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​Prologue
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The story of Margeurite Roberval, a young woman who survived after being abandoned on a remote island in the Saint Lawrence River, was first told posthumously by the Queen of Navarre in her book The Heptameron in 1558. Since then, Margeurite’s adventure has been told many times in many formats.

I first read her story in a three-page essay, and I wanted to know more. Who sent her to Canada? What motivated the exploration of the New World? How did she survive? As my research went deeper, I discovered a complex and dramatic world unfolding during a time of major change. 

‘Queen of the Island’ follows the adventures of Daisy, the nickname of Margeurite Roberval, along with the many Kings, Queens, Princes and Soldiers who affected her life and felt her presence.
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Section One:
Arrivals
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Daisy had never felt so compromised. She had been made to ride for five days in a horse-drawn carriage, leaving her family home in Northern France. It was a long boring trip, and her back was sore from bouncing all day long inside the little box that was called luxury travel. 

She had arrived at Amboise Palace south of Paris, and Daisy was getting ready to meet the King. This was always a big deal. Unless you were being punished, King Francis was known for his love of art and new philosophies, and gladly shared his finery with any who visited. Her Uncle Jean was the King’s advisor, so Daisy was familiar with the Royal Court. The King’s children were like her cousins and she had played with them since childhood; she was looking forward to seeing them again.

Things were different now. The year was 1541, and Daisy had just turned eighteen. This time her visit to the Royal Court was not only social. Daisy had come of age, and her Uncle intended to arrange her proper marriage. To him, this meant someone with land and wealth and titles, a union that would strengthen the family name. The romantic suitability of the partner was of no concern of his. Daisy was trained to do what she was told.

Daisy looked at herself in the mirror. Her Uncle had provided a special dress for her to wear; the annual King’s Feast was a very big occasion in France. The dress was pretty enough, long and flowing, made from emerald green silk with golden braid. It was her bust she was concerned about. 

“I can’t wear this,” said Daisy, wiggling her shoulders. “I might as well be naked.”

“It is the fashion, Miss Margeurite,” said one of the three handmaidens. “You will see that all the women wear these types of dresses, unless they are too young or too old. You should be happy that your gifts are better than most.”

Daisy was the nickname given to Marguerite de La Rocque de Roberval; both were beautiful white flowers. She was the niece of an important man, and part of an important family. Daisy had been raised at her Uncle’s mansion in Northern France, in the town of Roberval that provided the family name. She and her mother moved there when she was six years old, after her father was killed in battle. She was orphaned at age ten when her mother got sick and died; since then, she had been the ward of her Uncle, Jean Roberval.

“It is still embarrassing,” said Daisy. “My Uncle gave me this dress, but it is hard to imagine wearing it in front of him. Maybe I can wear a shawl, that way there will still be a bit of mystery.”

A knock at the door was quickly answered by another handmaiden, and Jean Roberval walked into the room. He leaned on a cane which was a bit too short, so his back was always hunched. His grey hair was fading away, and only served to outline the ever-present scowl on his face. As he sat down his knees cracked, and he winced before taking a deep breath and settling into the chair.

“What is your name, young lady?”

Daisy turned to address Uncle Jean. “My name is Daisy,” she said with a smile.

“You know that is not the right answer,” said Jean. “Please take this seriously and try again.”

Daisy masked her face, put on her compliant expression, and did a slight curtsy.

“Yes sire. My name is Marguerite de La Rocque de Roberval. How may I serve?”

“That is much better. I know the Royal children called you Daisy when you first met. They already had an Aunt Margeurite and a sister Margaret. But please remember that you are a noble and must present yourself that way. We want people to know you are a woman with title.”

A girl brought Roberval a steaming teapot and empty cup. He looked at the cup briefly, then waited for the tea to brew. “Let me see your dress,” he commanded.

Daisy stepped out in front of her Uncle, her arms hanging limply at her side as she stood for his glance. Her eyes aimed at the floor; she could not look at her Uncle while he critically stared at her body.

“Turn around,” said Roberval, indicating a spin with his hand.

Daisy complied to the directions, then stood waiting for her next command. Her downcast eyes hid the indignation she felt. Uncle Jean always took a little bit too long to look her up and down.

Daisy stood with her hands on her hips, looking to the side, her lips pursed. A handmaiden made adjustments to the hem, shortening the front a bit so Daisy would not trip when she walked. 

She felt embarrassed at Roberval’s staring. While her breasts were medium-sized, the dress put them up on a platter, making her cleavage the most prominent part of the outfit.

“That dress is perfect,” said Roberval. “All the young men will want to dance with you. All the old men will try to sneak a peek when their wives are looking the other way.”

“Does it have to be so revealing?” asked Daisy. 

“You just turned eighteen,” said Roberval. “You are a woman now, and it is your duty to attract a husband that is good for our family. Which means you should use whatever God gave you.”

“It does get confusing,” said Daisy. “God wants me to behave and be good, but he also wants me to flirt and show myself off. Hard to know which is the right thing to do.”

Daisy sat at the table, and Roberval reached over for her tea cup, with the intention of filling it. Daisy flinched as his arm moved. Her face had felt the back of his hand more than once. This time, her Uncle poured her a cup of tea.

“The right thing to do is what I am telling you to do,” said Roberval. “You will wear this dress with pride, and do what you can to impress everyone at the King’s Feast. I will talk to the leaders of the families that express interest, and see what we can negotiate.”

Roberval cracked his fingers one by one, starting with the left-hand little finger and working his way to the thumb, then the right hand. He then wove his fingers together and stretched, cracking them all at once. Daisy cringed every time he did this.

“You will be meeting some important people tonight,” said Roberval. “It is very important that you act with grace.”

“I always act with grace,” thought Daisy. Instead, she nodded and asked “Who will be there?”

“It is the King’s Feast,” said Roberval. “Everyone important to France will be there at the command of the King. Hopefully we can attract some offers of marriage for you and Princess Margaret. Marriages are very important for the alliances we want to form.”

“Will I get someone handsome?” asked Daisy.

“Whoever we choose will bring land, wealth and power to our family. What he looks like is not of concern.”

“What if I don’t like him?”

“You, however are quite pretty and will catch the eye of many young men.”

“Will he be a good dancer?”

“Young lady, I will not have you concerned about trivial things,” said Roberval. “It is your duty this weekend to perform well. Be polite. Be quiet. Behave.”

“It is my life,” said Daisy. “Shouldn’t I be part of the decision about who I marry?”

He never hit hard enough to leave a mark, but the intention was clear. When Uncle Jean slapped her face, Daisy felt ashamed. She knew she had made some mistake somehow, and wanted to learn so she did not get hit again. But invariably, as each week passed there was one thing or another that resulted in her punishment.

