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    A Marriage Made in Heaven – or Hell …


    


    1075, and Dowager Queen Edith has died.


    Her daughter Gunnhild longs to leave Wilton Abbey, but is her suitor, Breton knight Count Alan of Richmond, interested in her inheritance as the daughter of King Harold and Edith Swan-Neck ,or does he love her for herself?


    And is her own love for Count Alan an enduring love, or has she made a mistake?


    The Swan-Daughter is a tale of elopement and a love triangle, based on true historical events.
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    The Benedictine Hours


    Les Heures Bénédictines


    
      
      

      
        
          	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
        


        
          	Sext

          	Noon
        


        
          	Nones

          	Between 2.00 and 3.00 in the afternoon
        


        
          	Vespers

          	Late afternoon
        


        
          	Compline

          	Before 7.00 as soon after that the monks retire
        

      
    

  


  
    Glossary

    



    Hippocras – a sweet honey wine


    Thegne – an Anglo-Saxon nobleman of middling rank


    Villein – peasant


    House coerl – the elite corps attached to an earl’s household


    Palisade – the protective fence that circles the estate buildings


    Seax – a short Anglo-Saxon knife sometimes double sharpened


    Skald – a poet but one of Viking origin


    Relics – saints’ relics were an important part of Christianity from the seventh century onwards


    Old English riddles – short poems


    Burgh – town


    Handfasting – a secular and legal form of marriage universally used before the advent of church reform during the 11th Century

  


  
    Alan of Richmond’s Family Tree
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    Gunnhild Godwinsdatter’s Family Tree
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    Epitaph for Count Alan


    


    A star nods approval at the kingdom; Count Alan our companion is dying


    And England is saddened as its first leaders are now turning to ash


    Count Alan was the flower of the kings of Brittany,


    And that he, too, is dead, allows decay to threaten the order of nature


    With unsettled law.


    In the beginning the Conquest shone with the blood of noblemen.


    But this great lord grew strong as he followed our king


    So, listen to us, as we say, ‘May he have rest’,


    A great noble who has fought so bravely in Britain.


    Ascribed to a 12th-century monk who wrote it in his copy of work by the Irish monk Marianus Scotus (1028-1083) and translated from the Latin by Dr Mat Harris of Malvern College and loosely rendered more poetic by myself, while hopefully preserving the original meaning.

  


  
    Tristram and Isolde


    They both laughed and drank to each other; they had never tasted sweeter liquor in all their lives. And in that moment they fell so deeply in love that their hearts would never be divided. So the destiny of Tristram and Isolde was ordained.


    Tristram and Isolde , excerpt from The Death of King Arthur by Peter Ackroyd, 2011.

  


  
    Prologue


    Christmastide 1101 AD


    As the musicians’ music dies away I step up from my place below the salt. Sweeping back my cloak, I draw out my flute and play a few notes. I stop, and bending forwards say, ‘Listen.’ For a moment everyone shuffles on their haunches. The hall falls silent. They all love a story.


    ‘Listen well,’ I say, ‘for this is a true tale of elopement and a princess’s romance.’ The men and women seated behind the white cloth raise eyebrows. I now have their complete attention. ‘My lords and ladies, this story is about a great scandal, one that happened to Gunnhild, the youngest daughter of King Harold of England and his hand-fasted wife, Edith the fair, she of a swan’s neck white as the feathers on an angel’s wing. Ah, so you have heard of her beauty I see. Then fill your drinking horns, my friends. I shall be some time. For this tale we cast back to the year ten hundred and seventy-five when Gunnhild, a maid of eighteen, lived in Wilton Abbey, her hair hidden under a postulant’s cap – though she had no desire to take the veil, nor did she wish to live out her life amongst those who had fled into abbeys for care of their hymens after the great battle. No, once her aunt, the Dowager Queen Edith had died, this young lady wanted her freedom and she was determined to have it.’ I pause. The Yule log crackles and sparks in the hearth. ‘Perhaps this was a mistake, perhaps not. You can decide for yourselves.’


    Candles splutter and flicker in the recesses along the wall as I begin to recount my tale in a voice as clear as reliquary crystal.

  


  
    Part One


    St Margaret, the Virgin of Antioch
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    Wilton Abbey, December 1075


    It had been so easy to take it.


    As Wilton Abbey’s bell tolled for her dead aunt’s midnight vigil, everyone – priests, nuns, novices, postulants and girls – passed through the archway into the chill of St Edith’s chapel. Gunnhild hovered near the back of the gathering. When the nuns’ choir began to sing the first plainsong, she lifted a candle from a niche close to the doorway, cupped her free hand around it and slipped out into the cloisters. She hurried along a pathway through overhanging shadows until she reached her aunt’s apartment, rooms that were set away from the main abbey buildings, elegant as befitted a queen, albeit a dowager queen. Pushing open the doors, she crept into the reception hall, crossed the dead queen’s antechamber, the great bed-chamber and finally into Aunt Edith’s vast wardrobe. I must find it because when I do I shall have a suitable garment to wear when I leave this place. I must take it before it is given to that dwarf, Queen Matilda.


    Gunnhild set her candle in an empty holder on a side table a little distance from the hanging fabrics and stepped into the space between wooden clothing poles. Frantically her fingers began fumbling amongst Aunt Edith’s garments. Which one was it? No, not those woollen gowns, nor the old linen ones either. No, look again. She moved along a rail by the wall fingering linens and silks until finally she found what she sought at the very end. Reaching out with both hands she touched the overgown, pulled it down and took it out into the candlelight. Its hem was embellished with embroidered flowers – heartsease or pansies – in shades of purples and blues with centres of glistening pearls. Her aunt had worn it when Gunnhild had first travelled to be with her in Winchester for the Pentecost feast of 1066, just after Aunt Edith’s husband, King Edward, had died and Gunnhild’s father was crowned king. Their family had risen and he had wanted his nine-year-old daughter to be prepared by her aunt for an education fit for a princess, to learn foreign languages, play instruments and embroider. She had remarked then to Aunt Edith that heartsease was her favourite flower and Aunt Edith had lifted her hand, smoothed it along the silk and said, ‘One day, this dress will belong to you.’


    Gunnhild peered closer, examining the clusters of tiny flowers, noticing how perfectly they were edged with gold and silver thread. Her eyes darted about the fabric. There were no moth holes. The green silk dress was as fresh as it had been ten years before. She laid the overdress on a stool, returned into the depths of the wardrobe and with both hands shaking lifted down its paler linen undergown. With a cursory glance she saw that it, too, remained in perfect condition. Make haste and hurry away. She folded the overgown into the linen shift and pulled her mantle over them both. Carefully closing the wardrobe’s leather curtains she blew out the candle and sped from the apartment, fleeing back through empty cloisters to the postulants’ building.


    Pausing to catch her breath, Gunnhild pushed open her cell door with her back, slipped inside and spun around. Her every muscle tensed with fear. Eleanor was standing in the middle of the room.


    ‘Christina sent me to find you …’ Eleanor, who had been her friend since she had entered Wilton Abbey, broke off. ‘What, by the Virgin’s halo, are you hiding under your cloak?’


    Gunnhild pulled out her bundle and dropped the garments onto her cot. Eleanor held up the silk overgown and then dropped it onto the tiles as if it were poisoned, her face pale with shock. ‘This,’ she gasped. ‘Where did you get it?’


    ‘I took what is mine by right,’ Gunnhild said in a quiet voice.


    ‘You stole it.’


    ‘No I did not. My aunt promised that one day this gown would belong to me. All her clothes will be shortened to fit the dwarf queen. And anyway …’ Gunnhild glanced down at her grey postulant’s robe and her hand flew to the hideous black cap that Christina, the assistant prioress, forced her to wear, ‘I need something better than these.’


