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    Matins Between 2.30 and 3.00 in the morning




    Lauds Between 5.00 and 6.00 in the morning




    Prime Around 7.30 or shortly before daybreak




    Terce 9.00 in the morning
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    Nones 2.00 and 3.00 in the afternoon




    Vespers Late afternoon
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    PART ONE




    The Burning House


    


    My dress is silent when I tread the ground


    Or stay at home or stir upon the waters


    Sometimes my trappings and the lofty air


    Rouse me above the dwelling place of men


    And then the power of clouds carries me far


    Above the people; and my ornaments


    Loudly resound, send forth a melody


    And clearly sing, when I am not in touch


    With earth or water, but a flying spirit.


    





    An Anglo-Saxon riddle, A Swan, translated by Richard Hamer


  




  

    Prologue




    Tell us a story, you say. Then let us sit by our frames and listen to a tale while we work. Here is a story for you, sisters. Its characters: a king, his mother, his lady, a queen and a stolen child. We have adventures to embroider, a broken promise, a great treasure and riddles to resolve. Charcoal glows in the brazier. The afternoon draws in, so listen carefully as my tale unfolds.




    Do you recall the Godwin estate at Reredfelle? No? Let me tell you about this place. Reredfelle was a sprawling territory of ash, beech and oak only a day’s ride from Canterbury. On its southernmost edge, where the forest opened up into parkland, fields and hamlets, Earl Godwin of Wessex built his new, two-storey hall, a magnificent thatched building. The long side walls were painted with great hunting birds and in the centre of the front short wall an oak door led into an aisled room with a raised central hearth. Upstairs, Earl Godwin had his private rooms, an antechamber and, through a doorway hung with a curtain of crimson and blue tapestry, his own bedchamber. Here, he had two windows of glass, like those in the old minsters, set into deep oak frames; so you see, his wealth was great and he was not shy of showing it.




    A wide track meandered past the women’s bower, a kitchen, stores and barns to a three-barred gate set into a palisade which protected the hall, its outer buildings, herb gardens, dovecote, an orchard and the Chapel to our Lady. The same track curved from the gate, through parkland loved by huntsmen, and disappeared into the encroaching forest beyond. There was, however, a secret way in and out of Reredfelle. A small latched door was set into the orchard wall, concealed by fruit trees, which were shaped to arch over and conceal it. On the other side of the wall, a shaded path curled down through undergrowth to a riverbed.




    Reredfelle was loved by the canny old Earl, who came there to hunt and scheme; its desolation began after his death. The countryside was gripped by a festering plague. The population in the villages shrank and the estate was deserted except for the reeve who watched over the fields, and an odd collection of servants. The painted birds on the outside walls of the hall faded. The herb garden grew wild. Barns lay empty. The bower was silent. Tapestries gathered dust and the glass windows dulled. Years slipped by until King Edward himself passed away and Earl Harold, Godwin’s son, was elected as England’s new king.




    Now, sisters, this is not King Harold’s story. That one you already know. My tale follows the fortunes of the woman whom Harold loved, and who passionately loved him back; his handfasted wife, Edith, she of the elegant swan’s neck. But let us call her Elditha, for in this story there is a second Edith, and names can confuse. After he became king he betrayed Elditha and sent her away. But that is not the end of her story. It is but a beginning.
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    Westminster




    December 1065




    




    Through snowflakes that floated out of heaven’s pale circle she heard voices crying. Closer to the palace they became the greetings of women, the shouts of noblemen, their children’s shrieks, the snorts and stamping of horses. She could hear the earls and bishops and their families, their grooms and servants who were arriving at the Palace of Westminster for King Edward’s winter crowning.




    Elditha had ridden in from the east on her mare, Eglantine. She raised her hand to stop the guards that trotted beside her and the wagons that followed. The new stone minster rose up behind St Peter’s monastery, its white walls merging with the snow-clad ground, its tall towers silent in the pale afternoon light. She nudged the mare’s flanks and, urging the creature forward, she walked it into the palace yard, her retinue of wagons and her guard trailing behind.




    Grooms rushed to help her dismount. Breathing clouds of icy breath, her younger children, Ulf and Gunnhild, jumped from the first wagon and raced to her side while Thea slowly climbed down after them. Elditha told her guards to go find stable space for the horses, if any was to be had.




    ‘Elditha!’ The shout came from the great hall behind them. She spun round. Harold’s brother, Earl Leofwine, was striding towards them, clapping his hands and calling, ‘Elditha, welcome, welcome. Come into the Hall. The servants are throwing cloths on the tables. You are in time for dinner.’




    Sensing that his joviality was only half-felt she hesitated. All was not well here. She frowned, shook the snow off her mantle and glanced up again, smiling and composed. ‘Leofwine, it’s good to see you.’ Then, lowering her voice so that others could not hear them, she added, ‘But, cousin, is it true that the King is unwell?’




    ‘No, no. The old man may yet recover. Edith and my mother are with him. Physicians are hopeful.’ He seized Elditha’s gloved hands and, holding them tight, stood back from her. ‘Look at you. Holy Madeline, Elditha, my brother is a fortunate man. You are as unchanging as the Queen of Heaven; you are indeed a true winter queen in that ermine-trimmed mantle.’ He dropped her hands and studied her face. ‘Eyes, what are they today, emeralds or jade, or have they changed to wild wood hazel! So, lady sorceress, how was your journey?’




    ‘Come, come, and don’t let the Queen hear you spin such fairy tales, Leofwine. As for the journey, well, let us just say it was a long one,’ she said, trying to look serious. ‘Enormous snow drifts; wolves howling from the woods, terrifying; monsters were ready to devour us … but,’ she waved her hand towards the Hall door, ‘here we are at last and we shall put it behind us.’




    ‘You look none the worse for the ordeal,’ Leofwine remarked, smiling now.




    ‘We were sheltered and cared for. Still, this year it took us two whole days to get through those woods.’




    ‘Then, cousin, let us get you settled. You have your usual chamber. The boys are sharing hall space with my lads. Your girls, Ulf and the nurse will have a room to themselves behind the bower hall, your ladies in the bower.’ He spoke quietly. ‘Elditha, it is the biggest gathering in years. The greatest earls and bishops are here for this Christmas feast. They fear for the King’s health.’ He held her eyes with a warning look and she slowly inclined her head. It was best to watch everyone and say nothing.




    Her servants were already unloading their luggage. She directed them to carry her belongings to a chamber in the East Hall, to unpack the clothing chests and hang her wall tapestries. ‘We will all need to change into fresh garments,’ she warned Ursula, her chief lady. ‘See that our clothing is aired.’ As the women scurried off to do her bidding she said, ‘Leofwine, can you take the children into the hall? I wish to give thanks for our safe delivery, and to pray for the King’s recovery.’




    Leofwine took Ulf’s tiny hand in his great bear’s paw and made a sweeping gesture with the other towards the tall towers and arches beyond the gates. ‘Isn’t it the most beautiful building in the world?’




    ‘It must be. I have never seen a building like it.’ And so, here she was, once again in the heart of the King and Queen’s world. She bit her lip. A woman of 32 summers and as excited as the children; still, it was Christmas, the most magnificent season of all. If King Edward recovered all would be well, but if King Edward sank into a deep, dreamless sleep, what then? The sour taste of fear rose in her mouth. Who would be crowned in his stead?