Daisy bowed her head and complied. 

“Daisy!” cried the pretty young woman, boldly entering the room. Daisy jumped up from her couch and ran to her friend; arms open wide for a hug. The tiny woman approaching had the figure of a grown woman, but was at least six inches shorter than Daisy. That is why they called the princess ‘Petit Margaret’.

“Margaret!” answered Daisy, falling into an embrace that lasted long enough for both of them to settle into each other.

“Oh, I have missed you. So much has happened since we were last together,” said Petit Margaret. As the King’s youngest daughter, she was part of the Royal Court and the Royal Family. She thought of Daisy as a best friend and cousin, even though they did not share bloodlines.

“I know. I just turned eighteen, can you believe it? And your eighteenth birthday comes up in June. My Uncle Jean has told me he is looking for a husband for me,” said Daisy.

“Yes, me too. My father is shopping me around for the best deal for France. I guess this is our destiny, to be married whether we like it or not,” answered Petit Margaret.

“If it is with the right man, I think it will be wonderful to be married and have children,” said Daisy. “It is something I have wanted all of my life.”

“What do you want from your husband?” asked Petit Margaret.

“I want someone who loves me,” said Daisy. “I want someone that becomes my friend, that I can laugh and play with, that respects me and asks my opinion.”

“Does he have to be a Prince?” asked Petit Margaret.

“That would be nice,” said Daisy. “I always thought I would make a good Queen.”

“Me too,” laughed Petit Margaret. “We know that both of us will be married to someone with money and power. My father is King of France, which means just about every man wants to marry me.”

“I don’t want every man,” said Daisy. “You should see some of the old stinky relics that approach my Uncle, trying to make a deal. Imagine having to sleep with a smelly old man.”

“Have you ever been with a man?” asked Petit Margaret.

“No,” answered Daisy. “There was a boy in school who had a crush on me, and used to bring me flowers. I liked being treated special.”

“Then you better not end up marrying an Ottoman,” said Petit Margaret. “They sent a group to make deals with the King, about war and armies and such. But they also have single men in their group who would love to take home a French wife.”

“I know, my Uncle has already had some proposals from them,” said Daisy. 

“Convince your Uncle to say no,” said Petit Margaret. “They have harems in their homeland, with lots of wives and lots of babies. You would be there to breed.”

“I want children,” said Daisy, “but I want a committed marriage as well. A real husband, not a pretend one.”

“Good luck with that,” said Petit Margaret. “Every man I know who has a wife also has a mistress.”

“I heard that King Francis spends more time with his mistress than with Queen Eleanor,” said Daisy.

“My father and Queen Eleanor barely speak,” said Petit Margaret. “They were married in a peace deal a few years after my mother died. Instead, that tramp Anne de Pisseleu is his chosen one, and she follows him like a puppy whenever she is allowed. My brother Henry has one too, Diane de Poitiers, and she has free reign at the palace.”

“Whatever happened to falling in love?” asked Daisy.

“My sister Madeleine was in love,” said Petit Margaret.

“I was so sad when I heard she died,” said Daisy. “I remember playing together in the gardens, you, me, Madeline and Charles.”

“I know. It has been almost five years since I saw you,” said Petit Margaret. “James V of Scotland showed up to romance Madeleine. His uncle was King Henry VIII of England, but apparently James was much smarter and had a bigger heart. Soon after, they were married at the Notre-Dame Cathedral in Paris,” said Petit Margaret. “I wish you could have been there.”

“I was only thirteen, and Uncle Jean said I was too young to travel,” said Daisy. “But that would have been my last chance to see Madeleine.” 

“Yes, it was almost that for me as well,” said Petit Margaret. “Madeline was only sixteen years old, younger than we are now. The wedding was glorious, with more people and music and performers and more food than I have ever seen. After they got married, Madeleine and James stayed for two weeks, and there were lots of parties and celebrations. She wrote me letters every week telling me what was going on, and she was really enjoying her marriage to James. I think they really fell in love.”

“But what happened?” asked Daisy.

“Well, she went to Scotland in May, and in July she got sick and died,” said Petit Margaret. “Father was worried when the arrangements were made, because he knew Madeleine was frail. But he gave in when Madeleine pleaded for permission to marry. I think he has been sad about that decision ever since.”

“So, Madeleine was the Queen of Scots for about six months,” said Daisy. “I am glad that James made her happy, but I wish she was still here.” 

“My sister Louise died before I was born,” said Petit Margaret, “and my sister Charlotte died when I was one. I was thirteen when my brother Francis died, and then Madeline died a year later. So, of seven children, there are only three of us remaining.

“I remember that your brother Charles was always fun and happy,” said Daisy, “But Henry always seemed quiet and reserved.”

“Henry has been distant ever since our older brother Francis died,” said Petit Margaret. “He thinks he is special because he will be King some day. He thinks God did this all on purpose, to create his destiny. My brother Charles is everything opposite to Henry. He is the Duke of Orleans; a title he got after Henry became Dauphin. When Charles enters the room, he walks like a King. Henry slouches and hardly makes a noise unless he is asked. Henry needs to learn from his younger brother.”

“I guess I will see them all at dinner tonight,” said Daisy.

“Yes. Let’s go find Aunt Marguerite and make some plans,” answered Petit Margaret.

When Daisy was ten years old, her mother died and Daisy was an orphan. For the next two summers, Daisy came to Amboise to stay with her pretend cousins and the King’s sister, whom she called Aunt Margeurite. When King Francis married Queen Eleanor of Spain, the palace changed. The King’s living offspring Henry, Charles, Madeline and Petit Margaret all went to live with Eleanor, and Daisy was no longer invited for the summers.

Daisy was thrilled to be with her friend Petit Margaret once again. They had written letters over the years, but being with each other was a treasure for both of them. Especially now, since they were ‘coming of age’ and had few other people to talk to about the changes in their lives. 

As the girls entered the room, an attractive middle-aged woman was braiding the hair of a young skinny girl. The woman, who they called Aunt Margeurite, was known publicly as Queen Margeurite of Navarre, a title she earned by marrying the King of the lands between France and Spain. Margeurite traveled back and forth between palaces, spending time with her husband and her brother, both Kings.

The young girl was Wee Jeanne III, the twelve-year-old daughter of Margeurite, and Petit Margaret’s cousin. It was a source of family humor that Wee Jeanne III was already taller than her older relative.

“Daisy!” exclaimed Aunt Margeurite, turning with open arms as the girls entered the room. Daisy ran to Margeurite, and they hugged in silence, appreciating the moment to reconnect. Finally, the embrace loosened and Margeurite stepped back. “Look at you,” she said to Daisy. “You were a girl the last time I saw you. Now you are a woman.”

