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“And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.”1

 

 

ISABEL OF ARAGON, THE MEDIUM QUEEN

Isabel of Aragon, the medium queen

Isabel of Aragon, the saintly queen of Portugal, is an incomparable medium of physical effects. In this work, aspects of her remarkable life are recounted, showing her full of acts of extreme renunciation and rare wisdom. She also performed significant mediumistic manifestations, such as when she achieved one of the greatest phenomena of material transmutation of all times by transforming roses into loaves of bread, which was considered a miracle in her time.

Valter Turini.

 

 


Valter Turini

Isabel Eusébio Sintra tells us about the life of Queen Isabel of Aragon, the saintly queen of Portugal. She was born in Zaragoza, Kingdom of Aragon, in 1271. Furthermore, Isabel married the Portuguese king Dinis of Burgundy in 1282, becoming the consort queen of Portugal.

Gifted with unmatched beauty and exceptional intelligence, Isabel quickly won the affection of her Portuguese subjects, who regarded her as an extremely pious woman, always ready to distribute kindness to the poor and the destitute in the streets.

Always accompanied by her loyal ladies-in-waiting, she would go out daily to devote myself to charity on the streets, attending to the material and spiritual needs of her most needy subjects.

“God gave me a throne so I could devote myself to charity,” she would constantly repeat to those who criticized her unconventional ways as a queen.

Once admonished by her husband, who judged her a spendthrift for giving so much to the poor, she became the subject of one of the most famous phenomena of material transmutation ever recorded. She transformed roses into loaves of bread in front of her astonished husband's eyes, who, surprised, insisted that she reveal what she was hiding under her cloak.

ISABEL OF ARAGON, THE MEDIUM QUEEN

“God gave me a throne so I could devote myself to charity...”

Isabel of Aragon, Queen of Portugal

 


SYNOPSIS

Monsignor Eusébio Sintra tells us the story of Doña Isabel of Aragon, the saintly queen of Portugal.

Dona Isabel was born in Zaragoza, in the Kingdom of Aragon, in 1271. Later, in 1282, she married King Don Dinis of Burgundy, thereby becoming the Queen Consort of Portugal.

From the very beginning, she stood out not only for her extraordinary beauty but also for her remarkable intelligence. As a result, she quickly won the hearts of her Portuguese subjects, who came to see her as a profoundly pious woman, always willing to share her blessings with the poor and the marginalized.

In addition, she never carried out her charitable acts alone. Each day, she was accompanied by her faithful attendants as she went out to care for those in need, addressing not just their material hardships but also their spiritual needs.

Whenever someone questioned her unorthodox way of fulfilling her royal role, she would respond with humility and conviction: “God gave me a throne so that I might devote myself to charity.

Eventually, her generosity drew criticism from her own husband, who believed she was being overly lavish in her donations to the poor. However, this moment gave rise to one of the most celebrated miracles attributed to her — the transformation of roses into bread. When the king, suspicious of what she was hiding beneath her cloak, demanded she reveal it, he was astonished to witness the roses she had been carrying turn into bread before his very eyes.
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Words from the Spiritual Author

Queen Isabel of Aragon was born in Zaragoza in the year 1271, where the Court of Aragon was located at the time. She was the daughter of Peter III of Aragon and Constance of Sicily, a descendant of the powerful Hohenstaufen family of Germany. However, Princess Isabel was not raised by her parents but by her grandfather, then King of Aragon, James I, who fell deeply in love with his granddaughter the moment he saw her shortly after her birth. He claimed the privilege of personally educating the beautiful child who already seemed so special to him.

At the time, the Court of Aragon was one of the leading political and cultural centers of Europe, which allowed young Princess Isabel to receive a refined education. Her grandfather, a cultured and wise man, introduced her very early on to the art of governance. Unlike most women of her era, Isabel of Aragon was taught to read and write, receiving a broad education. She not only learned several languages but also mastered Latin, the international language of the time. Isabel lived in her native country until she was twelve and married the Portuguese king Denis of Burgundy in 1282, becoming Queen Consort of Portugal until her death in Estremoz in 1325.

From a very young age, Isabel of Aragon showed herself to be an extraordinary person, endowed with great beauty and grace, as well as an exceptional character. These qualities earned her the unconditional affection and goodwill of her grandfather, James of Barcelona, and the entire Court of Aragon.

Upon becoming the Queen Consort of Portugal through her marriage to King Denis, the young queen quickly won the sympathy of her new subjects for her kindness, intelligence, and especially for the spontaneous compassion she showed toward the less fortunate.

It was common to see her early in the morning, accompanied by her loyal ladies-in-waiting, walking through the streets of the cities where the court was located—since at that time, the court had no permanent residence—distributing gifts and offering aid with food, clothing, herbal remedies, and bandages to the beggars and the ill who filled the alleys and corners of the streets. This was in an era when hospitals had not yet been conceived and no form of assistance was extended to the needy, who were everywhere, victims of extreme poverty, constant wars, and various epidemics.

Alongside a profound sense of charity and love that always came naturally to her, the Queen of Portugal—already a spirit of high moral stature—also displayed exceptional mediumship of physical effects. This trait led to her being regarded as a saint, since at the time, there was no understanding of such phenomena. Catholicism still held dominance over Christianity, and spiritual or psychic manifestations were either seen as miracles or, depending on the circumstances, interpreted as demonic occurrences. Those who exhibited such phenomena were often persecuted, imprisoned, or—more commonly—subjected to dreadful tortures and execution, typically by burning at the stake, following the Papal Bull Licet ad capiendos, issued by Pope Gregory IX on April 20, 1233, which marked the beginning of the Inquisition.

Isabel of Aragon, however, due to her royal position and, above all, her profound devotion, extreme sense of charity, and strict adherence to the precepts enforced by the Catholic Church at the time, was considered a saint and canonized on May 25, 1625, by Pope Urban VIII. This followed a long investigative process that began two centuries after her death and lasted another century, until her canonization was finally granted by the Holy See—exactly three hundred years after her disembodiment.

Her life as Queen of Portugal was marked by significant historical events in which she actively participated, particularly during the shaping of the Portuguese state as an independent and free nation, as it exists today. One of her notable contributions was in the establishment of lasting peace with the neighboring Castilian kingdom through the Treaty of Alcañices, signed in 1297, whose provisions still remain in effect to this day.

Beloved by the members of the royal court and especially by the poorest of her subjects, Queen Isabel of Aragon had her life defined by remarkable efforts to promote peace among the Iberian peoples and, more generally, by her tireless work to address the urgent needs of the poor—providing them with food, clothing, and medicine. She generously used the income from her her fabulous personal fortune to alleviate the suffering of others. When she closed her eyes to that earthly life, the compassionate queen left behind a legacy of orphanages, shelters, hospitals, convents, and churches—many of which had been built with her direct involvement. To ensure the survival of these institutions after her death, she bequeathed the majority of her personal fortune in her will, thus guaranteeing they would not fall into ruin for lack of financial support.

