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Preface






The historical events described in this novel are little known to Americans. But recent atrocities and religious wars from Ireland or the Balkans to Somalia and Kashmir (not to mention in the U.S. itself) led me to this period, when Pope Innocent III called for a Christian Crusade against another Christian group.


The largest army ever seen in Europe, perhaps as many as three hundred thousand men, gathered in the Languedoc region, which is now the south of France, to fight the heretics. The targets of their assault were known as Cathars, the Pure Ones, or Albigensians. Among themselves, they were called Good Men or Good Women or Good Christians, the Friends of God all joined in the Church of Love. By the enemy they were called haeretici perfectiperfected heretics.


They worshiped Christ, were pacifists, vegetarians, with strict rules of poverty, work, chastity, charity. They believed that humans were fallen angels, spiritual beings captured by demons in a physical form, and they eschewed all physical matterpleasures in things of the world, including sexas wrongful or illusory. They had, of course, various orders of believers. Not everyone was called to take the robe and live as a Good Man, a perfectus, or Good Woman, a perfecta, or to follow the most serious vows.


We know little of the Cathar faith, and most of it only from the point of view of its enemies. A hundred years after the events depicted here, Jacques Fournier, the fanatical Inquisitor who served as Bishop of Pamiers and later became Pope Benedict XII of Avignon (13341342), provided our principal information by tenaciously investigating the inhabitants of the village of Montaillou. His work, Registries of the Inquisition, furnish us with the detailed inner working of the Inquisition, and some view of the Cathar Friends of God.


But for the most part we can only surmise at that religion. The Cathars were Christian, but their true sins may have lain in translating the Bible into the vernacular, in refusing to tithe to the Catholic Church, and in dismissing the authority of the Pope as well as the sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist in place of their own spiritual baptisms. Certainly the seeds of their rebellion fed the later Protestant Reformation and fueled the subsequent religious wars that pitted Catholic against Huguenot with such slaughter that many Protestants fled France for Germany, Holland, or the New World.


There is a tendency to romanticize the Cathar Church of Love. Heresy is a relative concept, but even within the parameters of Christianity you can see why the Cathars (as well as the Waldensians over to the east, who were known as the Poor Men of Lyons) presented a threat to established Catholicism. They believed in the divinity of Christ, but not that he had died and been resurrecteda foundation of Christianity!


Apparently they believed in reincarnationand felt a desperate need to do something drastic to avoid that dreaded fate. So fierce was their determination that sometimes (though who knows how often) a perfectus might starve himself to death, undergoing the endura rather than continue to live among the evils of the world.


They had a strong belief in dualism, although precisely how their outlook differed from that of the Roman Catholic church of the thirteenth century is hard to ascertain. Some scholars link the Cathars to a reflowering of Manichaean thought, the ancient form of Christianity to which Saint Augustine had belonged as a young man, before converting. Although stamped out as a heresy, Manichaeanism may have continued underground. Whatever the answers, I imagine that the theology of the Catholic Church and the folk-beliefs of the common people probably differed widely.


To raise his army in 1209, the Pope promised any soldier who fought for forty days a freeze on his debts, the remission of all sins, and the possibility of plunder. Moreover, no one had to travel as far as the Holy Land, as in earlier Crusades, but only down to the rich, lush lands of the Languedoc, owned by the Count of Toulouse. This made it a popular war, and it lasted twenty years, first under the leadership of the French Count Simon de Montfort and then of his son, Amaury. In 1229, Raymond VII, the Count of Toulouse, surrendered an independent Occitanie and became vassal to the king of France.


Soon after, Pope Gregory IX asked the Dominicans to form the Inquisition to stamp out the dissidents while bringing order to the atrocities perpetrated by wild mobs. The harder they worked, however, the harder the Resistance grewas often happens when an invading conqueror imposes a repressive rule.


Events came to a head on May 13, 1243, when the French laid siege to the fortress of Montsgur. It was one of the longest sieges in history, lasting some ten months. Two hundred Good Christians, the cream of the Cathar Church, were trapped on the mountaintop, together with a protecting garrison.


In January of 1244 the Cathars, seeing the end was near, smuggled their treasure of gold and money (pecuniam infinitam) off the mountaintop and hid it underground.


They held out for another six weeks, but on March 1, 1244, the fortress fell. On the night of the surrender, three perfecti and one other, who may have been a guide, were lowered down the cliff on ropes and vanished into the woods. Their task: to keep their church alive.


The Cathar treasure has never been found. Im told that Hitler sent an expedition to the south of France to search for it. Strange tales make more of the mystery, connecting the treasure and the Cathar heresy to the Knights Templar and various occult brotherhoods.


For the record, the last perfectus, the semiliterate Guillaume Blibaste, was burned in 1321 in Villerouge-Termens, in the Corbires (Aude) district. With that, after nearly three hundred years of effort, the Catholic Church succeeded in stamping out the heresy and establishing the political boundaries of France. The Inquisition then turned its attention to new enemies, finding them in dissidents and Jews.


Even today, if you visit the Languedoc in the south of France, you will find an easygoing people, more Mediterraneanmore Italian perhapsthan in the rest of France, for they take their heritage direct from early Rome. As late as the Middle Ages their cities were governed, as they had been under the Roman Empire, by elected consuls. The three major religions lived side by side in peace, and women, Arabs, and Jews all had civil rights as well as opportunities for education. The Cathar faith provided, at least by implication, an equality between men and women, while Catholicism remained staunchly antifeminist. We find no women, however, among the Cathar bishops and deacons, since men were more suited for the hardships of that wandering lifestyle, but women perfectae could transmit the power of the Holy Spirit by the laying on of hands. They were much concerned with girls education and often acted as nurses and doctors, especially to their own sex. More of them devoted themselves to the contemplative life than did their male counterparts.