“And you look as beautiful as I remember,” said Daisy. “I have really missed being here with all of you.”

“Well, now you are here,” said Petit Margaret, “And we can get caught up on everything. I think you should stay in my room, and we can talk all night.”

“You girls better get some sleep as well,” said Aunt Margeurite. “Our days and evenings will be very busy for the next week, and you both have work to do.”

Daisy raised her eyebrows and looked over at Petit Margaret, who shrugged.

“Mommy wants us to be spies,” said Wee Jeanne III.

“Jeannie,” exclaimed Margeurite, shocked by the declaration.

“Well, it is true,” said Wee Jeanne III. “You told me so this morning.”

“Yes, we all can learn from others this weekend,” said Margeurite. “There will be many important guests at the King’s Feast, and it is easy for young women to mingle and listen.”

“What are we listening for?” asked Daisy.

“You both are entering womanhood,” said Aunt Margeurite. “It is time for you to have a better understanding of what really goes on in the world.”

Margeurite finished braiding Wee Jeanne III’s hair. She gestured towards the table, and they all sat down. Invisible servants quickly placed hot steaming pots of tea and a tray of pastries on the table.

“Knowledge is power,” said Aunt Margeurite. All three girls listened intently. They all knew that their Aunt was very influential in the French court, and that many sought her approval instead of the King’s.

“Men love to brag,” said Margeurite. “If you ask them the right questions, they will brag about their plans. Ask them about their heroic activities, and they love to tell a story. Then ask what they are going to do next with all their power.”

“Are they really that stupid?” asked Daisy. “When I listened to Uncle Jean talk with other men, it seemed like they were really smart.”

“Oh, men can be smart,” said Margeurite. “However, we have the opportunity to be smarter. Some call it manipulation. I call it leading men exactly where they want to go.”

“I was always taught to be quiet and smile,” said Daisy. “I was very aware that I was a girl, and because of that my potential was limited.”

“I am glad that you are here now,” said Aunt Margeurite. “I have so much to teach you.”

“Aunt Margeurite has secret meetings with women,” said Petit Margaret, “And we talk about all kinds of important things.”

“The most important thing is to be confident in your capabilities,” said Aunt Margeurite. “If you cannot love yourself, you will have a really hard time loving someone else.”

“If you don’t love yourself, how can anyone else love you?” asked Wee Jeanne III. It was obvious that her training had begun early.

“Women have power if they can control their egos,” said Aunt Margeurite. “Men like us to be stupid and polite. This is easy to do. Just ask simple questions when the timing is right, and sit there smiling and nodding at other times. When you wish to convince a man to do something, use suggestions to get him to come up with the idea himself. When he does, congratulate him on his brilliance, and help him get done what you wanted done in the first place.”

“What do we want to know about?” asked Daisy.

“Everything,” said Aunt Margeurite. “We will all listen this weekend, and meet next week to share what we have heard. Even the smallest things might add up to important information.”

“I am just a girl,” said Daisy. “It seems like a lot of responsibility.”

“I know how smart you are,” said Aunt Margeurite. “One day I will shout out your name and the world will hear.” 

“You don’t have to shout,” said Daisy, “I really don’t want that much attention.”

“Take a look in the mirror girl,” said Petit Margaret. “You are going to get attention whether you want it or not.”

“Tonight, we have dinner with the Royal Family and some special guests,” said Aunt Margeurite. “Tomorrow is the King’s Feast, and we have duties all day. I have several meetings this afternoon.”

Margeurite stood and smiled at the girls, then walked away to her drawing room. Three servants quietly fell in step behind her. 

“What are we going to do all day?” asked Daisy.

“Do you want to have some fun?” asked Wee Jeanne III.

“You look pretty happy,” said Petit Margaret. “What have you been up to?”

Wee Jeanne poured her tea loudly, as she answered “Playing Tinkle”.

Daisy raised her eyebrows. “Tinkle? What’s that?”

“It’s a game I play,” said Jeanne. “It’s really quite fun. Do you want to learn how?”

Both Daisy and Petit Margaret nodded. They were intrigued, and usually open to the idea of anything that might be entertaining.

Jeanne went to the counter and took two glasses, filling one with water and leaving the other empty. They walked out into the hallway. Jeanne looked in both directions.

“We have to find the right place to play,” said Jeanne. “Which way is most likely to have soldiers on guard?”

“Probably that way,” pointed Petit Margaret. “Closer to the front doors almost always has sentries.”

The three girls walked through the palace, laughing and giggling as only girls can do. When they reached the front foyer, they saw two uniformed sentries, standing at attention in front of the staircase to the King’s quarters. This was their post and they were not allowed to leave it.

Wee Jeanne III led the girls to a seating area, near the guards, and they all sat down. 

“Everyone be quiet,” said Jeanne. She then slowly began to pour the water from one glass into the empty glass she was holding. She poured slowly, and from enough height that the water splashed as it landed in the empty glass. When she was done, she began slowly pouring the water back into the first glass.

“That sound makes me want to pee,” said Daisy.

“That is the point,” said Wee Jeanne III. “If I do this long enough, the soldiers will have to pee their pants.”

Both Daisy and Petit Margaret laughed at the thought. It was so simple, and yet so cruel. Wee Jeanne continued to slowly pour the water back and forth, continuing the splashing noise.

“I see that part of the game Tinkle is to hold it longer than they can,” said Petit Margaret. “I am not sure how much longer I can last.”

“That is the fun part,” said Wee Jeanne. “If I really have to go, then I leave and take care of my needs. Then I come right back and start all over.”

The water-pouring continued until the girls had accomplished their mission. They all laughed as they walked past the embarrassed soldiers, on their way back to the Royal Quarters.

​

It is not easy to be the King. Sure, there are advantages. Francis the First was born into wealth, the son of a Count. He became heir to the throne of France when he was four years old, and became King in 1515 after the childless Louis XII died. Because of this, Francis had a privileged upbringing and a very solid education.

Francis was only twenty-one when he was crowned as King, and immediately began producing heirs with his wife Queen Claude. He was renowned as a man of letters, wise in literature and languages, history and philosophy. He began building a Royal Library, seeking to store the printed wisdom of humanity. In particular, he loved new concepts such as humanism, which focused on creating beauty.

Francis became a patron of the arts, and began spending a royal fortune on palaces, art, statues, gardens and other creations. He hired Leonardo Da Vinci to live and work at Amboise Palace for the final four years of Da Vinci’s life. The beautiful spiral staircase at Amboise was one of the artist’s final projects. 

When he arrived, Da Vinci brought several paintings as gifts, including one he called ‘Mona Lisa’. He died in his home beside the palace in 1519. Francis made sure that Da Vinci was well-cared for in his last years. Da Vinci’s tomb resides within the palace walls.