And to those who could not understand why a princess of such importance would trade the splendor and pleasures of a rich and magnificent court—such as that of Portugal at the time—for a life among the beggars and the crippled in the streets, she would reply with the natural simplicity that defined her: “God gave me a throne so I could devote myself to charity!”

Thus, revealed herself Isabel of Aragon, living every moment of her life in accordance with the teaching of the great Nazarene Master: “When you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind…”2

Eusébio Sintra, 

Tupi Paulista, Winter of 2010

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER I

A Little Princess

 

 

There With light, almost imperceptible steps, James of Barcelona3 approached the little girl with a noble and graceful bearing. Standing on tiptoe, completely absorbed, she was gazing at the endless landscape stretching beyond the high window.

“Qué miras, Isabelita?”...4 the King of Aragon whispered in his granddaughter’s ear.

“Oh, paye! I didn’t hear you come…5“ the girl replied, her round, light-blue eyes wide.

“I was watching the river…6“

“Look… Today, the water looks like silver… In the afternoon, if you look again, it will seem like liquid gold! Don’t you think that’s weird, paye?”

“Weird?” replied the King of Aragon, full of energy. “Wouldn’t you agree the right word is marvelous? In the morning, we have a river of silver; in the afternoon, we have one of gold… See how rich we are?”

“Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha!” the girl burst out in a pure and innocent laugh. Then, drawing closer to her grandfather’s face—who had now knelt beside her so their eyes were level—she whispered in his ear, “And at night… I’ve seen it turn into a diamond!”

“You don’t say!” James of Barcelona exclaimed, pretending to be amazed. “That color I haven’t seen yet! Oh, then we’re even richer! Diamonds are worth far more than gold or silver!”

“Really?!” the girl giggled in her six-year-old innocence. “Then you’ve just discovered your treasure is even greater than you thought!”

“Minha pequena rosa!”7 the old king exclaimed, laughing as he lovingly pinched his granddaughter’s rosy cheek.

Then, the Aragonese monarch wrapped his arms around the girl and gently stroked her soft, peach-like skin. After a moment, he stood, and thoughtfully, while stroking the tip of his long silver beard, began gazing out at the distant horizon through that window of the Aljafería Palace. 8

“What are you thinking about, paye?”  little Isabel asked, breaking the short silence that had settled between them, while she took her grandfather’s hand and kissed it warmly.

“Oh, I was thinking about how important you are to me...”

“Really?!”  the little Aragonese princess said, flashing a wide smile that revealed a row of small, round teeth as white as snow.

“Yes! You don’t know how much your arrival brightened my life, Isabelita!” exclaimed James of Barcelona. And as his eyes filled with tears, he continued: “Before you, everything here was very sad... I was so alone. Your grandmother7 had already gone to heaven, and despite all the trouble my life has always been—you know we had to drive out the Moors, don’t you?9—I was deeply desolate... You can’t imagine, Isabelita, how hard a king’s life is! There are so many matters to resolve, so many problems arise...”

“I understand,” said the girl, lowering her round, light-colored eyes. But then, as was her nature, she suddenly lifted her face proudly and, pointing a little finger at her grandfather, said, “But don’t complain! It was God who made you King of Aragon! And besides, you have your ministers and your warriors to aid you! Ximena10 always tells me that God never puts a burden on our shoulders heavier than we can bear!”

James of Barcelona opened his mouth, highly startled by his granddaughter's words. That adorable little girl, only six years old, always managed to surprise him! Still astonished by her response, he looked around, laughing, and addressed one of the gentlemen, one of the many noble knights and ladies of the court who were swarming the grand throne hall:

“Did you hear that, Don Ramon? The Infanta speaks like an adult!”

“Pro que sí, Sinor!”11 replied the man, laughing. “Her Highness thinks like an adult, despite being so young!”

“And we believe she will have much to teach us, those of us who are already so old, right?” the king said, bursting into hearty laughter, joined by a dozen more laughs from those present in the throne hall.

Only little Isabel didn’t laugh. She remained calm and sober, as she usually did, most of the time. The king sat back down on the throne, still laughing, greatly amused by his granddaughter's ways. The little girl stayed unchanged and proud, though without showing the slightest bit of arrogance, so common among those of her lineage; on the contrary, she always had a compassionate and kind expression.

After gazing thoughtfully at the sky through one of the high windows in the hall, and with great poise, the girl approached the throne.

“With your permission, sir, I am taking my leave,” Isabel said, giving a deep bow before her grandfather. After kissing his hand and requesting his blessing, she turned to the group of ladies-in-waiting who stood at one corner of the large hall and commanded firmly and resolutely:

“Let’s go, ladies! To the chapel! God awaits us!”

The little princess of Aragon's entourage promptly prepared to follow her firm and determined steps—a dozen noble ladies, adorned and dignified, wearing tall pointed hats, turbans, or fillets12 that completely covered their hair13, along with a profusion of veils and nebula ornaments that nearly concealed their faces, as was customary at the time¹³.

“Panem nostrum quotidianum da nobis hodie…14“ replied the ladies-in-waiting, exchanging glances, now nearly at the point of exhaustion. “Does she never get tired?” could almost be read in the looks they shared.

Isabel of Aragon remained firm, kneeling on the stone floor, at the head of her entourage, who were also kneeling two steps behind her. The little princess’s face stayed fixed on the image of the Virgin, splendidly enthroned on the main altar of the chapel. Her light blue eyes sparkled with rapture, not once straying from the beatific gaze of Mary...

“For Heaven’s Sake!!” groaned Maria Ximenes Cronel in her thoughts, the princess’s favorite lady-in-waiting. “I’m going to heaven whether I want to or not!... Oh, Jesus, how my knees ache!... Blessed Mother, open this child’s eyes!... Make her thirsty, hungry!... Oh, I’m dying of thirst!... Just a little cup of wine...” she sighed, utterly desolate.

Through the chapel's stained-glass windows, the ladies-in-waiting could tell that the afternoon was fading, and night was approaching and... Oh, dear God in heaven! The priest would be arriving soon for vespers, and then... For the love of Christ — the Kyrie!

The endless litany... Dear God in heaven, make that little creature feels hungry!

Suddenly, the bells began to ring... “Vespers! Vespers!”  Maria Ximenes Cronel screamed silently. “Now, only the mercy of the Almighty can save us!”

“Kyrie eleison; Christe eleison; Kyrie eleison.15 echoed the solemn voice of the officiant throughout the chapel.

“Kyrie eleison...”

Maria Ximenes Cronel dozed off.

“Christe eleison...”

“Oh, dear God in heaven! Will this never end!”

“Ximena!”

“Oh, Your Highness!” — she cried out, rubbing her eyes quickly with her fingertips.

“You were sleeping during the Kyrie, Ximena?!” scolded the little princess of Aragon.

“Oh, forgive me, Your Highness! Forgive me!” the young woman exclaimed, falling to her knees before Isabel. “I was just so tired! You know how it is, don’t you, Your Highness? The flesh is weak...”

