
    
    [image: title page]
    Contents



Title Page

Contents

Copyright

Epigraph

Family Tree

Author’s Note

PART ONE

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

PART TWO

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

PART THREE

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

PART FOUR

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-one

PART FIVE

Twenty-two

Twenty-three

Twenty-four

Twenty-five

Twenty-six

Twenty-seven

Twenty-eight

Twenty-nine

PART SIX

Thirty

Thirty-one

Thirty-two

Afterword

About the Author

Connect on Social Media



Copyright © 1954 by Anya Seton Chase

Copyright © renewed 1982 by Anya Seton Chase

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address HarperCollins Publishers, 195 Broadway, New York, NY 10007.

 

marinerbooks.com

 

The Library of Congress has cataloged the print edition as follows:

Seton, Anya.

Katherine / Anya Seton.

pages cm

ISBN 978-0-544-22288-5 (pbk.)

1. Katherine, Duchess of Lancaster, 1350?–1403—Fiction. 2. John, of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, 1340–1399—Fiction. 3. Great Britain—History—14th century—Fiction.  I. Title.

PS3537.E787K38 2013

813'.52—dc23

2013026950

 

eISBN 978-0-547-41640-3

v9.0921




 

 

 

 

Exalted be thou and thy name,

Goddess of Renown or of Fame!

 

• • • • • 

 

“Madam,” said they, “we be

Folk that here beseechen thee

That thou grant us now good fame.”

 

• • • • • 

 

“I warn you it,” quoth she anon;

“Ye get of me good fame none,

By God! And therefore go your way.”

“Alas!” quoth they, “and weylaway!

Tell us what your cause may be?”

“For me list it not,” quoth she.

 

—The House of Fame, Geoffrey Chaucer
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Author’s Note

IN TELLING THIS STORY of Katherine Swynford and John of Gaunt, the great Duke of Lancaster, it has throughout been my anxious endeavor to use nothing but historical fact when these facts are known—and a great deal is known about the fourteenth century in England. Since I have based my story on history, I have tried never to distort time, or place, or character to suit my convenience.

For those few who are interested in sources, I append my main ones below; while for those who may wish to know something of the book’s background and the writing of it, here are some brief notes.

My interest in Katherine began one day nearly five years ago when I read mention of her in Marchette Chute’s charming biography, Geoffrey Chaucer of England (New York, 1947). I subsequently came to know Miss Chute and am extremely grateful for her encouragement.

I then began my research on the fourteenth century, preparatory to the necessary trip to England for more intensive delving and a view of the places associated with Katherine. Four years of my life have been spent in England, my father was English-born, and I have always dearly loved the country, but this special research trip in 1952 was particularly delightful, for it combined the beauties of an English spring with the zest of a treasure hunt.

I visited each of the counties; I studied the remains of John of Gaunt’s numerous castles, and searched ever—in the British Museum, in town libraries and archives, in rectory studies, in local legend—for more data on Katherine’s life.

Of her little was known, except when her life touched the Duke’s and there are few details of that. The Dictionary of National Biography sketch is inadequate, the contemporary chroniclers were mostly hostile (except Froissart), and in the great historians Katherine apparently excited scant interest, perhaps because they give little space to the women of the period anyway.

And yet Katherine was extremely important to English history.

When on the English tour I visited Lincolnshire, I was rewarded with new light. And here I must express my fervent thanks to J. W. F. Hill, Esquire, for his cordial help and for his scholarly, comprehensive book, Medieval Lincoln (Cambridge, Eng., 1948).

I wish also to thank all the kind people in Lincoln who interested themselves in my project, and especially the owners and the occupants of Kettlethorpe Hall, where I spent charmed days in Katherine’s own home, trying to reconstruct the past. Though but a portion of the gatehouse and cellars remains from Katherine’s time, the rectory contained one of those invaluable local brochures that are compiled by learned clerical gentlemen. The Manor and Rectory of Kettlethorpe by R. E. G. Cole, M. A., Prebendary of Lincoln, had a wealth of new information on the early Swynfords and on Hugh and Katherine, and dates—such as the one I have used for Hugh’s death—which differ from the accepted ones but seem incontrovertibly documented. The death date for Hugh suggested the explanation I have used for his mysterious end.

The names of the major characters in this book will be familiar to students of English history, but I have also tried whenever possible to use actual people for the minor ones. John of Gaunt’s own registers were invaluable in this respect. For instance, Brother William Appleton’s official capacity and eventual fate were as I have shown them. Hawise Maudelyn was Katherine’s waiting woman, Arnold was the Duke’s falconer, Walter Dysse his confessor and Isolda Neumann his nurse. I have given him no retainers, officers or vassals who are not listed in the Registers.

To the development and motivations of the story it has sometimes of course been necessary to bring my own interpretations, but I trust they are legitimate, and backed by probability.

John of Gaunt has been much vilified by historians who have too slavishly followed the hostile chroniclers, particularly the Monk of St. Albans’ consistently spiteful Chronicon Angliae. I have naturally preferred the view of his character which was held by his great biographer, Sydney Armitage-Smith, and certainly an impartial look at the facts seems to warrant it.

My “psychological” treatment of the changeling slander arose from several clues. Most of the historians have been puzzled by the Duke’s actions at the Good Parliament and sudden reversal thereafter; one source ties this in with the probable deep unconscious effect on the Duke of that type of slander, and it seemed to me logical.

In covering a field so vast as the history and politics of this period, I have had to confine myself to those events which would have affected Katherine, but in showing national events I have tried to extract the truth from the welter of conflicting data and points of view. For the actual accounts of the Good Parliament and the Peasants’ Revolt, I have read all the authorities, but have leaned chiefly on The Anonimalle Chronicle of St. Mary’s Abbey, York, which gives information not available to the earlier historians.

The existence of Blanchette has been entirely overlooked, but it is documented by Armitage-Smith in the appendix, and also by the Registers.

These Registers have also, by inference, provided me with much of the story, since many entries bear on the personal life of Katherine and the Duke, such as their parting in 1381, attested by a Latin Quit Claim—as well as by those assiduous monkish chroniclers who never lost a chance to attack the Duke, for reasons I have tried to show.

My Latin was not adequate for all this research and various amiable people have helped me, but with Middle French and Middle English I have perforce become familiar and one of the great personal pleasures in writing this book has been the reading of much medieval literature—and Chaucer. It has occurred to me, and here I know I am treading on dangerous ground, that Chaucer may have had his beautiful sister-in-law in mind in occasional passages, particularly in the Troilus and Criseyde.

That I have not invented Katherine’s beauty for fictional purposes is borne out, I think, by the references. John of Gaunt’s epitaph in St. Paul’s (now destroyed) referred to her as “. . . eximia pulchritudine feminam,” an unusual tribute on a tombstone, while the disapproving monk of St. Mary’s Abbey called her “une deblesse et enchanteresse.”

Lady Julian of Norwich was one of the great English mystics. All her quotations are verbatim from her Revelations of Divine Love, edited by Grace Warrack (London, 1949). I hope it has been possible to rebuild the little church to which her anchoress’s cell was once attached; when I visited it, it was in a pathetic state of demolition as a result of enemy action.

