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  Characters

Normans

Henry de Beaumont, First Earl of Warwick. Holds the most lands for the Crown and is the most powerful earl. His immediate support of Henry helped make him King of England.

Lady Adela. Nine. Orphaned during King Henry’s campaign to banish all traitorous men of rank.

Lady Cecily. Fourth child of Lord Charles of Royal Oaks and the late Lady Rosamonde.

Lady Claire de Clerkx. Lady in service to Queen Matilda.

Lady Margaret. First-born child of Lord Charles of Royal Oaks and the late Lady Rosamonde.

Lord Cai. Arrived in England via the invasion of 1066 A.D. with William the Conqueror, whom he served well. King William I made him an earl. He is one of the few who supports King Henry from the “old guard” of Norman lords.

Lord Charles of Royal Oaks. His estate lies three days’ ride north of Gloucester in Worcestershire.

Lord William of Avondale. Widower with two young sons who strongly supports King Henry and who became Lady Margaret’s undeclared champion.

Robert de Belleme, Third Earl of Shropshire and Shrewsbury. Holder of those and several other estates; the most powerful lord in England after Henry de Beaumont, Earl of Warwick.

William I (the Conqueror), formerly Duke of Normandy. Married Matilda of Flanders. Invaded England in 1066 A.D., had himself crowned King and ruled England until he died in 1087.

Children: Richard died in a hunting accident.

Robert was passed over for the English crown and accepted the Dukedom of Normandy. In 1097 he joined the Grand Crusade to the Holy Land in search of wealth.

William II (Rufus) was his father’s favorite son.

Henry holds land and great wealth in Normandy, which he inherited from his mother.

Normand. Squire to Lord William of Avondale.

Sir Bruis. Knight errant who serves Lord Charles of Royal Oaks.

Sir Charles (Young Charles). Son of Lord Charles of Royal Oaks and the late Lady Rosamonde and his father’s heir.

Sir Cachier. Member of King Henry’s corps d’elite, who serves Lady Margaret until she marries.

Sir Gailard. Member of King Henry’s corps d’elite, who serves Lady Margaret until she marries.

Sir Raymond. Second son of Lord Charles of Royal Oaks and the late Lady Rosamonde.

Sir Roger. Constable of King Henry’s smaller castle in Winchester. His wife is Lady Gisela.

Sir Roussel. Member of King Henry’s corps d’elite, who serves Lady Margaret until she marries.

Clergy

Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury. An important monk and theologian. In England he defended the Catholic Church’s interests. He had been exiled by King William II in 1097. In 1100 Prince Henry recalled Anselm before Henry was crowned king.

Father Ambroise. Priest on Sir Charles’s Royal Oak estate.

Father Gregory. One of the few Saxon priests still in England. During King William I’s reign, he replaced most of England’s Saxon priests with Norman ones.

Gerard, Archbishop of York. He was also King Henry’s Lord Chancellor of the Realm.

William Giffard, Bishop of Winchester. Nominated to his position 3 August 1100 by Henry, probably due to Henry’s efforts to win Church support for his claim to the English throne and to reward Giffard for his support.

Saxon

Cook. Head person in a kitchen who supervises a staff of bakers, undercooks, scullery maids, men, and other persons needed to feed everyone inside the bailey.

Dena. A girl on Lord Charles’ estate.

Elborg. Cousin to Queen Matilda charged with protecting and serving her.

Eldene. Cousin to Queen Matilda charged with protecting and serving her.

Elric. Cousin to Queen Matilda charged with protecting and serving her.

Elstan. Cousin to Queen Matilda charged with protecting and serving her.

Garnyd. Ten, boy chosen to serve Queen Matilda at Forest Keep.

Jorgon. Hostler for Lord Charles of Royal Oaks and a friend to Lady Margaret.

Jorgon Elder. Jorgon’s father and a villein on Lord Charles’ estate.

Ordson. Eight, boy chosen to serve Queen Matilda at Forest Keep.

Other

Aegdyth. (pronounced A-egg-dith) Old Saxon name. In the late medieval period the pronunciation and spelling changed, and it became the modern Edith. (See Matilda below.)

Caitlin. Irish. As a child she was brought to London to be sold as a slave and was bought by Lord Charles as a wedding gift for his bride. She has been the nursemaid to Lady Margaret since her birth.

Cormac mac Cenedig. Scot. He served the Scots’ kings Malcolm III, Duncan, and now Edgar.

Matilda, Queen of England. Half Scot and half Saxon. She was born Aegdyth and renamed Matilda (after King Henry’s mother) when she married King Henry and became his queen. Henry often called her Aegdyth in private.


  Preface

 

 

In 1066 A.D. England was a prosperous country that exported wool and cheeses. Citizens were free—no serfdom or feudalism—and under the rule of local earls, who answered to King Harold Godwin. All lived with laws and courts we would recognize today.

