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In memory of Madeleine Joyce Goodman




Prologue

I still dream of birds. I watch them circle, dive into rough waves, and fly up to the sun. I call to them but hear no answer. Alone, I stand on a stone island.

I watch for ships and see three coming. Tall ships close enough to hail.

I load my musket and shoot into the air.

I see pennants close enough to touch as I run barefoot to the shore.

Rocks cut my feet and I leave a trail of blood. Brambles tear my sleeves and score my arms as I shout, Wait! Stop! Save me!

The ship’s commander hears my voice and gun. Dressed in black, he stands on deck to see me beg. As I plead for help, he smiles.

When I shoot, ten thousand birds rise screaming. Their wings beat against the wind. All the sailors hear and see, but their commander orders them to sail on.

I reach but cannot stop the ships. I wade after them into the sea.

In vain I struggle as wet skirts drag me down. I cry out, but water fills my throat. I cannot fly. I cannot swim. I cannot escape my island.




PART I [image: ] PÉRIGORD 1531–1539


The first point, above all others, is that earnestly and with all your faith and power, you guard against doing, saying, or thinking anything that will anger God. Never allow the subtle temptations of the world, the flesh, or the Devil to seize you. So that you live more chastely and guard yourself from sin, remember as Augustine says that you cannot be sure of a single hour. Your wretched body will die, decay, and be eaten by worms, leaving your poor soul alone to face the consequences.

(Anne of France, Lessons for My Daughter, II, c. 1517)
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I never knew my mother. She died the night that I was born, and so we passed each other in the dark. She left me her name, Marguerite, and her ruby ring, but no memory of her. I did not know my father either. When I was three years old, he was killed fighting for the King at Pavia. Then I was rich, although I did not know it, and poor, although I did not know it. I was heir to a château in Périgord with its own villages, vineyards, and sunny fields, but I had no parents, aunts, or uncles living. Servants surrounded me, but I had no sisters or brothers, and so I was alone.

My nurse, Damienne, was my first teacher. She was an old woman, at least forty, and her hair, once red, was faded like brick. Her eyes were shrewd but tired, and all around her mouth her skin was creased in little lines like unpressed linen. My nurse was stout, her stomach soft, her bosom pillowy. When we lay down to sleep, she held me close as though I were her own—and if I was not her child, then certainly she belonged to me, for she had served my family since she was a girl.

She said my father had been noble, not just in name but on the battlefield. When his horse was killed under him, he fought on with sword and pike until an archer shot him in the neck. Wounded, my father fell, but his men broke off the arrow’s shaft and bore him away. In his tent, even as a surgeon cut out the arrowhead, my father demanded to return to fight. “Take me back,” he gasped while his blood streamed out in rivulets. I imagined his blood ruby red.

As for my mother, she had been a beauty. My eyes were green, but her eyes had been greener. My hair was amber brown, but hers had been gold like winter wheat. My mother’s hands were elegant, her fingers long. When she played the lute, her notes were perfect, but her modesty was such that she performed only for her own ladies. As a girl, my mother had been gentle and obedient—but my nurse would do her best with me.

Damienne fussed, but she was kind. When I tested her, she forgave me. Only on great occasions did she lose patience. The first time my guardian visited, Damienne’s sharp words startled me. After a messenger summoned me downstairs, my nurse scolded, “You aren’t fit to be seen! Your slippers are disgraceful.”

“How are they disgraceful?” I asked, as she helped me into silver sleeves.

My nurse sat me down hard and I slumped, offended, but she did not relent. “Sit straight! Do not let your back so much as touch your chair.”

“Why not? What will happen if I touch my chair?”

“No questions.”

“Why?”

“Oh, for God’s sake.”

My nurse could not read, but she had taught me how to pray. Our Father. Our Mother, Holy Mary, full of grace. At first, I imagined my own parents as I intoned these words, but Damienne stamped out this childish heresy. You did not pray to your own father and mother but to the Father and Mother of the world, the King and Queen who reigned in heaven. And so, I understood that while I belonged to the Lord and to the Virgin, they did not belong to me. This was true of my inheritance as well. Because I could not govern my own lands, I had a guardian, and he would manage my estate until my marriage. I was already betrothed and would wed at fifteen if I lived.

If I didn’t, I might go to heaven. My soul would float above the tallest towers. I would not know hunger or suffer from the cold, and I would hear the angels singing. This was what I learned, but when I wondered, Why not die and fly to heaven now? Damienne said for shame. It was wicked to ask, and what made me think a wicked child could go? One with needlework so poor and lice crawling in her hair? Even now when I must look a lady, Damienne found nits.

“Terrible.” She pulled them off like tiny burrs. My mother hardly had lice in comparison—but she was herself an angel. I imagined her lice were little angels too.

I was wicked, just as Damienne said. My hems were ragged because I climbed rough tower stairs to see the view. Fearsome, ancient, pierced with arrow slits, our north and western towers were built upon a cliff to command and to defend the country. From there, I could see my villages, orchards, vineyards, and the green river winding, spanned by a stone bridge. As for my slippers, I had ruined them at the stables where I ran to see the horses. Damienne would hurry after me, although she wasn’t fast, and stand calling to the grooms for help. Then, thoughtless as I was, I hid. I slipped behind the water troughs and stable doors—but in the end, I followed her inside.

“God’s will,” Damienne murmured now, because I was her constant care. She combed through a drop of oil and bound my hair so tight that my eyes widened. “Don’t touch.” Damienne adorned me with a circlet of pearls and held up a glass.

I laughed at the sight of myself, wide-eyed, silver stiff.

“Don’t you understand?”

I didn’t, but I tried to humor her. Putting on a solemn face, I stepped carefully to meet my guardian. My nurse helped me with my skirts as we took the stairs.

Down echoing passageways and through a gallery, we walked to the great hall, long as a church’s nave and high as heaven. This was my hall as it had belonged to my mother’s family, but I came here seldom because the place was grand and I was small.

