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    I dedicate this novel to my first born, my beloved son, James. I am so proud and happy you now walk the same road I started walking so many years ago. May you discover what I have learnt – that teaching is a true privilege and calling, where our students teach us more than we can ever teach them.





Those who know, do.


Those that understand, teach.


~ Aristotle
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SCHOLAR


I cradle the books

that found me.

Tonight, I prop them

on my knees

one by one; each

offering up

a lesson I must timely absorb.



The rain speaks of days like these,

in dim light, with

only my wit as guide.

No feat of voluptuousness;

of womanhood, shall aid me here.



I tiptoe down these halls,

a quiet predator in the shadows,

light feet, steel-trap cunning,

and wily defiance; I shall show them

what a woman of iron mind can do

~ Eloise Faichney, 2016



(Once my student and now a dear friend, Eloise, with great joy, I watch you fly high.)




“That’s where the truth of history comes in,” said Sancho.

“They could as well have passed over such matters in silence out of fairness,” said Don Quixote, “for there’s no need to write down actions that neither change nor alter the truth of history if they must result in disesteem for the hero. In truth, Aeneas was not so merciful as Virgil paints him, nor Ulysses so prudent as Homer describes him.”

“That’s so,” replied Sancho, “but it is one thing to write as a poet and another as an historian: the poet can relate or sing things, not as they were, but as they ought to have been, and the historian has to write them, not as they ought to have been, but as they were, without adding or taking anything at all from the truth.”



Miguel de Cervantes

Don Quixote de la Mancha
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LIST OF MAIN HISTORICAL CHARACTERS USED FICTITIOUSLY IN THIS WORK, 

BUT INSPIRED BY HISTORY

Beatriz Galindo (b? – 1534)

Years ago I discovered a footnote about this fascinating woman, known as La Latina (Lady of Latin), in an essay about Isabel of Castile. A Latin expert, poet, so knowledgeable about medicine, rhetoric and the philosophy of Aristotle, she tutored on the subjects at the University of Salamanca. Beatriz was also a friend and advisor to Queen Isabel, as well as being a wife and mother. She is yet another woman forgotten by history – and a woman who deserves notice. I hope she forgives my imagination for the liberties I have taken with her story in these pages, but if it makes people interested in finding out more about her, then I am happy. Beatriz was a student of Antonio Elio de Nebrija, a Renaissance scholar and a man known in history for writing one of the first books of grammar for a romance language.

Francisco Ramirez (b? – 1501)

Known as “the Artilleryman” during the war of Granada. Husband of Beatriz Galindo, Francisco Ramirez died in the taking of the Villa of Lanjaron in Granada, Spain.

Cristóbal Colón (c. 1451 – 20 May 1506)

Christopher Columbus, as he is known in English speaking countries, was born in the Republic of Genoa which is now part of modern Italy. He is well known for his exploration of the Americas.

Isabel I of Castile (1451 – 1504)

Isabel ruled Castile from 1474 to 1504. My imagined construction of Isabel is drawn from these following works: Isabel the Queen: Life and Times (Peggy K. Liss); and Isabel of Spain: The Catholic Queen (Warren H. Carrol).

Ferdinand II of Aragon (1452 – 1516)

Ferdinand, Catalina’s father, was one of the rulers Niccoló Machiavelli used in The Prince as a benchmark for other rulers to follow. A wily fox and able politician, he made use of whatever he could, including members of his own family, to achieve his own ends. This influenced my imagination in the creation of his character. Machiavelli wrote: “...always using religion as a plea, so as to undertake greater schemes, he devoted himself with pious cruelty to driving out and clearing his kingdom of the Moors; nor could there be a more admirable example, nor one more rare" (Machiavelli 1532).

THEIR CHILDREN

Isabel (1470 – 1498)

Prince Juan (1478 – 1497)

Juana (1479 – 1555)

María (1482 – 1517)

Catalina, later Katherine, Queen of England (1485 – 1536)

María de Salinas, kinswoman of Catherine of Aragon (? – 1539)

Her parents Doña Josefa Gonzales de Salinas Don Martin de Salinas

Ahmed, son of Boabdil, King of Granada

Doña Elvia Manuel

Francisco Jiménez de Cisneros

Fray Hernando de Talavera (1428 – 1507) confessor to the Queen

Alfonso, Prince of Portugal

Margaret of Austria

Manuel, King of Portugal
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Glossary
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Spanish words used in this story and glossary

Alcázar: palace

Amigo: friend

Andas: litter

Cadis: judges

Chopines: platform shoes

Converto: a Jew who becomes Christian

Doña: Lady

Don: Lord

Hidalgo: Spanish noble

Habito: a loose day-gown

Hija: daughter

La Latina: The Lady of   Latin

Prima hermana: first cousin

Si: yes

Toca: head covering

Mi chiquitina: little one
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Chapter 1
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“Follow your star and you will never fail to find your glorious port,” he said to me.

~ Dante Alighieri

Burgos, 1490

Doña Beatriz Galindo caught her breath and tidied her habito. She shook her head a little when she noticed ink-stained fingers and several spots of black ink on the front of her green gown. She sighed. Too late now to check my face. “The queen has sent for me,” she told the lone guard at the door of the chambers provided for Queen Isabel’s short stay at Burgos. The young hidalgo straightened his stance, then knocked once with the back of his halberd on the door, his eyes fixed on the white, bare wall across from him. The door opened and a female servant peeked out at Beatriz, gesturing to her to come in.