    ‘May I come too, Mama?’ Gunnhild was tugging at her cloak.




    ‘Yes, of course, if you wish.’ She turned to her older daughter. ‘Thea, would you like to see inside the new minster?’




    ‘No, I will wait for grandmother in the hall, if I may.’ Thea was watching a young thane who was saddling a beautiful Arab horse with a jewel-encrusted saddle, kicking up a flurry of snow as he circled the beast. ‘Is that him, Mama – is that Earl Waltheof?’




    ‘Yes, but stop staring, Thea,’ Elditha said.




    ‘Come with me,’ Leofwine said quickly. ‘Your grandmother may have left the King’s chamber already.’ He looked down at Ulf. ‘And you, Ulf, too, you must meet our little prince from Hungary. His name is Edgar. Your Aunt Edith and the King have adopted him.’ He hesitated. ‘And his mother and his two sisters.’




    So this was the boy who might inherit England, this young son of Prince Edward who had fled into exile after Danish Canute killed his father, King Edmund Ironside, all those years ago. She touched Thea’s arm and fixed her eldest daughter with a stern look. ‘Do not move from the hall until I return.’




    ‘Of course not, Mother.’ Thea tossed her copper curls and stomped off through the snow behind Earl Leofwine and her brother. Elditha called after them, pulling her mantle more tightly around her shoulders, ‘And have your maid braid your hair. That will not do here, Thea.’ She turned to Gunnhild. ‘Come, follow me and careful where you step. We don’t want your new boots ruined.’




    With Gunnhild following closely after her, Elditha made her way along the swept path into the abbey’s grounds. Sweepers paused and waited for her to pass. Snow was piled in fat heaps under the skeletal ash trees. Thankfully, the track ways were clear. She grasped Gunnhild’s hand. ‘Be careful now, the ground is slippery.’ The murmur of prayer filtered out of the opened door into the afternoon. A knot of young men bowed to her as they brushed past and hurried out. Still grasping Gunnhild’s hand Elditha entered the new doorway and walked along the apse, through an abbey that was full of faces – many familiar ones, who acknowledged her as she passed – until she had almost reached the front. There, a group of noble ladies turned to stare at her. She recognised them. They were from the north – Earl Morcar’s family. Could they be staring at her so boldly because she was a handfasted wife?




    She smiled at them, wishing no one ill-will, but the looks they gave her back were distinctly chilly. Elditha felt her eyes widen as she recognised one who continued to stare coldly at her. Surely that was Aldgyth of Wales? Harold had only a few years before been responsible for her husband Gyffud’s death and something about that look was unsettling.




    She held her head proudly and moved away from them and closer to the great altar. ‘Kneel, Gunnhild,’ she whispered and pulled her child down beside her, her back rigid. These days everyone talked of how important a church wedding was, the priest listening to vows exchanged in the church porch and then blessing the marriage. Harold, her lord, was the greatest noble in England and ruled the land for King Edward. So what if they had been handfasted in the old way? Their wedding ceremony had been held in her father’s meade-hall up in the flatlands of Norfolk and they had sworn their oaths there, clasping each other’s hands on the great silver-and-gold whetstone that was placed at the hall’s entrance. But though she was Harold’s handfasted wife and the mother of his six children, she never could forget that she was also his cousin thrice removed. It was that which impeded any renewal of their vows in a church wedding.




    As she knelt on the cold stone floor, she stared ahead at the flickering candles, trying to concentrate on prayer. The scent of new wood emanated from the elaborate pillar carvings mingling with the scent of beeswax candles, a smell that drifted towards them as soothing as summer. No sooner had she begun to feel peace again than there was a rustling of robes close by. The chanting of prayer in the nave hushed. She raised her head. A choir of monks was gathering in their stalls.




    ‘Tu autem Domine miserere nobis,’ the precentor intoned loudly, his voice echoing through the nave.




    ‘Gunnhild, we shall find a quiet chapel,’ she said softly and, hurriedly rising, taking her daughter’s hand again, she guided Gunnhild back through the nave into a small side-chapel halfway along it. ‘The most magnificent church in Christendom,’ she whispered as they sank to their knees again in the seclusion of the alcove. Elditha touched Gunnhild’s golden head. The child seemed lost in the murmur of prayer. Elditha folded her hands and gave thanks to St Christopher for their safe deliverance from the icy roads and snowdrifts that had threatened their journey. She prayed for the ailing King, for the Queen, her sister-in-law, and for Gytha the Countess, who was Edith and Harold’s mother. She prayed that Harold would have a safe journey to ThorneyIsland from the distant Midlands.




    When she rose again, Nones had finished. The northern women were filing past them out of the church. Aldgyth, she now observed, was really quite plain despite her thin, silver-edged linen veil and gold fillet. Then, the answer to why the widowed woman was at Edward’s Christmas court occurred to her. She was here because her ambitious younger brothers were hopeful of finding their sister another noble husband.




    Two days later, Earl Harold sailed down the Thames to ThorneyIsland, the magnificent Wessex Dragon flying in the prow of his ship. London merchants walked through white fields and across frozen streams to cheer him on to the wharf. When he strode into the courtyard, it was his sister, Queen Edith, and her retinue of noblemen, who hurried out through the palace door to greet him. For an instant Elditha’s forehead creased as she waited with the other women inside the hall, as Edith had rushed past them. Today, the cold-eyed Queen’s attention was all for Harold. Elditha swallowed her pride and smiled and told Thea to smile too; that was until she saw that the girl was boldly watching the young nobles who waited to greet her father. Irritated, she found herself frowning again and snapping, ‘We are on show, Thea. Stop staring.’




    At that moment, with a trumpet announcing his arrival, Harold entered the hall. He spoke to the noblemen who had gathered by the door. Elditha stepped forward, but before he could greet her, Edith took her brother’s arm, swept past them and led Harold straight up the stairs towards King Edward’s chamber. Elditha noticed her boys among Harold’s retinue and raised her hand to acknowledge them. They, unlike their father, pushed out of the throng towards her. Magnus, the youngest at 13, grasped her hands and kissed her.




    Edmund, two years older, said, ‘Lady Mother, we are here now too, and you look lovelier than all of the other ladies at King Edward’s court.’ Then he turned to elbow his younger brother out of the way to embrace Thea.




    Glowing with his praise Elditha smiled and turned to Godwin, who was the eldest of her sons. He knelt before her and said simply, ‘It is good to see you, Mother.’ She raised him up and said quietly, ‘Godwin, I fear all is not well here.’




    ‘The King, I know. Father says …’ She never heard what Harold had said about King Edward because Leofwine emerged from the great press of people, made a fuss of the boys and rushed them away, saying, ‘You will all be housed with your cousins, and they will be excited to see you, all three of you.’ He turned to Elditha. ‘May I?’




    ‘Of course, Leofwine, I am sure they are just as pleased to see their cousins too.’




    Thea said after Leofwine disappeared with her brothers through the press of courtiers, ‘That was quick. They hardly noticed me. As for father, he never even spoke to us.’




    The gathering nobles and their ladies began to disperse, conversing in lowered tones and as the crowd thinned Elditha saw that they were almost alone in the middle of the vast great hall.




