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THE JUGGLER

ACT 1
SCENE 1
Piazza di Spagna, Rome, against the backdrop of the imposing Spanish steps, with the church of Trinità dei Monti and the obelisk at the top. It is night, with a full moon on the right side. A JUGGLER (male or female) stands at street level, between the foot of the steps and the Barcaccia fountain, which is at the centre of the stage. The JUGGLER juggles three or four luminous objects (perhaps with live fire) and one hears de Sousa's "circus" march. A HELPER holds a hat or a cup for donations. Both the JUGGLER and the HELPER are dressed as, say, Pierrot, Colombina, Pulcinella, Pagliaccio, Pantalone, Arlecchino or other such characters.
HELPER (declaiming)



We all juggle, jugglers we,



it is a necessity!



You can juggle dishes, mugs,



you can even juggle jugs.



Juggle apples, juggle sticks,



ten, nine, eight, seven or six.



Juggle women, juggle men,



five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.



You can juggle two for fun ...



but you cannot juggle one!



So keep juggling, jugglers all,



juggle them until they fall!

MORTON and ERNESTO enter from either side of the stage and walk towards each other, meeting in front of the fountain. The music keeps playing for a while, while the scene unfolds. At some point, JUGGLER and HELPER exeunt as inconspicuously as possible.

MORTON (In his early fifties, wearing faded jeans and a tweed jacket, perhaps with elbow pads). 

Ernesto! What in the world are you doing here?

ERNESTO (Same age. Dressed casually, but with better taste. Say, dress pants and a long-sleeve shirt with a silky shine and a sweater tied European-style around the neck. Matching shoes.) 

Mort! You in Rome? So nice to see you ...

MORTON 

And you! It's been two years, hasn't it?

ERNESTO 

Almost to the day. We miss you, old friend.

MORTON 

They made me an offer I couldn't refuse. I had to go.

ERNESTO 

Please remind me exactly. The other day I bumped into Céline, who kept asking about you, thinking I should know. And I guess I should. But all I could do is mumble something to the effect that you got some honorary professorship somewhere. She was disappointed that I could not even tell her the place, let alone any details about the position.

MORTON 

Dear old Céline. How is she?

ERNESTO 

She's fine. But do remind me, please. I dread to think of the moment in which I run into her again.

MORTON 

Fine, I'll tell you. But you must first assure me that it's not just for fear of disappointing someone that you may or may not bump into again. Please, tell me that you want to know for your own interest.

ERNESTO (Solemnly) 

I want to know. I am interested. I swear. And I promise not to forget it ever again.

MORTON 

Well, then, here it goes. I got the Canada Research Chair in Ethics, Politics and Social Justice at the University of Saskatchewan.

ERNESTO (Pretending to sneeze) 

Sa, sa, sa, sa, sas, sas, katchewan!

MORTON 

Gesundheit!

(They both laugh and embrace, man-style, patting each other's back).

ERNESTO 

I will never forget the place now. But tell me more.

MORTON 

In a moment. But, did you notice what I noticed? Just a minute ago, while we were hugging.

ERNESTO 

What do you mean?

MORTON 

Well, when two women hug, or a man and a woman, you've got a real hug. A moment of physical communion, a  mystical moment, really. But when two men hug, just as we did a moment ago, they don't stand still, as if afraid of that mystical connotation. They move their arms and tap each other like saying: "Come on, man, don't get too close, let's get over this nonsense ..."

ERNESTO (Laughing uncomfortably) 

Is this the Ethics, the Politics or the Social Justice part of your job description?

MORTON 

See what I mean? You are eager to change the subject. Your words are just like those awkward tappings.

ERNESTO 

Touché! But do tell me about this Canada Research Chair.

MORTON 

At the start of the millennium, the Canadian Government decided to institute two thousand new university positions country-wide. Get it? Year 2000, 2000 chairs ...

ERNESTO 

I can barely wait to the next millennium.

MORTON 

Alright, alright. All the jokes have been made already. It's a good initiative, designed to "retain and attract" the best minds in all fields of academic endeavour ...

ERNESTO 

... such as Ethics, Politics and Social Justice ...

MORTON 

... for example.

ERNESTO 

What I don't understand is exactly how this initiative is supposed to work. Take your case, for instance. You were a well-established professor of political science at the University of Calgary, where you had worked for over twenty years. Did you have any intention of leaving this position?

MORTON 

Well, not really. But ...

ERNESTO 

So, neither of the terms "retention" or "attraction" applies to your case.

MORTON 

That is quite correct, but ...

ERNESTO 

All that has happened is that you have moved from one university to another, and presumably that is the case with many other beneficiaries of the Canada Research Chairs Program.

MORTON 

I suppose so.

ERNESTO 

Well, then. I think that a more appropriate name should have been: the Canada Musìcal Chairs Program.

MORTON (Pretending to laugh) 

Ha, ha, ha. Even that one I have heard before. Why all this repressed aggression, Ernie?

ERNESTO 

But Mort, you should know. Repressed aggression is the mark of a truly civilized society.

MORTON 

I guess you are right. And I hope I get my chance to express it too.

ERNESTO 

You will soon enough. But let me continue. Apart from the title and the relocation, what else is involved in these appointments?

MORTON 

A substantial increase in salary, a research grant, remission from teaching duties, and ...

ERNESTO 

Hold it a minute! I understand the increase in salary and the research grant. What I don't understand is that remission from teaching duties. As a professor, aren't you supposed to teach? In fact, shouldn't you teach more than before, since in your new status students are bound to benefit the most?

MORTON (Wagging his right index finger) 

No, no. You don't understand. What a professor needs is more time for research. So, part of the research grant can be used to buy yourself out of teaching.

ERNESTO 

Good heavens! This must be the only profession in the world whereby the greatest sign of success consists of using its remuneration to achieve the goal of avoiding doing the job for which this remuneration is supposed to have been earned in the first place. Not dereliction of duty, but duty of dereliction.

MORTON 

I don't follow.

ERNESTO 

Of course you don't. You only deal with Ethics, Politics and Social Justice. Remember?

MORTON 

There you go again.

ERNESTO 

Alright. Your turn now.

MORTON 

When did you arrive?

ERNESTO 

Just yesterday. I'm still a bit jet-lagged.

MORTON 

O, that explains it.

ERNESTO 

Explains what?

MORTON 

Nothing. Did you fly via Frankfurt?

ERNESTO 

No, I flew from Havana, where I spent a couple of weeks.

MORTON 

Ah, Varadero, the beaches, the sun ...

ERNESTO 

Nothing of the sort. I stayed downtown Havana and didn't even go to the beach. There is so much to do!

MORTON 

Like what?

ERNESTO 

Let me remind you, Morton, that my parents are Argentinean and that Spanish was my first language.

MORTON 

Of course. You people and your funny names: Ernest-o, Eduard-o, Albert-o,  ... Is that the secret-o of the language? Just add an "o" at the end of each word?

ERNESTO 

Not a bad beginning, Morton-o. But I expect more aggressive pizzazz. You must keep trying.

MORTON 

Righ-t-o. Now, since you mentioned Argentina, I have a quiz for you. You must answer quickly, without thinking. "Argentina has given the world two things: tang-o and ... blank".

ERNESTO 

Er ... er ... er ... Ma-te!

MORTON 

Not bad, though not completely accurate. We'll try again later. So what did your Argentinean background allow you to do in Havana?

ERNESTO 

I found a complete set of El Tesoro de la Juventud, an old children's encyclopaedia that my dad used to read to me from. I bought it for nostalgic reasons, all thirteen volumes of it.

MORTON 

Is that it?

ERNESTO 

Well, no. You see, I found it at the open book fair at Plaza de Armas. It was not just a transaction, but a whole experience. The bookseller, Eusebio Fuentes Guerra, had a lot to say about literature and poetry. He eventually chipped in a two-volume set of the complete works of Che Guevara. In the end, we became friends and he offered to take the set in his car to the hotel. It turned out to be a 1951 Ford, in mint condition. Did you know that this model uses a 6-Volt battery? They have to manufacture it especially now.

MORTON 

You break my heart. Wasn't Che Guevara who wrote about how the Cuban Revolution was going to bring about a New Man?

ERNESTO 

Yes, indeed. Powerful stuff.

MORTON 

Let me put it this way. Forty five years ago, Che dreamt of a New Man in Cuba. And today every Cuban man dreams of a New Car.

(They both laugh heartily)

ERNESTO 

You know, Morton. In history, just as in life, there is such a gap between old ideals and new realities. If I could just ... (Chokes up).

