inside...”

The prior seized an iron poker.

He signalled to Brother Gasparo to open the wooden closet. With his heart pounding, the monk threw open the heavy door. The two men looked at each other in astonishment: the room’s only possible hiding place was empty. Dom Salvatore examined the two dormer windows, but they were not big enough for a child to fit through, let alone a fully grown man. The only other way out would be to climb up the chimney using a rope. The monks held their torches in the fireplace, but to their surprise, there was no trace of soot on the floor and no marks on the wall: nothing to suggest anyone had made their exit that way.

“I don’t understand,” the prior said, running his fingers over the flue. “It would be impossible to escape up here without leaving some marks on the wall.”

“It’s... it’s the work of the Devil himself,” Brother Gasparo whispered, his voice wavering.

The villagers’ warning hovered in the air, but the prior immediately quashed the idea. “The murderer may still be within these walls... but we can’t leave these bodies like this... The bell for matins will ring soon, we must – “

“He’s still alive!” Brother Gasparo exclaimed, leaning over the stranger’s body. “If he hasn’t lost too much blood, and I manage to close his wound, there’s a chance he’ll survive.”

The prior helped to move the stranger back to his bed, and while Brother Gasparo tried to stem the flow of blood, Dom Salvatore set about cleaning Brother Modesto’s corpse. As soon as the bell rang for matins, he left the trembling Brother Gasparo and hurried across the cloister to the church in order to conduct the service.

When matins was over, he announced to the assembled monks that an emergency chapter meeting would be held immediately. Brother Gasparo joined them and the prior informed the monks of the night’s tragic incident, although in an attempt to minimize panic among the monastery’s inhabitants, he didn’t mention that the door had been bolted from the inside. Stunned, the monks looked at each other questioningly. Who could have committed such a crime against a member of their community, not to mention attempting to murder the mysterious stranger? Why had Brother Modesto been in the infirmary in the middle of the night? Had he been killed somewhere else and then moved there? The monks mulled over these enigmas all day. Not wanting to create a scandal in the absence of the abbot, Dom Salvatore asked the community to keep the tragic events secret, and to tell anyone from outside who inquired that Brother Modesto had died accidentally.

It was decided that from now on a watch would be kept, day and night, over the entrance to the monastery.

Two days later, the unfortunate Brother Modesto was buried next to the abbey= in the monks’ cemetery, facing the sea. As soon as the service was over, Dom Salvatore and Brother Gasparo went to the infirmary. The prior sat by the stranger’s bed, and asked the monk how his patient was faring.

“By the grace of God, he’s regaining his strength,” Brother Gasparo said. “The swelling on his face is superficial and I’ve managed to close the wound on his side. A few hours more and he would have bled to death.”

“He hasn’t regained consciousness?”

“Not yet. I’ve seen cases like this before. Sometimes they just stay like that, trapped between the world of the living and the world of the dead. God only knows what happened to him.”

“His life is in the hands of the Lord,” the prior muttered as he stood up.

He went back to his cell, which also served as his study, and sat down at his desk. He wrote a report on the day’s events, intended for the abbot, who would be back from his voyage in a few weeks. Dom Salvatore’s heart sank at the idea of reporting such terrible news to the irascible Dom Theodoro.

The abbot was seventy years old. He prized order and discipline above all, and would be sure to remind the prior that there had been no major incidents during the thirty years that he had been the monastery’s Father Superior. Dom Salvatore hoped that he would be able to shed some light on this horrific crime before the abbot returned. Unfortunately, nobody had seen or heard anything during the night, or managed to find a single trace of the murderer. All that was known, thanks to the testimonies of a number of the monks, was that Brother Modesto had got up and left the dormitory between compline and matins. But as he suffered from insomnia and sometimes went to the crypt to pray during the night, nobody had paid any attention. The prior surmised that the monk must have heard suspicious noises coming from the infirmary as he was walking along the cloister and had surprised the intruder, who was attempting to suffocate the stranger, judging by the marks on his face. Brother Modesto must have intervened, only to fall victim to the murderer himself. “That’s all quite plausible,” the prior thought to himself. “But how did the murderer escape if the door was bolted from the inside?” With these questions unanswered, Dom Salvatore knelt before the icon of the Virgin nestled in the alcove beside his bed.

The Benedictine monastery of San Giovanni in Venere was unusual in that it possessed a studio for painting icons. These pictures on wood, depicting Christ, the Virgin Mary, or the saints, were very common in the Eastern Orthodox Churches. But since the great schism between the Eastern and Western Churches in the eleventh century, followers of the Roman Church had favoured sculpture or stained glass. The abbot of the monastery of San Giovanni, however, had returned from a spell in the East with a marked taste for these painted images. He had sent two brothers who were gifted painters to the island of Crete to learn the technique. One had since died, but the other, Brother Angelo, still practised his art in the little studio next to the infirmary. As a result, the monastery housed many such icons, not only in the church, but also in rooms such as the refectory, the chapter room, and the cells of the prior and the abbot.

Fixing his gaze on the image of the Virgin, Dom Salvatore confessed his inner turmoil to the Mother of Christ. Then he entrusted to her the life, and especially the soul, of this man who had made such an unexpected entrance into the well-ordered life of the monastery. As an avid disciple of Aristotle and Saint Thomas Aquinas, he was not inclined to believe in supernatural manifestations, or at least he always tried first to find a rational explanation for any strange phenomenon. It was this sensible attitude that had exposed a number of false manifestations of God and the Devil among some of the more fanatical members of his community. This time, however, he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe the Devil had played a part in the drama of the last few days.

At that moment, despite the late hour, his contemplation was abruptly shattered once again, by a loud hammering on the door of his cell.



Chapter 4

“Lord, what’s happened now?” Dom Salvatore sighed as he rose painfully to his feet and went to open the door.

Brother Gasparo stood there in a state of great agitation, his hood up, as was the custom after compline. “He’s opened his eyes – the stranger is awake!”

 The prior was relieved to finally hear some good news. He followed Brother Gasparo, eager to question the man about the tragic events of the night before last.

“He hasn’t spoken a word yet,” Brother Gasparo said. “But his eyes are open, and he’s staring calmly at the ceiling.”

 Dom Salvatore was immediately startled by the stranger’s eyes. His expression was vacant and his cheekbones stood out on his gaunt face, but his intense black eyes were grave, as if connected to the deepest part of his being. In his eyes Dom Salvatore glimpsed the man’s soul and saw a destiny that was both tragic and luminous. This man has been through heaven and hell, he thought to himself.