In spite of the hours since dawn, the queen sat in bed, her back against oversized cushions. She still wore her white night rail, a red shawl slung around her shoulders, edged with embroidery of gold thread depicting her device of arrows. A sheer, white toca covered her bent head, a thick, auburn plait falling over her shoulder.

Princess Isabel, a title she bore alone as the queen’s eldest daughter, and named for both her mother and grandmother, sat on a chair beside her mother, twirling a spindle. Her golden red hair was rolled and wrapped in a cream scarf criss-crossed with black lines, a wry grin of frustration formed dimples in her cheeks before she discarded the spindle in the basket at her feet with the others. She nodded to Beatriz with a slight smile. “Good morning, Latina,” she murmured, using the nickname bestowed on Beatriz by the queen. Beatriz hid her stained fingers behind her back and curtseyed her acknowledgement.

Straightening up, Beatriz gazed at the bed-hangings, unfurled behind Queen Isabel. A naked Hercules wrestled with a golden, giant lion, his club on the ground beside him. Turning to her queen, she fought back a smile and lowered her eyes, pretending little interest in Hercules, especially one depicted in his fullest virility.

Queen Isabel balanced her writing desk across her lap, scratching her quill against the parchment, writing with speed and ease. A pile of documents lay beside her. An open one, bearing the seal of the king, topped all the rest. Beatriz’s stomach knotted, and not just through worry. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. I am free; I am always free while the king is elsewhere. Pray, it is not bad news about the queen’s Holy War. The knot in her stomach became a roaring fire. Holy War? Jesu’ – how I hate calling any war that. Pray God, just keep my beloved safe.

She almost laughed out loud then; as one of the king’s most important artillery officers, Francisco Ramirez, the man Beatriz loved and had promised to marry, did not live to be safe but lived to live. It was one of the things that made her fall in love with him. Waiting to hear the reason for her summons, she gazed around the spacious bedchamber, composing in her mind the letter she would write to him tonight:

My love, my days are long without you...

No – she couldn’t write that. If she did, it would be a lie. Her days were full – most mornings she spent tutoring the girls before relishing in the long afternoons free for her own studies. She missed Francisco, but still lived a rich life without him, a richer one when he was at court.

What to write to him then? She could not tell him of her hatred of the Holy War. She could never name as holy a war stamping out any hope of another golden age, when Jews, Moors and Christians lived and worked together in peace. Francisco was a learned man, but a man who used his learning to win this war. Her learning taught her otherwise. It taught her to keep silent about what she really felt to protect the freedoms of her life. Could she tell him then of her joy of teaching the infanta Catalina and her companion María de Salinas? For six months now she had been given full responsibility for their learning. She looked at the queen. Surely the queen was happy with the infanta’s progress?

As if Beatriz had spoken out her thought aloud the queen said, “I want to speak to you about my youngest daughter.” She waved a hand to a nearby stool. “Please sit.”

The queen put aside her quill and pushed away her paperwork. She lifted bloodshot, sore-looking eyes. A yellow crust coated her long, thick lashes.

Seated on the stool, Beatriz gazed at the queen in concern. If there was no improvement by tomorrow, she would prepare a treatment of warm milk and honey for her eyes, even at the risk of once again upsetting those fools calling themselves the queen’s physicians.

“Si, my queen?” she murmured.

“Tell me, how do you find my Catalina and our little cousin María?”

Beatriz began breathing easier. Just another summons to do with the infanta’s learning. “Both girls are good students, my queen,” Beatriz smiled. “The infanta Catalina is a natural scholar. She relishes learning – even when the subject is difficult, but that does not surprise me. Your daughter is very intelligent, just like her royal mother. María, too, is a bright child. Slower than the infanta, but already the child reads simple books written in our native tongue, as well as some Latin. The method of having books written in Latin and Castilian placed side-by-side is working well.” Beatriz straightened and lifted her head. “It was the method used to teach me when I was the same age as the infanta.”

The queen exchanged a look with her listening daughter.

“I have been pleased to see how much my Catalina, my sweet chiquitina, enjoys her mornings with you.” Queen Isabel brought her hands together, drumming her fingertips together for a moment. “Latina, I believe the infantas Juana and María can be given over to other tutors now that you have provided them with an excellent grounding in Latin and philosophy, but I desire you to be Catalina’s main tutor, of course that includes María, her companion.” Queen Isabel twisted the ring on her swollen finger. “One day, my Catalina will be England’s queen. It will be not an easy task – not in a country that has known such unrest for many, many years. I want to make certain my daughter is as prepared as I can make her, but I need your help. Can I rely on you to stay with us, and teach Catalina what she needs to know of England’s history, its customs, its laws?”

“My queen, of course...” Beatriz halted her acceptance when the queen raised her hand.

“Think before you commit yourself. You are betrothed. What will happen when you are wed and, God willing, have the blessing of children? We talk of an obligation of perhaps ten years, and for you to be not only my daughter’s tutor, but act also as her duena.”

Beatriz smiled at Queen Isabel. “Francisco and I are both your loyal servants. When the time comes, we will do what needs to done for our marriage and children, but I will confess to you that my real life is here, and as a teacher at the University of Salamanca. I am honoured that you wish me to continue in that role for the infanta. And to be entrusted with teaching your daughter, now and in the future... my queen, words can not describe what that means to me.”

* * *
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LIGHT. SO MUCH LIGHT. Beatriz Galindo walked back to the library in light, and not just the light from the high archways of the royal alcázar. It was the light of life. Her life. Before the shadows engulfed her again, one archway opened to a garden where running water from a fountain sparkled like diamonds, light and water flashing rainbows onto the high, white stone walls. Beatriz halted by the arch, holding her habito away from her feet, and gazed out before treading into the garden. She sat on a stone bench and looked around her.