Describing this period offers a challenge. The times were harsh, the speech and attitudes so foreign to our modern comprehension, so violent, cruel, and bloody, that if one of us were somehow sent back in a time machine she would lose her mind. Lives were short and brutal.


People did not wash often; they knew nothing of cleanliness. Their rooms were incredibly hot, with roaring fires kept blazing even in summer, and their many layers of clothing were rarely removed. They stank. They were filled with fear: they distrusted night, the dark, witches, wolves, werewolves, demons, and anything unknown (and this at a time when everything was unknown). They were afraid of one another, and especially mistrustful of anything or anyone who lay beyond their own village. I said that women, Arabs, and Jews were permitted civil rights in the early period. In some jurisdictions they were allowed to hold public office. As time passed, however, these rights were gradually removed. By the full Middle Ages, women were so little valued that their births and deaths went largely unrecorded.


I am told that 73 percent of women died in childbirth, although the figure seems high. Despite the high mortality rate, many people in the Middle Ages lived as long as people today. Both the Lady Esclarmonde and Guilhabert de Castres lived well into their eighties, and died peacefully in their beds. And Esclarmonde was the mother of six children, and grandmother to more.


When the Inquisition began its questioning, some people, including the Lady Esclarmonde, were too important to arrest. Others, such as her son Bernard-Otho de Niort, were arrested, held for ransom, then released. Still othersdeemed less importantwere tortured and burned at the stake or thrown down wells or stoned or buried alive, as befitted those, it was felt, who denied the one True Church.


The principal characters in this book are fictional. Some, however, lived, and performed the acts recounted here. These include Jean Tisseyre, who walked through town shouting out his innocence, and the randy cleric Gervais Tilbury. In addition, the two bishops of the Church of Love, Guilhabert de Castres and Bertrand Marty, as well as the Lady Esclarmonde, Raymond de Perella, and all those named at Montsgur, are based on historical figures. We know the names of those who were burned at Montsgur, their station, and even something of their lives.


What happened to the four who escaped is unknown.


Concerning the Bible, I am sorry to say that the prohibition on ordinary people reading the Scriptures themselves lasted for centuries, although today, of course, Roman Catholics are permitted to read in his or her own language the Word of God.




















ONE






They say I am mad.


Listen, I have seen enough to drive anyone mad, and when the townsfolk see me now, straggling down the street in my ragged gown, sometimes leaning on the rough stone walls of a house or stopping at the fountain to look in the water, when they find me leaning on both hands on a fence to catch my breath before picking up my pack again and hobbling on, then I feel them ease away. The children come out of the byways, calling, Witch, witch! They throw stones at me. They are like rats or buzzing flies swarming at some undisclosed signal to my plight; they throw mud and stones at the poor madwoman, with her wild gray hair, which is me. They hoot and point and run in circles round me, touching my torn gray dress and making me forget who I am and what I came out for.


I cover my face with both hands and weep, because I am afraid; because I am a clod of dirt and should have been burnt with the others.


I told them so. Burn me, I cried. I ran to the two Dominicans, the Preaching Friars in their black robes and stark white hoods, who like our perfecti live in poverty. There were two of them begging outside the cathedral doors. I threw myself on my knees, there on the flagstones, and made obeisance as I used to do to the perfectus bishop Bertrand Marty, bowing in adoratio at his feet. Burn me, I begged the friars, I am not worthy, and held out both my hands to show the rope-burns on my wrists. But they pulled away, repulsed. I could see the younger one curl his lip at my smell. I am not worthy to live, I cried. In the name of Christ! I have lied. I have sworn oaths. I have drunk, fucked, killed. I am unclean.


They gathered their garments and scurried away from the cathedral, away from me.


Then I sank in the dust, leaning against the heavy wooden doors. Not a large cathedral, this one beside the monastery. Not a large monastery eitheronly ten or fifteen brothers living there. I scratched my fingers in the dust as our Lord did once when passing judgment on the adulteress, and I thought of all that had happened to bring me to this pass, and all my lovers gone, my friends, a way of life wiped out, and I, the wanderer, lost and trying to do right and trying to serve Christ.


Esclarmonde used to say that misery and self-pity are the lies of the demon. Take control, she would command in that firm, impatient way she had. I laugh out loud, remembering. Esclarmonde, I whisper. I can see her crossing the square in her long black habit with a white cord at the waist, and the way she used to cock her head and purse her lips at scrawny me, one reproving eye trying to push some sense into my head. Her socia, Ealaine, would be at her side. Es-clar-monde, the light of the world.


Jeanne, you dont let horses run away with you, she used to caution me. You rein them in. The same with the wild horses of your mind. Take control of your thoughts. Curb the dismal thoughts, and force forward those of blessings and thanks. They are horses at your own command.


After a time I picked myself up from the cathedral stones and took my cane and let my feet lead me slowly over the cobblestones, out of the town, past the vineyards and into the woods. My feet knowing where to go.