William (William the Conqueror), Duke of Normandy, invaded, killed King Harold in a battle on Senlac Hill near Hastings and crowned himself king. Because William I did not want his eldest son Robert to rule England, he bought him off with his old title and all his lands in Normandy. King William had imported the custom of father-to-son rule from the continent. The Saxons, who elected their kings, hated the idea. By the time King William I died in 1087, thirty percent of England’s citizenry had fled the country, died of deprivation and hunger, or had been killed outright by any Norman on a whim.

William II, called William Rufus because of his ruddy complexion, became king as his father had intended. During his twelve-year rule, William II did not marry and provide the realm with an heir. He defied the Catholic Church when he refused to fill bishops’ positions and took their lands and incomes for himself. He also enraged many Norman lords and then put down their rebellion in 1097 so brutally no one dare challenge him. While boar hunting in New Forest on 2 August 1100, a lord struck him in the chest with a hunting arrow, but claimed it was an accident.

Hearing of his older brother’s death, Henry raced to Winchester and seized the royal treasury. He wrote a Charter of Liberties promising the Saxons a return of some of their earlier freedoms and customs. In exchange, they supported his claim to the throne. Henry was crowned king on 5 August 1100 at Westminster Cathedral in London. Uneasy, Henry only perches on his throne. Three factions do not want Henry to be king: several barons and earls with lands in both England and Normandy, his brother Robert, and the Church.

Rumors circulate about Robert de Belleme, the second most powerful earl in England, who has the men, arms, and allies to war against Henry and win. King Henry’s older brother, Robert, Duke of Normandy, is racing home from the Grand Crusade intent on invading England and taking the crown for himself. The Church is fighting King Henry in order to win back the right to name its own bishops. The Church is also maneuvering to control Henry and expects to rule England through him, but Henry is no one’s puppet. The Saxons want their country back and view all this unrest as a possible opportunity to do so.

Henry believes having an heir will cement his keeping the throne, but his queen miscarried a boy babe four months after their wedding. Henry’s secret is his queen is again with child. This time he wants someone who can better attend her and birth him a healthy heir. Having learned of the Lady Rosamonde’s fame as a midwife to Norman women of rank, Henry is riding to Royal Oaks to bring her to Court to attend his pregnant queen.
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Encounters

27 June 1101 A.D.

Morning

“Where is she?” asked Caitlin.

Cook replied, “Left before dawn. With a basket. Wants to be clean for May Day even if she is not allowed to celebrate.”

“Too early for the stream to warm much overnight.”

“Warm enough. And he’s drunk again, so he won’t know. Just like last month, she will have to confess getting naked, exposing herself and washing. I hope this time Father Ambroise gives her such a penance as to curtail her. Please stir that pottage for me. I must remove the loaves.”

“She will die of ague,” worried Caitlin.

“Will not. Too tough. Anyone who wants her dead will have to put a knife into her heart.”

“Do not give him ideas! Do not even speak of such things.”

“As if I’d speak to that man after what he’s done to her!”

Beyond the forest and the estate’s eastern border, the sun’s tip peeked above the earth. As the church bell rang to announce dawn and Mass, a girl snuck through the gate of the bailey. She crept along the palisade wall toward the kitchen and dashed inside. She breathed a sigh of relief and dropped her basket inside the doorway. She sniffed appreciatively toward the hot loaves of brown bread cooling on the nearby table. She strode to the fireplace mantle to retrieve a jumble of keys and the estate scissors to tie to her girdle. As she picked her apron from a hook and donned it, she heard Cook’s warning.

“Best you hurry if you want not to be caught and punished.”

The girl ran out the kitchen door and dashed across the bailey, down the road, and into the church in time to hear Father Ambroise intone the first words of Mass. She slipped between the two serving girls closest to the entrance. Her first prayer was gratitude to God at not having been caught leaving the compound. After Mass, the priest dismissed parishioners according to each group’s standing in the household, the master first, then his family, knights, and finally servants. With the sun now high, the girl lifted her face to the light to enjoy the coming of a warm day.

Back in the kitchen, the girl asked, “Did he ask for me?”

“No,” answered Cook. She turned from ladling the pottage of boiled wheat, oats and leftover bits of squirrel into wooden bowls. “Consider yourself fortunate. Once again.” The old woman wagged her finger. “Already seen to your bundle.”

“Thank you. The berries already smell good.”

“Welcome,” came Cook’s curt reply.

“Margery!” Sir Charles bellowed from the hall.

The girl, called that name by those who commanded her, returned to her role with an effort, tucking the unruly parts of herself inside. She straightened her clothes before she picked up the tray; her countenance too fell into the lines of blank propriety. As much as she disliked this, there was also a sense of accomplishment at the perfection of her charade. She crossed the space between the kitchen and the hall, reminding herself that she, Margaret, was other than, better than, what this man crudely deemed her. She whisked into the building through the servants’ entrance with a platter of steaming bowls and set them on the trestle before she looked toward the head table and curtsied.

I will not react. This is only an act, not the real me. I do this every day.

“Yes, my lord?” Her voice was soft and slow.

“This butter is rancid!”

Lord Charles loved to start the day with a complaint. Today it was the chatelaine’s turn to suffer his wrath.

“When was this muck churned?”