    ‘Whatever for?’


    ‘You will know soon enough, Eleanor, I promise.’ Gunnhild scooped the gown into her arms, folded it and placed it back on her coverlet beside its linen undergown. Her mind working quickly, she searched around her chamber for a suitable hiding place. The garment chest had a strong barrel lock and a key, though she rarely secured it, but now ... She crossed the room, flung open the coffer’s lid and bent down. For a moment she inhaled the pleasant scent of cedarwood chips and felt around with both hands, rooting amongst her plain linen until she plucked out a green fillet embroidered with a golden pattern and a pair of red deerskin slippers decorated with twisting, fire-spitting, Godwin dragons. Both had been gifts from Aunt Edith for her sixteenth birthday. She lifted the head band, turned it around and around in her hands and faced Eleanor again. ‘These belong to the daughters of my family; my aunt gave them to me to keep, not to my mother who is in a convent, nor to my sister, Thea, who is far away in the lands of the Rus, but to me,’ she said, clutching her hands together so tightly her finger bones felt as if they would crack. ‘No, Eleanor, the real sin is to imprison one of us in this abbey, to expect her to wear dull gowns day upon day, and order her to wed with God.’


    Eleanor leapt up from the bed and pointed at the headband. ‘Where in heaven’s name would you wear that? Christina will find you out. No one is forcing you to take vows. You chose your own path. You have broken two vows already, obedience and poverty. If the abbess finds out …’ She caught her breath and rasped, ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Gunnhild, take them back to your dead aunt’s rooms and leave them there for Queen Matilda before you break the third.’


    ‘And that is unlikely here,’ Gunnhild complained and tucked the fillet and slippers back in the coffer. ‘No, I shall risk Christina’s fury.’ She plucked the gowns from the cot, laid them neatly on top of the fillet and slippers and covered the lot with two everyday shifts. Turning back to Eleanor she said, ‘Christina must not find out. Please say you will not tell her. Besides, I have not yet taken any vows, nor shall I take them … I have changed my mind … My father, King Harold, remember, how he was once king of the English? Well, I shall never forget it, nor that the dwarf queen’s husband, that bastard, William, killed him on the field at Senlac. I shall never forget that King William stole our kingdom.’ She gasped for breath, almost choking with fury. ‘My father never intended me for the church. He sent me to serve my aunt, to learn to read, write and embroider. Now Aunt Edith is gone to God’s angels there is nothing left for me here. I intend to be free.’


    ‘Gunnhild, how will that happen?’


    Eleanor’s voice was very, very quiet. Gunnhild breathed deeply and said, ‘Eleanor, I am a princess. When my knight comes to claim me I shall be waiting for him in that dress.’ She climbed up on to the chest and slipped her hand behind the statue that sat in the wall niche above it. She felt around for a small key and grasped it. Carefully, so as not to knock over her plaster St Edith, she climbed off the clothing chest. Kneeling on the cold tiles she secured the barrel lock with a loud clink, stood on the chest again, replaced the key and set the statue back into its original position. Looking over her shoulder she called down, ‘Now it is hidden and only you and I know where. Promise me you will not tell.’


    ‘I will not. Gunnhild, your secret is safe, at least on earth if not in Heaven.’ As Gunnhild jumped from the chest Eleanor reached over and caught her hand. ‘Hurry or you really will be discovered and I hope God forgives you because if Christina finds out she will not.’


    ‘Bah, I am not afraid of Christina.’ Gunnhild hesitated momentarily, and added, ‘No, not a bit, even though I know she will beat me with her rod through the cloisters and lock me in the ossuary if she ever discovers my intention to escape.’ She reached out for Eleanor’s hand. ‘Thank you. You are a true friend.’


    Eleanor drew her close and whispered. ‘Be careful what you wish for, Gunnhild. Now let us slip back into the chapel before the dragon comes looking herself.’


    Hand in hand they sped back to the novice stalls in the chapel where they took their places amongst the other postulants and novices and bowed their heads in prayer. The vigil was drawing to its end. The bell in the abbey church was already tolling. It would only be a few hours until Prime. After morning prayers Gunnhild was to travel to the funeral in Westminster Abbey because she was the only surviving Godwin heiress dwelling in England, but once Aunt Edith’s royal funeral was over she would return to Wilton to be buried alive as deeply as the winter that was gathering about the cloisters.


    Touching the coarse hemp of her plain gown she sighed. No knight would ever look at her dressed in raiment as pale as the shroud that covered her aunt’s once lovely form. As Gunnhild’s eyes swam with tears, she wiped them away from her cheeks using a corner of her cloak. She whispered into the candle smoke, ‘Aunt Edith forgive me; I want to be of the world, not apart from it.’ 
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    Westminster, December 1075


    ‘And the Lady Edith passed away in Winchester 7 days before Christmas and the king had her brought to Westminster with great honour, and laid her with King Edward, her lord.’


    The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, translated and edited by Michael Swanton, 2000


    Their long wagon clattered into the palace courtyard, almost too late for Aunt Edith’s funeral. The palace of Westminster was smaller than Gunnhild remembered. Even so, the new church still drew her awed gasp as she peered out at it from the nuns’ litter. She recollected how Aunt Edith’s smooth face had become riveted with anxious gullies on the night that the King, Gunnhild’s uncle, collapsed at the Christmas feast of 1065. He had lingered in a shadowy place between worlds for days, rambling terrible prophecies, foretelling, to those gathered at his bedside, of fire, sword and destruction.


    It was this fear that drove Uncle Edward to give care of his kingdom to Harold of Wessex, her father, who was the strongest of all the earls. After all, the other earls had elected her own father to be king because the obvious choice, young Prince Edgar, who had been born in exile, was foreign to their people and was inexperienced.


    During that long-ago Christmastide the freezing palace had seemed to creak and groan with the weight of her aunt’s sorrow. She remembered Uncle Edward’s funeral on the Epiphany and how, on the same day that he was interred, her father had been crowned King Harold II. On that day she had become an eight-year-old princess.


    Now, ten years on, she climbed from the wagon into the icy courtyard to stand in her thin woollen mantle amongst the nuns from Wilton waiting to join her aunt’s funeral procession. It would move in a stately manner out of the palace, across the snowy courtyard and into the long pillared aisle through the Minster’s west door. She was not a princess today, of course. As she surveyed the noble Norman ladies, clad in rich furs and gathering around the palace yard in elegant groups, she could not help but long for someone to love her, someone to free her from Wilton and sweep her into her own elegant existence in the world beyond abbey walls.


    She shivered and watched, her face as unsmiling as those all around her. King William, who led the procession, looked ahead sternly. The tiny queen who stepped neatly beside him owned an alabaster complexion as white as polished ivory. Gunnhild knew that she was, of course, far beneath the dwarf queen’s notice.


    At last the Wilton nuns slipped into place to join the walk to the cathedral and Gunnhild took up her position alongside Christina, behind the knights and nobles, bishops and monks. As they moved forward over the palace’s icy yard towards the church, the monks’ censers swung back and forwards through sharp winter air in a slow, methodical rhythm. After what seemed an endless time, they were at last crowding into the nave of the great Minster. Others pressed in behind them and Gunnhild found herself moving forward with a crowd of mourners all about her. They thronged every space from the altar to the West Door. She could smell the musty damp rising off their furs, hardly masked by the heavy oily perfumes that they wore to conceal the stink of their sweat. Her throat was irritated by the pungent smoke from the golden swaying censers and she began to cough. Christina glared at her through bead-like jackdaw eyes that missed little. Gunnhild clamped her hand to her mouth.


