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The Young Matilda



I


She sat very still, respectful as was proper, upon the stool at her father’s feet. But, for all that, the hands folded upon her lap trembled with anger that consumed her utterly; at this moment anger was greater, even, than fear—and that was great enough. But beyond the light trembling of her hands, she gave no sign. She was fifteen, old enough to hide her feelings, let them be what they might. She lifted an all-but blank face to her father and mother sitting there, each in a great chair. Although this was her mother’s private apartment in the palace at Bruges, still it had something of a presence-chamber; Adelais that had married count Baldwin of Flanders was sister to King Henry of France—and not likely to forget it.


‘He most deeply regrets...’ her father was saying; and, though it was some hours since his messengers had returned from England, there was still surprise in his voice.


And still she listened; and still there was nothing but polite interest in her quiet face.


‘He thanks us, most humbly, for the great honour...’


‘And so he should!’ the voice of my lady the countess rose sharp.


‘...and regrets, deeply, that he should have given us cause to think...’


‘Cause to think!’ My lady’s voice rose again, ‘Surely, he did give us cause!’


Cause... and cause enough! The girl’s anger was bitterness in her throat. She said, evenly, as though she, Matilda, princess of Flanders and niece to the King of France, had not been betrayed; had not been offered and refused, ‘If he is betrothed, he is betrothed!’ And managed to shrug.


Baldwin, that men called the Great, raised his brows. Cunning in politics he yet found this young daughter of his too much for him. It was she, she herself that had urged him to set on foot negotiations for the betrothal. She had pointed out the wisdom of giving her in marriage in a manner that could, in no way, upset the courts of Christendom; neither the Emperor, nor the King of France, nor any prince in Gaul, nor yet any of the many princes of Europe. She had wheedled him—no doubt taken by the attractive young man from England who had, indeed, been more than a little attentive—and in the end she had convinced him. All Christendom waited to see how he would bestow his daughter; so much was true. Such a marriage must be a clear sign where he meant to show friendship; where he would, at need, raise his sword among the troubled kingdoms of Europe. So powerful a man, so strong his armies, so rich his resources, all Christendom must wait upon his choice. The English marriage—though not nearly as great as he had the right to expect—could give offence to none.


He had listened to his girl in some surprise; he knew her to be ambitious—as she had the right to be, not only on her father’s account but on her own. She was beautiful, she was rarely educated, not only in all the ways of women; but she could outshine most princes in Latin, in writing, and in cyphering. They said of her that, young as she was, she had great wisdom; but her father preferred to call it a blessed commonsense.


My lady countess, having received no answer to her last remark, broke in once more. ‘This Saxon fellow, this...’ she stopped short, affecting to forget a name too lowly to be remembered. ‘I, for one, am glad of the refusal, humiliating though it may be. It was a match never to my liking. We have been saved, all of us, from a great folly.’


I have not been saved. I threw away my virginity upon a cheap fellow. And still the quiet face gave no sign of fear.


‘Brihtric Meaw,’ her father said; and at the sound of that name her heart shook, remembering his Saxon fairness, the blue eyes and the hanging curtain of his gold hair, ‘is no low Saxon. He’s the son of my old friend Algar that holds the Honour of Gloucester, and many rich lands besides; a great inheritance. He comes of noble stock; a prince you might call him! Not the best match for our daughter, perhaps, yet it would have been well enough, or I’d not have offered it. I offered it because there was wisdom in it.’


‘No wisdom, none at all! And it would not have done. And so I said at the time!’ My lady broke in sharp and sour. ‘But you would not listen. My daughter is fit to be a Queen! There’s no blood in Christendom so royal as hers; between us we have seen to it. Through you she comes of the line of the dukes of Normandy—your own mother was daughter to duke Richard. So easy-going you are, you have forgotten. But I do not forget, not I! Nor yet that I, myself, am from royal kings descended; daughter and sister to the Kings of France!’


He found her boasts distasteful; one should take gentle blood gently. ‘Yet still the match would have been good!’ For all his gentleness he was not to be put upon; nor was he minded to see his daughter shamed further by agreeing that the match was unsuitable. A fine young man—good blood and great promise; and, moreover, son to my old friend. It would have suited me well. Now our daughter’s marriage must give us some thought; yes, and prayer, too, if we are not to quarrel with your brother in Paris, nor with your kinsman the Emperor, nor yet with Spain; nor indeed, with any prince of Christendom.’


‘No need to trouble your heart,’ Adelais said, waspish. ‘Nor yet to importune God. Your daughter—’ and it was no longer my daughter, ‘has been refused by a low Saxon. I cannot think the bidding will be over-high for her!’


The crimson sprang into the girl’s pale cheeks; her father looked at her with love. ‘Your mother makes overmuch of this affair! What after all is it? The young man is already promised—so who’s to blame?’


‘You are to blame!’ Adelais cried out. ‘You are to blame that you took no better thought before you sent your offer into England. But the girl wanted it. You’d not refuse her any toy!’


He ignored her mockery; he said peaceably, since he could not entirely acquit himself, ‘Well, now we know where we are!’


‘Let us hope so!’ My lady sent her daughter a thoughtful glance.


The silence was broken by a soft movement as the girl rose. ‘Sir... Madam... if I might be excused.’


Adelais gave an irritable nod; but Baldwin, arm about his daughter, said, ‘Do not trouble yourself in this matter. But in one thing your mother is right; some blame there is—and it is all mine. I should have made stricter enquiry. But for all that it is a good young man—still, we’ll find you a better. You are young; over-young to marry. I care not at all for marriage between children; and I am glad to keep my daughter a little, yet.’


She took his hand and laid it against her cheek. He was surprised and touched; gestures of affection came rare to her. She passed through the arras, the gown of fine, bright wool trailing upon the stone floor. The little page, crop-headed, picked up the hem of her skirt as she passed; she twitched it away, impatient, lifted it before her in both long, fine hands and went, quiet, away.


Her father watched her still, loving the grace with which she walked. She was small-made—in that she took after his house, but she was perfectly proportioned—and there she took after her mother; himself and his sons were broad, shortish men, all. She was so beautiful, this young child of his! Those deep grey eyes set in the wide forehead, the fine oval of her face, the soft-flowing waves of her dark hair. She looked gentle, and her smallness gave her a fragile look; but, as he well knew, she was neither. Looks and nature, both, she had inherited from her mother. Her blood brooked no contradiction—inheritance from him as well as from her mother. Men called him gentle; but it was a gentleness he knew how to stiffen at need. Well, it was good she should have the strength to fight, to defy—if need be. A pity, though, she couldn’t have the man of her choice, her life would have gone easier so; Brihtric was an easy sort of fellow—too easy, maybe. It was like having too many sweetmeats; she would, perhaps, have tired of him!


He sighed, a little, watching her out of sight.


Across the great hall she went and through the heavy doors fastened back now for carrying in trestles for dinner. At the heels of servants dogs fought and pushed and slank back from the well-aimed kick; then, kick forgotten, began their pushing and fighting all over again. So it is with men! Baldwin sighed a little.


Up the twisting stairs the girl went to the north tower of the great house. This last year she had demanded a chamber of her own; she would no longer share the women’s dormitory. It was not fitting for the daughter of the house; the only daughter.


