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A Cast of Characters


In order of appearance on stage


Joanna de Munchensy


Eight-year-old granddaughter of the great William Marshal, former regent of England. She is being raised at court and trained in the Queen’s household


Madam Biset


A lady of Queen Alienor’s household


Mabel


Joanna’s nurse and servant


Cecily de Sandford


Joanna’s tutor and mentor. A noble older lady of the household


Sausagez


A fluffy white dog lapdog owned by Dame Willelma


Dame Willelma


Queen Alienor’s nurse. An older lady of the household who has been with the Queen since her childhood


Mistress Roberga


One of Queen Alienor’s ladies


Henry III, King of England


Son of the notorious King John but very unlike him and an artistic family man – not a warrior


Gilbert Marshal, Earl of Pembroke


Joanna’s maternal uncle


Sybil Giffard


Another of Queen Alienor’s ladies and an accomplished midwife


Alienor of Provence, Queen of England


Sixteen years old when the novel opens


Iohan de Munchensy


Joanna’s brother, two years older than Joanna


Simon de Montfort


Earl of Leicester, married to Eleanor the King’s sister


Eleanor de Montfort


Simon de Montfort’s wife and also sister to King Henry III and half-sister to the later-mentioned Lusignans


The Lord Edward


Henry III and Queen Alienor’s son. Heir to the throne


Richard of Cornwall


King Henry III’s brother


Isabelle Marshal


Richard of Cornwall’s first wife, and Joanna’s maternal aunt.


Mahelt Marshal, Countess of Surrey


Mother of John de Warenne and also Roger and Hugh Bigod. Joanna’s maternal aunt


John de Warenne


Joanna’s cousin and heir to the earldom of Surrey


Margaret


Daughter of Henry III and Alienor of Provence


Warin de Munchensy of Swanscombe


Joanna’s father


Peter of Savoy


The Queen’s uncle and Earl of Richmond. Guardian of John de Warenne


Isabel of Angoulême


Mother of King Henry III, Richard of Cornwall and Eleanor de Montfort. Also by her second marriage, mother of the Lusignans including William de Valence


Aliza de Lusignan


Half-sister of Henry III through their mother Isabel of Angoulême. Later wife of John de Warenne


Guy de Lusignan


Son of Isabel of Angoulême and half brother to Henry III


Geoffrey de Lusignan


Son of Isabel of Angoulême and half brother to Henry III


William de Valence


Youngest son of Isabel of Angoulême and half brother to Henry III. Eventual husband of Joanna de Munchensy


Beatrice


Daughter of Henry III


Edmund


Son of Henry III


Henry of Almain


Son and heir of Richard of Cornwall and his first wife Isabelle Marshal. Joanna’s cousin


Elias


Servant to William de Valence


Aymer de Valence


Son of Isabel of Angoulême and half brother to Henry III. Destined for the priesthood, becoming Bishop Elect of Winchester


Master Peter


Physician of the royal household


Adam Marsh


A friar in the royal household


Jacomin


English serving man of William de Valence


Richard de Clare


Joanna’s cousin. Son of her aunt Isabelle from her first marriage


Robert


Joanna’s cook


Boniface


Archbishop of Canterbury and another of Queen Alienor’s uncles.


Iohan


Joanna’s firstborn son


Dionysia


Joanna’s stepmother


Guillaume de Munchensy


Joanna’s half-brother from her father’s second marriage to Dionysia


Agnes


Joanna’s eldest daughter


Emma


Country serving girl and later mistress of Aymer de Valence


Eustace de Lenn


An official in the employ of Archbishop Boniface


Isabelle


Second daughter of John de Warenne


Louis IX


King of France and brother-in-law to Henry III


Marguerite


Wife of King Louis, Queen of France, sister of Queen Alienor of England


Katharine


Youngest daughter of Henry III and Queen Alienor


William (Will)


Second son of Joanna and William de Valence


Leonora of Castile


Wife of the Lord Edward


Albricht


A London pie seller


Henry de Montfort


Eldest son of Simon and Eleanor de Montfort


Nicolas


Joanna’s chaplain


Isabelle


Joanna’s youngest daughter
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Royal Palace of Woodstock, Oxfordshire,
September 1238
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Awakening to darkness in the soft feather bed she shared with her nurse, Joanna gasped as she surfaced from the grip of her dream. At her side, Mabel’s familiar, warm weight dipping the mattress anchored her to comforting, blessed reality. Grainy light from the night candle outlined the other beds in the room and the slumbering forms of the Queen’s ladies mounded like foothills before the inner chamber where the King was sleeping with his wife.