MORTON (Trying to change the subject) 

Do you still write poetry?

ERNESTO (Cheering up) 

O, yes, I always do.

MORTON 

As a criminal lawyer you must have lots of good stories. Have you tried your hand at narrative?

ERNESTO 

No. The difference between a storyteller and a poet is that the storyteller has a lot to tell. The poet, on the other hand, doesn't know what to tell, but know how to say it.

MORTON 

True.

ERNESTO 

Listen. Some years ago, I subpoenaed a witness to the stand. She was shy and frightened. I don't remember the case at all, I only remember those eyes. The story is gone, there is nothing to tell, but even today I could write a poem about those eyes, that frightened look, that eye within the eye within the eye ad infinitum. The answer to the eternal riddle of life and death, perhaps of love ...

(A few seconds of silence)           

MORTON 

Argentina. Two things to the world. Tango and ...

ERNESTO 

Borges!

MORTON 

Right! In his most celebrated story, The Aleph, he plays on the Kabbalistic idea that the whole world can be contained in a single special point, an Aleph.  In fact, Calvino would say that any point will do. All the physical laws are present everywhere, in a diamond, in a crystal of table salt, in a blade of grass. Makes no difference.

ERNESTO 

Yes, and I can see where you are going. The laws of human behaviour, the underpinnings of love, they too must be contained in every human act, no matter how small or apparently insignificant.

MORTON (continuing as if they were the same person speaking) 

The time-like component of the Aleph. Just like in Einstein's Relativity: Electricity and Magnetism, two aspects of the same phenomenon. If you want to understand the essence of humanity, its moral laws, just choose a day, any day, and let it reveal to you the sublime secret. You just have to pay attention. Do not be blind to the time-like Aleph. Be a Signor Palomar of the spirit.

ERNESTO 

Are you thinking what I am thinking?

MORTON 

Just like in the good old days at Summer Camp.

ERNESTO 

We will set ourselves a task: to observe the next 24 hours.

MORTON 

Don't we need a context?

ERNESTO 

Yes. Have you noticed that we still have not answered our very first question today?

MORTON 

And what was that?

ERNESTO 

You saw me first and asked: (imitating Morton's voice) "What in the world are you doing here?"

MORTON 

Yes. And you said (imitating Ernesto's voice) "You in Rome?"

ERNESTO 

That's not much of a question, but it certainly deserves an answer.  Shall we do it over dinner? I know a great little place around here. In fact, just across the street.

MORTON 

Sure. Let's go.

ERNESTO 

By the way, isn't this the middle of the Winter Semester? Aren't you supposed to be teaching now? O, I forgot...

MORTON 

You...

SCENE 2
The interior of a Florentine bureau at the beginning of the XVI-th century. Appropriate costumes. NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI is sitting at his desk, writing. His SECRETARY enters.
SECRETARY (With a strong Italian accent) 

Signore, there is a gentleman at the door who wants to speak to you. He has a funny accent.

MACHIAVELLI 

Did he tell you his name?

SECRETARY 

Sì, Signore. (Standing very erect) Ricciardo Peissa.

MACHIAVELLI 

Peissa, Peissa ...   Is he well dressed?

SECRETARY 

O, yes, Signor Machiavelli, very well.

MACHIAVELLI 

Then let him into the foyer, take his coat, ask him to sit down and tell him to wait for a few moments. Surely a stranger that took the trouble to dress so well to visit an unemployed diplomat expects and deserves to be made to wait a few moments. It would be impolite to admit him immediately.

SECRETARY 

I always learn so much from you, Signore!

MACHIAVELLI (Laughing) 

Well, go now and do as I say. (Exit SECRETARY).




I am now fallen from the grace of those




who once besought the grace of my advice.




'Tis fortune's wheel? Alas, the wise man knows




that blood, defeat and shame are fortune's price.




I pondered ev'ry prince that ever rose,




while reckoning th'arithmetics of vice.




And, having told that truth, the rumour goes,




my mind is made of gold, my heart of ice.




Can I tell now my love, my tear that flows




at ev'rything that's beautiful and nice,




destroy th'illusion of my former pose




and, having fallen once, be scornèd twice?




If fortune's price be blood, defeat and shame,




I reckon hundredfold the price of fame!

(Enter SECRETARY and RICHARD PACE)

SECRETARY (Announcing) 

Signor Ricciardo Peissa!

PACE 

Salve, Machiavelli. My name is Richard Pace, of London. It is an honour to finally meet you.

MACHIAVELLI 

Salve, Pace! (Glancing sideways at his SECRETARY) I should have figured ... (Exit SECRETARY scratching his head). I have heard a lot about you and your diplomatic skills. I am honoured by your visit. Are you still Wolsey's secretary?

PACE 

Since Wolsey's accession to the Chancellery on Christmas' Eve 1515, I have been made the King's Secretary.

MACHIAVELLI 

Wasn't that poor old Thomas Ruthall? I hope he didn't fall in disgrace.

PACE 

Quite to the contrary. As they say, he "sang treble to Wolsey's bass" and, accordingly, he has been made Keeper of the Privy Seal.

MACHIAVELLI (Laughing) 

Well, he must have a great voice.

PACE (Laughing) 

Or Wolsey a poor ear!

MACHIAVELLI 

You must have a pretty good voice too ...

PACE (Jovially, not offended at all) 

Well, I try. But I never compromise my fundamental principles. And I believe that you and I are quite alike in that respect.

MACHIAVELLI 

Indeed. And, if so, I can safely predict that sooner or later you will find yourself out of a job, or worse ... (SECRETARY enters with a silver tray carrying a crystal bottle of wine and two chalices. They each take one and lift it in a mute toast. Exit SECRETARY.) By the way, Pace, your Latin is exquisite. And not too badly pronounced, for an Englishman ...

PACE (Again, not showing any signs of taking offence) 

Thank you ... You couldn't expect any less from an Oxford boy and a reader of Greek at Cambridge who, a few years ago, visited the universities of Padua, Ferrara and Bologna. And this was even before Erasmus' arrival in England in 1509.

MACHIAVELLI 

I envy your knowledge of Greek. My father, who was a doctor of law, but without means, taught me Latin well, but he didn't know Greek. How much I miss him, after all these years. He was my father, my teacher, my friend. We used to laugh at the thought of those that didn't know how to laugh at themselves. But he also taught me how to enjoy their company, how to see that even the most powerful man is at heart a child in need of support and approval from those he pretends to ignore or despise. (Looks at PACE with an inquisitive look, afraid of boring him or getting too personal).

PACE 

Do go on, please.

MACHIAVELLI 

He loved books. Once, in order to obtain a copy of Livy's History of Rome, he accepted from the editor, Niccolò della Magna, the tedious task of compiling an index of the geographical places mentioned in the book. He worked for nine long months, never complaining, and eventually got the book as a recompense for his service. Once at home in our hard-earned library, this book exercised a particular fascination over me. I read it and re-read it. It had a great influence on my conception of the role of the individual in history. Even now, so many years later, I am working on a commentary that emphasizes the implications for the affairs of our own day.

PACE 

I am very much looking forward to reading it. Your "Prince", which circulates in handwritten copies, has had a great impact in England. Its influence, though, would have been greater if you had written it in Latin. Why didn't you?

MACHIAVELLI 

I was tempted. The titles of the chapters are in Latin. On the other hand, I wanted to show that the language of Dante, and Petrarca and Boccaccio is one of the unifying cultural forces of what we call Italy. It breaks my heart to see this great land south of the Alps, not only with a glorious past but also with a brilliant present, being constantly invaded and divided by its neighbours near and far. In most cases, these conquerors are conquered by our culture, just as was the case of Rome when conquering Greece.

PACE 

You are a patriot, Machiavelli, and so am I. And a true patriot cannot be so foolish as not to understand another, even one from a different nation. Paradoxically, those who claim to be above loving a particular nation or culture, are usually unable to accept that others do feel that kind of love. And so, their presumed love for the human kind in abstract prevents them from loving the human kind in its concrete manifestation.

MACHIAVELLI 

I like you, Pace. You did not come to see me to obtain any favour, since in my position I cannot possibly be of any help. And yet, I wouldn't want your visit to be completely devoid of some practical use. Therefore, I will ask a favour from you.

PACE (Laughing) 

Impeccable logic. It will be my pleasure to grant it to you, if it be in my power to do so.

MACHIAVELLI 

It certainly is. I just want to ask you to be my friend.

(A brief pause in which they look directly at each other).

PACE 

For a man less versed in the ways of the powerful, the adulation of those aspiring to power and the treacherous love of false friends, your request would appear trivial, almost absurd. But you and I have learned to value true friendship because it is so rare. Let us be friends!