I knew as little of the château’s public rooms as I did of my farms and vineyards, for, like all my property, they were mine in name only. Maids did exactly as I asked. I had three, Françoise, Claude, and Jeanne, but a housekeeper managed the girls, and she reported to my guardian’s steward. Men worked my fields, but I knew nothing of them. The steward collected tenants’ rents and brought these to my guardian. To him came the profit from my orchards and my meadows. To him the fruit of my vines, the apples from my trees, the walnuts harvested in autumn. These were his due. As I entered the hall, my guardian waited with an air of ownership, greeting me as though I was the guest.

Grand places were familiar to this man, but I glanced eagerly at vaulting windows and tapestries of nobles and their servants hunting. Just behind my guardian, I saw deer leaping and men murdering a stag.

“Come here, little one,” my guardian said.

Curtseying, I saw Damienne’s hands shaking. I noticed because I had not seen her tremble before.

My guardian was my father’s cousin, Jean-François de la Rocque de Roberval, and he was a great man because he had been the King’s boyhood friend. My father had been greater still, or so Damienne had told me. As for my mother, she had royal blood. However, my guardian had the advantage because he was living.

Roberval was a voyager who sailed across the seas to defend France from English ships. For this, he was well loved at home and feared abroad, and famous everywhere. His face was pale, his doublet black, but his eyes were bright, clear, penetrating blue. His beard was peppered gray and narrowed foxlike at the chin. He sat at a dark table and kept a thick book close at hand, along with a decanter filled with wine. On his table, I saw a goblet shining like a diamond and, even better, an ebony cabinet, fitted with compartments, tiny drawers and doors.

Turning to a secretary at a smaller table, my guardian said, “Is this my cousin?” He did not know me because he had never asked for me before.

“She is,” the secretary said.

My guardian looked me up and down. He studied me dispassionately, the way a man looks at a kitten he might keep or drown. “How old are you?”

“Nine, my lord.”

He said, “A likely child.”

I thought, Likely for what? But my nurse had taught me well. I held my tongue.

My guardian told his secretary, “She is small for her age.” This was not true, but no one contradicted him. “She will have to grow. Come closer,” Roberval told me, and I stood before him, close enough to touch his cabinet. How I wanted it! The little drawers were perfect for my hands. How I wished my guardian would give this toy to me! He who was the keeper of all things. This cabinet was fashioned as a miniature palace. Its façade was carved with pediments and pillars framing drawers inlaid with ivory. What did my guardian keep inside? Jewels? Papers? Holy relics?

My guardian saw me staring, but he did not rebuke me. “Would you like to see?”

I met his eyes, delighted as he beckoned me. He drew me in so I could examine gold-touched finials and fluted columns, marquetry doors, and then—with a flick of his finger, the bottom drawer sprang open.

Starting back, I nearly jumped into his arms.

Amused, he asked, “What do you see?”

“Gold,” I whispered, gazing at the open drawer, brimful with écus. I had never known a cabinet like this or seen such money.

“Take these for clothes and lessons.” My guardian gathered coins for Damienne.

Damienne murmured thanks and began to back away, but my guardian spoke to me again. “What do you play?”

“Nothing, my lord.”

“No instrument at all?”

“No.”

“Can you write?” I hesitated, and he said, “Can you write your name?” I nodded, although I did it poorly. “Can you read?”

“Words I know, my lord.”

“You can read the words you know already.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Smiling, he said, “Well then. Learn your book. Don’t be a fool.”

I thought, I am not a fool. I am not a small fool for my age. I gazed upon the cabinet and thought, If I am small, give me this small thing. Let me play with it and keep my own treasures inside, my ruby and my pearls, my necklace, and my little scissors. Give it to me for my chamber! This was my unspoken wish, and for a moment, I thought it granted. My guardian looked at me bemused, and I thought generously.

I waited.

He studied my face.

Then he dismissed me. “Go.”

I looked at him for explanation, but he gave none. I curtseyed, and he rose to discuss other matters with his secretary.

Slowly, I followed Damienne through the gallery and passageways. As we climbed the stairs, I began, “Why did he…?”

“Hush,” Damienne warned.

She did not let me speak until we returned to our own quarters, the grand apartment where my mother had once lived. Here I enjoyed a bedchamber, sitting and dining rooms. Green hangings curtained my tall bed, and carved chairs flanked a kingly fireplace—but I had no small toys or baubles, no cabinet with secret springs.

I said, “I wish I could have…”

Damienne said, “What you wish does not signify.”

I protested, “You never take my side.”

“I am always at your side,” she said.

“That’s different.”

“Don’t sulk,” she said. “It’s unbecoming.”

“But I can’t move my arms.” I stood before her as she untied my silver bodice and released my hair, unbraiding my circlet of pearls.

“We will be safe now,” Damienne said. “He rides with his secretary at first light. The stableboys are currying his horses, and they say he will go to sea. That means he will not separate us.”

I asked, “Why would he want to?”

She sighed. “Why do men like him do anything? Because they can.”

She spoke earnestly, but I did not take her words to heart. The château was mine, and everything inside belonged to me, including her. How, then, could my guardian cross me—and how could she—except I was a child?

I was annoyed at my guardian and glad he would sail away, but Damienne behaved as though we had walked through fire. “Thank God, we will stay together.”

“Your hands were shaking,” I teased.

“Shh.”

“You were afraid.”

She pulled herself up as though offended, but I didn’t care. In my linen shift, I ran to my bed and launched myself onto it facedown. “You were! You were!”

She declared, “We won’t have girls who shout and jump.” But she was smiling, counting coins. Together we spread them on the counterpane, and they were pure gold, shining, stamped with the cross. I thought they were too beautiful to spend, but Damienne said no, not at all. We would order new gloves and gowns, and I would have my own bird in a cage. We would purchase a carved chest for my trousseau and a virginal for practicing. A music master would teach me to play, and a tutor would correct my writing. With these new teachers I would have a book of lessons—how to live and be a lady and learn to read the words I did not know already.
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I did not apply myself, although Damienne fussed and the music master shook his head. My own virginal reproached me with its silken wood and painted legend MUSICA DULCE LABORUM LEVAMEN, for although music was labor’s sweet reward, I would not practice. My writing was blotchy, my needlework uneven. At twelve, I had improved, but I was not excellent at anything. I knew this because another girl had come to live with us. Her name was Claire D’Artois, and she was clever, and her mother taught us both.