They took me right through the forest into the pastures where cattle grazed, tended by two little boys. There were some geese too, I remember, and one little goosegirl about six years old with hair as black as night. It fell into her eyes like a straggly ponys mane.


I stopped to stare at her for a long time, leaning on my stick.


But she was not mine, that girl, for mine would have been much older, I think, maybe grown by now, though I cannot say for sure, for time has flooded through my brain, days into nights and seasons into seasons, and I dont know how long Ive been like this or even what year it is anymore, and maybe my daughters older than I am now; its not impossible.


I went on a few steps, carried by the inner spirit that was guiding my feet, and then I sat on a stone by the side of the road and cried. I cried first for my dead daughter, and then for Esclarmonde, whom I miss so much, and Baiona and William, then for all the children of Montsgur, and finally for all the children everywhere, including myself, that other child, who was also born in war. She wore a white dress with little pearls sewn down the front. I used to turn it in my hands. I watched it shrink smaller and smaller every year, until it seemed impossible that Id ever been so tiny, no bigger than a kerchief, it seemed. One day I put it on my own child, and tried to ignore the brown bloodstain that ran all down the front. I should not have done it. Baiona claimed it didnt bring a curse, but I buried my baby soon after. She died of pox, not war. She lay in my arms, that cold little form. Thats not a thing a mother can forget. I suppose if she hadnt died, she would have been burnt up too.


Guilhabert de Castres said the first burnings took place two hundred and fifty years ago, in 1002. Three men burnt here, ten there. They hunted witches tooand still are doing it.


They would burn me for apostasy, poor crazy Jeanne. Someday I may be burnt, as my beautiful Baiona was, or William, or my beloved Bertrand Marty, two hundred of them weeping, holding one another as they hobbled down the hill.


No. No! Dont think of that.


How strange is memory. All jumbled up together in my head, just behind my eyes, and some things I see as clearly as if they happened yesterday, and yet I was a child, and other things I forgetclosed doors, dark rooms. Its like the castle storeroom, wandering among the trunks and dusty boxes, cobwebs, musty smell, and every now and then a shaft of sunlight illuminates a moment, or a person, or a word. One of the Ancients says you cant step in the same river twice, but I step in the rivers of my memory again and again. And also in some where I never was.


Hoofbeats. I lift my head. Hide! I pull to my feet and hurry back from the road, pretending to stoop to do my business behind a bush. I remember when the Inquisitors didnt ride at a gallop, surrounded by their guards. They are magpies, flapping in their black and white garb. I remember when there were no prosecutors poking their noses into every life. I cant remember, though, a time without warwar inside, war outside, war in the heart of that black-haired girl I was, poor ignorant little child, so proud and defiant, and look where it got her.


It seems another life, so long ago, another person, nothing to do with me or with anyone I know. Foolish girl, rebelling against life, against the very ones who tried to teach her happiness. First fighting the marriage. Then just fighting. But maybe thats how God intended it, for each new generation starts from scratch, learning the lessons all over again, and we older ones cant teach or tell the children anything, poor tots; each one starts at scratch, so that hardly any progress is made at all. Her war was always with herself. She didnt even know how rich she was, how happy in her friends.














TWO






She was sewing in the window-seat overlooking the racefields at the castle near Foix, and had the women come in ten minutes earlier, they would have seen the young girl twisted on the stone bench, her head and shoulders outside the open window, looking up at the ivy that covered the exterior stone and down at the course below, the fields, les champs, where the champions raced their horses, jousted, fought, and practiced military moves. The war was still on, though the demon Simon de Montfort had been killed the year before when he laid siege to Toulouse. But now the exercises were over, and the horses clip-clopped over the cobbles back to the stables, and the laughter and shouting of the young squires was fading, muffled by the back of the castle, and Jeanne was left to finish the hemstitching in her lap.


She stole another glance out the window, then flopped back onto the window-seat and picked up her needle, sullenly stitching an open fret-work design with almost none of her attention on the needle and most of it on Rogert and the siege that had been laid against Toulouse. People said the women had fought on the walls beside the men, shooting arrows and stones at the French siege engines. They said it was the women who had killed de Montfort with a missile from a stone-gun.


Already the minstrels were singing about that day:




A stone flew straight to its mark


And smote Count Simon upon his helm of steel.





He had just come from his prayers, and rushed into battle, to be killed.


With a sigh Jeanne forced her attention back to her handiwork. She was not good at sewing, like Baiona. Her fingers seemed too big. Her thumbs got in the way, and even now, when she was age thirteen, her stitching sometimes came out careless and coarse. But it was not only her fingers that wouldnt work: it was her dreamy mind. Baiona, on the other hand, only a year older, worked stitches tiny as fairy footprints, and the way she fell into a perfect rhythm and meditation made her sewing a delight to behold, as from her needleand likewise from her brush and paintswould grow flowers and insects, imaginary and visionary, a whole bestiary of wild creatures climbing and clawing their way up castle walls or across a landscape of trees and fields. From her needle came peasants and nobles so real that Jeanne thought they might jump out of the cloth and walk about, telling of their hopes and dreams.


Baiona had gifted hands. Everyone said so. Jeanne dropped her napkin in despair, onto the pile of its unstitched mates, and let her eyes rove about the room. It was a beautiful, airy space into which the sunlight streamed through arched windows. In it were several carved chairs, high and heavy, and on the wall two tapestries: one showed the meeting of Christ with the woman at the well, when he offered her the water of eternal life; the other (her favorite) depicted the sacrifice of Isaac, and there was Abrahams beige hand lifted as always, his head just turning toward the angel who reached down to stay his knife, and over to the side stood the horn-trapped ram hidden in the greenery. It was lovely.