(They shake hands affectionately and in silence).

MACHIAVELLI 

Have you ever put your thoughts to paper?

PACE 

O, no. I have no intention of becoming the English Machiavelli. Besides, you have been granted a great gift when the returning Medicis dismissed you from all your functions. This commodity I don't possess.

MACHIAVELLI 

And what is that gift, if I may ask?

PACE 

Time! I understand that you are trying your hand even at the theatre.

MACHIAVELLI 

Yes, with unexpected success, I must say. I am now working on the opening and closing poems of a new comedy I have written. It is the custom in Italy to open and close a play with a poetic moral of the story. Don't worry, you will eventually copy this custom in England too ...

PACE (Laughing) 

We will, I promise!

MACHIAVELLI

Richard (may I call you so?), I have been misunderstood. When I wrote The Prince, I recorded the cold reality of power. It was not my intention to write a manual of ethics, like Epictetus or Marcus Aurelius, or a description of an ideal state, like Plato or Cicero. I wanted to expose the ways of the world in which we live, which is not very different from that of Cicero's or Marcus Aurelius', as they well knew. It was fine for them to preach the qualities of an ideal politician, while in fact adapting their own behaviour to the necessities of the reality imposed upon them by the cruelty of others. For societies to function well and be as moral as possible, great leaders are needed. And great leaders can ill afford the luxury of saintliness.

PACE 

Yes, but sometimes these leaders go beyond what is strictly necessary to maintain their power and guide the nation. By deceiving others they end up deceiving themselves. The adulation of the sycophants becomes truth in their eyes. Did you know that Wolsey, when writing the formulaic "Ego et Rex meus" at the beginning of letters or decrees, actually believes that this is the right order? I and my king.

MACHIAVELLI 

Valiant of you to say so, Richard. I know you've had your share of excesses in England. That is why some sort of compensatory force, some system of balance of power, is so necessary. And a system of education that will inculcate the ethical values to children of all social classes form an early age. A system where merit, and not birth, should matter. As you see, even I have my views and hopes of an ideal society, just like Plato, and our good friend Thomas More.

PACE 

Are you planning to write down your thoughts in this direction?

MACHIAVELLI 

I can't. My vanity tells me that future generations will remember me for my extreme ideas, even if misunderstood as a caricature of my own soul. Should I come out publicly with an attempt at mitigating this paradigm, it would immediately be perceived as a retraction, a sign of weakness, and I will be forgotten.

PACE 

I see. So, as much as there exists political power and a rational theory to understand it and to develop a strategy to retain it, so there is power in the world of ideas and a rational edifice that can be applied to develop a strategy for winning in the struggle for survival of these ideas. And you, Niccolò, have begun to discover the laws of both of these phenomena.

MACHIAVELLI 

Yes, and I have made my choice. The world shall not know the true Machiavelli, the one of the tender heart, of the lofty ideals. But the choice is not between a legacy of a true or a false Machiavelli. The choice is between attaining immortality as a caricature of myself or not attaining it at all.

PACE 

Niccolò, my friend. By making that choice, aren't you actually proving that the true Machiavelli is closer to the caricature than to itself?

MACHIAVELLI 

Do not torture me, Richard. I have had my share of sleepless nights. I would like at least one person in each of the future generations, as long as my name is remembered, to know that Niccolò Machiavelli was also an honest man. Would you, Richard, be the first link in that chain?

PACE 

Tell me exactly what you have in mind.

MACHIAVELLI 

I will write my thoughts in a short Latin tract called "Confessions of a Private Citizen". I shall make sure that you receive it when I die, assuming that I die before you. You must promise never to copy this manuscript. Just read it once and bequeath it to a trusted friend, with similar instructions.

PACE 

I promise to do so. You are a great man, Niccolò. You make those around you feel that life is an adventure worth living. 

MACHIAVELLI 

My motto has always been: "Meglio fare e pentirsi che non fare e pentirsi".

PACE 

Let me test my understanding of Italian: "'Tis better to act and be sorry than not to act and be sorry." Is that right?

MACHIAVELLI 

Yes, it is.

PACE 

Tell me something. You could not have possibly known that I was going to come to see you today, or ever, for that matter. How in the world were you so ready with this idea, almost as if you had been waiting for me to show up?

MACHIAVELLI 

Maybe I did know in some mysterious way that you were coming. Maybe I believe in Providence. It will all be written in my "Confessions". Just have patience ...

(They embrace, tapping each other's back).

SCENE 3
Basically the same as in Scene I, but a table and two chairs and other props have been placed to simulate a restaurant near the edge of the stage. The previous backdrop stays in place. When the scene starts, MORTON and ERNESTO are already eating, so that it is clear that some time has elapsed from the end of Scene I.
ERNESTO 

So now that we've had food and plenty of wine, tell me your story. "In vino veritas!"

MORTON 

Yeah, the wine is particularly good here. Let me start ...

(A waiter, appropriately dressed, has just entered. He approaches the table and, without saying a word, takes away an empty basket of bread)

ERNESTO (Interrupting and passing the back of his right hand across his forehead, in a sign of fake relief) 

Hew! ... For a moment I thought that he would smile broadly and ask: "Is everything OK, folks? Are you enjoying your pasta?"

MORTON (Laughing) 

No, never in Europe. You see, it's not just repressed aggression what characterizes a civilized society. It's also to have learned how not willingly to make yourself vulnerable.

ERNESTO 

What do you mean?

MORTON 

What if the answer to the supposedly rhetorical question turns out to be: "No. Everything is not OK. And I am not enjoying the pasta"?

ERNESTO 

You mean then that Canada and the U.S.A. have not yet reached that advanced stage of civilization whereby waiters stop asking "are you enjoying your food".

MORTON 

Precisely. Look here, you can establish the most luxurious hotels and restaurants anywhere in the world. It is just a matter of capital. But to get the feeling of a European Café or a British Pub ... that takes time.

ERNESTO 

How much time?

MORTON 

About a thousand years. It's a different time scale. In fact, the answer to your question as to why I am in Rome involves events that took place at about the time when Christopher Columbus was trying to figure out where in the world he had landed!

ERNESTO 

You whet my appetite.

MORTON 

Do you see that building across the street?

ERNESTO 

Which one exactly?

MORTON 

The one to the right of the Spanish Steps. It's the Keats-Shelley Memorial House. John Keats, barely 25, died there of tuberculosis. His friend, the painter Joseph Severn, made his last months more agreeable by playing on a rented piano. Keats was particularly fond of transcriptions of Haydn's symphonies. "Haydn is like a child", he used to say, "you never know what he will come up with next".

ERNESTO 

Wait a minute. You just said that we were going to go back to Columbus' time. But, if my memory serves me right, didn't Keats die around 1820?

MORTON 

February 23, 1821, to be precise.

ERNESTO 

Boy, you have done your homework.

MORTON 

I have, indeed. Now, the interesting detail is that, following a hygienically misguided Papal decree, the city of Rome ordered all the possessions of the dead poet taken out and burned the very night of his death, supposedly to avoid the spread of the disease. Severn somehow managed to save the rented piano by pleading with the authorities and actually convincing them that Keats had never come into contact with the instrument.

ERNESTO 

So? Are you trying to pull my leg?

MORTON 

Don't you see? Why should saving the piano be uppermost in Severn's mind at a moment of tragedy? His beloved friend had just died, and all he could think about was saving the piano?

ERNESTO 

If you put it this way...

MORTON 

Among Keats' meagre possessions there was one that he treasured the most and, in his dying moments, he asked Severn to keep it for posterity. He said something like: "I am dying, my friend. But don't worry, it will be an easy death". With a last effort he took from under his pillow a carefully wrapped bundle, the size of a small book, and with trembling hand gave it to Severn. Not wanting to leave Keats alone even for a minute, Severn quickly hid it inside the piano.

ERNESTO 

Good move! But how do you know all this?

MORTON 

Severn confided in Byron. And Byron, perhaps in a moment of drunkenness, told it to Trelawny, that great adventurer. Trelawny wrote it down in a kind of diary he kept at the time. And I came upon this otherwise not very interesting diary by sheer chance, while browsing an old bookshop in Penzance.

ERNESTO 

And what happened to the bundle itself?

MORTON 

After opening the bundle, briefly studying its contents, including a page of instructions, and closing it again, Severn decided to hide it in Keats' now empty apartment. He was perhaps planning to come for it later, but he never did, as Trelawny carefully records in his diary. 

