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Dedication

To RBN

magna gratia et caritate




Epigraphs
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As for birds, they were a medieval obsession. They are the subject of one of the earliest medieval sketchbooks, and they fill the borders of manuscripts. . . . they had become symbols of freedom. Under feudalism men and animals were tied to the land: very few people could move about—only artists and birds.

—Kenneth Clark, Civilisation
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Queen Eleanor, a matchless woman, beautiful and chaste, powerful and modest, meek and eloquent, who was advanced in years enough to have had two husbands and two sons crowned kings, still indefatigable for every undertaking, whose power was the admiration of her age. . . . Let none speak more thereof; I also know well. Be silent.

—Richard of Devizes, Chronicle, Concerning the Deeds of Richard the First, King of England, ca. 1192
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Brutal, hard

blood shed.

No warning.

Eyes see.

Talons take.

—“On a Hawk” by Ibn al-Mu’tazz, Arabic poet, ninth century. Trans. by Professor James E. Montgomery, 2020, University of Cambridge




Prologue

FONTEVRAUD ABBEY

LOIRE VALLEY, FRANCE

Thursday, the first of April

Anno Domini 1204

The queen, my queen, died shortly before dusk.

Darkness has descended with her death, and with it all the warmth of her beloved Aquitaine. Her hand rests in mine, her fingers colder than the cloister’s stone. Gently I draw the sable about her neck and shoulders; it has been a frigid month, and it comforts me to know the cloak will enshroud her still. She goes to a realm of radiance, they say, yet a desolate part of me fears it will be icy, lightless. Even for her, Eleanor, queen of England and France, the fabled Duchess of Aquitaine.

Her smile is serene, her brow tranquil, the expression of her eyes poignantly questioning. How wondrous that her face hardly betrays the tumult of these years! That she should go to the afterlife with some vestige of her beauty would have gladdened her, no doubt—vanitas vanitatum, she would have quipped. It is only her hands that suggest the weighty procession of eight decades. Her fingers are gnarled and heavy; I touch the bloodred signet ring, then the others, glimmering with the seals of Athena and Aphrodite.

Earlier I had summoned Father Luke to issue the last rites. Flickering images return to me: a flock of black-robed figures in the mauve light, the host placed upon her tongue, the gold crucifix studded with amethysts pressed into her hands, now as pale and translucent as the wafer itself. We, her companions of many years, had knelt by her side in desolation, murmuring the words of the viaticum we know all too well. Instants later, she drew her last breath. Silence fell, followed by stifled sobs and the bittersweet strains of our voices as we intoned a planctus.

For one phantasmal moment it had seemed she merely slept. I had drawn closer, touched her arm, and murmured, “My lady,” as if to waken her. Suddenly I had felt a hand upon my shoulder: the Abbess Mathilda. “Remember the queen and her example,” the abbess said, with a firmness that was not without compassion. I turned away from the body in order to regain my composure. It would be my duty, as the one closest to the queen, to lead us in the rituals that would follow.

Even so, I begged the abbess for a few final moments alone with the queen: a time to reflect, I explained, to bid adieu and to assemble the mantle, crown, and the keepsakes that would accompany her on this, the final voyage of a queen who had known so many. The abbess and the others—even Sister Alix, the queen’s granddaughter—had no idea of my other mission.

Others had already done the work of anointing her body with holy unguents and precious scents. I had watched from a distance as they performed the morbid tasks, all the while recalling other perfumes, those she had used in her lifetime with abandon. How unlike those, today, with their dark, funereal purpose!

Turning to me as she prepared to leave, the abbess gently said, “We will leave you, Isabelle, to close the queen’s eyes. It is only right and fitting that you do so.”

I glanced at Sister Alix, who stood close to the abbess. “But surely, it should be you, her granddaughter,” I entreated.

“No,” Alix replied. “We know the queen would have wanted you to do it.”

I gave a mournful nod of acquiescence before curtseying and making the sign of the cross. Then the sisters filed out—a noiseless phalanx, phantomlike, followed by the abrupt sound of the door closing.

Now, when the moment comes for me to close those vivid eyes, I find even my own strength faltering. Several times I steel myself, only to turn away, unable to touch her lids. Still hesitating, I make my way from the coffin to the prie-dieu before the altar. Banks of tapers burn before me. I gaze at them hungrily, as a starving person might a feast; perhaps part of me hopes their fire will burn away my sadness. I draw my hand close, searing one finger in a flame before dipping another into hot molten wax. The pain seems to jolt me past inaction.

I return to her, implore God for strength, and force myself to seal her eyes shut.

Those eyes! I dare not think what they had witnessed during her long life—even I, who know so much. The anointing of two husbands as kings, of two sons as kings, the crowning of two daughters, the murders of bishops, the betrayals of children, the passionate love affairs, the perilous journeys across storm-wracked seas and menacing mountains. All the bitter cares and struggles, which she had, throughout the years, confided to me. All now subsided into chilling silence.

Would she were still here to guide me! Would it were day, for I long for the orderly light of morning and the call of matins.

I turn once more to gaze upon her face: it seems scarcely less imperious with its shuttered orbs. Eleanor, the great queen whom Egyptian slave traders in Messina had likened to the goddess Isis and called the “shameless, magnificent one.” “The comparison does not seem to displease you,” I had teased, when she had related this story. “Many would say far more shameless than magnificent!” she had replied with a rueful laugh. “About that I have no illusion. But if I were to be compared to a goddess, let it at least be Helen!” Now, at this dark hour, it comforts me to remember those moments of mirth, those larksome references to the Trojan princess who had enthralled her since childhood.

In her final weeks, I begged the queen not to leave me, all the while knowing my entreaties were futile. She knew her time had come, and greeted death as she did all journeys, with courage and resolute, albeit somber, preparation. All the while she tried to cheer me, offering me the jewels and finery she knew my station would not permit. She had the grace never to acknowledge what she had from the first intuited: my fascination with such things. “Keep them as relics then,” she said with a conspiratorial smile, pressing some lustrous pearls into my palm. “If you do not see them as frivolous and vain, then I doubt God will either.” It was her wont, her way of summoning the transformative power of the mind. Willful to the end, she seldom doubted that the Lord would accede to her wishes.

She had honed this turn of mind in England during the long years of captivity. I remember that bleak November afternoon when we walked together within the grounds of Winchester and she told me, “Before this time, it was always my bodily strength that sustained me through the pregnancies year after year, and the pain of childbirth. Yet both were welcome to me, for each creature wrenched from my womb meant another successor to the throne. But in these past years, it is my mind which has anchored me. I have learned to have faith and be patient. So perhaps I should thank Henry for this ordeal, after all?”