“You are far too weak, Ximena...” Isabel said firmly. “The things of God demand great strength from us! Why do you let yourself fall like this? Come, let’s go—it’s time for bed.”

“Bed?!” thought Maria Ximenes Cronel, horrified. “And what about my poor stomach, dear God?... I'm burning with hunger!”

“But, Your Highness... aren’t we going to have dinner?” she dared to ask.

“You only think about food, Ximena!” the princess of Aragon retorted, already striding ahead of her exhausted entourage toward her chambers. “Don’t you know fasting is healthy? Jesus fasted always—have you forgotten? And besides,” she added, pausing abruptly to inspect her lady-in-waiting’s garments, “I think you haven’t been wearing your cilice16. Your hips are looking far too round. Am I mistaken, dearest Ximena?”

“Heavens, no!” thought the horrified handmaiden. “She’s found out I haven’t been wearing that cursed thing!” And she stammered, eyes rolling in despair, “Yes... oh, Your Highness... I mean, no! That... that little thing hurts me so much! It tears at my flesh, leaves me all bruised and raw! My poor hips are in shreds, Your Highness! Please, just a little rest... just until the wounds heal! Then I swear to you, I’ll go back to binding myself with that accursed…I mean, that most blessed thing which drives away impure thoughts!... I swear!”

“Ximena, Ximena...” said Isabel, gently reproaching her young maid. “If you allow yourself ease without your cilice, you’ll see how swiftly the devil will come to tempt you! Look at the other ladies-in-waiting, how tightly they wear theirs, the cilice biting into their flesh! Just look at Dona Leonor17, who, though she is married, a mother, a dutiful wife, and far older than any of us, never sets her cilice aside…” She continued:

“And you, who are still young and beautiful, could be easy prey for Satan, who roams about day and night with no other aim but to drag us down to hell! Such things are no matter for jest, Ximena! Tomorrow, at first light, I want you to confess and take communion at the first Mass. Do you understand?”

The maid lowered her eyes with a deep sigh. Her stomach tormented her mercilessly. Certainly, this day would end like many others, without her having eaten a single morsel since early morning...

“Let us change your clothes for bed, Your Highness,” Maria Ximenes Cronel said, utterly desolate. Her voice, weakened by many hours of fasting, barely concealed a stubborn yawn. “It is well past time you retired, madam! Heaven helps us if you were to fall ill from so many sacrifices and fasts... The gallows would be too lenient a punishment for us!”

“I do not feel hunger, Ximena...” the girl replied. And then, fixing her bright eyes on the disheartened maid’s face, she added, “God sustains our weakness!”

At that moment, only she, Maria Ximenes Cronel, the Countess Leonor Alfonso Alfonso, and the little girl remained in the spacious sleeping chamber.

The other ladies-in-waiting, utterly exhausted and drowsy to their very bones, had already been dismissed to their respective chambers, eager to collapse into bed, utterly drained to the soul. While Countess Alfonso prepared the grand noble bed, layering it with heavy woolen blankets, the other lady-in-waiting began undressing Isabel.

“You know, Ximena,” exclaimed the little princess of Aragon, raising her arms so the maid could pull off the elaborate garments she was required to wear, “Grandfather told me yesterday morning that they’re already thinking of marrying me off!” She first removed the thick purple velvet mantle, intricately embroidered with golden threads in splendid arabesques, then the long white silk gown, richly adorned with floral motifs in delicate amber seed pearls, followed by a series of white linen underdresses and petticoats, and finally, the fine cambric undergarments, dazzlingly white.

“Oh, I think you're still much too young to be thinking about marriage, Your Highness,” the maid replied, stifling a wide yawn as she unraveled Isabel’s long, wheat-colored braids tucked into golden fabric fillets. “You're only six years old...”

“Almost seven!” Isabel corrected her. “In just a few days, I’ll be seven—and you know very well that princesses marry very young!” Then, after pondering for a moment, her round eyes lost in space, she asked, “Tell me, Ximena: who do you think I’ll marry?”

“Surely one of those many princes scattered about...” the maid replied without much enthusiasm. And after another long, noisy yawn, she added, “You certainly won’t die as an old maid, that I can promise you!”

“Yes... you're right,” Isabel said thoughtfully. And after a moment, she added, “Unless I take the veil...”

“Take the veil?!” the maid cried out, shocked. “If you say such a thing in front of the King, your grandfather, you'll kill him from fright! Don’t you know that little princesses are worth a great deal to kingdoms? They’re precious! But for marriage, Your Highness! Did you hear me? For marriage and for bearing strong, healthy sons—did you understand that well? And not for becoming nuns—useless to the realm! —shut away in dreadful convents!” She shook her head in frustration. “What a waste, such ideas!”

“Oh, blasphemy, Ximena!” the little princess exclaimed, clearly indignant. “Mind your tongue! How can you utter such nonsense? Beware—God will punish you for speaking such blasphemies! Don’t you know that it’s a sin?”

“Oh! forgive me, Your Highness!” the maid hastened to reply. “I only meant that princesses who become nuns serve no use to the interests of the kingdom, that’s all—do you understand?”

“I understand...”

Isabel fell silent, deep in thought, while the maid removed the last of her undergarments.

“Aren’t we going to take that off, Your Highness?” asked the maid, pointing to the raw leather cord, knotted tightly around the girl’s hips.18

Then, peering closely by the dim light of the candelabras, she gasped. “Oh, My goodness!... Your flesh is all torn! How can you bear to wear that thing—it bites into you like starving dogs!”

“If we do not perform penance before God, Ximena, the devil devours us!” exclaimed Isabel. “We must weaken the flesh so that the soul may remain pure! Let us praise pain, which brings us down to the dust of the earth!” And, throwing herself face-down onto the cold stone floor, she continued: “I shall sleep here, Ximena... My bed has grown far too soft...”

The lady-in-waiting looked around in disbelief. That child never ceased to astound! She had not even turned seven, but she spoke and acted like a grown woman. Sharing a meaningful glance with the other lady, she shook her head in disapproval.

“Oh, if your royal grandfather finds out!” cried Maria Ximenes Cronel, deeply alarmed. “And if you fall ill, my lady?... The floor is freezing cold! Surely, you’ll catch a chill and then... Dear Lord!... We’ll be the ones to pay for it all!... You know the king’s wrath!... He’ll blame us entirely! Please, my lady!... Rise from the floor and go to your bed!” And, running her hands over the warm, cozy woolen blankets, she added, “See how soft and toasty your bed is!”

“You lie there, Ximena!”  the little girl replied, unmoving. “You are the one who delights in life’s pleasures... Just like Satan! Don’t forget that when you're burning in the depths of hell!”

“Mercy, Your Highness!” gasped the handmaid, crossing herself. “Is that what you wish for me, my lady?”

