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I conceived this project in Boston during the summer of ’92 while producing my first Shakespeare (Romeo & Juliet). It was staged at the Huntington Theatre Studio and sold out before we opened. That was when the notion of a prequel was born that would reveal how the famous families came to be at each other’s throats, and how the associations between so many characters were first formed. The full story frame of Capulet (6 books) was written over 4 years writing 7 days a week 7 hours a day with just a few exceptions.

For the trivial record, my first experience with Shakespeare was as a punishment in my last year of high school. I was given a detention for fighting (a bully was harassing a friend and though I’m no hero I intervened). The English Mistress who caught us made me memorise the ‘quality of mercy’ monologue from The Merchant of Venice. It had to be word perfect to avoid another stay. She told me it wasn’t word perfect. But she said I was ‘good’ and would let me off if I agreed to audition for the play. I did. Somehow I managed to get the lead.

That led me to a BA in Drama at the University of Queensland. UQ led me to a BFA in Acting at Cornish College in the USA. That led to specialised study at the National Shakespeare Conservatory in NY (closed after 9/11) and finally an MFA scholarship to study Directing at Boston University. Fast forward 25 years. I began this project in earnest during the last few months of the pandemic.

I hope their tale moves you. 

I found it very moving to write.

Marcus Hogan
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Preface: the Mouth of a Fool
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​I am a fool. No I don’t mean to say that I’m witless. I consider myself intelligent. Yet having the vanity to think myself so may be a hallmark of stupidity. And no, I don’t mean to say that I’m fortune’s fool. Though in hindsight perhaps I am. What I mean to say is that I’m literally a fool by profession. I began as a musician however, what some used to call a troubadour. I loved to play and sing to fashion the perfect atmosphere for any occasion. Yes music was my first passion. Now I’m a fool. 

My second employer, who you’ll meet in good time, won my services from a tavern owner in the poor outskirts of Paris. Then by a diabolical twist of fate, I entered service to the young heirs of the House of Capulet. In their company over time, my efforts became more focused on making people laugh. For as our time ran on together, the want to smile became harder to summon. My name is Marcel and I have a tale to tell. Lend me your attention sweet friends as we follow the turbulent rise of this exceptional couple from Lyon to Verona. Over the length of this series let me finally reveal to you all, just how the Houses of Capulet and Montecchi came to be at each other’s throats. 

As we go, I’ll thrill you with adventure, soak you in emotion and shock you with vulgarity, violence and more. Where I fail to possess every fragment of the facts, I’ll borrow from the report of others or fill gaps with imagining. And so yes, not every word will be the absolute truth. Yet all is offered in the true spirit of their passionate tale.

Marcel Jacques Poquelin
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Chapter 1 a match made in lyon


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The rise of the mighty House of Capulet in Verona actually began in France. In the merchant citadel of Lyon, two young parents had an ambition, to ensure the lasting safety of their family and faction. No they weren’t ordinary citizens. Thanks to the care of former generations, their family had risen to be considered elite. Yes they had gained much. Now they had much to lose. But after generations of experience, they also understood that in a crowding world, the things one may hold to be of great value can become coveted by others.

Those covetous people – let’s call them rivals – may seek to draw those things away at any cost. The world of these young parents held many dangers other than the greed of their rivals. But in the face of their most passionate rivals they discovered – more importantly their children discovered – the effort to ensure the safety of their loved ones against such rivals can become a fight for their survival.

At the beginning of our tale, even before I came among the Capulets, the never-ending war between England and France appeared to be drawing to a close after raging for nearly one hundred years. At that time in Lyon, the premiere sieur and dame of the Capulet famille felt ready to entrust their faction’s leadership to their successors. 


Who were they? What was their story? Who came after them? You’ll know who they are in a moment. 


As to who came after them, I fear you already know those fated names. But the story of this chosen pair really begins with the four people who gave rise to their story, the four parents whose alliance brought them together. As children, they were matched by design. As young adults they married by desire.

They’re potent words, design and desire. But as powerful as they may be, the story of the Capulet’s rise in Verona is more potently one of fate. For you see, our chosen pair would never have been matched at all if their parents hadn’t agreed to bind their lives together. But for that to occur, first and foremost, some force or other had to bring these parents together.

Of course, some force did bring them together. That force was fate. And if it had not, their children would never have met. Far more sadly, they would never have met me.

So let’s begin with the first of these parents – Olivier de Capulet.

In his twenty-first year Olivier became a chevalier, a warrior-knight like his father and five generations of fathers before him. At that time, he was betrothed to the daughter of another warrior house, Margot Fournier. Their marriage date was agreed and announced. But before that date, in the spring of 1429, Olivier was summoned with his father and uncle by the French prince and princess to fight.

A teenage farm girl from the north had appeared to their Majesties, insisting that Heaven sent her a vision. She declared their moment had come. So, on a drizzling spring morning, Olivier de Capulet stood by his mount as Margot Fournier wrapped her silken favour about his arm. It was a token of their bond and her hope for his safe return. It was a sincere token. 

‘I hate for us to be –’ Margot said quietly.

‘Parted. Yes I know. So do I.’ Olivier replied quietly.

‘Bring this back to me.’

‘I will my love, with my heart attached.’

‘Imbecile. Just hold me and kiss me and ...’

His heart couldn’t wait for Margot to say another word. Nor could hers. Not knowing how long it may be before they saw each other again, or if at all, they sealed their parting with a heartfelt kiss. Then her chevalier vaulted into the saddle and reached for her hand. Her lacquered nails grazed along his palm as he wheeled to ride away.

Olivier went along with so many valiant youths and veterans who answered that call to challenge the English siege at Orléans. There, as expected, under the watch of his father and uncle, Olivier entered the fight. Wholly unexpected, was the sight of their commander, a farm girl four years younger than himself.

That instalment of war raged for seven long months. Margot waited, not very patiently it must be said, trying to forget how much her fiancé hoped to prove himself. By midsummer, the prince and princess were crowned our King and Queen. Then a fragile truce was declared with Burgundy, England’s major ally. 

It was hoped that a lasting peace with England would follow. Then as autumn came on, Olivier was granted leave to return home.

Sadly his father and uncle had been lost in the Siege of Orléans. And so he rode back alone through the gates of the Chateau de Capulet, no longer its premiere son but its new premiere sieur. 

Olivier found himself waiting in a quiet world, stricken with grief, unsure whether the truce would hold or if he may be recalled. The cost of war affected him deeply. He began to feel uncertain of whether he wanted to shoulder the burden of leading their house. But if he chose to stand aside, his betrothal to Margot would almost certainly be revoked. 

Three days after his return Olivier descended to break his fast. His mother and aunt were seated at an empty table in silence. Brave smiles lit their faces when he appeared. But seeing the trouble that lingered in Olivier’s eyes, their own began to fill with tears. He scanned the room slowly then came to his mother and held her tight. Olivier de Capulet summoned the will to determine his fate.

He called for his father’s horse, a muscular beast named Atlas, to be saddled. Olivier had trailed him home from the fight but had never attempted to ride him. When the stable boy came to fetch Atlas, the ostler couldn’t believe his eyes. He came along to see for himself, for none but the old man had ever managed to sit the beast, let alone ventured beyond the gate.

The ostler lifted his eyes to Heaven. The nervous stable boy clutched the bridle. Neither one wanted to see the sad young man laid upon his back, but Olivier caught the lad’s eye and warned him off. The boy backed away. Atlas turned his mighty head, glaring into Olivier’s eyes. Then, without uttering a word or making any attempt to placate the mighty battle horse, the son of the father leapt into the saddle with a single vault.