The years I spent with her, during her imprisonment in England, passed slowly, dimly, in turreted monotony. We spent the time telling tales; it was then she began to relate the story of her life. At the beginning, this was simply a way to flee the moated towers, to escape the knights engaged by King Henry, and to distract us from the sentinels who were always at the ready, suspicious of us women, suspicious of our motives and movements. The stories were a way to bend our minds to freedom—the freedom she prized above all else—and to wrest ourselves from the savage cold of Britain to distant sunny climes. To a Sicily of lemon trees and doves; to Aquitaine with its fields of lavender and skies scattered with purple starlings; to sea-sparkling Cyprus, and to Antioch, with its sensual pleasures and scintillating mosaics.

She told me of the lost weeks in Ephesus during the Second Holy War, with King Louis. It was Christmastime; she and her husband, the king, had set up camp below the ramparts. Few among the soldiers had chosen to venture to the ancient Roman city, as she had, if only to escape the smell of roasting flesh—the detritus from the disaster of the preceding weeks. There, in the Holy Land, she first saw the ancient tombs, which so impressed her, and which would become the inspiration for her own. They reminded her of other tombs, vacant and crumbling, that she had seen as a girl in the Aquitaine, her homeland. The Aquitaine, with its tantalizing echoes of the pagan world, which had fascinated us both.

Hence the singular plan for her tomb, which she has left with me, and that the artisans at the abbey, who both feared and worshipped her, will implement. It seems logical that she, who adored the ballads of the troubadours and who had herself sparked so many stanzas, should be portrayed holding an open book. “Let them think it is a prayer book,” she told me with a mischievous glance. “But you and I know better.”

She entrusted me with its completion. “Leave the rest to me,” I told her, my brisk tone masking sadness; never had my own words resounded with such dreadful finality. She knew I would have the tomb executed to her liking, and that I would also gather the requisite talismans to accompany her to the afterlife. Her simplest crown, “to keep me company” she had instructed; her favorite rings, a lock of her daughter Joanna’s hair, the signet of Richard’s reign, a carnelian scarab given to her by her father, who had been given it by his. The pilgrim shell from Santiago de Compostela and the Becket casket she had already bequeathed to me.

She was, by then, that darkest January, nearly sightless. “Give me music,” she commanded one especially dismal afternoon. Thus, as I had done before, I summoned Alardus the minstrel to play her favorite songs—the music she had heard as a girl in the courts of her father and grandfather, the dukes of Aquitaine. There was no need to ask Mother Mathilda to grant permission for this irregular act: this was a request from the dying queen, after all. “As queen, I overrule the abbess,” she once told me, adding with characteristic realism, “and in any case, even here the highborn have privileges—surely you, as a countess, must at least tacitly acknowledge that.” And if I were, one day, to take the veil? I asked somewhat slyly. To this she merely responded with a sphinxlike smile.

During that week we burned many of the queen’s private letters and documents. “You have burned them all,” she said to me several times; this was framed as royal dictum, rather than question. Over the years she had entrusted me with preserving, and sometimes copying, her most important letters—as keepsakes, as evidence, as means of vengeance. The letters to and from Hildegard of Bingen, for instance; others from Richard when he was held for ransom by the Holy Roman Emperor, still others from the queen’s daughter Joanna when she was married to William of Sicily. Letters the queen had either written or dictated herself, or received from friends, lovers, and conspirators.

Her sight had nearly failed by that time—that gray afternoon in early March—when, one by one, I pitched rolls of parchment into the fire as she sipped mulled wine. As the flames crackled, she asked again with unnerving insistence whether “all the letters and documents” were burning. Yes, I confirmed, keeping my voice steady as I lied, for I was no stranger to dissembling.

“Can you not smell the parchment burning?” I asked coolly enough. Satisfied, she nodded—unaware, of course, that I had tossed blank parchment into the fire. To reassure her, I took her frail hand, filling its palm with still warm ashes, as further “proof.”

I hold my head in my hands now, trembling, every time I think of that moment when I had lied to her, when I had pretended to obey. I saved the letters and papers she had ordered me to destroy. I have committed many other sins, but few as haunting. The betrayal pierced me with guilt I could not eradicate even by fasting: in the weeks that followed I began to starve myself, as if in self-deprivation I would find some peace, some penance.

Clementia and Marie had noticed how thin I had become and mentioned it to the queen, who could not, of course, discern the changes in me herself. “I hear you are not eating,” she told me with concern, groping for my gaunt hand. I told her it was nothing—I often lost my appetite in winter. All the while, I kept my voice steady, composed, opaque.

I tell myself ad infinitum that my intentions were honorable, that it was better she go to her grave unaware of the only sin for which she would never have forgiven me. The sin that I cannot confess, for it would be too dangerous, especially here, at Fontevraud, where King John’s men encircle us and where his other henchmen wait nearby in expectation. At other moments, still searching for absolution, I comfort myself with the notion that my seeming to obey her last commands gave her the forbearance to survive another month. In my heart I realize this is only a delusion. Personal slights, even calumnies, she could bear: any violation of her legacy as queen, or that of the Plantagenets, was unforgivable.

But now I hear the strains of the funeral chant, Dies Irae, come closer: Lacrimosa dies illa / qua resurgent ex favilla. I must work quickly to carry out the queen’s commands.

All she had requested must be tucked deep within the silken folds of her coffin. And then the forbidden book itself—the copy I created, my final gift to her, for it seemed unthinkable that she should go to the afterlife without it by her side. As for the other, the original—that is hidden here with me, with the letters and papers I have secretly preserved. I must safeguard all when we leave for Castile, to her daughter’s court. Word of the queen’s death will soon reach King John, and spies tell me his henchmen, awaiting the signal in Chinon, will then advance to the abbey. Among them may be—no, I dare not think of it now.

Kneeling by her, I utter one final prayer. May God protect her and forgive her all her sins. May He grant peace eternal to her, Eleanora Regina, queen of England and France, and Duchess of Aquitaine. May He also forgive me my trespasses, and for the sinful acts that I kept even from her.

The footsteps of the monks draw close. Then—at the door—the three knocks I have both anticipated and dreaded.

They have come to take the body. Sauve qui peut.




Part I




Chapter 1

It is past midnight; the funeral vigil for the queen is underway. I am alone in my chamber, thinking of the perilous journey ahead. I must try to sleep.

The bronze falcon sits beside me, on the table by my bed. Aiglette placed it there yesterday, thinking it would comfort me. I was ambivalent about the falcon when he gave it to me: it was a gift I had never wanted, and was, at first, almost wary of. Yet the passing years and the perception of others have changed my way of perceiving this fanciful creature, with its gilded wings and enigmatic gaze. But then, time has altered so much.

Would it were morning, would that sunlight might banish my disquiet! Even my prayers have been fruitless: God and the Virgin seem to have forsaken me. I must seek another way to find peace.