The dream was already fading, but it had been about her home at Swanscombe, and her mother – her dreams always were. Rolling on to her back, she gazed at the painted gold stars on the chamber ceiling, gleaming in the dim flicker of the candle light. Six months had passed since she had arrived at court on her eighth-year day to be raised and trained in the young Queen’s household. With scarcely a backward look, her father had left her here and returned home to his new wife and child.


Joanna had a vivid memory of touching her mother’s cold tomb slab, knowing that she lay beneath the stone, wrapped in her shroud, inches away but unreachable. The marriage vow said no man should separate a couple whom God had joined, but God himself had sundered her parents’ bond, and a new wife had taken her mother’s place and borne a son. The past, herself included, had been swept aside as of little consequence – a failed effort. Her father said a place in the royal household was a great honour and a magnificent opportunity for a daughter who possessed better connections than prospects of wealth, but Joanna knew it was because neither her father nor stepmother wanted her at Swanscombe under their feet.


Thirsty, she eased from the bed and tip-toed, agile and barefoot, around the sleepers to the flagon of spring water standing on the sideboard. Dame Willelma’s fluffy white lap dog Sausagez raised his head to watch her, and then curled around again, nose to tail in his cushioned bed.


From behind the closed inner chamber door, Joanna heard Queen Alienor’s light voice, and the King’s rumbled reply, ending on a throaty chuckle. He had visited his young wife almost every night since their arrival at Woodstock and Joanna had lost her initial shyness and grown accustomed to his presence. Her tutor, Dame Cecily, said it was the Queen’s duty to bear children now she was old enough, and King Henry’s to beget them.


Joanna liked the King. His skin smelled of roses and incense. Sometimes he would pat her head and enquire with a kindly smile how her lessons were progressing. He was always giving the Queen thoughtful little gifts and surprises and clearly doted on her. To Joanna it was a magical thing – a man who loved and paid court to his wife.


Drinking her water, Joanna noticed that the outer door was a crack open with a glimmer of light beyond, which meant that Madam Biset was at her prayers again. Perhaps she might like a drink too. Joanna carefully poured a fresh cup and, slipping into the vestibule, approached Madam Biset who was kneeling at a small table counting her rosary beads before a figurine of the Virgin Mary. Joanna’s arrival shadowed the candle flame and Madam Biset looked up, two thin, vertical lines creasing between her eyebrows.


‘Child, what are you doing out of bed in the middle of the night?’


Joanna curtseyed and held out the cup. ‘I woke up, and I was thirsty, madam. I knew you were at prayer and I thought of you.’


The frown relaxed. ‘Bless you for your kindness, child.’ Madam Biset took the drink. ‘The Queen has asked me to pray for her fruitfulness, so that she may conceive an heir for England tonight. Come, you may say a prayer with me.’ She patted the folded cloak at her side.


Joanna obediently knelt upon the cloth. Clasping her hands, she focused her gaze on the exquisite little statue. The Virgin’s robe was blue and she wore a delicate golden crown. The baby Jesus sat in her lap, one arm extended to the world. The Queen was so anxious to bear the King a son. Only this morning she had been consulting a treatise on conception from the medical school at Salerno, and tonight Joanna had helped to prepare the tub containing special herbs and rose water in which the Queen had bathed before retiring to bed with her lord.


Madam Biset implored the Virgin to grant the Queen succour and grace regarding the matter in hand, counting a bead on each plea, but suddenly stopped in mid-flow as angry shouts rang out, followed by several loud crashes that sounded like furniture being smashed.


A drunken voice roared, ‘Where is he? Where is the man who has stolen my crown? Where is the liar who calls himself King! I will cut out his beating heart and feed it to the crows!’


A man shambled out of the darkness towards Joanna and Madam Biset, his clothes in stained disarray, one leg of his hose wrinkling around his calf, exposing a hairy thigh. He swiped the air with a long knife, slashing wildly at an invisible foe.


Joanna screamed and grabbed Madam Biset’s arm.


‘You, woman, where’s the King?’ He bared his teeth and Joanna caught the stench of sour wine and vomit from his open mouth.


Madam Biset, on her feet now, pointed to the small chamber used by the clerks. ‘In there,’ she said. ‘He went in there a moment ago.’


He turned and stumbled towards the room, knife poised.


Madam Biset dragged Joanna into the bedchamber, slammed the door and rammed the draw bar across. ‘Go to Cecily,’ she commanded. ‘I will rouse the King.’


The ladies were stirring, shocked out of sleep, wide-eyed and alarmed. Mistress Roberga hurried to bring more light. Joanna ran to her bed where her nurse, Mabel, was groping for her clothes. Dame Cecily was already gowned and securing a veil over her long, grey plait. Sausagez dashed around the room, yapping at full volume, indiscriminately attacking ankles.