    Turning away from the censor-swinging monks, she tried to breathe slowly. In, out, in, out. Try not to inhale the sickly perfume, worse inside than out, just breathe. As she recovered, a deep sadness overcame her and her mind wandered. Aunt Edith was telling her to sit by her charcoal fire on a stool, teaching her to read from an illustrated book with tales of animals – stags with thorny crowns, red foxes and long-eared hares. Shaking herself from such memories, she focused hard on where she was now. Looking about the nave, she began to scan the sombre faces of others. So many people had gathered at Westminster. Did they really care about the dead old queen who had straddled two worlds, the beautiful world she had known before the great battle and that of the Norman conqueror. How could these strangers possibly care about her clever aunt? She closed her eyes, and by squeezing them tightly shut, she captured an older recollection. This time she saw her mother embroidering a fine tunic with golden thread. It was for her handsome warrior father, Earl Harold, in their happy time before he was king. Perhaps her mother, the once lovely Edith Swanneck, was here too. She opened her eyes and glanced around again, peering hard through gaps in the groups that crowded the nave. Her mother was not there. So they never invited my mother. I am still not permitted to speak with my mother in case we plan together to bring my brother Godwin back from Denmark and help him to kingship. Aunt Edith never allowed me to write to her. ‘For your own sake, Gunnhild,’ Aunt Edith had once said when she had begged to write to her mother. ‘Forget you ever had a mother. I am your mother now.’ Gunnhild knew the true reason. Simple. The bastard king is afraid of my mother, ever since her part in the rebellion at Exeter. She is like the rest of the mothers of Hastings, shadows in the corners. This is what becomes of passing your days on your knees in prayer .


    Gunnhild chased another memory. Ulf, her little brother, was still a hostage at King William’s other court in Normandy. He had been fleet of foot and so filled with mischief. They had glided together over frozen ponds on bone skates and climbed tall spiky trees on the estate of Reredfelle that winter before her father had sent her to Wilton for her education. She felt herself smiling through damp eyes until a moment later a finger was prodding her, pushing her forward. Christina was hissing in her ear. ‘Wake up, look down. This is a funeral, not a wedding.’


    Four nuns stood in a tight group around Christina, their sweat as stale as rotting fish, their breath foul. Gunnhild looked away from them and swallowed. She glanced across at the other side of the nave. A knight who stood by a statue of St Mark’s lion was looking straight at her, watching her. As she caught his eye he turned to the canons who were gathered about the coffin chanting prayers, helping Aunt Edith to Heaven. Had he really looked her way, or was her imagination tricking her?


    ‘Gunnhild, what are you doing now?’ Christina pinched her arm. Gunnhild bit her lip to stop a retort. ‘Look down, girl. This behaviour does not become the daughter of a man who was once a king of the English.’


    ‘I am just trying to find my mother, Lady Christina.’


    Christina hissed. ‘She would not be invited.’


    Sweat trickled down Gunnhild’s back and soaked into the coarse linen she wore under her gown. She must find fresh air before she vomited in front of them all. ‘Excuse me a moment. I …’ Gunnhild clapped her hand to her mouth and turned around, almost knocking the nun behind her over in her haste to escape. She pushed back through the great gathering of nobles, weaving a way around groups of strangers until she sensed clearer air from an opened side door. She ran out into a small courtyard and retched. She used her sleeve to wipe the spittle from her mouth and leaned against the stone wall, gulping cold air. Once she felt a little better, she edged her way back along the wall. The same knight stood there with his back to her, hovering just inside the doorway, blocking her return. He shifted his stance and glanced out. From her place of safety she observed him through the slits in the stone tracery of the portico. She realised that she had seen him before. His red hair was less bright than when she had last observed him during the nightmare year when other women of her family fled England. She had only been ten years old and had chosen to stay at Wilton with Aunt Edith.


    Many foreign ambassadors and great knights had visited Aunt Edith. This red-headed knight, known to them then as Count Alain of Brittany, had lingered deep inside her memory. Her mother had behaved in a scandalous manner, agreeing to wed the knight then breaking her promise. Aunt Edith had been angry and had never mentioned her mother’s name again. Momentarily the knight stood still as the effigies that graced the side chapels inside the minster and, watching him slowly scan the courtyard, she felt a delicious stirring of something she longed for – his world.


    He moved out of the doorway, strode around the portico and looked straight down at her. Trying to reclaim her dignity, she stood up, swept her hand down her gown and pulled her rough mantle closer.


    ‘Are you unwell, my lady? Can I fetch someone, one of your order, perhaps?’


    She did not reply. He spoke again. ‘Who cares for you? Can I find that person for you? Ma petite, you are a novice, yes?’


    Stretching up to her full height she found her tongue. She fixed him with as stern a look as she could manage. ‘No, my lord, I am not yet a novice nor do I ever intend to be one. I am Gunnhild, a daughter of King Harold of the English.’


    ‘I thought as much. Lady Gunnhild, you are grown since I last saw you in Wilton. You must be … what age?’


    ‘I am eighteen years, and I am quite recovered, thank you. Please allow me to pass.’


    The knight scrutinised her face. Is he looking for my mother in my countenance? My mother was right to deny him, of course. This man could never replace my father.


    He said, his voice so low she hardly heard, ‘And at eighteen you should be wed.’ He bowed, inclined his head and moved aside to allow her passage.


    ‘You are bold, knight.’ She looked up at him, refusing to let his remark pass unnoticed, even though she agreed. She should indeed have a husband.


    ‘And you are fair, my lady. I mean it as a compliment.’ At that, Gunnhild pushed past him into the church and hurried back through the crowd.


    She turned at a pillar and glanced back, her eyes searching hard for him but others had closed him in and he was gone.


    When she returned to her place, Christina tugged her mantle and she fell to her knees. They rose again as everyone was beginning to leave, drifting towards the great door, following after the king and queen and Lanfranc, the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Bishop of London, monks, nuns and nobles. No matter how hard she peered through gaps in the great gathering she could not see the red-headed knight and, by the Virgin, she could not remember his name.


    ‘Where were you, Gunnhild?’ Christina said.


    Gunnhild pointed to an alcove close to the narrow doorway. ‘Praying to Our Lady for my aunt’s soul.’ The lie slipped from her tongue as easily as the liturgy she knew by rote.


    ‘Sooner you are shriven the better, my girl.’ Christina took Gunnhild’s arm and hurried her back out into the brightness of day. Turning to her group of nuns she dropped Gunnhild’s elbow and said, ‘There are too many temptations at a funeral feast. Prioress Winifred will see to our needs in the women’s hall and there we shall rest.’ With that she turned on her heel. Dutifully the four nuns of Wilton followed as Gunnhild trailed behind them. Glancing backwards, Gunnhild now saw that the knight was leaning on his sword by the choir stalls, once again observing her. Feeling a flush of colour creep up her neck she drew her mantle hood close and hurried after the others.    
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    Wilton Abbey, Winter 1076


    While snow and hail and frost all fall together


    The heart’s wounds seem by that yet heavier …


    The Wanderer – A Choice of Anglo-Saxon Verse edited by Richard Hamer, 2006


    ‘Gunnhild, I must speak with you and with Eleanor,’ Christina announced after Nonce on a snowing day in January. The year’s first snowfall always reminded Gunnhild of how her grandmother, Gytha, had told them of how a white raven who had belonged to the Norse god Odin scattered feathers in the cold of winter, feathers that fell to earth as snow.


    Obediently bowing their heads, they trailed behind Christina through the icy cloisters, exchanging anxious glances. Gunnhild wondered what was waiting for them. Had they not been diligent enough? Would Christina punish them for some silly misdemeanour with more time on their knees in the chill chapel in prayer, finger-pricking embroidery, or, perhaps, the worst of all punishments, fumigating blankets for the abbey’s guest house? She shuddered. The extra blankets were stored in fusty chests where fleas mysteriously multiplied in their woollen seams.