‘A daughter of the house needs guarding more than most!’ her mother had said. ‘Oh, not your virtue—God forbid I should doubt it! But gossip. It springs from nowhere to bespatter the great; it has a way of spreading—and before you know it, there’s a scandal on your hands!’


They had fought on the matter and had come to terms at last. Her own chamber she should have; but she must share it with Agnes her nurse. And to that she had agreed; one could always turn the old woman out.


The turret-door stood ajar; the old nurse seated upon a stool was darning a scarf of fine silk; Matilda had torn it carelessly passing. Agnes rose to her feet. Her young lady was white to the lips... frightened; she was very frightened. Agnes had never seen her like this before; the girl had a proud spirit. But Agnes knew the reason. Reason and reason enough for fear! She said, very gentle, ‘What ails you, demoiselle, my darling?’


‘The answer from England. He’ll not have me!’ Again the girl affected to shrug.


‘What then? A pleasant young man and you fancied him. But young men like him—they grow on every tree!’ Head bent upon the fine silk, she was concerned, it would seem, only with her work—under, over, went the careful needle; under, over.


Matilda said, at last, ‘That isn’t the whole of it!’


‘I know,’ the old woman said, ‘I’ve known it these three months.’ And seeing terror leap to the girl’s eyes, added quickly, ‘No-one else, though. No-one handles your linen but me.’


Matilda said no more. She did not ask for help; but Help me. Help me. The dark troubled eyes spoke for her.


Agnes shook her head. ‘You must speak to Madam, your mother.’ And seeing the girl stiffen and grow whiter—if that could be—said, very earnest, ‘There’s nothing I would not do for you, if I might, though it cost me my life. But the thing on your heart could mean your life, my darling—and that I could not do. In this affair your mother is the only one. Oh, she will be angry, and very angry; that you must expect. But her bark is worse than her bite. She will have her say; and then she will arrange everything—you will see! No-one will know; not even my lord, your father. I was your mother’s nurse. I understand her very well.’


And, since the girl stood dumb and obstinate with fear, added, ‘The thing is hard to tell, and hard to hear. Yet, I fancy, she has made some guess already; her eyes are sharper than most. Why else, do you think, she allowed the offer to be sent into England? She had other plans for you—that I know. Now she waits for you to speak; then she will do what must be done. But first you must rest; stay quiet awhile.’ Already she was unlacing the close-fitting gown.


Standing there in her shift the girl looked childish, forlorn, so that Agnes thought, pitying, We forget, even I that know her body as my own, how small she is, how young! And now the girl was taken with a fit of trembling so that Agnes thought, I gave the right advice; the only advice. But still at the thought of the coming interview she was troubled—a great deal for her young lady and, somewhat, for herself.


Matilda lay beneath the fur coverings; gradually the shivering stopped, warmth crept back to her limbs. Safe for a little from prying eyes, she let the rare tears have their way. The afternoon sun, falling dusty through the window-slit, struck arrows of rainbow light into wet eyes. Anger was dead in her; she was racked with fear, she was sick with shame. But, for all that, Agnes was right. She must tell her mother; and certainly my lady would take everything into her capable hands. Virginity is a valuable commodity in the marriage-market; it is, indeed, the indispensable commodity. More than once she had heard her mother berating some demoiselle slipped from virtue. Yes, her mother would see to it that the virginity of her daughter was not called in question.


Her mother’s help. It shone like a light in a far harbour—but first one must venture the stormy seas.


At the thought of that stormy passage her distressed mind shrank; drearily it went back to the past.


She had loved him, Brihtric the Fair, the Bright Chief. She had loved him before ever she had known it; at fourteen one does not recognise the face of love. Her heart had been given; but not her body. That was a different matter. Yet he had taken that, too. She had not wanted to give him either. He was a Saxon; and though of good birth, not as high as she had been taught to look. Well, her heart being gone, there was nothing she could do about it. But her body—she had fought for it. In spite of all the love leaping with in her, beating down her will, she had known she must not give in. Girls must be chaste; and especially a girl whose marriage is the affair of Christendom. Virginity lost, a girl be she never so fair, never so gifted, never so high-born and richly dowered, must waste in loneliness—if, indeed, no worse fate befall. There were tales of girls thrust by parents within a dungeon; or, at very best, within a nunnery—and the difference was not so great after all! Girls paid the rest of their lives for their sweet sin.


Yet in the end he had persuaded her. It was no sin. They were promised one to the other; in honour bound, husband and wife—a secret betrothal, but not the less binding. It wanted but her father’s word. That his father should not speak that word, he had never for a moment considered. The match was very great.


Husband and wife, and within a few hours he would be gone. But he would be back at once, he swore it. Her father had but to make the proposal—as was proper because of his exalted position; but who could doubt the outcome? Let her be kind then; how could she let him go hungering and thirsting?


So in the end he had his way.


But how, if there should be no betrothal and no return?


It was a question she had not asked; and now it was too late.


Against closed eyes she saw him as she had seen him then, tall and white-and-gold and burning with love... He drew the bolts of the door, this very room where I lie weeping; he took the covers from the bed, the narrow bed, he spread them upon the floor. He pulled me down...


Again she felt desire shoot through her innermost body so that she must clasp herself, both hands between her thighs, to thrust it down again. But it was useless. If he were here now she must give herself again.


That day he truly loved me; he was honest—I must believe it. He returned home to find his match made. He could not dishonour his father’s word—the word spoken for all to hear; could not dishonour the bride they had chosen. But what of the secret word? What of the bride himself had chosen; chosen and taken—and forsaken?


What of me? She turned twisting and weeping upon the bed. And What of Agnes? For the first time she thought of Agnes that had been set to guard her, Agnes that had failed in her charge. There is nothing I would not do for you though it cost me my life. When Agnes had said that she had spoken the plain truth. Her punishment would be dire; dire enough to cost her life.


She was taken with fear for Agnes, for Agnes also. Anger sprang again, flamed yet higher. He had taken his pleasure. He had left an old woman no less than a young one to face the consequences. The fierceness of her anger gave rise, as always these past weeks, to threatened sickness. Trying to quiet herself she fought the sickness down.


Maybe he was not so much to blame. Maybe things had proved unexpectedly hard. In England there was unrest; things changed from day to day. Their King was not liked; they didn’t altogether care for his piety; his peculiar, excessive piety. The Confessor they called him, half-deriding. And he was half-Norman, a foreigner. In all the five years since his crowning he hadn’t learned to like his people. And they? They looked not to their King as leader but to Godwine their great earl. That family was altogether too powerful, her father said; they had the King under their thumb. Trouble was coming; her father said that, too. Great men in England must take sides, look to their position. They would, no doubt, marry their children to that end. Brihtric, she must believe it, had been a counter to suit his father’s game. He could not, she thought, bitter, have put up too hard a fight! Had he shown some courage, dangled before his father’s eyes the Flemish alliance, the great, the unlooked-for match, what then? But maybe it wasn’t politic for Algar’s house to marry a foreign bride. Well, but he should have thought of that before!


Shame of pregnancy, shame of refusal, threatened her once more with nausea. She dared lie no longer upon the bed. She paced the narrow room... up and down; up and down. She hated him now, this Brihtric, this easy maker of promises, easy breaker of promises. By the blood of Christ, give her the chance, and she’d spoil that handsome face of his, Brihtric Meaw, Brihtric the Fair.