‘There’s a man with a big knife outside.’ Joanna’s voice quavered. ‘He … he said he was going to cut out the King’s heart. I was bringing Madam Biset a drink and he came at us out of the dark …’ She shuddered, remembering the gleam of the blade stabbing the air. The open, stinking mouth.


Cecily took Joanna’s cloak from the foot of the bed and swept it around her trembling shoulders. ‘Just one man?’


Joanna nodded. ‘He s-said the King had stolen his crown.’ She shrank in alarm at more violent sounds from outside the door – shouts, swearing and scuffling.


Cecily pressed Joanna’s shoulder in firm reassurance, and moved protectively in front of her. Dame Willelma had managed to grab her dog and tuck him under her arm, where he continued to lunge and yap.


Someone blasphemed outside the barred door. ‘The King will die! The King will d—’ The last word ended on a blow, a wild yell, and then a thud. Eyes wide, Joanna huddled against Cecily.


Behind them, the inner chamber door flung open and the King emerged, white-faced, a sword tightly clenched in his right hand. He had thrown a cloak over his undershirt, and his legs were bare.


Outside, a fist struck the door, and Joanna flinched. ‘Sire, madam, it is Gilbert the Marshal – we have taken the felon.’


The King gestured and the women drew the bar to admit Joanna’s uncle, Gilbert Marshal, Earl of Pembroke, a wide-shouldered man with heavy brows and watchful dark eyes. He and Henry were of a similar height, but the Earl looked taller because of his breadth.


‘Sire,’ he said, bowing, ‘we have caught and disarmed an intruder intent on doing you harm. He awaits your interrogation.’


Henry nodded stiffly. ‘How did he get in?’


‘Climbed in through your chamber window, sire – so I believe.’ The Earl pushed one hand through his thinning hair. ‘I was retiring to bed when I heard the commotion and rallied the guards. If you had not been visiting the Queen …’ He let what he did not say speak for itself.


Henry exhaled hard. ‘Have the rest of the palace searched – every room, every chest and cupboard. Check behind the hangings and curtains. Leave nothing to chance. Let me dress and I will speak with him. Thank God, my lord Marshal, that you keep late hours.’


‘Thank God indeed, sire,’ Earl Gilbert said, and bowed from the room.


Henry turned to the women and Joanna noticed he was shaking, just like her, and the night was not cold. Was the King afraid? But he had possessed the courage to face the danger with his sword, as had her uncle. She clenched her fists, determined to be as brave as they were.


‘Ladies, all is well,’ the King said tremulously and gestured with his free hand. ‘Our thanks are due to Madam Biset – her quick thinking has saved us all. Pray settle yourselves and return to bed when you are ready.’ Handing the sword to his squire with a grimace of distaste, he retired to the bedchamber to dress.


The hearth maid poked the embers to life and Lady Giffard set about preparing hot spiced wine to calm everyone’s anxiety.


Dame Cecily kissed Joanna’s cheek. ‘Come, child, it is over and no harm done. Indeed, we may benefit from this because we are warned now to take better precautions. There are remedies for any situation if you ask for God’s help and use the wits He has given you.’


Joanna nodded wordlessly. Fear still churned in her stomach like indigestion, but Cecily’s words comforted her.


The King re-emerged from the bedchamber fully clothed, followed by Queen Alienor, a cloak covering her chemise and her hair a loose brown cascade down her back. ‘Be careful, sire,’ she entreated, touching his arm.


Taking her hands, he raised them to his lips. ‘I promise I shall, have no fear. I will return later, and in the meantime, take succour from your ladies. Your door will be safely guarded for the rest of the night.’ He kissed her forehead and took his leave.


The Queen watched him close the door, and then with a sigh, sat down by the fire.


Cecily gave Joanna a few sips from her cup of spiced wine before sending her back to bed with Mabel. ‘Go to sleep,’ she said gently. ‘In the morning all of this will be behind us.’


Joanna climbed between the sheets, drew her knees towards her chest and faced the fire and candle light to watch the women gathered at the hearth. Listening to their low-voiced conversation as they sat over their wine, she put her thumb in her mouth – something she had not done in many weeks, but tonight she needed that security. When Sausagez leaped up beside her and curled up nose to feathery tail, she did not push him off.


‘Thank God the King was with me,’ the Queen said. ‘He might have been killed. Indeed, but for Dame Margaret’s quick wits we could all have been murdered in our beds.’


‘You should not dwell upon it, madam.’ Dame Cecily’s voice was soothing. ‘God has seen fit to preserve us all.’


Alienor gathered her loose hair over one shoulder and ran her fingers through it, rich, dark-brown in the firelight. ‘But we should not make it more difficult for God than it has to be. I will insist that my lord puts bars at all the low windows tomorrow.’


