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Dedication

For those who find the courage to act,

despite their fears.





Epigraph

“ALL BATTLES ARE FIRST WON OR LOST, IN THE MIND.”

-JEHANNE D’ARC





The Hundred Years’ War officially began in 1337 and ended in 1453, but periodic fighting over English holdings in France date back to the twelfth century. A conflict between England and France over the succession to the French crown, the Hundred Years’ War was fought almost exclusively on French soil over French lands.
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Part One

The Light That Sparks the Fire





On Fire

May 30, 1431

When they ignite my stake

I expect the fire

to speak—

through so many dreams

flames have beckoned me

like a drum.

After hearing and heeding His voice,

I thought at the end

God might call out

my name.

I hoped angels

would sing and shelter me

with wings of comfort.

But this blaze roars

without consolation,

without words.

Perhaps I am beyond

words now.

Even the crowd,

who howled like starving dogs

before my pyre was lit,

stands solemn and silent.

The only sound

piercing the smoky air

is the scream of a girl

named Jehanne.

But

I became so much more.





Thirteen and Fumbling

1425

I have always been a duck

fumbling in a flock of geese.

But I try to fit in.

I learn to sew and spin,

to craft soap from sheep’s tallow,

to tend, cook, thresh, and plow.

Like my older sister, Catherine,

I’m taught all my mother’s chores.

I want to fit in

like my friends

Hauviette and Isabellette.

I try to think like they do

about which boy is best,

but I find this game more boring

than soap.

Why should I coo

about boys who tease me

when I outrun them in a race?

Colin and Marc call me strange,

Jehanne with lanky bird legs.

My sister says teasing

means they like me.

But I know their words

are wasps, not honey,

aimed to wound me

just because I’d rather run

than watch.

Most days I feel like

I don’t fit the sleeves

of my own dress.

How am I to belong?





Nothing to Do

“Did you ever wish

to be something

besides a wife and mother?”

Mengette looks at me

as though my teeth

just fell out of my mouth.

“Oh, you mean like a nun?

No, not me. Not even

if I lost my dear Collot.

But I wouldn’t hope

for that, cousin. Your father

wants you to marry a man,

not the church.”

I know she’s right,

but there’s a restless

thrumming in my chest,

as if boredom and this little village

might swallow me whole.

The noon chapel bells toll.

I close my eyes and imagine

the chimes call forth

a great army of angels

riding valiant white steeds,

and I am among them.

“My mother made a pilgrimage

to Rome when she was a girl.

Maybe I can do that too?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Jehanne.

France is at war.

That’s too dangerous a trip for a man,

let alone a girl from Lorraine.

Just be content as you are.”

I turn away from Mengette.

The sun hides behind

a patch of billowy clouds

as the bells fall silent.

Even if I can’t change

the direction of the wind,

why must I agree

that foul air smells sweet?





Against the Grain

It’s not as if I ask to be

the girl on the margins,

the one going left

where others turn right.

Mother says I’m just sensitive.

I see and hear things

when others are blind and deaf.

But sometimes I wish

my ears would stay closed.

When I overhear my brother Jean say,

“Jehanne is so odd. Perhaps

something’s wrong with her,”

I wish I could unhear those words.





History of a Country Divided

For as long as

cattle have grazed our fields,

and church bells tolled

at midday meal,

France has been fighting

over who should rule our nation.

Generations of warfare

have divided my country

into a patchwork quilt

of loyalty.

Armagnacs who support the dauphin

stand on one side of the battlefield,

and French Burgundians

who ally with the English

occupy the other.

My family lives

at the edge of this conflict,

hundreds of miles from Paris

and even farther from Chinon,

where the dauphin Charles resides.

Our village, Domrémy,

nestles inside the only territory

of Armagnac support

in the northeast.

In constant combat

with our Burgundian neighbors,

lands are lost and gained

as rapidly as tides rise in a flood.

But somehow

my family always rebuilds.

It’s the bruised and broken

French countryside

whose suffering knows no end.





Safer Than Most

Our family has always been set apart.

We live in a stone house,

not a wooden one like everyone else.

It doesn’t burn

when English soldiers

ravage our village like wolves.

My father, Jacques d’Arc,

is dean of Domrémy,

tallies the tax money.

Father says that makes us more

responsible for our country and others.

We give shelter to travelers, alms to the poor,

because we can.

But even at a safe retreat

from the marauding and the battles,

with the village’s pigs corralled

behind a fortress on the River Meuse,

I smell fire.

Ashes shower from the sky,

blot out the sun,

and blacken my home

in a relentless rain of dirt.





Fire

It’s always the same dream—

English soldiers

brandishing angry torches.

The wooden beams

of our barn ignite

into a cage of flames.

And I’m trapped in the rafters.

