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For my mother, Marianne Szápáry, who had the courage and intelligence of her ancestor, Yolande d’Aragon.




Author’s Note


This book began with my wish to tell the true story of Agnès Sorel, a girl born in fifteenth-century France. She became the mistress of Charles VII, the king crowned with the help of Joan of Arc, and came to my attention as the mother of Charlotte de France, legitimised and beloved half-sister of the next king, Louis XI.


In my last book, The Serpent and the Moon, Charlotte de France appears briefly as the wife of Diane de Poitiers’ father-in-law, Jacques de Brézé. When he caught his wife in flagrante with his Master of the Horse, he ran the couple through with his sword ‘at least one hundred times’, it was said at his trial. Contemporary chroniclers wrote that Charlotte was as beautiful as her mother Agnès Sorel, a name which meant nothing to me at the time but, intrigued, I began searching for her story. It was during this process that I discovered the remarkable Yolande, ‘The Queen of Four Kingdoms’, and the subject of this book.


My manuscript, decreed too long, became two books – the first dedicated to Yolande’s story, the second to that of her pupil, Agnès. Both stories included frequent appearances of a remarkable man whom Yolande had met on her first visit to Bourges in central France. Jacques Coeur was a young merchant of the town; curious, intelligent, enterprising, charming. She marked him well and found in him a reliable friend and then a most essential asset – to herself, her family and especially to her son-in-law, Charles VII. Through his genius and business entrepreneurship, Jacques Coeur became the richest man in France – a dangerous position in an absolute monarchy and one which had dramatic consequences! The twists and turns of his story involve most of the characters in the first two volumes. The wars with England continue as well as the contradictions of treachery/loyalty; cruelty/kindness. His story is too long and intense to be excluded from either the first or second volumes. On the advice of fellow writers, I decided to make him the subject of the third volume.


It was only in the last three years that I learned – through a pathology analysis by a well-known medical expert – that a principal character in my story was found to have died full of poison, and felt the need for some historical improvisation. Difficult to solve a crime some 550 years later! Nor would I claim to have done so, but there are a number of possible clues and much circumstantial evidence that point to a potential villain, at least in the eyes of an unimpeachable character. If the reader agrees with him, then we have found the murderer, but I am afraid the story only ends within the last pages of the third book!




Prologue


As the early-morning sun reaches the tops of the towers of Saragossa, the time has come for Yolande, only surviving child of the King of Aragon, to leave her home, and her country, to marry the French king’s cousin, Louis II, Duke of Anjou. By this union, it is hoped her people and his will cease fighting over the Kingdom of Naples and Sicily, which both Aragon and Anjou claim as their inheritance. She is nineteen years old and beautiful, they say – but flattery is commonplace in her world and she pays it no mind.


‘Juana, dear one, help me dress carefully,’ she asks her companion – once her nursemaid, then her governess, now her closest confidante. ‘I want everyone here to remember me as I look today. Who knows if I will ever return?’


Juana fiddles nervously with the ties on Yolande’s bodice. Perhaps she, too, doubts that her mistress will return.


‘I thank the Lord that you are coming with me to Provence, dear Juana. I will need your dear familiar face in my new life.’


‘You should thank your mother – it is she who is insisting I go with you.’ Her tone is not exactly joyful.


‘I wonder what it will be like, our new home.’


Juana knows that Yolande is musing to herself, since she has no more idea than her mistress of what awaits; she also knows that her charge is more curious about her betrothed than about the lands of which he is the ruler.


‘You must be excited, my treasure,’ she murmurs comfortingly as she starts to braid the girl’s long blonde hair. ‘After all, you have been waiting for this moment for nine years.’


It is true; it has been a very long engagement. Yolande sighs and tries to hide her anxiety.


‘Yes, and he may well look like a frog; portraits can be misleading . . . Perhaps he has even been disfigured in some way, fighting for so long in Naples for his crown.’


‘Then our spies would have told us. Stop fretting. Think only of the advantages you will bring to Aragon by this marriage.’


Yolande smiles and thinks: Juana always talks like this – as if she were a great old sage when she is only ten years older than me.


Juana’s capable hands do their work and calm Yolande a little. But still . . . half of her is excited by the journey, while the other half shrinks from it. How can she be a good, dutiful wife to a man whose subjects have been fighting her countrymen for years? She takes comfort in the sight of her wolfhounds, Ajax and Hector, stretched out by the fire. They will come to France with her. Never leaving her side, they answer only to her call.


‘Do you think they may still be permitted to sleep by my bed as they have always done?’ she asks


‘I hope so.’ Juana smiles. ‘That will depend on your husband, won’t it?’


Juana stands on a stool to help the princess into a white linen chemise, her riding habit of brown serge, a white shirt with frills showing at her neck, and a dashing broad-brimmed hat the colour of sand, pinned up on one side, trailing a red ostrich feather. She might not listen to flatterers, but since early childhood Yolande has been conscious of her appearance – and rather vain.


She turns around to gaze at her room, the cradle of her life until this day – the comfortable furnishings, the bright reds and blues of the large Agra carpet, the table where she sat daily at her lessons, the high bed with its red velvet curtains and huge pillows, the view from the tall windows across the plains towards the distant hills. As yet, the sun touches only their peaks. She takes one last look at her room, whispers, ‘Goodbye, sweet childhood’, and blows a little kiss as she opens the door, Ajax and Hector at her heels.


Downstairs, her mother is waiting with the ambassadors from Anjou who will accompany her on the journey. Juana senses the girl’s reluctance and takes her arm. Although Yolande is normally afraid of nothing, she is glad of the familiar touch.


As Yolande d’Aragon descends into the Great Hall of the castle, she can smell the heady scent of amber on burning logs, and sees her mother beckoning her into her private chamber. The Queen of Aragon is as tall as her daughter and worn thin from anxiety, having ruled Aragon alone for the past six years, ever since her much older and dearly loved husband died here in her arms. The queen still retains her proud features: the intelligent eyes, fine nose and sharp jaw line; she is a mature forty, well past her childbearing years, and never had any intention of remarrying.


‘My darling child, come sit with me for our last moment alone together before we greet the ambassadors and your escort.’ With a sweet smile that belies her firm grasp, she takes her daughter by the hand. Yolande is the only one left of her three daughters, and it is hard to see her go.


‘I have dreaded this moment – and yet I rejoice in it too,’ she confesses. ‘I came here to Aragon from the royal house of France to marry your father, and now you are to be married back into France, to the king’s cousin.’ And she sighs as if she is thinking of her homeland. She has not set foot there since her wedding.


Yolande remains silent, looking into her mother’s eyes as if to read her mind.


‘I know you are aware of this, my darling, but as your mother, it is my duty to say it again, for the last time. Never forget the purpose of this union – to bring an end to fifteen years of fighting between Aragon and Anjou.’