The stallion snorted and stamped ... a little. For a moment, horse and rider hung in contemplation. The stable boy blinked in wonder but the ostler wasn’t convinced. He was sure at any moment that stallion would introduce the interloper to the ground. Then to his everlasting surprise, Atlas wheeled without a hint of protest and carried Olivier through the gate and away, to call upon the Fourniers.

The Fournier’s maître d’ led him into the receiving chamber.

‘Olivier? We weren’t expecting to see you today.’

‘No Dame Fournier.’

‘If you’re here to call on Margot I’m sure we can –’

‘Pardon Madame’ he interrupted quietly ‘but I’m here to call on Sieur Fournier and yourself.’

‘Are you?’

‘Yes. To discuss my future.’

‘Well yes of course darling. Yet tell me first. How is your poor mother coping?’

‘She is ...’

‘Olivier?’ said an entering voice.

‘Good morning Sieur Fournier.’

‘Were we expecting you this morning?’

‘No Sieur. However since my return my return alone –’

‘Ah yes.’ he interrupted. ‘How are you holding up? We all miss your father. He was a very brave man. A very good man. We know in time you’ll fill his shoes admirably.’

Olivier took a breath and looked soberly at Sieur Fournier.

‘You’re mistaken monsieur.’

‘Mistaken?’ He exchanged a glance with his wife. ‘You mean you don’t intend to follow in his footsteps to lead your house?’

‘I do intend to lead our house Monsieur but mean to say there is no time to take to fill his shoes. In less than a year I’ve become a chevalier, answered the call and lost my father and uncle.’

‘Yes poor darling.’ Dame Fournier said soberly. ‘Life’s testing you so harshly.’

‘When I left for the war I was mentored by two great men.’ Quiet resolve lit in Olivier’s eyes. ‘Now I must mentor myself.’

‘I see.’ said Sieur Fournier. Dame Fournier glanced at him pressing her lips in anticipation.

‘I’m here to take control of my fate ...’ said Olivier ‘and the fate of my house.’

Sieur Fournier pushed his lower lip into his upper.

‘Hmm. How do you propose to do it?’

‘The war came between the attempt of my father and yourself to set a date for my marriage to your daughter.’

Dame Fournier frowned teasingly and looped her hand through his arm. ‘You’ve courted her for two seasons Olivier. You can speak her name.’

‘I swear to you Madame I’ll never say her name again unless we can agree on a date when she’ll be allowed to take my name.’

‘Olivier?’ said a new voice. ‘Was I expecting you?’

Margot stood framed in the entry her brows knit in confusion.

‘Darling’ said her mother ‘before you accidentally cause Olivier to forswear an oath he just made, you and I should take a little stroll.’

‘Olivier.’ Troubled brown eyes met blue. ‘What oath did you swear to my parents?’

Sieur Fournier reached a hand to each shoulder, lifted his brows and stared down stoically at his daughter . ‘By the time you return he’ll be able to tell you.’ 

Olivier and Margot were wed at the strike of noon on the first day of October, 1429. Their vows were exchanged at the lovely cathedral in Lyon known as la Primatiale. During their first night together, Dame Margot de Capulet took her silken favour, slipped it into her memory chest and quietly prayed she would never need to draw it out again.

Little more than a month later, Margot quietly told Olivier she was carrying their child. Their son was born in midsummer under the fiery sign of the lion and christened Armand Gabriel Felix. Now the warrior House of Capulet had a potential heir, but a new responsibility had fallen on the premiere couple, to find him a suitable partner.

For three years, the question of who may prove so suitable was considered. In that time, they had a second son, Tristan, followed by a daughter, Aurelie. Yet perhaps the greatest incident to note, was that in between both new Capulets, I was born too.

No, I don’t mean to imply I’m a bastard bred from an illicit Capulet relationship! Cupid’s Balls. Lift your minds from the dirt. The event of my humble birth occurred to the north-west, in war-torn Calais. And when I came into the world, feet first as the midwives say, rumours of a lasting peace with England had begun to stir, promising an end to our endless war.

Yet the Capulets, despite three years of birthing and busyness, were still no closer to choosing a match for their premiere son. Then one day, five weeks after their daughter was born, fate intervened. And fate would not just deliver a suitable match for Armand, it determined the path he and I, and that suitable one, would tread together.

I’ve heard bits and pieces from more than one source of how the fated incident fell out. I believe what follows is the whole of it, though I can’t swear it’s the whole truth of it.

After completing a long birthing confinement to deliver her daughter, Margot was given the special blessing required to re-enter church and society. Since Aurelie’s birth however, her spirits had been sorely lacking. So, to lift them, Olivier suggested they not attend their parish church but venture into the citadel. Knowing how much Margot loved to ride, he suggested they hitch their mounts behind to enable them to ride back to the chateau together.

Arriving among so many who hadn’t seen her for some time, Margot’s reappearance triggered a swirl of interest which enveloped the couple. Yes, she was thrilled, but by mid-afternoon, she was also weary and suggested they return sooner with her parents along. It would allow them to enjoy watching their grandchildren play. Olivier agreed of course.

Yet just as they made to go, Olivier was hailed by the sheriff.

‘Chevalier Capulet!’ cried the burly man.

‘Sheriff good afternoon.’

‘I’m glad I caught you in time.’ The sheriff bowed. ‘Pardon me Madame for troubling you both, yet may I say it’s so good to see you returned to the fold.’

‘Thank you Sheriff.’ She smiled warmly.

‘And may I congratulate you both on the birth of your daughter.’

‘I’d thank you again Sheriff but I fear your good wishes, just as we’re planning to depart, are a prelude to stealing her father away.’

‘Madame if I may? Just half an hour? There’s been another incident and I felt –’

‘Yes, yes, yes. Who better to discuss security with you than my restless man of war?’ She turned to Olivier. ‘I’ll leave my beautiful girl with you to return on. I’m still not quite up for it.’

‘I have Atlas.’

‘Yes but he works constantly. Dee Dee needs to stretch her legs.’

‘As you wish my love.’

‘And Olivier?’

‘Yes Margot.’

‘Dandelion is not a battle horse. Be gentle with her.’

The sheriff’s expression suggested, given the nature of the man before them, that command was rather hopeful. And so Margot offered a warning glance to punctuate her words.

‘Yes my love.’

‘And darling follow us quickly.’ she pleaded. ‘You don’t want to miss this time with them all together. And you know I hate for us –’

‘Yes I know.’ Her eyes held him. ‘So do I.’

He felt her warm lips on his and her lacquered nails grazed his palm, touching through to the tips as she walked on. Standing by the sheriff, Olivier watched the Capulet entourage, bristling with men-at-arms fore and rear, depart through the citadel gate and over the bridge.

But the delay with the sheriff wasn’t just a half hour. Indeed it wasn’t until half an hour before sunset that Olivier rode out through the south-eastern gate. Then as he crossed the Rhone Bridge, in a moment of quiet reverie, something began to rattle his senses. He drew to a halt and listened. The urgent clang of a handheld bell was rising.

Olivier scanned to his right and saw trouble.

A quarter mile down the road that hugged the eastern bank, where the mighty rivers converge, a pair of merchant wagons raced on for the gate as if their lives depended on it. Though he was alone, mounted on an elegant mare named Dandelion – that wasn’t a battle horse – and though carrying no more protection than a side sword on one hip and sharp rondel on the other, he wheeled to face the threat.