    She huddled into her mantle and longed to climb the twisting stairs behind the cloisters to the scriptorium where a basket of coals glowed in a charcoal brazier. There, she could lose herself in drawing tiny acanthus leaves which she loved to touch with gold. Tucked away in an alcove set aside for her use she drew and coloured little figures with such talent that visiting monks remarked that they could never better her work. She trampled snow as she plodded behind Eleanor and Christina, escaping in her mind into her miniature depiction of the Wedding at Canna with its small roses that crawled up a pillar beside the kind Jesus who reached out his hand in blessing.


    They had arrived at Christina’s door. She ushered them inside, pointed to a bench and ordered the girls to be seated whilst she placed herself behind a table and arranged her gown. Once she was comfortably seated she looked at them both across the top of a prominently positioned box and a book.


    Gunnhild did not recognise the largish box but she knew that the book beside it contained the names of postulants and their possessions, those belonging to girls with great fortunes and some without. Eleanor was without, but then she was an accomplished embroideress and embroidery was of great value. Christina leaned forward and opened the codex, spoiling the perfect arrangement of box and book. Ignoring Gunnhild she glanced up at her friend. Eleanor was a novice. ‘Yes, I am correct, Eleanor, my dear,’ she said with a thin smile, ‘the book indicates that you will take vows next year.’ Christina looks like a hawk today. Christina screwed up her eyes and sat back in her chair. ‘I consider you in need of no further instruction, Eleanor. You may take your vows this Easter.’ Her thin lips broke into a smile. ‘Until then you will work on our tapestry panel for Bayeux. Bishop Odo is anxious this is completed before Pentecost. Canterbury is ahead of us with their panels and this we cannot allow.’


    Eleanor’s shoulders visibly relaxed. Christina turned to Gunnhild. Her thin smile became a frown. ‘Gunnhild, we are not considering you as a novice, not just yet – though I expect you to be ready by summer.’ Christina sat up straight and drew herself taller. ‘In preparation you shall attend four services daily.’ Gunnhild let a sigh escape her lips. ‘Not so fast my girl,’ Christina continued. She tapped the mysterious box. ‘You will remove yourself from the scriptorium since you, too, must work on our tapestry panels. The Bishop is sending one of his designers to check our work. It has to be perfect. You will be stitching the vow that King Harold took in Bayeux when he acknowledged Duke William as the rightful future king of England.’


    She heard Christina’s pronouncement as if it came from a distant world. These were hard words. Her aunt often said that Harold had ignored a promise made on holy relics to be Duke William’s man and that when King Edward had died her father had by-passed Christina’s brother, the Atheling Edgar, and had accepted the English throne. Gunnhild wanted to cry out, ‘This is all past, long, long ago. It is nothing to do with me.’ But she swallowed and bit her bottom lip, the physical pain helping to ease her anger. Christina continued, ‘As you well know, Gunnhild, a vow on holy relics is sacrosanct. Your father’s broken promise brought us to war, caused his own death and has brought God’s wrath on us.’ She lifted her hand and again tapped the box by her elbow. ‘In this chest are your inks and brushes. They will remain in my possession since there is no need for you to revisit the scriptorium.’


    Gunnhild inhaled and silently exhaled. She could feel her heart beating like that of a wounded sparrow she had once held in her hands, trapped within the cage of her fingers. For a moment she could not breathe. She watched horrified as Christina moved the box to one side, leaned forward and remarked, ‘By the way, Gunnhild, there is a visitor here today, one who wishes to speak with you. I cannot refuse this interview since he is a cousin to King William. So …’ she leaned back in her chair and sighed, ‘You may see him in the abbess’s antechamber after Vespers. Since our beloved abbess is unwell and I am working on the tapestry today, Sister Marte will chaperone you.’ She waved her hand in a dismissive manner. ‘Now, both of you go about your day.’


    Eleanor bowed her head. ‘Thank you, Lady Christina,’ she murmured. Gunnhild rose to follow Eleanor but stopped and turned at the door. ‘My visitor’s name?’


    ‘Count Alan of Richmond. He knew your aunt and says that he has a gift for you, something that belonged to your grandmother, Countess Gytha. Now go.’


    ‘I see, Lady Christina. Thank you.’


    ‘Go. I am busy.’


    Gunnhild drew another long intake of breath and did not exhale until she was back in the snowy cloister.


    Marte led Gunnhild to the abbess’s receiving chamber and placed her in a chair behind a wooden lattice screen that had been especially imported for the meeting. Marte and Beatrice, both of them lowly nuns, sat behind her with embroidery in their laps. Soon after, Count Alan was ushered in by a servant and shown to a winged chair close to the screen. Since she had seen him last he had sprouted hair on his chin. His brush of a red beard was nodding this way and that. If she put a finger through the screen’s lattice work she could touch that beard. She peeped up and saw too how his close-cropped hair gleamed in the candle-glow and how his long face was criss-crossed with a light and dark latticed pattern.


    He leaned in. From behind her chair, Marte clucked her disapproval. Gunnhild ignored Marte and she, too, leaned in towards the screen. His eyes were intense, the colour of amber, fox eyes, but it was difficult to tell in sconce light. Perhaps they were just brown or even tawny.


    ‘Gunnhild,’ he said in a quiet voice. This time she noticed his pronounced foreign accent. ‘I have come to ask forgiveness for what my people have done to your family. I was responsible for the destruction of Reredfelle. I did wrong by your mother. This sin has lain on my conscience for many years. Since the destruction of that estate, we have burned and taken lands from hundreds of those who once farmed them. If the people rebel they lose everything. These have been cruel years. Take the north for instance. There was a great rebellion there four years past and the lands of Lords Edwin and Morcar – do you remember them?– have been laid waste.’ She nodded. He went on, now sounding impassioned, his voice hoarse with irritation. ‘The punishment was harsh. Laying waste the north is not the way to win the tenants’ loyalty.’ He breathed hard and said, ‘I live in the north and by Christ one day I shall bring peace to that land. People cannot work the land if they are not at peace, Gunnhild.’ He lowered his voice. ‘And, I am Alan now, not Alain. I think it may help me win my tenants loyalty. I try to be fair but if they cross me …’


    ‘I see,’ she interrupted. She had listened to enough of this. Gunnhild had not seen the destruction of the north with her own eyes but she had heard of the rebellion and about King William’s revenge. If Count Alan intended to help its recovery then perhaps not all foreigners were bad, that was if he meant what he said. ‘I hope you will act as you say,’ she said aloud. Thinking for a moment, she added, ‘You wanted to marry my mother.’


    He steepled his hands. ‘A great wrong was done to her. But no one can turn this tide back from time’s shore line, nor should they. Together, my people and yours will make this land strong again. We will build great abbeys and bring it peace and God’s forgiving grace.’ He opened his hands, palms up. He smiled at her. ‘Gunnhild, I have no wife. I am a soldier and one day I shall need children to inherit my castles. I …’ He stopped and looked down at his hands.


    She waited for him to continue, wondering if he was about to ask for her? He was much older than her. He must be around five and thirty. She felt her eyes widen as a whisper of hope flitted past her. He was, after all, a king’s cousin.


    He was studying her face, a ghost of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. ‘There is no point in asking for you, my lady, because the abbey here does not intend to allow you to leave. Lady Christina says you are about to become a novice, but I believe they have their own motives for holding on to you.’


    ‘Which is?’ She heard her own voice creak.