He so enjoys getting worked up, his wrath swelling like a bullfrog’s pouch. He doubtless thinks himself very, very important when he is merely petty and cruel. Calm him or he will rampage all morning. “The milkmaid churned it yesterday,” came her gentle reply. “I do not consume it, so I did not taste it. Shall I now?”

“No, no. Remove this trash. Bring honey instead.”

Margaret curtsied and sweetly replied, “Yes, my lord. Immediately, my lord.”

Inside the kitchen door, Margaret sighed, straightened her back, dipped her littlest finger into the butter and put it into her mouth. This is fine. I will turn it into a different bowl and serve it with the midday meal; he will know no better. Of course I tasted it after I churned and salted it! Did I not pot, cover and store it as well? Rampaging again, you unwashed blob, smelling of stale ale and piss. You are no longer the man Mother once loved. Now each week you slip lower. Margaret stepped to a corner, unlocked the buttery and retrieved the honey pot.

She returned to the hall, curtsied before the head table and placed the crock and a wooden spoon before her lord. In her mind, she upended it in his lap, though that would be a waste of something more useful than the man. If only I could give this honey to the little ones or the nursing mothers.

“Punish the milkmaid. See to it now! And do it my way,” Lord Charles ordered. “Leave the honey here; I may want more.”

Keeping her eyes down, Margaret nodded and left, contempt simmering around the edges of her thoughts. Such a strong man you are, able to order a girl hurt! Margaret stepped carefully across the bailey so as not to kick up dust. No rain for a fortnight. Our crops need rain now. Please, God, give use the rain we need. Your will, Oh, God, in all things.

The barn smelled of milk and manure. The maid she sought, a ten-year-old with a round, freckled face and upturned nose, was crooning to her cows, who stared at her with their mild brown eyes.

“He is again on a rampage about butter.”

The girl shrunk in horror, her body folding like wheat under a heavy rain. The last time Lord Charles had complained, he had come himself into the stable and had beaten her so badly she could not work for days. Margaret remembered tending to her, her terror that something inside the child had been broken, her hands going again and again to the girl’s midsection. Keeping her countenance blank around Lord Charles had been hard.

“No, no,” Margaret said. “Fear not. He expects me to do it this time. Get ready to howl.”

The milkmaid was already whimpering when Sir Charles’ head servant walked into the tack area and returned with an old whip handle and a saddle blanket. She looked around and placed the blanket against the outside wall.

“Ready?” Margaret smiled at the girl, silently bidding her be brave. “Come here so we can time my blows and your screams.”

“Yes, mistress!” came the girl’s eager reply when she saw that the wall and not herself was about to be struck.

A thump against wood. A whimper.

“Louder,” Margaret instructed.

A harder blow. A wail. Another hard blow that echoed in the barn. A howl. A blow heard halfway across the bailey. A scream. The cows moved uneasily in their stalls.

If cows were not so docile, they might attack me for this, hurting their little mistress.

“Do not overdo it. Now cry.”

The girl grinned, “I cannot.”

Margaret reached over, grabbed the fleshy part of the girl’s forearm, pinched hard and held it. Does she not know we all must play out this farce? I cannot manage him alone.

“Ow-u-uch!” Tears welled up in the girl’s eyes. She tried to pull away and hurt herself even more. After the milkmaid’s tears were flowing, Margaret let go; she felt faintly soiled and at the same time annoyed. This is not my fault!

“I am sorry I had to hurt you at all, but you had better show at least one bruise and evidence of having cried. You know what he is like. Now cry all you want. Just remember what you might have gotten.”

Margaret returned the blanket and whip handle and walked toward the sobbing child. The girl surprised Margaret with a hug, her thin arms surprisingly strong, her mucky face pressed to the chatelaine’s shoulder. Margaret hugged the girl back and kissed her on the forehead, walked through the door and slammed it shut. Margaret yelled inside her head at the lord she served. I hate you! You horrible, vile man!

Margaret stopped and stared at what she spotted across the bailey. A knight holding a geldings’s reins and a squire with a riding gelding and a pack animal stood before the main door of the hall. The knight was a full head taller than his squire and well muscled. He looked to be in his mid to late twenties, with dark brown hair, cropped for wearing under a helmet. He was clenching a strong jaw; he lifted his chin and showed a handsome profile. His cloak was serviceable brown, his boots black. Having stopped halfway between barn and kitchen, Margaret admired the man and smiled to see him shifting his feet in annoyance in the ankle-high morning fog. Norman. Rugged, handsome. Well appointed. Fine horse. Not accustomed to being kept waiting, I wager.

The knight, who felt a twitch in the back of his neck, looked about and straight into the eyes of the woman wearing the trappings around her waist that informed him of her position. His eyes widened.

Margaret froze. Dark eyes stared back at her. Why do I feel as if he is undressing me? Unsettled, the girl ducked her head to break their eye contact and strode quickly toward the kitchen. She missed seeing the knight’s smile. Kitchens were always a separate building in case offire. This one leaned a bit and looked as though it had developed a growth on one side, a cubby Cook and Caitlin lived and slept in. Margaret entered the run-down building and sat down to her own bowl of pottage Cook always saved for her. She sniffed appreciatively at the buttered grains before taking up her spoon.