ERNESTO 

And what is so mysterious or important about the contents of this bundle?

MORTON 

I thought you'd never ask ... It has to do with none other than Niccolò Machiavelli!

ERNESTO 

And that neatly brings us to Columbus' time. I cannot wait to know more about the contents, now that I know that it is connected with Machiavelli, one of my idols. But first, I am eager to know whether or not you think that the bundle itself is still in the apartment.

MORTON 

The "corpus delicti", eh? You are a lawyer through and through, Ernesto. The answer is yes, I think so. You see, later in life Severn became the English Consul in Rome, but by then he probably had put all these events behind him, or perhaps the house was not accessible. It became a museum years later, at the turn of the twentieth century, through the intercession of a group of English and American admirers of Keats and Shelley. There may be other explanations as to why Severn did not retrieve the bundle. At least I hope he didn't.

ERNESTO 

And what is standing in the way of retrieving it, apart from a small misdemeanour of "break and enter"?

MORTON 

Miss Catherine Portland.

ERNESTO 

Who's that?

MORTON 

The curator of the Keats-Shelley House and Library.

ERNESTO 

You never mentioned a library.

MORTON 

You are paying close attention. (Taking an A-4 folded sheet of paper from his pocket and reading, imitating a broad Oxford accent). "Guidance for users of the Library. The Keats-Shelley library is not a lending library". Let's see ...  "Pencils only may be used while consulting the books", etcetera, etcetera. Signed: Catherine Portland, Ph D.

ERNESTO 

I still don't see the problem.

MORTON 

The problem is she. She is already somewhat suspicious of me. She follows me everywhere in the house. I've tried small talk and it was small indeed, at least from her side. Her answers to my long sentences were: "yes", "indeed", "o, really?", "good heavens", and other such nonsense. I even tried to tell her (quite sincerely, by the way) what a nice smile she has (or, more accurately, she would have if she actually smiled). "Have I?", quoth Catherine. 

ERNESTO 

Ah, mon ami. Tu as trouvé sans doute La Belle Dame Sans Merci! 

MORTON (With a smile) 

Very appropriate, I must say. I need your help.

ERNESTO 

How so?

MORTON 

Come on, Ernesto. Women like you a lot, I never understood why ... (ERNESTO mockingly points his closed fist at MORTON). Particularly intellectuals. It must be your Argentinean roots. By the way, let me guess. Your presence in Rome has something to do with a woman.

ERNESTO 

You are wrong. With two. But my story pales by comparison with yours. I'll tell you later. Do you know exactly where the bundle is?

MORTON 

No. But, from Trelawny's description, there is one place with the highest probability. Trelawny speaks of a loose tile, so I concluded that it must be by the fireplace. I already checked that the fireplace is original. You must help me. Distract her for a few moments, or something.

ERNESTO 

I promise to try, but I want to know more about the contents. You realize that what we are planning to do is illegal, don't you? At least give me a good reason for breaking the law.

MORTON 

There is always a good reason for breaking the law. This is precisely why laws exist. Tell me, when I say "Machiavelli", what comes to your mind?

ERNESTO 

"The end justifies the means", "there are virtues that are detrimental to a leader, and vices that enhance his leadership". Not a very nice guy, really, but I like him precisely because of that.

MORTON 

You may be disappointed. This generalized stereotyped judgment is, to say the least, unfair. I wish Machiavelli himself, or "Machia" as his many friends called him, could come back to life to plead his own case.

SCENE 4
Interior of the Keats-Shelley House in Rome. Not exactly as it actually is, but of similar style. The stage is partially divided by a partial wall running from about the midpoint to the back, so as to represent two rooms of roughly the same size. The left room has a bed and a fireplace. The right room has an entrance door in the back, a reception desk with a chair, an armchair, a table with books and souvenirs, and bookcases all around. The exposed parts of the walls in both rooms are filled with framed portraits, letters and other such memorabilia. Affixed to the entrance door, which is open, there is a conspicuous plaque with the name of the house and the hours of operation. When the lights are turned on, CATHERINE PORTLAND is sitting at the desk busily working on a catalogue. She is a slender, good-looking, woman in her late thirties, wearing glasses. She is tastefully dressed in professional garb. She occasionally sips from a cup of tea. She checks her watch. Enters MARY TRAVERS, her assistant, a woman of about 50, not very elegant. As she enters, she is out of breath. Both women speak with a British accent, and the whole scene must be as "English" as possible.
MARY (Gasping)

I am so sorry.

CATHERINE (Gently)

That's alright, Mary. Sit down and catch your breath. Would you like a cup of tea?

MARY (Takes off her coat and hangs it from a hook at the wall near the door)

You are so kind, Cathy. No, thanks, I'd rather not. (Seats at the armchair and falls silent)

CATHERINE (Trying to make conversation) 

How's the weather, Mary? (A pause) Mary, is anything the matter?

MARY (Looking at the floor)

Mother died last night. I got a ring this morning from London.

CATHERINE (Getting up and walking towards Mary)

O, Mary! Come here. (MARY stands up. Both women have tears in their eyes. They embrace tightly in silence for a few seconds in complete lack of motion. Then, without letting go. CATHERINE caresses MARY's head, lets go and kisses her lightly on the forehead). Why don't you go home? Take the day off.

MARY 

O, no, Cathy. I would go mad. I want to stay.

CATHERINE

Tell me about her, Mary.

MARY
She was only seventy eight, but she had been losing her memory, particularly over the last five years. We had to commit her to a "home", because she could hardly take care of herself. She wouldn't even recognize her own children.

CATHERINE 

Tell me more. Tell me about when she was young. How come we never talked about these things, Mary?

MARY 

Life is such a wonderful thing, Cathy. We are too busy living it, going about our daily chores, talking about them, choosing flowers for a dinner we have been invited to, deciding which of the four different pictures we got from the photo machine at the Metro is best for our monthly pass, things like that. And so we should.

CATHERINE

Did your mother teach you that?

MARY

Not in words, but by example. Father worked long hours, so my brothers and I spent most of our time with her. I remember her in her twenties, full of life. We were poor, but got by and I never heard her complain or lament her fate. I am sure that she would scold me now for even thinking that there was anything to lament in her fate.

CATHERINE

Do tell me more.

MARY

She loved poetry. Neither she nor Father had been able to afford a higher education. But she was amazingly well read. She used to read us poems almost every day, and I remember how the cascade of words that I could not possibly understand made an impression upon my young mind. I never told you this, Cathy. But it is because she loved Keats so much that I sought this job, the best job in the world.

CATHERINE

And the worst paid.

(They both smile at each other and shrug)

MARY

Well, I consider being in Rome as part of the salary.

CATHERINE

Mary, would you read me a poem by Keats?

MARY 

Yes, of course. Any one in particular?

CATHERINE

No. (Picks up a volume and hands it to MARY). Here, just open at any page.

MARY (Opens the book and clears her throat)



"When I have fears that I may cease to be



Before my pen has glean'd my teeming brain,



Before high piled books, in charactry,



Hold like rich garners the full ripen'd grain;



When I behold, upon the night's starr'd face,



Huge cloudy symbols of a high romance,



And think that I may never live to trace



Their shadows, with the magic hand of chance;



And when I feel, fair creature of the hour,



That I shall never look upon thee more,



Never have relish in the fairy power



Of unreflecting love; -- Then on the shore



Of the whole world I stand alone, and think



Till love and fame to nothingness do sink."

(CATHERINE has covered her face with her hands and is crying openly)

MARY

Cathy?

CATHERINE (Still weeping)

O, Mary. It's so beautiful! (Dries her tears and listens)

MARY 

About this sonnet in particular, Mother used to say: Keats chose the style of Shakespeare, something he had never done in his other sonnets, to express the deepest of his thoughts about poetry and love and fame. Isn't that strange? And then she would quote the Bible: "The voice is the voice of Jacob, but the hands are the hands of Esau". This was her favourite among Keats' poems. Years later, reading Keats' letters, I found that in a letter of January 31st, 1818, written to Reynolds, Keats called this "my last sonnet",

CATHERINE

But it wasn't.

MARY

His later sonnets, though, tend to be Shakespearean in form from now on. Perhaps what he meant by "last" was "definitive".

CATHERINE

Perhaps one should never analyze poetry. As you just read, Keats says about his writing that it is; "... to trace their shadows with the magic hand of chance ...". So perhaps also the reading of poetry should be unreflecting and intuitive. The words should work their magic, just as you described when you were a child and could not even understand their meaning.

MARY

Thanks, Cathy, for being such a good friend. I feel so at peace now, thanks to you. I am ready to do some work.