Darling Maman, thinks Yolande, trying to keep me a little longer by telling me what I have heard over and over since my betrothal so long ago – and she smiles despite feeling her tears gathering. Her mother continues.


‘As you know, I have corresponded with your bridegroom’s mother for nine years now. I feel I know her – and her son – through her letters, and because of this, I have no anxiety about your future family.’ Suddenly she clasps Yolande tightly. ‘But do not forget your home and all whom you love here, and fill your life with that dedication and spirit I have tried to instil in you.’


Yolande is torn between sadness and excitement, and she finds that she cannot say anything. Her mouth is dry and she presses her lips tightly together to stop herself from crying out. Her mother kisses her, then holds her away from her and gives her a long, searching look. They both know it is their last private moment. Then they leave the room and go out to face their futures – her mother’s here, alone, and Yolande’s in a foreign country.


Tall, blonde, and confident in her beauty, the Princess of Aragon takes a deep breath, fixes her smile and greets the fine dignitaries from Anjou one by one; bowing slightly to each as she meets their eyes, trying to read them, her hand and voice steady until she reaches the end of the line. There stands her remarkable mother, head held high. They have said their goodbyes a dozen times this morning, but now, in full view of the court and the ambassadors, they embrace again, tears running down their cheeks, and her mother says proudly for all to hear:


‘It pains me to see you leave, child of my heart, but never forget, you are part Valois through my family, which makes you half French already. To marry into the royal house of France is your destiny, just as it was mine to leave France and become Queen of Aragon. Remain true to your heritage; fulfil your father’s dream of reconciliation between our two lands. May he rest in peace, knowing that through your marriage, the endless, fruitless wars between Aragon and Anjou will be over.


‘Beloved daughter, go on your way with my blessing. Write often and put your staunch and joyful heart into all you do. I know you will not disappoint the memory of your father who loved you dearly; or me; or Aragon.’


And Yolande curtseys to her slowly, her head lowered, whispering words of commitment and love.


The royal escort is impressively large and would normally fill her with curiosity and delight, but today her heart is aching. Ajax and Hector bark loudly as if they too are bidding their home farewell, running in circles around her horse with excitement.


She turns back time and time again, until she can no longer see those familiar towers of Saragossa.




Part One




Chapter One


During the days of the slow journey towards her wedding in Provence, riding over fields and through forests, along streams and across rivers, meeting other travellers on the road, Yolande finds it hard to hold back the flood of childhood memories. In particular, she remembers the long-ago events that, years later, would set her on this journey.


She can still hear her mother’s voice calling from the parapet of their great fortress of Montjuic at Barcelona: ‘Yolande! Yolande!’ and again, ‘Yolande! Child, where are you? The ambassadors from Anjou are here!’


Even at the tender age of seven, Yolande considered herself an adult, and knew that she had to behave as a young lady to make her parents proud of her. Tall for her age, she stood one step beneath where they sat on their thrones. The first ambassador addressed them with a low bow.


‘Your Majesties! We know you are aware of our mission, and we thank you for the welcome you have extended to our suite.’


Nods and smiles were exchanged.


‘We have travelled some hundred and twenty leagues from distant Anjou in western France on behalf of our widowed duchess, the Lady Marie de Blois. Our mission, and we believe yours, sire, is to bring to an end the long conflict between Aragon and Anjou over the kingdom of Naples and Sicily.’


More nodding, and serious faces.


‘Our duchess sees the betrothal of her only son, our new Duke Louis II, to your daughter, the Princess Yolande, as a means of achieving peace and securing thereby our joint interests.’


Then they were all smiling as Yolande’s mother stroked her long blonde curls, kissed her forehead and asked Juana to lead the princess off to bed. Everyone seemed happy with the outcome of the ambassadors’ visit.


In fact, Louis II d’Anjou was not the only candidate for Yolande’s hand in marriage. Her breeding and her substantial dowry made her a desirable match, as did her beauty, which the trouvères and poets had lauded since her childhood.


It was on her fifteenth birthday that two ambassadors from Richard II of England came to Aragon to press their king’s suit on Yolande. She was naturally delighted with this illustrious proposition, but when the King of France heard of it, he was not pleased at all. His choice of consort for the English king was his own six-year-old daughter, Isabelle. Since the English were always interested in forging a closer union with France to increase their holdings there, they readily accepted Charles VI’s offer and forgot about the princess of Aragon.


A year later, when Yolande was sixteen, the sudden death of Aragon’s king out hunting changed everything. Her beloved father, who had made her youth such a pleasure, was no more, and his younger brother, her uncle Martin, inherited the throne of Aragon. After her father’s death, the subject of the Angevin embassy came up again in conversation at court.


‘Darling child, come, sit by me,’ her mother had invited, patting the cushion next to her while stroking her small grey levrette, Mignon, curled up on her other side. And she had told to her again about what Yolande already knew through and through – how her marriage must be a part of the matrimonial game of chess played by the royal houses of Europe – arranging unions between their children to the mutual gain of their territories. That although these could be increased through conquest, it was better to win them peacefully, through alliances sealed by the dowry and the connections of a princess. These were the real bargaining tools of power. And despite her beauty and character, for all that she was the daughter of the king, in this game Yolande was a pawn. These things she had known from her infancy.


‘Dearest child,’ her mother had said again, and Yolande knew that whenever Maman began a conversation like that, the explanation would take time and not please her. ‘You are the only one left of our three girls, and were always the most spirited. Have you not heard it said time and again that Aragon is the first power in the Mediterranean?’


Hesitantly, Yolande had nodded.


‘Our other kingdom of Naples and Sicily has been beyond our control for too long because of Anjou – whose sovereign dukes have continually challenged our right to rule there. Your union with their young Duke Louis would solve this problem to the benefit of both our houses.’ And there she had paused, sensing that the girl had heard enough for the time being.


Stroking her hair, she told her soothingly, ‘My darling, I know how happy you are at our court, but if and when you leave, you might find an even greater paradise than the one you have here. And if not, you have enough experience to create one for yourself.’


As she rides alongside Juana, Yolande smiles a little sadly at the memory. There is no one else in her entourage she wishes to talk to as much as Juana, and chooses to pass these golden autumn days in her familiar company.


Many years ago, Juana’s father died while trying to save the horses when a fire broke out at the stables in Saragossa. In her distress, her mother took her own life, and their child was brought into the castle household. Intelligent and honest, it was not long before Juana made herself useful. When the king married, Juana was appointed to attend his bride, and following Yolande’s birth, her good sense and ability put her in charge of the nursery, which would soon house three little girls. They all adored her and she was totally devoted to them and to their parents. With the king and queen often occupied with affairs of state, it was Juana who cared for the children when they were ill, Juana in whom they confided their secrets and who was always their ally, even in their mischief-making – provided it did not go too far.