“Someone at the door.”

“I saw. Who?”

“Announced as Lord William of Avondale. ‘On the king’s business,’ he said. He ordered the others out and sent for more food.”

Margaret crossed the short distance between the kitchen shed and the hall and slipped through the side door. She peeked. Her lord’s back was to her, but his body language hinted fear and displeasure at what the knight was saying. The girl ducked back into the kitchen and ladled food. She entered the hall with a heavy platter, but she looked at no one.

“This is my ‘housekeeper,” said Lord Charles of Royal Oaks. His tone of voice implied a hidden joke as he waved in her direction and smirked. Now on more familiar ground, Lord Charles appeared less nervous.

Lord William noted the emphasis of her title and wondered what secret the old man’s meaning held. He guessed the lord’s housekeeper was also his mistress. He followed Lord Charles’s arm and looked directly at the woman for the second time. Dressed in drab brown from head to toe, the girl’s only color was in her cheeks as she blushed at his examination and hurriedly looked at the floor. The master’s bedmate has a comely face, thought Lord William.

Margaret’s cheeks pinked as she lowered her eyes and curtsied. She deftly balanced the full tray before she rose and set the tray a distance down the table. She picked up a bowl and a pewter spoon before stepping toward the men.

As the girl leaned over to place the pottage before him, William inhaled and smelled kitchen fires, yeast, fresh bread. William inhaled again and thought, She bears a clean woman scent and a hint of soap. Pleasant. The knight’s smile confused the girl. She looked down at her clenched hands to avoid his stare. Her cheeks pinked again.

Lord Charles began, “The king comes this afternoon with twenty men, counting these. He expects you to have a dinner ready by sundown. The king and his entourage will also need to break their fasts; they depart at dawn.”

“Yes, my lord.” Margaret took a deep breath and hesitantly told Lord Charles what he did not want to hear. “I’m sorry, my lord, our meat house does lack at this time. We have enough grain and other provisions, but we are short of meat, my lord.”

“The king has permitted me to inform you that if you are low on stocks, Lord Charles, you may kill two of the king’s deer for the evening meal.”

Lord Charles stood taller and grinned at Lord William. He was now one of the few men ever given permission to kill the king’s favorite hunting game. To do so unbidden was an instant death sentence.

Margaret dared not speak to the king’s man. She curtsied and addressed only Lord Charles, “My lord, if you desire to send the king and his men away with provisions for a cold noon meal on horse, one more deer will provide it.”

Sir William saw the housekeeper was trying to soften the blow of what other food and drink would be expended. Three kills would enable Lord Charles to be a generous host without touching his remaining meat supply. He told Lord Charles, “While I cannot increase the number of deer, both my squire Normand and I could join you and your sons in the hunt. Among the five of us, we should be able to bring down enough rabbits and other small game to provide all your housekeeper requires.” Thus, Lord William told his host he was not directly accountable for his housekeeper’s apparent greed.

“Good! Good!” Lord Charles responded. “If you will excuse me, I will inform my sons. Please continue to break your fast, my lord.”

“May I see the stables, my lord?” Normand asked.

At the lord’s nod, the squire rose to follow him. Before Lord Charles exited, he informed Lord William, “My housekeeper will do everything to see to His Royal Highness’s comfort.”

Margaret curtsied in silent assent and waited until Lord Charles had left the hall. She lifted the bread platter and the pot of honey from the lord’s place on the dais and set it before the king’s man at the table in front of the fire pit. She poured more cider into the man’s mug.

“Is there anything else you require to break your fast, my lord?”

“No, no. This is enough, thank you,” William answered. The steam rising from his bowl told him his meal contained a mix of boiled grains and bits of a meat. “I am Lord William of Avondale.”

“I am sorry. Lord William.”

“I am content,” he replied smoothly. While he did not expect a formal introduction, he had hoped Lord Charles would at least tell the housekeeper his name. Mayhap manners in the country are less formal, he thought. “What is your name?”

“I am called Margery, my lord,” she replied.

The knight looked at the stairs leading to the platform behind the dais and above the two storage rooms, both with locked doors.

“Why is the family sleeping on the guest platform instead of in their keep?”

“An accident, my lord. The keep burned in April. A servant accidentally knocked over a brazier. Terrible. She burned to death.”

A lie—no, two. Let him think Fearn died that way instead of murdered.

“A wooden keep?”

“Yes. Neither King William nor his son King William Rufus granted his lordship the right to build a stone one. Think you the king is coming to grant Lord Charles permission to build a new one in stone?”

“I know not. How many beds are on the platform?”

“Three, Lord William.” She said his name, bowed her head and gave a respectful curtsey to avoid angering him. “Behind that curtain is the third. The Lady Cecily sleeps there.”

“Lady Cecily?”

“His daughter,” Margaret mumbled.