The other thing Francis specialized in was war. He was a soldier, trained since childhood in military roles and command. He studied military history, and planned to expand his realm through alliances and conquest. On this particular day, King Francis met with his sons Henry and Charles, to discuss plans for the King’s Feast.

“Do you think we can find Charles a good wife?” asked Henry. He was looking at his father when he asked the question, but he knew that his brother Charles would hear.

“We are about to go to war on several fronts,” responded Charles, “and you want to worry about getting me a wife?”

“Well, you are of age,” said Henry. “I was married to Catherine de Medici when we were both only fourteen years old. You are already nineteen, and need to take your duties more seriously.”

“Finding a wife for Charles is important,” said Francis, “but the betrothal must be to the advantage of France and our family. Sometimes a good marriage is better than winning a war.”

“Whatever happened to love?” asked Charles. “The poems I read talk about couples connecting in the eyes of God, and forever changing with their bonding.”

“Schoolgirl fantasies,” said Henry. “God made women to serve and breed.”

“You have been married for several years,” said the King to Henry. “When do you and Catherine plan to have a child?”

“We are trying,” said Henry. “We are working with various advisors to improve our chances of pregnancy.”

“You spend too much time with Diane de Poitiers, and not enough with your wife,” said Charles.

“I do my duty with Catherine every week,” said Henry. “Father had seven children, while he enjoyed himself with Anne de Pisseleu.”

“And many others,” laughed Charles, “or so I have been told.”

“Do not pretend to hide what you do at night,” said Francis. “There is no question about your virility with the palace maidens.” Charles was tall, slim and handsome, with a boyish grin and sparkling eyes. 

“Love, pleasure, and marriage are three different things,” said Charles. “For the moment, I will focus on being a good soldier of France, and enjoy the women when I can.”

“We need to talk about soldiering,” said Francis. “This weekend, the King’s Feast is very important to solidify our alliances.”

“Are the Turks coming?” asked Henry. 

“Yes, the Ottoman empire is sending a group to make military agreements,” said Francis. “We have details to work out, but they seem to have the same objectives as I do.”

“Which is to bury King Charles the Fifth,” said Charles the son.

“I want Milan,” said Francis. “That region was purchased by Charles V, along with the title Holy Roman Emperor, using the gold Spain brought back from the new world. The Ottomans recognize that Milan is important and they will help me get it.”

There was the tinkle of a bell, and then the servant announced “Monsieur Jean-François de La Rocque de Roberval.” Roberval took a few steps into the room, leaned on his cane and bowed his head.

Uniquely, King Francis stood up and walked across the room to greet Roberval, shaking his hand.

“Welcome my friend. It is so good to see you,” said Francis.

“You honor me, your highness,” answered Roberval.

They moved to the table and sat. Roberval walked slowly, in obvious discomfort. Immediately, Roberval’s cup was filled with steaming tea. A platter of sweets was placed on the table, within reach of both men.

“We have much to talk about,” said the King. “There is so much going on, and I need to make plans.”

“Let me guess,” started Roberval. “Our friend King Charles V is causing problems again.” He reached for the tongs and picked up a pastry, putting it on the small plate in front of him. 

“All I want to do is to see him burn in hell,” said Francis. “We signed that Truce in Nice three years ago, and he pretends to be our friend. But I know better. Every day he is making plans to come after me again.”

“How do you know this?” asked Roberval.

“Oh, I just know. It is his nature. He made me marry his sister so he would have a spy in my court.”

Francis took a pastry with custard and apricot jam, tore off a piece and pushed it into his mouth. He chewed as he continued talking. 

“I want Milan back. It was mine before, and Charles took it away. And now he wants the Netherlands, which are mine. I offered him a deal, to marry his daughter Maria with my son Charles. Then they could share the ruling of the Netherlands, and I get Milan.”

“That will never happen,” said Henry. “King Charles has done everything he can to keep Milan away from you. I don’t think he will just give it away.”

“I agree,” said Francis. “That is why we need to make a deal with the Turks. They can help me take Milan.”

“We heard that you brought Daisy with you,” said Henry. 

“Yes,” said Roberval. “My niece Daisy just turned eighteen and is quite pretty. I hope to find her a good union that benefits our family, and of course serves the King.” 

“I am sure that she and my daughter, Petit Margaret, will turn a few heads this weekend. They are at that flirty and fertile age. Oh, to be young again,” answered the King.

“What do you think, Roberval?” said Henry. “Would young Charles make a good husband for your Daisy?”

“If that match is best for France, it would be our greatest honor,” said Roberval. “She is quite pretty, and you have known her since she was a young girl.”

“Six years ago, I tried to marry Charles to Henry VIII’s daughter Elizabeth,” said Francis. “Charles was twelve and Elizabeth was only an infant, but that marriage could have changed everything. England would be our ally instead of our enemy.”

“Thanks,” said Charles. “You had a wife and a mistress, and tried to marry me to a one-year-old.”

“It would have changed your life,” said Francis. “The girl would have stayed in England until she grew up, and we would now be allied with England instead of turning away their feeble invasions.”

“Once the Feast is done, Charles and I will be taking our armies north to fight the English,” said Henry. 

“The sons of France go to war,” said Charles. “I like playing this game.”

“We have several objectives to fulfill this weekend,” said Francis. “I expect the three of you to help me make alliances and agreements”. The two sons both nodded; Roberval bowed his head.

“Our main goal is to take Milan,” continued Francis. “That city is key to all trade east and west, and has the most advanced artists and architects. We want France to lead the way in the arts, and owning Milan is critical.”

“To do this, we will finalize our alliance with the Ottomans. They have agreed to help us win Milan; they also have the ships to control the Mediterranean Sea. All trade, from France, Spain, Italy and Africa, will be controlled by the Ottoman navy.”

“I will entertain the Ottoman group,” said Henry. “Once they get a proper taste of France, they will always want to be our friends.”

“What about you Charles?” asked Francis. “Are you ready to represent France?”

“Well, I am a soldier and a leader,” said Charles, whose youth and impudence were balanced by the warmth of his smile. “I will make sure that everyone is loyal to the King.”

“And you will likely dance with more women than are in an Ottoman harem,” said Henry.

Charles smiled. He was up to his brother’s challenge.

“What about myself, your majesty,” asked Roberval. The two men had a long relationship as soldiers, having trained together as boys and fought together in battles during the formation of France. After thirty years of allegiance, Roberval was trusted with the highest levels of knowledge and duty.

“I want you to focus first on Milan,” said King Francis. “Find out what our man Montmorency has been doing there. I sent him to negotiate.” Roberval nodded.