When first one, and then the second of Yolande’s younger sisters came down with smallpox, it was Juana who nursed them night and day, ignoring the danger to herself. When they died, her grief was heartbreaking. She had refused to allow Yolande to stay in the same house, which probably saved her life, and thereafter she devoted herself to Yolande’s daily care. It is no wonder that the princess has always trusted her more than anyone else. Juana is the only person to whom she feels able to voice her deepest concerns.


Now, as the two of them travel further and further from home, Juana’s Catalan way of speaking is soothing, and her chatter fills the hours as their procession winds its way through deep forests with occasional rays of sunlight breaking through the trees. Only when they come to open ground do they spur their horses to a canter or gallop. How Yolande loves to race the spirited grey Andalusians she is bringing with her to France. People gape at the sight of the proud, arched carriage of their heads, their thick manes flying in their riders’ faces, their long, full tails streaming behind. The princess and Juana are accustomed to long journeys on horseback, opting to ride rather than use litters or carriages when travelling.


No matter how tightly Yolande ties on her hat, it will slip back around her neck when she breaks into a fast canter or gallop. The exhilarating feeling of the wind in her loosened hair has he close her ears to Juana’s admonitions, her calls to tie her hat and think of her complexion. As she spurs on her horse, the girl cannot help wondering whether she will ever be able to ride with such abandon again.


*


Early each morning when the mist slowly lifts and the sun breaks through, Yolande can hear the birds calling and listens to the snorting and shaking of the horses being prepared for another pleasant day’s ride. Around midday they find a shady place to sit and refresh themselves with water mixed with a little wine and bread with cold meat. She stays with Juana, a little apart from the others, blankets on the grass and cushions against a tree for comfort. She loves looking up at the red, yellow and gold of the leaves mingled with the dark evergreens overhead – it is her favourite time of year. The air has a special scent, a mix of pine and the fresh smell of leaf decay.


Their route is well planned and not too tiring. Every evening they halt at sunset, spending the night at a welcoming castle or manor. Sometimes, after washing and changing their clothes, the Princess of Aragon will appear before the local people; at other places they just eat and sleep. A number of their hosts have arranged for singers to entertain them while they dine, everyone acknowledging Yolande as the grand lady she is, and as the queen she will become on her marriage.


What will it be like, this new kingdom of hers? And the household she will join? Yolande knows that her mother considers Marie de Blois, her future mother-in-law, to be a lady like herself, shrewd, yet caring for her country and her children. Her husband died long ago, fighting on the Italian peninsula, leaving her all those great lonely castles, huge estates to administer – so much responsibility on her shoulders to preserve the inheritance of her two young sons. And as if that was not hard enough, a cousin of her husband’s – Charles de Duras – actively encouraged the great cities of Provence to turn against the Anjous, their acknowledged rulers.


Yolande has heard, Marie de Blois left Anjou and rode to Avignon to consult with Pope Clement VII. It was a courageous act, and it succeeded – the Pope confirmed the sovereign rights of Yolande’s betrothed, Louis II d’Anjou, to Provence, Naples and Sicily. Next, and without hesitation, Marie de Blois pawned her jewels and her silver, and with the proceeds she raised a substantial army. When she realized it would still not be strong enough for a definitive victory against Charles de Duras, she used her head. Famous for her charm, she travelled throughout Provence with Louis, wooing the towns, ensuring their loyalty to her son. And where charm failed, she used her money. A good lesson: charm first, and if that fails, bribe!


As for her husband-to-be – Yolande’s thoughts are both full of him, and shy away from him: he is too large a presence in her mind.


One evening after supper, Yolande and Juana sit before the fire in their cosy rooms at the old stone inn where they are spending the night. Juana knits. She sees Yolande draw a piece of paper from her bag, something she always carries: it is the draft of the first letter she ever wrote to Louis, with Juana’s help. With a gentle little nudge of her foot to make Juana look up, Yolande begins to read:


My lord, my dearly betrothed husband-to-be, my lady mother has told me of your difficulties in your land of Provence and of the efforts your good mother has made on your behalf to regain your inheritance. What a splendid and inspiring lady she must be and how I look forward to knowing her – as I do you, my lord. Please write and tell me of your struggles in the south of France, a place I know little about. If you will allow, I would like to write to you of my life here in Aragon so that you may know something about me, but mine is as nothing in comparison with the excitement and dangers of your life. Your devoted bride-to-be, Yolande d’Aragon.


Juana chuckles – she chuckles often. ‘Well, that first letter did not inspire a reply for some time, did it?’


She is right. It was not until Christmas that his answer came.


My dearest Yolande – may I call you so?


In view of the distance that separates us, and will continue to do so for some time, let us know one another through our letters.


I am pleased to be able to give you good news. The people of Provence have sworn loyalty to me and accepted me as their sovereign. No, do not think me a hero or a conqueror.


This past autumn, I made my official entry into Aix, the capital of Provence, and now I am recognized throughout the country as the people’s rightful sovereign. So, my dear future wife, this too will be your territory to reign over with me.


Now my indefatigable and brave mother has turned her attention to my other certified inheritance, Naples and Sicily. Will my struggles never cease so that I may come home and marry you?


Reading Louis’ letter, Yolande too wondered how long it would take for him to marry her. And what was he like? She was bursting to know. Her mother, who had eyes and ears everywhere, had managed to make some significant discoveries, and reported her findings:


‘Louis, at thirteen, is already a young man: tall, strong, confident, his ambitious mind firmly fixed on his objective. He has learnt from his mother’s skill and tenacity in reclaiming part of his father’s inheritance; he has watched her use charm and diplomacy to regain the loyalty of Provence. Now, with a large navy recruited from his faithful sovereign state, he has set sail for Naples.’ But until Louis could reconquer the rest of his legitimate inheritance, their marriage would have to wait.


During the years that followed, her mother spoke often of Louis as she shared Marie de Blois’ correspondence with her. Yet Yolande longed for more details. How did he manage, this lad with fire in his veins and a will of iron? Who advised him in Naples? Who were his companions? After years spent in and around that large territory – most of the lower half of the Italian peninsula – surely there must be much to tell her? How did the people look? Dress? Eat? What flowers grew? What birds flew in the sky? Did they have songbirds? Good horses? Music? Troubadours or their like? Was the famous Bay of Naples as beautiful as the poets claimed? The mighty volcano, Vesuvius, was it erupting? Would Louis come for her? Or was she to be sent for? Would they marry in Naples? She bombarded him with letters full of questions, but none came back from Louis, only from his mother to hers.


Then one day, about three years after her father’s death, she heard her mother calling her name in a way that she felt was important.


‘A package has arrived for you from Naples!’