Joanna’s eyelids fluttered down. Bars at the windows. Would they too be like prisoners? In her mind’s eye she saw the man running at them again, ready to do murder, and shivered, but she remembered too Madam Biset’s swift reactions to the crisis and Cecily’s calm protection. She thought of the King holding his sword, ready to fight, although he had been afraid. She was safe in her bed, watching the women share companionship and reassurance by firelight. The lesson here was to rise to the challenge, face it, and never let fear take control no matter how scared you were.


In the morning Queen Alienor spoke to the King about fitting bars to all the low windows in the palace. Joanna’s brother, Iohan, was among the attendants of the courtiers who had gathered to discuss the night’s disturbance, and Joanna brought him a cup of buttermilk. He was eleven years old to her eight, and a page to their uncle Gilbert, Earl of Pembroke, a great and powerful lord, well positioned to advance his nephew. Iohan was heir to Swanscombe with a bright future, and he regarded Joanna with a superior air, for her prospects in comparison to his were modest and of small consequence.


‘The man Uncle Gilbert caught had already come before the King yesterday, claiming he was the true heir to the throne, but the King dismissed him as a madman to be pitied,’ Iohan said, taking the buttermilk. ‘Uncle Gilbert says he should never have been set free. He stole one of the big knives from the kitchen to murder the King and would have done so if we hadn’t arrived.’ He expanded his chest and spoke as if he had played an active part in the arrest.


‘Yes, I saw him.’ Joanna related her own part in last night’s events.


‘Well, it’s a good thing we caught him,’ Iohan said, peeved at having his glory stolen. ‘We saved all your lives for certain.’


Joanna said nothing. She was learning from Cecily which battles were worth fighting, especially with males. ‘What will happen to him now?’


Iohan shrugged and drank the buttermilk, leaving a white moustache on his upper lip. ‘He’s confessed to plotting the King’s murder so he’ll be put to death. He’s going to be tied to two horses and torn apart, and then beheaded as a warning to others.’ His voice rang with relish and bravado.


Joanna shuddered at the image.


‘It does not do to be a traitor,’ he added, folding his arms and regarding her sternly. She recognised his attempt to maintain his superiority by intimidating her. She would never be a traitor in thought or deed, but it would be terrible for someone to think such a thing when she was innocent.


‘I am glad you and Uncle Gilbert are here to keep us safe,’ she said to mollify him. Words cost nothing, and she was indeed glad to be protected. Cecily said the instinct should be encouraged and directed in men.


Iohan preened and looked supercilious.


The King and Queen moved into the room from their conversation by the window and Joanna swiftly curtseyed as they crossed her path.


Henry stopped and gently raised her to her feet, tilting her chin on his forefinger. ‘An eventful night, little demoiselle,’ he said ruefully. ‘I hope you are none the worse for your ordeal.’


Joanna shook her head. ‘No, sire.’ The King’s eyes were warm blue, and the morning light made his beard sparkle like gold. He smelled of incense.


‘I am glad to hear it.’


‘Joanna has a sensible head on her shoulders for one still a child,’ said the Queen, who was not yet sixteen years old herself. ‘She serves me well and often runs errands for Willelma. Cecily is well pleased with her progress.’


‘Well then, continue as you are, and who knows what shall grow from such diligence.’ Henry patted her head and unfastened a delicate round silver brooch from his tunic. ‘There,’ he said, pinning it to her gown. ‘Wear it always in token of that service.’


‘Yes, sire.’ Joanna curtseyed again, overwhelmed with pleasure and embarrassment.


The Queen smiled warmly and she and the King went on their way arm in arm, trailing scents of incense and flowers.


Her uncle Gilbert, following them, paused and smiled at her too, his complexion ruddy with tiny thread-veins in his cheeks. ‘I am glad to hear good news of your progress, niece,’ he said. ‘Well done, and long may it continue.’ He beckoned to his youngest squire. ‘Iohan, come with me and wipe that moustache off your lip, there’s a good lad. I’ve work for you.’


Iohan hastily scrubbed his mouth with the back of his hand, made a face at Joanna, ensuring that their uncle did not see, and followed Gilbert out.


Joanna looked at the shiny silver circlet pinned to her gown and with a full heart vowed to do exactly as the King commanded.
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Royal Palace of Woodstock, October 1238
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Joanna stroked the pony’s muzzle and presented him with half an apple on the flat of her palm. Ears pricked, he lipped the treat from her hand and crunched with enjoyment while Joanna watched him with pride. Usually when the court took to the roads, she travelled in a covered cart, but her uncle Gilbert had given her this pretty dappled grey gelding with a red bridle and saddle. He said good riding skills were important, for her mother had been a Marshal, and every member of her maternal family was born to horsemanship.


Her new mount was from her uncle’s estate at Goodrich on the Welsh borders, and his name was Arian, which meant ‘Silver’ in the Welsh tongue. She had ridden him for the first time today and he had been swift to respond to her voice and her touch on the reins. She could scarcely believe her good fortune.