    Elditha turned to her daughter. ‘Never mind, Thea. There is a tapestry to be worked. Your father will greet us later.’ She guided Thea to a side door that led from the great hall to the women’s building, with a servant scurrying in front of them to move back the tapestry and usher them through. Outside, they crossed the snowy yard, winding around drifts and abandoned storage wagons to the bower hall which lay peacefully under its glittering white covering. As they were shaking snow from their cloaks inside the doorway, Thea clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Oh, Mother, I nearly forgot. Grandmother Gytha says that she needs to talk to you.’




    ‘I see.’ Elditha surveyed the long room. Candles burned and spluttered in their sconces. An enormous log hissed and glowed in the central hearth, but otherwise the hall was quiet today, the large tapestry frame deserted and the stools before it empty. The northern women had absented themselves and only a few women from their own lands of Wessex were talking quietly in corners as they spun wool. She nodded to them, sat Thea down to sort threads into colours and, when the girl was settled, she asked quietly, ‘And why is that? Does your grandmother need to speak about you, Thea?’




    Thea must not upset Gytha. None of them must: not Thea, not her either, nor any of her other children – especially her three boys all older and, hopefully, gaining sense. She sighed. For how long would they remain a family? The boys would soon be off to King Dairmaid’s court in Dublinia, but Thea was to go to her grandmother’s household to learn responsibility from Grandmother Gytha and to prepare for marriage. Her grandmother would train her to be a wife and mother, to learn other ways of running a household: brewing, understanding herbs, making cheese, churning butter, organising maids. ‘Thea, if you upset your grandmother you will be spending the feast of St Stephen here sorting those threads and without company except for your maid. Do you understand?’ She pointed at the box of threads.




    Thea bowed her head. ‘I do not think that Grandmother Gytha is angry with me. She just said that she must find time to speak with you.’ Thea looked down at the box of threads on her knee.




    ‘Well, then, behave and you will enjoy Christmas after all.’




    Young Gytha, known to them all as Thea, since Harold’s mother possessed the same name, was developing into a provocative girl of 14 who dwelled in a world of new gowns and ribbons, gazing into her silver mirror and preening. Yet for all Thea’s faults, Elditha loved her beautiful elder daughter’s spirit, and she would miss her terribly. In a year’s time her child would be married.




    She sighed. Any talk with the family matriarch could be daunting. Gytha had wasted no time in putting Elditha firmly in her place as a wife and mother. When she had been a new wife – Thea’s age, young and inexperienced – it was Gytha who had befriended, protected and guided her, but when she had confided worries about Harold’s fidelity to her, Gytha told her, ‘A soldier needs comfort at night when a wife is not there to provide it.’ Elditha had bristled at those words and from that day on she could not help wondering which ladies had slept with her husband, even though Gytha had meant soldiers’ women, never noblewomen.




    Gradually the bower hall filled up and, as the afternoon light grew into twilight, there was the comforting hum of female conversation. The ladies ate dinner in the bower so that their husbands could discuss the King’s illness. With great thumps the servant boy turned the sand clock over and over as the afternoon passed. Elditha longed to see Harold but he did not attend the evening service either. Perhaps he was waiting for her to come to their chamber. She said her goodnights to the other women early, returned to their apartment, her three women trailing behind in case they were needed, but she sent her ladies away to her children and sat alone sewing by candlelight.




    Towards midnight, just as she began to think he would not come to her, he swept into their antechamber. Wearily, he pulled off his mantle. ‘I am sorry to make you wait, Elditha, my love, but it bodes ill. King Edward is weak. Edith says he won’t eat. Now he only wants clergymen by his bed. We can do nothing more for him.’




    She set aside her embroidery, rose and took his mantle, folded it and laid it neatly over the wide arms of her sewing chair with a comforting and familiar gesture.




    ‘So, then, husband, which will it be: Christmas banquet or a funeral feast?’




    ‘Edith says that he wants us to carry on without him and the physicians tell us that he may yet recover. Who knows? We can do nothing more but wait and pray. It’s in God’s hands now.’ He caught her waist and drew her close to him. ‘But I am sorry, my love. How have you passed your time here? Come here and tell me.’




    His presence filled the room. She adored him and she knew he still loved her too. ‘Well, we are mostly with your mother, our own cousins and our women. Thea adores her grandmother. But Gytha wants to speak to me about something. I wonder if it is about Thea.’




    ‘Probably the arrangements for Thea to be in her household, and that is good, don’t you think?’ He reached up and pulled her veil away and tossed it onto the cloak.




    Elditha kissed him and, anticipating what was coming now, began to loosen her thick plait’s binding. ‘Well then, your mother has set up a tapestry for us to embroider, a hanging depicting the Garden of Eden. It is for the new cathedral. Thea avoids it when she can. I am working on Eve. And appropriately enough Gytha is embroidering the apple.’




    ‘Ah, I suppose you have left the serpent for my sister? Here let me. I love to loosen this.’ He was undoing her pale hair and shaking it out. She was aware of it dropping in thick swathes about her shoulders.




    She composed her face into a picture of serenity. ‘Of course not, though she can be domineering. We never see Edith these days. There are so many ladies working on the tapestry. We move around it. It keeps us occupied. We talk together.’




    Now he was untying the laces of her overgown. His hands moved over her body and to her it felt as good as it had always felt. Nothing had changed, nothing; and as usual she was beginning to soften at his touch. ‘Ah, so what do you talk about?’ he asked in a teasing tone as her overgown slid to the floor.




    She drew back, took a deep breath, exhaled and said, ‘Harold, everyone speculates about everything, about the King, about us. There is whispering in corners. What will happen if he dies?’ She clasped his arms but he gently removed her hands, pulled her back and continued to unlace her gown. ‘Who will be king?’ she said.




     ‘Let us not think of that now, my love. Tell me about Thea and the others.’ Her gown slid to the floor and she was in her linen undergown. He turned her round and parted her loose hair and began to kiss the back of her neck. ‘No one can ever hold a candle to you, my Edith.’ He whispered the words into her hair. ‘Don’t ever forget it.’




    She kissed him passionately, seeking out his tongue with her own, before breaking away to say, ‘The boys are well, of course. Ulf is very, very mischievous and Gunnhild is serious.’ She sank down on a stool and tugged off her deerskin boots, fondling them for a moment before setting them neatly by the bed. ‘Thea is growing up quickly. Betrothal is all she can think of. She teases Earl Waltheof, but then she tells your mother that he is not good enough for her. Our Thea wants a prince.’




    Harold raised his head and said sharply, ‘She’ll take who she is given. None of us can choose.’




    ‘We did.’




    ‘We were fortunate. We have love,’ he said but there was, she noticed, a momentary pause. He took her in his arms again and laid his chin on her head.




    It was an old familiar gesture, but she twisted out of his grasp and studied his face. ‘When you are by my side, yes, we have love. When you are not … The women here, they talk among themselves about you and other women … I cannot help but hear them …’




    He put a finger to her lips. ‘Enough, Elditha, they are of no consequence.’ He drew her close again. He smelled of the sea, of the earth and, slightly, of the musk oil with which he sometimes anointed his hair. He was her husband and she had loved him since she was 15 years old and he had so gently taken her maidenhead. She loved him still. He buried his face in her hair. ‘Not now,’ he murmured. ‘Come with me. How I have missed you. Perhaps we can ride tomorrow.’ He led her to the bed and they tumbled onto the goose-feathered mattress and he loved her until she made herself forgive him all his passing infidelities.