Throughout my life, I have always found solace in stories. Storytelling was how my brother and I would pass time together in childhood; and how, later, at Château Ravinour, during my marriage, Aiglantine and I would escape from apprehension and tedium. Here at the abbey, when Marie was a little girl, she not only reveled in my tales, but also came to love creating her own. When, one day, she found herself unable to begin, I proposed “the game of the first line”: she was to start with one sentence, I would supply the next, and so forth; then, almost magically it seemed, she would be able to spin the story by herself. From that moment on, whenever she was frustrated, I would remind her: “It is always the first line, the first stroke, that is the hardest.”

Tonight, more than ever, I long to soothe myself by storytelling. Yet, for once, I have no ability to invent; fear and sadness have rendered me barren of imagination. There is only one story I burn to tell: a real story, my own.

And if I were to tell that story—the story of my life—how would I begin? “Take a deep breath and steel your mind,” the queen would have exhorted me. But surely it is my own advice to Marie that I ought to take heed of now: “It is that first sentence which matters most. The rest will follow.”

IT WAS MARRIAGE TO A stranger, a lord whose land lay to the north, that brought me to this place and, ultimately, to the queen, to Eleanor. . . .

My family was of noble name, but it lacked real riches. We came from the countryside in the region of Nîmes, not far from Uzès. I was the youngest of four children. My two brothers had come first, then my sister, Amélie, who thought me an odd creature. “Your head is too much in books and stories, Isabelle,” she would scold, “and your strange ideas are worse than useless!” I was her bête noire, and the quarrels that erupted between us were fierce and frequent. “Everyone cried the day you were born,” she would taunt me, spitefully aware that my parents had been praying for a son.

My early childhood was encircled by a nimbus of disappointment. My mother had little use for daughters who required dowries we could scarcely afford, and even less patience with me, the youngest, whose constant questions irritated her beyond all measure. Most maddening to her was my curiosity about things which, to her, were of no consequence: the lore of our region among them—that of the cities of Nîmes and Arles, where the ancient people, the Greeks and Romans, had left their mark.

When I was conceived, she once admitted, God cursed her by depriving her of another son. The infant boy who had preceded my birth had died, as had another, born when I was five years old. For years I would remember the terrifying screams of my mother through the long hours of that searing night, and how, in early morning, the wizened midwives finally emerged, brandishing rags soaked with blood as they conveyed word that the baby boy was stillborn.

My mother recovered from that ordeal, but her attitude toward me ever after changed and hardened. I never knew the warmth that she bestowed upon my siblings, especially my brothers. I learned to evoke feeling from her by other means. I would disobey her, or mock her behind her back, or stick my tongue out when she spouted a favorite precept warning us about Héloïse and the perils of the flesh, or when she extolled Saint Ursula, the virgin martyr, as an exemplar for us, her daughters. Then I would give full rein to mischief and impertinence, for it was not lost on me that my fearlessness frightened her. “The little vixen,” she would call me, her violet eyes alight with fury. This gave me a fleeting sense of victory, for at such moments she did show me something, even if it was rage.

IT WAS MY BROTHERS I admired, and who took me hawking and riding; yet even from them I hid much of my secret life. The eldest, Guy, a pragmatist, would have scoffed at my incessant wonderings. But Arnaut seemed to understand my fascination with adventure and tales of the pagan people. He had been told about that lost world by my grandfather, who had been told those stories by his. These tales became the first of many codes between Arnaut and me, a vernacular of our own.

It was with my brothers that I first went to the city of Nîmes by horseback one crystalline day in May decades ago. I was twelve at the time of this, my first great adventure. I had heard about Nîmes and its Roman monuments; even so, I was unprepared for the moment when we first glimpsed the stupendous arches of the Pont du Gard reflected in the glassy river. I remember how small I felt, how paltry and overpowered, as we gazed above in wonder at the gigantic arches against the clear blue sky.

We stopped at noontime by the edge of the river, the aqueduct looming above us. We were thirsty and hot from hours of riding; even now I remember how delicious the food tasted, how icy and fresh the spring water tasted as I gulped it from cupped hands. I gazed at the looming arches as I bit into the bread and pungent cheese, savoring the breezes, which wafted the fragrance of mimosa toward us from the riverbank.

We finished eating and resumed our journey to Nîmes along the old Roman road, the Via Domitia. Pilgrims passed us: old men in ragged clothes, picking out their steps along the path with crooked staffs, beggars with missing limbs. Then came merchants with bolts of cloth, peddlers hawking relics of saints, mercenaries with unsightly scars, and, one moment, a haughty legate from Rome—or so my brothers told me—who rode on horseback with vivid pennants of white and scarlet.

AT LAST WE CAME TO the city itself: bustling, clamorous, dusty, and teeming with crowds. We went first, of course, to the cathedral, where we asked the Lord’s blessings for our family. I did not like the cathedral, which seemed a chilly, fear-inducing place, vaguely resonant of my mother. It brought to mind her sharp looks when I asked about things she deemed improper, and the fearsome blows she dealt me when I had disobeyed.

Arnaut had told me stories of other places: we would go to these on our own without Guy, he had confided in the low, thrilling voice of a conspirator. Take me, I had begged him: show me all that is forbidden, show me all you know of that other world. And so we left Guy, with the excuse that we would go to another church for confession, and would meet him later.

He led me to an ancient shrine which had long figured in his stories—“the temple of Diana,” he called it. As I gazed, awestruck, at the entrance, and then began to ascend the expanse of marble steps, I wondered with a shiver how many sacrificial virgins had proceeded up them in centuries past. Yet once I entered the serene white sanctuary, how enveloped I felt, how safe! Then, as now, this was the effect of ancient beauty upon me.

Through twisting streets next, through sun and lacy shade, we approached the Roman amphitheater: an imperious skeleton of stone. During many cold winter nights as children in Provence, while the wind blew and the fire crackled with olive wood, Arnaut had told me stories of the savage games that had once taken place in this arena—of the carnage, and the lusty people who clapped while men were torn to pieces by roaring lions and exotic beasts from Africa. How those in the audience would cheer, carousing with food and drink while the combatants, their blood trailing in the ravaged sand, met their fate below.

We arrived at the massive arch framing the entrance: how incongruous it seemed to find wildflowers blossoming in the crevices between the layers of cold stone. I plucked a few flowers, crushing them in my hand so that my palms were sticky and moist as I stepped inside. The sun was still hot and strong when we entered the antechambers, the two of us alone in the silent, dusky labyrinth. We walked slowly through, still leading our horses through long, dank tunnels matted with oozing kernels and errant vines. A few times I stopped to touch the icy wall, closing my eyes as I tried to imagine the echo of ancient voices and the footsteps of victors, victims, untamed animals, and emperors ravenous for the bloody confirmation of their power. Even now I can remember the smell of that place, for it was the smell of death itself—icy, alien, fetid.