In closing I do want to thank again all those who have helped me, and particularly my dear friend Isabel Garland Lord, and my English cousin, Amy C. Flagg of Durham.

I have consulted all standard histories and source books for the period, and most of the Chronicles, but my debt to the following is greatest.

John of Gaunt’s Register. Camden Third Series, 4 vols., covering 1372–83. These volumes comprise the actual French (occasionally Latin) documents issued by the Duke.

Genesis of Lancaster by Sir James H. Ramsay (Oxford, 1913), 2 vols.

John of Gaunt by Sydney Armitage-Smith (London, 1904). The definitive biography.

Chaucer’s World, compiled by Edith Rickert (New York, 1948).

The Anonimalle Chronicle, 1333–1381, of St. Mary’s Abbey, York, edited by V. H. Galbraith (Manchester, Eng., 1927).

Sir J. Froissart’s Chronicles, translated by Thomas Johnes (London, 1810).

It would be tedious to list all the other chronicles, or the biographies of Chaucer, Wyclif, the queens, the Black Prince, Henry IV, Richard II, etc. But I must mention a few of the background books like J. J. Jusserand’s English Wayfaring Life in the Middle Ages, translated by L. T. Smith (New York, 1950), J. Huizinga’s The Waning of the Middle Ages (London, 1924), all of Eileen Power’s vivid and exhaustive works, particularly Medieval English Nunneries (Cambridge, Eng., 1922), all the fine books by G. G. Coulton; H. S. Bennett’s Life on the English Manor (Cambridge, Eng., 1937) and Sir Walter Besant’s fascinating and beautiful volumes on Mediaeval London (London, 1906).


 

 

 

PART ONE


  (1366–1367)


 

 

 


  If no love is, ah God, what feel I so?




  And if love is, what thing and which is he?




  If love be good from whence cometh my woe?




  If he be wicked, a wonder thinketh me . . . .




  
    —Troilus and Criseyde
  




One

IN THE TENDER GREEN TIME of April, Katherine set forth at last upon her journey with the two nuns and the royal messenger.

The invisible sun had scarcely risen as they quitted the little convent of Sheppey, and guiding the horses westward towards the Kentish mainland, rode gingerly down the steep hill. Dripping dun clouds obscured the minster tower behind them and thick mists blew in from the North Sea.

The bell began tolling for Prime and Katherine heard through its familiar clangor, the bang of the priory’s gate and the faint voice of the little wicket nun calling again through the mist, “Adieu dear Katherine, adieu.”

“Farewell, Dame Barbara, God be with you,” Katherine answered, hoping that her tone was not too gay. She had tried to make herself feel the requisite doleful pang at parting from this convent where she had spent over five years, but her heart would not obey. It bubbled, instead, with excited anticipation.

She had been a puny child when the good Queen had sent her to Sheppey Priory as a boarder, and now she was a marriageable woman, for she would be sixteen next October sometime after Michaelmas. And she had had her fill of the cloisters and the hovering nuns, kindly as most of them were. She was sick of the inexorable bell that ruled their lives, tolling for Matins and Lauds and then every three hours throughout the day until Compline at eight o’clock and bed. She was sick of lessons and plain song, and the subdued admonishing murmurs of women.

No matter how dutiful one tried to feel, it was impossible to be sad at leaving this behind, not when the blood ran hot and rich in the veins, and when out in the world there were all the untried beckoning enchantments: dancing, sensuous music, merriment—and love.

Now at last it had come, the summons to court, when Katherine had almost given up hope, and it seemed that the Queen had totally forgotten her early interest in the little orphan. Perhaps the Queen had forgotten but at least Philippa had not. Katherine thought of the coming meeting with the sister whom she had not seen in all these years and gave a sudden bounce of joy, which the old white horse instantly resented. He stumbled in a muddy rut, recovered himself, then stood stock still, his long lips thrust out.

The Prioress Godeleva resented the bounce too, for Katherine was riding pillion behind the prioress.

“What possessed you to jump like that, Katherine!” snapped Godeleva over her shoulder, while she flapped the reins and tried to induce the horse to move. “Bayard hates double weight, and you’re not a child to play the fool. I thought we’d trained you better.” She flapped the reins again futilely.

“Forgive me, Reverend Mother,” said Katherine reddening.

Dame Cicily, the other nun, came fluttering up to them crying, “Oh dear, oh dear, Reverend Mother, what’s the matter?” She was riding a decrepit nag borrowed from the convent’s bailiff and had perforce dropped behind.

“As you see,” said the prioress coldly, digging her heels into the horse’s belly and slapping his neck with her small white hand, “Bayard is balking.”

Dame Cicily nodded mournfully. “I knew there’d be bad luck when Dame Joanna killed that spider this morning—Lord, Lord, whatever shall we do?” she stared owl-eyed at her superior. Dame Cicily was afraid of horses and moreover had been in such a quiver since the prioress’s choice of her as companion on this journey into the world that her wits were quite addled. “Maybe if we pray to Saint Botolph?” she wailed, clasping her hands. But the horse would not budge.

Long Will Finch, the Queen’s messenger, who had been riding on ahead and singing a bawdy song to himself, suddenly noticed the silence behind him. He turned his roan and peering through the mists came back to investigate. “God’s nails—” he muttered when he saw the trouble, “these holy old hens should stay in cloister. We’ll not reach Windsor till Whitsun at this rate.”

He dismounted, hit Bayard a powerful swat on the rump with the flat of his dagger while savagely jerking the bridle. The horse gave an indignant snort but he jumped forward and Katherine clung to the prioress’s plump waist.

“You need a switch, Reverend Mother,” said Long Will, breaking a branch from a hazel bush and handing it to Godeleva.

The prioress inclined her head in gracious thanks. She was the daughter of a Saxon knight, proud of her lineage, and most anxious that the royal messenger should not think them ill-bred for all that they came from such an insignificant convent.

Long Will was not thinking of the prioress, he was looking at Katherine. Sunlight, now glinting through the fog which hung above the Swale, gave him his first good view of her. A tasty wench, he thought, cocking a practiced eye at the face beneath the green hood.

He noted large gray eyes fringed by dark lashes; and two glossy burnished braids, near thick as his wrist, and so long that they swung against the horse’s croup, while the loose tendrils, dark red as an autumn oak leaf, clung to a broad white forehead. That one wouldn’t have to pluck back her hair to broaden her brow like the court ladies. Nor would she have to rub lead paste on her face. The girl’s skin was milky smooth with a rose flush on the cheekbones—and no blemishes. Her full mouth was wider than the pouting lips admired at court, yet it betokened a lustiness any man would find challenging, as did the flare of her nostrils and the cleft in her round chin.

She’d be a fine wench for bed-sport, once she’d learned a bit, Long Will thought, as he walked along beside the white cob and stared at Katherine. Ay—she was exceeding fair, though as yet somewhat thin and small-bosomed. If only her teeth were good. Missing or rotted teeth spoiled many a beauty. He determined to make her smile.