At summer’s end beauty and ugliness competed for dominance. Most of the flowers were now gone to seed, even the well-tended roses drooped their heads, crimson petals and desiccated leaves of

every shade of brown scattering upon an earth sucked dry and cracked by days of relentless heat. Life passed so quickly, one season dying, re-birthing into another.

Beatriz closed her eyes for a moment, raising her face to the sunlight. Dear God, I have much to give thanks for – I will always be grateful for what I’ve been given. Then she thought how complicated was this gratitude. It was a gratitude birthed from sorrow, and from loss.

A shadow fell upon her. She opened her eyes, relieved to see her dearest friend, Josefa de Salinas, smiling down at her. “You are fortunate, Beatriz, to have time to enjoy the day. I am on my way to the queen.” Josefa laughed a little. “My royal cousin has summoned me to embroider the hems and collars of her new shifts. Sometimes I wish my mother had not taught me so well my skills with the needle. I may then be like you, amigo, more at liberty to spend my mornings in the garden.”

The sheer, white fabric of Josefa’s toca wafted in a breeze against the sides of her face. Apprehension stabbed Beatriz. Her friend’s face was too pale, too thin. The deep hollows under her high cheekbones were as if strong thumbs had bruised her wan skin. A flowing black habito revealed the swell of her belly, a jewelled scallop, made of gold, gathering together the points of the toca at the breast of her gown. Beatriz did not need her knowledge of medicine or midwifery to know that Josefa’s pregnancy was proving difficult. Beatriz swallowed, thinking of what she could make to help her friend. Hiding her anxiety, she smiled at Josefa. “I was thinking of my own mother.”

Josefa sat beside her. “Did she not die when you were but a child?”

“Si – I was three when the black death took her. My father never forgave himself that he could not save her from suffering a terrible death. I think I have told you that my father was a famous scholar of medicine, highly regarded in all Castilla – yet all his knowledge proved useless at that time. I was just wondering how different my life would have been if my mother had lived. My father’s grief was such he never married again. It no longer mattered that I was but a daughter. He consoled himself by teaching me.”

Josefa laughed. “And found himself with a prodigy.”

“Prodigy?” Beatriz shrugged. “I’m not certain I was ever that. Rather a child with a great passion for books and learning. I was twelve when my father’s great friend Antonio de Nebrija took me under his tutorage. It changed my destiny from that of a religious order to a respected teacher of Latin at the university itself. So respected Queen Isabel sought me out when I was twenty to teach her to read and speak Latin. I have found complete fulfilment these past five years and more – not only as a teacher at Salamanca, but in my work as tutor to the queen’s children.” Beatriz lifted her gaze to a rose dropping its petals. Si. Death not only destroyed the life I had then, but also planted the seeds for the life I have now. The life I was meant to live. She refused to ponder about the dues she sometimes paid.

“You have told me the story before. But what makes you think of this now?” Josefa asked.

“I am happy today – the queen wants me to continue as tutor to her youngest child, and your daughter.”

Josefa lifted her dark eyebrows, and grinned wryly. “So – I hear it first from you.”

Beatriz eyed her friend. “Do you mind?”

“Does it matter if I mind, or not? Martin or I could not say no to the queen when she asked for María to grow alongside her daughter as her companion. It was a great honour for our family –and all of us saw how much the young infanta loved María. We are close kin, after all, with the queen. I must accept with good grace my daughter shares the same education as the infanta.” Josefa glanced towards the archway leading back into the building. “While I would like to sit and talk with you in the sunshine, I must be away if I have any hope of finishing even one of the queen’s chemises before the day grows too hot.”

Josefa stood up, shook out the folds of her habito and headed towards the sunlit corridor. “No doubt I will see you soon enough,” she called over her shoulder.

Beatriz watched her friend go. For a time she sat there, content to be alone with only her thoughts as company, content this sunlit garden held no dark memories for her. At last, she sighed and rose from the bench, heading towards the library. Almost at its door, she heard voices of children. She slipped into the alcove that hid her from view but also allowed her to look into the room.

Catalina and María bent their heads over a book, opened wide upon María’s lap. The girls sat in a pool of light from the window behind them. It burnished their hair with gold – lighting Catalina’s to a fiery red and covering María’s black hair with a veil-like sheen. Even at only five, both girls took great care of precious books. But where is Doña Teresa Manrigue? She should be here. A tender-hearted woman, Doña Teresa carried in her pocket a seemingly endless supply of rose sugar as rewards for the children. The last time Doña Teresa left the girls alone in the library she had told Beatriz the infanta had commanded her to go. No wonder the queen desired a new duena for her daughter.

“My turn to be Arthur!” María said, placing her finger on the page closest to Catalina. Her face a picture of concentration, María licked her top lip. “And as they rode, Arthur said, I have no sword.” María’s sigh was one of clear relief.

Catalina pulled the book closer to her. “No matter, said Merlin, hereby is a sword that shall be yours.”

Beatriz restrained a laugh, hearing the infanta deepen her already low voice. But while one child loved learning, the same couldn’t be said about the other. When Catalina pointed to the next passage there was no mistaking María’s discomfort as she shook her head. “You do it. You read better.”

Catalina’s grin revealed missing milk teeth, giving her round face an endearing look. “I only try harder.”

“You forget,” María said quietly, glancing towards a hoop with an uncompleted embroidery some distance away, “Mamá doesn’t care whether I read or not.”