A sharp wheeling sound above, in the sky, frightened me, wrenching me from reverie: the circling of swallows with whirling, bladelike wings. I took a deep breath, steadying myself, though I was reluctant to lean against the beady wall, as if mere contact with it might suck me into an inferno. Yet the sound of the swallows had also reassured me—soaring high above that ominous place, they were a sign of life after all, and of freedom.

At last we came to a long passageway where, to each side, crude pits were hacked from stone. A sudden gust of wind seemed to propel us forward into that dark universe, with its intimations of cruelty. I looked to each side at the cavelike cells, which had once held men, and then at Arnaut. We stood close together in a place where the light was so dim that even his bright red hair looked murky.

“This is where the gladiators were kept,” he whispered, “where they would wait until they were summoned.”

“By whom?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer: I merely wanted him to repeat it.

“By the emperor,” he replied, “or by his surrogate.” He repeated the story recited to him by our grandfather: these men, these gladiators gathered from every corner of the empire would stare into the scorching sun, bend their glistening shaven heads, and utter the chilling words: “We who are about to die salute you.”

WHEN WE RETURNED HOME, I tried as best I could to stifle my questions and resume my chores. I thought incessantly of Nîmes—the amphitheater and the temple of Diana—and pretended that I was once more walking through the dim tunnels that led to the arena, or I would venture far away, to the edge of our property, to climb my favorite tree, a lovely sturdy oak that had been my refuge from my prying sister and hectoring mother for years. There, hidden and safe among its branches, I would look down over the land and pretend I glimpsed a phalanx of advancing Roman soldiers, or that I was a scribe to Julius Caesar.

This is another memory of a childhood spent yearning for the elsewhere.

AFTER NÎMES, THERE FOLLOWED A deepening closeness with Arnaut, the closeness that comes when one has shared a momentous experience. I wonder if the rest of our family suspected what the journey to Nîmes had meant to us. I doubt it: we took care to conceal it, for the two of us stirred to the clandestine as much as we did to adventure.

Since early childhood Arnaut and I had been fascinated by spies and codes. Indeed, we had already evolved secret ways of communicating, often involving messages by code. It was a way of engaging our imaginations, I suppose, of passing the interminable winter nights, of evading our parents’ control. Our schemes had begun with letters written in a primitive code, sometimes in the form of an anagram.

One day, when Arnaut returned from a visit to my grandfather’s library, he told me that he had come upon a detail in a volume of a Roman writer, Pliny: the milk of the tithymalus plant could be used as invisible ink. He explained that the fluid would be invisible after drying, but afterward, if held over gentle heat, it would turn brown and become legible. The name of the plant seemed so exotic that I never thought we would find it, but Arnaut proved me wrong. He learned that the euphorbia bush, abundant in our region, was a member of the same genus.

After this discovery, we raced outside to pick some flowering branches of euphorbia, crushed the blossoms, and concocted our own “ink.” For weeks we delighted in sending each other scraps of parchment which appeared to be blank, but on which, after being held over a low flame, words magically sprang to life.

Little by little the messages evolved. At first, they were merely childish and silly; as we grew older, they became a way of communicating much that we could not outwardly express. Mine were often reflections of a rebellious girl: “I am going to get my revenge on Amélie tomorrow”; “Let us meet later in the stables and hide there until supper so no one can find us”; “I never want to be like our mother when I grow up”; or “I wish I were like young Queen Eleanor and could set off to the Holy Land.”

My brother’s messages were of another order. Some were passages from stories he had read or heard: “He who caused the wound must heal it” or “They can because they think they can.” It was others of his own, at once edifying and imaginative, which resonated with me long afterward: “Guilt is sloth by another name,” “Life must be an adventure, above all,” and lastly, and perhaps most indelibly: “Whenever you are in despair, invent.”

Most of all I wanted to read books that contained the secrets of the ancient world. For I, too, could read: my father and my grandfather had insisted that the girls of our family should learn, though my mother hardly saw the need of it.

During the weeks following the visit to Nîmes, I decided to ask my grandfather whether I might be permitted to use his library. I was full of trepidation, for I knew that it was a sacred place, the domain of men, of learning. I rehearsed posing the question to him many times, pacing the grounds near our orchard as I did so. Yet I was also bolstered by my confidence in my grandfather’s love, for I knew I was his favorite. It was he who had taught me not only to read but also to write. He, like Arnaut, never disparaged my curiosity.

One day that summer I rode to his manor and crept into the library so quietly that I caught Grandfather unawares. Embracing him, I caught the familiar scent of lavender from his tunic; great, purply bushes of lavender grew in abundance in his garden, a paradise of vivid, orderly profusion. His simple, rough-hewn clothes were at variance with his elegant chiseled features, his accent that of an older epoch before the penetration of the Angevins. He had created a wondrous universe in his library. The light that filtered through the room was perpetually golden even in the dead of winter, as if imbued by the radiance of knowledge, of learning.

He told me my father had mentioned our journey to Nîmes, and asked, “Did Amélie accompany you and your brothers?”

“No. Amélie stayed home to do her chores and to help Mother. ‘Goody goody Saint Amélie’ I call her behind her back. I make up little rhymes about her, too, she annoys me so.”

“What kind of rhymes?” he asked with a patient smile.

“One like this: ‘Amélie is so perfect and so sweet / Even boar would kiss her feet!’” Then, with childish savagery: “I hate her!”

Even to my forgiving grandfather, however, I did not dare disclose what I had recently done to my sister when she humiliated me in front of my parents. I had plotted my revenge: I would tuck a few dead mice under the coverlet of her bed that night. Oh, her fury when she discovered them! As she screamed, I had stuck out my tongue and chanted: “Amélie, Amélie, what a coward in our house / Frightened by a little mouse!”

“And what do you think she makes of you?” my grandfather asked, interrupting my vengeful reverie.

“I’m the little devil. The vixen. That is what Mother calls me.” I paused, adding, “Mother wanted another son, and instead she got me. Sometimes when she presses those awful poultices upon my face to rid me of my freckles, she says, ‘Oh, what a nuisance you can be, Isabelle!’ Everything I am, she dislikes.”

“I doubt that is so—” he remonstrated.

“Oh yes, it is,” I replied. “I know it. Arnaut knows it, too, although he does not admit it. But he understands. He understands everything.”

Grandfather seemed to reflect on this. “How much do you know about your mother, and her life, and what made her what she is?”

I shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Ah, then that is something you might consider. You see, your mother never knew her own mother. Her own mother left her family and ran away to a nunnery. No one ever spoke of her again, nor did her children ever see her again.”

“Do you mean,” I said, slowly absorbing this revelation, “that since my mother never knew her own mother, that perhaps she does not know how to be a good mother to me?”

He kissed my forehead. “You are a wise little thing, beyond your years.”

This startled me: I had never been called wise. Many other things—reckless, disobedient, brave (this, from Arnaut)—but wise, never.

“But she never talks about these things, about her childhood,” I mused, returning to the subject of my mother. “Father sometimes does. She never does.”