Claire was one year older, so in writing, she had the advantage. (Damienne said, No, she works diligently.) She was beautiful, so the music master praised her. (Damienne said, She is talented and beautiful as well.) If she had been fair, I would have hated her, but her cheeks were rosy, her hair black, and her eyes dark. Claire’s hands were strong and capable, not elegant. She had a look of health and fresh air, nothing fainting or refined. When she arrived, I hoped that she would play with me, but her sturdy looks deceived me.

I asked if she would come to the stables.

My new companion shook her head.

I invited her to climb the tower stairs to see the fields and trees and the green river far below.

“Oh no,” she said with perfect modesty, as though she would never willingly see anything.

I told Claire I had found a rat’s skeleton—and she recoiled in horror. She would not touch animal, or bone, or anything unclothed. She sat instead for hours at our instrument or in her chair close to the fire screen. There she would sew while I told stories of the cellars with rusty irons fastened to the floor. She listened, but she did not stir.

I admired her for reading silently. I coveted her quick hands and marveled at her self-effacement. “It is nothing,” she would say of her own needlework and music-making, and then I was jealous of her modesty. I envied her in everything, but what I envied most was Claire’s good mother. Jacqueline D’Artois was tall and nunnish. She had a long, melancholy face, but learning burnished her so that she glowed subtly. She knew Latin, Spanish, and Italian. Her writing was perfect, her voice low and pleasing when she read aloud.

Although she was accomplished, my teacher was not proud. Even her smile was reticent; her long chin seemed to disappear. Neat and kind, she taught me with her daughter, and although Claire was far superior, her mother never held her up as an example. Such was Madame D’Artois’s tact. But knowing Claire to be more skilled, more pious, and more musical, I understood my teacher humored me.

I approached Madame D’Artois while Claire was practicing her music and I said what anyone could see and hear. “I am a fool, and Claire knows everything.”

Madame D’Artois replied, “You both have much to learn.”

“No,” I said. “I am a dunce. I don’t deserve to study.”

My teacher murmured, “That is not true.”

“It is! I know it, and you know it.”

“That is not for us to say.”

“But I will!”

Claire’s mother bowed her head because she could not answer that. She might rework my stitches or correct my writing, but she would not agree I was a fool.

“You know I’m right,” I said.

Madame D’Artois did not answer. Even as I raged, she would not contradict or criticize. She could not because I came from a great family.

Then my cheeks burned. Claire and her mother slept together, ate together, read together, and spoke of saints and ancient history. They were a pair and needed nothing but each other. As for me, I had fine slippers, silk gowns, and more land than I could see. Even my finch lived in a gilt cage, but when I looked at Claire and Madame D’Artois, I felt like a beggar at the door.

That night when Damienne combed my hair, I bent my head and cried.

“What is it?” Damienne asked.

I said, “They are each other’s company, and I have nobody.”

“I am not learned, true enough,” my nurse answered, “but you have me.”

Now I felt even worse, because I had been careless with my nurse’s heart. Miserably I said, “Forgive me.”

“Why are you jealous of your ladies?” Damienne chided.

“Because Claire knows so much more than me.”

“Learn from her,” said Damienne.

“And she is good, and she plays well. She can do everything.”

“Be like her.”

“It’s impossible,” I declared.

“Not if you work,” she told me.

And so it proved, as gradually I began to follow Claire’s example. I tangled up my thread, but I continued over weeks and months until I learned to prick my fabric evenly. Doggedly, I read and reread our lesson book until the words began to speak inside me. If you want to be considered wise, behave wisely and chastely. Be humble to all. Be truthful, courteous, and amiable…

I worked a pomegranate in crimson thread. With perfect knots, I fashioned every seed. I learned to raise my stitches so that my embroidered fruit was round and ripe and fine—and then to set my work aside as though it did not signify. I learned to write so that my words were clear and flowing—and then to say that I wrote poorly. To play my music perfectly and say I could do better. All this to imitate Claire and her good mother, for I saw what they held dear. Patience, excellence, humility.

My hours were ordered now. Serene. We worshipped at our house chapel, kneeling together in that tall narrow place, its ceiling triple height, its peaked window aspiring to heaven—but for private devotion, we prayed in our rooms. There we had an altar with our own image of the Virgin. This image occupied me when my attention wandered, and I gazed upon her many a morning, for her eyes were green and her hair gold, and I thought, The Virgin is not my mother, but she does look like her. Secretly, I took her for my own because I had no other picture.

When days were cold, we embroidered leaves and vines with silken flowers blooming. When afternoons were fine, we walked in our walled garden, immaculately planted. We strolled gravel paths between close-clipped trees where all was measured; all was still. Within stone walls, no winds could batter our white roses. They bloomed until they dropped of their own accord, scattering petals at our feet.

“The flowers are a lesson,” Madame D’Artois said because she loved sacrifice, and roses surrendered gracefully. On fine summer days, our teacher taught us martyrs—those shot through with arrows, those stoned to death, those burned even as they prayed. She was melancholy, but I was diligent and learned to match her manner, even if I didn’t share her mood.

Our teacher taught us scripture, and I repeated prayers by rote. She extolled every virtue—but when we read of temperance and patience, I whispered to Claire, and sometimes she whispered back and smiled. Now that I was quiet, she was not afraid of me.

After lessons, I would tell her what I thought or wondered, and she never hushed me.

One afternoon as we sat at our work, I said, “What is the earliest you can remember?”

Claire closed her eyes to ponder, and I looked at her dark lashes.

At last, she opened her eyes. “My father’s death,” she told me.

“How did he die?”

Her voice was hushed. “With candles all around his bed and prayers upon his lips.”

“What did he say?”

“He sighed. And that was when I saw his soul rising from his body.”

“You saw it?”

“Yes.”