    He lowered his so that the nun seated behind could not hear. ‘Through you they can hope for the prosperity that once belonged to your mother. Her estates are legally her lands.’


    ‘Surely the abbey at Canterbury will claim them, I mean, well, since she has become a Bride of Christ, surely they must claim what was once her property?’ she said in an equally low tone.


    ‘The King, my cousin, will decide their future. Odo of Bayeux and Kent and the Archbishop of Canterbury, Lanfranc, already have a great fortune. He will not allow more to fall that way. So … well … enough …’ He shrugged his broad soldier’s shoulders. ‘What must be must be, Gunnhild.’ He lifted a purse from his belt, drew open its silk cord and removed a small object. ‘I hope you accept my concern for your welfare.’ Confused, she lowered her eyes again. He went on, ‘I came to see you today because I am on my way south to the coast and I want to give you this.’ He pushed a golden chain with a jewelled cross attached to it through the latticed grill. As she took the fine chain their fingers touched, the glittering cross dangling between them. He allowed his fingers to linger. Although only a finger touch, there was strength in it. Behind her she heard the intake of breath and the clink of a dropped spindle. He withdrew his fingers and said, ‘It belonged to your grandmother. I discovered it when they departed the palace at Exeter.’ Gunnhild started.


    After the great battle, her grandmother Countess Gytha had withdrawn to Exeter with Thea, Gunnhild’s older sister. Months later, when Grandmother had refused to pay King William’s tax, the King had marched on Exeter and besieged it in the middle of winter. Countess Gytha had closed the gates on the King and his army, hoping that they could hold out until Gunnhild’s brothers came from Ireland with an army. After three weeks of siege the burghers of Exeter and their bishop saw the way their future lay and made peace with King William. Aunt Edith had said at the time, ‘Sometimes, my dear Gunnhild, it is best to be pragmatic. My mother can be very stubborn.’ The noblewomen of Exeter had been allowed to go into exile in Flanders and Denmark. That was when her mother, Elditha, had refused to leave England and instead retired to Canterbury.


    Suddenly Gunnhild realised that Count Alan had stopped speaking and was looking at her curiously. She smiled and he went on, ‘I kept it safe thinking one day I might return it.’ He paused. ‘One day, if you do not take vows,’ he added quietly, ‘you will be able to wear it outside the cloister.’


    She searched for hopeful meaning in his countenance but sadly found none. His beard was concealing; his face was neutral. She whispered, ‘I forgive you for Reredfelle’s destruction, Count Alan.’


    ‘Thank you. It means everything to me. Goodbye, Gunnhild. May the Lady Mary protect you.’


    He rose from his chair. There was something she must ask, and she might never have such an opportunity again. She clutched the screen. ‘Wait, Count Alan.’


    ‘Yes, Lady Gunnhild?’ He sat down again.


    ‘I had a brother called Ulf. He was taken to Normandy. He would be fourteen years or so now. Does he live?’


    She felt a moment of hesitation before he said, ‘The youth is well. He dwells in the Norman court with the King’s son Robert. That is all I know of Ulf Godwinson.’ He rose and bowed to her. ‘I hope we have occasion to speak again, my lady.’


    ‘I hope so too,’ she said quietly as a sister appeared from the shadows. He turned away and the nun ushered him out of the chamber.


    Marte reached for the gift. Gunnhild held the cross tightly. ‘No, Sister Marte, this was my late grandmother’s crucifix. It is a gift. It belongs to me, not the Church.’


    ‘Then it is kind of the knight to return it.’ Marte snatched it from Gunnhild’s fingers and stroked it, saying, ‘Fine gold and little sapphires: much too valuable for a novice. Sister Christina must place it in the treasury.’


    Gunnhild had no choice but to hand over the crucifix that linked her to her grandmother, who had lived out her life far away in Denmark and who had died just a year before Aunt Edith.


    Later, Christina called Gunnhild to her chamber and said that when Gunnhild had taken her vows, then and only then would her grandmother’s crucifix be returned. For days Gunnhild mourned the loss and wept in the solitude of her chamber. She hated Christina more than ever.


    Every day following a painful period on her knees at Sext, Nones, Vespers and Matins, her anger threatened to rise to the surface. As Gunnhild’s frustration grew, Eleanor patiently bent a dark head over painstaking embroidery. When Gunnhild was in difficulty and about to descend into a tantrum, Eleanor gently reached across to correct her stitches or to guide her hand into the correct position.


    At the end of a particularly difficult day Gunnhild closed the door to her chamber, edged her key from its hidden place, opened her coffer and pulled out the green silk overgown. The knowledge that Christina was eating honey cakes in the same private garden where she had once spent treasured hours with Aunt Edith drove her into a fury. As she stood in her chamber with the embroidered silk dress skimming over the paler undergown, soft shoes on her feet and her hair loosened, a momentary wildness possessed her. The dress swirled about her ankles and as she spun around and around in the Godwin slippers she felt beautiful. She would have her freedom for one day her knight must come for her.


    Throughout the hungry Lenten season Gunnhild watched the road from her opened shutters hoping that the knight would pass this way again and seek her out but he never came. The only visitor was the tapestry designer from Canterbury who rode into Wilton on a mule during the third week of February.


    The designer, a small man with scarred fingers, whose breath stank of garlic and who spoke in a high voice like a boy singing plainsong, stood behind her from Terce until Sext on the second morning of his visit, watching over her shoulder as her needle ploughed slowly back and forwards embroidering the caskets that allegedly had contained holy relics. He leaned over, touched the fabric and told her to make sure that Earl Harold’s fingers touched both caskets.


    She looked up with fury in her eyes. ‘Earl Harold was my father. The promise was a lie,’ she said quietly. ‘His fingers never touched those caskets. He never promised to recognise Duke William as King of England after my uncle, King Edward, died.’


    ‘Insolent girl,’ the master designer said. ‘How dare you question?’


    He called Christina over, and, whispering in her ear, drew her away to the far side of one of the charcoal braziers that heated the barn-like room.


    Christina crossed the flagged floor and yanked Gunnhild from her stool. ‘How dare you say such an untruth?’ she hissed through her yellowing teeth. ‘Those words are treason words. Come with me, my girl.’


    Gunnhild spent the rest of that day in her shift on her knees in St Edith’s chapel shivering, teeth chattering, pretending to pray for forgiveness for her rudeness. That evening she received a beating from Christina herself, six strokes of a willow rod across her bare shoulders. She wore stinging red stripes for days, long after the master designer had departed. It took a whole week for the soothing balm the abbey’s herbalist rubbed into her shoulders each evening and morning to ease the vicious streaks on her white skin. The salve of cowslip and goat’s grease could not heal her pride.


    As the weeks slipped by, her hopes of rescue slowly faded. Eleanor would enter the Benedictine order and then she would be utterly alone. She thought about escape when she was in the chapel, when mending hose, another task she disliked, and during the tedious silent meals. For a time she squirrelled away bread and cheese thinking that she could walk out into the chill of winter and just leave, but snow lay deep about the abbey and the bread went stale. She had to feed it to the birds. If she had taken Aunt Edith’s jewels rather than the pearl-trimmed overgown she could have sold them to a jeweller for silver coin and used that for a passage to Flanders and freedom, but she had not. Now it was too late. Queen Edith’s jewels were locked away in the royal treasury.


    By March the weather turned gentler. Postulants were sent into the gardens to plant onions and carrots and to gather herbs to flavour pies and soups. Christina supervised her charges with diligence. ‘Hurry,’ she chided. ‘The abbess says we are to have more visitors. They will expect to see our gardens neat and our workshops as productive as their own. Here, Gunnhild, take this basket of greens to the kitchen and you, Beatrice, take the others to the lane by the weaving shed. There is a great crop of nettles there.’ Gunnhild glowered but held her tongue.