“Can you hear me, my friend?” the prior whispered in the stranger’s ear. “Maybe you can, but can’t answer,” he sighed gently. After a moment’s silence, he took his hand. Initially the man showed no reaction, then, slowly, he turned his head and stared at the prior without saying a word. Dom Salvatore looked deep into his eyes, trying to decipher any unspoken message, but in vain. After a few moments, the man turned away, returning his gaze to the ceiling.

The prior let go of the man’s hand and walked unhurriedly towards the door. After checking the bandages swaddling the stranger’s chest, Brother Gasparo joined him.

“He seems to be aware of things around him, but not of himself,” Dom Salvatore whispered. “Could he have lost his memory?”

“Such things do sometimes occur after a violent shock,” Brother Gasparo replied. “It happened to one of my mother’s sisters, when she saw her husband knocked down by a cart.”

“And did her memory ever come back?”

“Yes, but over a year later.”

“How?”

“Almost by chance. One day she was passing a merchant selling toys when she spotted a little rag doll. She couldn’t take her eyes off it, and suddenly part of her memory came back to her. She pointed it out to my mother, ‘Look, that’s just like the doll we used to fight over.’ After that, a little more of her past came back to her every day, until eventually she was in her right mind again.”

“That’s very interesting,” said the prior, stopping in front of the door to his cell. “Did you notice the look in the man’s eyes?”

“He seems sad and distant,” Brother Gasparo said, after a moment’s reflection.

“Indeed. But I also saw light and intelligence, learning even...This man is no peasant.”

“He certainly doesn’t have a peasant’s hands.” Brother Gasparo added, “Perhaps he’s a merchant?”

“I’d be more inclined to say an artist or a scholar, but maybe my imagination is getting the better of me. Carry on taking good care of him and question him to the extent that you are able. Keep me informed; if he utters the slightest sound, I want to know.”

The two monks parted company. Both had difficulty falling asleep. In his cell, Dom Salvatore prayed again to the Virgin for this stranger. Of course he hoped that the man would recover his memory so that he could help explain the mysterious murder of Brother Modesto, as well as the attempt on his life; but he also felt great compassion for his circumstances. The look in the man’s eyes had touched his heart. He thought of Brother Gasparo’s aunt; this man must have put up a barrier between his consciousness and his past in order to keep some unbearable image at bay. But what could that image be? How could he help him regain his memory? What had he been doing in the cabin of a healer whom the villagers accused, rightly or wrongly, of practising sorcery?

Dom Salvatore’s prayers had turned into a series of questions. At last he drifted into sleep, huddled before the icon of the Virgin, until he was jolted awake by the bell ringing for matins.

During the following days the stranger’s health improved considerably. His constitution was solid and his strength returned with a speed that surprised Brother Gasparo. A week after regaining consciousness, he could already stand up and take a few steps. Brother Gasparo was concerned that if he fell he might reopen the wound in his chest, but Dom Salvatore encouraged the stranger’s desire to move about and explore his surroundings.

Sometimes supported by Brother Gasparo, sometimes by the prior, the man went a little further every day. He was soon able to leave the infirmary and walk up and down the corridor leading to the communal rooms on the first floor: the kitchen, the refectory, the scriptorium and the icon studio. Then he went beyond the corridor into the cloister, and before long he was able to walk slowly all the way around it. Every day Dom Salvatore looked into the stranger’s eyes hoping that he would react, but the man remained silent, betraying neither any trace of emotion, nor any sign that a submerged memory was coming to the surface.

Before long, the prior had to deal with the comments of several of the brothers, who demanded that the stranger leave the monastery’s cloister for the guest quarters. He refused, arguing that the man had been the target of two murder attempts and that it would be too dangerous to let him out of an area that was now being carefully guarded. But his reasoning did little to satisfy those monks committed to strictly upholding the rules. The prior knew that as soon as the abbot returned from his travels he would have to defend his bold decision. He also knew that there was a strong possibility that the old man would disapprove and throw the stranger out of the monastery. The abbot had announced that he would return by Easter, which left the prior with less than three weeks to help the stranger regain his memory and explain the mysterious murder of Brother Modesto.

That evening, immediately after the service, Dom Salvatore was visited by the monastery’s icon painter, Brother Angelo. He had come to relate more strange happenings in the Monastery.



Chapter 5

“Just after compline, I remembered that I hadn’t locked the studio,” Brother Angelo whispered excitedly to the prior. “I was on my way back when I noticed the door was ajar. I approached cautiously and glanced inside. You can imagine my surprise when I saw the stranger sitting at my table by the light of a torch, etching on a coated piece of wood that I’d left ready to work on.”

“You mean he was using your stylus to engrave an icon?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t want to go in. I ran straight here to fetch you...”

“Good,” the prior said, setting off for the studio with Brother Angelo in tow.

When they got to the corridor, the two monks saw that the studio was in darkness.

“I hope nothing’s happened to him,” the prior murmured anxiously.

They went in, holding up their torches to light the deeper recesses of the room. The man was nowhere to be seen. But when the light from the torch fell on the work table, Brother Angelo was unable to stifle a cry.

On a piece of wood coated with a thin layer of plaster, the stranger had etched a Virgin holding the baby Jesus tenderly in her arms. The features were magnificent; the proportions perfect.

“By San Benedetto, this is staggering!” Brother Angelo cried. “A Virgin of Mercy! How could he have drawn such a thing in such a short space of time...and without a model?”

“You mean there’s no icon here he could have taken as his inspiration?” Dom Salvatore asked, his eyes searching the room.

“No, I’ve never painted this type of Virgin. It’s an icon from the school of Andrei Roublev, a Russian painter who lived in the fourteenth century.”

“Which means that our man has already painted this icon,” the prior reflected.

“Certainly, and probably many times over, judging by the confidence of his lines. But he couldn’t have learned this skill in Italy.”

“So do you know where such Virgins of Mercy are painted?” Dom Salvatore asked, more intrigued by the second.

Brother Angelo looked thoughtful as he ran his finger over his lips. “To my knowledge, there are only two studios in the world where such Virgins are painted,” he said. “The first is the great Russian monastery of Zagorsk, not far from Moscow.”

“Moscow!” exclaimed the prior.

“The second is a Greek peninsula only inhabited by monks, which attracted many of the Russian painters: Mount Athos.”