‘He’s a beauty,’ Iohan said with reluctant admiration, leaning against the stable door, arms folded. Sausagez snuffled around in the straw, hunting for rodents, Joanna having brought him with her for exercise.


‘Yes, he is.’ Brimming with happiness, Joanna patted Arian’s warm dappled neck.


The last rays of evening sunlight tinted the trees beyond the palisade with burned gold. A man led a donkey towards the kitchens, two side panniers mounded with chestnuts from the woods.


‘Of course, he is far too small for me,’ Iohan said condescendingly. ‘Uncle Gilbert lets me help with the destriers.’ It wasn’t strictly true. He was allowed to polish the harnesses and mix the feed, but the head groom and the older squires saw to all the close work on the big stallions.


A fanfare announced the arrival of visitors, and moments later horses came pounding into the yard, their hides steaming and streaked with sweat. There were serjeants and knights, squires and heralds, one bearing a banner blazoned with a fork-tailed lion on a crimson ground.


‘Simon de Montfort, back from Rome,’ Iohan said knowledgeably. ‘His harbingers brought the news to the King this morning.’


Joanna eyed the men on their big, stamping horses with trepidation. Their open mouths and laughter, the boldness and colour, vivid in the burnished light. She had heard several tales in the bower about the clandestine marriage between the King’s sister, Eleanor, and the French knight Simon de Montfort. The marriage had happened shortly before she came to court. Her uncle Gilbert’s brother, William, had been Eleanor’s first husband. After he died, suddenly, the lady Eleanor had taken a vow of chastity, but had broken that vow for love of de Montfort. They had conducted a clandestine courtship – discreet, but not discreet enough, and rumours abounded that they had shared a bed out of wedlock. The King had agreed to let them marry and their hasty, secret wedding had taken place in his private chapel at Westminster. Almost immediately that secret had come undone and when the news broke in public, the scandal and upheaval had been enormous.


Eleanor had retired to Kenilworth to await the birth of the child, so swiftly conceived that many whispered she had already been pregnant on her wedding day. Simon de Montfort had journeyed to Rome to obtain a papal dispensation for the match amid much cynical grumbling about bolting the stable door after the horse had gone, and remarks louder than whispers about newcomers shouldering their way up the ranks through dishonourable and ribald behaviour. The King’s brother, Richard, and Joanna’s uncle Gilbert had protested furiously because of the implications to their own families and status, and although peace had been made it was fragile. She had overheard her uncle Gilbert grimly telling one of his lawyers that if de Montfort thought to pursue claims to his new wife’s rights from her former marriage, he would be sadly disappointed, for he would not receive a single penny.


Joanna called Sausagez to her side and leashed him, deciding it was time she returned to the Queen. Iohan watched the dismounting men, admiring their equipment, but stiff with tension.


Joanna took his arm. ‘Will you escort me back to the bower?’


His irritated look was superficial and she saw the relief in his eyes. ‘Very well, but only because you are my sister and you need protecting. Don’t think I am your servant.’


Joanna curbed the retort that Cecily said all men should serve ladies courteously. She gave Arian a final pat and left the stable, Iohan at her side and Sausagez dragging on his leash.


De Montfort, wearing a fine fur-lined cloak, reined his pawing sorrel stallion across their path, amusement brightening the hard planes of his face. ‘What have we here?’ he asked. ‘Are you both not a little young to be attending a tryst?’


Joanna’s cheeks flamed. Sausagez bared his teeth and began a shrill yapping that caused the horse to put back its ears.


‘I am escorting my sister to the Queen,’ Iohan said stoutly, although his voice wavered.


‘Your sister?’ De Montfort looked him up and down. ‘Remind me who you are.’


‘Iohan de Munchensy, son of Warin de Munchensy of Swanscombe, sire,’ Iohan said, jutting his chin.


De Montfort’s smile lost some of its humour. ‘A Marshal by maternity,’ he said. ‘Well, your mother’s family came from the stables, I suppose.’ He looked round at his companions and laughed, and then pressed his heels into his mount’s sides. The horse surged towards Joanna, hooves dancing. She sprang backwards, feeling sick, and scooped the hysterical Sausagez into her arms. Iohan stepped in front of them, his body a rigid shield. De Montfort smiled and pranced closer again. The palfrey’s hot breath gusted and the shod hooves flashed. Joanna whimpered. De Montfort made a contemptuous sound and pulled the big chestnut back. ‘What a fine little hedge knight you are, Iohan of Swanscombe,’ he said. ‘Begone to your nursemaids. I do not make war on milksops and mongrels.’ Abruptly he reined the horse away and clopped across the courtyard to his waiting groom.