Catalina turned to María a look of determination, it was one

that mirrored the queen’s. Just like her mother, altering the girl’s chosen course was nigh on impossible. “I do,” Catalina said. “I want you to be as good as me at this. Think, when we learn about herbs from Latina and the good sisters, you can go to my mother’s library to know more. Latina says knowing Latin is like having a key that will open many doors. You read now.”

Beatriz grinned. Her lessons were not falling on deaf ears.

María read in a halting, uncertain voice: “So they rode till they came to a lake, which was a fair water and broad, and in the midst of the lake Arthur was aware of an arm clothed in white samite, that held a fair sword in that hand...”

“Catalina!”

Beatriz almost jumped out of her skin when the young, grating voice called. Stepping out of the alcove, she saw the infanta Juana rushing down the corridor, followed by her duena and two female slaves. A child of ten, Juana’s slight form was outlined in sun-edged shadow.

“Latina! I did not think to find you here too.” Juana looked into the library. “Sister, our lady mother desires our presence in her chamber.”

Catalina gazed at her older sister and then back at the book. “Come, my sister. Latina, you come too.”

The infanta Juana disappeared from view, her women picking up their skirts and rushing after her. Beatriz smiled, reminded of the goose girl she had seen only this morning, searching for herbs not grown in the royal gardens. The swish of long dresses and under-breath protestations hissed after the infanta like a gaggle of annoyed geese.

Her face pensive and full of regret, Catalina shut the book, caressing its engraved leather cover before passing it to María. The two girls got to their feet, María cradling the book in her arms. Catalina ran after her sister. Silken slippers padded against the tiled floor until fading to a whisper. Now all alone in the library, María stood on her tiptoes, returning the book to its rightful place. Beatriz hurried back to the queen’s chambers with the others.

The guard blinked in surprise, seeing her yet again, when Juana knocked and Catalina beckoned to Beatriz to follow. One by one they entered the queen’s bedchamber, Juana’s duena and slaves stepping aside to wait outside the door.

The queen was still abed, still writing, appearing disturbed, even downhearted. Wondering what could have changed the queen’s mood so quickly, Beatriz noticed the queen was writing a letter to the king. Looking around the room, she thought of her unwritten letter to Francisco. Should she write to him of Prince Juan, now perched on the edge of the bed, his head bent, silver-blond hair half covering his face? The prince strummed his small harp, one long, slender leg folded under the other. Or should she write of his sisters – Isabel, the eldest child of the queen, Juana, María, and small Catalina? Beatriz lowered her face to hide her smile. Perhaps her letter would turn out like her last – one where she wrote to Francisco about the Aristotle tract she was translating from the Latin to Castilian, and yet more suggestions about what he should do to protect his hearing. She had even quoted to him from her lecture about Bartholomew the Englishman to underscore her seriousness. But then too Francisco’s love letters did not fit the usual pattern of a lover. So many times his letters were full of his experiments with gunpowder, even sharing different recipes he’d tried in his efforts to discover a trustworthy composition, and the success, or lack of it, he had in weakening the fortifications of the Moors. Sometimes he even asked her to seek out in the queen’s library for books that would help him in his task to blow up walls that had stood for centuries. She only agreed to his proposal of marriage when he promised her their mutual quest for knowledge would never change. She had no reason to doubt him. They had been good friends since she first took up her position at court. A widower ten years older than she, with two grown sons and one married daughter, Francisco was a man who understood the passions of minds.

Beatriz returned to the present moment. Prince Juan blinked as if waking from a dream, his handsome, sensitive face that of a poet. Humming in accompaniment to her brother’s song, Infanta María, three years older than Catalina, twirled her spindle, sitting next to her adult sister, Isabel. Not one to love learning for the sake of learning like her three sisters and brother, the infanta María was a kind child who never seemed to share the melancholic natures of her more sensitive siblings. Sometimes Beatriz wondered if she was born under a kinder, happier star.

Princess Isabel reached for Livy’s Decades on the table beside her and opened it to a page deep within the book. Her index finger pulled at her bottom lip, eyes scanning the page, turning it quickly to the next. Catalina and her small companion watched on in fascination. Beatriz smiled. She could guess the girls desired to read just as fast.

Suitably serious as the eldest child of her mother, Princess Isabel rarely wasted her time with books of courtly romance. Her mother sometimes teased her, as she also did her second daughter, Juana, by calling the princess ‘my mother-in-law’. But while the queen called the infanta Juana thus because she inherited the dark bold beauty of her father’s mother, Isabel gained the name because she shared her grandmother’s solemn outlook on the world and desire for study and prayer. The queen held up the king’s mother as yet another example for her daughters to mirror.

Small Catalina, fifteen years the younger, wanted to be just like her eldest sister, Isabel. As the companion of the infanta, María had little choice but to follow after. Both girls still preferred tales of King Arthur or El Cid, favouring the chivalry intertwined with magic and love and longing of King Arthur’s court. It was a good thing the queen had a well-stocked library with a full collection of the Arthur legends, from French poems to their favourite Latin text written by an English knight. The girls were always asking Beatriz for new stories.

The queen lifted her gaze from the half-finished letter. Her worn face softened into a welcoming smile as she looked over to her youngest daughter. Letting go of the parchment, she pushed her desk aside and held out her arms. “Mi chiquitina, come! Come and embrace your mother.”

Josefa, putting aside her sewing, grinned at Beatriz, placing a hand on her daughter María’s shoulder. The child flung her arms around her mother, cushioning her face against her breasts. Josefa bent her head, kissing the top of María’s head. She looked up at Beatriz and smiled again. “I said I’d see you soon enough.” Without waiting for an answer, Josefa took her daughter’s hand and led her from the royal family to the far end of the room where there were, prepared already for the night, two bed-pallets.