“And you never thought to ask her?”

“No,” I replied, for this seemed a preposterous notion. I spoke with my mother of chores, or of my wretched sewing, or of ways to tame my wayward hair, but never of her life. My conversations with her were always tense and infected by her disappointment in me.

“One day you might ask about her own life,” my grandfather gently suggested.

“Why? It would do no good, Grandfather. So I won’t.”

“You are a stubborn little thing,” he replied, with an indulgent smile. “It can be useful, that stubbornness. And so can your willfulness. But there will be times in life when you must try your best to pull back, and think: Is this the best way to act? Is this the best strategy?”

He said no more. He had set forth this empowering idea gently, merely suggesting that the control of my thoughts and actions lay with me, not with others. Hence his words carried a weight no one else’s did. And, of course, the word strategy was a brilliant way to frame a new approach to thinking and acting, for strategy was a magic word to me, a worldly word, a word I associated with kings and queens, with people of power and learning.

On that still, hot summer afternoon, Grandfather sat by the end of the long table where he habitually studied and wrote. A stylus was poised in his frail, freckled hand, and on one finger, an ancient ring set with a translucent green intaglio. He had bought it as a young man, from a trader south of Rome. It had long fascinated me. Sometimes he would take it off and permit me to hold it so that I might examine the carving more closely. It depicted the Emperor Hadrian, or so my grandfather said, offering a laurel wreath to the goddess Athena, who stood by an olive tree. It was the only possession to which my grandfather had any attachment, other than his books. “My talisman,” he called it.

I took a deep breath, my fingers nervously tracing a circle on the table, and asked, “One day, Grandfather, might I be permitted to use your library?”

“I was only wondering when you would ask, not if, my dear girl!” he exclaimed, with a smile. “Of course, of course you can! If you had not asked me, I would have suggested it soon enough.”

In the next few weeks and months, as if he were unveiling rubies from Constantinople or pearls from the eastern seas, he shared his greatest treasures. He introduced me to texts by Cicero, Pliny, and Tacitus, and when I was a bit older, to the splendid poems of Ovid (though only those that he deemed fit for a girl). I was also obliged to study the work of Boethius—my grandfather insisted upon it—but I admit that the Consolation of Philosophy interested me little. It was the heroic tales of ancient adventures that enthralled me, and which I read again and again: the stories of the Trojan War—of Helen and Paris and the warrior Agamemnon—and my very favorite, that of Aeneas and his journeys.

In other ways he forever influenced me, opening my eyes to beauty and the wider world beyond. He told me tales of churches being built in other parts of France in a new style, with marble columns carved to resemble figures of men and saints. “Some are not so different,” he said, “from the statues made by the ancient peoples.” He was much traveled, my grandfather: he had glimpsed the culture and richness of the Burgundian court, to the north, and even the royal court, in Paris. He had been to the Abbey of Saint-Denis, and described its sparkling, colored windows to me—how light filtered through glass panes where stories were depicted in hues as rich as gemstones. This splendid church, he said, had been built according to the plan of the Abbot Suger. It was Suger’s idea that beauty and the sacred could coexist, that in fact they may be one and the same.

He had seen the sea. Tell me more, I would entreat him, and he told me how he had traveled to Britain and thought the people rich and clever, but savage. There was a wall on the border near Scotland, he said, which had been built by the Emperor Hadrian to sever the Roman world from the wild tribes to the north. He recalled a place called Northumberland as a beautiful, wild land; to me its rich, rolling name alone seemed redolent of mystery. It was rumored Roman treasure was buried there, he said, and hoards of silver left by fleeing peoples in the chaos of later centuries. He told me about the fleets of vessels at Barfleur, as well, and how these daunting ships, which often carried King Henry’s men, would cross that unruly stretch of water until they reached the shore of England.

To his stories, I bent my ear; they changed me.

I LOVED THAT LAND, THE land that I would cross by horseback on my visits to my grandfather. I knew its trees, hillocks, valleys, and streams well, so well that I never feared being lost, despite the land’s vastness. Even now, when I have traveled far and seen so much, I have moments when I suddenly recall, with an inner passionate welling up, the rough beauty of that terrain crisscrossed by well-worn paths and stone walls, a land of orchards and olive trees, this most ancient part of our country, the land that had been Roman Gaul. Sometimes here at the abbey in the winter when the wind howls, when it is so cold my breath appears as white clouds before me, I think back on the realm of my childhood, and of fields tremulous with bloodred poppies warmed by the southern sun.

So little was I attended to during my girlhood that I could disappear for hours, indeed almost an entire day. Often no one knew, save Arnaut, what I had been doing when I later returned home, scraped and dirty from my adventures.

Not far from my grandfather’s manor I had come across the ruins of a pagan sanctuary: here I created my own secret paradise. I had discovered that there were treasures to be found deep within the soil—bits of stone, bronze, and marble, vestiges of the ancient people. I began to collect these remnants, hoarding them in a cave near a copse of bay trees. A fragment of a small stone head, a bit of black and red pottery painted with warriors whom I fantasized to be Trojan, a small vessel of frosty bluish glass. These became my cherished possessions, my private cache. I guarded them fiercely, for they were my greatest treasures, survivors of a vanished world. Often reckless and impatient, I became quiet and focused during these forays, my mind stilled to such a degree that hours would pass without my realizing.

One afternoon on a scalding day in late August, just past the feast of Saint Radegonde, my favorite saint, on the thirteenth, I brought a small shovel from the stable so that I might dig deeper and see what else the earth might yield up. (I had told my parents I needed the shovel for some planting, only one of the many instances when I had lied to them.) Hours later, just at the point of giving up, I struck something hard. I shall never forget that sharp, exultant sound! Slowly, ever so slowly, I pulled the thing forth—a fragile, very beautiful bronze hand, which seemed to beckon upward toward eternity, its slender fingers and wrist encircled by delicate gold bands. No midwife seeing the limbs of an infant emerge from its mother’s womb could have been more thrilled!

I cradled the discovery in my hands, wondering how it had survived. As I cleaned the encrustations of centuries off each finger, I marveled who had crafted the hand, and why, and how it had come to rest in this place. This was a young woman’s hand, surely. Perhaps she had been only slightly older than myself; perhaps she, too, had longed to escape, but had found her escape only in death.

Hours later, when the sun began to descend, I placed the hand with the rest of my treasures deep within the cave, hiding the entrance with a camouflage I had spent hours creating from pieces of stone and torn branches. When, later that evening, I returned home—much later than was customary—my mother, her face distorted with fury, demanded an explanation. For once, I had failed to dupe her.

“Beat her,” my mother insisted.

“Is such a punishment necessary?” resisted my father, with a deep sigh.

“Yes. It is the only way she will learn.”