I scream until my lungs explode,

but no one hears me.

No one arrives to help.

The devilish heat licks my boots,

kindles my hair.

My dress blooms

into a blazing carpet.

The ground beneath the barn

opens as a wound,

and I’m swallowed

straight to hell.

I wake in wild sweats.

What does this dream mean?





My Friend

Hauviette and I have been friends

since we could crawl.

She grabs my hand

and twirls me into a dance,

whistles back at

a cackling woodpecker

as she braids narcissi

into my hair.

She tells me I should smile more,

that it makes me more attractive.

Boys don’t like girls

to always be so serious.

Nothing ever troubles Hauviette.

Not the enemy threatening us

across the river,

not the lack of grain

in her father’s silo,

not her sinful behavior

flirting with my brother Jean

during yesterday’s mass,

and certainly

not the staidness

of a woman’s place

in village life.

Sometimes I envy her.

Sometimes

I want to shake her

from her bliss

and slumber.

But I wonder:

Could I wake her

even if I tried?





Being a Girl

If I could stay a girl forever,

that would be fine.

There is liberty

in not being a wife or mother.

But growing into a woman,

I want no part of that.

It’s like our crops

when they die.

You produce fruit,

then wither away.

My sister Catherine

is a woman today,

and she and Mother

celebrate it.

I want to stay young

and pure and free,

unstained by the sin of Eve.

Mother and Catherine

laugh that I will

change my mind

in a few years,

but I know better.





My Three Brothers

Jacquemin is my eldest sibling

and my father’s favorite.

He will soon be married

and move to Vouthon,

where Mother was born.

He is kind to me,

but he worries more

than all the villagers in Domrémy

put together.

I tell Jacquemin

if he prayed more often,

he might not look always

over his shoulder.

My brother sees clouds threatening storms

but misses the beauty of the rain.

Even though we share the same name,

my other older brother, Jean,

and I are nothing alike.

Jean believes that he is the best

at everything. He never fears loss.

My friends find him handsome,

but I think he’s rude.

Jean forgets

to kick the mud off his boots

before he enters the house.

He just expects his mess

will be tended by others.

Pierre is the baby

of the family

and wild as a boar.

Always in motion,

he uses his fists

before his mind.

Only a year younger

than me in age,

yet he and I stand

a decade of wisdom

apart.

Not one

of my three brothers

realizes how fortunate

he is to be a boy.





Alone

In the pasture beyond our farm

I hide under the high grass and spy.

Hauviette and my brother Jean

stand beside each other,

so close a breath

could not fit between them.

I wonder what that feels like,

to have someone look at you

the way Jean stares at my friend,

as though Hauviette alone exists.

They’re in a meadow

rich with animals, trees, sunlight—

yet she is all to him.

I will know the same feeling

my sister promises

when the time is right.

But sometimes I worry

that like my brother said,

something is wrong with me

and I’ll never understand

that kind of love.

Even worse, maybe

I don’t care.





One Girl’s Prayer

Sometimes I wish

I could be like my sister and friends,

lining a trousseau

with the joy and anticipation

of Christmas morn.

Sometimes I wish

I could be like my brothers,

reckless as cattle run astray

yet able to own property

and speak my mind.

I feel like a book

that will never be read.

I contain wisdom,

but no one will open me

to discover it.

And I’ll never

have the schooling

to read it myself.





My Thirteenth Summer

1425

After a morning tilling the field

with my brothers,

I escape to my father’s garden.

Flowers stretch toward the clouds,

humming with insects and color.

Everything smells golden and round.

I feel like I belong here.

Roses and radishes don’t judge—

they only radiate God’s love.

Something stirs in the corner,

a rustling of leaves,

a great flash of light—

but when I look,

I find nothing, no one.

Jehanne,

a voice calls out

clear as a church bell.

“Who’s there?”

Jehanne!

someone cries,

and the sky flares

as if it’s lit

by a thousand suns.

I search every flower bed,

every inch of soil,

but I’m alone.

Jehanne,

I hear again.

“Who speaks to me?

Where are you?”

I get no response.





Nothing to Speak About

“You look pale, Jehanne,”

Mother says, and places

her hand on my temple.

“Do you feel well?”

I resist pushing away

her hand.

I’m not sure

what just happened

in the garden

or what’s been stirring

inside me lately, bubbling over

like an untended broth,

but it’s probably best

not to speak about it.

I fear no one, not even

my mother, would understand.

I must have imagined

someone called my name,

but it sounded very real.





Just Before Supper

Father blusters into the house.

“The Burgundian

governor-general of Barrois

attacked Sermaize.”

Mother stumbles,

and my sister and I

steady her into a chair.

Father removes his hat

and lowers his voice.

“Collot Turlot was killed.”

I bite the inside

of my cheek.