At the jump he was cantering then lifted to a gallop, racing headlong towards the clattering wagons. In a breathless minute their opposing speed brought him to bear and he saw a livid sight: spent cross bow bolts jutting like angry quills from the foremost wagon. Standing in her seat and driving in a frenzy was a wide-eyed young woman – hair and clothing whipped by the breeze – lashing her team with one hand as she wrenched a clanging bell with the other.

Close behind a bearded young man stood driving the next wagon, flitting back glances at a looming bandit leader. On a tall horse of war and armoured from head to waist the jackal was coming fast. Sword in hand, visor down, he was closing in for a kill.

In no doubt for the right of his cause, Olivier leaned on the stirrups and lifted his rein to set it in his teeth. Biting hard, he drew sword and dagger to have at the leader but three masked henchmen followed fast on their leader’s heels. They were armed with crossbows and levelling to aim with murderous intent.

They saw the rescuer coming on fast and launched a frantic volley to cut down his mount. A bolt whisked past Dandelion’s temple. She tossed her head and snorted in defiance. Another flew wide, she plunged even faster. But a third struck the big-hearted mare in the chest. She shuddered, shunted then righted herself and ran on.

Wild with anger, she burst into the fight like an unstoppable beast of the apocalypse. Olivier jolted, swung and straightened. With barely a heartbeat left before impact, he spat the rein and pressed his thighs, leaning on Dandelion’s neck to whisper hot encouragement.

‘Come on beautiful girl let’s show them what we’re made of!’

The bandit leader was lifting to load and swing for the neck, but his metal waist lifted too, exposing a target. Olivier rose up to tempt him to it, locking his eyes, shouting to goad him. Then in a twinkling he flung his sword about with a snap, driving the point behind, then ducked and shoved and ripped his sharp blade from hilt to tip right through the jackal’s waist.

In a flash, his fiery mare was racing through the followers. Stab went the rondel. Snap went the sword again. Two bowmen fell and their armoured leader fell sliced from hip to button. The ghastly sight sent the survivor wheeling in a frenzy. He turned his craven tail about and left his vanquished comrades for dead and far, far behind him.

By the time the merchants returned with the sheriff and a bristling escort to assist their rescuer, Olivier was drawing the leader’s horse behind him. It dragged a body caught by the stirrup and was followed by an untethered pair of riderless rounceys.

None of those arriving had seen the blunt exchange.

‘Sweet mercy!’ cried the merchant woman. ‘Did you do all that?’

‘I was fortunate.’

‘There were four by my count.’ said the merchant man.

‘One recalled an urgent matter that needed his attention.’

‘To say his fucking prayers.’ spat the sheriff angrily. ‘Pardon my language Madame.’

‘Yes of course Sheriff. Given the circumstances you might have said worse. Mercy my heart is still racing.’

The merchants and sheriff urged the rescuer to say more but Olivier was unwilling to discuss it any further. Then a barefoot Cistercian arrived, huffing, puffing and toting a basket of columbine. He had been returning to the abbey when the fight overtook him from both directions. Wisely he withdrew down the embankment. But he hovered at the lip and witnessed the clash from its violent start to its grisly finish. The wide-eyed monk told his tale of course. 

Had such a reliable bystander not been there to testify to it all, few would have believed it. Yet the sheriff saw all the evidence he needed to know the truth. A living chevalier in the company of three dead felons was a testament to the odds going in and the result going out. Moreover, the jutting bolt worn on the mare’s panting chest was further evidence, and proof beyond doubt that Margot’s ‘beautiful girl’ was less of a dandelion and more of a lioness.

The merchant couple introduced themselves as Julien and Genevieve Marchand. To say they were grateful would be a gross understatement, for Julien revealed that Genevieve was pregnant. He wept in thanks for the double blessing that his wife and unborn child were safe. Then without hesitation he offered Olivier a mighty reward. Indeed it was so mighty that even for the premiere Sieur of the wealthy House of Capulet the amount was staggering to hear.

But Olivier insisted that, in good conscience, he could only lay claim to the bandit’s beasts and trappings his risk in the encounter had yielded. Fighting was his business and such were the spoils of it. Any cost he incurred for a risk he chose to take must simply be counted as part of doing his duty.

Yes, Dandelion was hurt in return for the effort. But until her fate was known, Olivier wouldn’t count her as a loss to be compensated. And given her state, he couldn’t linger to discuss it. The sheriff offered to house Dandelion in the gatehouse stable and fetch his ostler. But knowing she’d have better care at his own chateau, Olivier decided to risk walking her home.

Two miles later he arrived at Chateau de Capulet. He was Late.

Margot emerged with a scowl ready to scold him. Then she saw poor Dandelion. ‘Oh sweet angel! Oh beautiful girl! Oh no oh no oh no! Louis! Louis! Louis come quickly!’

Hearing his name and her distress, the stable boy came racing like a frantic march hare.

‘Take her in at once. Gently, gently. Fetch Pedro instantly.’

‘Margot I ...’

‘Oh Olivier! How COULD you let this happen!’

‘Yes my love ... I’m safe and well.’

‘Shush you brute! I can see you’re ... What was the last thing ... the very LAST thing I said to you?’

‘Remember that she’s not ...’

‘A BATTLE horse! Ohhh! Oh you RECKLESS man!’

‘But you would have been so proud. Without a blink of hesitation she ran straight ...’

‘INTO danger urged by the very same man who promised to keep her OUT of danger!’

‘Well ... yes I did.’

‘Imbecile!’

‘Yes. I’m sorry. I am. Come and let’s see to her care together.’

Margot began to march away then suddenly halted. Still fuming, she spun on her heel. He halted and waited, then quietly attempted to walk on, hoping she’d follow with no more ado.

‘Just a moment.’ she snapped. ‘Wait Olivier!’ She marched around to face him, staring more soberly. ‘Are you really unhurt?’

‘Yes... I am my love. All thanks to her.’

‘Liar I don’t believe you. Let me look at you.’

‘But your horse –’

‘Oh imbecile stand still for a moment! Others will tend to my horse. I will tend to my –’

‘I’m unhurt Margot. Just a few little ...’ She stared unconvinced. Moreover something in Margot had changed. Her anger had vanished.

‘Hold me and kiss me ... then I’ll believe you.’

Given the state of both husband and wife, it was a command he couldn’t resist obeying and she couldn’t resist giving. Yes he kissed her. And for a moment she felt reassured. But as their embrace disentangled and Margot turned to lead him on she noticed something she had never noticed before.

‘Dear mercy your hands.’ She frowned in concern.

‘Margot it’s nothing.’

‘Olivier you’re trembling.’

‘It’s just the excitement of the encounter. It will pass.’

‘How long has this ...’

‘Oh... not long. Don’t fret my love. It’s something I noticed during the war. Many soldiers take some time after an incident –’

‘An incident? Is that what this was? To make you shake so?’

‘A few strong drinks and a night of passion will settle me.’

‘Is that what it takes?’

‘More than enough.’ He smiled. 

But Margot’s eyes insisted she couldn’t be convinced so glibly.

‘Holding you,’ he added soberly ‘being with you, knowing we share more than just words and duties and creature comforts together is all I’ve ever needed to settle me.’

‘We weren’t together during the war. How did you ...’

‘The only thing that kept me alive was the thought of returning to all of that with you.’