“How could you tell it was his soul and not smoke from the tapers?”

Claire said, “The smoke was gray; his soul was white.”

“How lucky you are,” I whispered.

This startled her. “We were ruined when my father died.”

“Forgive me,” I said in some confusion. “I meant lucky to remember him.”

After her father went to heaven, Claire traveled with her mother to live and serve in other houses. For a time, Madame D’Artois waited on the King’s own sister, Marguerite, at Béarn. There Claire had seen cakes covered in gold leaf and held a book no bigger than her hand. This Marguerite, Queen of Navarre, had favored Claire with a ring graved with her own initial M. The ring was pure gold, and Claire wore it always as a charm.

Claire had no inheritance, but she had seen the world. She had feasted and watched ladies at chess and heard music played beyond compare. She had walked through rooms warmed by fires the whole winter and slept in sheets scented with lavender. We loved to talk of this. One summer day, we cut sprigs in the garden and slipped them between our own sheets, but the leafy twigs crumbled and shifted, and Claire’s mother had the servants shake them out, for, she told us, “I am not a saint, and I will not sleep on sticks.”

“She declares she’s not a saint,” I told Claire as we walked together in the garden. “But she behaves like one.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your mother is so good and quiet.”

“That is not being a saint,” said Claire. “That is being a lady.”

“But she is sad.”

“Perhaps,” Claire said uneasily.

“Does she miss the court and Queen?”

“I cannot tell,” said Claire.

“You cannot tell? Or you cannot tell me?”

Claire did not answer.

“What’s the worst thing that ever happened to you?” I asked.

“I answered that already. It was my father’s death.”

“No, that was the earliest thing you could remember.”

“Couldn’t it be both?”

“It could,” I allowed. And then, I stopped on the gravel path. “Why don’t you ask me questions?”

She flushed. “Because it is not my place.”

“Isn’t your place with me?” I demanded, imperious as I was then. “And shouldn’t you ask if I require it?”

She hesitated, and then, cautiously, she turned my question back on me. “What is the worst thing that ever happened to you?”

“Not my father’s death,” I told her. “Nor my mother’s.”

“No?”

“No, because I was too young to understand.”

“Then what is the worst?”

I stood there on the path. For a long time, I considered, because I enjoyed having a question for myself. “Not having sisters,” I said at last.

“Is that true?”

I nodded.

Claire did not speak. She said nothing but offered me her hand, palm up. For a moment, I could only look, and then I covered hers with mine.

After that, we shared clothes and news, and our opinions. Whispering, reading, sewing, walking, we were inseparable, and we began to leave the older women out. You are learning to behave, said Damienne, and she seemed pleased and hurt and proud. As for Madame D’Artois, she was watchful.

“She is always considering us,” I told Claire as we read our book of lessons.

“She is considering the future,” Claire said. “As she must.”

We kept our eyes on the page. Our heads bent together as I whispered, “What does she tell you?”

“Nothing yet,” Claire whispered back.

“Would you repeat her words?”

“If she does not require secrecy,” Claire murmured. And I was disappointed in her answer, although it was right and good.

I was still jealous of my friend for having her own mother, and I feared Madame D’Artois, who knew so much. But in her reticence, my teacher allowed Claire to tell me what she would not say directly. In this way, she let her daughter warn me.

Claire chose a fresh summer day to speak. We walked in the garden, but despite the perfect sunshine, she looked downcast.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I don’t want to say.”

“Is it your mother? Is she ill?”

“No, she is quite well.”

“And you?” I asked anxiously.

“I will miss you,” she confessed.

Now my worries fled because I thought missing was something I could prevent. “We will not be parted,” I assured her. “Because I will not let you go.”

She twisted the gold ring on her finger. “I am not leaving.”

I stopped walking. We stood together on the path as I began to understand. “I am not fifteen.”

“Even so.” Claire lowered her voice. “My mother knows a lady in the Montpellier house, and your betrothed is fully sixteen, tall as a grown man. His father has written to your guardian about your dowry.”

“But Roberval is away at sea.”

Claire drew her arm through mine and whispered, “He is not. He has returned.”
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This time when my guardian summoned me, I knew to be afraid, for I understood that he would determine when I should be wed, whether or not I was fifteen.

My gown was olive green with a square-cut bodice edged with gold. My slippers were gold-trimmed as well, and on my finger, I wore my ruby ring. Adorned like this, I walked with Damienne into the great hall, and I imagined what I might say. If I must go, then let me wait a little longer. If it must be now, then let me take Madame D’Artois and Claire. I thought, Do not marry me off just yet; do not send me away alone—but pleading might annoy him. I knew I mustn’t beg.

In the great hall forested with tapestries, Roberval was working at his table. Close by sat a new secretary, a youth with fair hair and dark eyes, but I scarcely glanced at him.

“Cousin.” Roberval stood to greet us, but I held back until he beckoned me. When I presented myself, he looked me up and down. “You are not so little now. How old are you?”

“Thirteen, my lord.”

His eyes were quick, his face ruddy as though he had been riding. On the table, I saw two books and the decanter red with wine. There was my guardian’s cabinet with its miniature drawers and pillars, its pediments, its façade trimmed with ivory, but I no longer wished for it. My own life was what I hoped he’d grant me.

“You have grown tall,” my guardian observed.

This was true, but I did not feel tall in that vast room, and I thought it best not to appear so. Humbly, I bent my head.

“Can you read?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“And can you write?”

I nodded.

“Can you play?”

“A little.”

“Speak up.” He stepped around the table.

I glanced at Damienne, who stood waiting by the door. My impulse was to run to her, but I held still as my guardian approached.

He took my right hand in his, and I felt his flesh, cold and dry. “What is this?” He slipped the ring from my fourth finger, and my hand was naked.

Without thinking, I hid both hands behind me. “It is my ring.”

“Who gave it to you?”

“My mother left it to me.”

He took my treasure to examine in a shaft of sunlight. Square cut, bracketed in gold, my jewel shone wine red.