He walked slowly to the wall where the black strap reserved for such punishments was suspended and took it in hand. My skirt was pulled down. I was placed over his knees and given five strokes, which left fearsome red marks across my buttocks for days. Staggering up the steps on the way to my chamber, I tried to think my way out of humiliation. I imagined I was a female saint who had been unjustly treated, and for whom God would wreak revenge on my captors. I thought of Héloïse and all she had suffered in her love for Abelard. These were absurd comparisons—I think I realized it even then—but they assuaged the inner pain.

That night I wept myself to sleep: my tears were hot, and my fury great, but never did I reveal my hurt and rage, not even to Arnaut. Indeed, part of me felt weirdly triumphant: my secret cave and my treasures, after all, remained hidden and safe.

FROM MY MOTHER I HEARD tales of Queen Eleanor: her scandals and sins. My mother would recall how Eleanor, as the young queen, had left for the Holy War with her women—all of them richly caparisoned and hungry for adventure. “The queen and her ladies—and the whores,” my mother would say to me and Amélie. She would repeat rumors of the queen’s dalliances with her uncle Raymond in Antioch while in the Holy Land, and in Paris, with Geoffrey of Anjou, the father of her now estranged husband, King Henry. I drank in these stories as greedily as I had the water from the spring near Nîmes.

My mother despised the queen, whom she considered “sinful” and “unwomanly.” That Eleanor divorced King Louis and then plotted her marriage to Henry Plantagenet was “unseemly,” a scandal for which God would punish her.

“Eleanor was born of a line of devils, and will go to the devil,” my mother would say. “Her grandfather Duke William was an adulterer, after all, and her father was cursed by Bernard of Clairvaux.” At the mention of Bernard, whom she revered, she would make the sign of the cross.

“No wonder,” she would continue contemptuously, “that Eleanor has never been able to bear a son for Louis! This was a sign from God, punishing her for her wickedness. It is no wonder the Holy War they led had been such a disaster, and that it brought shame upon the Franks!”

IT WAS FROM MY MOTHER, as well, that I first heard about the Abbey of Fontevraud, which lay on the border of Poitou, not far from Saumur. This is where queen Eleanor would occasionally reside, my mother said, the holy place that she and the Plantagenets had endowed, and where the queen, and other noblewomen of high rank, would find refuge. Women who had been discarded or abused by their husbands, highborn women who had the means to choose another path, or wealthy widows who had retreated from the world. At Fontevraud, Mother said, with a cluck of disapproval, there was an unusual arrangement: it was the abbess who ruled over both the monks and sisters.

The abbey had been endowed by the queen’s grandfather, I was to learn—the wicked Duke William IX, he of the ribald verses and shameless womanizing. Its founder, Robert d’Arbrissel, had been a wandering hermit whose first followers had been fallen women—women who worshipped at the shrine of Mary Magdalene.

WHEN I WAS THIRTEEN, I came of age. The flood of blood between my thighs frightened me, filled me with shame, and rendered several nights sleepless. Surely, I imagined, the bleeding was due to sin—for my reading, my secrets, my wayward thoughts. I prayed to my favorite saints to cure me of the bloody wound: to Saint Radegonde, to Saint Michael the archangel, he who had done battle with the devil; and then, for good measure, to the Virgin.

Too frightened to remain silent, I finally sought out my mother early one morning. She sat by the hearth, sewing, hoop in hand. I told her about the dreadful bleeding and confessed that all my underclothes were soiled.

She looked up, needle poised in hand. “Surely you must know what this means,” she said with some impatience.

I shook my head.

“This is your monthly bleeding,” she said, resuming her sewing. “It is a sign from God that you are now a woman. Did not Amélie tell you about this?” She seemed irritated.

“No,” I replied, both confused and ashamed of my ignorance.

“She ought to have.” Then she called for Hortense, the maid.

“Give Isabelle some fresh under linens and show her how to use them,” she directed, in the same voice she would use to order a chicken plucked, or have a floor swept of dirty rush.

“I will, my lady,” said Hortense.

“And if the bleeding should become copious, boil a toad, dry it, and place its powder in a pouch that Isabelle will carry at her waist.” She stood up, tossed her hoop on the chair, and left us, the red tassels of her pointed sleeves trailing behind her.




Chapter 2

A few years later, Amélie married a pompous knight, Balduin, from the region of Albi. She now enjoyed the fripperies of a household on the edge of court life, a position that imbued her with a maddening air of superiority. It irked me that Guy, who had always been close to Amélie, seemed inordinately impressed by her new position—“You would do well to think of your sister as an example, Isabelle,” he would say, to my annoyance. When she returned once to visit, I thought her newly acquired clothes, her prattle about domestic matters, and her painted face, all quite insufferable.

With her absence, the chores normally heaped upon me—gathering kindling, doing the simplest mending—had doubled, leaving me little time for walks or visits to my grandfather. One cold afternoon in autumn, I returned to our manor bearing branches and twigs for kindling. Gusts of wind had propelled me home, and a gray sky bore down on the ragged outlines of our manor.

I entered the house, turning into the hall, which led to a room deep within, which was separated by a rough wool curtain the color of crushed berries. I overheard my parents speaking: “Isabelle”—“Dowry”—“Would she were.” I crept closer to listen.

“She is headstrong and disobedient,” I heard my mother say.

“But she is clever,” said my father.

“And what will cleverness achieve for her?” retorted my mother. “And us?”

There was a long pause before my father replied, “Intelligence is not a small thing, even for a woman.”

My mother then began to recite a litany of my deficiencies: I was secretive, I was rebellious—

“Some would say spirited,” interrupted my father. “And many call Isabelle lovely in face and form.”

“She is not without admirers and can be winsome when she chooses,” conceded my mother. “But it is her manner which is so maddening. Her tendency to willfulness and disobedience.” She paused, uttering the little clucking noise that often accompanied her dicta. “She has none of the decorous qualities of Amélie. The sooner we can make provisions for Isabelle, the better. After all, she has no dowry to speak of. And we have not the means to send her to the abbey.” Then, in the accusatory tone she often used: “You know that as well as I do.” Our lack of riches was at once a wound she never failed to remind him of and a weapon she wielded when it served her purpose.

There fell a long silence before my father said, “Given our circumstances, what makes you think he would agree to wed her—”

“He is rich, but his family was only recently granted a title. It would be important to him that Isabelle has noble lineage, that she is a countess,” she added proudly.

A slight pause. “What is known of his character?” my father asked, in a rather timorous voice.

“That he is well respected, and not unkindly,” she replied. Then, shrilly: “Well, what say you, husband?”

My father sighed. “So be it.” There was the thud of wood being tossed into the fire; then he said, “Tell me what I should do.”

“Nothing at the moment,” replied my mother, before adding, peremptorily, “leave it all to me.”

I crept upstairs to the chamber I had once shared with my sister. Outside, wind howled, and menacing clouds gathered in the evening sky. I crawled into my bed, drawing my cat, Cachette, close under the quilt as I wiped my tears and listlessly stroked her fur. Hurt swept through every pore of my body.