With not enough rooms in this beautiful but small alcázar for the queen and her court, her four daughters and their most trusted attendants slept on pallets in the large chamber near the queen’s private rooms. The queen never slept alone. She shared her chambers with her daughters because King Ferdinand stayed too long away from her side. No one could doubt the queen’s honour or wifely virtue while she slept with her own daughters and favoured women. Now the time approached for the court to leave Burgos to join the king at Sevilla.

A finger to her lips, gesturing to her daughter for silence, Josefa sat on a chair, picked up a border of black material, and returned to her needle. She stitched the gold, even loops of punto real, a favoured stitch of the queen. On the nearby stool was a neatly folded chemise waiting to be joined to the finished embroidery.

Firelight flickered, glinting upon the gold, silver and jewel-decorated vessels set upon a nearby table. Beatriz stepped into deeper shadows, where no candle or firelight reached, seeking not to be noticed. Her eyes rested on the royal family. The queen’s blessing done, Catalina clambered onto her mother’s bed and kissed her cheek. The queen wound her arms around her youngest child. She laughed softly, caressing Catalina’s hair.

Prince Juan, Catalina’s twelve-year-old brother, dropped his harp on the bed. His blue eyes glowing with mischief, he tickled his sister’s underarm. She giggled, nestling into him. The prince stood on the threshold between pretty boy and beautiful youth. Blond down intermixed with a darker, thicker colour upon his cheeks. He tickled Catalina again.

The child giggled. “Stop it, Juan!”

Juan laughed. He flicked back the straight fringe from his eyes before reclaiming his harp and plucking a short tune. The black velvet of his doublet increased the bright blond lustre of his hair, candlelight creating an aureole around his head. Angel, his mother called him. Prince Juan well deserved his nickname. All loved him. “Your command is mine! What song shall I play you, sister?” asked the prince.

The queen’s smile embraced them both. She rested her fingers on her son’s arm. He returned a gaze full of love.

“Son, not yet. I want to first speak to Catalina.” She encircled her daughter with her arms, drawing her closer. “Mi chiquitina, can you remember what happened two years ago?”

Catalina looked up, bewildered. “Mamá?”

The queen sighed. Her jaw slackening, she no longer smiled. A candle gusted out, casting her face into deep shadow. Communing as if with the unseen, she tightened her hold on her daughter.

“I forget – ‘tis long for a small child to remember... In truth, you were little more than an infant when the English came and I, holding you on my lap, showed you the bulls.” The queen smiled slightly. “You wore your first gown of black velvet that day, one rich with jewels. The next day we promised you to their prince.” She looked again at Catalina and stroked her hair. Wrapping a lock around her finger, she studied it and let it go, her face becoming strong again. “I have just received word from your father. We have promised another of our hijas to another king’s son. My Isabel?”

Princess Isabel playfully peered over the book. “Mamá?”

“Come, and tell your sister your news.”

Isabel strode over to the bed with all the grace and confidence of a young woman of twenty. She sat on the other side of her mother’s wide bed and took Catalina’s hand. “I’m to be wed.”

Catalina cried out and threw herself into her sister’s arms, pulling at the long chain of Isabel’s heavy, gold crucifix. Princess Isabel’s laugh overlaid the silence of the other occupants in the queen’s chamber. Disentangling herself from her sister, she said, “Be careful, Mi chiquitina.”

“Married! But to whom?”

“Can’t you guess?” Isabel laughed, but didn’t wait for Catalina to answer. “I’m marrying Prince Alfonso of Portugal. One day he’ll be Portugal’s king, and I its queen.”

Queen Isabel gazed at her eldest and youngest daughters with cheerless eyes. “Isabel, I hoped that service for your sister, María, many years hence. Whilst your father, before he owned to the French king’s treacherous heart, wished you wed to the French prince, I wanted so much to find you a husband of suitable birth to keep you with us in Castilla. You are my first born, after all. But Alfonso remembers you too well from the time when you both were hostages together. He wants you, and only you.”

Princess Isabel smiled, stretching out her hand to her mother. The queen clasped it and held it against her cheek. Catalina’s wide eyes travelled from her mother to her sister. “You’re leaving us?”

Isabel’s eyes shone with sudden tears. “I must, Mi chiquitina.”

Catalina wrapped her arms around her sister. “Don’t go, I beg you!”

Over her head, Isabel the mother and Isabel the daughter gazed at one another. Lines of pain scored deep in the queen’s white face, rending her almost ugly. She shut her bloodshot eyes, biting her bottom lip. In the heavy silence, Beatriz could hear the drum of her own heart in her ears.

The prince swung from the bed with nimble grace. Standing between María and Juana he clasped their hands. All three of them gazed at the bed.

With a short laugh, Isabel’s arms tightened around her youngest sister. “Catalina, listen. Portugal is not so far away that I cannot ever come home. In any case, I know my duty and do it willingly.”

Catalina grabbed her sister’s habito, as if she wouldn’t let her go. Isabel frowned and shook her head, not one strand of hair daring to shift from its rightful place. “When you’re older, you too will do your duty and marry your English prince. You will not fail God or your country then. I will not fail it now.”

Gently Isabel extricated Catalina from her arms and dried her sister’s tears. A finger under Catalina’s chin, she forced her small sister to look at her.

“Child, needless weeping is not for Castilian princesses.” Isabel looked at the queen with pride. “Especially hijas of our mother, the greatest queen ever known to Christendom. And what reason for tears? I am happy to wed Alfonso. I learnt to love him long ago and go to him with joy in my heart.”
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Mujer que sabe latin rara vez tiene buen fin.