She scanned his face and their eyes locked together. Margot’s heartbeat had risen and was racing. All through the war, she feared he wouldn’t return, felt haunted by what he may be experiencing. He reached for her again. As Olivier drew Margot to him a surge of that dormant fear swept through her again. Suddenly her hands and arms and shoulders began to quiver.

He had felt it before and held her tight until it settled.

‘It’s alright my love. Now we seem to share the same affliction.’

‘Imbecile. Well ... it’s nothing a few strong drinks and a night of passion won’t settle.’

‘We can tremble together and share the remedy together.’

‘That does sounds better. And ... I can think of worse remedies.’

‘Yes. But I can also think of a different future for our children than to lead them along the same path that’s brought us to this.’

‘You know I agree.’ She took his hands still feeling the tremor. ‘We must ensure it.’

Before weeks end the Marchands arrived to enquire after the injured creature. They were relieved to hear Dandelion had survived but still felt unhappy their rescuer was left so unrewarded. Yes, Margot found the Marchands to be delightful. But she was also frustrated to hear Genevieve expand on some violent details of the incident which Olivier had neglected to reveal to her.

Despite that ripple of turbulence, or perhaps because of it, Genevieve insisted the Capulets must dine at their citadel apartments to allow them to show their appreciation. The guests were very well received at that thanksgiving dinner of course. Margot was surprised to discover their abode was more palatial than she expected.

She was more surprised to hear Genevieve disclose the size of the reward that Olivier had declined from them. That was another detail he neglected to mention.

‘Oh Genevieve!’ Margot hissed mockingly. ‘He’s an imbecile.’

‘We’re happy to offer it still. Aren’t we Julien? said Genevieve.

‘Yes of course we are.’ he insisted.

‘Of course not darling.’ Margot insisted. ‘The decision of one is the decision of both.’

‘Ah! We feel the same.’ The Marchands shared a smile.

‘In truth Genevieve I relish any excuse to call him an imbecile.’

‘She does.’ said Olivier widening his eyes and shaking his head.

Laughter lit the table more fulsomely than candlelight that evening. And by the end of that first gathering another invitation to dine was offered. At the second, the Marchands raised the notion of their want to ensure the safety of their merchandise in transit. Shortly thereafter, an agreement was struck between them for Olivier to provide protective services.

The Marchands and Capulets had become working associates.

Beyond the transaction of business together, soon the quartet – particularly Margot as a mother of three and Genevieve expecting her first – became friends. In the final weeks of Genevieve’s pregnancy the notion of a betrothal was raised. That notion became a plan. Margot and Genevieve discussed it at the Marchand’s Emporium while browsing a display of new fabric.

‘If your first is a lovely daughter Genny her hand can be offered to Armand. But if you have a son –’

‘We can pledged his troth to beautiful little Aurelie. Yes. Oh Margot feel this brocade.’

‘It’s divine. I love the deep amber. That silk’s exquisite too.’

‘Direct from Venice. So sheer in the light you can see my ... Oh! The rascal kicked!’

‘Ooh let me feel.’ Margot’s eyes leapt. ‘Ah! So strong. Genny it must be a boy.’

‘Margot I think you’re right.’ Three weeks later a daughter was born and then christened – Ilaria Eustadiola Marchand.

The plan became an agreement and was notarised of course. 

The flowing of ink on parchment followed.  

A legal advocate turned to the representatives of the male party.

‘Chevalier and Dame Capulet, append your signatures here.’

Imagine you hear the scratch of the quill.

Olivier Florian de Capulet – Chevalier Sieur

Margot Euphemia de Capulet – Dame

The advocate turned to representatives of the female party.

‘Sieur and Dame Marchand, append your signatures here.’

Imagine the scratch of the quill once more.

Julien Luke Marchand – Sieur

Genevieve Demetria Marchand – Dame

Imagine phlegm as the advocate cleared his throat to pronounce. ‘I declare this agreement made in Lyon between the familles of Capulet and Marchand on this 22nd day of October in the year 1434 to be signed sealed and delivered.’ With a firm clasp of hands and kissing of cheeks – twice in the French manner not thrice as the Italians do – the future partnership of two children was agreed, just three weeks and one day after the birth of the female party.

That was Armand and Ilaria’s beginning, triggered by fate yet orchestrated by design. I wouldn’t describe the tone of the document that enshrined their start as lyrical. It wasn’t the stuff of romance spoken of by poets or sung by troubadours. But the pact was considered well-made and in very good time.

Less than a year after their betrothal was announced, the rumours of a lasting peace with England proved to be of substance. The truce between France and Burgundy became a treaty. With Burgundy no longer allied to England, it was believed invalid English claims upon French territory would finally come to an end.

However, I’m a fool not an exalted sieur who can claim any understanding of politics. Would peace really last? For the love of folly how would I know? Sadly by that time I had already lost my own father to the wrath of the English in Calais. Then my mother and grandam fled with me to the outskirts of Paris seeking refuge. Oh yes, boohoo!

Yet more to the point, during the peaceful time that followed our newly matched couple grew beyond the age of coddling. Soon they hung on the threshold of that age – seven years for most of the elite – when the first preparations for adulthood begin. Armand was four years older than Ilaria of course and so reached that milestone sooner.

Far more importantly, Olivier and Margot had devised a plan for his future they hoped would alter the path of their entire faction. For you see, despite Olivier’s continuing dedication to a warrior’s path himself, that path had been chosen for him. But during the siege at Orléans, a few days after witnessing his father’s and uncle’s brutal deaths, he made a solemn pledge.

One evening at the battlefront, a few days after he lost them during an assault upon the walls that was led by Jeanne herself Olivier knelt in a ruined chapel and spoke his mind to Heaven.

‘Almighty God watch over those two brave souls. Lead us to victory. Bring me home safe to Margot so that we may start a family. And should I survive this holocaust Lord I pledge to lead my people away from the path of martial service, to find a peaceful path to build our futures on.’

‘Amen Chevalier.’ whispered a soft voice. He opened his eyes. A young woman in dented armour knelt beside him.

‘You’re not disappointed?’ he murmured.

‘To hear a man’s in love, wants a famille and peace for his future?’

‘And for you?’

‘I want peace.’

‘That’s not what I –’

‘I know what you meant. But first things come first. I can’t rest ’til the English are driven out and the Prince and Princess become our King and Queen.’

‘And then?’

‘Then ... God will guide me further.’

‘Until then?’

‘Until then ... we’ll all continue to fight and protect each other.’

‘That will be easier ... if you don’t fall off ladders onto the men following you.’

‘Excuse me laggard for being shot in the thigh.’

‘If you let me go ahead as I urged I would have taken it for you!’

‘And killed me under your heft when you fell on me!’

‘Ahh. You stubborn milk maid.’

‘Oh. You imbecile.’

A smiled creased his lips. She frowned in confusion. He began to giggle like a boy.

‘Mercy Capulet what are you laughing at?’

‘Imbecile ... that’s just what Margot would say.’

‘God keep her safe. She sounds like a wonderful woman.’

‘Yes she is. God keep us all safe. I want to see her again.’

‘Amen Chevalier.’

When Olivier returned from the war, he confided to Margot of his pledge to divert the path of his faction away from military service. As the daughter of a warrior house he expected her to resist. To his surprise she agreed emphatically. Then his fateful encounter with the Marchands occurred and Margot’s friendship with Genevieve followed which offered a means to accomplish it.