“Have ye visited the fine new castle, damoiselle?” he asked pointing to the north where the crenelated towers of Queenborough loomed against the clearing sky.

“Certainly not,” cut in the prioress. “I’ve permitted none of my house to go near the castle, swarming as it has been with lecherous men—workmen and soldiers—and but three miles from the convent.”

“To be sure, Reverend Mother,” said Long Will grinning, “holy flocks must be guarded, but I thought the Damoiselle Roet being a secular, perhaps she’d wandered that way—” He winked at Katherine but the girl lowered her eyes as she had been taught. She was thinking that this Will Finch’s bold stare was a little like that of the young squire who had come to the convent to see her a year ago. It made one feel warm and embarrassed but not unpleasantly so. The only other men she had ever talked to, the old bailiff and an even older convent priest, had no such look in their eyes.

“Then ye didn’t see the great Duke of Lancaster when he came himself to inspect the building last year?” persisted the messenger. “A pity. He’s the most knightly and many think handsomest too of our King’s sons, except, to be sure Edward, Prince of Wales, God gi’ him grace.”

Katherine was not interested in the Duke of Lancaster, but there was a question she ached to ask. So she leaned forward whispering, “May I speak, Reverend Mother?” and peered around to see that the prioress’s round face was again bland beneath the fluted white wimple. Godeleva nodded, torn between the impropriety of gossiping with a servant, albeit a royal one, and her own curiosity about what would await them at Windsor.

Katherine turned to Long Will. “Do you perhaps know my sister, Philippa de Roet? She’s one of the Queen’s damoiselles.”

“By cock’s bones—of course I do,” said Long Will. “Since it was she gave me the Queen’s purse and sent me on this trip.”

“What’s she like, then now?” asked Katherine timidly.

“Small, dark and plump as a woodcock,” said Long Will. “They call her La Picarde. She’s a bustling little body who has charge of the pantry maids and rules them stoutly. She’s not light-minded as some of the Queen’s ladies, by God!”

“That sounds like Philippa,” said Katherine, smiling at last. “She ruled me stoutly enough when we were children.”

“In truth you aren’t much alike,” cried Long Will, having just discovered that when she smiled Katherine was the fairest maid he had ever seen. Her teeth were small and white as daisy petals, her smile had a radiant charm, and yet a wistfulness that would melt your heart. It was a sad pity she could hope for no great marriage. No doubt the Queen had some one of her yeomen in mind or a squire. Long Will knew little of the background for his mission to the little Kentish priory except that it was like a dozen others he had performed for Queen Philippa, whose heart and charities were large. She always concerned herself with orphaned children, particularly those, like the de Roet girls, whose fathers had been her own countrymen.

“Are many of the royal family now at Windsor?” asked Katherine presently. She thought of them as clothed in misty glitter, King Edward and Queen Philippa, and their princely sons and daughters; vague names seldom heard at Sheppey where the talk was all of the proper observance of saints’ days, the shiftlessness of the priory serfs or the recurrent fits, perhaps divinely inspired, which afflicted one of the novices.

“Most of ’em’ll be at Windsor for the Saint George Day’s feasting and jousting,” said Long Will, “but I don’t know just which ones. They all move so much from place to place, and now there’s this new talk o’ war.”

“War?” cried the prioress sharply. “But we’ve been at peace with France these six years.” Blessed Mary—not war again, she thought, knowing from bitter experience how war increased her administrative problems. Labor was scarce and grudging enough on the manor as it was. After the terrible Black Death in ’forty-eight there had been no strong serfs left at all to do the work. The nuns had labored in the fields themselves—those of them that survived the plague—and Sheppey had nearly gone under. Godeleva had been a novice then, and too young to realize the stark anxieties of her superiors. But they had struggled through. A new generation of serfs had grown up, though not the gentle biddable types of the old days, for these new ones flocked off to war by preference instead of waiting to be called. It had been so before the Peace of Bretigny, it would be so again if war came and no one left to labor except feeble old men and gloomy women.

“Not war with France, but with Castile, I hear,” answered Long Will. “The Prince o’ Wales, God gi’ him grace, interests himself in the matter at Bordeaux.” Suddenly bored with the women and his mission, Long Will spurred his horse and rode on ahead cursing the plodding priory nags. If war came he’d not be sent on silly errands like this—herding virgins through the countryside.

“Come up, come up, my reverend dames,” he called back impatiently turning in his saddle. “I see the ferry waiting.”

Long Will’s patience was further tried by the crossing of the Swale. Bayard balked again, refusing for half an hour either to swim or board the ferry. Dame Cicily, who was even more afraid of water than she was of horses, managed to slip off the foot plank and was hauled out weeping, her black robes soaked and clinging to her skinny legs. And the ferryman, seeing the royal badge on Long Will’s tunic, naturally tried to extort double fares. The Queen was thrifty like all Flemings and the purse she had provided for the journey would barely cover expenses so that the messenger had to subdue the ferryman with a rough and practiced tongue.

Katherine sat on a mossy stone on the farther bank of the Swale and listened dreamily to a spate of oaths she had not known existed while waiting for their guide to finish with Bayard and the ferryman. She was happy to be on the mainland at last, and a little frightened too. The April sun shone warm on her back, blackbirds sang in a wild cherry tree, and from over the hill on the road to London she heard the confused baa-ing of sheep and the tinkle of the bell-wether.

She gazed across the Swale at the Isle of Sheppey where she had spent most of her conscious years. She could see the battlements of the unfinished castle but not the priory’s squat little minster, nor hear the bell which must now be calling the nuns to Tierce, and she thought of the first day she had heard that bell over five years ago when she had been delivered at the convent from a cart, along with a side of beef and a half a ton of wine sent as gifts to Sheppey by the Queen. The Queen sent three gold nobles as well for Katherine’s keep and Prioress Godeleva had been jubilant.

True, Katherine was neither a royal ward nor a well-dowered novice, nor even nobly born; she was simply a child, like many others, for whom the motherly Queen felt responsibility; but the prioress had been elated by this unexpected mark of royal interest, for Sheppey had never before been so honored. Usually it was large aristocratic foundations like Barking or Amesbury that were chosen.

It was because of Queenborough Castle, to be rebuilt on an old Saxon stronghold to guard the Thames, that the Queen had thought of the near-by priory—thought of it, and then apparently forgotten all about it again.

Katherine grew tall and strong, she had soon eaten up the gold nobles, and become an expense to the convent, but nothing more came from the Queen or from Philippa, Katherine’s sister, except the young squire’s message last year.

Royal personages, however kind, may be forgetful, Katherine had learned early, yet the Queen had said that she would never fail in remembrance of her compatriots and especially one who died in battle, as Katherine’s father had.

Payn de Roet came from Hainault, the Queen’s wealthy little Netherlands country, but he had married a French girl from Picardy who had died in childbed. After her death Payn had left his two little daughters with their grandparents when he followed the Queen to England. Payn had been a dashing, handsome man inclined to dress above his station and thus well fitting his nickname of Paon, the peacock.