“Then, I want you to make plans with the boys for sending armies north.” Francis looked at his two sons. “We want to do more than win skirmishes. Is it time to establish our strength along the northern coast of France and Normandy. This requires leadership and command. Henry is in charge; Charles will lead a division.”

Anne de Pisseleu entered the room, and everything changed. She was tall and beautiful, and always led with her cleavage. She walked over to the King, sat beside him, and whispered in his ear. Francis laughed.

“Boys, the feast is tomorrow. Do what you can to get ready” Anne sat beside Francis and cuddled into him; Francis responded by giving her breast a squeeze. The boys knew their meeting was over.

Henry and Charles both grunted their assent, and finished their drinks. Henry groaned as he stood, more from laziness than pain. Charles nimbly leapt to his feet, taller than his brother by a few inches. They nodded at each other and left in separate directions.

Both Queen Eleanor and Catherine de Medici knew that their husbands had mistresses. It was not as if either of them tried to hide it. Both Anne de Pisseleu and Diane de Poitiers were regular attendees at the Royal Court. Everyone there knew that Anne and Diane were sleeping with Francis and Henry, and it was accepted by all. 

Eleanor and Catherine were both there due to arranged marriages. Each came from a powerful family; each connected their families with the power of France. Eleanor, the sister of King Charles V of Spain, was the second wife of King Francis and had provided no children. Catherine, from the powerful Italian Medici family, had been married to Henry when they were both fourteen, and they were still trying for their first child. When arranged, the unions were beneficial to everyone involved, and the women were expected to comply. 

“I can’t stand those women,” exclaimed Catherine, entering the bed chamber of Queen Eleanor. “It’s bad enough that they sleep with our husbands, but do they have to prance around like they are Queens?”

“You think Diane de Poitiers is your competitor?” said Eleanor. “I see Anne de Pisseleu as an advantage.”

“What? You like that she sleeps with Francis?” said Catherine, dismayed at this response.

“Yes, I do. Let’s be blunt. Francis never really wanted me here,” said Eleanor. “He was forced to marry me in order to get his sons back from my brother Charles V. And Charles wanted me here to spy on Francis, which I refuse to do. I do communicate with my brother, but only include political discussion if it is to my advantage. Otherwise, I only discuss governance at the request of Francis. Meanwhile, I have been married before, and had to leave my daughter Maria behind in Spain. She will be twenty years old now, and I have not seen her since she was five.” Eleanor lowered her eyes, and Catherine took her hand.

“I am sure she has been well taken care of,” said Catherine. “Hopefully you will see her again.”

“What did Diane do to get you angry?” asked Queen Eleanor.

“She walks around giving orders and changing things in the dining hall,” said Catherine. “She has moved the artwork several times, trying to find ‘the right light’. When I came in to offer my opinion, she treated me like a servant who has spoken out of place.”

“Diane has convinced Henry that a King should be a man of culture, and she arranges for that culture to be brought to him all the time,” observed Eleanor. “The music this weekend is a troupe from her home town. Some of the artists have come here from Flanders and Italy at her request. She has set herself up as a gateway to the Dauphin, and therefore gateway to the King.”

Catherine nodded her head. She was beginning to understand the behavior of Diane, and how she could use it to make her life easier. “What about Anne de Pisseleu? She seems to prance around the palace as well.”

“We are only wives,” said Eleanor. “I may be Queen now, and one day you will be Queen. But we must still be submissive to the rule of our husbands. I think that is why men seem to like religion, because it makes them more important than the women in their lives. What Anne de Pisseleu does is she lets me live my life in peace. I don’t have Francis slobbering over me every night, trying to get his humping. She takes care of that for me. She also does a lot of organizing for Francis. He says what he wants, and she gets it done. I would tell him to piss off and do it himself, but it is smarter to smile and be silent.”

Catherine nodded. She had been married to Henry for eight years, since they were both fourteen. It had been an awkward marriage, and Henry had a slight deformity in his penis that made sex uncomfortable. “Henry always struggles when he tries to plant his seed in me. I didn’t really know what to do to please him, and he often walks away unsatisfied.”

“It is important that you bear a child for Henry. People are beginning to say you might be barren,” said Eleanor.

“Diane and Henry know that as well,” said Catherine. “For the past several months, Henry has been coming to my chambers late at night, ready to mount me. Of course, I spread my legs and comply, he is my husband. But I know he has been with Diane, playing with her large breasts and getting excited before he comes to see me.”

“You see my dear, that can be a blessing in disguise,” said Eleanor, reaching out her hand to touch Catherine. “She is making it much easier for you to do your duty as the woman who will be Queen.”

Catherine nodded. Life as a Queen was not quite what she had expected. She might have to make some changes.

They had a simple name. People called them ‘Johan’s Troupe’. The traveling band of musicians moved from town to town through France, earning their living through contract or donation. Johan was thirty-two years old, and had been performing for people since he was a teenager. He was fortunate that his family was musical, so he had learned to sing and play instruments from childhood. When his father died, Johan was fourteen. He left home and joined a traveling group of performers. 

His first jobs were manual, carrying things, setting up stages, and cleaning up after performances. During his first summer, Johan began to participate in practices and rehearsals, and soon he was part of the starting lineup, singing and playing instruments. 

The troupe traveled every week, doing a large loop around France. Summer months were spent in the North; Winter months were spent in the South. If they were fortunate, they had performances every week, and were always able to source food and lodgings. There were many nights spent in tents while traveling, but usually there was lots of food warming by the campfire.

The team was known as a ‘broken consort’, a musical group that combined a variety of voices and instruments. Over the years the size and diversity of the troupe had changed; over those same years Johan had become very skilled at music. When they performed, Johan took the lead role on stage, while still allowing each member to shine with their own talent. When they rehearsed, Johan was always teaching and encouraging, trying to push the team to new levels.

What was now ‘Johan’s Troupe’ was a group of eight, consisting of two married couples and four unmarried men. All were younger than Johan, and all of them had dedicated their lives to the creation of music and entertainment. Or to better phrase reality, they were all using their skills at music in order to survive. Times were tough for most people, and this troupe managed to stay well-fed.

Johan married one of the singers, a pretty girl named Marie who had a beautiful voice. In particular, she loved to sing lead on Angelic Hymns. The faith in her heart was expressed through her sound, which often brought tears to the eyes of the audience. In the new style of layered music, the angelic voices of two women played harmonic games with the tenor and baritone voices of the men. 

They traveled together from town to town, playing at festivals and entertaining for coins tossed their way. Frequently a patron would contract them for an event such as a wedding, and they would travel up to a fortnight to get there. Over the years, Johan had developed a traveling circuit and had many connections, so paid performances were regularly scheduled. In addition, every rehearsal was a performance that the public was welcome to attend, and donations were common. 