Hija hilandera, hija casadera.

The woman who knows Latin seldom ends up well. 

The daughter who spins is a daughter who is marriageable.

Night fell. Cold, Beatriz curled up in her narrow trundle bed, trying to get comfortable, trying to sleep. The infantas talked softly to one another in the shared chamber, the older ones engrossed in the plans to celebrate Isabel’s wedding in Sevilla. At last the excited infantas settled down, their discussions dissipating to a lulling word here and there until the breathing of Juana and María became that of the sleeping. Beatriz closed her heavy eyes and began to drift towards dream, only to be startled back into wide-eyed wakefulness by Catalina’s excited voice. Very young, the child’s tone punctuated the growing silence. “You never spoke of him.”

Covered with white furs, Princess Isabel twisted on her couch, grey shadow falling like a blanket on her slender form. Near night candles lit up her teeth and eyes.

“Alfonso? How could I? The match wasn’t set in stone. Indeed, our father fought for years to dissolve the contract of my betrothal. And for good reason. I am the heir to our mother’s throne after Juan, God protect him.” Isabel crossed herself. “That might prove true for our father’s kingdom, too. Mother wants Father to force Aragon to stop insisting on male succession.” She glanced at Catalina. “Also, the King of Portugal may have agreed to settle for our sister María, once she reached marriageable age.”

Catalina rolled on the narrow pallet to face her sister. “You did not want that?”

Isabel shifted like one discomforted. “You’re no longer an infant. You should know by now that what we want for ourselves matters very little. We serve, and obey.”

“But, sister, your heart?” When Catalina gestured with palm upraised, it seemed to Beatriz she held to her sister the heart she spoke of.

“Heart?” Isabel’s muted, grim laugh resonated in the high ceiling chamber. She glanced over to Beatriz. “Our La Latina likes to sprinkle too well her lessons with tales of romance. I beg you, don’t believe them.”

She lounged back, letting out a deep breath. “But you are right. For my own sake, I did not want our sister María matched to Portugal’s prince. Alfonso and I became good friends during the time we were held hostage together.” Isabel shrugged. “He is three years younger than me. I cared for him as I do for Juan, like I do for you all.

“But we also shared that we’re both eldest children of ruling monarchs. Such children do not stay children for long.” Isabel’s teeth shone with an unexpected smile. “He kissed my lips when we said farewell.” A dreamlike shaft of light showed her straightening her form on the couch, hands locking behind her head. When Isabel spoke again, it seemed she spoke to herself rather than her little sister. “My first kiss from a noble-born youth, not a brother or close male kin. An innocent boy’s kiss, si. But even then, a kiss that promised much.” Isabel turned again to her sister. “Mi chiquitina, no more questions. Time for you to sleep. Would you like for me to provide a lullaby by reciting your favourite part of El Cid?”

With a squeal of delight, Catalina nodded. Yawning, Beatriz rubbed her eyes. Rolling on her side, she listened to Isabel’s melodious voice:


“Ah Cid I kiss thine hands again,

but make a gift to me

Bring me a Moorish mantle 

splendidly wrought and red.”

“So be it. It is granted,”

the Cid in answer said,

“If from abroad I bring it,

well doth the matter stand...


That same night Beatriz awoke to the sound of Catalina weeping. She sighed and slipped from her bed to go to sit by the child. Catalina looked up at Beatriz. The girl took a shuddering breath, bit her bottom lip, her tears stopping. Beatriz touched the child’s wet cheek, smiling at her in reassurance. Too many nights Catalina awoke like this. It was one of the reasons why María de Salinas had come to companion the young infanta. She was one who knew how best to comfort her in her night terrors. Before María, Catalina had wept until the break of dawn, or when the queen sent a priest to pray over her. Beatriz believed the child was unsettled by the long, arduous journeys from one part of her mother’s huge kingdom to another. She was also a girl blessed with a deep awareness of good and evil, attuned to the world of the spirit.

Catalina sniffed and rubbed her eyes. She inhaled another shuddering breath. “Forgive me,” she whispered. “I’m all right now. Teacher,” she pointed, “I beg you to re-light that candle.”

The oscillating saffron light of the near fire revealed the dim tower of the blown-out candle, placed near Catalina’s bed. Beatriz lumbered sleepily to relight it. The candle burning bright, she returned to Catalina and sat by her side. “Why are you so afraid of the dark, child?” she asked quietly, aware of their sleeping companions.

Catalina shook her head. “Not the dark... only what it brings.” “Bad dreams come to all, my infanta.” A slant of blue moonlight slipped through the window and showed Catalina lowering her gaze, as if ashamed.

“Si. But this bad dream won’t leave me alone.” “Would you like to tell me about it?”

Catalina stared up at her. “An eagle sits on my chest.” She brushed away fresh tears. “It pulls out my heart.”

Taken aback, Beatriz rubbed the side of her face. Why would a child have such a dream? What could she say to her? She weighed up her words slowly and with care. “Believe me, nightmares don’t hurt us. Even in dreams we can call for God’s help, and protection. He turns nightmare back into dream. When you dream this dream, pray to God to make the eagle fly away.”

Catalina looked at her in bewilderment. She seemed struggling with knowledge far beyond that of a child’s. “You don’t understand. ‘Tis when the eagle flies away I wake up weeping.”