“So he lived and learned to paint icons in either Russia or Greece,” the prior said.

“Yes,” Brother Angelo replied, turning to face him. “But these places are sacred to the Orthodox Church. Very few laymen are allowed to paint there...Our man could well be a monk!”



Chapter 6

Not wanting to foment the climate of confusion in the monastery, Dom Salvatore decided to keep this astonishing discovery a secret. He urged Brother Angelo to leave his studio open from now on and observe the stranger’s actions, but not to disturb him while he was working.

Every evening, when the monks were asleep, the man would come to the studio and continue his work. Once finished for the night, he would silently depart, leaving the icon where it lay.

After etching the design of the Virgin and child and outlining the figures in gold, he carefully selected his pigments, mixed them with egg yolk and began to paint. Starting with the darkest parts of the skin and clothes, he gradually introduced lighter colours, bringing the icon to life with astonishing rapidity.

Brother Angelo was amazed by the painter’s dexterity. The delicacy with which he rendered the folds of fabric on the Virgin’s cloak showed that this was the work of a truly great icon painter. The prior saw it as a clear sign that his intuition had not misled him. What tumultuous destiny had led an Orthodox monk and icon painter to be seriously wounded and taken in by a witch doctor in the middle of the Abruzzi? What could he have done that someone was still trying to kill him inside the monastery, someone who could savagely murder another monk who had come to his target’s defence? It was vital that Dom Salvatore discover the man’s identity and history. But how?

One morning, during lauds, an idea came to the prior which seemed so brilliant that he assumed it could only have come from the Holy Spirit. There was a one in two chance that the stranger had lived on the famous Mount Athos. It so happened that Dom Salvatore was on very good terms with a wealthy merchant from Pescara named Adriano Toscani, who often traded in Greece. He would entrust him with the mission of visiting Mount Athos with a portrait of the stranger, sketched by Brother Angelo, to inquire about this mysterious icon painter. He duly sent for the merchant, who was just about to charter a boat for Greece and gladly agreed to stop off at Mount Athos. Athos was only a few days from Pescara, so he should be back within two weeks at the most, he assured the prior.

Dom Salvatore prayed to Heaven that the abbot would not return before Adriano Toscani had accomplished his mission.

During his anxious wait he continued to visit the studio every evening to observe the stranger’s progress. One detail in particular struck the two monks: the man had almost finished painting the face, clothes and hands, but somewhat curiously had left the Virgin’s eyes blank. Five days after Toscani’s departure, Dom Salvatore noted that the rest of the icon was complete and that the man had finally started to paint the eyes. The prior leaned over the almost finished work and saw that the Virgin’s eyes were closed. “A Virgin with her eyes shut! I’ve never seen or heard of such a thing.”

Once his surprise had passed, Dom Salvatore noted the touching beauty of the Virgin. Her closed eyes gave the slight smile which the painter had sketched at the corners of the Virgin’s mouth an unrivalled depth and sweetness. Mary seemed rapt in inner contemplation, but rather than giving an air of absence, this inward gaze made her seem intensely focused on the child Jesus.

“It’s remarkably powerful,” murmured Dom Salvatore, his voice tight with emotion. He remained still before the icon for some time. As he gazed at the stranger’s work, his curiosity turned to prayer, and his prayer to tears that he could not restrain. Never before had a painting made him feel the loving presence of Mary with such force. “This icon is a masterpiece,” he thought to himself. “It could only come from the hands of a man who has suffered the hell of his own passions; a man who has come to tell us that divine mercy is like a mother’s love; that it is stronger than death...”

A hoarse cry tore Dom Salvatore abruptly from his meditations and he rushed from the studio. The stranger was standing a few yards away, his eyes full of terror. The prior ran to him, asking what was wrong, but despite the emotion betrayed by his eyes, no word passed his lips. He stretched out his hand towards the darkened infirmary. The prior took his torch into the room and in turn let out a cry of horror. A monk lay on his back, his eyes wide open and his features frozen in a stricken expression, as though he had seen the Devil himself. He was dead.



Chapter 7

The news of Brother Anselmo’s violent death was announced to the community by the prior the next morning, immediately after lauds. To minimise the spread of panic, he and Brother Gasparo had spent the night investigating the cause of death. One inescapable conclusion presented itself: the unfortunate brother had died after swallowing a strong poison. Patiently, the two monks tried to reconstruct what had happened. The stranger was unable to help them: after alerting the prior, he had fallen into an impenetrable state of total prostration. So basing their conclusions on the clues they had found, the two monks put together a hypothesis to explain the monk’s death.

They supposed that after compline, Brother Anselmo had gone to the kitchen next to the refectory. There, he must have drunk a goblet of hot wine mixed with medicinal herbs, intended for the stranger, which Brother Gasparo prepared every evening after the service. That evening, Brother Gasparo was called urgently to the bedside of a brother suffering from violent stomach cramps, and had left the tray with the hot drink in the kitchen. For some unknown reason Brother Anselmo saw the goblet of wine and drank it. In the interim someone had poured a strong poison into it. Brother Anselmo must have realized that he had been poisoned, and ran to the infirmary in the hopes of finding an antidote – but alas, too late. The stranger, who had just returned to the infirmary from the studio, witnessed his death, and it was his cry that alerted the prior.

This hypothesis seemed well supported by the evidence and certainly explained the chain of events. But it left one vital question unanswered: who had put poison in the goblet of wine? What their hypothesis implied was that someone was still trying to kill the stranger; Brother Anselmo had merely been the unlucky victim of his own greed.

Unfortunately, the explanation failed to convince a good many of the monks. Some saw the Devil’s work in Brother Anselmo’s death, others blamed the stranger, a theory which had the added virtue of supplying them with the perfect culprit. The prior’s hypothesis, on the other hand, presented a major disadvantage: the implication that a third party was involved. As the confines of the monastery had been closely guarded since the first murder, the monks sensed a terrible, inevitable conclusion: the murderer was among them.



Chapter 8

This was the poisonous atmosphere which greeted the abbot, Dom Theodoro, when he returned from his journey. Even before he crossed the threshold of the monastery, a monk went out to meet him, without the prior’s knowledge, and informed him of the recent events. Flanked by the five brothers who had accompanied him on his long journey, he reached the monastery as night fell, appearing in the church in the middle of compline. The monks were much relieved to see their abbot again. Before leaving the church, he whispered to the prior that he should join him in his cell in an hour, after he had eaten.