But—her legs gave way beneath her so that she sat suddenly upon the bed—she would never be in a position to punish him. He’d come no more into Flanders; he’d not dare. And, for herself, never would she have occasion to set foot in that barbarous country they called England.


Ah, England. Once she would have been happy to live there for ever, in the sweet west country that Brihtric had spoken of; his father’s manor set about with fruiting trees, and the blossom and birds’ song. His father had promised him a house when he should be wed—the manor of Felstede. ‘You will like it well,’ he had promised. ‘It stands upon a little hill where soft winds blow; hills as gentle as your own breasts.’ And he had caressed them so that beneath his hands the nipples sprang upwards. Well, she would never see those hills, nor Winchester the lovely city—the heart of England he had said. Here she would remain in flat Flanders; she would never marry. She’d had enough of men!


Desolation and fear; and love turned to bitterness, rose in her like a wild sea. She lifted clenched fists and beat herself about the head; Matilda that men called gentle, driven by torment since she could not punish that other, to punish herself.


Hands held above her head, quite suddenly, she stopped. Why this torment? Why this despair? No man was worth it—and her mother would help her; her mother would know what to do.


The handle of the door turned sharply. Matilda did not hear it. Madam the countess Adelais looked down at the sleeping girl, the long dark lashes fringed with tears. Her own face did not soften. She reached out a hand and shook the girl awake.


The interview with her mother was not easy—she had not expected it; but she had not expected the coarseness, either. It was partly her own fault, Matilda must admit it. She had meant to conduct herself with becoming humility, but humility came hard to her; and, for all the wretchedness of her situation, the contempt in her mother’s face, the harshness of her manner, stung beyond endurance. Yet she tried; she did try for humility.


‘I am sorry, Madam...’


‘You have good reason!’ Adelais broke in grim. ‘Well, we must clean up this mess before your father guesses that his daughter is a shop-soiled virgin—your pardon, mistress, no virgin at all!’


It was not only the contempt and the coarseness, it was the girl’s own condition that pressed hard; the whole situation was too much for her extreme youth—she was but fifteen.


‘All this talk of virgins; all this pretence!’ she cried out trying to shield herself from further insult. ‘As if we don’t all know better! As if we don’t know about the goings-on here, in this very house! As if we didn’t know about...’ my father, even. She had all but said it; she said, instead, ‘my uncle’s court in Paris!’


‘Well, it’s a dirty world! Must you make it dirtier?You’re a fool, my girl, for all your fine learning. But there’s one lesson you haven’t learned yet; one lesson that’s worth all the rest. If a girl cannot wait for a man until she marry, then she must carry herself like a virgin; she must never—do you hear me?—give rise to gossip that she’s none. After marriage, she must, I suppose, do as she pleases; not that I hold with it. I leave that behaviour to the farm yard. A man should know his son’s his own.’


Brihtric will never know his son...


Adelais answered the thought; it was clear in the desolation of the girl’s whole body.


‘But not in this case; not he nor anyone. Breathe a word, and by the body of God, you’ll not live to breathe a second! I’ll not have your father shamed, nor yet your brothers; no, nor me and my house, neither. You smeared my brother and his court this moment since; how d’you think he’d relish this scandal? You fool, you fool! God, it’s hard to keep my hands off you! Yet I must take your burden upon me, must plot and plan and lie to keep you from scandalous tongues and from your father’s anger, his very proper anger!’


And now it seemed she could control her hands no longer; she seized the girl and—she was a tall woman—shook her like a terrier a rat.


‘...as though she would shake the child out of me!’ Matilda told Agnes later. ‘And by the holy name of God I wish she had!’


‘Be thankful she didn’t strike you! Me, I was not so lucky. Yet luckier than I thought; it seems she has some use for me. I got off with a whipping—though you might say I’m over-old for that!’ She moved to ease smarting shoulders. ‘It might have cost me a hand; and where would I be then? A useless mouth to feed; she’d have sent me away. The loss of a hand I could endure; but to send me away from you and from her—that I could not endure. I’d rather, believe it, die!’


‘To go from her; would that grieve you?’


‘To my death. She’s my nurseling, also. She can be hard—and very hard; but at heart she’s sound. Well, thank God we’ve taken the first hurdle. She’s said her say and she’ll say no more; that I promise you. For all her sharp tongue she’s easy to understand; easier than you, my lady. With her it follows a pattern—fierce anger, harsh words, a blow, maybe. And then—all over! But you? Who can tell? What you think and what you’ll do, there’s no knowing. Very quiet you are, very gentle—so it would seem. But underneath’s a different story. My lord your father thinks he has a loving, obedient daughter...’


‘So he has.’


‘So he has—so long as he’s a loving, obedient father. But you’ll never hurt yourself with obedience. Under all those gentle ways you’re self-willed as they come!’


‘Sly then? Deceitful?’


‘I’d not say that! But you bide your time; there’s a sort of silence in you. And what you’ll do, no living soul can guess; not even those that know you best—or think they do! You have, I’ve thought it often, a root of darkness in you.’


The girl lifted a bewildered head; the old woman nodded.


‘You are capable of dark deeds, my lady—though you don’t believe it. Not often; once in a lifetime, or twice, or thrice maybe. Or, again, maybe, never. But come some great anger or some dark event—and the darkness in you will rise to meet it. It comes from that streak in your blood; they have it, all those of Rollo’s house—the viking streak. Death by treachery, by poison, by a stab in the back; their history shows it plain. But if you are lucky and if you are wise—and it is for this I warn you—then, no dark deed; no dark deed at all!’


Agnes did, indeed, know her nurseling. Adelais had been distressed and furious; distress remained but the fury had gone. Her violent words, like a strong current, had carried it away. She spoke no more on the subject save to give Agnes her orders; to Matilda herself—no word good or bad.


Within the week those two had left Ghent.


‘I have sent our daughter into the country,’ she told Baldwin returned from a hunting party. ‘The town is too enclosed, too noisy, too stinking-hot! Old nurse will look to her.’


He nodded satisfied. Certainly the girl had looked white and listless; the spirit out of her. Adelais remained in Ghent. She could safely leave all to Agnes that had brought the girl and her brothers into the world.


It was a hard life alone with Agnes; such stark living the girl had never imagined. A one-roomed cottage, isolated and, save for some sticks of furniture, bare. In this cottage Agnes herself had been born; and in the village where they went to buy food, they were accepted—an old woman returned home with her widowed grand-daughter. A hard life, indeed, a rough-and-ready life but safe; safe from spiteful eyes and spiteful tongues.


The summer days dragged and the autumn days. In late October Matilda’s child was born.


A long, hard labour. She lay silent while the pains all-but wrenched her small bones apart. She had known it must be bad; but that it should be bad as this she had not dreamed. She lay drenched in her sweat; only her lips bitten through and running with blood showed the measure of her anguish.


She was free of her burden. Her desecrated body was her own again. It was her first thought; she thanked God for that. Agnes brought the baby for her to see; a large child, Saxon-fair. Brihtric’s child—child of the man that had betrayed her. This creature had wrenched her bones apart in anguish. She commanded Agnes to take it from her sight. She did not so much as ask whether it was son or daughter.


Agnes distrusted this dislike. Sometimes it came with childbirth—she had experience enough to know it. But returning strength might bring an outburst of natural love, more passionate for first rejection. The girl, obstinate and proud, might refuse to part with her child. Heaven be thanked Madam countess had made all arrangements. Before Matilda could ask again for her child, it was gone.