He found favor with King Edward, who appointed him one of the royal heralds—King-of-Arms to represent the province of Guienne—then finally so distinguished himself fighting in France just before the peace in 1360 that King Edward had knighted him on the field, along with many other deserving soldiers.

Sir Payn did not live long enough to enjoy either his knighthood or the truce, for a Norman arrow pierced his lungs during a skirmish outside the walls of Paris, and he expired with an anguished prayer for the future of his two little daughters in Picardy.

Queen Philippa heard of this later when the King returned to England, and was saddened. Soon she had occasion to send a messenger across the Channel with letters to Bruges and she entrusted him with various other commissions along the way.

So the messenger stopped off at the farm in Picardy and found that Sir Payn’s family was indeed desperate for help. The plague, as it returned that winter for its second great smiting, had recently struck the household. The grandparents had died of it and all the servants. No one was left but Payn’s two small daughters, and one, the younger, had been stricken too but miraculously recovered, though she continued to ail. They were being reluctantly tended by a neighbor.

These little girls were aged thirteen and ten. The elder was named Philippa, for the queen who had been her father’s patroness, and the younger was Katherine. Finding them thus completely orphaned, and knowing the Queen’s good heart, the messenger carried the children back to England with him on his return trip.

Of this voyage across the Channel and her arrival in a foreign country, or of the jolting ride through pouring rain to the royal palace at Eltham, and eventual reception by the Queen, Katherine remembered almost nothing. For she had been ill the whole time with a wasting fever and bloody flux.

Katherine had dim memory of a kind fat face topped by a gold circlet, and of a thick comfortable voice speaking to her first in Flemish then French, but though her sister Philippa admonished her sharply to answer the Queen, Katherine could not, and she remembered nothing else.

The Queen had had her carried to a forester’s cottage where the goodwife, skilled with herbs, had managed to nurse the child back to health. By that time the Queen had moved to her favorite palace of Woodstock and taken little Philippa with her in her household, and when reminded that Katherine had most surprisingly recovered, she sent letters arranging for the child’s admission at Sheppey.

How unhappy I was, and how homesick, the last time I crossed this river, thought Katherine, looking down at the muddy waters of the Swale.

“Viens, Katrine—dépêches-toi!” called the prioress from the road, preparing to hoist herself onto the white horse. Katherine jumped up. The prioress used French only in moments of ceremony or admonition and she spoke it with a flat Kentish twang, so that Katherine had not understood one word when she first came to the convent, but now this uncouth French was as familiar to her as the English the nuns always spoke among themselves.

Long Will, having subdued both Bayard and the ferryman, was waiting for them to start again.

Katherine jumped up behind Godeleva, and the little procession jogged off. Dame Cicily at the rear was still sniffling and shivering, and at intervals she called on St. Sexburga, the patroness of their convent, to protect her from more such mishaps. But the sun grew warmer, the muddy road dried, the soft Kentish air was bright with fragrance and bird song, and when they met a flock of sheep coming towards them—a very good omen—Dame Cicily cheered up and began to look about her at the changing countryside.

Long Will was singing again—a rippling ballad of alewives and cuckoldry, the words fortunately not quite audible to his charges. Even the prioress expanded under the rare pleasure of going on a journey, and said to Katherine, “Oh, child, may Saint Mary and our Blessed Lord forgive me, and They know I would never leave my convent except for such very good reason, but it is pleasant to be out in the world.”

“Oh it is, it is, dear Mother!”

Katherine, startled by this human confession, looked affectionately down at the small black-covered head in front of her. The prioress had relaxed austerity for once and made some concessions to feminine vanity. Her wimple was glossily starched, she had directed that Dame Joanna, the chambress, refurbish the black cloak and rub cinnamon into the folds to stifle the inevitable odor of mildew and sweat. Her silver signet ring, badge of office, had been burnished with wood ash until it twinkled like a star on her plump white forefinger, and she had made the sacrist restring her finest coral rosary with gold thread.

Godeleva usually obeyed the Benedictine rule as well as anyone, but there are practical considerations too. On this trip to court, it should be possible to pick up a well-dowered novice for Sheppey, and those who live in the world are regrettably apt to be influenced by appearance. Parents did not like to confide their daughters to impoverished provincial houses, and the competition was strong, since there were in England some hundred and forty convents besides Sheppey, and all of them anxious for benefices.

The prioress twisted around to look at her charge, and thought that Katherine would do Sheppey credit. The girl had grown beautiful. That fact the convent perhaps could not lay claim to, except that they had obviously fed her well; but her gentle manners, her daintiness in eating—these would please the Queen as much as Katherine’s education might startle her. Katherine could spin, embroider and brew simples, of course; she could sing plain chant with the nuns, and indeed had a pure golden voice so natural and rich that the novice-mistress frequently had to remind her to intone low through her nose, as was seemly. But more than that, Katherine could read both French and English because “Sir” Osbert, the nuns’ priest, had taken the pains to teach her, averring that she was twice as quick to learn as any of the novices. He had also taught her a little astrology and the use of the abacus, somewhat to the prioress’s disapproval. Useless learning is a snare of the devil’s and last year, when Katherine’s beauty became obvious, Godeleva had had moments of worry about “Sir” Osbert’s zeal for teaching. She had repented of her shameful doubts, however; the priest was a man, to be sure, but a very old one, and the watchful prioress eventually decided that he found in the hours he spent teaching Katherine only intellectual interest, and the alleviation of boredom.

“Drop your chin and straighten your back, child, as we’ve taught you,” said the prioress, arranging the folds of her own habit, which had become tangled in the stirrups.

Katherine obeyed as well as she could on Bayard’s jiggling rump, then leaned forward eagerly. “Oh, look, Reverend Mother—a spire over there and a castle and houses. Oh, is it London?”

Long Will heard this and let out a roar of laughter. “No more London than a rush dip is the sun. Yon’s only Rochester.”

Katherine blushed and said nothing more, but Rochester seemed to her a very great city. Besides the high spire there were at least a hundred chimneys pricking the sky above the massive encircling wall.

“They’ve a passable ordinary here, madam,” said Long Will riding back to the prioress. “My gullet’s dry, my belly empty as a tabor, and yours, too, very like. We’ll dine at the Three Crowns?”

The prioress shook her head. “Not seemly,” she said, pursing her lips. “We will go to the abbey guest house. One of my nuns, Dame Alicia, is cousin-german to the abbot.”

Long Will and Katherine were much disappointed; Long Will because he liked the ale and the serving maid at the Three Crowns, Katherine because she had had quite enough of religious houses and longed to see what a tavern was like; but the little prioress was accustomed to rule. Will grumpily led the way through the city gates towards the abbey.

They aroused interest in the streets, not because of the nuns, for on this way-stop to Canterbury one saw plenty of pilgrims, ecclesiastic and secular, but because of the royal badge on Will’s tunic, and the lovely face that gazed down from behind the prioress. Katherine’s hood had slipped back, her ruddy hair sparkled in the sun and her cheeks were like appleblossoms.