At the appointed time, Dom Salvatore knocked three times at the door, which was slightly ajar.

“Deo gratias,” Dom Theodoro said in a weary voice.

The prior entered. The cell was lit by two large candles standing at the ends of the abbot’s imposing work table. The abbot was bent over the pages of a large book, and did not look up to greet him.

“I’ve returned, exhausted, from a long journey,” the old man sighed, “only to make the sad discovery that our rules are no longer obeyed.”

Dom Salvatore realized that the abbot knew everything. He had not summoned him at this late hour to gather information, but to accuse him.

The prior kissed his scapular as a sign of humility.

“May God forgive me if I have neglected my duty,” he said. “Alas, I was unable to do anything to prevent these two horrible crimes.”

“Let us leave the murders to one side for a moment,” the abbot interrupted brusquely. “They are merely the consequences of your negligence.”

The prior was taken aback.

Dom Theodoro continued in the same weary tone, his eyes still on his book. “It has come to my attention that an individual who appears to have lost his memory has been under our roof for several weeks, at your insistence. Are you not aware that our customs forbid us to allow laymen within the confines of the monastery, even if they are wounded?”

“If you will allow me, I can tell you everything I know about him, and you can judge whether I acted wrongly or not by allowing him to stay.”

“I’m listening.” The abbot sighed, without looking up from his work table.

Dom Salvatore described the circumstances under which he had welcomed the stranger, as well as those surrounding the mysterious murder of Brother Modesto.

“That’s all very well,” the abbot said, with a touch of irritation. “I know what happened next. But you haven’t explained why this man is still here. As far as I am aware, this monastery is not a hospice!”

“I completely agree, Dom Theodoro, but...there is something exceptional about this man...”

For the first time the abbot looked up at the prior. In his small, cold eyes, sunk deep within dark sockets hollowed by years of fasting and penitence, a gleam of surprise appeared. Encouraged by this sign of interest, Dom Salvatore took up his story more eagerly. “As soon as he opened his eyes, his expression moved me. Behind that broken body and those haggard eyes, I sensed the presence of a great soul and a story that deserved to be heard, so I decided to wait until he had progressed sufficiently for me to question him. But unfortunately, although his health is now restored, he has still not uttered a word and seems as absent as ever.”

“Well, tomorrow we’re sending him to the hospice of San Damiano,” the abbot said sternly. “Tending to the insane does not fall not within our vocation.”

“I would have done exactly the same myself...if something unexpected hadn’t happened a few weeks ago, something that confirmed my initial suspicions.”

The abbot frowned. Dom Salvatore told him about the icon and Brother Angelo’s idea that the man might be a monk from Mount Athos.

Then he paused, watching for a reaction from the abbot. But Dom Theodoro remained silent, looking him up and down with his beady eyes.

“In order to be sure,” the prior went on, “I asked our friend, Adriano Toscani, who was about to leave for Greece to buy spices, if he could make a brief stop at Athos. He left Pescara two weeks ago with a portrait of the stranger drawn by Brother Angelo. If all goes well, he should be back tomorrow.”

“What a wonderful idea!” Dom Theodoro said ironically. “No doubt we’ll learn that our man is an Orthodox monk who was run through with a spear whilst trying to flee his monastery before swimming across the sea and taking shelter with a witch who nursed his wounds not far from here!”

“His stay on Athos could have been some time ago, and the man may well have endured other trials since,” Dom Salvatore went on, unflustered by the abbot’s sardonic tone, to which he was accustomed. “I’m just waiting for Toscani to come back and hopefully shed some light on the poor fellow’s identity and history, or provide a clue that might help him regain his memory: a name, a vivid story, anything that could free him from his inner prison.”

There was a heavy silence.

“So you think you’re acting out of charity?” the abbot finally said, his eyes fixed on Dom Salvatore.

“I believe so...” the prior replied, somewhat disconcerted.

“Well, in my opinion, your concern for this wretch is not motivated by charity.”

“What is it motivated by then?”

“Curiosity.”

“Curiosity?”

“Yes. The pure, irrepressible desire to know,” Dom Theodoro hammered out each word with a certain gratification. “You thought you were driven by compassion, when in fact all you were doing was yielding to the temptation of vain knowledge. The truth of the matter is that this man’s fate is less important to you than satisfying your desire to discover his past, his story, even just his name.”

“It’s possible that in my eagerness to help this man, divine charity was supplemented by human curiosity,” the prior relented humbly. “But doesn’t Christ order us ‘not to separate the wheat from the chaff’?”

“How easy it is to resort to the Holy Scriptures to justify one’s basest tendencies!” the abbot said, feeling anger rising within him, making his blood course faster in his veins.

“It may be human folly, but surely curiosity is praised by philosophers as a virtue rather than a vice?” the prior continued. He had no intention of yielding in this intellectual duel into which the abbot had drawn him. “The great Aristotle himself asserts that surprise is at the origin of philosophy. And Thomas Aquinas reminds us that it was philosophical questioning which led the greatest of the ancient thinkers, guided by their reason, to discover that there was a single creator.”

“I don’t care what Aristotle or Plato thought!” Dom Theodoro cried. “It is my view, as you well know, that some of our theologians give far too much importance to these pagan thinkers. I prefer to follow the Holy Scriptures, which teach us that curiosity is the mother of all vices, the first evil which led men into sin. The original sin derived from Eve’s desire to taste the forbidden fruit; it was her curiosity, her desire to know, even though it was forbidden by God, which led her to eat from the tree of knowledge. It was also the desire for knowledge which seduced Adam into following his wife in her fall. Dom Salvatore, you may think you are performing an act of charity, but you have infringed our rules and helped this man merely to satisfy your own curiosity, and in doing so have made several other brothers accomplices to your error. It is well-known that if the father is away, the Devil will sow confusion among his sons. Tomorrow everything will return to normal; as soon as lauds is over, the man will be taken to the hospice of San Damiano.”

“Dom Theodoro, you know as well as I do that if he’s not already insane, he will become so there. And even if he doesn’t lose his sense of reason completely, he’ll die of some infectious disease. A good third of the wretches there die of one disease or another every year.”