“Of course not, Ximena!” the girl replied, her eyelids heavy with sleep. “But if you don’t want Satan to drag you into the fiery pits, then put on your cilice, stop thinking about the delicacies and wines of the royal supper—and that handsome, dark-haired man, Juanito Yañes, grandfather’s squire—and come lie down here beside us...”

“Your Highness!” the maid exclaimed, in disbelief.

“Oh, I’m teasing you, Ximena!” said the little girl with a laugh.

The maid sat down on a chair, lost in thought, utterly dumbfounded. That little creature was something else!... How could nothing ever escape her notice? The little rascal had picked up on the fiery glances that she, Maria Ximenes Cronel, had exchanged with Juanito Yañes during the last supper attended by some emissaries from the King of France. She had positioned herself behind the little princess, ready to assist her during the meal, while he, Juanito Yañes, stood beside the king, attending to his every command. And while the noble guests delighted in the feast, she and Juanito devoured each other with their eyes!... Oh, how handsome he was!... How old could he be? Nineteen? Twenty? So strong, so manly!... Ah, Juanito Yañes...

“Ximena!” came the girl’s voice again, snapping her out of her reverie.

“Huh?!...” gasped the maid, jolting upright in alarm. “What is it, Your Highness?”

“You prattled on so much you almost made us forget to pray! What a grave fault, Ximena!... Truly unforgivable! I was about to go to sleep without saying the final prayer!... Thank heaven I remembered in time!” And, leaping up as swiftly as a hare, she dropped to her knees and ordered, “Ximena, Countess Alfonso, come now!”

The two ladies-in-waiting exchanged a desperate glance. What choice did they have?...

“Ave Maria, gratia plena…” their voices blended into a soft little choir before the richly adorned oratory, where the Virgin Mary sat enthroned.

Time crept on, and sleep tugged heavily at the two exhausted women.

“Sancta Maria, mater Dei…” Isabel continued, tireless.

At long last, the seemingly endless prayer came to an end. Maria Ximenes Cronel was beside herself with fatigue. Her legs had gone numb from kneeling so long on the cold stone floor that she couldn’t get up. She was, quite literally, paralyzed.

“Aren’t you going to sleep, Ximena?”  the girl said cheerfully, lying back down on the cold floor. “The prayer’s over!... Or are you still thinking about Juanito?”

“Dios me'n guarde!”19 the maid exclaimed, utterly startled.

“Am I wrong, Ximena?” Isabel asked, laughing.

The maid said nothing. She was dumbfounded. How could that little devil read people’s minds like that?!... It was entirely true. During the prayers, her eyes had been fixed on the image of the Virgin Mother enthroned in the princess’s oratory, but her thoughts were elsewhere—on Juanito Yañes. 

What a little devil!... Still dazed, the young lady-in-waiting looked over at the little girl, who now slept soundly on the cold stone floor, dressed only in her white satin nightgown.

“Ixa gata ye prou farta, ni cosa no ha quiesto minchar...”20 Maria Ximenes Cronel murmured, as she looked at the little princess now breathing softly like an angel. “How can it be?... She hasn’t eaten anything all day!” And, clutching her own stomach tightly, she went on: “While I feel like I’m going to faint from so much hunger...”

The Countess Alfonso groaned loudly, nodding off in her chair, dizzy with sleep. Trying to ignore the gnawing pain in her stomach—so desperately in need of food—Maria Ximenes Cronel picked up a thick wool blanket and gently covered Isabel. The girl sighed deeply and continued sleeping, feeling more comforted.

In the meantime, after a strong jolt of drowsiness, Countess Alfonso opened her eyes, startled, and yawned loudly. The two women exchanged glances. Their task wasn’t done yet. They needed to wait patiently until the girl was in a deep sleep so they could, despite the stubborn little thing’s will, carry her to bed. And so, to pass the time, they whispered quietly to one another.

“Poor child...” murmurs Maria Ximena Cronel to the other lady-in-waiting, much older than herself, who had always helped her serve the little princess of Aragon, since both were the closest to her and had received that responsibility directly from the king, due to the absence of the girl’s mother, who was not there for such tasks.21

“Don’t you think Isabel is a special little person?”

“Yes, and surely she will be a queen, like her mother and grandmother,” Countess Leonor Alfonso Alfonso replied, with a slight smile. “ She continued:

21. 

“Someday she will reign over many, alongside some noble lord; however, with each passing day, she has been behaving so strangely!... She is revealing herself to be quite different from other children her age!... She constantly surprises everyone with her special liveliness and that uncommon intelligence, for such a few years of life!” 

“Yes, Countess!”  the other said. And she continued, in a low voice so as not to wake the little girl, who by now was already sound asleep.

“Did you hear well what she said about me and Juanito Yañes, didn’t you?... What amazes me is that she had her back to me almost the entire time, and even so, she showed such insight that she didn’t miss a single detail of what was going on in the hall!”

“And did you notice how she impressed the French ambassadors with serious conversations about high matters of State?” Leonor Alfonso remarked.

“The fame of our little Isabel is already spreading across the world!”

“Soon suitors will be flooding in, asking for her hand!” Maria Ximenes Cronel said.

“And what do you think the French came here for?” the countess said. “Surely the King of France is already stitching together his political interests with those of our sovereign!” — and, smiling at her companion, she added: “Would you like to live in France, Ximenita?”

“Oh, I’d love it!”  the young lady exclaimed, her eyes lighting up.

“Well, if that really happens, that’s where we’ll all go — in the princess’s retinue!” the other said.

“Indeed!... I hadn’t thought about that!... We’ll all follow Isabel when she gets married!”

“If she wants us with her, of course!” the other corrected. And, teasing her companion said: “Will you really have the courage to leave Juanito Yañes behind? Don’t forget he’s the king’s squire! And besides, you run the risk of him getting caught in Teresa’s22 nets!”

“Oh, I can’t stand that one!” the young maid exclaimed, full of rage. “I’d even be willing to leave Isabel’s retinue — I’d stay in Aragon, but I won’t let my handsome warrior fall into that hussy’s clutches!”

“Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha!” the other burst out laughing. “Think it over!... If you’d like, I can tell the princess that you want to leave her retinue...”

“Oh no!... No!”

“Think it over, Ximena!... Isabel won’t even miss you, with so many maids and ladies-in-waiting in her entourage!... But that little fellow...”

“Ha!... Ha!... Ha!... Ha!... He won’t stay loose for long!”

“Ssssh!... You’ll wake Her Highness, countess!” the young maid warned.

“If Isabel hears us talking about such things!”

“Yes, you’re right!” the other replied, barely stifling her laughter. “Besides, I already hear the rooster crowing. It must be quite late, and we must get to bed too. My bones are aching from so much kneeling in prayer... I think I’ve prayed so much that, even if I sin for the rest of my wretched life, I’ll still — reluctantly — end up bumping my horns in paradise!” — and, sighing, she added: “Come, let’s place Isabel in her bed.”

Then, gently, both maids lifted the little princess’s body and delicately laid it in the cozy bed, covering her with thick wool blankets. The girl let out a deep sigh of delight and did not wake even for a second. No wonder — she was so tired from the endless hours of prayer and penitence she had put herself through!