The citizens of Rochester shrank against the overhanging houses to let the three horses pass by on the narrow street, and they were free with their comments. “God’s bones,” cried a leathermonger, spitting amiably towards Will, “have ye been raping a nunnery, Long-shanks?” “Worse ’n that,” answered a passing pedlar sepulchrally. “He’s taking the women to be hanged on London bridge for treason, what else!” Guffaws greeted this sally, and a baker thrust his head through his shop window. “Their bones’ll be picked clean in a trice then, for ’tis well known vultures like virgin meat.”

“Virgins they may be,” cried the leathermonger, “but the girl’s too fair for that. Pray don’t close her in a nunnery, madam,” he swept Godeleva a mock, beseeching bow. “Find yourself another novice, ill-favored and snag-toothed. This fair maid must warm some lucky man’s bed.”

“A murrain on the lot of you,” cried Long Will, grinning. “The Queen herself’ll find this maid a husband. Make way, make way,” he shouted to a tangle of dogs and children playing at Hoodman Blind in the street ahead.

The prioress rode imperturbably through the chaffing. She had heard plenty of rough talk in her girlhood at Sandwich and, in fact, scarcely noticed it, being occupied with plans for their accommodations that night. If the abbey could not receive them, they must push on to the priory at Lilliechurch. But Dame Cicily was frightened; her long ferret nose quivered, her eyes grew pink, and she again regretted that she had come.

Katherine was not frightened, but she was embarrassed and pulled her hood close around her face. Can I be really fair? she thought. No one had ever said so before and there was no looking glass, of course, at Sheppey. She had heard mention of fair women by some of the older nuns and a few of the travelers who knocked at the priory wicket. They had spoken of great beauties like Joan of Kent, wife to the Prince of Wales, and warmly admired in this her native shire; and some said that Blanche of Lancaster, John of Gaunt’s Duchess, was nearly as beautiful. But those two were blondes, with hair like gold silk and eyes as blue as the Virgin’s robe. Dame Sybilla said so. She had seen both great ladies at a tournament in Smithfield ten years ago, before she came to Sheppey as a novice. Dame Sybilla had read many romances too, before she put away worldly things, and she said the lovely heroines were always fair-haired and blue-eyed, with pursed rosebud mouths.

Katherine could see that her own hair was only of a reddish hue like a horse chestnut, but she wasn’t sure about her eyes, so she had consulted the de Northwode novice. Little Adela de Northwode had examined Katherine’s eyes conscientiously. “A sort of speckled gray, like—like a rabbit’s fur,” she had said at last. “Or maybe more like thin fog, just before the sun breaks through. But they are very large,” she added kindly as Katherine looked dashed, “near as large as a sheep’s”—which was not reassuring. Further questioning elicited that neither did Katherine have a tiny, pouting mouth, and she had dejectedly given up all claims to vanity.

All the same, today she had felt a strange sense of power, and she had felt this thing last year when she had met the young squire.

Katherine had plenty of time that night to think about the squire, for she and the nuns stayed in the abbey’s female hostel, and after attending Compline that night they went at once to bed on pallets in the dorter, and soon the fetid air was filled with feminine snores and coughs, just like Sheppey. Moreover, the bugs and fleas which lived in the stale rushes on the floor, scenting new flesh, fastened themselves with avidity on Katherine’s tender naked body, so that between scratching and excitement, she could not sleep.

It was in May, nearly a year ago, that the squire had come riding up to the priory gatehouse asking for the Damoiselle de Roet, and he brought Katherine a message from her sister at court. This was the first message from Philippa since Katherine had come to Sheppey, but the young squire explained that Philippa was sorry about that; she had not had the advantage of a convent education and could not write, so there had been no opportunity before.

Katherine had received her visitor in the prioress’s dim parlor, and she had been in such a state of confused pleasure that she had not been able to say much.

The squire’s name was Roger de Cheyne and he was one of the Duke of Lancaster’s retinue. The great Duke himself was at Queenborough that night, making a visit of inspection to the castle under construction, and Roger had obtained leave to ride to the priory and see Katherine. “Your sister, Philippa la Picarde,” said the young man, twirling his jeweled felt hat and peering at Katherine with startled interest, “sends you God’s greetings and hopes you are in health, as she is. She bids me ask you,” here he bowed and smiled charmingly towards the prioress, “if it is the Reverend Mother’s and your intent that you be now entered here as a novice.”

“Oh no! no!” cried Katherine violently, forgetting propriety in her horror.

The prioress frowned. “Mademoiselle de Roet will of course do as the Queen wishes—” She paused, wondering if she was to be asked to receive Katherine without dowry.

The squire smiled at Katherine, and her heart jumped. He was so fresh and young, his skin fine like a girl’s and barely shadowed with a golden down. His short chestnut curls clustered about his ears, his surcote of blue wool was embroidered in gold around the Lancaster red rose badge, he had a jeweled dagger and elegant pointed red shoes, but despite his elegance, his neck was thick-muscled and his shoulders broad. Totally innocent though she was, Katherine felt in him a virility lying beneath the courtly manner, as a tough branch supports the blossoms on a cherry tree.

“I cannot speak for the Queen,” he said in his soft, wooing voice. “I’ve not seen her in months for she suffers much with the dropsy and keeps at Woodstock, but I understood your sister to mean that whether you choose marriage or the cloister, she would endeavor, in time—” he paused, knowing well how long such matters often took, “to suggest your wishes to our sovereign lady, God give her health.”

“Oh,” said Katherine faintly. So after all she must continue at the convent and await the Queen’s pleasure, as before. She turned, biting her lips, to stare through the tiny unglazed window towards the sea.

The squire walked over beside her and touched her bare arm, so light and quick a caress that the prioress did not see it. “Ma belle,” he whispered in rapid French, “hast thou yet felt Cupid’s arrows that pierce the heart with honey fire?” At Katherine’s quick indrawn breath and startled eyes, he went on louder in English, “I may tell your sister, then, that you wish to be wed?”

Katherine blushed scarlet and bowed her head. She knew nothing of the stylized game of courtly love and the young man’s question about Cupid and honey fire was gibberish, but a shiver raced through her veins when he touched her and spoke in the almost forgotten accents of her childhood.

“Are you not English, Sir Squire?” she asked breathlessly.

Roger de Cheyne laughed. “English enough since my grandfather came here from Artois with Isabella of France and I was born at our manor in Oxfordshire; but my mother still has lands in France, so I’ve spent much time there.”

“And your father?” asked the prioress. She, too, was interested in this springtime breath from the great world.

“Killed at Crécy, by his own French kinsman, as it turned out,” said Roger cheerfully. “My father, of course, was in King Edward’s company, but he had many relatives on the other side. Well, that’s war. I was born, by the way, on the same day as the battle, so I never saw my father—God rest his soul.”

Katherine was counting back. The English victory at Crécy had been in late August of 1346, so the young squire was nearly nineteen and born under the sign of Virgo. That meant for a man high ideals of chastity and nobility; often the natives of that sign went into holy orders, like the blessed St. Cuthbert.