The abbot had regained his composure. “This man has lost his mind, Brother Salvatore,” he said. “And our monastery is not a hospice. I think you’re forgetting the two horrific murders committed since his arrival. He may not be directly responsible for these crimes – although that remains to be proven – but he is certainly the cause of all the disturbances. I intend to carry out a full investigation of these criminal acts, but in the meantime, it is most urgent that we be rid of the man at the root of this evil. I intend to visit him afterwards, in San Damiano, to judge for myself whether or not he is possessed by the Devil, as some of our brothers believe.”

“I beseech you, father, let us wait for Toscani to return. He might bring information that will help the man to recover his memory, and his name.”

The abbot was well aware that Dom Salvatore was trying to delay the execution of a decision which he, Father Superior of this monastery for nearly three decades, had taken in all conscience before God. This irritated him, but he hid his annoyance. “Every day we welcome dozens of pilgrims, travellers, beggars, even brigands,” he said. “According to the custom of our monasteries, each man receives board and lodging for three days and three nights in the guest quarters. No one is allowed to stay longer, and certainly not within the confines of the monastery. Such hospitality would make it impossible for us to lead a life devoted to the praise of God. Thanks to your care, which is praiseworthy, this man has gradually recovered the health of his body, but not of his mind. He has yet to utter a single word, and seems to have retreated into himself. He no longer belongs here, Dom Salvatore. You know that, and I fail to understand what misplaced affection has made you persist in treating a sick man who has lost his mind and brought us so much misfortune.”

“Give me one last chance,” the prior insisted, ignoring the abbot’s pointed words. “If Toscani isn’t back within three days and the man still hasn’t uttered a word, I promise that I won’t trouble you anymore. I’ll follow your orders and take him to San Damiano myself.”

Father Theodoro looked down at his book again and concluded the interview in the same weary, unrelenting voice: ‘Tomorrow at dawn, Dom Salvatore, after lauds.’

The prior fell silent. He knew that the abbot would not go back on his decision.

As soon as he had left the abbot’s cell, he went to the church and knelt before an icon of the Virgin.

While he was absorbed in meditation, the porter came to inform him that the merchant Toscani had just returned and was demanding to speak to him urgently, despite the late hour.

“Deo gratias,” he sighed with relief.

He leapt to his feet, bowed to the icon and hurried to the porter’s lodge.



Chapter 9

“Well?” he said to his friend, squeezing both his hands and ushering him closer to the fire. The merchant’s round, jovial face contrasted sharply with the prior’s ascetic thinness. Their eyes gleamed in complicity, like two street urchins preparing for some clandestine mischief. But before giving in to his impatience and guessing that his friend had probably not eaten, the prior ordered the porter to bring a light meal. They sat down next to the wide fireplace.

“Things didn’t go too badly,” the merchant began, “I managed to get to Mount Athos by passing myself off as a pilgrim, and once there, I visited the Russian monastery of Saint Panteleimon. The porter was pleasant enough and even spoke some Italian, so I showed him the portrait and asked him about our man. He said the face looked vaguely familiar, but he found it difficult to recall whether he had ever met him. I asked him if an icon painter had left one of the monasteries in the last few years, and he told me about a young Italian monk, a disciple of the great Cretan painter Theophanes Strelitzas, who disappeared after being forbidden to paint icons. He never knew the man personally, but he did know that he’d been a novice at the monastery of Simonos Pandra.

So I set off for Simonos Pandra, by far the most impressive of the twenty monasteries on the island, teetering on the edge of the cliff, directly overhanging the sea. As soon as I arrived, I questioned the porter, but he didn’t speak a word of Italian. He sent for a brother from Piedmont: a simple but talkative man. When I showed him the portrait, he gave a cry of terror and immediately recognized our man. ‘Ioannis, Brother Ioannis!’ he cried in excitement.

“‘Did he know how to paint icons?’ I asked, also excited by the turn the conversation was taking.

“‘Yes, yes,’ the man replied. ‘He was a remarkable painter, he learned in a few months. But the abbot asked him to stop painting, because some of the monks found the expression and beauty of the faces of his Virgins disturbing. I should tell you that no female, human or animal, is allowed to set foot on Athos and we haven’t seen any women for many years.’ He sounded a little vexed as he said this, then he gave a wicked smile. ‘Icon painters generally make exact copies of models established over the past centuries, but the monks who created these models often took their inspiration from memories of their mothers’ faces, or even worse, from the faces of their abbots, whom they considered close to the Virgin because they were holy. Poor Madonna, you should see the faces they give her – necks like bulls and square chins – all that’s missing is a beard! But Brother Ioannis had known some real beauties before he came here.’

“When I asked him about Brother Ioannis’ Christian name, he thought for a few moments. ‘I’m afraid I don’t remember, he was only a postulant for a few months and then spent about two years under his religious name. All I remember is that he was a native of Calabria.’ I asked him what had become of this brother. ‘After the Elders asked him to stop painting,’ he replied, ‘he left the monastery and I never found out what happened to him. But ask the abbot. He’s sure to remember, and he speaks a little Italian.’”

Toscani was interrupted by the porter, who brought a bowl of hot soup, a piece of bread and some goat’s cheese. Although he was desperate to know the rest of the story, Dom Salvatore urged his guest to eat before continuing. He did not need to be asked twice and wolfed down his supper in a few minutes. Hundreds of thoughts were streaming through the prior’s mind: Were they on the right track? And if so, why had the man left Athos? The merchant’s last piece of information touched a chord with the prior: although a Roman, he had been raised by his grandmother in Calabria. He was moved by the thought that the mysterious stranger could have grown up in the region where he himself had spent his childhood.

As soon as he had swallowed his last mouthful, the merchant resumed his story.

“So I asked for a meeting with the abbot, who agreed to receive me the following day. I told him the whole story and showed him the portrait, as well as your letter. He was a sour, emotionless man, with an imposing beard and he told me straightaway that he did not recognize the man. I tried to insist, but he cut me short. ‘Many pilgrims have learned how to paint icons in the Russian style, both here and elsewhere. The man you are caring for may well be one of them, but I don’t know this man’s face.’ On that note he bade me farewell and asked me to leave the monastery as soon as possible. I did as I was told, although not before trying to see the brother from Italy again, but without any luck. And that’s all I have been able to discover.”

Dom Salvatore looked pensive for some time before replying.

“I don’t know how to thank you, my friend. Your information may be all I need to sort out this mystery, especially as the abbot has just returned and has ordered me to send the man to San Damiano tomorrow.”

“San Damiano!” the merchant cried. “That’s the end of him then!”