I knew that Roberval could keep it; I had no way to stop him. He might slip my mother’s gift into his cabinet or wear it on his little finger. He might do anything—but he stepped toward me again. “Hold out your hand.”

I hesitated, unsure what he intended. To possess me? Pledge me to another? Strike me? I shrank back, and, frowning, he took my hand himself. Then turning it palm up, he dropped my mother’s legacy. My fingers closed around the ring.

“She is too young,” my guardian told his secretary. “Write and say my ward is still too young to leave this house.”

I let out a long breath as Roberval gave Damienne a heavy purse for me. “In two years,” he told his secretary. “We shall see.”



I walked with Claire on paths scattered with petals. “I am afraid of him, but he is generous,” I told her.

“What did he give you?”

“A purse of gold and a letter granting me two years.”

Claire considered this. Then she said, “I wonder if he will ever make a match for you.”

“What do you mean?”

Her face was modest and her voice was sweet, but Claire was quick. “Perhaps he doesn’t want to pay your dowry.”

I turned to look at her. “But he must.”

“I think—” said Claire.

“You think what?”

“He is an adventurer.”

“Only in service to the King.”

“He is a speculator.”

I was puzzled. “He is rich at the King’s pleasure.”

Claire said, “Long may he continue to be.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“I beg pardon,” Claire said immediately.

But I was troubled to hear her speak this way, as though my guardian’s prospects were unsure. I knew that in good time, I should wed one whose fortune matched my own. While I did not want to marry soon, it was quite another thing to hear Claire wonder if the day would come at all. “Why wouldn’t he pay my dowry?” I said. “It’s not his money he would spend. He would use mine.”

“I do not know how great men think,” Claire excused herself—and yet I knew she listened to her mother, and her mother listened to the servants. Madame D’Artois collected news of court and traced my guardian’s movements in France.

Standing in my garden with its clipped trees, I demanded truth, not deference, although Claire’s sleeves were trimmed with ribbon, mine with gold. “Tell me what you know.”

With bent head, Claire murmured, “We will have tenants.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your guardian has mortgaged this estate.”

“You mean my estate?”

“Yes. He has mortgaged it to a large family.”

“But how? What family?”

“The Montforts. They are merchants.”

“Merchants!” I knew what merchants were, and they seemed to me no better than the men who came to paint and plaster. “What rooms will they have?”

She whispered, “Our own.”

“That’s impossible,” I said. “Where will we go?”

“The north tower.”

I shook my head. Not the north tower with its ancient rooms, its spiders and cold floors. “We can’t live there. That can’t be true.”

But so it was. My guardian, who had left for court, displaced us. His orders came to us by messenger. Invisible, he made this change.

I looked to Damienne as she protested softly, This isn’t good. It isn’t right. But maids came to pack our linens anyway. She could not stop them, nor could Madame D’Artois. With all her languages and learning, my teacher could not restore me. Nor could I countermand my guardian’s decision. The servants took their orders from the steward. And this was a strange, lonely knowledge. There was nothing we could do.

Servants lifted boxes and small chairs. They carried our carved chests but left our beds and hangings for the newcomers. My maids would have left our portrait of the Virgin, except I snatched her. I said that she was mine, and so we kept our altarpiece.

“Give me patience,” Damienne muttered as she shut our virginal.

We did not trust servants with our books, so Madame D’Artois carried them while I held the gilt cage with my finch fluttering within.

“We will take the kneeling cushions,” I told Claire.

“I’m not sure we are allowed,” she said.

“Bring these,” I told the maids, and they obeyed but did not look at me. “Françoise,” I said. “Claude. Jeanne?” They did not answer but cast their eyes down. Then I saw that I had lost the girls’ allegiance. The maids would seek favor from my guardian’s tenants now—for the girls belonged to the house, and the house no longer belonged to me.

“I think the tower will be temporary,” Claire whispered as we climbed the stairs. “Until he has more funds.”

“But why would Roberval need funds?”

“Because he had reversals.”

“How do you know?” I began, and then I said, “Why can’t he find funds somewhere else? Doesn’t he hunt with the King?”

“Shh!” Damienne warned, because the maids were walking just ahead.

“Never speak that way in front of servants,” she chided when we were alone.

“What does it matter now?” I asked. We were sitting together on the uncurtained bed in my new chamber. The walls were rough; the floors were bare. “He’s sent me here and wronged me.”

“Hush. Your guardian will overhear,” said Damienne.

“He is not in the house. He’s hardly in the country.”

“He will find you out. Great men hear everything.”



North light was cold and gray; our rooms were small. We had our cushions and needlework, our instrument and portrait of the Virgin, but we could not see the priest except when he came up to us. My chapel belonged to the Montforts now, and so we prayed in our tower. At night we shivered in our beds.

Cast off without comforts, Claire and I walked up and down on the chill mornings. Our hands were stiff when we tried practicing.

“I can’t play like this,” I said.

“Come and read,” said Claire.

“Not lessons,” I groaned.

“Then what will you do?” asked Damienne, who busied herself sweeping.

“I have something,” said Madame D’Artois, and from the box where she kept her own things, she drew a volume with a cracked binding.

“You never showed me this,” Claire said.

“You are old enough now,” said her mother, our teacher. Soft with use and age-spotted, the book was worn, but its words were wonderful. This volume by Christine de Pizan described noblewomen building their own city. Three ladies, named Reason, Rectitude, and Justice, came to their authoress in a dream and told of valorous women—proof against those who called us foolish, fickle, weak. Although the tales were brief, each served as a brick in a citadel of stories.

Here we read of Griselda, who obeyed without complaint. Hypsicratea, who fought alongside her lord in battle and then followed him to live in wilderness. Zenobia, the huntress. Camilla, raised in wilderness by her exiled father. Deborah, the judge. Dido, the Queen. Julia, Caesar’s daughter. And here we read of wives brave as well as good. Daughters wise as well as chaste. We learned of queens and saints, inventors and sorceresses. Each day we talked together of these women and their city—and sometimes, we pretended that our own tower was a citadel of ladies. “You are Reason,” I told Claire. “And your mother will be Rectitude. And Damienne can be Justice.”