Joanna blinked, determined not to cry. Iohan wrapped his hands around his belt. ‘Don’t worry, de Montfort won’t be staying long.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Because his wife is great with child. He’ll be going to Kenilworth for the birth as soon as he has reported to the King.’


Joanna shuddered. The dying blood-red light in the west, the steaming horses and the raw masculine power seemed like a weight dropping across her shoulders, heavy with threat.


‘He doesn’t frighten me,’ Iohan said.


She didn’t believe him. She had been terrified, and he was no braver than she was.


*


That night the court gathered in Woodstock’s great hall to enjoy conversation, music and games of chess and dice. Simon de Montfort had been welcomed back into the royal household now that his match with the King’s sister had received the Pope’s sanction. Henry was being conciliatory towards his new brother-in-law, and the Queen was effusive, for Simon’s wife was soon to bear her first child and she harboured hopes of her own fruitfulness.


While the King was occupied to his personal delight with the artists and craftsmen who were designing a new mural for the Queen’s bedchamber, de Montfort stood at the fire with a cluster of knights and courtiers, roasting chestnuts on the wide, flat blade of a serving knife. Their mood was convivial and the jests and laughter increased in volume as the wine sank in the flagons.


The blaze from the hearth heated Joanna’s cheeks, and almost seemed to connect her with the red-faced laughing men. Their strength and vital masculinity intimidated and fascinated her. She looked around, seeking reassurance, but Cecily had discreetly retired to empty her bladder, and Lady Giffard and Madam Biset were on the other side of the room, playing chess.


De Montfort caught Joanna’s gaze and fixed her with his stare. ‘Come here, child,’ he said, beckoning.


Joanna’s stomach churned, but courtesy brought her to her feet and towards him, like the chicken charmed by the fox.


‘Ah, my little mistress of Swanscombe,’ he said with a vulpine smile. ‘You did not give me your name earlier. What would it be now?’


Joanna swallowed, for anonymity was protection and she hated being singled out. ‘Joanna, sire.’


‘Well then, Joanna of Swanscombe, would you like a nice roast chestnut?’


She gazed at the nuts jumping on the flat blade of the knife, and then looked into his eyes, and they were steely like the metal.


He winked at her and stooped to a pile of blackened shells in a shallow cup on the hearth. ‘Here, have this one – it’s cooling down.’ He held it out on his palm. His fingers were thick and powerful, muscular from controlling spirited horses and wielding weapons.


Joanna stood transfixed, her fists clenched at her sides. The men with de Montfort chuckled, watching her.


‘Take it,’ he urged. ‘I promise it won’t hurt.’


Against her will, she held out her hand, but dropped her gaze. The nut was still hot, although not enough to burn.


‘Eat it, young mistress, it’s good.’


They watched her with an avid pack hunger that made her terrified to be the focus of their attention. She raised the chestnut to her mouth and bit into the burned shell, before spitting it back into her hand and throwing the fragment on to the hearth; and then fled, her eyes blurring with tears. An acrid taste soured her tongue and she was mortified by the sound of the laughter trailing in her wake. She was so distraught, she did not see Dame Cecily until she ran into her.


‘How now, child.’ Cecily took her by the shoulders and held her fast. ‘Come, come, this is not my steady, sensible Joanna. What is wrong?’


Joanna gulped and dashed her sleeve across her eyes.


Gently but firmly, Cecily took her hand and examined it. ‘What is this?’


‘The men …’ Joanna’s voice hitched. ‘They are roasting chestnuts and … and Messire de Montfort made me take one.’ The story sounded feeble when spoken aloud, but her humiliation was intense.


Cecily tightened her lips. Taking a firmer grip on Joanna’s hand, she marched back into the hall and, going up to the laughing men, addressed them fearlessly as if they were recalcitrant youths. ‘What are you doing that you have nothing better in your minds than teasing a child?’ She fixed de Montfort in particular with a gimlet stare.


He bowed to her, smiling. ‘Madam, I but offered the girl a roasted chestnut, and not even a hot one at that. It is no fault of mine.’


‘It never is, my lord,’ Cecily retorted in a voice that Joanna had never heard her use before, for although quiet, it cut like a whip.


De Montfort bowed. ‘I shall give your kind regards to my wife, Lady Sandford.’


‘As you wish,’ Cecily said. ‘Tell her that she is constantly in my prayers.’


She departed the hall, one arm protectively around Joanna’s shoulders. ‘When men gather in groups to drink and feast, they become a pack,’ she said with distaste. ‘The King is not like that of course, but others are made of coarser stuff and you would do well to be wary.’


Once in their chamber, she took Joanna to the stone sink set in the wall, and poured cool water from a jug standing at the side. ‘Come, let us clean you up.’ She tenderly wiped the sooty marks from Joanna’s face and hands. ‘Learn from this experience, child. Do not ever let men tell you what to do, for they are not worthy of your soul – none of them. Indeed, you should be teaching them worthiness.’