Usually Jeanne could look at the stories for hours, but today she turned restlessly once more and caught the slender column that divided the window space, scanning the outdoor view of woods and meadow-land. She should have been a boy down on the riding fields. She was not made for napkins and tale-telling tapestries. She would rather the stories were made about herself! She imagined herself as Ovids Diana, goddess of the hunt, a boy-girl, shooting a bow and running down a stag with her own hounds. She wished she were one of the women defending their city from the French devil Simon de Montfort. No needlework.


She leaned out the window, the soft air on her cheek, and she wanted to cry aloud, to sing and swing her body out to scale the castle walls. She wanted to pitch herself out into that sweet heavy air andfly. Perhaps she would return as a bird in another incarnation, although they said you never go back to lesser forms once the human form has been achieved. But surely, in that case, she had once been a bird, for she remembered flying, and sometimes in the night she dreamed of swooping on the mountain winds, a hawk unhooded, free. She swung back inside and picked up her linen with a sigh.


Just at that moment the Lady Esclarmonde came in, followed by her cousin Giulietta, a young widow. Jeanne rose and bobbed a curtsey, and she felt the blush rising in her cheeks as she thought about what they would have seen had they come upon her a few moments earlier, sprawling out the window.


The Lady Esclarmonde, now sixty-two, had taken the habit thirteen years earlier, at the age of forty-nine. Shed borne six children to her husband and then left him to take the robe and become a Good Woman. They had remained friends, she and her husbandno animosity. She always wore a long black dress, very plain, tied at the waist with the cord that bound her vows to Christ. She carried her spindle from room to room, spinning as she walked. Her eyes moved quietly here and there, mindful of what was happening around her, even as her hands wound the thread and her thoughts spun out her prayers. Each drop of the spindle represented a full round of the Lords Prayer.


Now she paused in the doorway to finish, because a Good Christian did not pass through a door without saying the Lords Prayer, did not lift her spoon at dinner without first saying the Lords Prayer, did not breathe without remembering our Lord.


Giulietta, on the other hand, was a fashionable young woman, still in her twenties, and dressed in rose-colored skirts. Her light step, as she entered the room, was too exuberant for the Good Christians stately pace. Giulietta lived at the castle and was a believer of sorts, but she had no intention of taking the robe. Her fine eyes darted everywhere. She liked to flirt. If Jeanne had any ambitions, it was to Giulietta she looked, not the Cathars, though Esclarmonde, her adopted mother, had raised her, and though she loved the perfected woman with all her heart.


Its the path to happiness, Esclarmonde would say quietly, dropping her spindle against the Devils idle hands.



To become a Good Woman?


Yes, if you choose. A Friend of God.


But Jeanne wanted to dance, to eat, to sing songs, to ride fast horses. She wanted to hunt, wear bright colorslive as a Catholic, actually! She laughed. That was a celebratory church, it seemed.


She made a face, but Esclarmonde smiled into her eyes and straightened her cap with an affectionate tug. Later, she said with a laugh, when youve finished with the worldly life. We dont want young girls.


Giulietta took from Jeanne the napkin she was working on.


See, Esclarmonde, she said, how fine her work is. Youre getting better, Jeanne.


The Lady Esclarmonde examined it approvingly, then said gently, Stand up, child. Turn around.


Shes getting tall, said Giulietta. Jeanne was annoyed at being spoken of as if she were not present, could not hear. She turned slowly, however, under the inspection. She felt her hands hanging like hams at the ends of her arms. If she were a beautyif she were Baiona, with slate-gray eyes and gleaming honey-colored hairshe wouldnt mind such an inspection, but being raven-haired and strong, she felt a flush of shame spreading down her chest.


When Jeanne was eleven, Esclarmonde had collared her neck with a prickly wicker neckband, to make her stand up straight and hold her neck in the high and graceful pose of a true lady. Apparently it did some good, for it was removed after six months. The collar did not always help, however, for another orphan girl, Raymonde Narbonne, wore one for three years without success. Her back grew ever more twisted, and one leg developed shorter than the other, until they gave it up.


Turn again, commanded Esclarmonde.


What is it? Jeanne asked, anxiously.


Its nothing, darling, said Giulietta. She pushed up her soft rose sleeve so that the blue-gray lining shimmered and shot out at Jeanne, Were admiring you, thats all.


She glanced up. Were they teasing?


What do you think about marriage, Jeanne? Would you like to be a bride?



Now, now, said Esclarmonde. But a smile quivered at the edges of her lips.


What did she think about marriage? It depended. For herself or someone else?


What do you mean? she answered cautiously.


Rich black hair, said Giulietta. Fine eyes. Shell be a beauty.


Esclarmonde? Jeanne turned to the older woman, who dropped her spindle at that moment, the carded wool spinning into one long thread. Jeanne watched it, mesmerized, waiting for the prayer to end.


Its true, said Esclarmonde finally. Its time to find a husband for you, Jeanne.


The Lady Esclarmonde never acted in haste. Her movements, like her thoughts, were contained and grave, exuding an aura of peaceful happiness and reserve. No one acted familiarly with the Lady Esclarmonde. But Jeanne wanted to fling herself into the older womans arms, to tell her, No, she didnt want to marry yet.