She should be glad, Matilda supposed, that all was so happily arranged. But she was not glad. Now she wanted her child; heart and breasts ached for her child. Now, tears pouring down her cheeks, she asked incessantly about the little one.


‘A little girl, my demoiselle,’ Agnes said. ‘A fine enough child; but you are better without it.’ And when the girl pressed for news—where had they taken it? To what house? What people? What kind of people? Agnes lifted a closed face. She did not know. But she knew; she knew! It was clear in her face. Driven and pressed, the old nurse said at last, ‘I went free of punishment once. I was spared only because I was of use. This is no matter of a whipping; for this I could lose my tongue.’


She was free of her shame; she was safe. But safety carried its own punishment—a punishment hard and unexpected. She was bound to the lost child as surely as if the cord had never been cut. She was unfree; forever bound.


‘It will pass,’ Agnes said. ‘It will pass, you will see. You must stop weeping, my demoiselle, you will kill yourself with weeping.’


Matilda was back in Bruges. Her father, having remarked that she looked no better for the country air, said no more. He had his suspicions and preferred to know nothing. He intended his daughter to make a great marriage to tip the balance of power in Europe in his own direction; that she should be no longer a virgin was a disaster he could not afford to contemplate.


She had come back meaning to leave the past behind her, but she would find herself weeping in the solitude of her own chamber and there, Adelais, coming upon her, would scold her for an ungrateful fool.


She found, surprised, that there was sense in her mother’s roughness; the more often she forbade the tears, the less often they were likely to threaten. Agnes, she found, was right, also. With returning strength her grief grew less; sometimes for days, together, she would forget the child she had abandoned. But when she told herself that soon, soon she would forget it altogether, she would find herself waking from sleep, her face wet with tears.


The winter days went slowly by and now it was spring. Down by the river they were cutting young willow-shoots for baskets and the primroses were out. A new spring, a new beginning—and she had not dreamed of the child for weeks. Returned strength had given her back her looks; indeed, she was handsomer than she had been. Always thin, she had rounded a little; and she had lost her childish look of obedience. She had learned a lovely carriage of the head; pride sat well upon her. She had been a pretty girl; now, for all her tender years, she was a woman and beautiful. They sang her beauty—which was clear to the eyes of all. They sang her modesty, her virgin chastity—to that she would listen with a small smile. She was chaste because she was cold, out of love with men. Of them and their treachery she had had enough, enough. She would never love, never willingly give herself again.


It was unfortunate that William of Normandy should choose this time to ask her hand in marriage. Unfortunate the time, unfortunate the manner.




The Young William



II


The fact concerning his birth was a cross he must carry all his life; a wounding and a pain that must go with him to his death. A pain that, sometimes quiescent, would fester and erupt and, like an abscess, burst into the most savage anger.


Through his father he was of that line of dukes derived from Rollo the Norseman and he was of close kinship with Edward King of England—the saintly King they called the Confessor. But his great lineage and high kinship was ruined—his mother stank of the tanyard and he was her bastard; and both these things his enemies never let him forget. Yet, of himself, he could remember no life but that of the castle; he could not remember, even, being taken from his mother.


He had never known his mother. He had never been loved nor comforted, nor even treated as a child. But that had its other side. Even as a very little boy he had been respected and, curiously, feared; it was because of his courage, his high temper and, above all, his strong will. He had never missed his mother since he had never known her; yet he had been aware of missing something. He saw other boys, son of count or swineherd, run to their mothers and there find comfort; himself he moved in isolation.


Before he understood the truth of his birth, he would ask this one and that, what had happened to his mother. Dead, one would say; gone away, said another. And his nurse that resented the fierce child, the peasant child, the little interloper, said once, You’ll know one day, little bastard!


He was five years old then and didn’t know what a bastard might be; so when he said he’d ask his father, she told him, very sharp, he’d better not—or it would be the worse for him!


His father was the one creature he genuinely feared; but he adored him, too—duke Robert so young, so debonair. Twenty-three and swift of foot and gallant on his horse; a strong arm and a keen eye and a laughing mouth. How should a child—or man or woman either—not be taken with the splendour of him they called the Magnificent, though there were plenty to call him a less flattering name—le Diable. And he could be a devil, too, William thought. When he was in one of his rages his eyes would go pale as water and blind-looking as if they saw nothing. That William himself had these same eyes, he didn’t know as yet.


He was just five years old when the palace boys came into the castle at Rouen. William needed schooling, so in they came—a dozen little lordlings; tough, every one. He was not good at lessons—he had no time; he had to be the leader because he was his father’s son—and he was the youngest of them all. And soon he was the leader; but he had had to fight for his position. When he fought and won, all was well and his father was pleased. But if he lost, though the other boy was older and heavier, then though he came from the fight with a black eye and bloodied nose, he was beaten by Turold who instructed him in the skills of the bow; though no other boy was ever beaten because William had bested him. It was not fair. He summoned enough courage—and courage it needed—to ask his father the reason.


‘Because,’ duke Robert said, hiding his love for the small, determined boy, ‘you must always be twice as strong and twice as brave and three times as clever as any other in Normandy—or outside Normandy!’


It was a hard saying and he did not understand it. It must be, he thought, because he was his father’s son. That there could be any other reason he had not yet learned. He was full seven—just before his father went away for ever—when he learned the truth of his birth.


One of the palace boys had defied him; William FitzOsbern whom he hated most and who later, turned out to be his best friend. William wasn’t going to stand any defiance; and, since he did not relish a whipping into the bargain, he put his full weight behind the blows. The other boy, beaten but defiant still, hiccoughed through the blood in his mouth, Bastard. William’s hands dropped. Bastard. It was the word his nurse had flung at him, daring him to repeat it to his father. It was the word he’d caught more than once, whispered behind his back; a troubling word. What had it to do with him? He had the uncomfortable feeling that it had much to do with him. Now—the other boy standing there beaten yet triumphant—the half-whispers, the wretchedness the word always brought, rushed upon him. Driven by anger whose cause he did not fully understand, he brought the weight of his fist smashing into that grinning face. And now, giving himself no time to hesitate, he ran, need driving him, straight to his father’s closet.


Duke Robert was not there; in council, William was told. So to the council chamber he marched; though now his anger had had time to cool. It was a considerable thing to do. Unless he himself commanded it, duke Robert saw no-one; and, certainly not a small boy though that boy was his only son. To break in upon my lord duke when he sat in council, was a thing unheard of. He was cold as stone as he bade the boy wait outside.


Duke Robert conducted his business leisurely. He had seen at one glance how white and wild the boy, and the blood streaming from the cut that had laid open his cheek. It was only, in part, for the sake of discipline he had ordered the boy to wait; William needed time to recover himself.


When the councillors had gone, Robert beckoned to his son. ‘It is ill manners to burst in upon your father and duke without being sent for. Well?’ And he would not show, least of all to the tall, handsome child, his pride, his love of this, his only son.


William came to the point at once. ‘What’s a bastard?’


Duke Robert’s eyes went cold as glass.


‘You are one!’ And he was as direct as the boy himself.


‘It is a bad thing to be?’


‘It is what you make of it. But all the same you must punish any man that calls you so to your face.’


‘For telling the truth?’


‘For telling the truth. There are some truths better left unsaid.’


‘Then I had better know what a bastard is.’


Robert set the boy between his knees. ‘Some men are married; and some are not.’