At last! Anxiously, she tore it open. A letter, a long letter, from Louis:


‘My dearest future wife,’ it began. ‘Finally, after nine years of constant skirmishes and intermittent fighting, my enemy here, a cousin of mine called Ladislaus de Durazzo, as the Italians call the Duras family, the senior branch of the Anjous, has defeated my forces in a definitive battle.’ She sat stunned. ‘I am coming home, there is no more I can do here for the time being. We shall marry at last and I will show you my other beautiful territories of Anjou, Guyenne, Maine and Provence – you will especially love Provence. Wait for me.’ And he signed himself: ‘Your Louis.’


She had smiled bravely at her mother and said in a small voice, ‘How wonderful – I shall be married at last.’


But Juana knew her heart – and she could not hide some of her disappointment from her faithful governess. Her knight in shining armour had failed to bring her a kingdom, one that she had taken very much for granted. Aragon’s right to Naples and Sicily was in her blood, just as much as Louis d’Anjou’s rights to that kingdom were in his blood. Complicated as it seemed when she was betrothed, she had long ago learned to understand the situation between Aragon and Anjou. The last queen of Sicily, Giovanna II, a frightful harridan, had named an Aragon cousin as her heir, but disinherited him in favour of another cousin, Louis D’Anjou, before dying herself. Yolande even knew the story that it was the disinherited Ladislaus Duras, or Durazzo, who was said to have smothered Queen Giovanna between two feather mattresses, so that there would be no mark on her body. He then claimed the throne of Sicily, but died, and Louis I inherited the kingdom. It was indeed a most complicated story and the conflict continued between the Durazzo heir and her Louis’ father until he mysteriously died in that faraway kingdom. As soon as he was able, her Louis II went back to Naples and spent the next nine years following his betrothal, fighting to hold onto what he considered was his. And now, after all those years, he was on his way back and she as to appear pleased to marry the loser of her adolescent dreams? Neither the warm looks from her mother nor the excitement of the wedding preparations could lift her mood. Not even her little girl-dwarf Pepita – no matter how much she tried to make Yolande smile as she rubbed her back and shoulders, brushed her long hair into a plait that reached down to the back of her knees or wound it around her head to make a crown – could stop her thinking hard about her destiny.


Yolande had followed every move of the two protagonists through Louis’ mother’s letters for the past nine years, and she had never doubted his ultimate success. He sounded so positive, so strong in his character and beliefs, so sure of his right to this kingdom, that she had convinced herself he would win. She had often imagined herself there with him in Naples, secure in their position as king and queen. During his time on the Italian peninsula he had won a number of battles, and then, like a thunderclap, had come the final, unexpected defeat. Was it over, or was his return home no more than a respite? Was their planned marriage merely a means of acquiring reinforcements – through her substantial dowry – for yet another attempt at regaining his Italian kingdom?


She realized that she did not know this man at all. Was he still the bold, fearless, young god she had believed in for so long? Or was he a loser, someone she could not admire?




Chapter Two


The leaves are still golden and falling gently as they reach Perpignan, Yolande’s last stop on home soil. To her surprise, she is not nervous now; instead she feels a strange and agreeable expectation – or is it just the beauty of the season and the light wind making her favourite mare skittish?


Yolande has heard so much about Aragon’s city of Perpignan as a centre of excellent craftsmanship, and of its complicated history as it passed continually between Aragon and France, that she gazes fascinated about her and almost forgets why she has come. But as the Princess of Aragon enters France, she is fast reminded by the appearance of her bridegroom’s younger brother, Charles d’Anjou, Prince of Tarente, who has come to be her escort across Languedoc. He arrives with a large suite of elegant courtiers on fine horses – horses always catch her eye – and the French courtiers follow his lead in paying her their respects.


‘Greetings, fine princess, my soon-to-be sister-in-law,’ he begins with an impish smile and a low sweep of his multi-plumed hat as he bends over the neck of his magnificent steed. He rights himself with a jolly laugh. When he bows almost lower to Juana with a more mischievous grin, Yolande is delightfully surprised and barely stifles a laugh. Juana catches her eye and gives Yolande her most knowing look – if her bridegroom is as handsome and has half the merry wit of his brother, she will be fortunate indeed. Charles is a lively companion and chats away without stopping while riding beside her. He is about her age and she cannot help but be entertained.


‘What a fancy little dancing mare you have, my Princess Yolande – may I try her?’


‘Certainly not,’ she replies firmly, ‘I am sure you would gallop away with her and I would be left with that great warhorse you are riding!’


He laughs, and whacks her mare so hard on the rump with his whip that she leaps and charges off, with him keeping up alongside, still laughing – to the astonishment of Yolande’s suite, unaccustomed to seeing their princess treated in such a fashion.


‘Ha!’ he shouts as they gallop, ‘You think this mount of mine is not up to yours? Just watch me beat you to that great oak in the distance!’ And to Yolande’s profound displeasure, he does indeed arrive first. ‘Never judge by appearances,’ he chortles, pulling up. ‘This charger of mine may be built to carry armour, but also to let me escape when I need!’


The way he glances at her from under his long dark lashes is most disconcerting for Yolande, his smile always hovering, a tease of some sort in his eyes. Juana can see that her charge is somewhat taken with this young French prince, until her stern look brings the girl back to her senses.


They are heading towards Arles, the old capital of Provence, where the wedding ceremony will take place. Yolande has heard much about this city, which was important in Roman times and is still full of their ruins.


‘Tell me about Arles,’ she asks Charles, and he does, with such enthusiasm that she makes a mental note to visit all the Roman sites here – the amphitheatre, the circus and the great triumphal arch. ‘Perhaps your brother will bring me back here some day – there is so much more for me to see.’


Her progress has slowed as the crowds grow thicker. Everywhere she stops, Yolande is hailed as a queen – she rather enjoys that, waving graciously and acknowledging the greetings, while her equerries toss coins to the children lining their route.


Her mother has made a huge effort with her trousseau. Yolande’s bright-coloured skirts almost touch the ground, and she wears a matching hat with a large brim trimmed with coloured ostrich feathers, pinned on with a sparkling jewel. This Spanish princess, an expert horsewoman, has brought a number of horses with her of pure Arabian blood, as well as the larger Andalusians with their strong, thick necks, flaring nostrils, long manes and tails. All are somewhat friskier than the ambling mares most ladies ride, and naturally she is aware of the admiring looks that greet her, especially from Charles d’Anjou.


‘Ah-ha, my beautiful soon-to-be-queenly-sister, I see you intend to sweep our streets with your skirts before deigning to set your pretty foot down on foreign soil,’ he jokes as he rides up alongside on one of his great chargers, which is snorting and blowing and even nipping the neck of her mare.


‘Are all you French lords as forward and flirtatious as your horses!’ she protests, in mock horror.


‘My lady, I am but your humble servant, on my knees forever before you. My back is yours to step on to mount your own fiery steed whenever you require,’ he answers with sham modesty.