She motioned a serving girl to stop clearing the tables and whispered what she wanted. The pair below the platform soon heard the whine and complaint of a young voice demanding to know why she had to rise so early. Lord William smiled when he heard, “THE KING!” and then feet stirring floor rushes. While they awaited the Lady Cecily, William ate and Margaret watched.

High cheekbones, sharp chin, broad shoulders. Right-handed as he ought to be…and good table manners. As another servant slipped up the stairs. Margaret pondered the king’s sleeping arrangements.

“Lord William, does His Royal Highness sleep alone?”

“What?!” William blurted as he looked up from his bowl.

“Does the king sleep alone?” Margaret repeated. “Will he want the platform all to himself with his men at the bottom of the stairs? Do some sleep on the platform with him and some...” From Lord William’s expression, Margaret suddenly realized what he thought she had meant. She blushed furiously, clenched her lowered hands, and refused to meet his gaze. How could I be so stupid to word it that way!

While her cheeks reddened with shame, William grinned at her. When he realized she was not about to resume the conversation, William bit his lower lip to stop his voice from giving away his mirth. With brown eyes twinkling, William informed the chatelaine, “His Royal Highness will take the best bed. He will then decide who will get the others. Men will guard the bottom of the stairs and the hall doors. He will also require us to share the watch on the walls. We will do all this ourselves. Lord Charles, his sons and his men will stay with us in the hall. Please make sleeping arrangements for the Lady Cecily.” He waited. “Is there anything else I may tell you?” The knight leaned back from his meal. William smiled his approval of her hazel eyes, clear skin, high cheekbones and pert nose. He cocked his head as he pondered her full lips. He noticed her delicate hands and frowned at the hard use they had seen. The length of William’s stare and her own thoughts about the king’s arrival had given the girl time to compose herself.

“Yes, Lord William. Does the king have aversions to any foods or herbs? What are his favorites?”

William informed her; she thanked him. William stared at her; she looked back and wondered what he was thinking. William gave her half a smile.

“Your Norman is flawless.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

William watched her pinch her lips with her teeth to stop her smile and wondered what amused her about his compliment. “Tell me, Margery,” William intoned in such a soft voice she had to lean toward the table between them to hear the rest, “do you often beat stable walls to a chorus of false screams?” He raised his eyebrows and smirked.

Margaret frowned with worry that he might tell Lord Charles. She looked deeply into the man’s eyes and saw kindness, mayhap a sense of humor. She decided to risk being discovered and beaten herself, took a step closer to the table and answered just as softly as he had spoken. “Lord Charles was displeased with the butter this morning. The last time he was ‘displeased,’ he beat the milkmaid so badly she could not work for days. I need her healthy. Would you have me beat a child because Lord Charles decided to demonstrate his power over a perfectly good tub of butter?”

“And careful chatelaine that you are, you will not waste it. You will simply reshape it, turn it into a new container, and serve it to your unsuspecting lord for dinner.”

Margaret bit her lower lip to hide her mirth. “I would not dare!”

William winked at her. Before William could retort, she placed a finger on her lips requesting silence. She stepped back. With a flourish Lady Cecily descended the wooden stairs. At nine, Cecily should already have been betrothed. She was of moderate height with the last remains of baby fat still about her waist. With sandy hair and blue-green eyes, Cecily’s features were a softer, feminine version of her father’s. Lady Cecily wore a soft green bliaut over a cream-colored chemise that showed at her neck and wrists. She waited for the king’s man to stand and greet her.

Margaret gave her only a cursory curtsy; her dislike of the girl was palpable. “Lady Cecily,” she murmured. Just saying that was hard enough for her. “May I present Lord William of Avondale, the king’s man.”

He intoned the proper phrases; the girl accepted them and walked toward Lord William. As Lord Charles had reappeared from the stables, Margaret slipped away. From the servant’s doorway she heard Lord Charles re-introduce his daughter and speak high praise of her. Margaret left for the kitchen before her distaste of Lady Cecily’s behavior marred her face.

In the kitchen Cook pointed at the food basket and announced from across the room, “Needs a bottle of ale.” Margaret unlocked the buttery door and took the three steps into the dark cellar. She reached for the reused wine bottles now filled with ale and corked, returned with two bottles and placed them in the basket. Margaret instructed a serving girl to take the basket to Lord Charles. Setting the menu for the evening meal, Margaret was busy with Cook and Caitlin, the under-cook, when the men left. They were still planning when a serving girl announced that the Lady Cecily was returning to bed.

“Oh no, she isn’t!” Margaret said with force. She gave the girl instructions and left to handle the situation. “My lady!” called Margaret from the servants’ entrance as she strode into the hall.

Halfway up the stairs, Cecily turned, looked down at the housekeeper and demanded, “What do you want?”

“Lord William has asked me to consult with you on matters regarding the king. It cannot wait. May I serve you while you consider his requests?”

The lady loved to have the estate’s chatelaine serve her. That the housekeeper offered to do so caused the girl to smile.

“Very well. Be quick about it,” Cecily ordered as she descended and sat at the end place on the dais so her servant would have to stand on the ground and look up at her.