CATHERINE

How long until opening time?

MARY

On Saturdays we open at eleven and it is 10:05 now.

CATHERINE

Perfect! We are going to do some sleuth work today.

MARY

What are you talking about?

CATHERINE

Have you noticed that American fellow that comes here more often than this museum really deserves? (MARY concentrates but cannot remember). The chap with the perennial blue jeans and the equally perennial silly smile on his face...

MARY

O, that one. Yes, I know. He is not American, he is Canadian.

CATHERINE

That's just one small step closer to heaven, isn't it? How do you know he's Canadian?

MARY

He told it to you, just yesterday! You were not listening, but I was.

CATHERINE

Anyway, I think he has been trying to be left alone in the bedroom.

MARY

He looks like a decent man, though. As a matter of fact, if you had listened, you would know that he is a professor of Ethics, or something. Do they teach ethics these days? Mmmm...

CATHERINE

Well, whatever else he does, he does want to be left alone in that room (points at the bedroom).

MARY

But why? Do you think he is some kind of maniac, obsessed with Keats?

CATHERINE

I decided to leave him alone for a few moments the other day. I tip-toed back and guess what?

MARY

What?

CATHERINE

He was crouching and trying to move the fireplace slabs, one by one. As I cleared my throat to indicate my presence, he turned around and, with that stupid smile, said: "I was tying my shoelace". Of course, he was wearing moccasins...

MARY 

Do you think there is something there?

CATHERINE

That's what we are going to find out right now. Are you coming?

MARY 

Yes! Let's go and check.

(They move to the next room, excited like two schoolgirls, almost giggling. They work for a few seconds trying to remove the slabs, but they are all firmly attached)

CATHERINE

Tell me, Mary. If you wanted to hide something in this room, would you think of these slabs?

MARY

Not in a thousand years.

CATHERINE

Why not?

MARY

Because the slabs are supposed to be cemented to the base. If one of them should get loose, it is almost certain that it would be noticed and repaired. It's a bad choice.

CATHERINE

What would you choose?

MARY

The wooden floor. In these old houses, there is plenty of room between it and the under-floor. You can remove a plank, hide your treasure and reattach the plank as it was before. Easy and simple.

CATHERINE

That's bad news. We cannot possibly remove the whole floor, plank by plank.

MARY

True. On the other hand, let us assume that Professor Smiley has a point, that somehow he knows that whatever he is looking for is near the fireplace. Then, all we have to do is check the few planks around it.

CATHERINE

I feel like Dr. Watson to your Sherlock.

MARY

Choose a plank. We haven't got too much time.

CATHERINE (Looking around, trying to decide where to start from)

Look! One of them has a visible nail. It is slightly out. Bring me those pliers we use to hit the hot water tank with.

MARY

Now I feel like Dr. Watson. (Goes to the other room and finds the pliers behind the door) Here.

CATHERINE (Manoeuvring for a while)

This won't do. Have we got a hammer? You know, one of those with a fork to one side?

MARY (Going back to the same place and returning with the hammer)

We are lucky today. Here.

CATHERINE (Easily removes the nail. Gives the hammer back to MARY)

Done. Bring me the knife on my desk.

MARY

Are you going to have all the fun?

CATHERINE

Alright, alright. I'll bring the knife and you will remove the plank. (Goes and brings the knife. Hands it to MARY)

MARY

There. (Removes the plank and puts it aside). Look, Cathy, a package!

END OF ACT 1

ACT 2
SCENE 1
MORTON's apartment in Rome. He and ERNESTO are having breakfast at a table set in the centre. The bed in the back is a mess. The kitchen sink is full of dirty dishes. From the window one can catch a partial sight of the Spanish Steps.
ERNESTO (Sipping and replacing the cup on the saucer)

Good coffee!

MORTON

Thanks. I knew you would like it. That is why I insisted that we have breakfast at my apartment. Italian coffee is excellent, but too strong for my North-American palate. It literally gives me palpitations.

ERNESTO

What about Italian women?

MORTON

I'm not even looking. O, that reminds me. You have not told me your story yet.

ERNESTO

What time is it?

MORTON (Looking at his wristwatch)

It's about 10:05. Don't you have a watch?

ERNESTO

Yes, but I leave it always on Calgary time, so it is now showing exactly 2:05.

MORTON

Why don't you change it to local time?

ERNESTO

I don't need to. I simply add eight hours.

MORTON

Don't you get confused?

ERNESTO

I do, sometimes. That's why I asked you for the time. It will take me a few days to get used. And, vice-versa, when I get back to Canada it will take me a few days to get used to stop adding eight hours.

MORTON

I don't believe this. You must have your reasons.

ERNESTO

I do, but at what time does the Keats' museum open? Is it not time to go?

MORTON

Today is Saturday, so it opens at eleven. Are you trying to find an excuse not to tell me your story?

ERNESTO

Yeah, it's pathetic. Today, I was supposed to go to the airport to welcome this French girl...

MORTON

Why do you call women girls?

ERNESTO

In this case it is quite appropriate, since she is only twenty three.

MORTON

For Pete's sake, Ernesto!

ERNESTO

I know, I know. Look, Morton. All my life I have been looking for someone, for something, and only when I met Sophie I understood what it was I was looking for. Love, of course, has its basis on physical attraction...

MORTON 

And it helps that this Sophie is young and probably beautiful.

ERNESTO

Yes, but that's not it. What Sophie made me realize is that I had been looking for a witness to my life. Maybe that is all that love between two people is. A mutual act of witnessing.

MORTON

And it is all a matter of finding a worthy witness, I suppose.

ERNESTO

Yes. And Sophie, in spite of her youth, appeared to be that worthy witness. Everything I did, be it writing my old-fashioned poems, or finding an obscure book in an antique shop, or guessing the composer of a piece playing on the car radio, everything had a resonance, almost a counterpart in her soul. And everything she did, like learning yet another dead language, or finding a new Yoga school, or solving cryptic crossword puzzles, everything interested me. We witnessed, and this act of witnessing was not just a passive observation, but was itself an activity. And witnessing our own delight at witnessing became in itself a source of joy. Love.

MORTON

So, why aren't you at the airport now?

ERNESTO

I called her as soon as I arrived, to confirm the time of her flight. And she said in her perfect English: "I don't know if I should come, my love. I am getting married."

MORTON

Just like that?

ERNESTO

Just like that, Morton. And, in that two-second abyss into which I fell before I could utter a word, I understood everything, even that her calling me "my love" had been completely sincere. I don't remember what I said. I only know that I was not upset and that the shadow of sadness had enveloped me once more, and that I could not help seeing its awful beauty. (MORTON starts a motion as if to go and hug him, but restrains himself, embarrassed). Tell me, Mort. Why didn't you ever get married?

MORTON

Well, I got pretty close with Céline, remember? But, as she pointed out one day, professors are not good "dating material", let alone marriageable types.

ERNESTO

How so?

MORTON

Our discourse was more that of a supervisor and his graduate student.

ERNESTO

Was she your graduate student?

MORTON

No, no. She is an economist, as you know, and she was never interested in graduate studies. What I mean is that I could not avoid adopting my perennial didactic pose. I caught myself more than once wagging my finger at her to make a point, basically lecturing, educating. Definitely not "dating material".

ERNESTO

Perhaps because you are always surrounded by youth, sometimes admiring, sometimes ridiculing, but always there, and perhaps, too, because of this constant exposure of your research in front of appreciative colleagues ... for all these reasons, perhaps you don't need a particular witness.

MORTON

You may be right. An amorphous, even impersonal, affection from a crowd becomes a substitute of love. We may fall in the same category as movie actors, politicians and other celebrities, but without the burden of fame. The best of all worlds?

ERNESTO

How should I know? I am not a professor. But you do seem content in what from without appears to be a lonely life.

MORTON

My life is an adventure. Every single day of it. I feel like a child in an amusement park, afraid only that it may close before he had time to try all the rides.

ERNESTO

You are a better poet than I will ever be.

MORTON

Ernie, last night you said something about two women. Or did I misunderstand?

ERNESTO

No. There is this other English woman, Amanda. I was supposed to meet her next weekend.

MORTON

Next weekend? What about Sophie?

ERNESTO

She would have left on Friday.

MORTON

Boy! You surely missed your true calling. You should have gone into Time Management.

ERNESTO

Or juggling. Don't forget my Brazilian friend.

MORTON 

Yes, I was about to say. This is high precision engineering!

ERNESTO

Except that it doesn't work.

MORTON

What happens with, what's her name, Amanda?