Joanna bit her lip, for she could not imagine doing such a thing. Dame Cecily could stand up to anyone without fear, and she longed to be like her, but how could she hold her ground against grown men when they were wolves and she was a small deer?


‘Come with me,’ Cecily said, ‘and we shall pray.’


Taking Joanna’s hand, Cecily led her into the Queen’s intimate private chapel. The beeswax candles gave off a honey light before the altar, and a red glass lamp illuminated an exquisite statue of the Virgin with the Christ child perched on her knee. As they knelt, Cecily squeezed Joanna’s hand. ‘Make your peace,’ she said. ‘Be still, and ask God’s Holy Mother to guide you. She will listen, for she is a woman, and she will always answer another such.’


Joanna pressed her hands together and closed her eyes.


Cecily’s smooth wooden rosary beads clacked together as she unfastened them from her belt and clasped them between her fingers.


Gradually, the peace and the silence filtered their way through Joanna’s jangled being and her breathing calmed. The humiliation and the panic of being singled out diminished to an uneasy flicker. Cecily’s support and tuition had increased her resilience over the past months, but the incident had revived her anxiety about how powerless and expendable she was. A vulnerable little girl to be teased for sport. She opened her eyes and prayed to the Virgin for the wisdom and strength to be like Cecily and to face every trial with grace.


Eventually, Cecily lifted her head. ‘You must not let incidents like this destroy you,’ she said firmly. ‘Let them increase your strength. You shall grow in yourself as you grow in your body and such things will become trivial in time. Never forget, but do not be troubled. Leave it here with God and bring your prayers and fortitude instead.’


‘Yes, Dame Cecily,’ Joanna said, and lifted her head, bolstered with new determination.


‘That’s better.’ Cecily patted her hand. ‘Come, we shall have some sweetmeats and Eunice shall play her harp for us.’


Joanna nodded, keen to put the moment behind her and go forward with her new learning.
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Royal Palace of Woodstock, November 1238
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On a grey morning in late November, the Queen was queasy for the third day in a row, and the royal physician pronounced what everyone had begun to suspect – that Alienor was with child.


An ecstatic Henry visited his young wife and lavished her with gifts and tender attention. The Queen, wan but proud, delicately sipped a ginger tisane prepared by Lady Giffard, the midwife, and basked in her husband’s approval.


Watching their shoulders touch, seeing their absorption with each other, made Joanna feel warm and secure – safe at the heart of a family. Moreover, news had just arrived that Henry’s sister, the lady Eleanor de Montfort, had given birth at Kenilworth to a healthy baby boy. The infant was to be called Henry in honour of his royal uncle, and the joyous new parents had asked the King to be the baby’s godfather.


Alienor took Henry’s hand. ‘It would be generous of you to stand in that role to their child,’ she said, ‘and healing too.’ Setting her other hand to her waistline, she gave Henry a shy smile.


‘You are right, my dear; matters should be mended,’ Henry agreed. ‘I shall ride over to Kenilworth and visit my sister and my new namesake.’ He raised her hand to his lips. ‘So young to be so wise!’


Alienor blushed coyly, but the look, half hidden by her eyelids, was knowing and strategic.


Joanna had heard that Eleanor de Montfort and the Queen had been good friends before the scandal of the clandestine marriage with Simon de Montfort had torn the court apart. Joanna had often seen messengers being sent to Kenilworth with letters and small gifts for the King’s sister as the Queen played the delicate role of peacemaker and tried to mend the holes in the family fabric.


Henry’s face lit up. ‘I shall bring them the good news that even as I have a new nephew to celebrate, come the summer, they shall be making acquaintance with the heir to the throne.’ He beamed at his wife. ‘What shall they have as a gift do you think? An engraved silver cup perhaps?’ He was off, deciding what offerings to take with him, his enthusiasm like a bright light, as it always was when it came to celebration and gift-giving.


Joanna was glad for everyone’s joy, but privately hoped Simon de Montfort would keep his distance even if ties were being mended.


Three months later, in February at Winchester, the court celebrated the feast of Candlemas, to commemorate the purification of the Virgin Mary, forty days after Christ’s birth. Queen Alienor, resplendent in blue silk, her belly now a proud curve, drew everyone’s eye as she progressed gracefully up the cathedral nave towards the altar, clasping her lighted candle. Joanna loved the smell of incense and the ceremonial and sacred atmosphere – of taking part in a ritual that was holy and ancient and centred around women. The singing of the choir raised gooseflesh on her arms.