    Christina wiped soil from her hands and said, ‘Girls, be in the abbey church in time for Vespers, clean and neat. No mud on your shoes.’ Christina shoved the basket into Gunnhild’s hands and marched off in the direction of the abbess’s apartment.


    On her way to her chamber to change her work overgown, Gunnhild caught sight of one of these visitors, a man who looked more like a messenger than a monk. He was of middling stature and dressed in a long, dark blue tunic that was belted at the waist. His hair was cropped short and was greying. He smiled as she passed. She did not hesitate to return the smile but afterwards she cast her eyes downwards and scuttled off to the novice quarters wondering who he was.


    He was in the church at Vespers with Christina but he never looked her way. She was just another girl in a brown linen mantle and pale coarse habit. Closing her eyes she dreamed of wearing the green gown and of showing the world how she could speak in foreign tongues and not just write letters but also cover them with drawings of delicate flowers and tiny animals touched with magical brightness.


    After Vespers she sat in the silent refectory playing with her spoon. Challenging the Rule’s imposed silence the girls had worked out a code of hand signals. When they saw that the nuns were not watching they moved their hands, gracefully sending messages between each other in a language all of their own. That afternoon Emma received a message from Greta and passed it on to Beatrice who passed it to Gytha who finally nudged Gunnhild. Gunnhild gasped when she caught its meaning. Greta had traced an M for Marte, two circles for her eyes and a rectangle for their building and sent her fingers walking into every corner of her palm. Marte was searching their chambers.


    Gunnhild dropped her spoon. It clattered on the stone floor and she dived under the table. The nun seated at the lectern glared around the refectory seeking the source of the disturbance. As Gunnhild retrieved the spoon she felt herself flush as scarlet as the blood painted onto the crucified Christ figure that hung from the wall behind the lectern. She scrambled back on to the bench and bowed her head. The nun glared at her and resumed her reading. Eleanor was sitting with the other novices. She glanced over and placed a finger on her lips.


    The meal stretched out in one long agony. What if Marte demanded the key to her coffer; what if she had actually discovered the key’s hiding place? As soon as she could, Gunnhild rushed from the refectory to the postulants’ building, her heart hammering hard against her ribs. The moment she placed her hand on her own cell door she sensed that Christina was waiting behind it. She hesitated before pushing the door open. If Christina had discovered the dress she must confront her and refuse to take novice vows.


    She opened her door wide. Christina stood in the middle of the chamber but from a cursory glance Gunnhild could see that nothing had been disturbed, nothing.


    ‘Ah, here you are. Come with me,’ Christina said, clearly not aware of Gunnhild’s discomfort. ‘You have a visitor.’


    Gunnhild let out a long relieved breath. ‘Count Alan?’


    ‘Certainly not. Compose yourself.’ Christina snapped and turned about, not even looking anywhere near the locked coffer. ‘The abbess has news for you.’ She scowled at Gunnhild. ‘I am not to tell you it. Our lady abbess wishes to tell you herself.’


    The nun hurried along through the cloisters like a busy spider, scuttling so quickly that Gunnhild could hardly keep pace with her. They passed into the small courtyard and through an archway that led to her aunt’s once lovely rooms. She had not entered them since the night she had taken the dress. Now she felt nervous.


    ‘Wait here.’


    She stood outside the door, her hands clammy with sweat as Christina knocked on an inner door. A servant opened it and stood aside as they entered. Gunnhild modestly glanced down. When no one spoke she lifted her eyes. The abbess sat very straight in Aunt Edith’s chair, smothered in a cumbersome wimple with a heavy shawl-like veil. Even though the evening was warm, she wore a thick mantle, her bony mottled fingers stretching out from her cloak like little shrubby branches. The stranger whom Gunnhild had met earlier was seated on a cushioned bench by her side. She felt his eyes scrutinise her and dropped her head again. Though she had washed her hands before supper, scrub as she had tried, she simply could not get the garden’s green marks off them. She clasped them under the folds of her cloak.


    ‘Christina, thank you. You may leave.’ The abbess dismissed Christina with a little pennant-like wave of her hand. Gunnhild watched with surprise as Christina exited the door, her lips pursed because she was not asked to stay. The abbess turned to the man seated on the bench. ‘This is Gunnhild whom your mistress, Matilda of Mortain, sends for, daughter of Harold of Wessex. She is her mother’s heiress so, in time, understand that her lands must come to the Abbey at Wilton.’ Her stare at Gunnhild was steely, clearly never kindly when property was a topic of conversation.


    Gunnhild tried to still her twitching hands.


    The abbess went on, ‘We have educated her in languages, in the art of writing and reading and in English embroidery. Indeed, I must remind you that the child was educated by Queen Edith herself.’


    Gunnhild remained very still. The old abbess’s clear voice was still strong enough to slice through the soft twilight.


    ‘Will she do?’


    Gunnhild started. Do for what?


    The visitor scrutinised her and at last said, ‘Gunnhild, I am Sir Edward of Winchester, steward to Robert of Mortain’s wife Lady Matilda. My Lady of Mortain desires you as a companion for her daughters until they return to Normandy next year.’ His voice was almost, though not totally, pompous. ‘Lady Matilda is of English descent and sister to the Earl of Shrewsbury. But as wife to the king’s brother, her household is from Normandy and she wants a native noblewoman to teach her daughters English as they will spend more time here in England than in Normandy. In a year’s space she will deliver you back to Wilton. I understand that you are to take novice vows.’


    Gunnhild opened her mouth to reply but the abbess was already speaking for her. ‘It is an honour for us.’ She shifted her weight in her chair and addressed Gunnhild.


    ‘You depart for Winchester in the morning. Christina will travel with you as far as Romsey Abbey. We have St Helena’s relic to deliver to the abbey church there before Easter.’ She lowered her voice into a tone of deep reverence. ‘The relic belonged to your aunt, Dowager Queen Edith, as you know.’ She looked at the steward, Edward, as if he did not know. ‘It is a small fragment of the holy cross carried to England centuries past by none other than St Helena herself. There is no one more suited to carry it there for us than Lady Christina who is much loved at Romsey.’


    ‘I see,’ the steward, said. ‘We can accommodate the relic and Lady Christina under my protection. No doubt there will be a nun from the great Romsey Abbey who can chaperone Gunnhild on to Winchester and watch over her until she is settled in Lady Matilda’s household.’


    The abbess glanced back at Gunnhild. ‘Yes, a Romsey nun can be trusted to watch over her. She is a sensible girl.’ She pointed her stubby finger at Gunnhild. ‘You will be ready to make the journey tomorrow, Gunnhild. Yes, you should learn much in the household of such as Matilda of Mortain, but do not neglect everything we have taught you here. May St Edith protect and guide you, my daughter.’ She raised her hand and made the sign of the cross.


    Gunnhild fell to her knees. ‘I shall do my best, Lady Abbess.’


    The abbess pulled something from her voluminous mantle and proffered it to Gunnhild. ‘You may wear this as a token of our trust and your status.’


    Gunnhild reached for the fine gold chain with the sapphire-studded cross, its small stones glowing in a thin ray of afternoon light that slanted into the chamber. ‘It is fitting that you wear your grandmother’s cross but do not lose it. Keep it on you always.’


    Without a word Gunnhild slipped the delicate gold chain over her head, allowing it to fall below the neck of her dress where no one could see it. They have decided for me but I would never have objected anyway.


    ‘Good,’ the abbess said. ‘Now go and pack your bag.’ She called for a waiting nun who ushered Gunnhild out of the chamber.