Esclarmonde must have seen her face. Dont you want to marry?


I dont want to leave you, Jeanne said passionately. And anyway, who would marry me? I have no money, no fortune. Dont send me away. She stood bereft, the napkins having fallen at her feet. Couldnt I marry one of the squires here? Her face flared red. I dont want an old man. She could imagine the battle-scarred husband who would be chosen for her, a knight twenty years older than herself. Or more. He might even be forty, like the husband chosen for Blanche de Pepieux. His skin was leather, his mouth set grimly under a grizzled moustache.


Every girl needs a husband, Jeanne, someone to protect her. As for your dowry, its true that without any money we cant find you a suitable husband, but you have the pearls on your natal dress, and I will add a suitable sum.


Ah, you see how generous she is! cried Giulietta, clapping her hands to make Jeanne pleased. You should be happy!


Jeanne felt her anger risethe silly woman! How had she ever admired her? Her thoughts wheeled like birds, circlingher friends Baiona, Rogertand then if she were married shed never fly! Because she knew that the moment she turned from the ceremony, she would be an old woman, a wimple on her head, expected to walk with stately majesty, never again to run. She would grow fat with childbirth, if she didnt die of it first.


I dont want to go away, she whispered miserably.


Jeanne, some girls are married much younger than you, protested Giulietta.


But Esclarmonde, with a sharp, appraising glance, spoke quietly: Dont be afraid. It wont happen tomorrow or next week; but its not too soon to think of what will happen in your life. I have your well-being in mind, and that includes settling you in responsible hands. This is a good time for such concerns. Theres a lull in the fighting.


The war was still going on. Sometimes a messenger would clatter into the courtyard on his lathered horse, throw himself off, and dash into the palace. Then Esclarmonde, brows furrowed and eyes downcast, would join the men to confer in low voices with him, and sometimes she would come to her feet to pace the floor as they spoke. Now and again it was news of a death the messenger brought, and then a hand would reach out to touch another, the touch of consolation. Sometimes the news was of the progress of the war, of battles and losses and secret operations or the movement of troops, for the Lady Esclarmonde, although perfected, kept up to date. Sometimes a peasant woman might leave the palace hurriedly, to disappear across country with memorized dispatches, or a man on horseback would gallop off in haste. But what exactly the news was, the children were never told.


The men are coming home soon, said Esclarmonde. Theyll be tired of fighting; theyll be thinking of replenishing their fortunes, planting fields


And planting other seeds, said Giulietta with a merry laugh.


The war has drained us, continued Esclarmonde with a glance at the younger woman that could have felled an ox. I want to find someone special for my special girl, my angel-orphan.


Jeanne felt her heart go out to Esclarmonde, yet she resisted stubbornly.


Baionas a year older than me, and shes not yet betrothed.


Esclarmonde touched Jeannes cheek with the back of her fingers, so delicately, so gently that the child wanted to kiss her fingertips. Dont worry, Jeanne, she said reassuringly. We will do nothing without your consent.


When Esclarmonde had left, Giulietta put her arm around Jeannes shoulders and drew her back to the window-seat. She whipped out a white linen kerchief and wiped the young girls eyes. Then she handed Jeanne her sewing and took a napkin for herself.


So, whisper in my ear. Whats wrong? Here, take your sewing, and Ill take a napkin for myself and help you as we talk. Come on now, arent we friends? Havent I known you since you first came to the orphanage at Pamiers? You threw yourself at the Lady Esclarmonde and would not loose your grip. Do you remember? Maybe not, you were so small. The two perfectae had brought you in from Bziers, where theyd found youlittle foundlingin a meadow in the grass.


The peasant woman found me, Jeanne corrected her. The mushroom woman.


Giulietta laughed. So youre talking to me again? Yes, it was the mushroom woman who found you in the meadow just outside the walls of Bziers, the smoke still rising from the burning city and the cries of the dying inside; and you playing all alone in the grass, babbling to yourself in your little white dress with seedpearls sewn on it.


She took me to the two perfectae hiding in the woods, said Jeanne, who loved the story of how shed been found.


And they in turn walked for days to bring you to the orphanage that the Lady Esclarmonde had founded at Pamiers. No one could get you to speak. You wouldnt say a word, but you flung yourself at her knees and held tight her skirts, and somehow you drove an arrow into the heart of the Lady Esclarmonde, and she took you with her from the orphanage to raise in her own house, as her own child. Her special angel-child she always called you, come from nowhere, falling from the sky.


Jeanne ducked her head over her sewing. It was true. The Lady Esclarmondesister of the Count of Foix, and thus a wealthy woman in her own righthad founded several orphanages, and a hospital too, and she fed the homeless tirelessly; yet for all her prayers and busyness, shed found time to favor Jeanne.


Now why so glum? Really, this is a time of celebration, not of despairand you with your long looks. Youd think we were sending you out into the forest by yourself to live as a hermit instead of telling you its time to take a man! Youll have your own name and a chateau and children of your own to raise. Youll have a position of your own. Whats wrong with that? Youd want to stay a spinster all your life? Or take the robe, perhaps?


Jeanne wiped her nose with her sleeve.


No, no, with a kerchief. Giulietta laughed. By Saint Anne, why do you think were hemming these things?


Jeanne, heavy-hearted and submissive, took the linen.