“Then who will you be?” Claire asked.

She smiled at my answer. “None of those, so I must be the authoress.”

Alas, these stories could not delight us always. Words could not warm our bodies or restore me to my former place. Our book’s best examples were difficult to follow. How was it possible to live like Circe without magic? Or triumph like Thamaris without an army? We had no soldiers or enchantments, only my guardian and his luck, for good or ill.

“Seafaring is a cruel game,” Claire said. And this was true. Pirates might find you. English might board you. Even if they did not, there was the weather, and what then? Tempests rose, and waves breached the strongest hull. Salt water would seep in and sink your vessel with its casks of wine, its spices, and its chests of gold. We sat near my window and looked down at summer fields. Small as ants, the farmers seemed to us, their wagons acorns—but the prospect did not delight me as it had before.

“What right has Roberval to mortgage my estate?” I said.

Claire answered in a hushed voice, “He needed funds.”

“Why?”

“My mother says your guardian lost a kingdom in his ships.”

“And yet he lives.”

“Yes. He waits upon the King.”

My guardian followed the King’s progress to beg for a commission. A word, a fair wind, funds to start, and Roberval might sail again—but we had no news of him.



In August, the garden was warmer than our rooms. Walking there, we turned our faces to the sun, and we saw gnats and mayflies. How like ourselves, said Madame D’Artois. How frail every living thing. Roses shatter; winged insects live a single day. She said, Do not depend on anything but providence, and she told us parables of those I called the deadly virtues—patience, humility, and diligence.

“Not deadly,” Claire protested.

“Of course they are,” I told her.

She said, “But they are the qualities we require most.”

I retorted, “I’ll be patient when the château is mine again.”

Without humility, I watched tenants fill my house. Without patience, I saw the family’s servants overrun our halls; their horses crowding stables and stone court. Madame Montfort was young and delicate, but her husband strode heavily in what had been my rooms. He had two sons by his first wife, now dead, and these young men, Nicholas and Denys, were tall and richly mounted, raucous, bold. From the window, we saw them riding, and when they galloped, dust rose in clouds. When they passed us on the path into the garden, the young men glanced at us imperiously.

As for the Montfort daughters, there were two little girls called Suzanne and Ysabeau and two young ladies called Louise and Anne. The little ones were children of Madame Montfort. The young ladies were daughters of Montfort’s first wife—but Madame Montfort held these stepdaughters close, for she was loving, and they were just about her age. Often I glimpsed the three together, and I saw how Madame Montfort dressed Louise and Anne in silk and pearls.

“Might you befriend them?” Claire suggested.

But I was proud and answered, “Not while they are sleeping in our beds.”

This new family commandeered my stables, scratched my furniture, and, as I imagined, bent my silver knives. “Who are they?” I complained to Claire as we sat at our work. “They have no title and no history.”

She looked up as she pulled her needle through. “They are rich enough to buy both if they choose.”

Vanity, vanity, taught Madame D’Artois. Everything we treasure has a price. And everything we have will slip away. She told us we were dust and our lives brief as grass. We might understand this if we were truly wise—but I lacked wisdom.

In autumn, the maids did not come up to tend our fires. In the evenings, we lacked candles. We read our book in fading light, and when it was too dark to see, we closed the volume and left our ladies in their city.

The days grew short, and I lived enviously. From my tower window, I watched men arrive in black and silver livery, heralds on horseback, and wagons bearing trunks—all this for the wedding of the Montforts’ daughter Anne.

I saw a man riding a white horse decked in silver, and I knew this was Anne’s bridegroom, princely, straight-backed, shining in a silver-trimmed cloak. How beautiful he was. How rich. What jewels Anne would have! The linens she would bring to her new house, the silver, the hangings—everything she owned would be adorned.

I turned to Claire and said, “I wish that I could marry.”

She looked surprised. “You dreaded leaving home before.”

“It’s hardly my home anymore.”

Claire reasoned, “Marriage might be worse.”

“Not if my husband prospered.”

“A man might prosper and yet injure you.”

I retorted, “As my guardian does me.” For at fourteen, I began to understand what Claire had hinted and her mother would not say. My guardian had speculated on my inheritance, and if his fortunes did not change, I would have no dowry, no connections—no place at all, at home or in the world.



When winter came, the music master left. My bright-eyed finch took chill and died. In the garden, only sticks and thorns remained of roses, and I railed to Claire and stamped my foot because I thought I knew what hardship meant. “We have nothing, and we will have nothing.”

“We have books and music,” Claire reminded me. “And food to eat and wine to drink.”

Now, despite my temper, I began to laugh. “Of course, you suffer better than I do.”

“Not at all.”

“And you are modest about your suffering too.”

“We might fare worse,” she said.

“We live like pensioners, and it isn’t right!”

“Who can say,” Claire ventured, “what any of us deserve?”

Wonderingly, I asked, “Will you take orders?” for I saw how she prayed and bent her will to every circumstance. “You would be a perfect bride of Christ.”

“I have no dowry,” she demurred.

I seized on this. “I’ll pay for you, I swear. If my guardian leaves me anything at all, I’ll bring your dowry to the convent.”

“Do not swear it,” she said, because it was wrong to make oaths you could not keep.

But I was certain, and I knew my mind. I whispered, “Roberval might drown.”

“God forbid,” she murmured.

God take him, I insisted secretly, for young as I was, I imagined that if Roberval was lost at sea, we might live just as we pleased. “We will come with you, Damienne and I. We will start our own order, Sisters of Claire, and all around our cloister, we will build high walls. We will adore the Virgin, and sew and walk together, and never let men in.” This was my noble plan—noble on Claire’s behalf—but my guardian did not die, and he had his own ideas for me.
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In January, Damienne fell sick and coughed so much she panted when she took the stairs. “Ah, this was how my own poor mother died,” she said. “My mother coughed until she could not breathe. She could scarcely walk, although she tried to go out to the fields. On the path she fell down dead, and with my brother, I carried her body home.”

“But we are not in fields,” I said.