The two women exchanged satisfied looks, then each picked up a lit candle from among the many burning on the large iron candelabrum atop the enormous sideboard and, tiptoeing, headed to the door.

“Güenas nueis, siñá!”23 Maria Ximenes Cronel whispered, already in the dark and silent corridor.

“Güenas nueis, Ximena!”  the Countess Alfonso replied.

And, like two shadows, without making the slightest sound, they slipped off in search of their respective chambers. Night was advancing, and it was urgent to rest…

 


CHAPTER II

The Death of a King

 

 

“Güenos diyas!... Güenos diyas!24“ Maria Ximenes Cronel exclaimed loudly, clapping her hands enthusiastically as she woke the little Princess of Aragon, who slept deeply, nestled in her fluffy bed of goose feathers.

“Oh, Güenos diyas, Ximena!” the girl said, opening her round little eyes. And rubbing them thoroughly with the back of her hands, she continued: “We know!... It is morning...”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the other said, pulling off the thick woolen blankets. “We must get ready for the first mass.”

“Tell us, Ximena,” observed Isabel, deeply intrigued, kneeling on the goose-feather mattress while the young maid began dressing her in the many garments she usually wore, “how is it possible that we wake up in our bed, since we always lie down on the floor when we go to sleep?”

“Oh, Your Highness,” Maria Ximenes Cronel said, avoiding the girl's gaze and turning to the other maid while winking at her, “this is a mystery that Dona Leonor Alfonso and I still haven't figured out, isn't that right, countess?”

“Pro que sí25!” Leonor Alfonso exclaimed, conspiring with her companion. And she guessed, “If you really want to know, Your Highness, I believe the Virgin herself comes every night to return you to your bed, once Ximena and I have left your chambers!... There is no other explanation!”

“Yes!” agreed the young maid. “There could be no other cause, since no one else comes here, and the only ones nearby are the pair of lancers who guard your chamber door while you sleep.”

Isabel fell silent for a few minutes. Then she lifted her round, light eyes and fixed them intently on the image of the Virgin, enthroned in the rich oratory on the wall directly in front of the bed.

“Could it really be?” she asked pensively, almost in a whisper, as two small tears, bright as pearl beads, rolled down her rosy cheeks. And turning her gaze alternately to the two maids: “You're not lying to us, are you?”

“Oh, no, Your Highness!”  both women replied in unison. “By God, no!”

“Mind you, both of you, swearing falsely is a very grave sin that leads one straight to the depths of hell!... A deadly sins!... Most mortal, ladies!” exclaimed Isabel with a very serious expression on her face. And jumping from the bed, already nearly fully dressed, she commanded, “The cloak!... Didn't you hear the bells?... We are late, and God waits for no one!... Let 's go!”

To her small retinue, another larger one joined, already waiting for her outside.

“Güenos diyas, siñás!” Isabel said, as that group of thirteen heads, adorned with pointed hats, turbans richly embroidered with pearls, and headbands in a profusion of colors, bowed synchronously before her.

“Güenos diyas, Your Highness!” the ladies-in-waiting replied in chorus, bending their knees in a long curtsy as Isabel passed.

“To the chapel, ladies!... To the chapel!” invited Isabel, with the dignity of her position but without showing any ostentation or excessive affectation, and always with profound sweetness in her voice. “God awaits our presence!”

The chapel again. This time it was full. The king was present, and Isabel knelt at his side.

“Minha pequena rosa!” James of Barcelona murmured, kissing his granddaughter's cheek.

“Your blessing, sir!”  the girl said, kissing her grandfather’s hand.

The celebrant began the religious service. And Isabel, deeply devout as always, followed the ritual faithfully, with ardent faith.

“Would you not like to join me for a walk through the gardens, little rosebush?” invited the king after the mass had ended.

“Yes, Grandpa,” the girl replied. “It is always a pleasure for me to be at your side!”

Shortly afterward, the two walked hand in hand through the flower-lined paths of the vast gardens of the Aljafería Palace. On the horizon, the sun had just begun to rise magnificently, lighting the fields of Zaragoza.

“We are very happy when you are with us, Isabel!”  the old monarch of Aragon exclaimed, whose face that morning bore an unusual pallor.

“I find you rather pale, sir!”  the girl exclaimed, looking closely at his face in the clear morning light. “Are you feeling well?” And bringing her grandfather's hand close to her own cheek, she continued: “Your hand is cold; your fingernails are turning purple!... Should we not call your doctor?”

“You are right, Isabel!”  the old king said, his voice faint. And he continued, somewhat disheartened: “For days now, we have been suffering from fevers and have indeed noticed sudden spells of paleness!... We have already sent for our physician. However, he has told us nothing yet, except to prescribe a series of emetics, some horrible potions, and a few bloodlettings.26“

“Oh, Grandpa!” the girl exclaimed, taking the old king’s hand and kissing it tenderly. “If you leave, what will become of me?”

“It is we who couldn’t bear to be apart from you, pequena rosa!”  James of Barcelona said, his eyes deeply sorrowful. “Even more so, knowing that you are almost of age to marry! That is what pains us so much… being separated from you!” And gazing, with tearful eyes, at the bright blue sky, he continued: “You were the angel God sent us to brighten our home, which had been so very sad! Have we told you that your father and mother didn’t like us before? They lived in Barcelona, and we spent most of our time here, in Zaragoza. We didn’t visit each other, nor did we speak... Thankfully, everything changed!

“When you were born, you became the link of reconciliation between us and your parents. Realizing how deeply we fell in love with you, they entrusted us with your guardianship, and you can’t even imagine what a wonderful gift they gave us! They entrusted your education to us, Isabelita! And I believe that now they are as proud as we are, knowing that you are becoming a lovely young lady, making the hearts of princes from all over Europe fight for your hand! You are the pride of all of us! The fame of your beauty, grace, and wisdom has already crossed the borders of Aragon and is spreading through the world! You have no idea how many marriage proposals we have received for you, pequena rosa! And from the greatest courts of Europe! From France, from England, from Hungary! But until now, we have not answered anyone!” He continued: 

“Our hearts break into a thousand pieces just imagining that one day, you will leave this place forever…”

“Oh, paye!” the girl exclaimed, full of compassion for her grandfather. “If you wish, I won’t go! I won’t marry anyone!” And rising, lively as ever, she continued: “What would you say if I became a nun?”