She stole an anxious glance at Roger through her long lashes. He did not look like a young man inclined towards the priesthood, but then what did she know of young men and their inclinations, she thought, depressed. Nor would she find out anything now, it seemed, for the prioress had risen, holding out her hand for the squire to kiss her ring.

“It was good of you to come with your message, young sir,” said the prioress far less cordially. She had suddenly realized that, charming as young de Cheyne might be, his visit had proved nothing. Katherine was apparently to remain on here as a charity boarder, her future still unsettled; besides Godeleva did not like the languishing glances the youth’s bold eyes cast on her charge. There had been no seductions or scandal during her rule at the convent and there would not be—even of a secular. So the prioress herded Katherine back to the mistress of novices and personally supervised the serving of bread and ale to the squire before Godspeeding him under the gatehouse.

Katherine did not see him again, but as she lay that night amongst the novices she had heard trumpets blaring from the castle, and fancied that she could also hear the voices of men singing and laughing. The Duke of Lancaster and his meinie would be reveling, and Roger de Cheyne playing perhaps on the lute that she had seen strapped to his saddle. And Katherine had cried softly for a time, stifling the sound with her hair so as not to disturb the sleeping novices.

 

Sainte Marie, what a baby I was, thought this older Katherine lying on the strange hostel pallet, for now that release had come at last, all past disappointments seemed trivial. I will be good and please Philippa and the Queen, she thought vaguely, quite unable to envision either of them. Of the husband who would be allotted to her she scarcely thought at all, except that it would be delightful if he were young and handsome like Roger de Cheyne.




Two

IT TOOK THEM four more days to reach Windsor, and only for Katherine were the small mishaps and adventures of the road consistently interesting. The two nuns grew weary of strange beds and food, their middle-aged bones ached, their muscles cramped from all this riding. Moreover Dame Cicily had caught a cold after her ducking in the Swale, and her doleful sneezes grew as monotonous as the slow clop of the horses, or Long Will’s increasingly exasperated oaths. He was on fire to get back to Windsor where the festivities would be already under way; the preliminary joustings in the lists, bullbaitings and cockfights by the river, while fair Alison of Egham had promised to give her old husband the slip and be waiting at the alehouse to join Will in merry dalliance. Yet by Sunday the party from Sheppey had traveled no farther than Southwark, and there was no means of hurrying them. Dame Cicily’s nag limped, the prioress’s cob shied and then balked at anything which annoyed it, which meant pedlars, dogs, puddles, geese and particularly the sound of bagpipes, which they encountered with frequency while they were on the Pilgrim’s Way, since most groups bound for Canterbury included amateur musicians.

So Long Will chafed and endured a journey of nearly six days, though it had taken him less than three alone. And at Southwark he would not allow his charges to cross the Bridge and enter London, which would have meant more delay.

The tired nuns did not care. The prioress had twice been to London before this, once as a girl with her family, and once on pilgrimage to the shrine of St. Edward the Confessor at Westminster; as for Dame Cicily, she had reached a stage of sniveling apathy, longing only for the safe quiet of Sheppey and the ministrations of the infirmaress.

But for Katherine it was different. To be here at last by London town, which lay just across the river with its teeming traffic of wherries, wine-laden galleys from Gascony and gorgeously painted private barges; to glimpse the shining walls and the stately four-turreted White Tower, the bustling Bridge hung with banners; to hear the hum and rhythm of the city before the jangling of a hundred different church bells—and to be allowed no nearer, that was a bitter disappointment. Still, she was by temperament reasonable and by training obedient, so she contented herself with a few timid questions.

That tremendous high spire to the left, so strong and upthrust above the city? Why, St. Paul’s Cathedral of course, said the prioress. And that great gray pile of masonry down by the water’s edge? The prioress did not know, but Long Will took pity on the girl. “That’s Baynard’s Castle, damoiselle; it belongs to the Earls of Clare. Nearly all the nobles have city houses, but the finest of all is the Duke of Lancaster’s Savoy. Look—”

He swung his horse around and directed Katherine’s gaze upriver, a mile or so beyond the city walls. “Can ye see it?”

She squinted into the noon light and made out a huge mass of cream-colored stone and many crenelated turrets from which fluttered tiny splashes of red and gold, and one sharp-pointed gilt spire which marked the private chapel, but she could see few details, and no premonition seized her that the great Duke’s palace might ever be more to her than an object of curiosity and awe. Indeed, she passed on quickly to strain her eyes farther in the direction of Westminster, but she could not see it because of the bend in the river, and Long Will, though usually tolerant of Katherine, was hurrying them on again. They turned south to pick up the Richmond road, and tall oaks hid all on the north bank from sight.

“Yes,” said Will, riding beside Bayard to keep a minatory eye on the horse, and having pursued his own train of thought, “John o’ Gaunt’s a lucky man—lucky in bed, that is. He’s naught but the King’s third son, yet I vow he has more lands and castles than his father.”

“How is that?” asked the prioress, sighing. It had begun to drizzle and there was still much road ahead before they reached the convent where she intended to stop that night.

“By the marriage bed, madam,” said Long Will, laughing, “and by deathbeds, too. The Lady Blanche of Lancaster, bless her sweet face, brought him the greatest inheritance in the kingdom, once her father and sister were dead, may their souls rest in peace. They died of plague five years ago, both of ’em, and so the Lady Blanche got all.” Katherine, mildly interested, would have questioned further, but the prioress, who had just developed a crick in her back, sharply told her not to talk so much, and Katherine subsided.

Long Will kicked his roan, which leaped ahead. He hurried them on until they passed near the royal palace at Sheen, deserted now except for a few varlets, since King Edward seldom used it as residence, preferring Windsor, Woodstock, or Eltham when he was not at Westminster. But Sheen was a small, pretty castle floating like a swan on its broad shining moat, and it put Will in a fine humor, for the gatekeeper’s daughter was a buxom lass, coy enough to make good sport, and she would doubtless be found at Windsor for the merrymaking.

On the following afternoon, Monday the twentieth of April, they finally reached Windsor, and during the last hour’s ride, the road was so thronged they could scarcely move at all. Long Will’s voice grew hoarse from shouting, “Make way! Make way for the Queen’s messenger!”

From all the near-by shires, from as far away as Northumberland and Devon and Lincolnshire, the people were flocking to celebrate St. George’s Day at Windsor. Weeks ago the King’s heralds had galloped throughout the country proclaiming the great tournament and inviting all valorous knights to come and participate. There would be tilting at the quintain and other knightly games; there would be jousts and challenges, and there would be a climaxing tourney, or melee, for all contenders. Most of the knights had arrived at Windsor some days ago, and the lesser ones who could not be accommodated in the castle were already encamped on the plain below the walls in a bivouac of multicolored tents; many had brought their ladies, and all, of course, their squires.

But the common people, though not specifically invited, were welcome, too. For these, five hundred oxen were roasting at charcoal fires dotted around the fields, vats of beer had been set up, and a thousand loaves of barley bread already baked for distribution.