    Moments later Gunnhild was back in the cloisters where Christina was waiting with a thunderous look on her face. Gunnhild knew better than to show her delight to Christina. She wore a serious look to conceal her delight. No one would ever return her to Wilton. This would be her goodbye at last.


    ‘You will be glad to return here, Gunnhild.’ Christina loomed over her. ‘Matilda of Mortain may be English but I have heard she is a demanding mistress.’ She prodded Gunnhild along the cloisters. ‘Hurry, we leave at dawn. Bag packed and into the wagon. Father Antony will drive us. Mortain’s man will ride ahead of us.’ When they reached Gunnhild’s cell in the white building, Christina gave her a push through the open doorway. ‘No shilly-shallying and no need for goodbyes. You will soon be back here.’ She took the thin wool of Gunnhild’s old mantle between her finger and her thumb and pulled her hand back, clearly disgusted. ‘I shall send you a new one with a fur-trimmed hood, one of my own, and two clean gowns, two undergowns and fresh linen from the store chest and a cloth bag to hold them. Leave the old ones here. Be ready to depart after Lauds.’


    Gunnhild ran through the abbey corridors to the chapel where the nuns were at prayer. In the courtyard a servant was sweeping the pathways. She could hear sounds from the refectory building, the thumping of platters, tables being laid for supper. From the church plainsong floated into the twilight. This was her chance to say goodbye to Eleanor. In a week her dearest friend would take her vows and then she would be gone from Gunnhild’s life for ever. Gunnhild blended into the shadows of a side chapel. First the nuns filed out, behind them the novices, the postulants and finally girls from the school at Wilton. Eleanor walked alone. Gunnhild waited until she came close, stepped out and touched her arm.


    ‘Did they find anything?’ Eleanor spoke, her head bowed as if in prayer. They had practised the technique for years.


    Gunnhild stepped into place beside her companion and said through lips that were almost closed. ‘No, but … oh Eleanor, something good has happened.’


    ‘What, do tell,’ Eleanor’s eye brows arched up into a perfect high curve. ‘And hurry, I have to attend Christina.’


    As they walked through the fading daylight Gunnhild whispered her fate.


    Eleanor stopped walking. ‘And those things! What will you do with them now?’


    She could almost feel Eleanor’s shudder. ‘If you mean my aunt’s dress, it will travel with me. I do not intend to return. I shall discover my new life now.’


    Eleanor looked straight at Gunnhild. ‘What foolishness!’ Then she reached out and clasped her hand. ‘But may the Queen of Heaven protect you.’


    ‘I shall never forget you, my Eleanor.’ She squeezed Eleanor’s hand. ‘The abbess has returned my gold chain,’ she added.


    Eleanor squeezed her hand back. ‘Good.’ Gunnhild saw sorrow in her grey eyes. ‘If you do not come back to us then I shall pray for you every day of my life,’ Eleanor said.


    ‘And I for you, Eleanor. Though, perhaps, we are not entirely lost to each other.’ She lifted the cross from her neck, placed it to her lips and kissed it. ‘My grandmother was patron of St Oswyth’s Priory near Exeter. My mother was patron of St Benets in Suffolk. I shall be patron of an abbey one day also.’ She tucked her cross safely back into her gown. They had reached the fork in the trackway.


    Eleanor gestured towards the nuns’ hall. ‘If God wills it, it will be so.’ She lifted Gunnhild’s hand to her lips. ‘I have to go now. Christina will be waiting for me. Remember, I shall have you in my prayers, always.’


    Her joy saddened by loss, Gunnhild watched for a moment as Eleanor’s thin grey-cloaked figure followed the pathway to Christina’s chamber. How could she bear this loss? Yet she must think of the future and pray that one day they would meet again. Choking back tears, she hurried in the opposite direction back to her cell to throw her scant belongings into the linen sack.


    As she lifted the silk dress from her coffer she felt a tear escape and trickle down her cheek. She wiped it away and tried instead to be practical. How could she bring Aunt Edith’s dress? There was only one possible way – she must wear it.  
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    March 1076


    ‘You loved Count Alan Rufus and he loved you.’


    Archbishop Anselm, 1093, to Gunnhild, quoted from ‘King Harold’s Daughter’ by Richard Sharpe in

    Haskins Journal Vol. 19


    Father Antony, one of Wilton’s five priests, lifted the carthorse’s reins into his aged hands while Edward of Winchester climbed on to a brown gelding. This was no tall and powerful knight encased in armour like Alan of Richmond, Gunnhild noted, as he took up his position to ride in front of the wagon. The aging steward wore a simple brown tunic and a fine woollen mantle with a hood that lay across his shoulders. For protection, a dagger was tucked into his belt and a valuable jewel-encrusted scabbard that contained a knight’s sword hung from it. Did he not worry that it might be stolen from him? She felt for the seax Christina had given her, saying as she handed it over to Gunnhild, ‘The woods are full of dangers. Use the knife if your maidenhead is under threat. Remember, it belongs to God alone.’


    Gunnhild took up her place on the faded cushioned seat opposite Christina. As she eased on to the stained side-bench she spread her clothing with care, making sure that her mantle covered her new grey overgown and the silk dress that she wore beneath it. She had concealed the Godwin shoes and the gold-embroidered fillet amongst undergarments in the linen sack that lay by her feet.


    Followed by her servant who carried her sheepskin travelling bag, Christina climbed in and sat on the bench opposite. She wedged a box between her and the elderly servant. With a flick of Brother Antony’s whip, the wagon rolled forward and they were off. As they exited the abbey gate and rattled along the track towards the woods that took them in the direction of Romsey, Christina kept a bony hand on the reliquary as if it were likely to fly off at every jolt that rocked their litter. They travelled for miles in this way, without conversing, and with Christina’s hand hovering over a fragment of the true cross, her lips moving in silent prayer.


    Gunnhild tried to peep out of the covers to see what lay in the world beyond the abbey. Labourers had not yet come out into the fields and the land was still. Mist hung in the air, shrouding the country-side and hushing everything except the sighs of their breathing, the clippity-clop of the horse and the rolling of wagon wheels. It was so eerie that Gunnhild wondered whether ghosts would slip out of the hedgerows. But nothing sinister crossed their pathway and the wagon rattled on and on along lanes overhung with hedges of white hawthorn until, at length, they dropped down into deep woods from where they would take the old route-way towards Romsey Abbey.


    Christina’s hand fell away from the relic as the wagon’s steady rhythm lulled her into a doze. When they trundled into sunken lanes filled with new growth, Gunnhild listened to the sound of cuckoos, blackbirds and the woodland scuffles of small creatures in the verges. Eventually the servant’s eyes also closed.


    Gunnhild sat up, alert, excited and silent, imagining what new experiences she might discover in Winchester. Would Matilda of Mortain take her to court in London? Could she ask for new brushes and inks or would she be forced to embroider day after day in the bower hall just as she had had to lately at Wilton? Was she to be ordered about as she had been at Wilton or would those who had care of her in Winchester treat her as the princess she truly was? She tilted her head up; she would behave as a princess. No one would treat her otherwise now that she had escaped the confines of the abbey. She reached up and touched her grandmother’s cross where it lay about her neck for comfort. Yes, Grandmother, you had pride and it was no sin, she whispered to herself. Trees rustled in the light spring breeze and birds sang amongst branches that stretched tall in a woven canopy above the wagon. She watched the sun glinting through beech trees that opened in endless long marches before them.