I must not forget my place, she repeats to herself over and over as they ride.


Their huge cavalcade stops at a large inn, and, together with the nobles of both countries, Yolande changes into a more ceremonial costume; their mounts are equally finely adorned. After all, she is a princess of Aragon, about to marry a royal French duke and receive the title Queen of Sicily. The Pope himself crowned her Louis in Avignon and no lost battle will remove that honour from him.


To Juana’s distinct disapproval, Charles d’Anjou is already a great favourite with the young ladies of the Aragonese suite, and they chatter and giggle in his presence as if going to a carnival. Yolande tries to remain serene and play her gracious part, but her future brother-in-law’s joking with her ladies until they almost cry with laughter makes it difficult.


‘Why, whose is that gorgeous hat?’ she hears him call as he snatches one from a demoiselle and puts it on his own head. ‘My, don’t I look as elegant as any one of you?’ and he hides half his face behind a stolen fan, to muffled shrieks.


Yolande’s escort of several young ladies-in-waiting, her demoiselles, fuss about her as she dresses. She likes her outfits to be made from the most beautiful imported brocades and silk velvets in a multitude of colours, but she insists on simple styles. And so there is little for her ladies to do – no ribbons to tie or flowers to attach which would keep them busy pinning or stitching. The bodices of her dresses are laced taut to show off her tiny waist – the more so with her shoulders padded wide and the sleeves fitting tight. Her necklines are high and edged in a white frill, and her hats have feathers floating down her back, dyed in colours to tone. Yolande believes in first impressions, and if her clothes are kept to a sharp silhouette all in one suitable, flattering colour, and worn with a good jewel and hat, she considers the impact greater than a display of ribbons and frills.


Once outside, she can hear shouts of ‘Brava!’ from the crowds, and others calling out ‘Look at her hat!’ and they throw flowers in her path as she bows to left and right.


As they near their destination, Yolande’s swollen cavalcade stops at a small chateau prepared for her arrival. Shown to her suite, which she barely notices in her nervousness at the prospect of this first meeting with her future husband, she calls to Juana:


‘Dearest, help me choose what to wear, please.’


After a number of false starts, they choose a dress of butter-yellow taffeta with two darker shades of yellow for her petticoats. Her fitted waistcoat is of pale mustard velvet with yellow taffeta sleeves, puffed at the shoulder and then tight from just above the elbow. Yolande is attaching a jabot of white lace at her neck when Juana approaches with the jewel case. ‘Wear the ruby,’ she urges. The Queen of Aragon has given her daughter some lovely jewels, and Juana pins the ruby brooch on to the jabot at the front. A large-brimmed white felt hat trimmed with long white ostrich feathers completes her outfit. Her blonde hair is twisted simply into a thick coil at the nape of her neck.


As she leaves the chateau to mount her horse, Charles d’Anjou rides up to greet her – and for once, his appreciation almost silences him.


‘Madame, my princess-sister,’ he says softly, ‘you are truly beautiful. I rejoice for my brother and for all France.’ He removes his hat and bows low on his horse. For once, no joke, no jolly banter – just a quiet smile and a look of reverence in his eyes.


As they approach Arles, the crowds lining their route grow denser.


‘Listen to them!’ shouts Charles over the noise, and Yolande can hear loud compliments about her, and about the ladies and gentlemen of her suite as well. She rides near the head of the procession, with four splendid knights in parade armour preceding her, as well as two buglers. They are there to announce her arrival, and to warn other travellers or farmers with livestock to clear the road. Her suite does not ride quietly; there is much raucous repartee from all sides and she can sense everyone’s excitement growing with her own.


She notices some of her equerries tossing coins to the peasants who hail her, and she returns their salutations with a bright smile. As they come closer to Arles, more mounted Angevin noblemen join their procession, each with a bow of greeting to Yolande, their hats sweeping low, before they fall in behind. How elegant they are in their multicoloured parade outfits, and handsome; she can feel the expectations of her ladies. The crowds lining the road have grown yet thicker, and she can clearly hear their shouts of ‘Godspeed’ and ‘welcome’, and blessings on her marriage. ‘May this union of Aragon and Anjou bring peace, prosperity and many children,’ she hears repeated from all sides.


Finally, on 1 December 1400, in weak sunshine but under a clear blue sky, the Princess Yolande of Aragon rides into Arles to meet her bridegroom for the first time, his brother Charles by her side. If he is as welcoming as the crowds, I shall be fortunate indeed, enters her mind, with a prayer. What a reception they give her – flowers everywhere, and at this time of year too; people are pressing forward so thickly her mare can hardly walk, but aware of her dancing agitation, they do move back a little.


Then, there he stands – her bridegroom. Any resistance she might still have felt towards this marriage disappears the moment she sees him. Louis d’Anjou is more handsome, more gallant than any young man she has ever imagined, with a penetrating gaze from honest blue eyes and a cheerful, friendly smile. She feels her heart beat so fast it may well jump out of her tight bodice. As she brings her mare up to him, he descends the three steps on which he stands, slips her reins through his left arm, and, with both hands firmly on her waist, gently lifts her down from her horse to overwhelming cheers. As he lowers her, their eyes meet, and at that moment, she knows she can love – will love – this man as her husband, completely, for all her life.


‘May I greet my beautiful bride,’ he says with a smile and a low bow after he sets her down.


She drops a deep curtsey, eyes lowered demurely, but when she looks up, she cannot help laughing with delight. ‘It is a joy indeed to meet my bridegroom,’ she replies, ‘especially after such a long journey and’ – much softer – ‘after such a long engagement!’


‘You must be tired, my dear’ he answers with a smile that reaches his eyes. ‘Come, meet my mother, and then rest,’ he says as he steers her firmly by the elbow.


The soft grey eyes of Marie de Blois embrace Yolande as warmly as do her arms. ‘Welcome, dearest daughter, welcome to Provence and your new family,’ and Yolande knows at once that they will be friends.


Louis and Yolande see little of one another on that first evening, as she is presented to the great and the good of his provinces. Occasionally they catch one another’s eye across a sea of faces, and she can feel herself blushing in confusion and pleasure.


The next day, 2 December 1400, will be engraved forever on her heart. She is to ride ‘amazon’ – side-saddle – to the church on a large, slow white horse, not her fiery little Arabian. Her mother decided that she should wear a long dress of white silk overlaid with a web of fine silver lace; on her head a high tortoiseshell comb also draped in silver lace, worn in the custom of her country. Following Spanish tradition, as a maiden, under the lace her hair will hang loose over her shoulders to well below her waist. Her only jewellery is a beautiful row of pearls left to her by her father, and matching drop earrings. In front of her horse and behind it walk four elegant stewards dressed in vertical red and yellow stripes, the livery of the House of Aragon. Each holds a gold-painted wooden pole supporting one of the four corners of a cloth-of-gold awning held high over the bride’s head. Above her she can see her royal arms and those of her bridegroom embroidered at its centre. In this way the Princess Yolande d’Aragon makes her solemn official entry into Arles, ancient city of the Romans and capital of Louis d’Anjou’s sovereign territory of Provence.