ERNESTO

Amanda, I used to tell her, your name in Latin means "the one that would be loved". But not by you, she would answer. Why not? Because Ernesto in English, the only language I know, means "the serious one". And we would laugh and make love.

MORTON

Not the right witness?

ERNESTO 

With Amanda thee was no time for reflection. She was joy personified. I don't think she even knows what I do for a living. It was just...

MORTON

Why "was"? What about next weekend?

ERNESTO

I received an e-mail from her last night, just before going for the walk that ended in our chance meeting. She is engaged.

MORTON

What? She too?

ERNESTO

I told you: I'm pathetic.

MORTON

No, you aren't. You are just an immature S.O.B.

SCENE 2
The Keats-Shelley House. CATHERINE is reading, seated at the reception desk, while MARY is tidying up the bedroom. ERNESTO comes through the open door. At first, CATHERINE doesn't notice him and continues reading, holding her head on her left hand, a trace of a smile on her lips, the image of intellectual perfection. ERNESTO observes her, obviously delighted, and keeps quiet. She eventually looks up and blushes.
CATHERINE

O, I'm so sorry.

ERNESTO 



"O blush not so! O blush not so!



Or I shall think you knowing ..."

CATHERINE



"... And if you smile, the blushing while,



Then maidenheads are going."

They look at each other, marvelled, unbelieving, open mouthed, and no one wishing to talk first lest the spell be broken. Finally, they start both speaking at exactly the same time.
ERNESTO

I'm...

CATHERINE

You're...

They laugh lightly and then resume their previous silence and pose. Finally ERNESTO breaks the silence, stammering.
ERNESTO

Is ... this ... Keats' ... house?

CATHERINE (Always looking at each other directly in the eyes. Smiling) 

Yes, but Mr. Keats is not in.

ERNESTO

Are you Mrs. Keats?

CATHERINE

No, I am not married ... right now.

They both laugh freely and come out of their spell.
ERNESTO (Offering his hand)

Hello, my name is Ernesto Leighton.

CATHERINE (Shaking hands)

How do you do, Mr. Leighton. I am Catherine Portland, the curator of this House. Ernesto Leighton ... Isn't that a curious combination?

ERNESTO

It's a long story.

CATHERINE

I adore long stories.

ERNESTO (Looking at the plaque with the Museum name and hours of operation)

I see that you have a break between 2 and 3. Shall we have lunch together?

CATHERINE

Mr. Leighton...

ERNESTO

... Ernesto.

CATHERINE

Ernesto, are you in the habit of shaking hands and taking to lunch every museum curator you meet?

ERNESTO

Well, that depends...

CATHERINE

... I see...

ERNESTO

... on whether or not they can finish a poem.

CATHERINE (Obviously charmed)

I accept!

ERNESTO 

Shall I come to pick you up?

CATHERINE

You don't need to fetch me upstairs. It's quite a climb. Wait for me downstairs, by the entrance. Aren't you going to visit the House now?

ERNESTO

Yes, of course.

CATHERINE

It's 3 euros.

(ERNESTO starts searching his pockets for change. At that moment, MORTON walks in briskly through the door and noisily deposits two coins on CATHERINE's desk)

MORTON (Loudly)

Good morning, ladies! (Keeps walking directly to the other room)

MARY

Good morning, sir. (She leaves the room and joins the other two, not without first spying at MORTON, who is already crouching)

CATHERINE (To ERNESTO; whispering)

Do you know this man?

ERNESTO (Finally finding his change)

... er ... no, I don't think so. I will look at the House now.

CATHERINE

O, Mary, this is Mr. Ernesto Leighton. Ernesto, this is Mary Travers, my assistant.

They shake hands. All this while, MORTON is comically trying to remove the fireplace slabs, scratching his head at times, getting hurt in his hands, showing signs of back pain, and looking  back to verify that he is alone.
ERNESTO

Did all these books and furniture belong to Keats?

CATHERINE

No, almost nothing here is directly traceable to the original contents of the apartment.

ERNESTO

Can one consult the books?

CATHERINE

Only by special request. Here are the instructions. (Gives him a copy of the same A4 sheet that MORTON read from the night before)

ERNESTO (Cannot help smiling knowingly)

Thank you. (Walks slowly towards the other room)

CATHERINE (To MARY)

Well?

MARY

He is alone now, can't believe his luck. He is working at those slabs. (They giggle)

ERNESTO (Whispering to MORTON)

Well?

MORTON (Whispering)

What are you doing here? Keep an eye on her!

ERNESTO

Found anything?

MORTON

These slabs are cemented down.

ERNESTO

Hey, look! That floor plank is loose.

MORTON

Go back and keep an eye. We'll meet later at my apartment. Go.

ERNESTO goes back to the main room and looks with exaggerated interest at the bookshelves and furniture. CATHERINE and MARY are busy at work.
CATHERINE

Mary, would you please bring me the inventory book? I want to check whether we need to order more books and postcards.

MARY

Yes, Cathy. Right away. (She walks toward the souvenir table. At this moment, MORTON comes rushing, with a broad smile)

MORTON

Good day, ladies. (Exit MORTON)

CATHERINE (To MARY) 

I don't think we will be seeing much of this visitor in the near future.

MARY

Yes, won't you miss him?

CATHERINE

Not at all.

ERNESTO

I must go now. At 2 then?

CATHERINE

At two o'clock.

ERNESTO (Bowing slightly)

Miss Travers...

MARY

Good bye, Mr. Leighton. (Exit ERNESTO). Have you a date with him, Cathy?

CATHERINE

Yes, Mary, a lunch date.

MARY

Just like that? I can't believe it. You are always so reserved, particularly at work.

CATHERINE (Smiling)

Well, he's different.

SCENE 3
The inside of a cell in the Tower of London ca. 1528. A coarse wooden table and bench. RICHARD PACE is seated on the bench with his elbows on the table and his hands covering his face. He uncovers his face and looks around with wide eyes. His speech will be at times rational, at times raving.
PACE


(Sarcastic)
Behold the pinnacle of Richard Pace,




diplomatist and architect of power,




an eagle come unto this lofty place,




sublime abode. Behold him in the Tower!


(Raving)
Is that you, Wolsey? Yes, I see your face.




O no, it was a bat. But at this hour?




Perhaps a rat ... and so, I rest my case.




For bat and rat and Wolsey are things that cower.


(Rational)
O God! I lose my mind, I shed all trace




of former self, become a water plougher,




no reference of time, no sign of space,




a shipwreck that the dark sea will devour.


(Defiant)
But reason lost is reason not enough




to miss which one of us gets the last laugh.

MATTEO (Dressed in priest's habit, in the room since about verse 5 of the previous monologue, quietly observing)

May I come in, my son?

PACE

What? My hour has come?

MATTEO

Nothing of the sort.

PACE

Why are you speaking Latin?

MATTEO 

For a foreigner, the English language, if one may call it so, is a mystery impossible to learn. You say one thing and write another, to the point that the very principle of the alphabet is transgressed upon. Not in five hundred years will English attain any universality among the civilized.

PACE

In my former days, I would have had you occupy my present place for saying that.

MATTEO

I know. You must allow me to have a moment of pleasure at your expense. My name is Frate Matteo, and I have come from Florence with a message for you.

PACE

Ah, beautiful Firenze! Is my friend Niccolò Machiavelli still writing comedies? La Mandragola has made me laugh, and also think about what's written only between the lines.

MATTEO

For signor Machiavelli la commedia è finita. God has forgiven his many sins and trespasses.

PACE

Machiavelli dead? He was not sixty yet, was he?

MATTEO

Two years shy, which did not seem to have stopped either signorina Barbara Salutati Raffacani, of Firenze, or signorina Maliscotta, of Faenza, from publicly accepting his affection, as recently as two years ago. And signor Machiavelli was married, with children.

PACE

As you just said, we hope that God has forgiven those indiscretions. How did he die? What disease affected him?

MATTEO

The worst. Wounded pride. With the end of the Medici power and the re-establishment of the Republic in Florence in May last year, he expected that he would be honoured with the position of Secretary of State. After all, he had promoted some republican ideals, even when working for the Medici.

PACE

True.

MATTEO

But he was bypassed. Not only was his Medici past against him, but his now famous book, The Prince, was perceived by all sides as a menace to the established order. He died on June 21st, a broken man. He was misunderstood.

PACE

In more ways than one, as I well know. Tell me more about his last moments. Were you there?

MATTEO

Yes, I heard his last confession. He died surrounded by friends and to the very end, in spite of his pain and anguish, he did not lose his biting, self-deprecating, sense of humour, which borders in heresy.