Theres someone you like, isnt there? asked the wily Giulietta. Go away, now. She nudged Jeanne, laughing. Im not so old I havent been in your shoes, sitting here overlooking the field where you can watch the boys. Come, give me a smile. Thats a girl. Now stab it with your needle, like a good girl, and well talk about girlhood and womanhood and love and marriage, and we shall have your napkins done in no time, because Ive been where you are. So have we all. All women.


Giulietta looked pensive. You know I was married at fourteen to a noble lord, she confided. He was thirty at the time. She had thought him as old as the moon back then, but she had borne him four beautiful children before he was killed in battle, and as she stitched, she told how a man of that age might seem wrinkled and worn out to a tender girl, but her husband had shown himself all gentleness and had given her much pleasure too, before he died, for a man that age is experienced in the ways of love. Then she told how, after her husbands death, she had married a second time and again been widowed, and now she had several lovers (though thats not to speak of to a young girl, except to say that a womans life is by no means over just because a marriage is arranged). And what did Jeanne think she would do if she didnt marry? And how would she live? And who would give her children? Because the philosophers have proven that the happiness of all of society rests on good marriages. Moreover, she added, love, despite the cynical songs of troubadours, often coincides with union (Dont forget it, Jeanne); and she named three coupleshusbands and wiveswho were deeply in love, two having fallen in love after marriage.


Now tell me, is there someone you like? Giulietta asked. Well see if we cant make a marriage to suit everyones needs.



Thus with whispers and nudges she pulled Jeannes secret outthat Jeanne had eyes for Rogert of Foix, whose father was a cousin of Esclarmonde.


I watch him all the time, she confided, but he doesnt know that Im alive.














THREE






The sight of the Inquisitors riding past has upset me. I huddle by the river here, hugging my knees and feeling the sickness waver in my stomach.


They say the war was fought against heresy. I say they want our land. You dont see war up north, near Paris. Here they kill everyoneMoors, Jews, Cathar heretics. They say we are demons, and no trace must remain. Burn our bodies, expunge all memory. They exhume dead bodies buried fifty years or more, dry skeletons buried in holy, consecrated ground on cathedral land. They dig up the bones and toss them on the flames, tear down our houses stone by stone. Nothing must remain, they say.


They burnt two hundred and ten people at Moissac, not without resistance. Was I still married then? When were the Dominicans expelled from Toulouse? Its all a muddle in my mind. And yet the first one, the Spaniard Dominic Guzmanhe was a good and holy man. Everyone said so. If he were alive today, I wonder if his Preaching Friars would be behaving so. He asked Pope Innocent III to send him as a missionary to convert the Tartars in Russia, and instead the Pope sent him to evangelize the heathen Christian Albigensians here in the south. Hed already taken up our Cathar ways: he walked barefoot in sandals, ate no meat, lived in poverty, like the Cathar priests. He preached the love of Christ just as the Good Christians did in the Church of Love. He took the same vows of kindness and constant prayer, and in fact he converted a handful of men and women to his orderand now look at the Preaching Friars, killing the Good Christians because they refuse to leave the Way.


They call us the Cathars, or Pure Ones, because we trace our path right back to the original apostles of Christ. We are the sons and daughters of Jesus, following His Way. I am the Way, He said. Anyone who wants to enter the Kingdom of God must come by my Way. Thats from the Apostle John. We have followed the Way, handed down one on one, mouth to ear, for more than a thousand years, the direct heritage of Jesus Christ our Lord, whose children we are.


The Inquisitors call our priests the perfected heretics, haeretici perfecti. We call them simply the Good Men or Good Women, the Good Christians, the Friends of God. There are Good Christians up north too, in Paris, Orleans, Reims, and around Champagne, worshiping in the Church of Love. But mostly in the south, stretching from Aragon across to Lombardy.


Its strange to think we cannot live in tolerance and peace. First the Pope tried to argue people back to their Catholic faith. He sent out missionaries, but the Catholic Church had become a laughingstock, the province of illiterate or foolish priests, and often drunken ones. Some kept their women right in their houses, concubines and mistresses. It was a scandal. Certainly it scandalized our chaste Friends of God, who taught that we were fallen angels, struggling to return back home. The Friends were opposed to unwed sensuality. Once when I was a young married woman, I came down to the village at Peyrepertuse and saw the priest, Pierre Laclergue, coming out of the house of Na Mengarde, hitching up his hose under his skirts with the satisfied smile of a cat; and I had only to look at Na Mengarde to know how well the priest had done. Thats the true sign. If the lover has not yet achieved his prize, his eyes will follow the woman, while she appears indifferent. But once hes gained his goal, its the womans eyes that follow him, while the man seems careless and indifferent. So thats how I knew about the priest and Na Mengarde, but its nothing odd.


You can go to any monastery in the Occitanie and see the wives and girlfriends living in outlying houses, or the whores leaning out their windows right nearby. I know one abbot who keeps his mistress in one house and his wife in another. And Im not saying anything against them, but theyll burn a heretic for chastity. For shame!


Take the cleric Gervais Tilbury. It was common gossip at the time. One day he and other clerics were walking with the archbishop in the gardens outside town when they spotted a young girl in a nearby vineyard. Gervais nudged his brothers, leering, and made a bet that he could take her, and they all hooted and catcalled at himeven the archbishop!as if they hadnt each one taken vows to God. And then Tilbury strode through the vineyard, jaunty and polished, to seduce that poor country girl. ThereI see how she shies away with downcast eyesshe knew about these priestsand picks up her pace, eyes glued to the dusty road before her. He slips one arm around her waist. She freezes. He bends over her and whispers pretty words (No, she twists away) about her fine breasts and her lips that should be used for more than words (havent I heard such whisperings myself) and how he can provide food and drink such as her tongue has never tasted, should she go into the bushes there with him, and there he will show her pleasures known only to the angels in heaven. It would be no sin, he says, since he is a man of God.