Soon the bride forgets her nerves as she gazes with fascination at a large Roman arena and then a theatre. As the cavalcade winds slowly through the narrow streets of ancient sand-coloured stone buildings, she cannot stop marvelling at her surroundings. Despite the lateness of the season, every window and balcony is garlanded, and the streets are completely covered with a blanket of flower petals and local herbs. The delicious scent of rosemary and lavender rises up from under the horses’ feet, and the loud cheering of the crowds hailing Yolande as their queen quite overwhelms her. Suddenly the procession turns into a wide cobbled street leading to the ancient church of Saint-Trophime, built three centuries ago in the Roman style, with additions to the cloister of tall pointed arches in the new Frankish manner. Yolande has never seen anything like it.


As she nears the steps of the church, she becomes aware of figures standing waiting to receive her outside the intricately carved stone archway of the entrance. Seeing her bridegroom in all his finery, she catches her breath. How handsome he is, so tall and fair, the sun shining on his silver jacket and hose, a large emerald pinning a white ostrich plume to his hat, another emerald gleaming at his throat. His eyes hold hers and his smile has her trembling until she bites her lip to remain composed. As he lifts her down from her warhorse, she closes her eyes and prays silently not to faint. Somehow she walks the few steps to greet Marie de Blois with a deep court curtsey.


‘Welcome to our family,’ says the duchess softly as she raises Yolande, kissing her cheeks. Those kind grey eyes smiling into Yolande’s manifest past suffering but also inner strength. Sensing Yolande’s nerves, Marie takes the girl’s hand and places it on her firm arm as they enter the cathedral, the bride’s knees threatening to buckle under her.


As she passes from the sunlight into the darker interior, Yolande is dazzled by the kaleidoscope of colour and glitter from the church ornaments, the glowing tapestries, the clergy’s vestments, the elaborately dressed people all staring at her; and by the overwhelming scent of flowers mixed with incense. She remains standing at the door, as Duchess Marie precedes her on the arm of the bridegroom – the bride is to follow alone once they have reached their places by the altar. A brilliant salvo of silver trumpets announces her entry. With a quick glance around at Juana behind her, Yolande is grateful to see her governess’s look of encouragement. Clutching her mother’s small ivory-covered prayer book in one hand, a pearl rosary in the other, her hands joined in front, Yolande d’Aragon starts down the aisle towards the altar, her long train of silver gossamer lace held by her six demoiselles, each dressed in the palest lilac. She hears the appreciative murmuring from the packed church and is comforted to know that Charles d’Anjou is walking behind her should she need support. But Yolande has regained her composure now and holds her head high, bowing slowly to right and left, her tall headdress with its covering of fine silver lace adding to her slender, almost ethereal presence.


Surrounded by the nobility of Provence and Anjou, and many of her kinsmen come from Aragon, the Princess Yolande, daughter of the late King of Aragon, is wed with considerable pomp and formality to the son of Duke Louis I d’Anjou, younger brother of the late king, Charles V of France. She hears little of the sermon and moves as instructed, while floating in some kind of trance. The rousing singing of the Te Deum brings her back to herself, along with the echoing clarion call of the many silver trumpets. As Louis and his bride leave the church arm in arm, all the great bells of Arles begin tolling, a noise to wake the very dead. Conscious she is trembling, she steals a look at him, while flower petals rain softly down upon their heads from windows and balconies, along with happy salutations. It is good to feel the reassuring right hand of her husband stretching to cover hers on his left arm.


Now, as the wife of the head of the House of Anjou, Yolande is proclaimed the Queen of Four Kingdoms – Naples, Sicily, Cyprus and Jerusalem. Cyprus was conquered by her father, and Louis’ father bought the honorary title ‘King of Jerusalem’ from the granddaughter of one of its last kings. Even Hungary was claimed by Queen Giovanna II, once conquered by her father, and her brother crowned then as King Ladislaus before he died. Too many kingdoms – and none of them to hold – for the present.


But all that is as nothing compared with the excitement of being the wife of this dazzling young man. Dear God, prays Yolande, may I prove worthy of him.


The banquet, speeches and toasts are finally over and they are brought to a suite in the royal palace. Alone with her husband in this large room, her nerves return. What should she say to him? No matter how strong her feelings, how can she start to know this dazzling husband of hers?


It is Louis who breaks the silence, holding her by her shoulders at arm’s length and saying, ‘My dearest lady, my own wife, I have a confession to make to you.’


For an instant she imagines that her bubble of joy might burst with some fearful revelation, and she forces herself to remain calm as he continues.


‘It is true I had heard of your beauty, but princes are often lured into marriages of opportunity this way. I had to be sure. Now I must admit to you that I rode ahead of the rest of my party to await your arrival in Arles.’ Yolande’s mouth falls open in surprise, but she smiles a little as she reads the look in his eyes. ‘I mingled with the crowd, listening to their comments about you and your entourage. Every voice lauded your beauty; the people were in a state of wonder and awe – and as your cavalcade approached I watched you laughing happily as you encouraged your spirited mare to prance for the crowd. Even before I saw your face emerging from the shadow of the buildings, I noticed your horse – what a mettlesome little Arabian – and how you controlled her with such ease and confidence. I thought to myself, “If she can handle that horse, she can handle anything.” And then suddenly you were bathed in sunlight, a golden vision, skirts fluttering at every pirouette your horse made. And then I saw the beauty of your eyes . . .’


She holds her breath.


‘At that moment I bent one knee to the ground and crossed myself, thanking the Lord – and the wisdom of my mother – for having sent me this paragon; then I slipped away to await your official arrival. Will you forgive me?’ he asks anxiously.


With tender kisses she closes his questioning blue eyes. This man, she knows now, will fill her heart with love every day, whether they are together or apart. As he carries her to their marriage bed, she swears inwardly he will be the only man she will ever love.


To judge from his ardour, he does not seem disappointed in her either. ‘My darling wife, you and I will share such pleasures every night of our lives,’ he tells her with a gentle kiss in the morning – and she believes him.


It does not take her long to gauge his character. She judges him to be generous of spirit and human kindness; gentle yet strong; ambitious; most learned and sound in his judgements. And she too blesses his mother, and hers, for their wisdom in arranging their union; more, she trembles just at the thought of him touching her again.


He loves her, of that she is sure even after their first night together, but she discovers as the days and weeks go by that there are areas of himself he guards fiercely and will not share even with her – his real thoughts on what happened in Naples, his ambitions for the future. She knows his temper is strong and that she would be wise not to cross it. In these early, heady days of love, such realizations do not worry her. She knows herself too, knows that she will find ways to unravel his inner labyrinth and discover what she needs to prove a useful partner and collaborator. She will always be obedient to him, but naivety has never been part of her character.