“Exactly,” the prior replied, “You know our good father as well as I do. He has a compassionate heart, but he does not tolerate exception to the rules. We have no alternative. Let’s go and find the poor wretch, and may God come to his aid.”



Chapter 10

They made their way straight to the infirmary. Overcome by the turn of events, Dom Salvatore committed yet another infringement of the rules by allowing the merchant to accompany him within the confines of the monastery.

Dom Salvatore looked into the stranger’s wild eyes, took both his hands and addressed him as if he had seen only peace within him. “My friend, our holy abbot came back from a long journey this evening, and I haven’t managed to persuade him to keep you here any longer. After tomorrow morning I won’t be able to do anything more for you. You’ll be locked in a hospice for madmen where you’ll end your days, and no one will be able to get you out, even if your condition improves. You won’t be able to practise your art either. We’ve known right from the start that you go to the studio every night to paint. Your Virgin of Mercy is an exceptional piece and the clue led our friend Adriano Toscani, who’s here with me now, to Mount Athos, where we’re almost certain you’ve spent some time. We only have tonight to try to lift the veil that has enveloped your mind, to reawaken your buried memories. I warn you, this could be your last chance to come back to the world. You must seize it!”

The man listened quietly to the prior without showing the least reaction. Dom Salvatore remained silent for several long minutes. Then he asked his guest to leave the room. As he was going through the door, the prior suddenly cried “Brother Ioannis!” in such a confident tone that the merchant jumped. But the stranger didn’t react. The prior tried another approach. He sat the stranger on a chair, looked him in the eyes, and, addressing him by the same name, described everything Adriano Toscani had discovered on Mount Athos.

After two hours, the stranger, who still had not betrayed the slightest sign of emotion or interest, began to doze off. Deeply discouraged, Dom Salvatore was forced to admit the failure of this final attempt. He saw out the merchant, who was equally demoralized after so much effort spent, apparently in vain.

 Dom Salvatore returned to the infirmary one last time to find the stranger lying on his straw mattress. Just as he was about to take his leave, he hesitated for a moment, changed his mind, and decided to defy the rules once more: he would stay here and sleep on a straw mattress next to the stranger. He couldn’t bear to leave the man on the eve of his confinement. He knew nothing about him, but providence had placed him in his hands. Brother Salvatore murmured some prayers as he lay down on the straw and, sighing deeply, blew out the candle.

But he was restless. He ran through the merchant’s story over and over again in his head, looking for some tiny clue, some apparently trivial detail, that might have escaped him. At last, he decided that he had to get some sleep if he was to have the strength to see this man leave for the hospice the next day. He passed the beads of his rosary through the fingers of his left hand and started reciting Ave Marias as he drifted off to sleep.

Despite his best efforts, images continued to nag at his mind. He remembered that when he couldn’t get to sleep as a child, his grandmother used to come and sing softly to him. One of her songs in particular had stayed with him. As he lay there, the words of this Calabrian lullaby emerged from his lips, carried by a sweet melody. “Move lu sone di la montagnedda lu luppu sa magna la piccuredda la ninia vofa...”

As these barely audible phrases floated into the silence, the stranger gradually sat up on the bed. A change came over his expression, as if his mind was suffering a seismic shock. He was plunged deep into his memory. He saw his mother again, leaning over his cradle, singing him the same lullaby: “...Move lu sone di la albania stu figghiu miu mutta me la ninia vofa stu figghiu miu mutta me la ninia vofa.”

This image blurred and he saw himself aged seven, standing in the village cemetery, watching as his mother’s coffin was lowered into the ground. As the men sung the Miserere, his eyes were dry, but a bottomless anguish flooded his young heart. Now hot tears flowed over the lined face of the man he had become. He saw his father placing his hand firmly on his son’s shoulder and, with the same emotion now as then, he felt the trembling in his grip that the sturdy peasant had failed to suppress.

Then another face: a young Venetian woman with blonde hair and large emerald-green eyes, came into his mind. Huddled at the end of the mattress, he wrapped his powerful arms around his knees, and his eyes flooded with tears, he opened his mouth and spoke one word, the first he had uttered since his arrival in the monastery: “Elena.”

Dom Salvatore leapt to his feet in astonishment upon hearing the stranger speak. He lit a candle and saw that the man was sobbing. He went over to him and took him in his arms with the strength and love of a father.

The stranger wept for a long time. Then, between sobs, he began to tell the prior his terrible story.



Part One
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Chapter 11

It was a hot August morning and Giovanni Tratore was working in the fields with his father and his younger brother, Giacomo. He was the first to see the horsemen. As soon as the other peasants noticed them, they all put down their rakes, watching silently as a dozen armed men rode towards the village, the rich harnesses on their horses gleaming in the sun. It was rare to see such a sight in this impoverished region of Calabria. Giovanni’s heart began to beat fast. He guessed that they must come from a ship that had put in at one of the many inlets along the jagged coast. Less than an hour later, the men rode back towards the sea. Sweating in the scorching heat, Giovanni joined his father and the rest of the peasants as they ran to the village to find out what had happened. Graziano, the village head, was sitting outside his house. The soldiers were Venetians, he told them. They had been on their way back from the Venetian-governed island of Cyprus when their ship was attacked by Barbary pirates. Although they managed to escape when night fell, cannon fire and the pirates’ violent boarding attempts had left the ship severely damaged, and they needed to repair it before continuing their journey. They had asked Graziano if the villagers might be prepared to lodge some of the ship’s passengers while the sailors did their work, and had offered to pay handsomely. The peasants were delighted by this unexpected windfall, and late that afternoon a big fire was lit in the village square to roast an ox in honour of the Venetians.

This was how Giovanni saw her for the first time: the woman who would change his life. She was sitting astride a magnificent black mare, wrapped in a purple cloak, her fair hair buffeted by the wind. Although she rode into the village surrounded by at least twenty horsemen, Giovanni had eyes for her alone. She was a little younger than him, perhaps fourteen or fifteen, but she exuded a grace and beauty far beyond her years. It was a revelation. Everything he had ever dreamed of was embodied in her slender frame. He vowed that the moment of this revelation would be forever imprinted on his heart: Monday – the day of the moon – towards the twelfth hour.

That evening, the Venetians settled down for their feast in the village square, eating at tables of three or four, with only a few local representatives carefully selected by old Graziano. Since it was not possible to get close to them, Giovanni climbed up onto the roof of one of the houses on the square. From there he had a perfect view of the girl’s table and could watch her every move.