They traveled by foot, walking the paths and roads of the countryside. A wagon drawn by two horses carried their equipment, clothes and some food. They had spent the past week traveling from the town of Poitiers, the original home of Diane de Poitiers, currently mistress of Henry the future king. It was at her suggestion that the invitation to perform at the King’s Feast had gone out, and the opportunity was tremendous for this consort. They would play for some of the most influential people in France, and a new career could be launched.

It was late Thursday afternoon, and the troupe had been walking since morning towards the town of Amboise. The January weather was quite pleasant; a bit cold but sunny rather than windy. 

“I hope they have some food for us when we get there,” said Marc, strolling beside the wagon. Marc was twenty-three years old with a beautiful tenor voice and talent with flutes and lutes.

“I hope they have a place for us to sleep tonight,” said Johan. 

“What do you mean?” asked Johan’s wife, Marie.

“Our invitation came through young Henry the Dauphin. We are expected to play three nights this weekend. For this we will be paid twelve ecu. We have not had that many gold coins for some time. What the invitation did not say was where we are to stay. We are to present ourselves at the Palace, and they will tell us where to go from there.”

“Well, I hope they have some food for us when we get there,” repeated Marc.

Johan grinned. “Don’t you worry, boy. This will be the most spectacular event you have ever been to in your life. A festival of festivals. King Francis has declared his love for the arts, and is bringing people from across France and even Italy to provide culture. Our troupe plays polyphony, which is the style that most of the elites want to hear. I know it takes more practice, but we are really quite good at that now.”

“So, what is the point of this feast?” asked Marc. He already knew a bit, but they still had miles to walk and might as well fill the time.

“The King begins every year with a Feast in January,” said Johan. “He invites every important person in France, and many from other countries. Some people travel for a month to be here for three days. And usually, those people are here to make deals with the King.”

Johan continued. “There are others beside the King who are important as well. Young Henry will be King one day, and he is also very involved with the new culture. He gets much of his advice from Diane de Poitiers, who is much older than him but said to be his lover. If we want to succeed, we must have her favor.”

“What are we going to play the first night?” asked Marc. He wondered which of his instruments he would be carrying.

“Friday evening, we are mainly providing music to accompany a dinner. At times, you will play your flute. We will do more strings than singing, and Pierre will play the regalle. Apparently, Francis has several of these small organs at the palace. Try learning one if you get the chance, Marc. Get the other boys to help you; it takes at least two people to press the bellows so you can play the keyboard.”

“You said there will be important people there. Remind me who they are?” asked Marc, filling the time.

“Of course there is King Francis, and his wife Queen Eleanor. Apparently, they barely talk, and the woman with real power is the King’s mistress, Anne de Pisseleu,” answered Johan.

“So, Francis and Henry both have a mistress?” asked Marc. “I guess it pays to be royalty.”

“What I have also heard,” said Marie, “is Anne de Pisseleu and Diane de Poitiers do not like each other. They are like two cats in a cage. We shall have to play this one carefully to gain both their favor.” 

Johan rolled his eyes. As leader of the group, he would be the one who had to act subservient to the Royal mistresses. He suspected they liked to flaunt their power. He would probably try and get his wife involved.

“I can play for them both,” piped in Bernard, the happy young man who was the most recent addition to the troupe. “All you have to do is learn how to juggle.”

Bernard tossed an apple into the air, and then a second one. He tossed them both in an arc, one at a time and both together. Then he caught one of the apples, threw it toward Marc, and took a bite from the other. “There you go, a bit of food to keep you going.”
Three carriages pulled up in front of Amboise Palace, along with a military entourage. From separate carriages stepped King Francis, and his sons Henry and Charles. 

“Well, that ride wasn’t bad,” said Charles. “It only took an hour to get here from Tours. We had good drivers.”

“I don’t like riding in carriages,” said Henry. “They bounce too much and my back is sore.”

“It was important for us to attend Tours,” said King Francis. “The six men who were executed had been plotting to overthrow the crown.”

“I heard they were plotting to kill the town guards,” said Charles. “And I heard they were seeking revenge for attacks on the young women of Tours.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Francis. “We must let the people know they cannot plot against the crown. It is not just me as King. It is France, the land we all serve. A strong France works together.”

“Why did we have to be at these executions?” asked Henry.

“We represent France,” said Francis. “If the King is there, then it must be right. If the King is there, these men were enemies of our country. You noticed how the crowds cheered for us, and how they yelled at the men as they climbed the gallows.”

“So, you think the hangings this morning will settle things down?” asked Henry.

“No, but it does make the resistance go underground,” said Francis. “We will still have to remain diligent.”

“And maybe we tell the town guards to leave the women alone,” said Charles. “At least these men were executed for Sedition. Hanging is bad enough to watch; I hate hearing the screams when they burn Heretics.”

“I hope to have less of those executions,” said Francis. “There is a new way of thinking coming out of Germany, and it contradicts the Pope.”

“You mean the Protestants?” asked Henry.

“Oh, it is much more than that,” said Francis. “Let us just say that I hesitate to burn someone alive for asking questions about God.”

The three men entered the palace, and proceeded to the main dining area. When they walked into the room, three women were already seated, drinking tea.

“Welcome, your Majesty,” said Aunt Margeurite, standing and giving a curtsy. Daisy and Petite Margaret also stood and curtsied. They did not do a deep bow, only a head nod and slight body dip. They were upper class, and that was reflected in their movements.

“Daisy!” said young Charles. 

Daisy turned towards the voice, just in time to see an apple sailing towards her head. She caught it mid-air, took a bite, then yelled “Margaret!” and tossed the bitten apple at the young girl.

Petit Margaret was slow and Daisy’s aim was excellent; Margaret caught the fruit with her face and stepped backwards, bumping into Aunt Margeurite, who almost lost her drink. Charles, the son of Francis, laughed at the outcome and moved towards Daisy with open arms. “Cousin, so good to see you. Hug?” asked Charles.

Daisy smiled and hugged the young man, who towered over her by almost a foot. Nineteen-year-old Charles was everything a woman wanted in a man; tall, handsome, kind, and funny, with charisma and charm. 

“You have become a woman,” said Charles, complimenting the young lady standing in front of him as he looked her up and down. “Maybe our fathers should make a deal and marry us. That might work out better than before.” 

Charles grinned, knowing that he was pushing his father’s buttons about previous failed arrangements. Henry grimaced at the statement and turned away. His only acknowledgement of Daisy was a grunt and a slight nod of his head.

“Welcome young Daisy,” said Francis. Daisy curtsied to the King. She had not seen him since she was a young girl.