“My brother was six,” Damienne said, “and I was not eight years old. I came to this house just two years after.”

“Here you shall stay,” I assured her. “And you will recover.”

But Damienne kept imagining her end. Poor woman, even as her cough began to ease, her tooth cracked so that she cried out in pain. Some days she could not rise but lay in bed declaring, “I would be ready to depart this life if only you were settled and well married.”

“Well then,” I told her. “For your sake, I will remain a maid.”

Now, seeing Damienne’s suffering, I thought less of my own. I brushed away the frost furring the inside of the window and fed my old nurse broth. Trying to divert her, I read of Artemisia from the book of ladies. “This Queen loved her husband, King Mausolus, so well that when he died, she built a wondrous sepulcher for him, and, ever after, great tombs were called mausoleums in his name.”

My nurse asked, “Are those words written on the page?”

“Of course.”

“Your reading sounds like speaking,” she said—but cautioned quickly, “Don’t be clever. Don’t be proud.”

I asked, “Are proud and clever the same thing?”

“Ah, do not taunt me,” she said. And regretting my pert question, I read of Queen Esther, who won favor with her beauty and humility. “May you follow her example,” said Damienne. The husband chosen for me first was married now, but Damienne could not stop hoping another could be found and that my guardian would grant me my inheritance as dowry. For this reason, she prayed for Roberval’s good fortune as if it were our own—as indeed it was.



While Damienne lay ill with her tooth aching, I watched for my guardian. Constantly, I stood at the window. I watched for so many days that I could scarcely believe it when at last I glimpsed a dark man riding. I called to Claire, “I see a man!”

“What kind of man?” She hurried to look, and we saw him coming from far off, a cloaked figure on a black horse, with two others following.

“It is too soon,” said Damienne, lifting her head.

But I said, “It must be him.”

Madame D’Artois spoke to the maid that evening, and she learned that Roberval had indeed arrived with his servant and secretary.

Now I knew I must prepare myself. Surely Roberval had returned from sea with treasures, and he would pay off his tenants to restore me. “Help me dress,” I told Claire.

“You have not been asked down,” Madame D’Artois said gently.

And Damienne warned, “It’s bad luck to dress before an invitation.”

But I appealed to Claire. “I must be ready.”

Claire did not answer, but she arranged my hair and helped me into a gray gown embroidered all in silver, finely wrought but worn. Old as my clothes were, I should have had some better, but my guardian had not sent new funds.

“Here you are, a little tarnished,” Claire said as she fastened my silver sleeves. “I will fold and pin the fabric so no one can see.”

When she finished, I dared not lift my arms lest I loosen my pinned cuffs. Nor did I sit for fear of crumpling my skirts. Without any place to rest or move, I endured Damienne’s fretting. “Now he will not ask to see you.”

But her worries were unfounded, for a maid came up with a messenger, my guardian’s man Henri. This Henri had a fleshy face, black eyes, and heavy brows meeting in the middle. He was dressed like a coachman in good livery, but his body was thick and his hands big enough to haul rock from a quarry. “My master asks to see you,” he said.

Although he spoke plainly, Henri’s words delighted me. As soon as he was gone, I turned to Damienne. “You see! I was right to prepare.”

“But how will I come with you?” she asked.

“I will take her,” Madame D’Artois assured Damienne.

“Alas,” my poor nurse moaned, certain I would blunder when she was not watching.

“I will behave properly,” I said.

“Do not reproach him or complain,” Damienne warned. “You do not know—”

“I think I do,” I said, because I was not a little child.

“Approach him silently. Expect nothing,” she advised.

This irritated me. “I will expect something, even if I do not say it.”

“Then he will see it in your eyes,” Damienne said superstitiously.

“Yes! He will see in my eyes that I intend to live as I deserve.”

“You do not understand.” She grasped my hand. “And now I cannot help you.”

“Rest now,” I told her. “Let me go.”

“Look at your sleeves.”

“Claire hid the tarnished bits.”

“Oh, but they are frayed. It isn’t good.”

“Then I hope Roberval pays for new clothes.”

Damienne said, “If you look like this, he will not provide you anything.”

“He will see exactly what I need.”

“No, no,” Damienne corrected me. “He won’t give you what you need; he will grant what you deserve.”

“And I will deserve new things by having them already?”

“Good Lord.” She sank back against her pillow.

“I would never give offense,” I promised her. “Not willingly.”

At this, Claire covered her mouth, and I realized she was laughing.

“Claire!” I had ruined her composure.

But Madame D’Artois was dignified as always, and I saw that she had dressed in her dark gown. Like a mourner at the door, she waited for me.

“I’ll be careful,” I tried to comfort Damienne, as I followed Madame D’Artois out.

“God be with you,” my old nurse called after me, as though I were traveling.



It did seem a fearsome journey to descend the stairs. I looked to Madame D’Artois, and she was silent, smooth as glass, but my pulse quickened as we traversed the gallery and entered the great hall.

Roberval sat at his grand table, and at the lesser table sat his secretary, the blond youth with dark eyes. I faced them both while Madame D’Artois stood modestly apart.

“Cousin,” said Roberval. He wore a gold signet ring and a white collar. His inlaid cabinet stood at his right hand, but I saw no books upon the table, no decanter filled with wine. I remembered, He has lost a kingdom in those ships. And I thought of Claire, who had seen her own house auctioned when her father died. Men came to tally everything inside. Linens, pins, books, jewels, chairs, stove.

“Come here,” said Roberval, “and tell me—when did we last meet?”

“Two years ago, my lord.”

“And you are now fifteen.”

“I am,” I answered, hopeful because he knew my age. He had not forgotten me.

“Well,” he said, “you are a woman now, and we must think what we will do.”

I glanced at my frayed sleeves. Don’t be clever. Don’t be proud.

“I will not leave you here.”

To hear those words. They were like a breath of spring just when I expected sharp cold air. I thought, He is not ruined after all. He will make a match for me! In that instant, I imagined horses and fields and my own lands joined to those of a good husband, noble, rich. I saw rosy children playing. Claire and her mother walking in my gardens, while Damienne sat in the sun. My life seemed a summer day—until my guardian spoke again.