Of course I had always known that marriage loomed. It was beyond my control—five words that engulfed me with terror. Had I a choice? No, I had no choice except—except—and here my thoughts swerved—except in my way of facing it. I began to pace the room, treading quietly so as not to wake the household, Cachette still cradled in my arms. I thought of Saint Radegonde, married at thirteen to Clotaire, the Merovingian king; I thought of Queen Eleanor, married at about my age to Louis of France. I thought of Helen, shipped off to Troy to marry Menelaus. They were queens, of course, and I was not—but still they were young women, perhaps not so different from myself.

What would they have done? I asked myself. Surely they would not have cowered. They would have seized this impending marriage and cloaked it in a different guise: not as an imprisonment, but as an act that could conceivably set them free. An escape.

WHEN, THE FOLLOWING MONTH, I was promised in marriage to Gerard, Lord de Meurtaigne, I still struggled to submit. It was my fate, I continued to tell myself (the idea of fate seemed to have a certain grandeur). One afternoon in mid-December, my father quietly took me aside to tell me of the man to whom I was betrothed, a newly rich knight who lived near the port of La Rochelle, and who had use for my title, as countess, and noble name. I would learn more about Gerard de Meurtaigne, my future husband, from Guy, who had met him in Troyes. Guy seemed to greatly admire him. “Château Ravinour is renowned for its luxury, and its falcon hunts,” he told me reverently. Lord de Meurtaigne, he went on to say, was the younger son of a father who had been raised from a minor baron to a knight. He had made his early fortune by the importation of textiles and spices from the East, from the Holy Land, before expanding into the wine trade and the cultivation of woad, the plant stuff used to make dyes for the newly fashionable color blue—the celestial blue of the Virgin, the brilliant heavenly blue of the stained-glass windows of Abbot Suger’s Saint-Denis.

It was my grandfather who had first told me about men who were becoming rich from trade in the color blue. “Rich from the blue of the Virgin?” I had asked him, for the notion of earthly riches tied to the holy realm seemed quite implausible. “Yes, even so,” he had replied. “Celestial blue, and the Blessed Virgin’s it may be. But the trade in it has also created some worldly fortunes, ones quite apart from the spirit of the Holy Church.”

IN THE MONTH THAT PRECEDED the marriage, a midwife came to examine me. “Be not afraid,” she said, unaware that it was humiliation, not fear, that I struggled with. After ordering me to undress, she proceeded to inspect my breasts, my stomach, and my hips; then, forcing me to open my legs, she drew them apart to see “the fork,” she called it, in such a way that shame overcame me and I prayed to God that this should end.

She pronounced me healthy and told my parents, who had waited outside the door, that I was ready for the “act of Venus” and well able to produce a child.

Then it was my mother’s turn to prepare me for my new life. She took me into her bedchamber after the midwife departed.

“Sit down,” she said, her mouth set rather tensely, “and let us talk.”

I did so, nervously. She took a seat opposite, her hands tightly folded in her lap.

“It is time for you to know what is required in marriage,” she began. “You must learn to curb your tongue, be obedient, and assume a gentler mien. That will not be easy for you, admittedly. But you must remember how fortunate you are that we have been able to arrange this marriage for you. You have no dower lands to offer, after all—only your noble name and bloodline. Your first duty is to produce a child. The man you are to marry requires an heir. He lost his first wife in childbirth. Do you understand, Isabelle?”

I nodded.

From the pocket of her tunic she took an ex-voto of beaten silver stamped with the impression of a baby boy. “You must place this in your husband’s chapel the morning after the wedding night,” she said, handing it to me.

Of the details of the wedding night she said nothing else, nor were they ever discussed. Indeed, when I later asked Hortense, the usually talkative servant girl, what would happen, she only stammered a response, her face flushing as she made a veiled reference to animals in our barnyard.

IT WAS ARNAUT, MY CHERISHED brother, who seemed most reticent on the subject of my marriage. One day, after he returned from a ride to the village on a cold day with a churlish sky, I noticed that he was uncommonly quiet. As we walked toward the stable, I looked at him closely, trying to memorize the color of his burnished red hair, the invincible way he walked, and the strength of his slender fingers as he held the reins of his mount.

He loved music, Arnaut did, and sometimes, when he returned from the village, he would tell me of new songs or verses he had heard. But on that day he was alarmingly quiet.

I asked what was troubling him.

“Your leaving,” he said, looking away.

“But we knew the time would come,” I murmured, in a low, choked voice.

“Yes, of course, but the man you are marrying—he is greatly older than you. And you know very little of the world.”

He dismounted; then, after helping me, we continued on foot, in silence, until we caught sight of our house in the distance. He stopped suddenly, turning to me, his blue-gray eyes intent. “We must think of a way we can exchange letters,” he said. “There may be times when we use our code, or invisible ink, perhaps.”

I did not voice what I was thinking: this seemed, even to me, rather improbable. “But who will carry our letters?” I asked. “Messengers are very costly.” For I recalled occasions when my parents had sent a letter to Amélie—how painstakingly they had parceled out the payment to the messenger, and how my mother had complained about the expense.

When I reminded him of this, he seemed surprised by my concern. “That will not be the issue for you—the expense.” He paused again. “It will be the contriving to do so I expect.”

“Well, then!” I replied, relieved.

He seemed not to hear me, so absorbed was he in thinking. Then, suddenly, turning to me, he announced: “Yes, we must find a way to write each other privately, if need be. Let me think upon it.”

AND SO I PREPARED TO leave my home, my family, and the beloved countryside where I had known some freedom, for the journey to my new home to the north—to Château Ravinour, in the region of La Rochelle. I gathered my few clothes, my cherished book on the history of Troy from my grandfather, and the tiny statuette of Saint Radegonde, which I kept by my bed. But it was the idea of preserving my treasures in the cave that obsessed me. There are times when obsession can be useful, diverting one’s mind from pain.

I asked Arnaut to help me collect my treasures. With great care he helped me gather the objects, swaddling them in old bits of cloth and wool, which we packed in saddlebags for the ride home. I asked him to keep one of them as a keepsake: he chose a small black pottery vase with grimacing warriors painted in red. One side depicted a journey, the other a galley manned by oarsmen. “A harbinger of future journeys,” he observed with a smile, marveling at it. Only now do I realize he was speaking of his own life.

During the following weeks, he crafted a small casket to protect my keepsakes for my journey north. It was hewn in walnut and painted with our family shield—a motif of laurel leaves encircling the motto VIRTUTE OMNIBUS SUPEREMINET, which he had carved on its lid. A gift of precious jewels or gold-threaded silk could not have touched me as much! Even now when I glimpse the box—for it has survived all these years—I remember the joy, yet also the unutterable sadness, I felt in receiving it.