‘You are not?’


‘Unfortunately I am—or was when you were born. When a man cannot marry a woman but lives with her as his wife—you know what I mean?’


The boy nodded. Life in the castle was open to all; he knew exactly what his father meant.


‘When a man sleeps with a woman—you know what happens.’


William nodded again. He had not helped with the dogs and the horses for nothing. And anything he might have missed the other boys had told him.


‘Well then, I took a woman. But I did not marry her. You are her child and mine.’


‘And does that make me a bastard?’


Duke Robert nodded. ‘But since I am your father, it might make you something more.’


‘What could it make me?’


‘It could make you duke of Normandy.’


Well, but he had expected that; he was his father’s son.


‘So now,’ duke Robert said, ‘you know why you must be twice as strong and twice as brave and three times cleverer than any other man.’


‘Because I am to be duke.’


‘No. Because you are a bastard. Go away and think about it.’


‘Did you know my mother?’


The nurse nodded; a fat woman, thin hair hidden beneath her wimple, the veins of her face branching purple beneath the skin. He had never come to her for comfort, even as a baby; he had sensed, even then, her unwillingness to be kind.


‘Tell me about her. I don’t even know her name.’


‘It’s best forgotten. Arlette they called her; and a pretty harlot she was!’


He caught the word pretty; the other he took to be some form of his mother’s name. So she had been pretty! He was glad of that!


‘A wench that stank of her father’s hides.’


He could not take in the exact meaning of that; but it had a familiar ring. He would not ask her any more; plainly she had spoken in spite. When he was duke he’d cut out her tongue.


Reading displeasure in the boy’s face she said, spiteful still, ‘I’ll tell you no more. There’s plenty besides me knew your mother—and better qualified to speak!’ And she was eaten with bitterness because she and Arlette were the same age; but Arlette was sleek and smooth and golden—a young woman still. But she herself? A servant worn with years of drudgery dancing attendance on Arlette’s bastard. Yet she’d been as pretty as Arlette once; but it was Arlette caught the young count’s eye.


‘Did you know my mother?’ he asked Roger of Beaumont, his father’s friend and his own tutor.


‘Yes, I knew her.’


‘Did she stink of the tanyard?’


‘By God no! Your father would never have touched her. She smelt of fresh-cut grass and honeysuckle. And lovely to look at! Honey and cream and roses.’


‘When did she die?’


‘She isn’t dead.’


‘Then where does she live?’


‘You must ask your father that.’


‘I’d rather ask you.’


And, being pressed and prayed, de Beaumont said, at last, ‘Your father gave her to a good gentleman.’


‘Gave her?’


‘In marriage. She lives beyond Falaise. She does not care for the court.’


‘You mean my father does not want her here?’


‘You may put it so.’ And how quickly the boy was growing up! ‘Yet it is not the whole truth. He loved her; and because of that he looked to her safety. A man like your father is forever at war; what would come to her if he should chance to die? So he gives her to a good gentleman to guard as his treasure. And, indeed, you are fortunate both. You, your father breeds as his son that might now be helping your grandfather in the tanyard. And she? She is a gentle woman commanding her servants, that might herself be a servant; she is delicate and fair that might be worn and gone to seed like that fat scold your nurse—they are of an age.’


And seeing the boy bewildered and dissatisfied still, he said, ‘But these things—a man may long for a woman he may not marry, you do not understand; nor is it right you should. But one day you will understand; and you will know that, though many men breed their bastards, there’s few to behave as well as your father!’


‘I hate him!’ And the boy was the image of his father, his eyes blind and pale with anger.


‘Maybe at the moment. One day you’ll feel different. Meanwhile keep your hate between your teeth; it might cost you a dukedom.’


‘It could not. I am my father’s son.’


‘His bastard. It carries no right to inherit. For a man to put his bastard in his own high place would argue some courage... and much love.’


‘What other son has a better claim?’ And he’d not be grateful for his rights.


‘There’s no son but you. But there are others with a better claim. True-born. Your cousin Guy of Burgundy for one! There goes a young gentleman you should watch!’


So! There were true-born heirs. Young as he was, he knew the meaning of that! He must no longer take it for granted that he should one day sit in his father’s place. Even should his father desire it, the councillors, the vicomtes, the nobles and the knights might well refuse—he saw that plain. He was seven years old; old enough to keep anger between his teeth. Though he bit his tongue through he’d say no word.


Robert the Magnificent whom men call the Devil—and not, as he was the first to admit, without reason—was weary body and soul. His life had not been unduly sanctified; and no man lived for ever. He was young enough, five-and-twenty; but a man couldn’t live his sort of life—hard fighting, hard riding, hard drinking, to say nothing of less innocent pursuits—without paying for it. And if he left the account too long, he might pay overmuch. An accident, a stab in the back, a poisoned cup, or a simple fever might mean eternal damnation. He’d known strong men carried off in the winking of an eye; today lusty and full of life, tomorrow dead and in the grave. He must make his peace with God; now, while there was time. And he’d make it in the way of a Christian gentleman. He’d make his pilgrimage; in the holy places of Jerusalem he would pray forgiveness. Then, a better man, back he would come to rule in peace till it was time to lay his bones in the beloved soil of Normandy.


To Jerusalem he would go. But what of William? William, he meant to be next duke—and this was the time to make sure of it. There could be no better choice. He knew the boy’s quality; strong beyond his age, and courage to match it. He could take a beating without whining and give back better than he got. He knew how to keep his mouth shut at need. He was a born leader of men. From the moment of his birth there had been signs and wonders and miracles foretold. From his conception, even—that first night they’d put Arlette in his bed. He hadn’t been in love with her then; only hungry for her young body—as is the way with a lusty boy. And she? Proud to have been chosen. Gentle and loving, so that they’d taken their joy together. And then she’d gone off to sleep, peaceful as a child; but in the dark of the morning she’d awakened with a cry. There she was, bolt upright in the bed, both hands clutched upon her belly. She’d dreamed a dream. A great tree had sprung from her body; a tree that reached to the sky and cast its sheltering arms upon all Normandy, and upon England, too! Half-asleep, he’d scarcely listened; lazily, he’d reached out and taken her again. It was only later that he remembered her dream. He must tell William one day.


Next morning he’d sent her back to her father. He’d enjoyed her but he hadn’t loved her then; and there were women enough to throw themselves at his head!


Arlette had been carrying his child but he hadn’t known it. He’d been away fighting for his liege lord the King of France. The boy was actually born before he’d so much as known she was pregnant. And when he did hear he was not pleased. That year, the year of grace ten hundred and twenty-seven, was the important one in his life. It saw him—his brother having suddenly died—translated from count to duke; duke of Normandy. And, what he had thought almost as important, since it must secure the succession, he had just married. That the year was most of all important—and not to himself alone—because it had seen the birth of his bastard, he was not to dream. Instead he had tried to persuade himself that this bastard was none of his. But that Arlette had been a virgin that night, was certain; and, one look at the child, so he’d been told, was enough to show who was the father.


His marriage had not been at all important; it hadn’t lasted long. To bed with Estrith had been a misery; so back she’d gone to her brother Cnut to make all England ring with her wrongs. Of his own wrongs no-one ever thought. A wealthy widow, Estrith—and mean; mean with her body, mean with her purse. Skinflint and shrew. In the end he’d laid hands upon her; she’d driven him mad with her clack. Let her thank her God she’d escaped alive to tell the tale!