She and her two companions were the only women in the group. They had therefore been seated apart from the men, at the best table. Giovanni guessed that one of the women was the girl’s mother or aunt since she, too, was opulently dressed, while the other looked like a servant. He tried to imagine the ship from which the women had come. He had heard that most of the crew remained on board. It must be a great vessel, he thought, to contain at least two hundred men, so many horses and probably merchandise as well, since the Venetians were traders first and foremost. He realized that this girl whose beauty so fascinated him had to be of a higher social rank than the trading class. Not only because she was richly dressed, but also because she was the object of so much attention. Throughout the evening, soldiers would go up to her table to make sure that all was well, and they treated her with great respect.

Giovanni lay back on the roof and looked at the sky. The intense heat of the day was finally beginning to subside, and stars had begun to appear. He felt feverish. Who was this young woman? He allowed his imagination to soar through endless possibilities.

 Ever since the age of seven, when Giovanni had lost his mother, he had the ability to escape the harsh reality of daily life by taking refuge in marvellous worlds of his own invention. His dreams took him over the seas, on extraordinary adventures, embroiling him in love affairs, battles, and the search for hidden gold. As a young boy, he had been able to share his wildest imaginings with his village friends and to draw them into his world of treasure hunts and pirate attacks. But as they grew up, the other peasant boys lost their taste for such games. They were kept far too busy toiling in the fields to think of anything but marrying a sturdy local girl and building a little dry-stone house. Giovanni, on the other hand, clung to his dreams. There was any number of village girls who would have liked to make him their husband. His handsome face, big black eyes and slender hands attracted many a wishful glance. But Giovanni found little charm in these peasant girls, with their graceless movements and crude language. They lacked the refinement he remembered in his mother. And ever since the age of eleven, when he had gone with his father to buy a donkey in the city of Catanzaro and had been struck by the delicate features of the girls there – their elegance, their refined way of speaking – his one dream had been to marry a beautiful, well-educated woman. Knowing there was little chance of a poor, illiterate peasant meeting such a woman, he had begged the local priest to teach him to read and write. The priest was no great scholar and had a lot of business to attend to, but he was swayed by the boy’s tenacity and his amazing aptitude for learning, and he taught him all he knew. For several years, Giovanni spent his evenings studying and endlessly rereading the Roman missal, printed in Latin, which the priest would leave in the sacristy of the modest village church. But he hungered for greater knowledge and was determined to leave the village to see the world whenever the opportunity presented itself.

The months went by and life continued as usual, without any sign that the time was right for Giovanni to put his plan into action. But now the Venetians were here, and with them a young woman who aroused in Giovanni such strong feelings that he felt faint. He had the strange sense, like a flash of intuition, that this girl had been sent to him by destiny. He tried to dismiss the notion, but it stayed with him. Without being aware of it, his passionate heart, and with it his overactive imagination, had at last found an aim as noble as it was insane: to love and be loved by this unknown girl.



Chapter 12

As the meal drew to a close, Giovanni could concentrate on only one thing: finding the lodging place of the young woman. It wasn’t difficult to follow her as she left the table and made her way to the finest house in the village, situated on the main square, with her two companions and five men at arms. He saw candles being lit behind the windows, but could make out nothing more. Just as he was about to get down from his hiding place and approach the house, a small troop of soldiers appeared and stationed themselves outside the front door.

Descending discreetly from his perch, Giovanni decided to go down to the shore instead and take a look at the ship. It was too dark to really see anything, so he settled into the hollow of a rock to wait for dawn, and soon dozed off.

The first light of day drew him out of a strange dream which left an echo at once thrilling and agonizing in his soul. He had little time to abandon himself to its spell however, as he could already make out the sailors bustling about on the ship in the distance. The day before, they had begun work on repairing the hull, as well as one of the three big masts, which had broken in the battle. Giovanni knew the task would take at most two or three days.

Hoping to be allowed aboard, he introduced himself to the captain, who had come ashore, and offered his services. The captain gladly accepted the extra pair of hands but, to Giovanni’s great disappointment, he was asked to join a team of woodcutters and carpenters who were going ashore to gather tree trunks. When they got back to the ship towards the middle of the afternoon, they thanked him, but did not invite him on board.

Giovanni returned to the village through the meadows, passing his father and brother, who had been worried by his long absence. He explained that he was helping the Venetians with the repairs to their ship and would not be able to work in the fields for a few days. His father was reluctant at first; they were in the middle of haymaking season and the weather looked as if it might soon turn stormy. However, he changed his mind when Giovanni handed over the silver coin which the captain had given him for his services. Silver was such a rare commodity for these Calabrian peasants that they could not refuse a sum which would allow them to buy an animal or a tool in town.

Once back in the village, only one thing mattered to Giovanni: to see the young woman again. Over the course of the day, he had gleaned invaluable information from the carpenters: the ship had been chartered by the Doge of Venice, the highest public official in the city, to bring back a number of important people from Cyprus. It was also carrying valuable merchandise from the East. This merchandise was the fruit of Cyprian trade between the Italian peninsula and the Ottoman Empire. Giovanni had learned something even more significant from one of the master carpenters: the sister and daughter of the governor of Cyprus, who was married to the Doge’s granddaughter, were on board. In other words, the young woman was the daughter of the governor and the great-granddaughter of the most powerful man in Venice. The older lady was her aunt and the third their maid, as he had guessed. Far from discouraging him, this news further inflamed his love for her. There was one question he yearned to ask, but which he had been shrewd enough to keep to himself: what was her name?

At dusk, Giovanni approached the village square where the Venetians were preparing to dine, but he was stopped by an old peasant who shooed him away. It was clear from the looks of the soldiers observing the scene that Giovanni didn’t have much choice. Once again, he took a position on the roof of a house. He was too far away to see the young woman’s face or hear the sound of her voice. She was drowned out by the cries and laughter of the guards surrounding her. In spite of this, he looked on, enraptured by her graceful gestures and her hair, which gleamed like gold in the torchlight.

When she left the table, followed by her guards, he remained at his lookout post for a while longer, gazing pensively into the square. It was midnight by the time he got back home.

The following morning, he went back to the shore and once again offered his services. This time he had better luck and managed to get into one of the small boats going to and fro between the shore and the ship. As he had already demonstrated his skills in woodcraft, he was assigned to a team of carpenters repairing the hull, which had been breached in places by fire caused by the pirates’ cannonballs. The holes had to be sealed if the ship was to continue on its way to Venice.