“We had heard that you grew up to be beautiful,” said Francis. “Margeurite and Petit Margaret have been talking about your arrival for days.”

“Thank you, your grace,” answered Daisy. “I am so grateful to receive an invitation to be here.”

“Look at the two little girls, wanting to find a husband so they can become women,” teased Charles.

“Or maybe so they can become rich,” said Henry. “Daisy is as skinny as a starved chicken, and Petit Margaret is smaller than a mouse. Even Wee Jeanne III is taller than Margaret, and she is only twelve.”

“You are just mad because Diane de Poitiers was not allowed to be here,” stated Petit Margaret. “Don’t worry, I am sure she will be waiting for you later.”

“Margeret, have some manners,” interjected Aunt Margeurite. “One day Henry will be King, and you are expected to treat him respectfully.”

“Well, I also have to treat him like a brother, and brothers shouldn’t be allowed to bully sisters,” said Petit Margaret, giving Henry a nasty look and turning away.

The three men left the room, heading towards their private quarters. Their morning had been tiring and it was time to freshen up.

The three women curtsied as the men left the room, then settled back to tea and table. The moment they were alone, Daisy stated the obvious. “Henry sure is mean.” 

“He is like that all the time,” answered Petit Margaret. “He thinks that because he is Dauphin, he should be treated special. He likes when people bow to him.”

“Why does Henry seem so sad?” asked Daisy. “It appears that nothing makes him smile. And why is he always dressed in black?”

“He dresses in black because he thinks it makes him look more Spanish,” responded Petit Margaret. “And he thinks that looking Spanish is more eloquent. You might notice that his consort Diane de Poitiers is always dressed in black and white as well. She has not worn colors in public since her husband died ten years ago.”

The three women sat at a table near the window that the servants had prepared for them. There were three place settings, a steaming tea pot, and a plate with sweet cakes. Aunt Margeurite leaned over to pour the tea. “Do you know what happened when he was young?” asked Aunt Margeurite.

Both of the girls knew a little bit about the story. They had heard it told in whispers over the years. Today, they wanted the details. 

“Henry was betrayed by his father,” continued Aunt Marguerite. “Now that he is Dauphin, he has to be quiet and accept his position. But he will never forgive.”

Daisy was immediately intrigued. She had always liked Aunt Margeurite, who was her namesake, her mentor and her confident. Daisy remembered that Margeurite was always breaking the rules. When she was young and visiting Petit Margaret, Aunt Margeurite would let them stay up late, way past their normal bedtime. She would let them drink a whole cup of real tea instead of milk with a bit of tea like they were supposed to. She would sneak extra cakes into the folds of her dress at dinner, then share them with the girls before bedtime. But most of all, whenever she was asked, Margeurite would tell Daisy the truth.

“I suppose it all started when the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian died in 1519. That was about five years before either of you were born. There was a competition to see who would be the next Holy Roman Emperor. Francis wanted the job, England’s Henry VIII also put his name into the basket, but after six months of campaigning, they finally chose King Charles V of Spain. There was an exchange of money to buy the title. King Francis was at war with Charles V for several years. It started when Charles was the King of Spain, and got even worse when Charles was named the Holy Roman Emperor. Thousands of men fought and died in many different battles.”

“All through the wars,” continued Margeurite, “Francis was protected by his Black Band. They were the King’s special army and he paid them well. Thousands of men, all armed and trained as soldiers. So, when ‘Brave Francis the Warrior King’ went into battle, he was surrounded by a lot of spears. A few months after Queen Claude died, everything changed when Francis attacked Pavia.”

“Where is Pavia?” asked Daisy.

“Pavia is a town in the middle of Northern Italy, about a day’s march south of Milan,” answered Margeurite. “Francis attacked the town in October 1525, and kept them under siege until February 1526. 

“The men were tired after laying siege to the town for three months. The Black Band was down to about 5000 soldiers. Food was sparse, the weather was cold and unpleasant. Then, Charles V sent a new army to help the townspeople, and the battle was over in a day. On the morning of February 24, 1525, Francis and his men woke up at dawn under full attack. Before noon, the entire Black Band was dead and Francis had been taken prisoner.”

“Francis was taken to Spain and kept captive by King Charles for almost a year. Francis finally signed the Treaty of Madrid, which let him come home safely, with conditions. He had to give away several lands, including Burgundy and Flanders. He agreed to make peace with Charles V. And he agreed to trade his two eldest sons, Francis and Henry, as a bond to ensure he kept his word.”

“So, on March 17, 1526, King Francis came home, and young Francis and Henry were traded to the Spanish forces. At that time, young Francis was eight years old and young Henry was only six.”

Daisy had not heard this story before. Petit Margaret knew parts of it, but it was old news by the time she was born and rarely talked about within the family.

“What happened then?” asked Daisy.

Aunt Margeurite continued. “The boys stayed in Spain over four years. They were treated well, even though they were prisoners. They were kept in a castle and well-guarded. But they were also kept safe and provided education.”

“Finally, King Francis and Charles V came to agreement. For the payment of 2 million ecu, young Francis and Henry were returned to France. With them came Eleanor, the sister of Charles V, who was betrothed to Francis and would become Queen.”

“2 million ecu? That is hard to imagine,” declared Petit Margaret.

“Yes,” answered Aunt Margeurite, “it is a lot of money. Each ecu is a gold coin with a picture of the sun engraved. There are a thousand coins in a bag, so it took several wagons to transport two thousand bags of coins across the bridge to complete the trade.”

“I don’t think most people will ever see one bag of gold,” said Daisy. “In the markets, they cut ecus into quarters to make payments.”

“When Eleanor’s carriage train arrived, they paraded through the city with honor,” continued Aunt Margeurite. “Our new Queen had arrived. Greeting them from the balcony of the palace was Francis, standing with his arm around his mistress, Pissy Anne. Like a dog claiming its territory, Francis made it clear that Anne was more important to him than Eleanor.”

“Do you mean Anne de Pisseleu?” asked Daisy.

“Yes,” answered Aunt Margeurite, “and don’t let her hear you calling her ‘Pissy Anne’. That is just for us in private.”

The two young girls laughed. They enjoyed sharing secrets with Aunt Margeurite, and they were thrilled to be finding out more of the family history.

“When did young Francis die?” asked Daisy.

“I think you girls have heard enough gossip for now,” answered Aunt Margeurite. “My tea is done and I am ready for a bath and nap.”

Both girls sighed, as they wanted to hear more. But they knew Margeurite would share again, and they both looked forward to baths and pampering. Being the daughter of the king had benefits, and this weekend, Daisy was part of the family.
Diane de Poitiers looked into the mirror. Even though she was now forty-one years old, she was still quite attractive. Her hair was swept up into a glorious crown, powdered white to represent glamor rather than age. Diane had an athletic build, taller than most women and still quite slim. Her tight bodice emphasized the fullness of her bustline, and she used her cleavage to great advantage. With makeup, her pretty face remained pretty, covering any lines that had collected around her eyes and mouth.