    Snow fell heavily during the night and that made riding impossible. The women passed the following day closed inside Queen Edith’s bower hall. Servants carried great pitchers of hippocras and plates of honey cakes into the bower and, as she nibbled on cakes and sipped the sweet wine, and tried to keep warm, Elditha would glance over at the northern widow who sat with her frosty relatives. Sometimes she caught Aldgyth watching her too. She had noticed how Harold greeted the brothers Morcar and Edwin in such a friendly manner, how he had turned to Aldgyth, their sister – once a lady of Mercia and a queen of Wales – when they had been in the hall that morning, for a moment giving her his full attention, his grey eyes seeking hers. Aldgyth had modestly looked down, but when he moved on around the great hearth talking to others, Elditha had noticed how her eyes had followed him.




    All morning the women worked on Gytha’s tapestry. They talked about the King’s illness. Would he die or would he recover? In the afternoon they sewed gifts for each other, purses and belts, and as they stitched they tried to pretend that everything was normal, though nothing was. Everything creaked. A chill wind rocked the timbers of the wooden hall; the dark skeleton branches of trees outside bent under great plops of snowfall; conversations in the bower hall became in turn knife-edged or dreary. Elditha wished now that she had remained at Nazeing this Christmas, where she would not have had to see the northern women who gathered about the ex-queen of Wales, as though she were a queen bee in the hive. Aldgyth sat close by her, quietly stitching on a length of fine white linen. It seemed to be a man’s new shirt with extravagant gold and silver embroidery creeping around the neck opening. Elditha wondered who it could possibly be for. She tipped a pitcher and poured wine into a cup for Gytha and said in a low voice, hoping that Aldgyth could not overhear, ‘Thea mentioned that you wished to speak to me?’




    Gytha leaned forward in her chair and lowered her voice to match Elditha’s own. ‘Elditha, if King Edward dies there will be an election and they could decide that Harold must rule. It’s a pity that King Edward and Edith have no children of their own.’




    Elditha pricked her finger. A drop of blood showed crimson on her embroidery. And I could be queen, she mused. She sucked the blood away.




    ‘What about Edgar?’ she said. ‘He may not be his son, but he is the nearest living relative and it was Harold who brought the family back from Hungary. Do you not think, Gytha, that now his father has died, Edgar will be king when Edward dies?’




    Gytha gave a low laugh. ‘The country needs more than a boy to save it from the scavengers, my dear.’




    ‘Duke William?’




    ‘Others too. Harald of Norway and Sweyn of Denmark.’ Gytha sniffed, lifted her long sleeve and wiped her nose on it. She nursed her hippocras for a moment, slowly turned the cup and then sipped from it. ‘Still, we all know that that William, the bastard son of a washer-woman, is the worst of the locust princes. Edward’s mother always wanted Duke William to be England’s heir.’ She sat her cup down and glanced over at Aldgyth. Elditha followed Gytha’s sharp eyes. Aldgyth immediately raised her head from the shirt she was stitching. Gytha placed a finger on her lips and lifted up a linen fillet that she was embroidering with tiny blue flowers. ‘I think Thea will like this,’ she remarked. She paused then added, ‘Blue will go with the red hair.’ She snipped a pale blue thread with her scissors and rethreaded her needle. In and out her needle slipped, making tiny stitches, her eyesight very keen for a woman who had three score years.




    Aldgyth of Mercia, the widowed Queen of Wales, bent her head again and seemed absorbed in a section of work about the shirt collar. ‘It’s not surprising, of course, that Edward’s mother wanted William to be the heir; he is her own nephew,’ Elditha said in a whisper.




    ‘Emma was a schemer. King Edward hated his mother for abandoning him and marrying Canute. After all, Canute killed the father and married the mother. What do you expect? That woman hated us Godwins too, but she couldn’t do without us in those days.’




    ‘Emma is long dead, Gytha.’




    ‘But now, Elditha, that bastard William wants England’s throne when her son is dead. What about that claim he made about Harold’s promise to him?’ Gytha’s lips pursed.




    ‘It will certainly cause trouble that both Edgar and William consider that they have a claim.’




    ‘Even so, my dear, the earls won’t have either of them. The boy is too young and the bastard’s a foreigner, a liar and a thief.’




    ‘Duke William claims …’




    ‘… that Harold promised to uphold his claim over relics gathered from all over in churches in Normandy. Well, he told me that those reliquary boxes were empty. Some trick.’




    Aldgyth stood up, came closer and lifted the warm pitcher and a cup from the hearth. Elditha bent her head over her embroidery. Harold had told her another version of that story. He had confessed to her in bed that he’d been given a choice of becoming William’s vassal or of remaining William’s hostage. He had made the only choice he could; but when he’d made his oath of fealty to William in the church at Bonneville-sur-Touques, his hand had been firmly placed on reliquaries.




    ‘It’s different, you see,’ he had whispered into her ear, ‘all fealty means is that I will help the Duke if he is in difficulty. I owe him that loyalty at least: he saved me from the pirates when I’d been shipwrecked when I went over there to get our family hostages from him. I never swore that I would be a kingmaker. I, Harold, Earl of Wessex, will never support any claim by William of Normandy to the throne of England. And so I got my nephew back from him.’




    Frowning, Elditha pulled the gold thread through the linen on her lap. ‘The earls will declare for the Atheling,’ she heard herself saying.




    ‘No, they will not,’ Gytha said. ‘Edgar’s father, had he lived, would have been a fine king, but it won’t be that young boy who follows his uncle nor the bastard – nor will it be any other prince who has been elf-shot with greed. It will be an English earl. And what I have wanted to say to you, Elditha, is that Thea will have greater prospects than young Earl Waltheof. Now, where is my thimble?’




    Elditha pulled a thimble from the purse hanging from her girdle and dropped it into Gytha’s lap. She spoke her thoughts aloud. ‘Edward will not choose a Godwin. He will want Alfred’s descendants …’ Before she had a chance to say anything else, the bower door creaked open, blowing a flurry of snow inside and Queen Edith herself swept into the hall with four of her ladies following. Now, Elditha thought grimly as she dropped her sewing, there really will be an end to any Christmas festivities.




    All the women seated in the hall rose and bowed their heads. The children stopped playing. Aldgyth was nearest to the door rummaging in the silks basket for a fresh thread. She sank onto her knees. But, to Elditha’s surprise, Edith just smiled and gestured to them all to sit again. She raised Aldgyth to her feet and shooed her back to her embroidery with a thin smile. Then she approached Gytha, bent over and kissed her mother’s cheek in greeting. Turning to her women, she sent them off to work on the tapestry frame saying, ‘I wish to speak to my mother.’




    The queen’s dark-cloaked women scurried off to the Adam and Eve embroidery, seeking empty stools. The others made room for them and threaded needles for them. Sitting opposite each other in pairs, they began to stitch the flowered border, talking in hushed voices. Elditha rose again, thinking to join them but Edith said, ‘No, Elditha, stay. You may listen to this too.’




    Edith sat by Gytha on a cushioned chair and arranged the heavy folds of her blue cloak. ‘Edward may yet recover,’ she said, smiling her thin smile. ‘We must hold the Christmas feast as usual. Nothing must appear amiss. The King will attend.’