When it was time for the midday meal, Giovanni took advantage of the distraction to slip onto the deck. He couldn’t resist the temptation to follow the gangway as far as the cabins in the stern. He tried several door handles, in the insane hope of finding the girl’s cabin, but all were locked. Before he could go further in his frenzy, he came face to face with an officer, who shouted out, demanding an immediate explanation. Giovanni claimed he had lost his way, but the man remained unconvinced, and promptly escorted him off the ship.

Without his silver coin, Giovanni was in no mood to go to the fields and face his father and brother, so he set out to the village instead. The Venetians had finished eating and had gone inside to rest in the cool shade and escape the midday heat. The square was deserted.

An idea crossed Giovanni’s mind. He banished it from his thoughts, but it returned almost immediately. He toyed with it for a few moments, savouring its audacity, and then dismissed it again. When it came back a third time, he gave in, though he knew it was madness.

Overcoming his fear, Giovanni crossed the square to the house where the young woman was staying. At the side of the building he found a small wooden staircase leading to the hayloft and swiftly clambered up. He was relieved to find the door open and as he entered the dark space, half-filled with bales of straw, a stifling heat overwhelmed him. He crawled cautiously until he was above where he estimated the master bedroom to be, slowly moved aside the hay, and squinted through a crack in the rough floor.

His eyes soon became accustomed to the semi-darkness in the room and he felt a flood of relief on seeing that it was indeed the master bedroom. He could make out two beds, on each of which lay a human form. Unfortunately, although he was only about six and a half feet away, it was impossible to identify them. He stayed like that for a whole hour, holding his breath, not daring to move an inch in case he made the old boards creak. Suddenly, one of the forms stirred, then stood up, went to the window and gently opened a shutter.

Light flooded part of the room, and Giovanni recognized the maid leaning on the window sill. In the shadows, shielded from the harsh light of the midday sun, he could now also make out the young woman. She was still asleep, lying on her back, eyes closed, dressed in a long white silk nightdress. Fair hair framed her oval face. One arm was stretched above her head, the other placed delicately on her stomach. In her faltering sleep, her lips formed a slight smile, which gave her freckled face a childlike appearance.

Giovanni’s heart surged, beating so loudly that he was afraid he would be detected. He was overwhelmed by the sight of her and could not move, but stared like a man rooted by the power of a sacred image. To him, this fresh flower was the very essence of Beauty itself. Every curve of her body had an infinite grace; each detail of her face was so perfect that he was convinced such corporeal harmony was without parallel. He knew he would never drink in another face with such burning thirst.

He was fascinated still further by her eyes, which the young woman was concealing from his gaze. It was not so much the shape of the eyelids, or even the delicate long lashes, that overwhelmed him, but the expression of tenderness and purity, a curious mixture of strength and fragility emanating from those closed lids and that hint of a smile.

Only one desire remained now: to uncover the secret of those eyes. What dreams did she dream? What sweet images inhabited her mind? What was the colour, the scent, the language of her soul? Scarcely conscious of the fact, he closed his eyes and undertook an imaginary journey into her heart.

“Elena,” the maid said softly, turning towards her young mistress.

Giovanni gave a start. “Elena,” he murmured. “Her name is Elena.”

At that moment a loud cracking noise rang out. As misfortune would have it, one of the beams over which he was lying had rotted to its core.



Chapter 13

The maid looked up and saw dust falling from the ceiling. There came a second loud crack. She ran to her mistress, who was slowly waking up, pushed her to the wall, and cried for help. Two guards burst in immediately. They realised that one of the ceiling beams was on the point of breaking, and ushered the women out of the bedroom. Intrigued as to what weight would cause this sudden collapse, they went up to the hayloft to investigate. Although Giovanni had tried to conceal all trace of his exploit, it was clear that someone had been lying over the damaged beam. They called for reinforcements, and it took little more than a few minutes for the soldiers to uncover the young man huddled in the straw at the other end of the loft.

They grabbed him and took him to their officers, who questioned him in the presence of old Graziano. Giovanni began by saying that he had simply gone up to the hayloft to sleep. But his explanations did not convince anyone, especially as the house was out of bounds to the villagers. In the end, he admitted the truth.

“As soon as I saw the young woman ride into the village, I fell in love with her and wanted to get closer to her.”

This confession astonished the Venetians. They quickly concluded that the young man had intended to assault Elena. Graziano, who knew Giovanni well, told them that this was most unlikely, as the young man was a dreamy, idealistic kind of fellow. Nevertheless the officers decided to keep him locked up and closely guarded.

That evening the Venetians conferred and decided the case was sufficiently serious to warrant severe punishment. Whether or not this young man had intended to commit rape, as they strongly suspected, he had certainly violated the ladies’ privacy by watching them from his hiding place. What further harmed his case was the testimony from the officer who had caught him on the ship that very day, prowling around the cabins on the upper deck.

Panicked, Giovanni could not find the words to defend himself. It was decided, in agreement with the representatives of the village who were embarrassed that the rules of hospitality had been breached and, unfortunate peasants that they were, feared further reprisals, that Giovanni would be whipped in the village square the following day at noon.

Having barely recovered from the trauma of the pirate attack, Elena was terrified to learn that she had just had another narrow escape: a man had been hiding in the hayloft, perhaps waiting for nightfall to assault her. And yet, this unfortunate episode added a little spice to the endless days of waiting. She thought of it constantly, trying to imagine the man’s face. Was he hideously ugly? One-eyed? Did he have terrible scars bearing witness to past crimes? She was surprised to learn that he was a mere boy, not much older than she, and with a good reputation in the village. She wondered what could have motivated him to behave in such a manner. Her curiosity nagged at her to such an extent that she went to see the captain of the ship and asked his permission to question the young man before his sentence was carried out. The captain refused, fearing that something untoward might occur during the interview which would further traumatize the Doge’s great-granddaughter.

Elena spent a restless night. She was exhausted and excited, sad and joyful, worried and intrigued. Elena had a passionate temperament, and the episode took on a greater and greater significance in her romantic mind. Although it was not customary for noblewomen to be present when common criminals were punished in public, she decided to do her utmost to be there the next day. Of course, she found the whole idea of it profoundly repugnant, but it was the only way she would be able to see the man who had threatened her. She could not have peace until she had seen him...

Giovanni could not sleep.
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