But this girl was a believer, a credens. She had taken a vow of chastity until she married.


He tried to kiss her anyway, and he thrust his hand under her dressat which she pushed him so hard that he fell in the dirt. Then she lifted her skirts and ran as fast as she could, back to the safety of her peasant home; and all the while the archbishop and the other priests were howling with laughter and egging on their comrade and calling for payment on their bets.


Its a scandal! I shout so loud that a raven flies up off the tree with a raucous croak and flaps away like a loose-shouldered, black-garbed cleric himself. The demon-birds.


Gervais Tilbury accused the girl of being a heretic. Because of her vow of chastity. She was burnt at the stake, alive. Hair on fire. Clothes on fire. Feet hands eyes, ahyiiie!


Thats the Catholic Church that invaded the Languedoc in 1209. Pope Innocent III called up a Crusade not against pagan Saracens but against good Christian folk who follow Christ Jesus, the Son of God, who could not die on the cross because He was more than human. The Pope called for a Crusade against those who believe in Baptism not by water but by the Holy Spirit, as Christ taught. Who believe in the power of prayer, and rebirths, and our climbing steadily toward the godhead Light. Who believe in the laying on of hands to heal us with the holy Spirit of Christs Light. And believe in women serving also as the priests of Christ. But I dont think the Pope cared about those things; I think his Crusade was because we wouldnt tithe.


Esclarmonde says that in the end we shall win, in Gods own time, that the others will eventually come round to our Way; but I remember when even womenmyself among themwere taught to read and write, when the Bible was translated into the common tongue, when the free towns were governed by freely elected consulsas had been done for eight hundred or a thousand years, ever since the time of the Romansand when Jews and Arabs were elected to high office too. Now the Jews wear a yellow circle on their breast, released heretics wear a cross on both sides of their breast, lepers wear gray clothing with a red hat, and I have no more bright, gaudy, green or azure gowns.














FOUR






The memories come in flashes, like sunlight shining in a forest grove, while all around lies the blind blackness of lost time. But Im scared. In the blackness the other memories lunge out at me, but I wont look at them. Im angry. Control the horses of my thoughts. Hurrying, I stumble to my feet and walk. Te-tum-tum-tum: I hum a tune to keep the fear away. Be grateful; count your blessings, Esclarmonde used to say, because God loves us when we sing; and pretty soon my mood brightens. Youre only as happy as you decide to be, shed say, and so I sing to the joyous air of Christ.


Look at me, so blessed here. I have a place to live, that only leaks a little. I have clothes and food; Im never hungry for long. And if I hadnt lost everything, including my mother (indeed, two mothers), and my husbands (two), and country, friends, and all my money and landseverything materialwould I be so rich as I am now? So why am I weeping? I cant stop crying. I could cry for a thousand years.


The others envy me. Thats why the little boys throw stones: theyre scared of my happiness; it confuses them. And the ladies in the convent pray for meimagine!as if theyre luckier than I.


A butterfly has landed on that leaf. Its so pretty, with its blue and yellow markings, that I stop to marvel, and it waves its wings as if its little fanning cools the very earth, so sweet a butterfly, cooling my heated memories. And now Im crying for the beauty. The Friends of God believe this earth, all physical matter, was created by the Evil One, all pain and wickedness masking itself as beauty and delights. (They also think that we ourselves were angels once, except that weve forgotten.) Im weeping for love of Satan, then, but how can that be when my heart curls around the tender butterfly? Scripture says that God created the world in six days and rested on the seventh. And wouldnt the God of power and love bend over the earth and all the animalsexcept (slap!), all right, except the black flies. Ill give Beelzebub the flies that buzz on the bleeding carcasses of war, or are they Gods way of cleaning up cadavers? Oh, now Im confused again.


The Good Men want to leave this life of suffering and move into the LightChrists Lightbut I cling to my life with both white-knuckled hands, terrified of dying, in spite of pain and flies. Thats why Im not perfected yet. Because it seems to me, looking back, that each moment has moved me inexorably to this imperfect moment, as if my life were writ in the Book of God before I even agreed to come be born; and I had no more choice in whats happened than in where the wind decides to blownot in Rogert, who led me to Montsgur, not in loving William, or finding the cave, not in hiding the treasure, not in my weaknessand then I whimper and throw my shawl over my head, because if that were so, then it would mean that God meant for me to lose the treasure of Montsgur, now gone, now lost. Ah woe, ah me! Unless it was the crafty Devil. Or was the fault mine, made by my free will? How do I tell?


Now Im walking faster, trying to outrun my thoughts. It begins to rain; the big, scattered drops are like the tears of God, and between the rain and my own tears I think well have another Flood.