* * *
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A FEW DAYS LATER, BEATRIZ sat by the window, reading, near to where Queen Isabel and her four daughters twirled their spindles from their distaffs. Lifting her eyes from her book, she saw Catalina’s companion stick out her tongue and Catalina’s answering grin. The two five-year-olds reddened when Princess Isabel glared at them. Scowling, she gestured to them to return to their task. Beatriz closed her book, listening to the queen.

“One must first give battle before claiming victory. If you do nothing, you end with nothing. Remember well my words – those who do not recognise opportunity when it comes, find misfortune in its place. My hijas, you go to rule alongside your husbands...”

The queen placed a finished spindle in the basket beside her feet before picking up an empty one. Holding it in one hand, she sat up, the fingers of the other hand slipping under her white toca. She combed her fingers through her hair not once or twice, but three times, each time her fingers slower than the last, as if measuring out her words. “Si, you will rule too, but never let them know that. Men believe they possess the upper hand. The wise woman never lets her menfolk know otherwise.”

Twisting her spindle back and forth, Princess Isabel stroked back a few loose strands of fine red/gold hair escaping from her silver hair net, seemingly far-away in her own deep thoughts. Shimmering with rainbows, tiny pearls glistened like tear drops throughout the weave of silver. On her stool, Juana swivelled from watching her older sister, her deep blue eyes now turned to the queen.

“Mother... may I ask who has the greater power – you or our lord father?”

The queen’s face spoke her surprise with a lift of her thin eyebrows. Taking in her daughter’s seriousness, she smiled. “Your question gives me pleasure, my Juana. You should think about such matters. As for the answer – your father and I work in partnership and I share my rule with him. He is my king, and my beloved lord.”

Twirling her spindle with confidence, María piped in, her usual reticence seemingly all forgotten. “I don’t understand, Mother. I hear the priests say husbands are always the heads of their wives. But you and Father –” the infanta shifted upon the stool, clearly ill at ease, “‘tis not like that at all.”

The queen dropped her spindle onto her lap, now swinging her approval to her third daughter. “My Joy,” she said, using María’s nickname. Queen Isabel used it so often her siblings had taken to using it, too. “You’re right to remember well the teachings of the church. But God places us in a peculiar position – a position where we serve Him by offering up ourselves. That is the duty of our royal blood.”

“But will not our husbands be our heads, Mother?” Infanta María darted a look at Beatriz. “Yesterday, Latina discussed with us the words of Aristotle.” The young infanta’s face frowned in concentration. “Juana – do you remember?”

“‘Men’s courage is shown in commanding and women’s in obeying,’” Juana answered.

Thoughtfully, the queen picked up the spindle again, her long fingers pulling at the woollen thread from the distaff, keeping the thread taut and even. She glanced aside at Juana. “‘And the male is naturally more fit to command than the female, excepting where there is a miscarriage of nature.’” The queen laughed with grimness. “I have heard it all before, and too many times. Aristotle also said, ‘The male is by nature superior and the female inferior; one rules and the other is ruled.’ I confess something to you, my hijas. I think often of the words of our ancestor, Alfonso the Wise. He said, ‘Had I been present at the creation, I would have given some useful hints for the better ordering of the universe.’” Her spindle stopped twirling and she yanked at the thread. “This world is a hard one for women, but we make the best of our lot. Since time began, men and women suffer and learn... women most of all.”

The queen straightened. “Learn from me here, my hijas. Let your husbands think they are the head, let them be the head when times allow, but always be ready to do what God tells you is right. Listen to your hearts and souls, as well as to your minds.” She drummed the spindle against the black velvet of her habito, pulled taut over her thigh. “You four are hijas of two proud royal houses. Your marriages will work towards giving our land stronger ties and power throughout Christendom, all for the glory of God. Think too what it means for your brother if we place his sisters in positions to help him as king of two kingdoms.

“My hijas, work towards forging strong friendships and alliances with people who will best aid and shield you in the future when you no longer have my protection. Whatever befalls you, be watchful. Keep your people close. Never forget to reward those who deserve it, those close to you, and those you want closer. Punish those who betray you and never, ever show yourself weak.

“Hijas, remember this, too – keep your hearts and minds chaste and your bodies from ill and wanton company. Your grandmother raised me in honesty and with much care for my purity, and I have done the same for you girls. ‘Tis not just your bodies I speak about here. I tell you in truth, we gain nothing if we lose our souls. Rulers, too, must remember this.” The queen grinned, a smile embracing all her daughters in its warmth. “We are the blood of the Trastámara. Strong, God-fearing women make up the fabric of our royal house, women you can be proud of – think you of your ancestress, Saint Isabel. My four girls will be worthy of them, for already you make me proud. Enough said.” She glanced at Catalina. “Child, do you wish to begin us in Latin conversation?”

Dropping her spindle upon her lap, Catalina sat straighter, her hands holding the sides of her square stool. She nodded, her eyes alert, shining, eager.

The queen laughed, a gentle laugh she saved for private moments with her children. “Mi chiquitina, your poor mother became a student far later than you. Pray, give me at least a few minutes before you outpace me. Indeed, if all you girls could remember who is queen here?”

Seeing the queen’s proud gaze, Beatriz joined in with her daughters’ laughter before re-opening her book and resuming her reading.
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Chapter 3
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If you can’t bite, don’t show your teeth

~ Castilian proverb

“Could we not go and see my brother?” Catalina asked. Beatriz sighed. Their imminent departure had disturbed today’s lesson, again and again. All morning, servants came and went, emptying the library of the queen’s most precious books. Bad weather slammed the door shut on any hope of being allowed outside this morning. The girls had struggled for the last hour to complete their reading in the midst of what seemed the confusion of an overturned beehive. No wonder Catalina wished to escape from the hectic bustle of a court making ready to move once again.