While Long Will expertly wormed his way through the streets of Windsor towards the castle gate they were jostled by prosperous merchants, beggars, palmers with cockleshells in their broad hats, whores in hoods of scarlet ray, respectable goodwives with their children, mummers and gleemen, all clamorous with holiday mood.

Katherine was a little frightened by the noise and confusion, and Dame Cicily was in tears as usual. Her habit had been caught by the gold spur of a passing knight as he shoved his horse impatiently through the press and now a jagged rip divided the black wool and shamefully exposed her skinny leg, fumble as she might to hide it. Even Long Will was disconcerted as he maneuvered his charges, and said, “God’s bones, ladies, I don’t know where they’ll lodge you for I swear there’ll not be a cranny vacant in the castle.”

Only the little prioress was imperturbable. “We will wait inside the gates,” she said majestically, “until you make known our arrival to the Damoiselle de Roet’s sister, who will doubtless have made provision for us.”

So they rode through the portcullis to the lower ward and huddled in a corner by the Curfew Tower near a black-gowned clerk who fidgeted impatiently while he also awaited answer to some message he had sent.

Long Will, dismounted, threw his reins to a stable urchin and disappeared.

This great paved courtyard was as full of confusion as the streets. Mounted knights and squires continually came and went, servants ran panting from building to building, a noble lady arrived in a gilt and blazoned chariot, was received by a bowing chamberlain and vanished through one of the myriad doors. Suddenly there was a greater flurry and a flourish of trumpets. Two boys in white livery marched through the gate, one bearing a jeweled miter and the other a crozier.

They were followed by a plump, red-faced man in gold-embroidered robes, riding on a large gray horse. The Prioress Godeleva uttered an exclamation. She slid down off Bayard, pulling Katherine with her. “’Tis the Bishop of Lincoln,” she whispered and knelt on the paving stones. Dame Cicily copied her prioress while tugging frantically at her torn habit.

Here and there throughout the courtyard others knelt too. John Buckingham, the bishop, smiled vaguely around, raising two fingers in blessing. Then his eye caught sight of the nuns and he looked startled. He rode over to them.

“Whence come you, Reverend Mother?” he asked Godeleva, sharply having noted her ring of office. “Are you of my flock?”

“No, my lord,” said Godeleva. “We come from Sheppey Priory in Kent.”

“Oh, the south—” said the bishop, losing interest. Had they come from his own diocese it would be necessary to inquire into the appearance of two nuns in such worldly surroundings, but he was relieved that no steps need be taken, for he was hungry and impatient to be housed.

“We have permission, my lord,” said Godeleva. “I bring this girl here at the Queen’s command.”

“Ah.” The bishop glanced down at Katherine, of whom he could see nothing but a cheap green woolen hood, for her head was properly bowed. But he noted her hands, which were very dirty and ringless.

“Some charity wench of the good Queen’s no doubt,” he said with a condescending laugh, dismissing them all. He murmured “Benedicite,” and rode back to his waiting coterie.

Katherine flushed. There was enough truth in the bishop’s careless statement to sting. I’m not a charity wench; my father was knighted, she thought hotly and she rose from her knees, staring after the bishop with no proper Christian humility. There were lesser priests around him, all fluttering and fawning except one, who stood apart. This priest wore doctoral robes and a four-cornered hat, and his brooding eyes, deep-set above a huge hooked nose, were fixed on the magnificent Lord Bishop of Lincoln with a certain irony, visible even to Katherine, who therefore felt sudden interest.

“I wonder who that is?” she said to Godeleva, pointing discreetly; but before the prioress, who did not know, could answer, the clerk behind them spoke.

“’Tis Master John Wyclif, that was King’s chaplain.”

“Blessed Virgin!” cried the prioress crossing herself. “Not that priest who’s dared defy His Holiness the Pope? Katherine, don’t look at him! He’s tainted with vile heresy. By Sainte Marie, I’ve even heard that he wishes to English the Gospels—is’t true, Sir Clerk?”

The clerk laughed. “I’ve heard so. His Lollards, the poor preachers, make all manner of shocking statements to the people.”

“Deus misereatur! ’Tis no matter for laughing!” The prioress frowned at the clerk’s amused face. She drew Katherine and Dame Cicily off away from him, and lectured Katherine apprehensively on the many dangers that must be guarded against in the world. And they continued to wait.

During the next half-hour the girl had ample time to compare her own appearance with that of court ladies who flitted by and to become increasingly uncomfortable. The chambress at Sheppey had done the best she could for Katherine, considering that there was no money forthcoming, but the hood and cape were now deplorably travel-stained, and the girl’s brown serge kirtle hung loose and baggy like the nuns’ habits and was unredeemed by lacings or fur or embroidery. Katherine’s courage ebbed very low as time went on. The great folk passed by without even a glance in their direction, and she began inwardly to echo Dame Cicily’s lamentations.

“Oh Reverend Mother, they’ve forgotten us! Perhaps it was all a jest or a mistake! We were never meant to come! Would that we were safe back at Sheppey! O Merciful Blessed Lady and kind Saint Sexburga, don’t desert us!”

“Hush,” said the prioress sharply. “Here is Long Will now.”

Long Will loped down the ward and behind him there hurried a small plump girl with a worried smile. She was dressed in a blue robe trimmed with squirrel and her dark hair was looped in tight braids on either side of her round earnest face.

She curtsied to the prioress, then peered at Katherine. “Est-ce vraiment toi, ma soeur?” she said uncertainly.

Katherine leaned down, threw her arms around her sister’s neck and burst into tears.

The two girls clung to each other murmuring little choked French endearments while Long Will looked on with sentimental approval, Dame Cicily sniffed in sympathy and even the prioress’s controlled face softened.

Philippa drew away first and returned to practical problems. “I fear we’ve no suitable accommodation up here for you, Reverend Mother,” she said apologetically, “but Long Will can guide you to respectable night’s lodgings in the town, unless you wish to ride on to Ankerwyck Priory, perhaps?”

Godeleva flushed. “But surely I was to see the Queen. I understood I might have audience with the Queen.” In spite of herself her voice trembled, for it was easy to read dismissal in the girl’s proposal, and then where were all the golden hopes of royal favor and tardy gratitude for the care of Katherine? Where the hopes of picking up new novices?

“The Queen, Our Lady be merciful, is ill, Reverend Mother,” answered Philippa uncomfortably for she was used to supplicants at court and quite understood what the prioress wanted. “The dropsy which plagues her is very bad and she keeps to her bed, tended only by two of her ladies. I myself have not seen her in a week—as soon as she’s better, perhaps—”

“But she sent for Katherine,” protested the prioress. “She must have known I could not let the girl travel alone with a messenger!”

Philippa sighed, knowing that the Queen had given no thought to the matter at all, once she had assented to Philippa’s timid request for an Easter boon.

“Yes, my little Pica, of course we must send for your sister, and get her married, too,” the Queen had said kindly. “Tell Will Finch to go for her and apply to the steward for—let me see—” She had wrinkled her scanty brows. “Half a mark—that should be ample for expenses.” She had patted Philippa’s shoulder and added playfully, “Shall we find her another worthy squire like yours, Pica, and marry you off together?”