    ‘And if there is a relapse?’ Gytha’s face was anxious.




    ‘There will be no relapse, Mother. The King must show the world that he is recovering. If we all pray for him, God may spare His most faithful son.’ She paused, looked round at the other Godwin women who were listening and raised her tone. ‘So, since you are all listening, I come to say that we women, all of us, and the families, must attend a nightly vigil in the new AbbeyChurch, asking God to spare our king.’




    ‘The children, Edith,’ Elditha said, dismayed. ‘Should they attend the services? Some of them are so young.’ She looked over to where the nurse, Margaret, was playing a game with Ulf and the other young children, thinking how harsh her sister-in-law could be, but surely she would not insist on the younger children observing the vigil?




    ‘As you wish, sister; but they ought to understand the value of humility and the importance of such prayer. The King is, after all, their uncle.’




    ‘Of course my children will pray too, Edith,’ Elditha said quickly, not wishing to cause offence. How would her four-year-old Ulf stay awake?




    Nightly, as the moon hung above the abbey, the women and children joined the monks for the midnight vigil. On the fourth evening, when Elditha picked up her cloak, Harold said impatiently, as if this had been her idea and not his sister’s, ‘Not again. Not the children as well. Not my mother.’




    ‘Edith has insisted. We should all pray for his recovery – you too.’




    ‘But not my mother; she is so old. Her nightly vigil must stop.’




    ‘She will not stop.’




    ‘Let us hope her prayers are answered. By the by, I am told that you are crowning young Edgar Atheling king already, Elditha.’ She could hear the gathering chill in his voice.




    ‘I was not wishing the King’s death, my lord.’




    ‘That is not what I have heard.’




    ‘From Gytha?’




    ‘No, but you must guard your conversation, Elditha. There are ears everywhere.’




    Only one person would have reported that particular conversation and twisted it into something she had clearly not intended. She did not wait to ask what he had heard. She lifted the latch, allowed it to crash down behind her and headed out into the cold courtyard alone. So Aldgyth had lied to her brother, Morcar, who had repeated the lie to Harold. It was the only explanation.




    That night God listened to their prayers. The following morning, Edith’s steward announced that the King would attend the Christmas festivities, and following that announcement a sense of levity returned to the court. Elditha pushed Aldgyth from her mind. She riffled through the gowns hung neatly on her clothing pole until, after much indecision, she selected a fine woollen overgown to wear. It was dyed a shade of green that complemented her eyes; its gold embroidery the richness of her heavy plaits. She owned a green mantle of the same wool and a curving brooch pin of gold studded with garnets, a present from Harold. He would be pleased to see her wear it. Although she chose to ignore his accusation, she could not but continue to notice his glances towards the one whom she suspected had tried to come between them.




    Determined to enjoy the Christmas festivities she sat in the bower and strummed on her harp. The girls and their cousins practised their dancing steps. Elditha showed them all a new dance with high leaps and swirls that turned as fast as the weather-cock spinning atop a church steeple on a windy day. She laughed when her sons came to the bower to tease them and tell jokes, relieved that the vigil was over. But, often, she felt a pair of pale blue eyes watching her when they dined in the hall. She sensed them following her from the shadows of the nave in the cathedral, where Aldgyth’s pasty countenance would suddenly appear from behind pillars. Most annoying of all was when that mousey head popped up smiling from the shirt she was embroidering, and which she seemed to thrust forward menacingly every time Elditha passed by.
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    Christmas 1065




    And King Edward came to Westminster towards midwinter, and had consecrated there that Minster which he himself built to the glory of God and St Peter and all God’s saints … and he passed away on the eve of Twelfth Night and was buried on Twelfth Night in the same Minster.




    The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, January 1066, Worcester Manuscript, edited and translated by Michael Swanton




    Elditha peered into the hall on her way to the bower. It bustled with preparations. She clapped her hands with delight and sent her lady, Ursula, to fetch Gunnhild and Ulf and the nurse from their sleeping chamber so the children could see the fun. Servants rushed about the hall with baskets of greenery, table coverings, napkins, silver candlesticks and an enormous Yule log for the hearth. They hung the richest tapestries behind the dais. They decorated every spare wall space with wreaths of holly. They strewed the floor with fresh rushes and dried chamomile and set up trestles with linen cloth. Above in the gallery, musicians practised on drums, pipes and harps. In alcoves, skalds, the palace poets, rehearsed stories and fools tried out their antics on anyone who strayed their way.




    For a few minutes they watched, their excitement mounting, until Elditha said, ‘Enough for now. Your grandmother and sister will be in the church already.’ She urged the children away, fussing about their cloaks and then marching them outside into the frosty morning and along freshly swept pathways to the cathedral. They would not break their fast until they had given thanks to the one who had saved their Uncle Edward’s life.




    Harold burst into the bower after midday service anxious to escort his family into King Edward’s feasting hall. Elditha frowned and tried not to care as the women eyed him when he passed through. He smiled through long moustaches that were, this Christmas, tinged with grey. Her husband was still handsome despite his 40 years, utterly resplendent in a fine new woollen mantle and linen tunic of blue as deep as a summer sky. He paused and bowed before Aldgyth. Maids blushed and flustered around the woman tidying her gown and brushing her shoes. Harold lingered for a moment and whispered something, a compliment Elditha supposed, and then passed on to his own family. Gunnhild was waiting for Elditha to pin a small amethyst brooch on her cloak while Ulf danced up and down in new shoes, unable to stand still. Harold called a greeting to her, kissed his mother and helped her from her chair. Elditha glanced over at Aldgyth. She must rise above the sense of unease she felt in the presence of this younger woman. Jealousy was a shoddy feeling, and though Aldgyth was plain, her eyes small and set too close together, she did manage a regal bearing. Tonight in a red cloak with squirrel trimmings the northern widow looked impressive. Elditha took Ulf’s hand and gently pushed him onto a stool. She asked Ursula to use her comb on the boy’s hair but as she handed it over she felt a shadow descending, as if it had come from nowhere.




    ‘We are ready, my lord,’ she called to Harold. He was wearing a new belt, her gift to him. She had known that he would wear it, but it was not just the belt that she noticed. A new silver dagger hung from it, the hilt set with amber. She leaned forward and touched the stone. ‘I’ve never seen a piece of amber as large as a goose egg before. Where does this come from, Harold?’




    ‘Morcar, Lady Aldgyth’s brother – an offer of friendship.’ He looked away and would not meet her eyes.




    She said softly, so that Aldgyth could not hear, ‘Morcar shows you friendship? His sister ignores me.’




    ‘Morcar holds the north and he is grateful for that position. Come, my dear, no ill-will, today of all days. You too, Mother. Here’s your stick. We must not keep King Edward waiting.’




    Gytha raised a thin eyebrow. She touched Elditha’s arm and shook her head. ‘Don’t let Aldgyth upset you,’ she muttered to Elditha when Harold turned away and pushed Ulf and Gunnhild before them. ‘What must be, will be, Elditha.’ There was a chill in those muttered words but Elditha, undaunted, managed to offer Gytha her help.




    The old woman shook her head. ‘I have my stick and thankfully, my dear, my eyes.’