Fate had conspired with their designs to draw the lives of Armand and Ilaria together. Indeed sweet friends it makes me wonder. 

But for timing of the Sheriff’s intrusion that day outside the cathedral ... Well we’ve all contemplated how a single event in our life directed our own steps hither or thither. But for Armand and Ilaria, it seems fate’s most meaningful intrusion was that moment before they were even born. Or was it three years earlier, when the loss of Olivier’s father and uncle inspired his pledge in the chapel?

Some say fate’s fickle. That suggests it’s impulsive.

I agree there are times when that seems true. But I look at this starting of Armand and Ilaria’s lives together and think fate’s mischievous. It seems to possess an ability to design, lay its own plans with purpose, then impose them on our own hopeful efforts to shape our lives. Whatever the true nature of it, now by fate or design or both, the premiere son of Capulet was pledged to marry the premiere daughter of Marchand, a rising merchant famille.

Through that connection Olivier and Margot hoped to alter the direction of their house forever. Yes, that was their hopeful design. But just as Armand turned seven, ready to begin his first steps toward that goal, the embers of war, thought to be cold, began glowing again. 

With that fateful change a fretful question arose. 

Could their marriage be affected in time to set them on that path together before Armand was swept up by a call to service? Or would another premiere son become caught in the cycle of a life dedicated to war?

The answer lies ahead. Lives will depend on it.
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Chapter 2 premiere Boy and Girl
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Thanks to their betrothal agreement, conceived before she was even born, from the moment Ilaria came into the world, her path was bound to the House of Capulet. Her parents, particularly Dame Genevieve the stern golden haired matriarch, understood Ilaria’s upbringing must ensure she and Armand would serve well together as a premiere couple. 

And sweet friends, though I’m sure you understand, let me explain an important factum. Unlike other elite couples, whose efforts together protect the interest of a single famille, a premiere couple must protect the interests of their extended famille, including a web of relations and associates, their faction if you will.

When a premiere couple finally take their place at the head of that faction, they make decisions, offer guidance and arbitrate disputes that affect the security of all. And so both were groomed to run the business of their own household and interests, as well as oversee the many tendrils of business for their faction.

That included the management of estates, holdings and investments that supported the wider group, kept its people safe, or offered them new opportunities. Of course it also included, yet required more capability to do, the management of their faction’s people both high and low. And for the sake of prudence – another word for safety – I’m sure  you appreciate it’s not wise at all to invest all that capability into just one premiere partner.

Cupid’s Balls! Consider the danger of that as a recipe for familial disaster. It may be well and good for any ordinary elite couple to match a foolhardy partner with one who’s not, or even to match a pair of ninnies together. As long as they bed each other frequently enough to grow their faction’s population, even elite dunderheads can make a valid contribution.

But to install a dunderhead into a premiere match is not desirable at all. Particularly not when they will become a premiere dame. For when a premiere sieur is absent for weeks, months or seasons at a time to complete military, trade or political obligations, the premiere dame manages every task and decision alone.

And what say my friends, that in our dangerous world, an absent premiere husband fails to return? One then appreciates why the preparation of a premiere dame is so important. More than one mighty house, county, duchy or kingdom has found itself run singlehandedly by a widowed dame, countess, duchess or queen. Even empires – yes, more than one – have experienced that outcome.

Well yes, given the dangers of war, accidents and illness, the untimely demise of a certain number of premiere husbands is to be expected. And yes, the demise of some even appear to have been planned by diligent wives. Be all that as it may, the task to prepare Ilaria to help lead the House of Capulet was to be no small undertaking. She was to become, what is commonly referred to, as a Merchant Princess. 

Thus from the very start, on the question of her upbringing, Dames Margot and Genevieve agreed they must put their glamorous heads together. Friendship was one thing, familial business was another. To Margot, the preparation of a Marchand who was destined to become a Capulet, was of the utmost importance. Genevieve, or Genny as Margot loved to call her, held the same view.

Indeed both women agreed they must stand in agreement – yes that sounds confusing – on the crucial elements of Ilaria’s preparation from childhood to nuptials. So a first conference was arranged to discuss the most important issues. Both matriarchs also agreed that they might enjoy being pampered as they did so.

Margot suggested they secure a private chamber at an exclusive bath house she frequented. For Genevieve, since her recent delivery, it sounded like a restful alternative to the formality of prior engagements. In no time at all, the women lay side by side, bodies resting on soft furs atop marble slabs with refreshments at hand.

An exotic pair of masseuses, Endora and Bianca, leaned over them, first oiling, then scraping, then rubbing their bodies. Their clients’ elegant fingers, tipped with long, lacquered nails, held fine cut-glass beakers as they sipped and sighed and schemed.

‘Sweet mercy Margot I needed this.’ purred Genevieve.

‘Of course you did darling.’ Margot sipped. ‘Now your first is born, you’ve earned it.’

‘Yesss I think I have. Oh yes, my neck. Yes, yes, yes. mmmn.’

‘Enjoy yourself Genny. Lower please Endora. Yes. Lower, lower, lower, stay.’

‘You seem to know what you’re doing.’

‘You’ll find Bianca’s very attentive too. Just tell her what you want darling.’

‘A little higher please, Bianca. Ah yes, right there.’

‘Now Genny where were we?’

‘Childhood education?’

‘Yes. She must read and write with alacrity.’

‘Of course. Ahhh.’

‘And to speak Flemish, Italian and another language besides.’ 

‘English?’

‘Mercy darling, perish the thought. German or Greek perhaps?’

‘Oh yes Greek! Oh, she’s good. You’re very good Bianca. And my Ilaria must learn to think through problems great and small.’

‘Learn to spend wisely.’

‘To generate wealth ... ohhh ... while avoiding loss ... mmmn.’

‘Darling, she can teach that to me!’

The women giggled like convent classmates, which quickly became a vital ingredient to their planning.

‘A little lower please Bianca. And to the right. Lower. Lower.’ 

‘I know she’s new Bianca, but don’t hold back. Show her what she’s been missing.’ 

‘Oh, sweet mercy!’ she groaned. ‘Oh Margot!’

‘Let it all out Genny. I did after my first.’

A burst of gratitude sounded, giving way to a ripple of sighs.

‘Oh.’ she said recalling something. ‘Julien suggested ... oh yes Bianca ... that perhaps she should learn ... oh no Bianca ... the basic tenets of law?’ 

‘Law? Interesting. Useful. Agreed.’

‘She must have a head for practicality Margot. Learn to know a good bargain and how to drive a shrewd one.’

‘Yes.’ Margot sipped again. ‘And your lovely little girl must be groomed to display the poise, manner and grace of a woman who’ll be looked to by all as a model for it all.’

‘Of course. Ohhh yes, the lower back.’ 

‘That’s always the spot darling.’

‘A little harder please Bianca. Harder woman, I won’t break!’

‘Be careful what you ask for Genny, the Italians can be brutal. 

‘Dear mercy, carrying a child’s taken a toll on me.’

‘I know darling. How do you think I developed a penchant for this place? Wait ’til we soak the pain away in the hot steaming pool.’

‘Oh yes, that sounds divine.’

Such was the luxuriant manner in which the future steps of one elite child, barely born and thrust into the hands of a wet nurse, were plotted. I fear the planning of my own worthless life was undertaken in a less luxurious environment. I was little more than five when my maman fled Calais with her mother-in-law to the poor outskirts of Paris. I feel sure any conferences they held concerning my future would have been rather more improvised.