But that had been the Queen’s last good day. Since then she had suffered grievously with pains in her head; her legs had swollen big as pillows and her mind had grown cloudy and fretful, though this, the Queen’s faithful ladies thought, should not be attributed to the swellings but to another more shocking cause—that cursed scheming Alice, thought Philippa indignantly.

“We will stay in the town then,” said the prioress with recaptured calm, “until the Queen is well enough to receive me. Katherine—” She looked at the girl and paused, with a smile which did not quite hide the anxious question in her eyes.

Katherine responded to the unspoken plea with a rush of warmth, and astonishment that the austere little ruler of Sheppey days should be pleading and in need.

“I won’t forget, Reverend Mother,” she said gently, kneeling and kissing the plump white hand. “Not all you’ve done for me, nor your wish for audience with the Queen. I won’t forget.”

The prioress murmured a blessing. “You’ve been a good girl,” she said, turning away. “Continue to be.” She mounted Bayard, Dame Cicily clambered up on her horse, and Long Will shrugged, catching up Bayard’s bridle. He led the two nuns towards the gate.

“Well,” said Philippa briskly, “now we must hurry. ’Tis near the hour for supper. Holy Michael and his angels, but we’ll have to clean you up first and find you something fit to wear. You’re not a slattern, I trust!” Philippa, hustling her sister past the Round Tower to the upper ward and into the passage that led to the Queen’s apartments, had just taken a startled survey of Katherine.

“I trust not,” said Katherine trying to laugh, “but we’ve been on the road since dawn and I’ve no change of clothes. I’m sorry—”

Philippa made an impatient clucking noise. “We must borrow a decent gown; only Matilda Radscroft is tall enough and she’s not overgenerous, but if you offer to do something for her—She’s behind with her tapestry—can you embroider?”

“A little,” answered Katherine humbly, stumbling up steep stone stairs after her sister. She understood that Philippa loved her of course, but that the moment of sentiment had passed. She understood too that Philippa would do her efficient duty no matter how she might dislike a disruption of her well-ordered life.

But Katherine’s eyes filled. She was hungry and tired and she felt an amazing pang of homesickness for Sheppey.

Philippa opened a stout oak door and ushered Katherine into the solar. Here in this small low-vaulted room lived six of the Queen’s damoiselles when they were in residence at Windsor. The two who were closest to the Queen—Matilda Fisher and Elizabeth Pershore—were now in constant attendance since the illness, and slept on the other side of the wing in the anteroom near their mistress, while the others slept here in three beds; except Alice Perrers, and there was little doubt unfortunately as to where she slept, though in theory she shared a bed in this solar.

Alice was here now, however, when Philippa and Katherine came in. All of the Queen’s damoiselles were primping for supper. They hovered near the fire, and held candles for each other as they searched for finery in open coffers which dotted the rush-strewn floor. Only Alice Perrers sat alone, away from the others, and she was tended by the two tiring maids who were assigned to all of them. One maid held a candle and the other a looking glass while Alice rubbed cochineal paste into her high cheekbones and hid her wiry black hair in a net of seed pearls.

She turned her pointed cat face towards Philippa and Katherine, widened her shrewd dark eyes and called, in the caressing voice for which she was famous, “Ah, Pica, my sweet, so is this the little sister, at last?”

Philippa stiffened, made the barest noise of assent and pulled Katherine to the other side of the fire as far as possible from Alice, who gave a laugh like chiming bells, and holding out her perfumed hand admired the sparkle of her new ring. It was of Saracen make, two rubies set in heavy worked gold, and had belonged to the King’s mother, Isabella of France.

Katherine was puzzled, but had no time to wonder why Philippa was so rude, for the other ladies closed around them, greeting and exclaiming. They were solid young women and accustomed to work. They were not nobly born, except for Agnes de Saxilby, because the Queen sensibly chose her ladies for the embodiment of the Flemish housewifely virtues, and their positions were in nowise honorary. They gave active service. The wives of great noblemen would not do menial chores, even for the Queen. So these were the daughters or wives of gentry and they welcomed Katherine with rough kindness.

“Oh, so dirty! What frightful clothes! God’s nails but they must be lousy. Burn them!” The ladies summarily stripped Katherine and threw her clothes into the fire while the girl stood naked and shivering, trying not to cry as Philippa brought water and a coarse towel and scrubbed her little sister until the beautiful skin turned fiery red and Katherine shrank and tried to protect her delicate round breasts from Philippa’s determined scourings; Johanna Cosin unbraided and combed the burnished masses of Katherine’s hair; they put on her a spare shift of Philippa’s which was much too short, and Matilda Radscroft, carried away by the concerted undertaking, actually pulled her third-best gown from a coffer and slipped it over Katherine’s head. The gown was of coarse and rather shabby velvet, trimmed with narrow bands of rabbit fur, and it hung loosely on Katherine’s far more slender body, but its color was violet, and above it the girl’s long neck glowed white as pearls and her still unbound hair, rippling below her knees, caught violet lights from the dress and gold ones from the fire.

“So much hair to make neat and to hold up in the cauls,” Philippa grumbled, “and she hasn’t even a proper girdle or a surcote for warmth.”

“She has something else—a great deal else,” said Alice Perrers’ soft laughing voice from the corner, “and if you ladies are too stupid to see it, the men won’t be. Thanks to God that the King is shortsighted, I can fill his entire vision—and shall.”

Philippa stiffened, the other women’s heads jerked back. “The bawdy slut,” whispered Johanna. They sent Alice looks of hatred but they dared say nothing. Mysterious punishments afflicted those who engaged the creature in open warfare. Agnes de Saxilby had last month spoken her mind to Alice, calling her whore and witch—for it must be witchcraft that would make the King so forget all his former duty and affection for the Queen. Alice, saying nothing, had smiled her sleepy smile, but only yesterday poor Agnes had heard that the King had authorized a ruinous new levy on her father’s manor.

The ladies finished with Katherine and put the last touches on their own toilets; they gave her a drink of wine which much revived her, before they all flocked down the steps towards the Great Hall for supper. “Stay near me,” whispered Philippa. “Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to.”

Katherine needed none of these admonitions, which simply echoed her convent training, and she clung to her sister, feeling very nervous and wishing that she were not so tall and might hide in that plump little person’s shadow.

The Great Hall with its stone vaulting and tinted windows was large enough to have contained the entire convent of Sheppey. Katherine was dazzled by the light from a hundred candles and torches, enchanted by the gay music of the minstrels and amazed by the sweet scent that vanquished the usual aroma of sweat, smoke, and food. The floor was strewn with aromatic herbs and a cartload of violets had been mingled with them. At the far end of the Hall on a dais, a line of glittering, gorgeously jeweled men and women sat at the high table and Katherine at once saw the King under the central canopy before she politely lowered her eyes. He looks so old, she thought, startled by the straggling white hair and thin beard and shrunken shoulders. Edward was actually fifty-four but he had the lean Plantagenet frame and years of campaigning and intermittent fever had aged him.

The Queen not being present, the chamberlain waved Philippa
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