PACE

How so?

MATTEO

The morning before his death, he called his friends and told them that he had just had a dream. In it, he recalled, he saw a band of men dressed in rags, wretched-looking and full of sorrow. Who are you?, he asked. And they replied: We are the saints of this world, and we are headed for Paradise. Then he saw a group of well-dressed men of refined demeanour, talking about philosophy and politics. Who are you?, he asked. And they replied: We are politicians and we are headed to Hell.

PACE

Is that all? It reminds me of the dreams that Joseph interpreted while he was jailed by Potiphar in Egypt. So, what is the interpretation, as far as Machiavelli is concerned?

MATTEO

He did not interpret the dream. He only concluded the following. My friends, he declared solemnly with that perennial smile of his, I'd rather go to Hell to talk politics with interesting people than to Paradise to get bored with the saints.

(PACE breaks into laughter, and even MATTEO can hardly restrain his)

PACE (Suddenly losing his self-control)

Who are you? Why are you here? You are trying to deceive me, but I can see through you: You are Wolsey's agent, aren't you? Guards, guards! Take him away! And these bats, these winged monsters. Away, away ... (contorts his body trying to avoid the imaginary bats. Suddenly stops and starts weeping). O, forgive me, Frate Matteo, I am losing my mind. Non compos mentis sum.

MATTEO (Putting his arm around PACE's shoulders)

It's alright, my son, I understand, It's alright.

PACE

What business brings you to London?

MATTEO 

A strange one indeed. Signor Machiavelli made me promise that I would come to London to see you. We were, naturally, alone in his room while he made his last confession. When he finished confessing and I administered the last rites and prayed for his absolution, he took from under his pillow two small bundles. One, he said, contains enough money for a long journey. The other one, he continued, contains a valuable gift that you must promise to carry personally to signor Richard Pace, the King's Secretary in London. He did not reveal the nature of this gift to me. Do you know what it is?

PACE

O, yes, I do. I also made a promise to Niccolò and, in this hour of disgrace, I regard his friendship as one of the true gifts of my life.

MATTEO

But we have a problem, signor Pace. When I was told that you were in the Tower, I realized that I wouldn't be able to bring the bundle to you.

PACE

Why not?

MATTEO

The guards search thoroughly every visitor and they often confiscate any suspicious objects.

PACE

I understand. And even if you were able to smuggle it in, I would in all probability be unable to fulfill my promise to bequeath it to future generations.

MATTEO

How long are you planning to keep me in the dark?

PACE (Suddenly raving)

The dark. I love the dark. Come to me, little bats, and tell me: how long do you want to be in the dark? What? Forever? (Weeping) O, forever, forever...

Two guards come in and subdue him by force. Meantime, MATTEO moves to the right of the stage and talks to himself.
MATTEO



Between madness and death Matteo stands,



for Machiavelli is dead and Pace is mad.



What shall I do? If I fulfill my promise,



then Pace's promise remains unfulfill'd,



for he spoke of a gift for generations,



which he cannot bestow while in the Tower.



What is this gift? Should I take Pace's place,



and thus become the Devil's instrument?



Machiavelli was not a man of faith



and his writings have blamed the Church of Rome



for Italy's downfall. But he was good,



and I pronounced an oath upon his death.



O Lord, show me the way out of this maze,




for I'm a simple shepherd of your flock.

SCENE 4
MORTON's apartment. MORTON is alone, setting the table. The apartment looks tidier than before, but as if things had been put in piles, rather than properly arranged. MORTON is beaming. He is pouring coffee into a mug on the table when a knock at the door is heard.
MORTON

Come in! It's unlocked.

ERNESTO opens the door and enters.
ERNESTO

Hello! What's happened here?

MORTON

Come on in, Ernesto. This is a great occasion. I have even made the bed, as you can see now and you won't often see at my place.

ERNESTO

What's the occasion? Did you actually find anything?

MORTON

Bingo! I've got the little bundle. (Points at the middle of the table, where a white bundle can be seen). Voilà! I was waiting for you to arrive before opening it.

ERNESTO (To himself)

Hmm..., this is almost too good to be true.

MORTON

What did you say?

ERNESTO

O, nothing. Let's open the prize.

(They sit at the table)

MORTON

Have a cup of coffee and get ready for the biggest moment of my life. (His hands are trembling with excitement as he slowly and carefully unties a knot and opens the white cloth guarding the contents). What's this?

They both look open-mouthed as MORTON holds an obviously modern-looking paperback.
ERNESTO

Well. Read!

MORTON

"The collected poems of John Keats", New York, 2003. We've been duped.

ERNESTO

I knew it.

MORTON

What did you know?

ERNESTO 

As you were leaving the House, I saw Cathy whispering something to Mary. I only heard Mary saying: "Will you miss him?" And Cathy answered: "Not at all".

MORTON

Cathy? You call her "Cathy" already? 


"La Belle Dame sans Merci,

 
Hath thee in thrall!"?

ERNESTO

Perhaps. What are we going to do now?

MORTON

For starters, let's have lunch.

ERNESTO

I can't. I have a date with Cathy.

MORTON

O, for Pete's sake, Ernesto.

ERNESTO

Listen, Mort...

MORTON

No, you listen to me. I'll tell you what you are going to do now, Casanova. You will come up with something during this romantic lunch of yours and you'll get to the bottom of this. These two ladies must have got the real thing.

ERNESTO

Perhaps there is no real thing, and they just hid something there because they saw you searching and wanted to play a prank on you. You surely deserve it.

MORTON

O, come on, don't give me that. Are you on her side already? How would they have known that I was after a book-sized bundle unless they found the real thing?

ERNESTO

You have a point. At any rate, I am not going to be a party to any further deception.

MORTON

O yeah? And how are you going to explain to La Belle Dame sans Merci your friendship with me? Because I am going there right now and you are coming with me.

ERNESTO

No. Let me go for lunch and I will tell her the whole truth. That's the only hope you've got. And that, maybe, is the only hope I've got.

SCENE 5
Keats' House. The stage is empty, but one can hear the crescendo of approaching laughter and the voices of CATHERINE and ERNESTO as she opens the door with her keys and both enter. They take off their coats while they chat.
CATHERINE 

That was a wonderful lunch, Ernesto. Thank you.

ERNESTO

Not much of a lunch, really. I hope we can do this again with more time.

CATHERINE

We will, and it will be my treat. You are a worthy witness to my eating.

ERNESTO (Standing face to face, he places lightly his hands on her elbows)

O, Cathy, I cannot believe what you just said. (His eyes are watery). A worthy witness... Do you know me so well already that you can use my very words? Have we met in a previous life? Sorry for this commonplace, Cathy, but that's exactly how I feel.

They get closer as if they were about to kiss.
CATHERINE (Delicately and gently stopping him)

Ernesto, I did a malicious deed today, and I feel I must tell you about it now. Somehow, I don't feel spiritually clean, and this is not the way I want to be when I am with you. Do sit down. (She leads him to the armchair, and he sits looking at the floor. She continues while pacing, hardly looking at him). That gentleman you saw this morning here has been visiting the House regularly, to the point that Mary and I became suspicious of him. We eventually discovered that he had been trying to remove the chimney slabs, as if looking for something under them. With more brains and more time in our hands, Mary and I found a small old-looking pouch in that area. We substituted another one for it and let him find it easily by loosening a floor board. It was a prank and I feel ashamed of it.

ERNESTO (In an inexpressive monotone)

And what have you done with the original?

CATHERINE (Somewhat taken aback by his apathetic reaction)

We kept it intact, of course, until we decide what's the proper course of action. Technically, it belongs to this museum.

ERNESTO (Still in a downcast mood and in the same position)

Cathy, I also have something to confess to you. When you asked me this morning whether I knew that man, I lied to you. In fact...

CATHERINE (Interrupting abruptly)

O no, my God, don't go on! (Covering her ears with her hands). I don't want to hear! I understand everything now. O, God (in tears). (Doubles up, as if in physical pain).

ERNESTO (Standing up and coming close to her)

Cathy, listen to me. (Puts a hand on her shoulder)

CATHERINE (Screaming)

Don't touch me!

At this moment, MORTON walks in through the door and observes the two petrified figures as one observes a sculpture, she on her knees hiding her face, he in a stance of complete helplessness and sorrow.
MORTON

Well, hello. I am sorry to interrupt this lovely tête-à-tête.

CATHERINE (Immediately recovering her composure)

Please, come in. I guess this is a business meeting between the three of us ... (MARY enters) ... or I should rather say four. Come, Mary, please join me, so I too can enjoy the advice of an accomplice.