It was only after she’d gone that he’d taken William into his household. Already he’d heard of the wonderful babe in the house of Fulbert the Tanner; how the new-born child being set upon the floor—since his mother bled—he had clutched upon the rushes and would not let them go. And how the midwife, all amazed, had cried out, Here’s a little lord that takes his seizin. What he has he’ll never let go!


The first time he’d seen his son the boy was a year old—and crawling in the muck of the tanyard. He’d picked up the baby—flesh of his own flesh; himself in little, the thin child with the pale blue eyes and the dark russet-red hair. He had gone weak as water—a new experience that! He had actually trembled, holding the child. Ashamed of his weakness he had set it down again. In this moment he had spared no thought for Arlette; he had not so much as asked for her.


That night he had awakened crying out that someone had cut down the tree, the tree that was to shelter Normandy; nor could he sleep again lest some evil had already befallen the little one in the filth of the tanyard. He’d sent for the boy in the grey of the morning, not waiting for sunrise.


It was only then, when the child was safe, that he remembered Arlette. He would not share the mother of his son with any man. He had not brought her into the castle—it was not fitting; he intended to breed up the child as a prince of his house. He had set her up in a sufficient house; he had visited her when he chose; he had chosen, often.


Those early days he had not dreamed of marrying her; she was still the tanner’s daughter, the washerwoman down by the stream. Later he would have married her—but his shrew still lived. So Arlette remained his darling sin; and his boy a bastard.


But, conscience forever troubling on her account, he had—though it had all-but torn the heart from his body—given her a dowry and married her to a good man far above her station. Three years ago he had done it and he hadn’t seen her since. He had sworn to play honest with the good man her husband. On her bridal night he had lain awake restless with jealousy, but it had been nothing to the anguish with which he heard she had borne her husband a son; two sons she had by him now. And, though his own heart was set on holy things, still he would lie hungering for her body and burning with jealousy because she would bear her husband yet more children.


Well, maybe, his pilgrimage would cleanse him of his sins. But first he must look to the boy!


William should be the next duke. There’d be trouble about it; trouble with those that could themselves claim the dukedom—and no drop of bastard blood. And there’d be trouble with his comtes and vicomtes, too. For the most part they’d not relish a child for a duke—and a bastard at that! The first step was to call them together; to make them swear fealty to his son. The oath was but to set his mind at rest—that was perfectly clear. He was going a long journey; but he was young and strong and he would return. He would return to punish those that had broken the oath.


But even if they should, each and all, take the oath, it was a first step, only. He had still to reckon with his overlord the King of France. Well, one step at a time. He would summon the princes of church and state together with his vicomtes that held the reins of government in remoter parts; they should meet at Fécamp. He had been generous to the monastery there; maybe the monks would help him with their prayers.




III


He sat in his father’s great chair. For all the cressets flaring upon the walls, it was dark this autumn afternoon. For all the great fires leaping each end of the great hall, and the braziers set against the walls; for all the press of bodies—knights and bishops and vicomtes and comtes come at his father’s summons—the air was cold and stale.


The chair was very high; even though he sat at the edge of the seat, his toes scarce touched the floor. He knew exactly what he must do and what he must say. He had, of course, long known how the act of homage was taken; he had seen it a hundred times. But now he, himself, was to receive it—a very different thing. He took comfort from the thought that, but this morning, he had rehearsed his part and his father had been well-pleased. Now duke Robert stood by the side of the great chair; the fact gave him courage.


He was a little sorry for his father who was handing over his duchy. I will never let go of anything that is mine, not as long as I live. A man shouldn’t undress till he goes to bed.


Duke Robert waited for the rustling of gowns and cloaks to stop—priests and lords settling themselves; then, in the silence he spoke. ‘Sirs, I go a journey to purge me of my sins in God’s Holy Places; and, also, to thank Him for the blessings of peace and plenty He has bestowed upon our land.’


‘But—’ and his voice sharpened a little, ‘unless there be a duke in this duchy, there’ll be neither peace nor plenty—you will be each at the other’s throat; that is the nature of men. Therefore until you satisfy me that all will go well, I cannot leave. So I lose my chance of salvation and God the thanks that are His due. Therefore I require you to swear the oath to this, my son—to accept him in my place, your true lord till I return. And, that I shall return, make no doubt.’


He held them with pale, terrible eyes.


‘You shall swear to take him as your lord; and I shall leave you such a council as shall please you well. How say you, sirs?’


They were not pleased. William sat there, very straight in his father’s place and knew their thoughts... A bastard to rule over us; a bastard and a child!


Robert said, and the boy was shocked by the love in his voice, ‘He is little, but he’ll grow.’


They were whispering together, but in the end they would agree; his father had told him so. There were other claimants, but for all that, no real choice. There was, first and foremost, his father’s uncle, Robert archbishop of Rouen, count of Evreux. He was rich and he was powerful; but he was a churchman and too old to change his ways. There was Guy of Burgundy and Alan of Brittany—both in true descent; but each through his mother. Good Normans preferred descent in the male line. And, besides, these two were strangers more or less, their first interest lay in the land of their birth. As for the rest—bastards all! To begin with there were his father’s half brothers, Malger the sly bishop and William count of Arques—ambitious and greedy, both. If bastards were in the running, who better than his father’s son?


The whispering lords had come to a conclusion. They were not pleased that their lord was leaving them to turmoil and lawlessness, still less pleased at the prospect of a little bastard as their duke. But they would swear—and wait for what the future would bring; a man could, at need, break his oath. A show of agreement would end the discussion.


The lord Robert archbishop of Rouen spoke for them all.


‘Sir, we must still regret that you leave this land you have kept in peace. But a man’s soul must come first. We agree to accept this your son; and are ready to swear the oath:’ He knelt, the old man, and put his frail hands between the young small hands, and spoke the oath, I become your liegeman for life and death and earthly regard. I will keep faith and loyalty to you for life and death, God helping me. The boy in the great chair bent forward and kissed his great-uncle upon both cheeks and sealed the bargain between them. And, the others pressing forward, one by one, Osbern his father’s kinsman and chamberlain, asked of each man his name and station and spoke it aloud.


‘My lord William Talvas, of Belesme, of Alençon and Sées.’


There he stood, that same Talvas, the cruel man that had cursed the infant William in his cradle, but for all that, he must swear the oath, his bloody hands between the innocent hands of the boy. What faith from you? William wondered, those bloody hands still within his own.


‘The lord Robert, count of Eu, the lord Alan, count of Brittany, the lord Guy, count of Burgundy, the lord Hugh, bishop of Bayeux, the lord bishop Malger, the lord Vauquelin of Ferrières St. Hilaire, the lord Robert of Grantmesnil, the lord William of Jumièges, the lord Tristan of Bastenbourg.’


On and on; and all kneeling and swearing and receiving the kiss. And, after them, the lesser lords, the vicomtes, the knights.


William was growing weary but still he sat upright and attentive. ‘The lord Raoul of Toeni and Conche, the lord William of Bricbeque, Herlouin knight and vicomte of Contéville...’


He felt himself stiffen at that name. Even while the red-faced man knelt, William could not forbear his thoughts. Is she here, with you, the woman that slept in my father’s bed and bore him a son that, for all his glories, is still a bastard? He felt his mouth shake but he had learned his lessons well. He leant forward and kissed the red cheeks either side.