Putting down her quill, Beatriz gestured her defeat. Without any more discussion, Catalina pulled María in the direction of a far more secret door, hidden underneath a huge wall tapestry at the side of the room’s fireplace, with Beatriz following close behind. The secret door opened to a secret passage going from one wing of royal apartments to the other – not only to ease the way for the king to come to his wife, but also to aid a safe and quick escape for the royal family. For years now the prince had possessed his own establishment, practising the art of ruling within the security of his mother’s court. While the king was with the army, the prince occupied his father’s apartments.

One guttering torch, set high in a blackened sconce, lit dimly the short passageway to the spiral staircase at the end of the corridor. First to bound over the last, shortened step upon the staircase, designed to trip and announce an unknowing assassin, Catalina pushed open the hidden door to the prince’s bedchamber. A sudden burst of light from a nearby window illuminated Princes Juan and Ahmed playing chess together. Ahmed, the nine-year-old son of Boabdil, Moor king of Granada, had been held as a hostage for his father’s freedom and good behaviour since the age of two. Lovingly called Infantico by Queen Isabel, he was treated like a member of the royal family and raised as a Christian, and a loyal Castillan.

Catalina called out her greeting and the two princes turned. Ahmed’s dark, huge eyes flashed in welcome, his smile stretching across his plump face. Only his thickly lashed, dark brown eyes showed his Moorish ancestry, for his skin was as pale as all of Queen Isabel’s family. Blond-haired like Prince Juan, the boys could have been mistaken for brothers. Prince Juan frowned. “Sister, pray tell me that you asked permission of our mother to visit me?” The prince coughed.

Catalina coloured, biting her bottom lip. Her brother sighed. Rising from his stool, he paced over to his chamber’s door and opened it. He stuck his head into the next room. “Miguel,” he called. “Tell the queen the infanta Catalina is here with me.” Shutting the door he turned back to his sister. “Thank God, I hadn’t sent Miguel on another errand, and he was alone. He is one of the few who knows of the secret way between these chambers and our mother’s. Anyone else would have wondered how the three of you slipped by the guard.”

Ahmed chuckled. “‘Twas the way I used today, too.”

Prince Juan returned to the stool and grinned. “With my royal mother’s permission – something my small sister often forgets to seek in her eagerness to visit me.” Crossing long leg over long leg, his tapered fingers tugged at the sag of his red hose. Juan lifted his gaze to his sister. “Or have you come for another reason?”

Beatriz curtseyed. “I beg your forgiveness, my prince. It was my place, not your sister’s, to ask the queen’s permission. I’m afraid all the disruptions today caused me to forget.”

Catalina glanced around the room and almost skipped towards an unused stool. Sitting on it, she placed her hands before her, fingertips touching fingertips, studying her brother. She smiled her most enchanting smile. “We could not study, could we Latina? Even in the library we were made to feel in the way. Is it then wrong to want to see my brother?”

Prince Juan laughed. “Moving court does not trouble me. My men refuse to let such trivial matters concern me.” He studied the unfinished chess game. “All I need to do is sit and play with Ahmed until I’m wanted again.”

Ahmed pushed forward one of his pieces and picked up one of the prince’s pawns. “I’m winning this game.”

Prince Juan screwed up his face and rolled his eyes. “Not for the first time. My father is right. I dream too much.”

Catalina bounded off her stool. “Can I play against Ahmed next?”

Rising from the chess table, Prince Juan gazed towards his harp. He coughed again – and took a deep breath, as if fighting it. The prince was unwell so often Beatriz kept a well-stocked supply of soothing mixtures of horehound, honey and lemon for his coughs. But hating his times of weakness, Prince Juan worked hard at hiding any sign of illness from everyone, especially his parents.

The prince wiped his mouth. “Take over the game,Mi chiquitina. I have a tune in my head I cannot silence.” He dipped his head to Prince Ahmed. “Do you mind? Catalina will give you a better game than me, especially today.”

Prince Ahmed gestured to the empty seat across from him. “Come, Mi chiquitina. Let’s see if you can gain victory.”

Watching Catalina consider her move, Beatriz put her hands in the deep pockets of her gown and drew them out again in disappointment. Staring down at empty hands, she sighed. Usually, she had small books in her pockets to read at times like these. Now she prepared for boredom. María too shifted from foot to foot, but then Prince Juan turned and spoke. “María. My vihuela is still unpacked. Take it up, cousin, and sit by me. I need your help with my song.”

Happiness lighting up her face, María grabbed the vihuela next to Juan. She gazed at him with joy, with worship, as if unable to believe he trusted her with one of his most loved musical instruments, let alone believe he asked her aid to make music. The prince had played vihuela for years and María only for the last nine months since companioning Catalina.

Knowing the gentle prince would not expect her to ask permission in his private rooms, Beatriz settled on a stool, words of Aristotle coming to mind:


... shall we rather suppose that music tends to be productive of virtue, having a power, as the gymnastic exercises have to form the body in a certain way, to influence the manners so as to accustom its professors to rejoice rightly? Or shall we say, that it is of any service in the conduct of life, and an assistant to prudence? for this also is a third property which has been attributed to it.


Beatriz turned to the window, and began planning her next lesson for the girls.

* * *
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LATER THAT DAY PRINCE Ahmed plopped down next to Beatriz on the stone seat built as part of the protruding oriel window. The boy gazed down at the steep, rocky cliff-face that defended one side of the queen’s alcázar just as surely as did her soldiers, maybe more so, as it was
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