“You are old enough to come with me.”

I stared at Roberval, astonished. With him? What place would I have? What duties? Had he decided I should serve him? He who had never married, and seldom stayed a year in France. Was I to live alone or accompany him to court? And if I did, what was he suggesting? Would I be ward or wife? “My lord—” I knew Claire would not, I knew Damienne could not speak like this, but how could I be politic? I had nothing to defend and no position to negotiate. “This is the only house that I have ever known.”

My guardian sat back, surprised. Not angry at such insolence, but amazed, as if I were an animal endowed with human speech. And now he smiled, as though charmed by my distress, and in a genial way he answered, “If this is the only house that you have known, high time to know another.”

Hold still, I thought. Don’t cry. Don’t beg; find out what he’s about. “Is this your decision?”

“Yes, of course. You’ll come to La Rochelle.”

Hearing impatience in his voice, I answered with humility. “I would ask when I depart.”

“When I send for you,” my guardian replied.

I calculated quickly. He was not asking me to pack and leave that night. When I send meant he was traveling again. “I beg one thing,” I ventured—and he did not cut me off but waited to hear. “I ask to bring my old nurse and my teacher.” I glanced at Madame D’Artois. “And her daughter, my companion.”

Roberval answered, “For a time.”

I curtseyed low; he glanced away. He did not bow but talked to his secretary, giving orders of the day, even as I stood before him and Madame D’Artois waited silently behind me.

Did he mean for us to walk away without a gift? And was that carelessness or his displeasure? I could not know; I should not try to guess. I should have left—and yet I stayed.

“What else?” Roberval asked abruptly. “What do you need?”

The answer should have been nothing. Nothing, but thanks, but I spoke once more. “Money.” My voice was hoarse, aggrieved.

Madame D’Artois rustled, alarmed. To say the word was a disgrace. Vulgar. Unbefitting. But how would I pay the servants for more firewood or better food? How else could we commission clothes?

“You ask for funds,” my guardian said at last.

“There is no one to ask for me.”

He might have dismissed me then—but he did not. He might have rebuked me. Instead, he looked at me and laughed. He turned to his secretary, who produced a purse. “Take this.” Roberval flung the gift high into the air.

My arm flew up. Without a thought, I opened my hand. Madame D’Artois gasped. The secretary half rose in his chair. Even Roberval was startled as I caught that purse of gold.
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With this gift came a long reprieve, a year and more. The cold relented; the sun beat back the winter nights, and I turned sixteen. That spring, I hired a barber to operate on Damienne. The poor woman cried and covered her face and said that she would rather die, but I refused to let her. I ushered in the burly man, and his assistant held her down, despite her screams. Claire hid, but I watched the barber wrench and break Damienne’s diseased tooth. I saw him pull out shards while her dark blood filled the basin.

When it was over, Damienne closed her eyes and slept, pale as though her life had drained away. No tears came. No sound. That night and the next day and the next, my nurse lay in a trance. And now Claire crept back to watch and wait.

“How brave you were,” she told me.

I was surprised. “I wasn’t brave.”

“You stayed.”

“I had to,” I said, “because it was my fault.”

“Her tooth?”

“The barber. I brought this suffering upon her.”

“The pain is over now,” said Claire.

But I felt no relief. I was afraid Damienne would die, as she preferred. Each day I tried to feed my old nurse broth, and I paid the maids to heat pans to warm her feet. I read aloud, and Claire prayed earnestly with her mother until, at last, the blood and swelling ceased. The sick tooth no longer throbbed and pained her, and Damienne praised God and lived.

“Do you thank me now?” I asked lightly.

“No,” she said. “I would not endure another surgery. Not even to save my life.”

Then I rejoiced because my old nurse was herself again.



I was seventeen and Claire eighteen when we had new summer gowns. A bowlegged tailor came to measure us. He spread out fabric and Claire chose a light-blue linen, but I had silk rich and smooth as molten silver. Each day we waited for the tailor to return, to fit and to embellish us. Claire’s sleeves were simple, at her request, but mine were slashed to reveal ivory fabric underneath. When our tailor finished, we delighted in our clothes, and I took Claire’s arm to promenade in the garden. Now, when we walked, our tenants’ youngest daughters lifted their faces. They had scarcely noticed us before, but the children stared in wonder as Claire and I passed.

These girls were eight and five years old. Suzanne was clever, quick, her eyes black and knowing, while little Ysabeau was soft and fair with silken curls. Even in the garden these children dressed like ladies, in brocade and necklaces with pendant jewels. We came upon them where they were collecting petals, and they forgot their play and stood on the path to gaze at us. Claire bent her head, but I met their eyes, for I was proud of our fine clothes. I thought, I will show you who we are.

“Do you know my name?” I said.

The children shook their heads.

“I am Marguerite de la Rocque de Roberval, and this is Claire D’Artois. I have lived in this house since I was born.” I lowered my voice so their grim-faced nurse, Agnès, couldn’t hear. “And I know all the secret places.”

“Which secret places?” Ysabeau whispered back.

“I cannot say, but I can teach you if you like.”

“What can you teach?” asked Suzanne.

“Music. History. Theology.” Claire turned to me, astonished, but I said, “If you come to our rooms, we will have lessons.”

“We will ask Agnès first,” Claire corrected me. “And she will ask leave of your mother.”

Our teaching was just a whim when we began. We were like girls playing with dolls. At first, the sisters came up each day for an hour, and in that time, Claire taught scales on the virginal, and I found scraps for each to practice writing. But soon the little ones came up for the whole morning. Then we read with them and embroidered together. Sometimes, we would pretend that we were nuns and our pupils novices, and we would pray together solemnly.

I said, “Now close your eyes.”

Suzanne protested, “But you are not closing yours.”

I smiled. “How can I, if I am not sure of you?”

Ysabeau puzzled, “Who will close them first? If we are all closing our eyes, how will anybody know?”

Claire told her, “Close your
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