And now Osbern himself, his father’s kinsman, faithful friend and careful steward; a man to trust.


It was over; at long last, over. And now trestles were brought in for the feasting. For the first time William sat at the high table next to his father; and his cousins Guy and Alan served him on bended knee. Tonight he could eat and drink as much as he pleased; but he did not need Roger of Beaumont to tell him that a drunken man looks a fool; he had seen that for himself. Never in his life would he take too much to drink. When he caught sight of de Contéville at a lower table; he found himself wondering again about his mother. Had she come with her husband? If he met her, would he, unknowing, pass her by? Or, if he should know her at once—his blood answering hers—should he still pass her by? He had asked his governor. ‘You will behave like a Christian gentleman,’ de Beaumont had said; and what did he mean by that?


He was late seeking his bed; the old man, archbishop Robert, had told him, ‘This day you undertake a great charge. It is fitting to ask God’s help.’ From the feast he had gone straight to the chapel; he had knelt and prayed, vowing—God helping him—to be a good man and a good ruler.


He must have fallen asleep, for he found himself tumbled side ways before the altar and very cold. He rose, a little stiff and rubbing his eyes. Time to seek his bed.


He heard, as he passed, movement from his father’s room—a rhythm of noise; a sigh, a groan, a sharp cry. He passed into his own chamber. Darkness was lightening, a little. The cry had disturbed him, wrecking the peace prayer had brought. He had the fancy, now, not to sleep; but to watch this great day out. He was leaning at the window—when he heard it; the light tap upon his door. Before he could answer, the door opened gently and she stood there.


His mother. He knew her at once; because she was honey and cream and roses—as de Beaumont had said. She was young; a girl, almost. Her face was flushed and her eyes, her sea-blue eyes were shining; her golden hair hung careless and bright upon her shoulders. She was dressed—but only just; as though she had thrown on her clothes in a hurry. She was pretty, he’d not call her lovely—she was a little plump for that; he liked a woman to be delicate and fine. But she was pretty, she was very pretty.


He felt not the slightest quickening of his blood. She was a stranger. And there was something about her that offended him—the flushed cheeks, the hanging hair, the disordered gown. And now the meaning of those sounds from his father’s room flashed upon him; these last weeks he had been learning fast.


They stood looking at each other—she, all love, all admiration; he all disgust. He could not like her—but yet he liked her eyes; they were honest eyes. And—Roger had been right—she didn’t smell of the tanyard; she smelt like any other lady of some sweet essence; it didn’t quite cover the smell of woman.


She said, and her voice trembled a little, ‘You know who I am?’


He nodded, noting that, although she affected the speech of gentlewomen, she could not disguise the flat peasant accent. She waited, he saw, for him to speak, to say some kind word. There was nothing he could say. She was his mother; and she was a stranger. And, in spite of her honest eyes, she was not honest. Tonight she had dishonoured her husband; would she beget yet another bastard? The facts of his birth forever rankled. Yet she was his mother.


He opened his mouth but no words came. The whole thing was beyond him. He was, after all, but seven years old.


And still she stood looking at him; she made no movement to touch him or to come near him... This is the child I carried in joy and bore in anguish; but the anguish when they took him from the womb was nothing to the anguish when they took him from my arms. Well, he is no longer that child, ...and there is nothing left...


She said, softly, ‘God be praised that sent this day!’ And then, the wonder bursting forth, ‘That my son should be duke of Normandy!’


He wanted to cry out, Not yours; my father’s. He was angry that, on this great day, she must prick him with the shame of his birth. She was stupid, as her peasant speech proclaimed her. But he must say something—something; if it were but one word. He could find no word.


She said, and, for the moment, he forgot her common speech in the sweetness of her smile, ‘Well now you are a great gentleman. God keep you so. A bonny fighter, too, they say. Well, you’ll have need.’ She sighed a little. ‘You are too small to be left to the violence of greedy men.’


He was angered still more that she had brought his greatness to the level of a little boy.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘here’s my wish for you. Be a good Christian and an honest man. But—’ and she was unexpectedly bitter, ‘you are honest, enough, already! For, if you cannot speak the truth to say you are glad to see me, at least you tell me no lies. Well, I think we shall not meet again. So, God be with you... and remember me sometimes.’


‘I am not likely to forget you!’ he said, a little spiteful and was sorry the moment he had spoken.


She said and now she was smiling a little, ‘This way or that—so long as you do remember!’ She took a step forward and, kneeling humble as a servant, lifted his hand and kissed it; and, not without her own dignity, was gone.


He stood looking at his hand and not knowing what to do. He began to tremble. He had thought himself unmoved; but, for all that, he could not stop trembling. And now, though this day he had been accepted in his father’s place and though he was a big boy, all of seven years, this ending had been too much. He flung himself upon the bed not caring how he spoilt his fine new clothes. He longed to weep yet was unable to weep; for him there could be no easy release in tears.


They were gone—two—before he awoke in full morning-light, stiff in his crumpled clothes.


Robert was pleased with the boy. The long ordeal of swearing he had taken with untiring dignity; and, at the feast, had shown that same dignity. He had, as was fitting, gone thereafter to pray. He had not wept over his mother nor shown a silly sweetness; he had been quiet and self-contained. One might have wished a little more kindness; but to expect a seven-year-old to keep a perfect balance was asking too much. His behaviour in both difficult circumstances promised well.


They had sworn the oath, bishops and nobles, vicomtes and knights. But duke Robert was troubled, still. ‘I do not trust them!’ he told de Beaumont and Osbern, the three of them at their wine.


‘Rebellion; that might not be the worst of it. There are some, sweet Christ forbid, would make an end of the boy altogether. I cannot risk it. I shall carry the boy to Paris; I shall ask King Henry to look to William till he’s old enough to look to himself.’


‘You must first make Henry accept the boy as his vassal,’ Osbern said. ‘Only so can he confirm William in his dukedom. Then, any man that turns against the boy, breaks two oaths; not only to you his lord and duke of Normandy but to his sovereign lord the King of France.’


‘I know. I know! Do you think I haven’t thought of that! But it will not be easy.’


‘You must remind him of old friendship,’ de Beaumont said, ‘of help given him in his wars; without your help he’d not be on his throne now. He’s touchy, though; dwell gently upon that obligation.’


‘Offer to pray for him in the most sacred places!’ Osbern grinned. ‘That will fetch him!’


‘Point out the advantage of having a child on the throne of Normandy—and that child his vassal and his ward. Make much of the fact that leaving William behind in Paris, you leave him under the King’s direct control,’ de Beaumont said. ‘But, indeed, the boy himself is his best advocate—an ornament to any court—good looks, good manners; clever with hawk and hound, a fine horseman, and as promising with sword and bow as can be; I never saw so young a boy so skilled! It’s odds but you’ll have him accepted before Henry knows it.’


‘God grant it!’ Robert said.


De Beaumont was right, Henry had accepted the boy almost before he knew it—and William had been his own best advocate. Robert had explained to him the necessity of being accepted; it could mean life or death. William understood perfectly. He played his part well. He looked appealing and very small. ‘Sir,’ he told the King of France, ‘I could learn very much from you. I could ask nothing better than to stay here, save it be to take you as my lord and serve you with my life!’ There he had knelt, lifting two small hands as though he prayed to God. Before Henry knew what he was about, the hands had been taken; the oath and the kiss given.