Margaret reached for a clean mug from the side trestle and poured slowly. She faced Cecily so the stairs were out of the girl’s line of vision. She stood on tiptoe to place the drink on the dais table and did not speak until Cecily had taken a sip. In the meantime, two serving girls slipped upstairs and began their work. Margaret dropped a spoon into a bowl of pottage and set it before the girl. “Well,” the chatelaine began slowly. “As you are the lady of the hall and the king will credit you for the dinner, I feel it is important that you have a say in the proceedings.”

“Yes, yes, go on.” The girl was eager to be important.

“I will ask Lord William how close to the king you will sit.” Margaret’s deliberate enticement caused Cecily to look down at her.

“By Lord William if not between him and the king,” the girl ordered.

“Yes,” the servant intoned. She glanced up to see a pile of linens on the railing above. Margaret continued with speed so she could return to work. “With your approval, I plan to serve a barley soup to His Royal Highness and his men, should they arrive more than an hour before they dine. I’ll add bread, if you like.”

“You decide.” The girl slurped pottage.

“If they arrive later than that, we will use the soup as the first course. I sent men to fish the river, but I am unsure of their success. If they catch nothing, the next course, or the first course, must be our smoked fish, then any small game they catch. Chickens if necessary. That will give us more time to roast the venison and boil the vegetables, which will be the main course. We still have plenty of dried apples. Would you like tarts or pies for dessert?”

“Men like tarts.”

“Served with cheese or without?”

“Serve it and let them decide.” Cecily was getting bored with the details.

“Very well. Now to the wines...”

“You know them better than I do. You take care of it.” Just then a servant flung a straw mattress over the upstairs railing. “MY BED!” Cecily jumped up and looked behind and above. “You best put it together again!” she yelled to the unseen girl. Two other mattresses appeared.

“YOU did this!” Cecily spun about and accused Margaret. “You kept me down here and had them tear apart my bed out of spite. I get to eat with the king and you don’t, so you wrecked my morning sleep!”

“Now, my lady,” Margaret began, “I only did what Lord William ordered. The whole platform is for the king and his men. Your father will be angry if all is not as the king requires. Airing the mattresses, replacing the rushes, and putting clean linens on each bed will take hours. If His Royal Highness arrives early, your father will be furious if all is not ready. You are the lady of the household and will be held responsible.”

“No, I won’t. YOU will be. I’m telling Father what you did to me!”

“If you pout, if you tell him while the king and his men are here, what will go back to Court? You will be betrothed to a Norman of high standing, perhaps to the son or the brother of one of the king’s men coming here. Do you want your reputation to be that of a whiner, a slug-a-bed, one who cannot manage a household?”

“If the king gets the platform, where am I to sleep?” Cecily scowled at the chatelaine’s admonition. Her habit was to think of herself first.

“The king wants the hall for the men.”

Still standing, Cecily reached for and slammed her spoon on the table.

“I am NOT sleeping in the stables!”

“No, no, of course not. But your father will want you safe, guarded, and close. Do you wish to sleep in the kitchen?”

“Not with the guards coming and going and getting broth before and after each watch!”

“The cook’s shed?”

“It’s a hovel! Cold and smelly!”

“Where then?” Margaret did not know where to put her.

“I’ll sleep here. Take down my curtains and put them up in that corner. The men will have to come and go by the servants’ door so I am not disturbed. I will not leave the safety of the hall. That’s my decision!”

“Yes, mistress.” Margaret chose not to argue. She had made Sir William’s wishes known.

“What of my private things, my hair brush and such?”

“I will have the servants move your small chest. We will make you a trestle bed after dinner.”

“I want my bed.”

Said Margaret peremptorily, “Lord William said that is for the king’s use.” She turned and left the girl to her own devices. Margaret had work to do. She began it with a smile at having bested a petulant child.

Day

When Margaret reached the kitchen, she found a crowd of villeins waiting outside. Margaret, housekeeper over all, unlocked the buttery and left it open with instructions Cook be notified of every removal. Caitlin assisted in the kitchen. Margaret led a troop into the hall.

Four and a half hours later, Caitlin served wooden bowls of vegetable soup at the kitchen door to the outside workers and in the dirty end of the hall to those inside. Small groups ate standing and returned to work to make room for the next group to eat. For the king’s visit, the main meal of the day had been shifted from noon to evening. The bakers and cooks worked without stopping. Mouthwatering smells of baked bread and tart shells wafted out the kitchen door and into the yard. Servants took linens and blankets from the unlocked storeroom at the back end of the hall upstairs to the platform beds. They folded the family’s bedding, which had been airing outside on a rope line.