    Together they crossed the palace yard, walking slowly so that Gytha, who was stiff from the nights of prayer in the chill cathedral, could keep up. The King’s steward separated them at the opened door into the hall. Harold, Elditha and the Countess slid into their places at the high table, beside the empty chairs left for the King and Queen. The rest of the family were dispersed about the lower trestles that stretched down either side of a huge double hearth where an enormous Yule log blazed.




    Harold remarked, ‘Look at our sons just across from us here. We Godwins are well placed tonight.’




    No wonder Harold was pleased. All three of their older boys sat with their uncles and young Prince Edgar. Elditha now sought out their two daughters and little Ulf. They were seated far away, with distant aunts and female cousins.




    Trumpets sounded. The King’s bailiff tapped his staff. She looked towards the staircase at the back of the huge hall. Everyone stood as the snow-bearded old King appeared on the stairs, supported by his wife and surrounded by priests. He tottered down and shuffled towards his centrally placed chair at the high table. His own household followed in a procession. They waited until his personal steward helped him into his chair before they sought their own places.




    Elditha smiled as the Queen adjusted a cushion behind the King, and greeted Harold and her mother. She inclined her head momentarily to Elditha. Elditha nodded and looked at the King. He seemed not to recognise any of them. His eyes were pale and misted over like the insides of oyster shells. He who had once been good-sighted was now turning blind. There was another bustle as people relaxed back onto their benches. Side doors opened and a parade of cooks carried in great trays of food from the kitchens. Female servants poured wine and beer into cups. A boar’s head arrived. Venison, peacocks and small birds followed. Blackbirds and partridges, woodcocks, pheasants and geese were all carried to the King in a stately procession. He waved them away. As course followed course, Queen Edith attended to his every whim. She washed his fingers, arranged his napkin, filled his drinking cup and mopped the dribbles from his beard. Elditha sadly noticed that he ate no more than the pickings of a thrush’s wing.




    Harold placed small portions of meat onto their shared silver plate but they ate slowly, without conversation. Elditha searched the board right and left for the red cloak and the headdress, the golden fillet studded with jewels and a veil of snowy linen. Then at last she saw Aldgyth’s plaits lie darkly against the red of her gown and mantle. She glanced sideways to see if Harold was watching Aldgyth too. Harold was not paying the widow any attention at all. He was speaking quietly to the King, whose response was limited to an odd grunt. Edith tried to persuade her husband to sip spiced wine from a silver-and-glass goblet, but he shook his head. Fools came to the table and told riddles and a storyteller began to strum his harp and recite an old tale. King Edward managed a weak smile but he looked tired and strained, as if it was all too much to bear.




    ‘He shouldn’t be here,’ she whispered to Harold. ‘Speak to him. Tell Edith if you can’t tell him. He is exhausted.’




    Harold shook his head. ‘He likes the storyteller. This time Edith knows best.’




    Elditha was sure that the King was worse than his physicians were prepared to admit. ‘I must say something to Edith, even if you do not. This is cruel.’




    ‘Don’t you dare utter a word.’




    Course followed course and servers came and went. The hall grew steamy. Mantles were cast aside. Servers returned and held aloft a pastry model of the palace decorated with confections and nuts. King Edward croaked at his wife to break off a honeyed turret for him. Raising his shaky hand, he nibbled at a corner. He tried to speak, but suddenly his mouth twisted and contorted, so that not a word came from it. His left arm jerked out and the piece of pastry flew up and then dropped onto his wife’s lap. He began to slump, falling forward past her, onto the table, where he clutched at the cloth with claw-like hands, bringing silver plates clattering down and glassware tumbling. Red wine splashed onto the rushes. Harold leapt to his feet. Edith cried out. The storyteller ceased strumming. The steward and the royal physician raced to the King’s side. Edith and Harold raised him into his chair again. The physician listened to the King’s chest through a horn and held a small mirror to his mouth, raised his head and proclaimed, ‘He lives. The King lives. Carry him to his chamber.’




    I knew it, Elditha thought. He has not recovered, not at all. Retainers cleared a pathway. The steward, the physician and courtiers lifted the frail old man up the staircase, through the wide gallery above the hall, vanishing into the apartments above. Queen Edith raised her hand and bade the storyteller to continue. She asked Harold to accompany her. They followed the King’s physicians and courtiers up the staircase.




    She heard Gytha’s voice say as if it was sliding through a thickening mist, ‘Elditha. We cannot stay now.’ For a moment she could not move, nor did words form in her mouth. She felt imprisoned, as though sewn into a shroud. This was it. England would be adrift and the locusts would descend. And what now? She felt danger sliding closer and closer to them, towards Harold and herself. Did she not want this? Before, as Harold rose to become the first earl in England she had enjoyed the importance she and their children had, but something worried her now – something she could not quite grasp. She glanced down the hall. Seeing Aldgyth studying her again through those pale little eyes, Elditha signalled to her ladies. When Ursula hurried to her, she sent the girl to gather up her younger children, and with them by her side – confused but obedient – she swept from the hall and returned to her own apartment.




    In the freezing courtyards around the palace, groups of young nobles gathered in tight knots waiting for news. In the galleries, by the curtains of private chambers and on staircases up into the towers, Elditha observed bishops and earls muttering. One thought hung on everyone’s mind. Who would be fit to rule if the King died; local earl or foreign atheling? Not Harold, she prayed on her knees on the hard, icy pavements of the abbey’s many alcoves, prostrating herself before the abbey’s multitude of saints. Not my husband.




    Days passed and it seemed to her that the King lingered, his soul suspended as if hovering on a lightly feathered angel’s wing. Harold consulted with physicians. He comforted the Queen or became entrenched in the council room where he reported on the King’s progress. He never returned to his own chamber but remained close to King Edward. Elditha quietly embroidered and waited patiently for news.




    On the day before Epiphany Gytha tapped her way along the gallery to Elditha’s chamber. Leaning on her jewelled, hooded walking stick, she requested thread of gold from Elditha for the new tapestry. As she hunted it out from the box in her chair Gytha suddenly said, ‘The corpse serpent is gnawing at the roots of Yggdrasil.’




    ‘Edward is finally dying?’




    Gytha lowered her voice. ‘His spinners have ceased their spinning. He will not last out the night.’




    ‘In time, the serpent arrives at the tree of life for us all,’ Elditha said gently.




    She heard before morning that the corpse serpent slid into the room that very night as the King was sleeping. His spinners had spun their last. Harold came to her and took her hands. ‘It is over, Elditha. Now all is to change.’ She did not need to ask him what was changing because the changes had been happening since the morning she had ridden on Eglantine to ThorneyIsland. A king was dying and a plain young widow waited in the shadows to take Harold from her. She asked him how the King had died. Harold sank into a chair, buried his head in his arms for a moment, then raised his head and said, ‘He was just a dying old man; he had become a great fetid stench that lurked beneath the smell of wax and unguents.’




    ‘What about Edith?’




    ‘Edith held his feet and caressed them. Archbishop Stigand was muttering prayers. Then just as it seemed that if he would never speak again, his lips began to move.’ Harold took a long deep breath. ‘It was the strangest thing. Edward’s voice as clear as the ringing of Angelus bells; he cried out, “England will enter a terrible time.”’




    ‘What did he mean?’ Elditha whispered. She shuddered. Edward had been, in truth, an obsessive and quite unpleasant old man. Rumour had it that he had never slept with Edith and that he admired young men, or perhaps, since there was no evidence of that, he was a virgin.