Meanwhile, for Armand and Ilaria, although their pathways were plotted to allow them to spend their adult lives together, their families agreed that until their formal educations began, their children would be kept at a respectful distance. Despite that undertaking however, their parents were working associates and had become close friends. They still kept company together for the sake of business and social distraction.

Their children were also growing up in the same citadel, more or less. However, while the Marchands lived within the walls of Lyon, close to the merchant offices at their emporium, the elegant stronghold of Chateau de Capulet lay beyond the walls, two miles south-east and perched above the riverbank.

That distance made it possible to keep their children’s lives apart for six days a week. Yet upon the Sabbath for most weeks of the year, both families attended mass at the cathedral. Seated to the fore in familial pews where the high and mighty tended to take their place, the separated pair were destined to sit directly opposite each other.

As you know, I’ve now served intimately among the Capulets for many years. So both have discussed their first memory of the other with me. Very interestingly, both recalled the same moment, a first inkling of comprehension for each other’s presence, which occurred in that sacred place while seated on opposites side of the aisle.

His version didn’t agree with hers at all.

When Armand mentioned his first recollection of Ilaria to me, we were travelling rough in great haste on the road to Normandy and camped under the stars by a crackling fire. I held my old lute, partly attempting and partly pretending to tune the precious thing.

‘Even in mass as a boy’ he began quietly ‘her face was an irresistible distraction. I’d see her arrive with her brood to genuflect and sit across the aisle. I still recall the first time I took note of her.’

Now my sweet friends you must understand at the time of this telling I had not known him long. In truth, back then I considered Armand to be more of a witless, hulking brute. And though I was already prone to offering unsolicited commentary with my sharp tongue to all, on this occasion we were camped in the middle of nowhere. And so, with none by to hear if he chose to murder me for giving offense, I exercised a little more discretion.

‘I suspect Squire, at such an age any fidgety boy seated on a pew under the influence of a droning sermon may find any girl distracting.’

He frowned. It made me wince despite his gently featured face.

‘That may be true if the girl was plain as the bark of a birch tree.’ 

‘But she was not?’ I fiddled with a string.

‘No. The merchant princess, that’s how I thought of her at the time, who sat across the aisle wasn’t plain at all. She was compelling.’

‘At the age of five?’ Already my tongue was itching to wag.

‘Well, I don’t mean to say I thought her a smouldering beauty.’

‘No?’

‘Nor would I describe her now as such.’

‘You don’t think her beautiful?’

‘Of course I do.’ he blurted. ‘But she doesn’t possess the kind of austere features a sculptor carves in marble for a goddess.’

‘Yes I’ve seen her. She’s very pretty in her way. Yet ...’

He swept on as if I had no opinion. ‘Even back then, her smile, her fair hair –’

‘Like her maman.’’

‘Yes. And I didn’t even prefer fair hair.’

‘It’s common in these parts, fair and carotene. I also prefer dark-haired women.’

‘But her eyes ... her eyes had a quality that captivated me.’

Armand’s tone was becoming hushed and reverent.

‘She does have striking eyes. Green if I remember rightly.’

‘Gorgeous green. Wide cheeks. A perfect nose.’

‘Well I’m not sure her nose is ...’ A frown began to crease his brow. ‘Yet now I recall her more clearly Squire, I’d say her nose is –’

‘Perfect to me, with an infectious smile beneath.’

‘Yes. I recall she has a pretty smile and a slight but regal cleft –’

‘On her chin! Yes I love that too.’

‘I suspected you might.’

‘It’s the kind of face that promises to hide nothing.’

‘Is it?’

‘The way her expressions light so candidly from one emotion to the next. No hint of an instinct to mask anything at all.’

‘Hmm. I’m sure that will come in time.’

‘I’m sure it will not.’ he warned more mocking than menacing.

‘Well Squire, time will tell.’​

With a muted sigh I rolled my eyes and began to tune my lute. More than ever, I was convinced the muscular oaf was rather simple, yet saw no need to goad him too severely.

‘And that day when I first noticed her, I remember being surprised,’ he added.

‘By the wings sprouting from her back?’

‘She wasn’t aloof as so many spoilt daughters of wealthy merchants seemed to be.’

The glimmer of the memory was shining in his bold blue eyes.

‘Hmm. Not aloof?’

‘Not at all. From the very start she had an open friendly nature.’

‘Open. Friendly.’ Mimicking his nonsense was my safest policy.

‘A willingness to explore the world with her beautiful eyes.’

Let me tell you sweet friends, as a man I can assure you, when one male waxes baldly to another about a woman’s eyes – let alone her nose – then for the love of folly, there’s little doubt he’s already smitten beyond redemption.

Suddenly Armand turned to me as if his prattling must be gaining my interest.

‘The first time I caught her attention I frowned at her harshly! In jest of course.’

‘Of course Squire.’ I smirked. ‘An interesting tactic.’

‘Then I poked my tongue at her.’ 

He demonstrated too energetically.

‘I’m sure that aroused her interest.’

‘It seemed to arouse her anger at first. She lifted her brows in surprise. Then frowned with heat and turned away to ignore me.’

Unseen by him, for he was so engrossed as he described each moment, I mimicked her reactions. Cupid’s Balls! I amused myself at his unwitting expense.

‘No doubt Squire, you got what you deserved.’ I dared to quip.

That made him smile.

‘Perhaps I did.’ he agreed. ‘Yet slowly ... slowly she turned to look back again.’

‘Of course she did.’

‘And there it was.’

‘The halo?’

‘The grin. A broad cheeky grin.’

‘Hmm. She was very forgiving.’

‘Then suddenly, right there in the cathedral, the minx returned my gesture with interest for all she was worth, poking her tongue back at me. By thunder, it made me laugh!’

‘I’m sure God still hasn’t forgiven you both.’

‘My mother did not! She instantly cuffed my ear.’

He laughed to himself. Finally his story was gaining my interest.

‘She and my grandam share much in common.’ I smiled. ‘I’m sure it hurt.’

‘It did fellow. Yet for all the world it was the most welcome hurt I ever received.’ 

‘My name is Marcel.’

‘Well Marcel, to see her face with her tongue stuck out and that look of contrition when my mother clouted me ... just gave me the impression she was ... friendly.’

I rolled my eyes again.

‘Who could have guessed at such a thing?’

‘I could not. At that age it was a revelation to me that a girl could be friendly.’

‘Indeed. Beyond all comprehension.’

‘And mischievous to boot.’

He continued laughing to himself as I considered him. And I must admit, though we were nothing alike, his innocent charm was winning me over, and he was confessing revelations in a manner that made me think of him as a soft-hearted lion.

That was the first conversation we shared. And I had tucked that memory away for some time until several years later when I heard another version of the same encounter. By Ilaria’s telling, her first impression of him was greatly at odds with his own of her. She and I were seated on a hill together under the shade of an old sycamore when we spoke. She was gazing out over the vista below us.

‘Oh yes, I recall him as a boy. The first time I noticed him was during mass at la Primatiale, the lovely cathedral in Lyon.’

‘Ah yes Madonna. It’s very beautiful.’

‘He only caught my eye because he wouldn’t stop moving.’

‘Oh no?’

‘Oh yes. Feet swinging, glancing about. Mercy Marcel he wanted for attention!’

‘Lively!’

‘Of course, the fidgeting display of an errant boy held little interest for me.’

Her eyes lit up with the memory of it.