“Oh, pequena rosa…” said the king, deeply moved, gently caressing his granddaughter’s rosy face with his fingertips. “You would even do that for us?” — with a melancholic smile, he continued: “We’ve understood that you belong to God ever since you came into the world. With a sparkle in his eyes, he went on: “Did you know that you were born wrapped in a veil27? Your mother still keeps the veil that covered you at birth, and she always carries it with her! — he smiled kindly and continued: “I believe we’ve already told you that, when you were still just a baby of a few days, you often cried — deeply and for hours on end — and your maids couldn’t comfort you with lullabies or affection, nor could your wet nurses calm you, even as they offered you their full breasts of abundant milk!...However, the moment someone showed you the Crucified Jesus, you would suddenly smile at Him, so happily!... It was always like that; since a young age, you showed yourself to be a true friend of Jesus. Taking his granddaughter’s little hands in his, he caressed them for a long moment, and then asked: “So, you say you would rather dedicate yourself to serving Christ than become a queen?... Would you, without hesitation, trade the throne for the cloister?”

“Most certainly I would!”  the girl replied with her eyes shining. “With all the love in the world, I would do it!”

“Oh, my dear!” exclaimed the king, deeply moved. “We are absolutely certain that you already belong to God!... But we also believe He did not give you a throne by chance…”

“I know,” the girl replied, her voice firm. “God gave me a throne so that I could serve Him better…” And fixing her bright light-blue eyes on her grandfather’s serious face, she continued: “The Most High placed a crown on my head so I could devote myself to charity…”

James of Barcelona fell silent for a few moments. That little creature was truly special.

It had the ability to bring her deep peace of soul. For a long time, he continued gazing at her steadily, his eyes soaked with tenderness. The strong emotion that overtook him was evident. The little princess had the power to calm his sorrows and bring him profound peace of heart. Then, the old monarch of Aragon’s eyes filled with tears as he fixed them firmly on the graceful and gentle figure of his granddaughter. “She has good blood!” he thought. “Exceptionally good blood!... The blood of a saint...”28

“Why are you crying, Grandpa?” the girl asked.

“Oh, because we see how beautiful and pure you are, pequena rosa…” he replied, trembling with emotion. After letting out a deep sigh, he wiped his eyes with the tips of his fingers and continued: “When you were born, your father and mother were here in Zaragoza. They had come to visit us and, wanting to please us, wished for us to witness your birth. You know, for a grandfather, the birth of a grandchild is always a unique joy. It had been a long time since we had seen each other, your parents and us. The last time we met, your father and mother had said terrible things to us!... You know, my dear, succession issues have always been very painful!... There are so many interests at stake!... So many people want to see us dead in order to seize the crown! We ourselves — and I don’t know if we’ve ever told you this! — when we were just a few days old, someone threw a huge stone through the window of the room where we were sleeping, and we were almost cruelly crushed while lying in our cradle!”

“Really, Grandpa?!” Isabel was shocked by the cruelty of the story her grandfather was telling. “And who could have had the courage to commit such wickedness against a newborn?”

“The worst part of all this, Isabel,” the old king continued, with a bitter smile on his lips: “the person behind such a deed was almost certainly one of our relatives”

“Oh, how awful!”  the girl exclaimed, deeply outraged. “One of our relatives?!”

“Yes. And who else would have wished for our death? Probably someone very close to us in the line of succession…”

“Then we can't even trust our own relatives!” the little princess said, deeply concerned.

“That’s how it is, Isabel,”  James of Barcelona said, with a deep sigh of sorrow. “Unfortunately, that’s how it is... A monarch cannot even trust his own children…”

“Even his children, Grandpa?!” the girl asked in surprise. “So… you don’t trust Dad?”

“We wish that weren’t the case, my dear,”  the old King of Aragon replied. And after a brief moment of reflection, he continued:

“Did you know that your father and mother blamed us for the issues concerning the succession of the crown?”

“Really?!” 

“Yes. You can't even imagine what the Kingdom of Aragon was like when it all began... Wars and rebellions were everywhere!” the king said. And after a brief silence, as if organizing his thoughts, he continued: “When we inherited the crown from our father, Aragon was at war with Castile. Then, we had to fight against France. We were only fourteen years old when we began to command our armies on two fronts at once: the Kingdom of Castile, which wanted to seize our lands, and France, which laid claim to our possessions in Roussillon that, as you know, we rightfully inherited from our august mother29. The battles we had to face were incredibly harsh. Sometimes we had to fight armies that were stronger and more numerous than ours, but with the intelligence God gave us, along with the bravery and skill of the soldiers of Aragon, we managed to defeat both the French and the Castilians! But we didn’t stop there, no! There was still the reconquest of the territories occupied by the Moors in the south, and we fought them with courage and fearlessness. We took the Balearic Islands from them, and then Valencia. Today, our kingdom is three times the size it was when we inherited it from our father’s hands!”

“So that’s why they nicknamed you 'The Conqueror'!” observed the girl, laughing.

James I only smiled proudly. Then, as often happened in the final days of his life, he grew sad again.

“You know, Isabelita, contrary to what many people think, kings are not masters of their own will,” resumed the old monarch after a few moments of deep reflection. “When a king places the crown upon his head, he decisively loses his freedom! He must renounce so many things in favor of the throne! And with us, it was no different,” he said, lowering his head, extremely saddened. After a moment, he continued, with deep bitterness in his voice: “Know that among all the things we had to renounce, perhaps the greatest blow we ever suffered in our entire life was when we had to repudiate our first wife…30“

“And why did you have to leave her?”  Isabel asked, deeply interested in the matter. “Did you not love her?”

“Oh, no!” James of Barcelona replied. “On the contrary! We loved her!... And how we loved her!... But she was our cousin, and the Pope did not dispense us from the consanguinity! The Kingdom of Aragon had long been under scrutiny by the Holy See since the Great Schism31. We then had to marry again, so as not to stir up new quarrels with the Church!... Not that we didn’t love Yolanda, your grandmother, as well...But we were in love with Eleanor!... We were only fourteen years old when we married her. And, following the advice of your great-grandfather—whom they say we don’t remember, since he died when we were still a baby! —he always advised his heirs that the first thing a monarch should do was to have children, to ensure the succession to the throne... And we followed our father's advice: we had a son at the age of fifteen!... Alfonso was our firstborn!32.” But they tried to poison him so many times that he died very young! He was still a boy!

“They tried to poison my uncle?!”  Isabel exclaimed, shocked.

“Oh, my dear!” the king replied with a bitter smile. “Let that also serve as advice to you; always sleep with one eye open, and eat and drink only after your food-tasters have done so before you!... Or else!”

“Jesus Christ!” Isabel exclaimed; her round eyes wide open. And after a moment of thought: “Then Prince Alfonso disobeyed your orders, my lord!”

“Oh, you know how youth is!” the king exclaimed, making a broad gesture of desolation with his hands. “Alfonso was no different! He would always go hunting with his friends—drinking, romantic adventures, feasting away from home... Often, they brought him back unconscious, on the verge of death, extremely pale, with purple lips and sunken eyes. He survived a few times thanks to the exceptional skills of our physician, who was well-versed in poisonings, but his health deteriorated, and one day, he ended up receiving a lethal dose...”

“Don't you know who poisoned him, sir?” Isabel asked.

“Oh, who, Isabel?” the king replied, deeply desolate. “You know we are surrounded by hundreds of nobles of every kind. Some truly love us, but others only pretend—they secretly hate us, envy us deeply, and want to seize our crown!”