    ‘I said, “What is this, Your Grace?” The Queen kissed his forehead and he opened his eyes. He looked straight at Edith and stretched out his right hand, touched my arm and said to me, “I place my kingdom into your care.” And that was it, Elditha. After that, he said not another word. But don’t you see, he has given me the kingdom and we all know that any wish spoken by a dying king must be granted.’




    ‘So does this mean you are to be king?’




    ‘If the Council says so then, it seems that I am, and Elditha, not a word of this to anyone. There is too much to do, to arrange.’ Harold snatched a cup of wine from her, gulped it back, shook his unkempt head and rose to his feet. He dropped a perfunctory kiss on her forehead and hurried out into the darkening evening. Bewildered, she sank into the chair that was still warm from Harold, lifted her mending, then put it down and called for Ursula. ‘Bring me my mantle and my boots. I need air.’




    ‘Do you wish for company?’ she heard Ursula’s small voice saying.




    Elditha shook her head. ‘Not tonight. Go and rest. King Edward is dead. The morning will be busy. You and Margaret must keep the children hushed, and we must all pray for his soul.’




    Around midnight, Elditha picked her way through grim mourners kneeling in huddled groups around the hall, chanting prayers. She climbed the staircase to the gallery and slipped into an empty alcove. She flung open the shutters of a window overlooking the river. A full moon glowed and the water below reflected stars, appearing as if it was filled with shoals of silver fish. Smoke from riverside huts twisted upwards into the night. As she leaned on the sill, Elditha wondered if the King’s soul had already sped into the heavens. She listened to the lapping water, the cries of mourners and the chanting of prayers until these sounds faded into the background. Closing the shutters again she thought that she could hear voices close by. She followed the wall to where the leather hanging concealed the entrance to the King’s antechamber. Leaning her ear against it, she could hear Harold and Edith talking. Their voices rising, they weren’t just talking. They were arguing.




    ‘Edward sent for Edgar’s family. You fetched them back from Hungary yourself. We adopted the boy after his father died.’




    ‘Sister, you heard Edward give the kingdom into my care. A dying king’s wish is sanctified and must be obeyed. Morcar and Edwin will not have that child for king.’




    ‘But, brother, Edward meant that you were to care for the kingdom in Edgar’s name.’




    ‘Archbishop Sigand does not agree. Tomorrow Edward will be interred. I shall be crowned king.’




    ‘Then, I shall retire to my convent at Wilton.’




    ‘No, you were Edward’s queen and tomorrow you will show them all that you support my kingship.’




    ‘And who will be your queen, brother? Aldgyth of Mercia? You have been plotting this for weeks.’




    Elditha clutched the folds of her mantle, turned on her heel and fled back along the corridor. She rushed into her apartment. There was no sign of her women. She sat alone in the dark as the candles burned low. There, as bells cried out through the long night for the safety of Edward’s soul, she brooded over what she had overheard. Next to Harold, Morcar and Edwin were the most powerful earls in the kingdom. She understood it all now: the looks, the snubs, the snide whispering as she passed.




    When the charcoal dimmed in the brazier she climbed into the empty space that had been their bed here for 17 years and, heartsore, sobbed angrily into the pillows. He would betray their love for a kingdom. And he had not returned to their chamber since Christmas night. This was not the way it should be. Before the Christmas feast they had made love. Before King Edward had died they had been a family. As morning dawned fear paralysed her, but she could do nothing; not yet. She was not to be queen – but what about their children? Would they be princesses and their sons, athelings, heirs to the throne?




    Epiphany, the day of Edward’s funeral and Harold’s coronation, turned out to be bitter, the skies shedding icy sleet. Elditha froze anyone who came close to her. She silently walked with her children and beside Gytha and Edith to the great minster. The Thames was crowded with boats and many stood patiently in the broad space around the palace and on the river, huddled in their cloaks watching. They followed the procession of nobles and clergy that swept from church to palace after the King’s interment, and then a few hours later swept back again for Harold’s coronation. She sensed that both Gytha and Edith looked at her more with pity than joy and she held her head high, determined not to show the weakness she felt. This was Harold’s greatest day and she should be happy, but she could have wept with despair.




    She stood with the others in the nave and watched with them as Harold, the earls’ choice, slowly descended the platform and stood by the altar. He made a threefold promise to the archbishop and to his people, promising to protect the church, maintain good laws and abolish the bad, and dispense justice to all.




    ‘What justice will you dispense to me and ours?’ she whispered to herself, clutching Ulf’s hand tight.




    ‘What are they putting on my father’s head?’ she heard the child ask.




    She looked down at him and said tensely, ‘Sanctified oil, a sign that your father is king and you, Ulf, are now an atheling – a prince, a king’s son – so never, ever do you forget it.’




    When the ceremony drew to a close and the clergy began to process out of the great church, Elditha saw the northern ladies standing together on the opposite side of the nave. The Lady Aldgyth stood in their midst. She thought bitterly: it has happened before when a king has had a handfasted wife. He will put me aside. She closed her eyes and prayed to her name-day saint, ‘I have anger in my heart for him, please help me to contain it. I have pride and I envy that dull girl. Please, dear St Cecilia, beg the good Lord to have pity on your daughter. Help her to face this cruelty. God help us all now.’




    Harold moved into the royal apartments without her. They spoke little to each other. The closeness that they had shared only weeks before had frozen like the bitter earth outside. When the court came to dine in the hall after Harold’s crowning, she watched the demure smiles Lady Aldgyth gave Harold, and she noticed those he bestowed upon that lady in return, while all the time he spoke pleasantly to Elditha, passing the salt cellar or placing morsels of fowl on her plate, choosing her a sweetmeat.




    ‘Harold, we must talk,’ she said when they met in the hall on the following day at dinner.




    He touched her arm, smiled at her sadly and said, ‘Not at the moment. There is so much to do. Soon, Elditha, soon we shall talk.’ Then he hurried away to some earl or other who wanted his attention.




    Gytha tried to comfort her by saying, ‘He will come to you soon. We are the new royal family, my dear. You should rejoice.’ But Gytha knew, and Elditha knew that she knew.




    Again she tried to talk to Harold, and he dismissed her saying, ‘I am burdened with arrangements, my dear. There is no time for anything else, not now.’ But he had time for the pasty-faced widow who had once been wed to Gyffud, a king of the Welsh.




    Three miserable days slid by and then the widowed threat travelled back to the north. Elditha rejoiced, hoping that Harold would be drawn back to her, now that Aldgyth was gone. Her sons came into her chamber for her blessing daily and often they joined her in the minster for evening Vespers. They were filled with excitement lately, not because they were the sons of a king, but because King Dairmaid of Dublin had invited them to reside at his court. They were important now and all their friends and cousins admired them. She realised this but was glad that they were modest too. They made her proud to be their mother. She happily practised her harp, spent time with her children, helped Thea with her embroidery and returned to the bower hall to work on the Garden of Eden tapestry. When she tired of this she encouraged her ladies to fill her own apartment with the clatter of dropping spindles and chatter.




    A few days later, as she was preparing for sleep, she heard Harold’s footstep outside her chamber. She sent Ursula to see if he was there. Ursula returned smiling. ‘The King is on his way, my lady.’