The age-old question eats at my heart: Was it my will or Gods? I have always felt different. With cause, of coursethe foundling, found playing among the grasshoppers in the hot green July meadow-grass. How old was I? Two or three at most, in my white silk gown with its tiny pearls sewn down the frontthe garb of a nobles daughter, so they said, but smeared all down the front with blood. One red satin slipper on one tiny foot, and no sign of the other, and I not crying in my orphan-state, but singing little baby songs while pulling at the stalks of grass, as if the black smoke of the city werent still rising in the silent, hot, blue summer sky. How had the baby gotten there? Some said she was an angel-baby and some a changeling or the Devils spawn. But Esclarmonde, who called me her angel-child, said I was only an orphan, saved when the city fell.


Twenty thousand people were massacred at Bziers. Ive heard the story many times. The slaughter went on for days. Men, women, children, babies. Were the soldiers arms tired from wielding their knives and heavy swords?


How will we know the heretics from the Catholics? one soldier had asked.


Kill them all, replied Bishop Arnard-Amalric, commander of the Crusade of 1209. God will recognize His own. (My arm flailing at the raindrops in my rage!)


In the cathedral alone they butchered two thousand screaming people who had fled there for sanctuary. Blood splattered the painted walls and dripped in the dusky shadows to pool around the bodies on the stone floor; while outside, amidst the constant screams and shrieks, blood flowed in the gutters, and the corpses, beheaded, stabbed, mutilated, lay in the alleys and streets and in the rooms of ransacked houses, while the drunken Crusader routiers, the mercenaries, roared and raped. Other citizens were whipped out of Bziers, their hands or noses chopped off, or their eyes put out, and they were bumping blindly into trees and stumbling over roots, their bleeding, handless stumps held helplessly out before them, these homeless, mutilated ones. They wandered through the forest until they starved or until the peasants bludgeoned and pitchforked them in mercy. (My arm exhausted from the sweeping and the stabbing.)


And then the fires beganno one knows quite howand burnt up this rich city, while the French knights fought their own men, swords swinging, in an effort to restore order amidst the roaring, screaming blaze; and when theyd put the fires out, nothing at all was left.


And then the silence.


When it was all over, the French marched away no richer than they came. The silent wind whipped up the empty streets, where the rats gnawed on the silent corpses, toasted by the flames. The only sound was the buzzing of Beelzebubs black bottlenose flies.


A child was found in a field outside the walls, a baby, singing baby songs and playing with green stalks of grass. She was dressed in a white silk dress with pearls sewn down the front. The Lady Esclarmonde took her in as one of her orphans, to raise Cathar. But I remember nothing of either massacre or field, nothing of the mushroom woman who found me or of the two perfected women who walked me to Pamiers. I remember only one moment shot with light. It comes as a glimmer, fragile as if seen through water, of a lady dressed in shining white. She is smiling sweetly down at me. She takes my hand, a Lady in light, sheltering me in shimmering love. We are walking in tall grass together. Im not afraid, but follow trustingly. The grass is higher than my head.


To this day I dont know if it was a dream or not. I wish Id see her again. But how did the infant get into the field? And another miracle: the mushroom woman didnt smash the babys head against a rock and steal her little pearl-strewn dress.


My gnarled old hands. Knuckles knotted. Nails torn. Baiona used to clip my nails and massage my hands with creams; wed laugh and talk and braid each others hair, kissing one another, my other heart.


Ah, theres my cozy stable, and the rain is coming hard.














FIVE






Anger! Anger! It beats like waves of fire in my spine.


Ive hurt my foot.


Beware of what you pray for, Esclarmonde would say, because you might get it. Instead, surrender everything to God. God knows what will bring you happiness, shed say. Leave everything to God and to His angels, and do you try only to love like God, to live like Christ. Ive never succeeded at that. Pray, Jeanne, that you can have the heart of Christ.


Its raining. Id like a mug of hot wine or cider. Something warm and thick running down my throat. I must be close to forty, and yet I want to snuggle down in a featherbed and hide. I want my mother to care for me. Instead, I scrunch down in the straw of my lean-to shed and pull my cloak around me. I could boil some hot water to soothe my throat. That would be good. Especially if I had some honey to put in it, which I dont. Next door I can hear the donkey moving about in his stall, and the bleat of the three black-faced sheep, and there is a fine, thick animal smell.


My shed is roughly three feet wide, with barely space for me to stretch out. Still, it feels good to lie down. Beneath my throbbing foot, hidden under a board, is my treasure. The gift from Poitevin. If I take it out, if I remove the green oilcloth wrapping, I can stroke the silver inlay on the black, hard calf-leather cover. It has silver clasps to hold it shut. My eyes are too weak to read the beautiful inked print, and I could be burnt for owning it, not in Latin but in the common tongueall four Gospels, and each title letter illuminated in gold and red and lapis blue. I dont dare remove it from its nest, but I rest my ankle over the straw-strewn board that covers it. Perhaps it will heal my foot.


Hey, beggar-woman!


I look up. Its the mistresss servant here, the one who doubles as the stableboy. He stands in the stableyard, under the dripping eaves, holding a tray covered with a napkin. The rain is pouring down the thatch into his collar, and hes wet as a drowned cat. I give a cackle.


What are you laughing at, old hag? He pushes into my little lair thats hardly big enough for me roll over in. Move over. He shoves me with one foot.


What do you want? I ask, but I move back lest he step on my hurt foot. I wont get up for the likes of him. Hes dressed in his rich black velvet jacket and black hose, pretending to be a squire in the castle perhaps, instead of the gardener and the stableboy. Oh, hes a dandy, he is. He likes boys. I have seen him strolling at dusk, or standing on the stone bridge, looking out for fun. Now he
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