“Why must things be this way, Grandpa?” the girl exclaimed, extremely saddened. “Why so much hatred, so much greed among people?”

“Unfortunately, that's how it is, Isabel...” observed the king, his voice heavy with deep bitterness. He continued: “I don't want you to be offended by what I am about to tell you, since the people I will speak of are also very dear to our hearts, but I must tell you, even though it pains us deeply—down to our very soul!” And after swallowing hard several times—a sign that he was carefully choosing his words—James of Barcelona went on. “Know this, dear one, throughout our life, we have had to change our will multiple times. When our firstborn, Alfonso, was still alive, he was the one entitled to the throne of Aragon, even though our marriage to Leonor, his mother, was not recognized as legitimate by the Church. Even so, we named him our heir to the crown. He was our son, and we loved him more than anything, as he was the fruit of the greatest love of our life. However, Yolanda—your grandmother, our second wife—could not stand Alfonso. Perhaps out of overwhelming jealousy, she hated the crown prince and tried many times to convince us to disinherit him. In the end, what she really managed to do was drive Peter away from us! Your grandmother stirred so much animosity between your father and Alfonso that they nearly fought a duel! It took a great deal of diplomacy on our part to prevent a tragedy at the time. When Yolanda died33, Alfonso outlived her by a few more years—enough time for your father's heart to remain effectively poisoned by your grandmother, year after year, against us and his half-brother…. After Yolanda's passing, your mother took her place in those terrible matters, as she, too, began to harbor uncontrollable hatred toward us and toward her brother-in-law34. Neither Alfonso’s death—which, in theory, should have ended the hatred between the brothers—nor the loss of the heir managed to ease the dreadful animosity that had been nurtured for many years between us and your parents. Our life was filled with sorrow because of this foolish enmity that grew within our family. Beyond the hatred directed at Alfonso, your father and mother never forgave us for not recognizing their marriage, which was done without our consent... We had other plans for your father, however...”

“But later, dad and mom came to visit you on their own, didn’t they?” the girl asked.

“Yes, when you were born, pequena rosa!” the king exclaimed, smiling as he gently stroked the girl’s delicate cheek with his fingertips. He continued, full of joy: “I attribute it already to your influence! I had made so many pleas to Saint Elizabeth of Hungary—your aunt, and the one from whom you inherited your name! —that the painful animosity between us and our son Peter, the new heir to the throne since my firstborn, Alfonso, had already passed away years earlier, would come to an end. We pleaded so fervently with that pious saint, and the answer we received was your birth! Inexplicably, just one month before you were born, we received a visit at court from your parents!  They came joyfully, appearing different and happy, and showed not the slightest hint of anger or resentment toward us! They treated us with overwhelming cordiality and seemed to remember nothing of the past, to hold no grudge or bitterness! “ He continued:

All the quarrels, arguments, and offenses that had lasted for years were now dead and forgotten. And they brought news: you were on your way! Our son and daughter-in-law embraced us, tearfully, and asked for our forgiveness! You cannot imagine how overjoyed we were! We celebrated this reconciliation for three days! Never before had there been such festivities, with such intensity, in Aragon! And when you were born, you were wrapped in the veil of the pure! It was the sign I had asked your saintly aunt for! And when I told your parents of this miracle, they gave you that name—Isabel—in honor of the powerful saint! From then on, our kingdom took a new course! After your birth, things began to fall into place! You are a messenger, Isabel! You came to bring peace to the kingdom!”

The little girl merely smiled at her grandfather, her round blue eyes shining. A small silence then settled between the two. The king was deeply moved, and two tears welled up in the corners of his eyes.

“Old age makes us dizzy, little Isabel!” James of Barcelona said, wiping his eyes with the tip of his fingers. “The years have made us slow-witted, soft-hearted…”

“I think you should go inside and rest, Your Majesty,” the girl said, taking his hand. “Come, I will go with you.”

Soon, the king was resting in his chambers, surrounded by the royal physicians. Isabel, kneeling beside her grandfather, held his hand and covered it with kisses.

“Oh, paye…” the girl exclaimed with her sad eyes. “Let us have faith in God! For the Almighty, nothing is impossible!”

“We recommend, Your Majesty,” the king’s physician said, approaching after a long consultation with his peers, “unanimously, that you travel south, in search of milder air. The cold climate of Zaragoza only worsens your condition. Valencia, being in the far south, would be the ideal place for your recovery, Señor!”

“Why don’t we go to Valencia, Grandpa?” Isabel Said. “There we’ll find dad and mom, and surely you will feel more supported.”

“Peter and Constance don’t live in Valencia; they’re in Barcelona,” replied the King of Aragon. “You know how much they love that city!”

“Then why don’t we go to Barcelona too?” the girl suggested.          “Unlike your parents, we don’t like Barcelona, little Isabel,” the old king said. “If it’s to go to Barcelona, we would rather stay here, awaiting our end.”

“Oh, sir!” the girl exclaimed. “Why do you say such a thing? You will still live for a long time! You are an unmatched warrior, and great warriors like you are anointed by God! You have the protection of the Almighty!”

“We have always believed that God protected us throughout our life, pequena rosa” James of Barcelona exclaimed, opening a slight smile, tinged with sadness. “But we know we are not eternal!... Sooner or later, death always comes, even to the predestined!... No one becomes eternal in this world!”

“God placed His sign upon you, sir, when He granted you the crown of Aragon!” exclaimed Isabel. “And I know you have faithfully fulfilled the difficult mission He entrusted to you!... Therefore, you deserve divine protection!... The Highest will not forsake you!”

The old monarch gently caressed his granddaughter’s delicate little face with the tip of his pale fingers and smiled at her, feeling somewhat more comforted. Then, turning to the doctor who was awaiting a decision, he asked:

“Do you think we can endure the long journey, Don Cortázar?”

“Of course, sir!” the doctor replied. “We will go slowly and stop whenever you feel tired.”

“What we do not wish is to perish along the way, Don Cortázar!...” exclaimed the king. “However, if you guarantee that we can withstand the trip, why not depart?” And, turning to his granddaughter, he continued: “What do you think, Isabelita?”

“Perfect, sir!...” the girl exclaimed, kissing her grandfather’s hand. “God will surely guide us to Valencia!”

The king, then, drawing unexpected strength from his weakened body, joked with his granddaughter:

“And, so that you may grow fond of the crown, from now on, we appoint you as our regent!... Go now and order our steward to begin arranging the baggage!... And as soon as everything is in order, we’ll be on our way to Valencia!” 