“Stack those on a trestle in a corner of the hall by the door so the family can pick up their piles later tonight,” instructed Margaret. While that group worked, Margaret flew from task to task, scattering orders as she went. She headed to the stable and the yard to see how that work was progressing. In the center of the yard, she stopped and stood with her face to the sun to enjoy a breeze for a moment and then looked around. The gate was open to the hill upon which the Keep had stood. Villeins were cutting overgrown grass and piling it into small mounds. Their children were carrying the fodder to the cart outside the gate. She heard their teasing and challenges as to how fast they could work. They laughed and raced back to get more grass. She hoped the hill front would look neatly cropped even if they did not finish the back side before the king arrived. Grateful she had weeded both vegetable gardens just two days before, Margaret was pleased at how neat, prosperous and colorful they made the bailey look. She admired the many shades of green of plants gently waving in the breeze. I miss the colors of the flowers Mother used to plant to border the gardens. Mother, your gardens are ready. Hall too. I think you would approve of our baking and cooking. I am doing my best to do as you would have done. The villeins think well of this new king. Oh, Mother. Would you could be here to meet him.

Margaret blinked hard and ordered herself not to cry. She felt even more acutely the ache in her heart that never left her. She dabbed her eyes with the clean corner of her apron, leaned forward and wiped the sweat from her face. As she lifted her face, she sniffed and frowned. The breeze was coming toward her from right across the pig pen. First, she decided to order someone throw water over the animals covered in splattered dirt and their own waste. Then she considered clean pigs might wallow in the mud their baths might create. She decided she had better not make the smell worse. She looked down at her gunna, smudged with this and that, and reminded herself she had best wear a clean sun-bleached apron when in the hall. She wanted to look presentable for the king and his men. William’s smile crossed her mind.

Margaret turned a bit right and wondered about the knights’ barracks. Would they shame the family with messes the king’s men might see? Just then a knight with a broom appeared at the doorway and swept dirt out the barracks door. Sir Bruis looked up, stopped, and gave her a small wave. Margaret could wave back because Sir Charles and his sons were hunting, and Cicely was inside the hall. His simple gesture cheered her as she returned to the many tasks yet to be completed. Inside the hall Margaret smiled at her workers. She always addressed people in their own language, Saxon to the villeins, Norman to the ranked, a little Latin for priests and monks. In Saxon, she said, “Perfect. You have done well.”

The villeins beamed their love to her. She always took good care of their aches and pains and attended their births and deaths. This day was their opportunity to return her many kindnesses, the most important of which was she always treated them as if they mattered. To Margaret they did, and they knew it. She was like her mother that way. As she stood before them with praise in her eyes, they could see how much like her mother she had become. The women curtsied and the boys tugged at a lock of hair to show she was still a lady to them.

You wonderful people. You see me inside these clothes, behind the mask of indifference I must wear to stay safe. We play a game, you and I. You pretend I am unimportant. I pretend you have no voice. Yet we both have chosen. I to take as good a care of you as did Mother and you to watch over me and to help me when you can through all our hard days with that man. You just showed me you know I am still me. I love each of you for that.

Margaret nodded her recognition of their simple gesture and turned away to hide that her eyes were tearing in gratitude. She swallowed hard and returned to her role. Without turning back, she said, “Dena, please fetch my bag from Cook, the one I use to scent rushes.”

“Yes, mistress.”

“Please leave the platform so the king will step on the new rushes first,” Margaret requested.

After she had scattered the dried and fresh flower petals and crushed herbs, Margaret leaned against the railing and looked at the main floor below. Just under her was the dais three steps higher than those on the floor. The table still glistened from its scrubbing. The boys had built trestle tables on either side of the rock-lined fire trough that extended down the center of the hall. They had cleaned and filled the fire pit with wood ready to be set ablaze. They had created space between the long section for warming the building and the short pile nearest the main entry door. That pile was to be for cooking meats. The girls had strewn the rushes the boys had pulled down from the stable storage area. The floor was clean and fresh. Normally all the cooking was done in the kitchen fireplace, but this day iron triangles for a spit pole had been set up at the far end of the fire trough for cooking one deer. That end danced with light and warmth as it had cooked bread and tarts all day. Wonderful smells of food, wood, and clean rushes permeated the building .

Cecily, who had done nothing all day, was ignored. She had demanded two serving girls, had gotten one, and then retreated behind her curtain. When she emerged, she was dressed in her best; she also wore a string of pearls as if she were a woman grown.

The hunters had returned with two deer carcasses, rabbits and birds. They ate standing at a table outside the kitchen door. They enjoyed soup, cold, smoked rabbit, and fresh bread dripping with melting butter given to them by Cook. Margaret served them full mugs of ale and set down full pitchers for them to enjoy.

“The game will be ready within the hour,” Lord Charles stated.

Margaret replied when Cook pointedly did not. “The trough is ready; the spit poles are moved to the killing table, my lord.”

“Good. You are doing well.” Lord Charles’ compliment was sincere.

“Thank you, my lord!” a surprised Margaret replied.

“Normand and I will help you dress the meat,” Lord William offered. “Then I think I would like to sit in the hall.”

“Of course! Of course!” gushed Lord Charles. “Come along, Young Charles and Raymond. If we get the hard part done quickly, we are done for the day!” The men trouped away; and, in a matter of moments, all evidence of their presence disappeared. Cooking inside and pot scrubbing outside behind the kitchen continued unabated.