It was important for Diane to remain attractive. As the mistress of Henry the Dauphin, she slept with the second highest ranking Frenchman. It was only a matter of time until he would be King, and then Diane’s position would elevate again. She would never be considered of Royal lineage, but everyone, both domestic and foreign, would grant her the power that she deserved.

Diane had first been introduced to Henry when he was a boy. He was 6 and she was 25, assigned to be his nanny. In a world where Henry felt alone, Diane quickly became his trusted protector. When Henry was traded along with his brother in exchange for the King, Diane was there to send him off. She gave him a hug and whispered in his ear before the boys walked across the field, past their father, and into the captivity of King Charles V.

When Henry returned four years later, he had grown into a boy of ten years, taller than most boys his age. He was athletic, and had been provided soldier training along with his education in Spain. Diane was there to greet him, beautifully dressed in a satin dress which emphasized her cleavage. Henry immediately returned to the safety of his nanny, one of the few places of refuge in his life.

When Henry was fourteen, he was married to Catherine de Medici, who was the same age. A year later, when Henry was fifteen, he began a sexual relationship with his nanny Diane, who was thirty-five. The three-way relationship between Henry, his wife Catherine, and his mistress Diane, continued for the rest of Henry’s life. 

“Madame, there is a man here to see you. He says his name is Johan,” said the young handmaiden attending the lady.

“Oh yes, I have been expecting him,” said Diane. “Please seat him in the drawing room and bring us both some tea.”

The young woman nodded and quickly left the room. Diane looked back into the mirror, making a few adjustments to her hair and decolletage before walking to the next room.

“Monsieur Johan, it is so good to see you,” said Diane, approaching him with outstretched hand.

Johan knew his place, and quickly stood from his chair, bowing his head in subservience before reaching out to the offered hand.

“My lady, we are so grateful to be invited to the King’s Feast,” said Johan. They both knew this was a tremendous opportunity for the musical troupe.

“My cousin in Poitiers heard you play, and said that I must bring you to Amboise. Her name is Marcellay, and you can thank her. I just followed her advice.”

Diane sat at the table, as did Johan. A young lady quickly poured steaming tea for both of them, and then stepped away.

“Please tell me what you are doing with your music. I am fascinated by all the new sounds and new ideas,” asked Diane.

“We play a style called polyphony,” answered Johan. We have eight players, eight distinct voices, and all of us play many instruments. Together we create a harmony of sound, weaving the music together as a seamstress would weave a shawl.”

“I like this idea of harmony,” said Diane. “You will see, as you walk around the palace, that harmony is part of our objective. See how the exact number of windows in the ballroom match the columns and the arches. Listen how the music is reflected off the walls, not as an echo but as an amplifier. One voice alone in that room is amazing, what you do should be magnificent.”

“We are so excited my lady. Hopefully we can begin to learn how to use the room properly when we play tonight,” said Johan.

“I won’t be there tonight,” said Diane, with a touch of bitterness to her voice. “The King has called for a family dinner to begin the Feast weekend. Francis will be sitting with Queen Eleanor, and Henry will be with his wife Catherine. You know, the girl from Medici.”

“I am sorry that you won’t be able to hear us play tonight,” offered Johan. “Perhaps you could come early while we setup and hear us? It would be our honor.”

“Yes, but I must be careful to leave before any of the Royal party arrives,” answered Diane. “Don’t worry, I will hear you play Saturday and Sunday at the larger events. Let us take a walk through the room where you will be playing.”

The ballroom was inspiring. The first thing that caught your eye was the white marble tiles on the floor. Extending the length of the room, the shiny whiteness reflected light beautifully and warmed up the room. Down the center of the room were columns, each extending from floor to ceiling, each beautifully carved with flowers and fleur-de-lis. Halfway to the heightened ceiling, each column spread like an eight-winged fountain. The wings of the column formed big white arches that joined with the walls at each side. The red brick walls contrasted with the white arches, providing a rich feel to the room.

At the far end of the ballroom was a very large fireplace, kept lit all day and night, all year long. Above the fireplace and reaching to the ceiling was a beautiful scene carved in white marble, with kneeling angels holding shields carved with lion heads on them. As Diane and Johan entered the room, they could see a woman beside the fireplace, looking at art which was setup on easels.

Anne de Pisseleu walked slowly through the room, checking the positioning of furniture and flowers. Her shoes clicked on the white tiles with each step; her pace was slow and deliberate. As she gazed around the room, each step made a rhythmic sound. Click. Click. Click.

Anne de Pisseleu was the mistress of King Francis, and had been so for fifteen years. They met when she was just eighteen and Francis was thirty. Anne was prettier than pretty, blonde and glamorous, and was educated in literature, philosophy and history. It was said that she was "the most beautiful among the learned and the most learned among the beautiful”. She also knew how to attract a man, and focused her efforts on getting the attention of Francis. Within a short time, Anne had a grip on the King.

When Eleanor of Castile was sent to France by her brother King Charles V to marry Francis and become Queen, Anne de Pisseleu was named as the Queen’s handmaiden. This required her to be in every room where the Queen was seated, and to provide whatever the Queen desired. From hair-brushing to tea-making, Anne was Queen Eleanor’s closest servant. She was also sleeping with the King, more than the Queen did.

From the other end of the room entered Diane de Poitiers, in conversation with Johan. Anne saw them and began to walk towards them. Her pace quickened and revealed purpose. Click-click, click-click, click-click. “Why is the Mona Lisa in the darkest part of the ballroom,” asked Anne. “It is our most important piece and deserves better display.”

“Sorry my dear, but you are basing your evaluation on the sunlight we see now,” responded Diane. “The actual Feast will occur at night and the candlelight will glow around that painting. We put it near the fireplace so the most people will see it as they walk by.”

“Well maybe you could ask for more opinions before making all the decisions,” said Anne.’

“I would be happy to hear your input,” said Diane. “Perhaps bring the King for an early tour to see if he is happy with the setup. We will change anything he asks us to.”

“I speak for Francis,” said Anne, “And he trusts my judgment.”

“I am sure he does,” said Diane. “Anne de Pisseleu, I would like to present to you Johan of Poitiers. He leads the troupe of musicians we have hired for the weekend.”

Anne nodded and extended her hand, for Johan to grasp, bow and kiss. He did as was expected.

“Is this the musician we have heard about,” asked Anne, “that plays the new music?”

“Yes m’lady,” answered Johan. “I
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