Within it lay a roll of parchment that appeared to have nothing written on it but my name. I, of course, knew better. When, later, I held the sheet to a low steady flame, I watched as a message flickered across the page: “Never forget the motto upon this box: ‘Courage above all else.’”

ON THE EVE OF MY departure, our family gathered for supper; it was our custom to exchange keepsakes before momentous journeys. From my father, a medal of the Virgin; from Guy, a well-worn Psalter; and from Arnaut, a Roman coin engraved with a crocodile and serpent, the ancient insignia of Nîmes, which he had threaded through a silk ribbon. “May it always remind you of our visit there,” he said, placing it around my neck. “I shall give you my gift tomorrow,” my mother told me.

The following morning, just past dawn, my family and our servants gathered together in the courtyard. I remember how bitterly I cried when Hortense wrested Cachette from my arms; how I knelt to pat Petru, my father’s devoted dog, one last time. I remember the solemn faces of the grooms and stableboys as they bid me adieu, for they had known me since birth. The sky threatened snow, and the pavement of the courtyard was ice crackled and treacherous. I slipped as I approached my horse, trembling as I looked at Arnaut, who lent me his hand. He stood by me, one hand on my horse’s flank; then he stole a glance at Guy, who signaled it was time. It was Guy, as the eldest brother, who would accompany me to my new home.

I turned first to Arnaut. “And so—” he said, holding me tight, his voice choking as I wept.

“To the next adventure,” I replied, trying desperately to be brave as I wiped my tears. He kissed both my cheeks and murmured, “Never forget the words on the casket I gave you—”

“‘Courage above all else,’” I choked out, embracing him. Then Guy quickly drew me away.

My father held me and kissed me, and then Grandfather, whose embrace almost crushed me with its power, for he knew the terrible unspoken truth—that it was unlikely I should ever see him again. “Always remember our times reading together, and your favorite stories of adventure,” he entreated me. “Think of heroes setting off on journeys, think of your beloved Aeneas—” Then, in a low rich voice, he began to recite a familiar passage from The Aeneid: “‘Let us go, goddess-born, where the Fates, in their ebb and flow, draw us—’” At this he paused, grasping my hands in his so tightly I felt his signet ring cut into my fingers. “Continue, darling girl,” he murmured, my hands still in his.

Struggling to speak, I haltingly resumed the verse: “‘Come what may, endurance must master every fortune—’” At that, I gave in to sobs, hugging him with all my might. I felt his whiskers upon my cheeks as he returned my embrace, I remember catching a whiff of lavender, the scent that I would forever associate with him.

“It is time,” Guy said, taking me by the shoulders. I wiped my face of tears and drew on my gloves. He cupped his hands for me to use as a stirrup; I mounted.

At last I turned to face my mother, a tall figure draped in crimson. Her face, with its wide dark brow, was calm and composed. I had thought that she might embrace me, but she did not. She took my gloved hand for a moment, pressing upon its palm a seal with the image of Saint Ursula, the martyred saint. “This is my gift to you,” she said.

The next moment she gave a quick, sharp nod in Guy’s direction: “Now it is time for you to leave,” a measure of relief and triumph in her eyes. She flung her red shawl across her shoulder and commanded, “Set off.”

This was January in the year of our grace, 1178. I was seventeen.




Chapter 3

It was approaching nightfall when we first caught sight of Château Ravinour in the distance. A light, scrim-like snow partly obscured its outlines, and I remember drawing back my woolen hood so that I might see ahead more clearly. We had ridden long and hard, my body and hands ached with cold, yet at that moment all normal sensation seemed to have left me, so intent was I on the ghostly structure in the distance. I stopped, overcome with nervous excitement, glancing to the side, to my brother, for reassurance. I had learned that Guy knew my future husband from tournaments, for it appeared that Lord de Meurtaigne belonged to the circle of noblemen who surrounded the Young King, Queen Eleanor’s eldest son, Henry—part of the gilded youth of Angevin France to which Guy greatly aspired. Some, like himself, were of ancient name; others were newly rich and able to fund the Young King’s appetite for luxury.

“Not long now,” Guy said, stopping beside me. “Are you ready?”

I nodded, uttering “yes” in as hearty a voice as I could summon, for I did not want Guy to know how terrified I was, and how I dreaded the thought of his leaving me in this foreign place.

Soon phalanxes of torches moved closer, as if borne by phantoms; only as they came closer could I see the faces of the men who bore them slowly coming into focus. Next, the sonorous horns signaling the lowering of the drawbridge; the furious sound of our horses’ hooves upon the wood as we crossed the frozen moat, then a great clamor of shouted instructions that accompanied our arrival into the courtyard, as stable hands and servants greeted us and helped us to dismount.

We were led down a long passageway, into a great hall lit by clusters of tapers and warmed by a roaring fire, the walls hung with damasks, the stone pavement scattered with fragrant fresh rush. But it was the profusion of color, of walls covered with fabrics glittering with golden threads intertwined with blue, that lent the great room a luxurious, phantasmagoric quality.

Water from a golden ewer was brought so that we might wash our hands, the vessel itself fashioned in the shape of a strange creature with a long, lascivious tongue as a spout. Servants offered savory hot wine in silver cups, warm and comforting in my grasp. The next moment the steward, a slight dark-haired man, led us to a table piled with enormous platters of food, pitchers of drink, and an array of expensive spices—ground pepper, and cumin, and cinnamon, spices I had only known from feast days, and even then, never in abundance. I remember how liberally and with what abandon I sprinkled them on the capon cakes and the roasted breasts of duck. How I gorged myself that night!

As dazzled as I, but straining to appear nonchalant, Guy inquired when we would see Gerard de Meurtaigne himself. The steward told us Lord de Meurtaigne had traveled to Aigues-Mortes for a meeting with merchants from Genoa. Assuming all went well, he would return the following day.

After an hour or so, and sated by supper, we were escorted to our bedchambers, down a passageway painted with frescoes that seemed to come to life by the light of tapers—patterns of vivid blues, and green twisting vines, and arabesques in red and violet. My steps were unsteady from fatigue and wine as I was led up a series of twisting steps to an upper chamber where a young woman, a servant, awaited me.

“My lady,” she said, with a deep bow.

I smiled in return, cheered by her sweet face, which was nevertheless not without a trace of sadness. She was very fair, with hair the color of palest wheat; but it was her eyes that arrested me, for each was a different hue: one golden brown, the other blue. Below the outer corner of the brown eye was a small, deep purple, birthmark.

I asked her name, guessing she was only slightly older than I. “Aiglantine,” she said, her eyes cast down.

She helped me with my cape, brushing off the last vestiges of snow before she led me to the roaring fire opposite, all the while asking me what she could fetch for me, or prepare for me, always prefacing her entreaties with “Perhaps the countess—” Finally I turned to her, and with a smile of reassurance, I
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