Collot is

my cousin Mengette’s husband

and served as an Armagnac soldier.

My father’s eyes avoid everyone.

They settle instead on the dusty floor.

Tears streak my mother’s face.

She makes no attempt

to wipe them away,

as if she wishes to feel drenched

in her suffering.

Father sighs.

“When our enemy approaches,

we French open our gates.”

My brother Jean slaps

the table and says loudly,

“The dauphin should take up the fight!

Why does he do nothing?”

“I suppose warfare is best left

to kings and soldiers.

We are farmers and herdsmen.

What do we know?”

Father dabs the sweat off his brow.

“You are the dean of Domrémy,

Father. You know as much

as anyone about what goes on,”

my brother Jacquemin offers.

My father pats Jacquemin’s back.

He slides into his chair

and reaches for his bowl.

“What do I smell,

mutton and barley?”

Still weeping, Mother nods.

I feel like knocking over the table.

Why do we French do nothing?

How can my father not wish to act?

I think the English have poked

cet ours dormant, this sleeping bear,

one too many times. I blurt out,

“Someone needs to fight back!”

Even though my words mimic

my brother Jean’s,

around the room eyes bulge

larger than a family of toads’.

I have spoken outside my scope,

not at all in the manner of a girl.

My family sits silent, uncomfortably still,

for many heartbeats.

Father snaps at me,

“Bless the food, Jehanne.”

My throat clenches like a fist.

Still I close my eyes and pray,

“Bless us, O Lord . . .”





Lost Lamb

Instead of helping Mother

around the house and in the stables

this week, I’m told to tend the sheep.

I fear this may be

some sort of punishment

for my brash behavior the other night,

because as much as I like solitude,

I’ve never loved this job,

minding the pastures

so none of the flock wander

too far afield.

The day seems to double its length.

I bring my spinning wheel

to busy my hands,

and so I won’t fall asleep

on soft pillows of prairie grass.

It’s been nearly a week since

I heard my name called in the garden.

I want to believe the voice was real,

but more likely my ears deceived me.

“Stop!” I holler.

“Rascal lamb, come back here!

There are wolves in the woods.”

I drop my spinning

and start to chase after the vagrant lamb.

Yet if I run down the one,

I leave the rest of the herd alone.

Do I leave the flock or lose the wanderer?

But because girls

are raised not to act,

just to remain quietly

with the pack,

I do nothing.





Can Anything Change?

No soldier worth his salt

sits on his hands,

gun stuffed between thighs,

and waits to be attacked.

He is not fool enough

to believe doing nothing

will effect change

in this war,

in the lives of his countrymen.

The English have stolen parts of France,

and we must fight to reclaim

what is rightfully ours,

recover our lost lambs from the woods.

But wars are the work of men—

what of mothers and daughters?

Are we expected to watch

as fields and families

are destroyed,

and do nothing?

Can this truly be God’s plan?





Purpose

When I feel ready to pummel

Jean and Pierre because, once again,

they left the gate open,

and I had to spend half my morning

chasing down a dozen feisty pigs,

Mother reminds me that

along with the squealing swine

I must seek patience.

I muzzle my lips

as I corral the hogs.

Sometimes my life feels as fixed

as that of the pigs I pen.

Have I no higher purpose

than filling slop trays?

I cross myself and pray

that I may understand my place

and find contentment therein.

In response, the same voice

I heard in the garden tells me:

Jehanne,

you are meant to do something more.





Without Hope

Our house staggers

with the weight

of Father’s news.

Normandy has fallen

to the English.

Seven thousand killed

at Verneuil.

Five of our men died

for each one of theirs.

My brother Jacquemin

lowers his head.

“The dauphin will resign

completely now.”

Father agrees.

“They say the dauphin

no longer believes

he has God’s favor.”

His words crumble with sorrow

like gravel upon the floor.

I run to Mother.

I dare not speak my mind

as I did the other day.

I see by her quivering lip

that she could not bear it.

“I heard something curious in town,”

my sister, Catherine, says

with a voice so steady it’s unnerving.

“Remember that old prophecy

the mystic Marie of Avignon foretold:

that France will be restored

by a virgin from Lorraine

called La Pucelle?”

“What of it?” Jean snips.

“Some think it will soon be made true.

Perhaps if the dauphin Charles were reminded

of the prophecy, he would find hope,”

Catherine offers.

My father kisses Catherine’s cheek.

“You are a sweet daughter,

but what the dauphin needs

is a victorious army

to regain his hope.”

Of course Father praises

Catherine’s words

when he slammed his fist

down upon mine.

Sometimes being the younger daughter

feels like I am a bird

with clipped wings.

The voice from the garden startles me

when it says:

Jehanne, you are the prophecy,

the virgin from Lorraine

who will save France.

I look around to see

if anyone
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