‘Of course.’ My own eyes lit to see how it moved her.

‘Yet my own stray glance caught a gesture.’

‘A gesture?’

‘Oh, I’m sure he intended it to attract my attention.’

‘Interesting.’

‘He seemed to consider himself amusing.’ She smiled at the last, giggled at the next. ‘And, oh dear Heaven, I thought his head was far too big for his skinny little body!’

Suddenly she held her midriff to contain her enjoyment. Tears of fondness gleamed in her eyes recalling the antic sight.

‘Oh yes Madonna, I can imagine it!’ I began to laugh and snort. ‘I can! I can!’

‘And though he smiled mischievously, his grin lacked an upper front tooth!’

‘Glamorous!’ I cried. ‘Oh perfect!’

We laughed and smiled and leaned and shook our heads together, enjoying such a fond notion of the man we’d both come to love so well.

‘Oh rascal, I tell you.’

‘Yes?’ I prompted.

‘It made me smile to see that, for all his finery, for all the Capulet’s grand show seated there together, that their grinning prince left me with the impression he was addle-headed!’

‘Oh no!’

‘Oh yes!’

There was that infectious smile. Her green eyes warmed in the glow of the memory.

‘However ...’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Despite that first impression, somehow thereafter, the cheeky rogue continued to draw my interest. Oh Marcel ... How could I resist him?’

I never told her of his own telling of it. I was unable to bring myself to do so. Some good people in our lifetimes leave such an indelible impression that we can never forget them. I know for myself, even in the hereafter, I’ll never forget the greatness of either one.

Through those early years for Armand and Ilaria, their impressions of each other waxed and waned. And despite their parents’ agreement to keep them apart while they grew in such close proximity, every now and then during social gatherings, their paths managed to cross.

Sometimes this was by design, a chance to allow the promised pair to exchange limited discourse. On that night under the stars, when Armand told me of Ilaria in the cathedral, he also recalled an encounter of this kind. It occurred in the company of Ilaria’s Aunt Elise; a trusted chaperone assigned by Dame Marchand to guide them through safely.

‘Ilaria?’ said Aunt Elise lifting elegant brows.

‘Aunt Elise? said Ilaria lifting her brows in mimic.

‘You may speak with Armand.’ She pouted with consideration.

‘Thank you, Aunt Elise.’ Ilaria turned in anticipation.

Green eyes met blue. Silence.

‘Perhaps to begin,’ said Elise ‘you may wish to greet each other.’

After a blink of miscomprehension Armand’s brows lifted.

‘Good afternoon, Ilaria.’

‘Good afternoon, Armand.’

Aunt Elise glared at his lacklustre effort.

‘I ...’ he stuttered. ‘I saw you in the cathedral this morning.’

Aunt Elise smiled thinly.

‘I recall seeing you.’ Ilaria glanced. ‘Did you enjoy the sermon?’

‘Oh, I don’t recall it greatly.’ he replied. 

‘You don’t recall the sermon, or you didn’t listen to the sermon?’

‘I confess to being ... distracted.’

‘Was that before or after your maman cuffed your ear?’

His brows knit, suggesting more thought than her query should require to answer.

‘Ah ... before.’

‘What distracted you so? I try not to distract you any longer.’

‘Oh really?’ He appeared disappointed. ‘Why?’

‘I don’t like to be the cause of her cuffing you.’ she said sincerely.

‘But I don’t mind.’

‘You don’t mind being cuffed or that I pay you less heed?’

‘I ... don’t mind one, but I don’t prefer the other.’

Ilaria glanced to Aunt Elise and back again.

‘Armand ...’ said Ilaria ‘that’s rather confusing. Which is which?’ 

‘I ... well, I ... I brought my slingshot.’ he blurted.

Her brows knit with confusion.

‘You brought your ... oh that doesn’t make any sense at all.’ 

‘I mean to say, maman saw I had it. That’s why she cuffed me.’

‘Oh? I thought you may have been distracted by ... never mind.’

Aunt Elise widened her eyes, nodding in disappointment. Armand’s eyes lit with comprehension.

‘Did you notice Ilaria that she cuffed me twice today.’

Ilaria had become so used to being his source of distraction in mass that it upset her to think he hadn’t been distracted by her and felt little interest to continue the discussion.

‘Yes.’ she said distractedly. ‘I think I recall a second incident. What was that for?’

‘I was staring.’ he said. 

‘I’m sure a slingshot can be very distracting.’

‘It can. But she scolded me for staring at the angel.’

Aunt Elise lifted her brows in recognition. ‘Oh yes, the angel in the new fresco is lovely. I gaze at it too.’

‘So do I.’ said Ilaria reluctantly. ‘It is rather distracting.’ 

‘Is it?’ said Armand blankly.

Ilaria furrowed her brows and pouted, hands splaying in frustration. ‘Well of course it is Armand. Didn’t your mother cuff you for staring at the angel?’

‘Yes. That’s what she calls the person who sits across from me.’

After a moment of thought a blush warmed Ilaria’s cheek. Aunt Elise lit with comprehension, then realised they were grinning at each other. She reached for Ilaria’s hand.

‘Come away Ria! That’s quite enough conversation. Good day to you Armand.’

Oh yes, Aunt Elise may have frowned before she turned her niece on her heel to depart. But as they marched away under the first fall of snow, Ilaria glanced back to him. She and Armand exchanged mischievous smiles as their eyes held each other’s interest. That moment would be enough to sustain them until the next occasion drew them together.

Sweet friends I hope that you can recall, how in that moment when young love finally wakes to the image of its heart’s desire, that image tends to linger. Beyond all doubt, this was that moment for Armand and Ilaria. As Aunt Elise drew Ilaria away, despite the fact that distance was separating them further and further, their hearts beat faster and faster.

Finally, there were other occasions, formal events both familles attended, where closer contact wasn’t possible or granted. Yet even then, as a premiere match, the presence of their betrothed was constantly noted to each by others. On such occasions, glances and whispering commentary couldn’t help but shape the impressions they were forming of each other. As their world buzzed about them, their world was abuzz about them.
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Chapter 3 the touch of Formality
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That incident with Aunt Elise occurred on the cusp of winter, 1437. By that time, Armand and Ilaria were beginning to encounter each other more frequently and sparking with more and more interest. Then in the following spring, like an unanticipated thunderclap, their childhood proximity was severed when Armand was sent north to serve at Chateau de Viviers.

That chateau was a pastoral fortress, home to her Excellency, Countess Regine de Viviers. It stood four miles to the north of Lyon on the road to Limonest. No, it doesn’t seem far. Yet Armand was sent there to begin his service as a junior page. And so, until he turned fifteen, he boarded there each season from early spring to late autumn.

Perhaps most importantly for our couple, Countess Regine was a dedicated patron of the Abbey of Île Barbe. That lovely sanctuary is located between Limonest and Lyon, nestled on a peaceful island in the Saône. And for those in her retinue, attendance to the Abbey church with the Countess each Sunday was compelled. From spring until winter therefore, Armand’s chance to stare at an angel once a week was gone. Oh yes, boohoo for him!

Thus did his formal education begin. From then until an agreement was reached when their courtship could begin, perhaps ten years, possibly more, Armand and Ilaria continued on their paths at a greater distance and crossed each other’s paths less often. Under the wing of the exalted countess, Armand was taught to read and write with greater maturity and developed a courtly sense of deportment and manners.