    At last, and what will he say now? ‘Go to the bower hall,’ she barked at her women, and they fled through the doorway curtain like a flock of migrating birds. Harold pushed in as they left and thrust his hands towards the brazier.




    She took a breath and composed herself as she poured him a cup of wine, keeping her hand firm. He accepted and sipped slowly. She poured some for herself, though she would not drink it. She must be measured. She would not keep him with soured words. Yet the Devil perched on her shoulder, urging her to give him a look so sharp her eyes could have sliced through his bones. ‘Why, my lord, has it taken so long for you to remember you have a wife?’ There, it was out.




    He placed his cup on a low table and opened his palms in a supplicant’s gesture. Time froze. She noticed a new gold garnet-studded cross rise and fall on his breast. He said slowly, ‘In the spring I shall ride north and tour the kingdom.’ He sipped the wine. It was a deliberate pause, she thought. At last he said, ‘Elditha, I will speak frankly. In York, I shall wed the Lady Aldgyth. I must, not for love, but for the kingdom.’




    She set her cup on the table, her hand shaking. Red wine splashed over the cloth. She spun round to face him again. He was kneeling before her. ‘I beg you, Elditha, do not make a fuss.’




    ‘Get up, Harold. You do not kneel before me to beg my forgiveness.’




    He stood up and grasped the chair. He was shaking as he shook his head. ‘Elditha, listen to me …’




    ‘No, my lord, I have watched you woo her in front of the whole court. You have betrayed me and our children. Tomorrow, I shall return to Nazeing.’




    He reached out and touched her face. She drew back, frightened, hurt and angry beyond words. She swallowed. She must not weep. There was silence. She waited. ‘Elditha,’ he said at last, ‘I need this alliance. Without the support of Aldgyth’s brothers the kingdom is divided. Without them we are all lost.’




    ‘Why? They cannot make you do this.’




    ‘Yes, they can. We are cousins thrice removed and were handfasted because of it.’ He sank onto their bed, his head in his hands. ‘I am the King now, Elditha, and although I am King, you still remain the mother of our children, but,’ he paused; she waited. ‘You cannot be my queen. And, though I may not wish it, I must wed with Aldgyth.’ His next words were spoken with gentleness, but they cut deeply. ‘A king needs a queen approved of by the Church.’




    She had been thinking for days of what she would say if he brought this up. ‘Then appeal to the Pope. Build him a minster as Duke William did when he wed Matilda of Flanders. They were cousins something removed.’




    ‘Duke William is closer to the Pope than we are here. It is different. Can you not see that I don’t have any taste for this marriage, but marry her, I must. It is only an arrangement.’




    She snapped back at him, ‘An arrangement with Morcar is more important than your own children? Our sons, our daughters too – what will happen to them and to me?’




    ‘Our sons will go to King Dairmaid’s court in Ireland. They will learn to be princes. Thea will remain with her grandmother, where she can prepare for marriage. Ulf and Gunnhild will dwell with you, though soon, perhaps, Gunnhild will join Edith in Wilton for her education.’




    ‘What?’ She was about to retort that Gunnhild would not go to Edith’s household to become a nun – not ever – but he was running on ahead of her.




    ‘Elditha, my dear, for the sake of our children – for us – we must both accept this change in our lives. Others have done so in the past.’ He lifted her hands and held them tight. She felt his strength and she felt her own fragility. She knew that she must make a bargain with him, for the sake of their children and for her own sake too. Theirs had been a long and loving marriage. Slowly, she nodded. ‘But our children must take precedence over her children. You will swear it to me.’ She lifted her prayer book and thrust it into his hands. ‘Swear it upon this, on St Cuthbert’s prayers. I am not going to quietly vanish into a nunnery. Don’t you think that, my lord.’




    ‘Of course not, the very thought of it, Elditha. Godwin will inherit my kingdom. I swear it.’ He held the prayer book and touched the cross that hung on his breast as if to confirm his oath. He lifted it to his lips and kissed it. ‘I swear it on the holy cross. Godwin will follow me. Elditha, we too can continue if you will still have me.’




    She shook her head. ‘And how is that possible, my lord?’




    She felt him study her and heard him say quietly, ‘Do you remember Reredfelle?’




    ‘How could I forget it? It was the place of our first summer. We conceived Godwin there.’




    He was still holding the prayer book. He laid it down and looked up at her. For a moment everything was still, frozen in the air. She saw a glistening, a gathering of tears, in his great blue eyes. Then he spoke again. ‘And it has been neglected. Do not return to Nazeing. Go to Reredfelle and make it what it used to be. Consider it as one of your own estates, and I will come to you there.’




    ‘When will you come, my lord?’




    ‘I cannot promise a visit soon, but I do promise that I shall come when I can.’




    Promises, crosses and relics betrayed; sinking down beside him on the embroidered coverlet for a moment she watched the brazier glow and the candles flicker. She searched his face. He looked tired. He was weary with the burden of kingship already. The Devil fled from her shoulder and her heart ceased to beat like that of a frightened bird. ‘My estates are in good order. I will do the same for Reredfelle,’ she managed to say with dignity.




    He reached out for her and though she held back, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. ‘That is it, my swan, my love. Do not leave me. Our lives are, for now, buffeted by rough seas.’ He smiled down on her through moist eyes and said, ‘I have gifts.’ He pulled a pouch from his cloak and pressed it into her hand. ‘Conceal this in a safe place. Padar, my skald, will accompany you to Reredfelle. If you need me, send him.’




    She untied the purse cord and drew out six sapphires. They shone pale blue against her linen. She dropped them into her lap. ‘Padar the skald and baubles. I would rather have had you, my lord,’ she said, feeling a monstrous sadness sweep over her and devour her. Tears bit the back of her eyes. She must not allow them to flow.




    ‘And I you,’ he whispered. He withdrew a small, leather-bound book from the lining of his cloak. ‘Whilst we are parted, this will amuse you. See, here is your riddle.’




    She began to smile. Riddles had been a secret language between them. He read the verse about a swan that he had always said was for her. She had drawn strength from that poem. ‘Forgive me,’ he whispered into her hair, but she could not forgive; forgive him she would never bring herself to do. For the sake of their family she must accept his proposal, but she was not so easy with her heart.




    She laid the book of verse aside, stood up, walked to the chair and lifted his mantle. There was surprise on his face as she gave it to him. ‘Go, Harold, and God go with you.’ She turned away from him. The room had become chill and the candles had burned low in their sconces. She felt a draught as the tapestry moved. She turned around and he was gone. In that moment of final separation, she knew that she must learn the lessons of loneliness.




    On the day dedicated to St Valentine her cavalcade gathered in the yard. She sat proudly on her mare, wrapped in her ermine-lined cloak. Deep in her saddle-bag she had concealed a precious silver-plated, bone casket containing Harold’s gifts and her collection of ivory figurines of female saints. Over these treasures she had folded the christening robe which she had used for her children, and which, one day, she prayed that she would use again.




    Ulf and Gunnhild peered out of their wagon at the small gathering which had collected to wave them farewell: three brothers, who had tears in their eyes as they watched their departure, Thea and Gytha. As their cart trundled towards the gate leaving tracks in the snow, they turned back and waved again to their grandmother, their cousins and their brothers and their elder sister. Elditha turned and scanned the watching faces, but their father was not there to say goodbye.
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