    For a time they met no other travellers until around midday when the sun rode high above the trees, she heard voices edging closer towards their wagon. Wood pigeons rose up high into the trees rattling branches and squawking down. A pheasant screeched. There came a great swishing of foliage close by, followed by human shouts, horse neighs and clanking armour. She lifted the wagon’s curtain to peer out. As she did, horses clattered past them, shaking the litter’s frame. She felt a great shuddering sensation and reached out for the side of the litter, clutching at the curtain, nearly pulling it down. Christina’s eyes snapped opened. The hitherto silent servant shrieked, ‘St Edith, save us.’ Father Antony yelled, ‘Christ’s sainted bones!’ The precious relic box dropped onto the wagon’s floor with a great thump. Gunnhild’s linen bundle tumbled forward as the wagon dropped down on its side with a jolt.


    ‘Out,’ Father Antony’s voice reached through the curtains of the litter. ‘There is a Devil’s curse on this useless wagon! We need to fix a wheel and it can’t be done with your weight inside.’


    By now, men were shouting and horses were stamping around them. Gunnhild leaned forward and grabbed the opposite wall of the unbalanced wagon with both her hands. She peered out. The beech trees had slid to a tilt. They were collapsed against a bank of nettles. Christina roughly pushed her aside. ‘You stupid girl, get out. We have lost a wheel.’


    Christina and her servant were too distracted by the stinging nettles to notice the drop of silk as Gunnhild lifted her skirts to climb out. With the forest floor safely beneath her stout shoes, Gunnhild tugged at her dress trying to pull it over her silken gown. Freed from the wagon and the bank, she followed Christina around the litter to the back.


    Behind the tumbled litter, a band of soldiers wearing glittering mail were climbing off their horses. Father Antony was kneeling by a dislodged wheel. Edward the Steward was down from his mount and was ruminating with a tall knight. As Christina advanced, the priest’s head jerked up from behind the wheel like a puppet’s at a fair. ‘I was only trying to allow the soldiers passage.’ He struggled to his feet clearly meaning to face up to Christina’s wrath.


    Turning from the steward, the knight spoke calmly to Christina. ‘The priest steered your wagon’s horse too far into the deep bank of the track. He was allowing us passage but the outer back wheel came away from the bed of the wagon.’


    ‘You should have given way to us, or come past us one by one, not in a crashing huddle,’ she snapped, glaring at the knight, her eyes widening with recognition. Gunnhild, too, at that moment saw who he was and found herself smiling at him.


    Edward of Winchester lifted his hands and said, ‘Lady Christina, peace, peace, please, please, kind lady.’ His voice rising each time he spoke the word. ‘No harm done. This is the king’s cousin, Count Alan of Richmond. He offers to help get us back on the road.’


    ‘I know very well who he is. No introduction is necessary.’


    ‘Ah, Christina of Wilton, greetings.’ Count Alan bowed low and smiled beguilingly at Christina. Gunnhild was sure Christina’s frost must melt and glanced happily at him. She could not believe her good fortune as Count Alan turned to her. In that moment all she could see was his even features and his eyes that had been amber in candlelight, glowing as brown as treacle, and his red beard glinting like a woodland fox’s bristly tail in the sunlight that fell through gaps in the canopy. This meeting surely promised her a future. She sent a silent prayer to her name-day saint, St Brigit. Let him ask at Winchester for me. Count Alan bowed to her. ‘And so, we meet again, My Lady Gunnhild, daughter of Harold. Edward tells me you are travelling to Romsey Abbey.’


    Christina spoke before Gunnhild could reply. ‘She is to join the household of Robert of Mortain. We are delivering a gift for the Abbey at Romsey. After that, Gunnhild must continue to Winchester, so if you can help us get this wagon back on the road, we can be on our way.’ She shook her cloak impatiently and looked about her with a sharp shudder. ‘By evening there will be wolves in these woods and heaven only knows what other dangers.’


    ‘Is that so, my lady? Then we must give you our protection. Nightfall in the king’s forest can indeed catch travellers unawares.’ Steadying his prancing stallion, Count Alan called over to two of his soldiers and spoke with the men. They immediately tethered the horses to a tree and began to work on the wagon’s wheel. Father Antony grunted his thanks, wiped his hands on his robe and sank down on to the verge to watch. When the wheel was securely in place Count Alan said to Christina, ‘Now, Lady Christina, accept us as an escort. We, too, are set for Romsey tonight.’


    The nun drew herself up in an imposing manner. Gunnhild could not help but admire Christina’s sense of dignity as she said, ‘Well, Count Alan, I shall accept, but I insist that you ride two wagon lengths behind us and Sir Edward must ride before us. Remember, I am a Bride of Christ, and she is …’ Christina paused and waved her hand towards Gunnhild, ‘make no mistake about it, destined to become Christ’s bride.’


    Count Alan inclined his head, ‘As you wish, but should we not ride before you, to proclaim your arrival, My Lady Christina?’


    Christina snorted. She surveyed the wagon which was now upright and with all its wheels firmly on the road again. ‘I would prefer you kept your distance, my lord. Behind is best.’ She gathered up her cloak and, straight-backed, helped by her silent servant, she clambered back into the litter.


    Gunnhild started. Count Alan was staring at her, well not exactly at her, but down at her feet. She followed his gaze. An inch of green silk hemmed with flowers and pearls had dropped below her mantle. She tugged her plain dress over it and gathering her cloak close, looked boldly at him. There was a little smile about his mouth. His beard twitched. He said in a whisper so quiet that only she caught his words. ‘Pearls for a virgin.’ With a flurry of her mantle, she turned and climbed back into the wagon after Christina’s servant.


    Christina arranged herself on her cushioned seat once again. She rescued the reliquary from the floor and placed it with care between her and her maid-servant. She said, ‘We shall reach Romsey in time for Vespers. Only after we see this,’ she pointed to the relic, ‘safe in the abbey church do we eat.’


    Gunnhild nodded obediently, though her stomach grumbled. She had eaten nothing since they had left Wilton hours before. As Christina and her servant once again dozed, Gunnhild peeped out through the curtain at the back of the wagon, watching Count Alan ride on his stallion, his large troop behind him and his elegant pennant, chequered gold and azure, carried by his squire before him, fluttering whenever a breeze snatched at it.


    As Christina had predicted they rattled into the abbey yard shortly before Vespers. The distance between Count Alan and his troop and their litter had gradually narrowed on the approach so that both parties arrived at Romsey simultaneously. Priests and nuns poured out from the main building to greet them. The abbess, a portly woman, stepped from the crowd of sisters and stood in the yard waiting for them to descend from their litter.


    One by one, they climbed out. Abbess Hilda at once clasped Christina’s hands in delight and fussed around like a clucking pigeon, as if Christina was not a drab princess from an old forgotten royal family but a queen. Christina could claim descent from King Alfred himself, and naturally the English clergy would bow and scrape to her. She was old royalty and even now she was connected to the Scottish royal family through her sister’s marriage to King Malcolm. Her brother, Edgar, the Atheling, was currently at peace with King William and often at court, a fact that Christina had liked to crow about when they had been stitching that dreadful tapestry for Bayeux.


    Christina wasted no time in proffering her gift and as they walked towards the abbey’s hall, she explained the purpose of her visit. Abbess Hilda took charge of the precious relic as soon as they were inside. Her white tapered fingers held the crystal reliquary with great care and reverence. She turned it round and round examining and exclaiming at the beautiful jewelled reliquary, inside which the fragment of the cross was enfolded in purple velvet cloth. How many such fragments were there in abbeys, minsters and shrines all over Europe? That reliquary must have cost my Aunt Edith a great fortune. Gunnhild, bored with the fuss over the crystal-encased gift, turned her attention from Christina to Count Alan who had followed them inside. His expressionless face gave nothing away. He watched, unsmiling and not speaking. Gunnhild realised with a jolt that he was not really looking at the reliquary at all but beyond it, surreptitiously watching her, glancing away when she noticed.
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