He began to read political and military history which his father counted of value. His own interest tended toward Greek philosophy. Despite his parents’ hope to steer his attention away from a warrior path, like any boy who worshipped his father, he developed an interest in material that promised to reveal more about his father’s chivalric experience.

One author on that subject became Armand’s favourite, an iconic figure destined to become his ideal. The author in question was our feted French hero Geoffroi de Charny. In time the epithet ‘it’s what Charny would do,’ became one of his two favourites. The second you’ll learn all too soon. After you do so however, I feel you may never forget it.

Countess de Viviers was the widow of two former husbands both of whom had been hard bitten soldiers, and one, of course, was Count de Viviers. She loved to ride and hunt and so in her personal company, Armand learned to ride and hunt but with a sense of martial purpose. Indeed, he began to excel in all manner of sporting pursuits that Regine had him undertake.

For the sake of steering him toward a merchant pathway however, Armand’s parents urged Regine to focus his interests on studied learning rather than sporting pursuits. She did so a little reluctantly. But still, a predictable routine became established in his life. Then during the last year of his service to her, just one day before he turned fifteen, Regine announced she was in the mood to ride and hunt. I’ve come to believe that word has great power.

Fox was in season. Fox would be sought. Now her senior page, Armand rode among her retinue. Little danger was anticipated in pursuit of such small game, so when the barking and leaping of hounds announced a quarry had been run down, the entourage drew rein with casual care. It was just a breathless fox after all.

The countess’s trusted man, Laurette, a grizzled veteran who served with her first husband, was already afoot, spear in hand, leading the way. Eschewing assistance, Regine slid to dismount from her side-saddle alone. All eyes were to the fore as Armand approached a rouncey bearing baskets brimming with fare to eat and drink.

Regine’s gloved hand reached for the hilt of her hunting sword. Shimmering blade in hand, ten paces behind Laurette, she stalked toward the howling pack as they leapt about the mouth of a den. Yet as she drew past the trunk of a towering oak, suddenly from behind it, out of season and wholly unexpected, burst a rampant, lurching, growling bear!

Paws up and claws out, it stood upright on its hind legs right next to the countess. The raging beast came at her to kill. Laurette spun fast. Yet before his spear could lift or drive, before Regine even knew the killer had launched, chaos broke loose behind the beast and decorum went to Hell in a haycart!

For in that instant, from the seat of his rouncey, Armand had leaned against the pommel and shoved his weight to lift his feet high, gaining purchase on the rear of his saddle to thrust himself upward. He shunted a turn to face the back of the screaming giant. Then drawing his sharp rondel as he went, he dropped through his knees and leapt like a wildcat.

‘Aaarrrggghhh!’

With that maniacal shout, all at once, Regine’s senior page was spread like a cape on the startled monster’s back.

Sharp pointed steel plunged through fur, hide and muscle in its enormous neck.

A bellow of hurt erupted from the beast. In a torrent of fury, deadly claws smashed and smacked at the screaming young lion clamped on its back, thrashing his blade about.

Crushing paws wrenched him away, shook him with rage and smashed him down hard as a yard of cold steel launched from the hand of his snarling countess. She ran its fatal point at the mighty creature’s chest. An instant later, eyes lit like a demon, Laurette drove the tip of his spear at its throat, shoving until the frothing beast finally fell silent.

‘Armand!’ Regine rushed in and fell to her knees. ‘Are you hurt?’ She saw blood. ‘Dear mercy he’s hurt. Laurette!’

More mayhem erupted as the mystified hounds swarmed in belatedly, barking and bouncing and biting, plunging the scene into chaos.

‘Laurette!’ the Countess demanded.

‘Yes yes. Rouben! Leash those fucking hounds! I’m here. What’s the damage?’

‘His neck’s dripping with blood! Strip your sleeve. We must wrap the wound.’

Armand groaned as the sleeve tore away.

‘I’ll owe you a shirt, Master Laurette.’

‘Silence idiot! Taking to a bear with a toothpick!’ 

‘What do you think?’ whispered Regine.

‘I think he’s Olivier’s son right enough.’ He squinted and stared. ‘The lacerations are deep, yet not too severe.’

‘Thank Heaven for that.’

‘He’ll have a brace of scars on his neck, perhaps a broken rib.’

Laurette prodded to investigate.

‘Ahhh!’ spat the victim.

‘Mad boy hold still! Aye. Broken for sure. 

‘Let me see. Armand! Jupiter’s Ass! What will I tell your father?’

‘It was going to hurt you.’

‘That’s why I have my sword! That’s what Laurette’s here for!’

‘You cursed like a soldier.’

‘I ... that’s none of your business. You fought like a soldier.’

‘So did your Excellence.’

‘Oh look at you! Forget your father. Margot will skin me alive!’ 

‘Maman can be fearsome.’

Laurette rolled his eyes as the Countess pressed a smile.

‘Honestly Armand, what were you thinking?’

‘Well ... I ... It’s what Charny would have done.’

Laurette halted for a moment as Regine stared in surprise.

‘It’s what ... Armand you read far too much.’ she scolded gently.

‘Amen to that.’ spat Laurette.

‘Oh little lion you gave me the fright of my life.’

‘Yes your Excellence. I’m sorry your Excellence.’ 

‘I’ll tell you who’s sorry. That bear is sorry he ever met you.’

Laurette spurted laughter. The countess smiled.

‘And Armand? Please don’t tell Margot I cursed that way.’

‘No your Excellence. I wouldn’t want her to cuff your ear.’

‘Nor would I.’

After the notorious bear incident, the countess grew very fond of Armand and began to regret he’d soon be leaving her care. As for Laurette, by that time he already felt, and grumbled as much as he dared on the subject, the boy’s talents were being wasted with study.

And yes, when Dame Capulet heard tell of it all, she was fearsome. Armand felt certain she would cuff the countess on the ear. Somehow instead, Margot and Regine simply managed to drink far too much together ... yet that’s another story.

When the studious page wasn’t leaping onto the backs of bears, for the sake of social grace, Armand was also compelled to study the finer arts. Fortunately, for the sake of my future employment, he never really learned to play an instrument well. Nor did he ever compose music or poetry that could be said to be engaging.

Yet in the murk of that effort to study finer things, it did emerge Armand enjoyed two things most of all. First, he loved to sing. I won’t suggest he was graced with the gift of it. I merely observe, Armand loved to sing. Moreover, he loved to dance. The countess ensured her quintet of pages practised a wide selection of popular courtly dances by partnering them with her quintet of demoiselles-in-waiting.

The pages were younger than the demoiselles of course, excepting the eldest page and youngest demoiselle, both aged twelve. Yet from the time he entered service, no matter which age Armand was from one season to the next, he was everyone’s favourite partner. Regine always ensured, however, that his final round was reserved for herself. No, I can’t say I ever saw them dance together, it was before my time, though I wish that I had.

On the sad day Armand completed his service, Regine presented him with a keepsake. It was a necklet with wide links suspending a special charm mounted in silver. The charm was the claw of a mighty bear. Around the clasp was an inscription.

la chance sourit aux audiacieux

fortune favours the brave

You may have noticed that I’ve lingered on the start of Armand’s education. Oh yes, be patient, I haven’t forgotten Ilaria. Cupid’s Balls! Indeed, their external educations began in the very same season. For, as fate would have it, the year Armand began his service as a junior page, although she was four years younger, Ilaria began her formal education too.

So, while Armand remained at the pastoral fortress, encircled by its moat, cut off by its lifted
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