After several days of ceremonies and celebrations, the bridal couple leave Arles and make their leisurely way by boat to Tarascon, where Louis has almost completed constructing what will be his principal seat in Provence. Situated in a valley, right on the bank of the River Rhône, this high, sheer fortress of white stone is being built on the site of a number of castles erected, destroyed and rebuilt again since Roman times. A few years ago Louis razed the last old fortress, and sent workmen to begin building his new château fort. Tarascon lies south of Avignon and north of Arles, in a strategic position on a bend of the Rhône which allows a perfect view of the countryside in every direction. The river is the border of their sovereign territory of Provence, with France on the opposite bank.


Yolande loves this new chateau at first sight, its great ramparts and crenellated towers, the whole seeming to grow sharply out of the rocks at its base. Narrow steps lead down to a landing area for small boats, and Louis takes her out on the river. The Rhône is not wide there; they could cross easily to France on the other side should they wish.


Despite the chateau’s austere stone exterior, her clever mother-in-law, Marie de Blois, has arranged the interior to be as dedicated to comfort and elegant living as it is said she has done in her other legendary castles of the House of Anjou. The ceilings are wooden, sometimes decorated with fanciful animals cut out of lead and stuck on to the beams; there is a chimney piece with a lit fire in each room; trellised windows allow abundant light and give views on to the Rhône. How Yolande would love her mother to see this, her first home – but in her absence, she knows that Marie de Blois will teach her how to run and manage such a large establishment.


After their arrival, they are partaking of refreshments in the Great Hall when the duchess takes Yolande by the arm and leads her gently to stand by the chimney piece. Stretching her hands towards the fire, she addresses her with the sweetest of smiles.


‘Dearest child, since you are the wife of my son, you are also my child, if you will allow me this privilege?’ Yolande senses that her mother-in-law is about to say something that means much to her. ‘By your marriage you are now the Duchess d’Anjou, Guyenne and Maine, and Sovereign Countess of Provence, but hereafter you will always be referred to as the Queen of Sicily, the highest of all your many titles – and I shall be known as the Queen Dowager.’ With that, to Yolande’s astonishment, the old lady bows gracefully to her before leaving the room.




Chapter Three


Louis and Yolande are in Tarascon with Marie de Blois and Charles d’Anjou, sitting around a glowing fire after dinner one evening.


‘My darling,’ says Louis, ‘I have decided that when we travel north on our way to Anjou, we will stop in Paris for a few days and call on the king.’


Yolande’s reaction is a mixture of surprise, delight and apprehension, but she says nothing. Strange rumours had already reached her in distant Aragon about the state of mind of the French king, and some anxiety mingled with her fascination. She hugs her knees with her back against a deep cushion, eager to learn more. But what she hears – as Louis, Charles and his mother take turns to tell the story – is not quite what she expected.


She knows that the King of France is Louis’ first cousin, Charles VI, a famously handsome, blonde charmer, whose reign began with such promise that even in Aragon they heard his praises sung. He was only eleven years old when he was crowned in 1380. Everyone was delighted when at the age of sixteen he married the beautiful Princess Isabeau of Bavaria, who adored him. When he came of age, three years later, he decided to dismiss his royal uncles, who had ruled during his minority, and instead appointed sound advisers from the bourgeoisie to help him reign. They were known as ‘The Marmosets’ – wise, decent men who continued the policies of Charles V, his father, who was justly called Le-Bon.


Louis’ father, the eldest of the king’s uncles, left for Naples and tragically died there. The old king’s other two brothers, the uncles both of the king and of Louis himself, were the Dukes of Burgundy and Berry. They, as well as his uncle by marriage, the Duke of Bourbon, King of Navarre were occupied with their own sovereign duchies. It was the king’s brother, the Duke Louis d’Orléans, who remained always by his side, loyally supportive, his companion and closest friend.


No one was in any doubt that this was a truly promising beginning, and indeed, for the first four years of his reign, Charles gave the impression that he would become an excellent ruler. Since the personality and the character of a monarch dictates the quality of his government, the French felt blessed by God in the personality and wisdom of the young King Charles VI. But as he reached the age of twenty-four, things started to change. The king began to lapse into regular bouts of insanity. Two incidents seemed to have prompted these; one of them was referred to afterwards at the French court as the ‘Ball of the Burning Men’.


In order to entertain their sovereign, his close courtiers were constantly trying to amuse him, and so they arranged a costume ball at the chateau of Vincennes, an event that created great excitement. Several courtiers, including the king, decided to disguise themselves as ‘wild men’ who lived in the forests. At least ten of them entered the ballroom chained together, wearing costumes made of cloth soaked in a resinous wax on which was stuck a covering of frazzled hemp to make them look hirsute. They were a great success, instantly surrounded by revellers trying to guess their identities.


Louis d’Orléans, the king’s brother, arrived late and had not seen the strange group enter the ballroom. Taking hold of a flaming torch from one of the servants, he moved towards the bizarre cluster of chained men. Somehow, by accident, the torch came too close to one of the ‘wild men’, whose highly flammable costume immediately caught fire. Since the men were chained together, the fire spread instantly to the others, as did the panic in the room.


Even in the retelling, far away in this comfortable castle, the horror of that moment seems alive in the room. Yolande’s hand is over her mouth. Marie de Blois has tears in her eyes, and Louis looks distraught. His voice is low as he finishes the story.


‘Our aunt, the Duchess of Berry, threw her heavy train over one burning man to smother the flames. Mercifully it was the king, her husband’s nephew, whom she had rescued. Another flaming wild man jumped into a tub of washing-up water and saved himself. Other courtiers tried to put out the flames with their bare hands and were badly injured. Four of the wild men, all friends of the king and the court, were burnt to death in front of everyone at the ball. The king was distraught and took to his room alone for some time.’


There is a pause as Louis throws another log on the fire, and then the three take up the second tale, describing how not long afterwards, while the king was out hunting with the court, a hirsute peasant, a real wild man, ran out from the undergrowth and grabbed the reins of his horse, causing it to rear. He would not let go, gabbling hysterically about a plot to kill the king. Charles’s companions, mistaking the deranged man for an assassin, drew their swords and killed him. ‘But he was only trying to warn me,’ exclaimed a confused Charles, visibly shaken. For several days afterwards he locked himself away in his room again.


Following these two incidents, the king would descend regularly into bouts of deep depression. These developed into sporadic outbursts of insanity, which increased in frequency and intensity thereafter.