“Sit before you fall,” Cook advised Margaret as she grabbed the girl’s hand and sat her on a stool out of the way of the kitchen workers. “Half this long day yet to go.” Nodding her head in the direction of the disappearing men, she continued, “So proud of themselves, trouping about the forest, hunting and killing. Think they are doing us a favor to dress the meat. They are, but then they are ‘done for the day.’ Ha! Just like men!” Cook leaned against the wall. “Without us, they would eat raw meat!” Cook walked toward a work table. Margaret ordered servants to take basins and cloths to the killing table for the men to get clean there instead of inside a clean hall.

“Cook, what have I forgotten? I know I have forgotten something.”

From across the room Cook answered, “Later. Eat something before he arrives. Remember, only one bowl. You have fasted since.” Cook called over a servant’s head.

Two bowls of soup and a half round of bread later, Margaret’s head snapped as she jumped up. “Candles! I forgot candles on the head table!”

Cook strode to the girl and put her meaty hand on Margaret’s slim arm. “Later, when you have the table set. Finish that mug. Until then sit, rest.”

“Yes, Cook,” she said as she sat on a stool, leaned against the wall and closed her eyes.

The grain wagon, again full of bags of ground wheat, oats and barley, had returned from the mill and rumbled toward the bailey. The girl was half asleep, with Cook snoring on a stool beside her when they heard Caitlin’s loud voice.

“You both best stand again. The grain wagon is back.”

Margaret bounced awake and was up and going. The lady of an estate was its chatelaine, seeing to all work. Her domain included every task within the bailey and all her lord’s people. Refusing any attempts Margaret had made in the last two years to train her, Cecily had become intractable and spoiled. Margaret bore the duties of the chatelaine because her mother had trained her for it, because Lord Charles had refused to remarry and because it had pleased the man to make her serve her own family. Margaret strode into the hall to check on the placement of the spit of venison to be roasted at the end of the fire pit. The boys were already slowly turning in unison each side of the spit. Margaret knew they would first warm the meat and then roast it slowly. When she saw Lord William climbing the platform steps at the back end of the hall, she threw up her hands. Drat! Now the king will not see a perfect platform. Frustrated, she heaved her shoulders, sighed and left for the kitchen.

William inspected the area, set his gear along the railing and changed to a clean shirt under his old, soft leather jerkin before returning to the hall. Charles and his sons had changed from a stack of clothes on a trestle meant to be the sideboard for food later and watched pages carrying their forest-colored hunting clothes toward the stable. The men enjoyed ale as they talked of the hunt and supervised the boys turning the venison. Fat hitting the logs crackled as it burned and sent up small puffs of smoke. The hunters almost drooled at the smells of cooking venison.

In the kitchen the women washed and sliced carrots, turnips, parsnips and onions; they started a fresh cauldron of water to boil the morrow’s breakfast. The few squirrel bits were thrown into the barley pot to enrich the soup. The kitchen was so hot, the top half of the door was propped open. Workers walked past to get a breath of air. The fireplace, centered on the back wall, was tall enough that Margaret could have stood inside it by only dropping her chin to her chest. Each side had two brick shelves that stuck a foot into the fire box; the bottom shelves were for baking bread rounds and the shelves above were used to keep foods warm. The large cauldron on the right iron arm easily cooked soups and stews to serve forty. The two smaller cauldrons for the left iron arms held either other foods or water for cooking and cleaning. A cauldron on the floor beside the fireplace currently held scraps of food that might be used in pottage or to make a bone broth.

So practiced were the women in using the kitchen’s space, large though it was, they appeared to be in a dance. From the tables and shelves to the fireplace, from the fireplace to the serving table with its platters and bowls on the shelves below. The bakers dipped their hands into bags of smashed oats, and cracked barley and rye to mix into wheat flour. The multi-grained bread was so rich with flavor and strength a poor man could live on that and ale alone. The bread and pie makers worked on separate tables on the wall opposite the fireplace. Near the outer door, which had been offset almost to a corner to avoid wind blowing out the fire, stood a table against a side wall where all meats were cut and prepared for cooking. Rain or shine, dishwashing was on an old, beat-up kitchen table outside and behind the kitchen but close enough to the kitchen well so water could easily be fetched.

Outside, hunting dogs tried to sneak into the kitchen. A servant threw bones far into the yard to keep them from under foot and watched the barking and growling animals as they fought over the little they got. Boys again raked the yard to erase the damage the hunters had done. One group, who had finished the stable, stood leaning on their rakes, refusing to help. They reeked of sweat and manure, but the stable was clean and the stalls were ready with fresh hay and water.

At the kitchen door, Margaret stood in fading sunlight as she handed half a round of warm bread to workers before she sent them home. While Margaret could see about half the bailey yard and those in it, she looked at the tree tops far beyond the palisade wall and longed to spend the evening in the quiet of the forest. As Margaret watched the sunlight fade, a brief memory flashed in her mind of her running among the trees and exploring the forest as a child. She tried and failed to remember the last sunset she had enjoyed from the palisade wall. Margaret looked away from her desired escape. Back to work. Dream of a free afternoon another time. She instructed select boys to wash, then come for bread before they served dinner.
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