MARY

Shall I prepare some tea?

CATHERINE

Tea, gentlemen? (They both meekly make an affirmative sign with their heads). Four teas, please, Mary. Sugar and milk? (They both make a negative sign with their heads). Two without milk or sugar, Mary. (MARY produces china cups from under the souvenir table, on top of which there is an electric water heater. Serves tea to each.) My apologies for the lack of chairs, gentlemen. (This lack of chairs permits the characters to walk about, leaving their cups now on the souvenir table, now on the desk).

MORTON (Wagging his right index finger)

I demand an...

CATHERINE (Interrupting)

You don't demand anything, sir. Please tell me the contents of the pouch or I swear that I'll destroy it immediately without even opening it.

MORTON (Looking at ERNESTO and shrugging)

It is supposed to contain a Machiavelli manuscript somehow in the possession of Keats at the time of his death.

CATHERINE

A Keats-related document? And you were going to remove it from the museum just like that? This is a crime, this is theft, this is violation of the cultural patrimony, this is...

MARY (Sarcastically)

Watch what you say, Cathy. You are talking to a professor of Ethics.

MORTON

Ethics, Politics and Social Justice. (Clears his throat). May I say in my defence that I was only interested in the Machiavelli side of the document and...

CATHERINE (Interrupting)

May I say in my defence that I hold a PhD from Oxford on English and European politics during the Early Tudor period? How American of you to think that a person is pigeon-holed in a job...

MORTON (Meekly interrupting)

Actually, I am Canadian...

ERNESTO (Until now pensively staying out of the whole discussion)

Shut up, Morton, will you? We all have sinned here. You, Morton, in your intent to steal a document from a museum. You, Catherine, for playing a dangerous game, whose consequences we may only now be beginning to see. You, Mary, for not deterring Catherine from her misguided prank. And I have committed every one of these crimes: complicity with Morton, deception and even theft, robbing others and myself of their illusions. But, since we have come this far, we are now bound together, if not by good then by evil. And by the implacable logic of evil, we must now, all together, participate as a team in the climax of this ill-conceived operation. We must open the package.

They all look at each other in silence and realize that ERNESTO is right. Without saying a word, CATHERINE goes to her desk, opens a drawer under key, brings the real pouch and places it on the floor. They sit around it in a semicircle, like a band of highway robbers at night sharing their booty. The lights are dimmed, with a spotlight remaining focused on the group alone. The seating order is: MORTON, CATHERINE, ERNESTO, MARY. CATHERINE slowly unties the drawstring, and there is an atmosphere of magic incantation, only that the abracadabras are not uttered. Perhaps appropriate music can be played in the background (such as de Falla's Danza del Fuego). A parchment-bound small book is what they found. CATHERINE opens the book and slowly reads the title page.
CATHERINE 

Confessiones privati,
a Niccolò Machiavello 

cive rei publicae Florentinae scriptae.

A.D. MDXXVII

(modo revelandae uni homini quoque saeculo)

Which means: Confessions of a private person, written by Niccolò Machiavelli, citizen of the Republic of Florence, in the year of the Lord 1527, only to be unveiled to one person in each generation.

MORTON

Please, read on.

CATHERINE (Glancing at MORTON scornfully, while turning the page)

Look, the handwriting has changed! I'll try to translate freely. "On the 21st day of the month of June of the year of the lord 1527, by the grace of God, I administered the last rites of our Holy Church to Signor Niccolò Machiavelli, of the city of Florence. Having he entrusted me with the task of conveying a pouch to Mr. Richard Pace, Secretary to King Henry VIII, I undertook the long journey to London, arriving there in the winter of 1528. Finding Mr. Pace imprisoned in the Tower of London and not in complete possession of his faculties, with God's inspiration I decided to open the pouch, in which I found this small notebook, something which had been explicitly forbidden to me by Signor Machiavelli. Only God can judge the wisdom of my decision. My fear that the booklet might contain impious statements contrary to the Holy See were dispelled when, to my amazement and relief, I discovered that, except for the title page, the notebook was empty of words. Whether this was the consequence of Signor Machiavelli's untimely death, I cannot tell. But I am inclined to think that it was perfectly intentional, one last prank he wanted to play on posterity. Otherwise, why would he have given me an empty book?"

MORTON

I am completely lost now. Why, if the book was blank, didn't this priest, whatever his name may be, throw it to the garbage and be done with it?

CATHERINE

Your delicacy of expression is truly moving, Professor. May I continue?

ERNESTO

Yes, please do, Cathy. (MORTON silently imitates ERNESTO's words, mockingly).

MARY

Please do, I beg you.

CATHERINE

"Believing that everything had been arranged by the Divine Providence for a reason, I decided to follow the spirit of Machiavelli's wish, that this book be transmitted to just one person per generation. And, not wishing to either act contrary to religion or upset the non-religious ideals of Machiavelli, I thought that I would entrust the book to the poets. For, if I may say so, poetry can do no harm to the soul, since it is completely incomprehensible." (They all laugh, and a good observer will notice that CATHERINE and ERNESTO are holding hands). "Signor Machiavelli had mentioned the name of Sir Thomas Wyatt as a young poet and a man close to the court of Henry VIII."

MARY

Close indeed. He had been a lover of Ann Boleyn, and almost lost his head for it. Sorry, do go on.

CATHERINE

"I met Sir Thomas in London and explained to him my predicament and plan. He readily agreed and joked that I could have saved the trouble and expenses of the journey, since he was about to depart for Italy. I gave him the booklet and he promised to write a poem especially for it, a poem that will never be published elsewhere. He also promised that before his death he would transmit the booklet to a younger poet whom he deems worthy of it. And with this promise I consider my work done. And, who knows, it may be that this has been the whole purpose of my existence. Amen. Frate Matteo. A.D. MDXXVIII:"

MARY 

Let me see, Cathy! (Taking the book from her and turning the pages one by one) Thomas Wyatt, Alexander Scott, Edmund Spenser, John Donne, Edmund Waller, Jonathan Swift, Samuel Johnson, Robert Burns, Richard Brinsley Sheridan, John Keats. Each one of them with an unpublished poem. O, Cathy, what a treasure!

MORTON

What a disappointment, after so much work. Nothing in it for me, really.

ERNESTO

Do you all realize that we are now in a predicament similar to Frate Matteo's? Keats made a mistake when entrusting this to Severn.

CATHERINE

How do you know he did?

ERNESTO 

We have not told you the whole story, Cathy. Be that as it may, because of Keats' mistake, the line was broken for almost two centuries and it is now up to us to decide what to do. Just like Matteo's dilemma. You see, Machiavelli, even Frate Matteo, Thomas Wyatt, all these writers and, most of all, Keats were looking for a worthy witness.

CATHERINE

I understand what you mean. If we read these poems, let alone publish them, we will be betraying all those poets whose names Mary read. Keats himself said that ideally poetry should not be written for the public. Now I understand what he meant, and this book gave him a chance to write that ideal poem. This book is the Holy of Holies of Poetry.

MARY

Yes, the Cave of Fingal, Keats' allegoric birth-place of poetry, guarded by Lycidas, but now trod by unworthy tourists, as Keats imagines Lycidas telling him (recites from memory, with her eyes closed):



"Many a mortal of these days



Dares to pass our sacred ways,



Dares to touch audaciously



This cathedral of the sea.



I have been the pontif priest



Where the waters never rest,



Where a fledgy sea bird choir



Soars for ever. Holy fire



I have hid from mortal man.



Proteus is my sacristan.



But the stupid eye of mortal



Hath pass'd b'yond the rocky portal;



So for ever will I leave



Such a taint, and soon unweave



All the magic of this place."

MARY declaims beautifully and everyone is enthralled, including MORTON.
MORTON (Solemnly)

Now we know what we have to do.

CATHERINE slowly wraps the book and pulls the drawstring of the pouch. They all move together to the bedroom and to the fireplace. The spotlight follows them.
CATHERINE

Mary, will you please bring me the hammer?

EPILOGUE

Enter JUGGLER and HELPER. The JUGGLER juggles, as in the opening, and the same music plays in the background.

HELPER (declaiming)



We all juggle, jugglers we,



it is a necessity!



Poets juggle and confessors,



doctors, lawyers and professors,



Fra' Matteo, Keats and Shelley,



Richard Pace and Machiavelli.



What you juggle is your choice,



you must heed your inner voice.



Some choose words and some choose dreams,



some choose love, or so it seems.



So keep juggling, jugglers all,



juggle them until they fall!

FINIS
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