Isabel stood up quickly and, after a deep curtsy before her grandfather, rushed toward the door. In the corridor, her numerous entourage awaited her, and, in a flurry, those distinguished ladies literally began to run, trying to keep up with the little princess of Aragon who, resolutely, hurried toward the throne room to deliver her grandfather’s orders...The bustle that followed the king’s orders soon engulfed all of Zaragoza: domestic animals were hastily gathered from the pens and slaughtered by the hundreds; their meat was salted and packed into countless barrels; tons of wheat were taken from the royal silos and carefully bagged and loaded onto an endless number of yokes to be carried by pack mules; boatloads of barrels of wine and oil were taken from underground cellars, fastened in pairs, and strapped for transport by beasts of burden. Since the journey south would likely last a fortnight, and there were many mouths to feed along the way, there was no excess in such extensive preparations! Amidst all this commotion, the king’s soldiers inspected and sharpened their weapons, meticulously grinding them on sandstone wheels, crafting arrows, or replacing the strings on their bows to leave them taut and ready for use. The archers—the king’s personal guard—oiled the mechanisms of their crossbows and polished and honed the tips of their spears and the blades of their long halberds. Everything had to be in perfect order under the sharp-eyed supervision of the commanders of the royal army! And, after five days of great effort, a vast entourage composed of thousands of soldiers, pages, ladies-in-waiting, and valets of honor—as well as hundreds of noblemen and ladies of the court of James I of Aragon, richly dressed and riding majestic, adorned steeds—departed from the city of Zaragoza, amid the sorrowful farewells of the people, bidding goodbye to their king who was leaving the city for good.

Nineteen days after leaving Zaragoza, and in the midst of unspeakable suffering—since his health had deteriorated even further along the way—the old King of Aragon and his vast retinue arrived at the gates of the city of Valencia. Welcomed with great honors by the people, James of Barcelona was unable to stand and receive his Valencian subjects during the hand-kissing ceremony. He was so weakened and worn out by the efforts of the journey that not even Isabel’s constant pleas for him to fight and resist the illness that afflicted him could restore his hope of recovery. Not even the mild and gentle southern climate, as the doctors had suggested, could revive his strength. And, on a warm July afternoon, the old Aragonese monarch gave his soul to God35, under the tearful eyes of Isabel, who had not left her grandfather’s chambers for a single moment during his long and painful agony.

 


CHAPTER III

New Paths

 

 

“Requiem aeternam Dona eis, Domine...36“ resounded the deep, canonical voice of the celebrant throughout the immense dome of the Cathedral of Valencia. The coffin of James I rested there, in that temple of hybrid features: half cathedral and half mosque. From the ruins of the ancient Muslim temple, slowly, like the Phoenix rising from its ashes after self-immolation, the imposing structure was taking on Christian37 forms and features. Joined to the body of the old mosque, only the apse and some of its chapels were completed, and enthroned on the main altar stood the image of the Blessed Virgin, which he, the king, had Donated to the cathedral upon the reconquest of the city many years earlier.

Isabel, dressed in deep mourning, accompanied her parents, who had come to Valencia to attend the funeral rites of the old king. The little princess was shedding countless tears, kneeling between her father — the future king of Aragon — and her mother, as they listened to the funeral mass. A large crowd filled the cathedral, from the square outside to nearly the foot of the apse, in front of the high altar, where James I’s coffin had been placed. The entire royal court, which had always surrounded him during his life, was present to pay their final respects. The burial of the king of Aragon, the valiant soldier and defender of his homeland, would take place right there, in one of the cathedral’s chapels still under construction. The afternoon wore on slowly as the extensive liturgical ceremony continued. A boys’ choir sang a touching sacred hymn during the canon. Isabel, her eyes sore from constant weeping, looked toward her grandfather’s coffin, set atop a tall wooden platform richly carved in high relief and entirely draped in the thinnest black tulle.

He had been dressed in a coat of the finest silver threads, from the top of his head — the balaclava — over which rested the royal crown, down to his chest, and over the shining coat, a polished bronze breastplate. And upon his chest, the ceremonial staff had placed the heavy sword, its hilt clasped between the deceased’s hands like a crucifix. A dark blue velvet skirt and tight black chainmail covering his legs, along with long, narrow-pointed boots38, and the majestic red silk cape embroidered with gold and silver threads completed his funeral attire. Standing beside the coffin, between her parents, Isabel stared intently at the gaunt silhouette of her deceased grandfather; his face appeared serene, despite the rigid mask of death that had overtaken his stern features. His broad forehead was framed by the edges of the balaclava, woven in the finest shimmering threads; his eyes were closed and sunken; his nose long and sharp; his thick, long mustache; and his full, graying beard, anointed with myrrh oil and carefully combed…

Isabel sobbed quietly, her round, light-blue eyes scanning the noble figure of her beloved grandfather who was leaving, never to return...

“Sancte Johannes...”

“Ora pro nobis...”

“Sancta Maria...”

The little princess of Aragon barely moved her lips as she responded to the litany, along with the hundreds of people packed into the cathedral; her mind was far away as she gazed at her grandfather’s waxen face, slightly veiled by the thin cloth that covered him.

Au, mio amigo!...39   the little princess murmured through deep sighs.

“From now on, you will live with us in Barcelona, my dear — said Constance of Hohenstaufen, the princess consort of Aragon, to her daughter that evening as they rode in a carriage to the palace, after the funeral rites for the grandfather.”

Isabel stared intently at her mother's face. That beautiful and elegant woman was her mother; however, how strange it was, the way she felt about that radiant lady!... She had almost never been by her side, since Isabel had always lived with her grandfather in Saragossa. 

To her, her mother seemed like a stranger, nothing more than a stranger. She felt distant, cold; no gestures of affection or love had been shown when they met. They had only exchanged a brief kiss on the cheek when they greeted each other. The same had happened with her father: he had only embraced her, a quick hug followed by a “How are you, dear?”—nothing more, nothing else. 

Isabel felt deeply sad. Her friend had just left, forever. The first great disappointment of her life: the separation from the one who, more than a grandfather and tutor, had been her great friend and advisor. A lump the size of the world clogged her throat, and as the carriage moved through the streets of Valencia, the girl looked at her mother sitting next to her in the luxurious coach. She scrutinized her face minutely.

The pale eyes, like hers; the snowy complexion; the fair hands, well-maintained; the rich and splendid rings on her fingers; atop her head, under the lace fillet of golden threads, her blonde hair, as golden as ripe wheat, and the resplendent princely tiara. Her mother... Yet, Constance of Hohenstaufen’s soul seemed to feel nothing; she had remained cold the entire time; she had shed some discreet tears when they sealed James of Barcelona's body in the rich white marble sarcophagus in the main chapel recently built in the apse of the cathedral. Her father, the heir prince, also remained cold and impassive; only a slight paleness tinted his face white. Sometimes, slight tremors were visible in his lips, but otherwise, he stood firm, his features rigid, without showing any significant reaction. Kneeling next to James, the primary heir of James of Aragon, was his other son40, also named James, with whom Peter would share the inheritance, according to the late king's final wishes.

“When will we leave for Tarragona?” Constance of Hohenstaufen asked to her husband, who was seated across from her.

“After consulting the notaries and the ceremonial officials,” the future king of Aragon replied, without losing the coldness and impassiveness he had shown ever since they































































