Sensing Louis’ anguish at telling her these things, Yolande moves next to him and makes him drink the warm wine a servant has left by the fire. It is as though a view distantly glimpsed has suddenly come into focus. Some of the story is not new to her – at her parents’ court in Saragossa they had heard of the French king’s condition, his sudden terrible rages when he lost all control, even killing some of his servants in unprovoked, frenzied attacks – but she had never known what to believe. Her parents had already received the ambassadors from Anjou proposing her marriage to their young duke, and the King and Queen of Aragon became concerned when they heard that the cousin of their daughter’s betrothed had turned into a madman. They did not tell her any of this at the time, but as she grew older, she could hardly fail to hear the rumours, and she began to wonder. Did Louis have the same mental illness in his blood? Would he become like his cousin and try to cut off her head as the French king had done to one of his courtiers?


Despite Louis’ distress, Yolande is relieved to know the full story. Warmed by the wine, she leads her troubled husband to their room and holds him close in her arms as he weeps. Instinctively she knows that he worries for the sanity of their children yet unborn.


When Louis himself exposed these revelations about his king and cousin, she understood he wanted her to know the worst possible scenario that could result from their union. Through this uncomfortable disclosure made by such a proud man, Yolande knows that she has come another step closer to understanding the man with whom she has so easily fallen in love.


After two weeks in Provence, Louis has seen to his various duties in the region and, together with their enormous suite, they leave Tarascon for Paris. Their journey by river is made in flat-bottomed boats with sails that catch the wind from above the river banks, which in some places are impressively high. Ingeniously, their masts can be lowered flat to the deck to allow them to pass under bridges. Yolande is fascinated. They row north on the Rhône to Lyon, changing to boats waiting on the Saône to take them to Châlon. From there they transfer to horses and carriages to reach Paris. It is a long and complicated journey, but as everything around her is new, Yolande finds it thrilling.


‘Where possible we always travel by river,’ Louis tells her. ‘The roads are often impassable during the cold season.’


‘And Charles has told me about the brigands,’ she says, with a little too much excitement. He laughs at her as he indicates the number of soldiers they have travelling alongside them.


It is December, midwinter here in the north, and Yolande can feel the growing chill as they head away from the warmth of the south. In the boats are soft fur rugs and small brass braziers filled with hot coals. The ladies slide under their fur covers and push heated bedpans down towards their feet. Yolande is as excited as a child; wearing fur mittens and a hood, she can enjoy every moment on the river, the banks lined with trees, their branches often sweeping down into the water.


Their entourage is large, but she and Louis manage to be alone quite often. They picnic on the banks of rivers and spend their nights in comfortable quarters, ignoring everyone else, selfishly absorbed in one another. Louis tells her about the members of his family she will meet, the king and queen especially, so that she is prepared.


After three weeks of travelling, by river and then by road, finally they reach Paris. Their reception is noisy – soldiers stamping to attention, and many barking dogs, leaping on their master with joy. Louis’ magnificent manor house on the banks of the Seine is almost a small town in itself, with a great inner courtyard, separate houses within, and stabling for many horses. The staff, beautifully trained by Louis’ mother, stand in a long line, each greeting their new mistress with a bow or curtsey.


With warm smiles, they make Yolande comfortable in her spacious quarters, the windows overlooking the river as well as the courtyard. Her suite is beautiful. Primrose silk hangs from the posts at the four corners of her bed, forming a ceiling over it, and there is a bedspread of ermine, with white fox furs draped on large cushions and laid on the floor by the fire on top of the exotic oriental rugs. Painted clay figures and bowls and silver candelabra decorate the surfaces, and the gold dressing table is set with a standing gilded looking-glass. With a small intake of breath, Yolande sees her own initials entwined with those of her husband on the backs of all the brushes, and engraved on the vermeil lids of the crystal jars. The care and loving thoughtfulness shown by Marie de Blois must be unique, she thinks to herself, recognizing that there is so much she can learn from this extraordinary lady. Little sachets of lavender lie in each clothes chest, and the wardrobes are lined in sandalwood to keep away moths. The smell is delicious and brings back recent memories of her days and nights with Louis in Provence.


The royal newlyweds are constantly invited and feted. Yolande barely has time to take in the sights of this great city as she passes her days and evenings smiling, bowing, allowing her hand to be kissed again and again – some of the peasants even kiss her feet. She tries hard to pay attention to the people she meets during these early days of her marriage, all the while attempting to read their minds, their hearts, and gauge their loyalty to her husband, as well as to their king.


She is happy, swept up in Louis and his love. She finds she has almost forgotten Aragon, and at times even her dearest mother grows faint in her mind, filling her with guilt. Sometimes it seems that only the sight of Juana and her wolfhounds remind her that she had a life before the day she married.


As the day of her presentation at court looms, Yolande pleads with Louis to be excused so that their formal life does not yet need to begin. ‘Let us continue in private a while longer,’ she begs him. Then she recognizes his expression and reassures him quickly: ‘No, my love, I am not nervous or afraid in any way. I just do not want this time alone with you to end too soon.’


But she knows it must end, and Louis wants his bride to meet the king and queen, as well as other members of his family and a number of the important courtiers, before they leave for his duchy of Anjou.


They arrive at the Louvre in great style, surrounded by Louis’ liveried attendants. The building is enormous, and severe. ‘My darling, I had no idea this palace would be so impressive,’ says Yolande, marvelling at the finely cut honey-coloured stone, the main facade facing the river and the great courtyard within where their carriages draw up among many others. Their attendants all hold flaming torches; horses agitate, more guests arrive. ‘Will the king be normal?’ she asks nervously.


Louis laughs. ‘We shall see!’


Yolande has chosen to wear a dress of green velvet, and as she enters, she removes her matching cloak lined in dark sable. As Louis’ new duchess, she wants to make a good impression. She prays that her dress, train and headdress are appropriate, and that she will do her husband justice before the critical eyes of the court. How could they be otherwise? She is a foreign princess, after all.


They are shown into the glittering Great Hall, her discerning eye lighting on the huge, exquisite tapestries lining the high walls before Louis leads her to the throne. Her court obeisance is low and slow, as she was taught at home in Aragon, and only on rising does she look. She sees a pair of smiling blue eyes, very much like Louis’, a charming face and a hand beckoning her forward. Louis whispers: ‘Go up and sit by him on the stool,’ and she obeys.


Charles VI is still a very handsome man, only nine years older than her husband, but he has a certain vacant expression that makes her unsure of his awareness. This is dispelled at once when he addresses her loudly enough for the nearby courtiers to hear.


‘Ah! My dear new cousin Yolande! Welcome to Paris! How was your journey from distant Aragon to Provence? And another long journey to come to visit us at our court in Paris, for which I am grateful.’ He smiles endearingly, looking so like Louis. ‘I hear you speak perfect French, due to your Valois mother. What a pleasure,’ he says, as he takes her hand and lightly kisses it. Then, more softly, just for her ears: ‘I hope you will visit us often.’
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