Henry was much taken with the boy. William rode by his side at the hunt; he was cleverer than the King with his hawk—and cleverer still not to show it. Of all the pages he was the King’s favourite and soon he was leader of them all. It did not need Robert’s request that the boy be kept in Paris; it was Henry that asked for him.


And now, his plans accomplished, Robert was to ride away. Perhaps, this cold winter morning, some doubt did assail him as to his return. He spoke his last words to William.


‘You must stay in Paris till I come for you; here you are safe. But God has His plans for us all. If within the year I do not return then you must obey those councillors I have chosen to have you in charge. If they summon you home, then home you must go. Now what word shall I say to you, yourself, how you shall carry yourself in life? Be strong always; be truthful when you can; be cruel when you must, be generous when there’s need.’


And then he spoke of Arlette. ‘Be gentle with her; be kind, because she is your mother—and because I loved her, and do love her still. Advance her family and honour them; humble they are but they have the virtues of good men. Never once did they seek to advance themselves—though most men would do so. They ask nothing but to serve me; and to serve you. Fulbert, my bedchamber servant, keep as your own. He is your grandfather and will serve you to the death. And Walter, the captain of my bodyguard—keep him also as your own. You may trust him with your life; and with more than that—your honour. He is your mother’s brother and a truer man never drew breath. Honour them, advance them; upon these men may rest your safety. For, hear me, boy! Great lords look each to his own advantage; but these humble men look first to yours. Remember it.’


‘I will remember.’


‘And now your mother; I must speak of her now, for there may be no other chance. You are over-young to know the nature of a man’s love for a woman. But remember this—and remember in kindness. She was not yet fifteen when first I saw her; and I, myself, not much older. And, in that same year you were born. She was loving and obedient; and there’s no blame in her. What could she do? I was her lord. If blame there is, it is mine. But I was young also... and she was so lovely. And if our loving brought you into the world and into a high place, you must thank her that through her wit and character, far above her station, shaped you for that place; a Queen could do no better. And more; she loved you, boy, enough to part with you; for always she knew you were destined to a high place. She had dreamed a dream—a great tree sprung from her body cast its shelter upon Normandy; and, as I remember, upon England, too. That tree, she believed, was you.’


‘Normandy—yes!’ He was not at all surprised, ‘But—England?’




IV


The months went by and it was summer. He was weary of Paris. King Henry was kind as ever, but for all that William was a foreigner and a vassal; and, worst of all, he was a child. In Paris he didn’t count. He longed for his home and he longed for his father. Night and morning he prayed for both.


His father was dead. William could not believe it at first. His father! His father that could outride the fastest; that no man could beat in the chase or in the fight. How could he believe it? But soon he had to believe it. De Beaumont came to take him home; Normandy wanted its young duke. He questioned de Beaumont; but Roger knew little except that it had happened in Bythinia. ‘The hot eastern sun killed him they say; but who knows? Whichever way it was, there he lies buried, God rest his soul.’


There was something else Roger had to tell; he did not find it easy. Yet the boy was duke now and must be told. And in this moment of change he would, perhaps, feel it less.


Roger said, ‘There is something you should know. Madam de Contéville has sent to tell us she has borne a child; a daughter. She meant your father to have the news.’


William kept his eyes on the white road where the horses kicked up the dust so that it settled upon tree and grass. He had known... that night. He had heard; he had seen—seen her flushed and glowing. He could not trust himself to speak.


‘Well,’ he said at last, ‘What is it to me? And what can I do about it?’


‘The child is your full sister. And what shall you do? Nothing. For the present. But you must not forget her. When she is older you must, for your father’s sake, see to it that she marries well.’ And when the boy did not answer, said, ‘And for your own sake, too. A brother, a sister, a daughter, or a son—these are tools in a man’s hand; their marriage may mend or mar his fortunes. And there’s your first lesson in the art of ruling.’


It was a sad homecoming. When they came again to the familiar roads he had ridden with his father, when he saw the towers of his home rise before him, he felt his heart must burst. But he knew he must give no sign. A still face; that was his second lesson in the art of ruling.


Duke Robert had left his affairs in order. The boy’s guardian—responsible to Henry of France—was Alan of Brittany. William was greatly surprised. Alan had his own claim to Normandy—a good claim; he had not been willing to give it up.


‘He will never claim it now. By showing trust, your father turns foe to friend. That trust Alan has accepted. He is a true man; he will honour it with his life.’


Trust may turn foe to friend; third lesson in the art of ruling.


‘Still,’ he said, ‘I had rather it were you.’


‘No need to win me. I am always and forever your friend and your father knew it. He desired that Fulbert and Walter stay in their same office; and Turold, also. He is to look to your practice with the bows; he is to be chief of your bodyguard when you ride. Your father chose well; these men you may trust with your life.’


A child duke; he had need of such men. Many of those that had, unwilling, sworn the oath, now held themselves free to break it. At the age of eight, when most boys were playing at fighting, he was practising with intent to kill—lest himself be killed. The need came with blinding force when Alan of Brittany, faithful guardian, died horribly of poison. William was wild for revenge. ‘But who shall be punished?’ de Beaumont asked. ‘We do not know the killer. A wise man waits until he is sure.’


Gilbert, count of Brionne, chosen by King Henry, stepped into the guardian’s shoes—and died no less horribly. This time everyone knew the murderer—Ralph of Gacé, William’s own kinsman. Now William swore the murderer should be brought to justice. Again de Beaumont restrained him. ‘Who in this troubled land dare punish him? Try it, and you may find civil war on your hands—if you should live so long. A wise man knows how to wait.’


Henry nominated no more guardians; he found none willing. Osbern, duke Robert’s kinsman, the powerful steward that men called Steward of Normandy, took matters into his own hands. It was not the guardians the murderers wanted; it was the boy, the boy himself. He must be guarded day and night. But, whoever the watchers and however many, Fulbert his grandfather and Walter his uncle, kept their own watch; they took it in turns to guard Arlette’s son.


A bad life for a boy. Anarchy and rebellion throughout the land; and, at his very hearth, murder and the constant fear of death. Robert of Montgomery broke into the boy’s very bedroom and killed—and was killed by—Turold, defending his lord while Fulbert and Walter held the door against the rest of the murderers. It was only by a hairsbreadth of time that Osbern dragged the boy from the shambles and carried him off to his own castle at Vaudreuil. Now it was he that slept in the bedchamber of his young lord; and there William of Montgomery, avenging his father, burst in upon them, and butchered Osbern.


Young FitzOsbern, weeping and vomiting, was mad for vengeance. If no man moved in the matter, he would, he swore it, kill the murderer with his own two hands. But William had learned his lesson. ‘You are too young; we are both too young. A wise man waits his time. Your father was a father to me, also; he gave his life for me. We are brothers now. Nothing shall come between us, ever.’


Murder and revenge, revenge and murder; no end to it. Osbern’s death was avenged by a faithful vassal; and he, good, true man, was in his turn slain. And many a fearful night did Fulbert or Walter carry the boy, startled into instant wakefulness, through the dark night, hearts ahammer in their throats, to be sheltered in some hovel where good, poor folk welcomed their young lord and watched over him while he lay in the wet and stinking straw and the hunt went by—hunting down the nine-year-old, the ten-year-old, the eleven-year-old boy.
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