Following the mass, King Henry officially invested Simon de Montfort with the title of Earl of Leicester. Safe and anonymous amid the congregation, Joanna was lost in the wonder of the event – the rituals, the textures and colours. She admired the magnificent jewelled belt that the King fastened around Simon’s waist, and the Earl’s coronet with finials of golden roses which he placed upon de Montfort’s wavy dark hair, adding a regal touch to the new Earl’s already impressive height and breadth.


He had been back at court since Christmas, but Joanna had managed to avoid him. She was learning how not to be seen. If he attended on the Queen, Joanna found excuses to be absent, or else performed her duties with quiet diligence, staying within the group, never putting herself in a position where she could be picked off – staying safe.


Once the public feasting and fêting were over, the Queen retired from the hall, but her private chamber was still filled with bustle. De Montfort’s investiture had brought many barons and their families to court and a line of ladies waited to pay their respects to Alienor. Joanna was run off her feet serving drinks and sweetmeats and fetching and carrying.


Joanna had only glimpsed the King’s sister Eleanor, the new Countess of Leicester, in the cathedral, but now came into closer proximity. She was a beauty, with dainty, almost sharp features and blue eyes as clear as glass. Small double-tailed lions danced in golden thread along the hem of her silk gown and Henry had presented her with a precious jewelled belt too, which gleamed at her waist. Joanna knew from talk in the chamber and Cecily’s own circumspect information that Cecily had tutored the Countess and been her companion for several years between her marriages.


Having greeted Alienor, the Countess made a point of embracing Cecily and presenting her with a small carved box containing a little gold cross with blue and green enamels.


Cecily’s eyes moistened as she gently touched the gift. ‘My lady, you have no need to give me such a fine thing,’ she said softly.


‘I would give you a dozen such.’ The new Countess fiddled with her wedding ring and a red flush stained her throat and cheeks as Cecily’s attention fell upon the gesture.


‘I thank you with all my heart, but a simple prayer would have sufficed. You are faring well? And the little one?’


‘Yes, indeed. Our son is flourishing,’ the Countess said with a brittle smile.


‘I am pleased to hear it, and hope to see him. I shall always hold you in my prayers, my dear, you know that.’


Joanna had been waiting to present Cecily with a cup of boiled spring water, and managed to curtsey without spilling the contents.


‘This is Joanna de Munchensy of Swanscombe,’ Cecily said, presenting her to Eleanor. ‘You will not know her since she has been here less than a year.’


The Countess’s glass-blue gaze fixed on Joanna, assessing and cool. ‘No, but I knew her mother, and of course I am well acquainted with her kin. You are fortunate to have this position, this education,’ she added, addressing Joanna directly.


‘Yes, madam.’ Joanna looked down, feeling awkward, knowing she was being measured and somehow found wanting through no fault of her own. The words ‘her kin’ had been laden with meaning.


The Countess departed to speak to another lady, and Joanna served the spring water to Cecily, who smiled reassuringly. ‘The Countess is right: you are indeed fortunate, but so am I. Seldom have I had such an apt pupil.’


Cecily’s gaze was troubled and a little sad as it rested on Eleanor de Montfort’s graceful figure. Joanna was confused by Eleanor’s coldness towards her, but decided she would avoid her too, just as she avoided her husband.


‘Uncle Gilbert says that with de Montforts it is all about money and land,’ Iohan told Joanna when they had a moment’s leisure together the next day in the great hall. ‘He says that is why the Earl of Leicester and his wife do not like us.’


They were standing side by side looking at the recently completed mural of the Wheel of Fortune, ordered by the King, depicting how a man might rise to sit on a throne on one turn of the wheel, and on the next rotation be toppled off the crest and replaced by an ambitious rival. Joanna gazed at the golden crown tumbling from the king’s head towards the ragged man at the foot of the cycle, reaching out to catch it as Fortuna, robed as a queen, rotated the handle.


‘But we have no money,’ she said.


‘De Montfort’s wife was once married to our uncle William.’


‘Yes, I know.’


Iohan puffed out his cheeks at having to explain. ‘When he died, she stood to inherit a third of his property in dower as his widow, but it was a vast amount. No one ever expected our uncle to die without a son, but he did. Our uncle Richard inherited, and agreed to pay her an annual sum of money instead of giving her the lands. Now he is dead too and the duty has fallen to Uncle Gilbert. De Montfort says the agreement took unfair advantage of the lady Eleanor when she was distraught with grief and the payment falls far short of her just due. He’s demanding more with interest, but Uncle Gilbert said yesterday that hell would freeze over before that happened.’ He screwed up his face. ‘You don’t have to do anything to annoy the Earl and Countess of Leicester except be a Marshal by connection. They hate all of us.’


‘But that’s not fair!’


Iohan shrugged. ‘But that is how it is. They say it isn’t fair to them and that Uncle Gilbert should pay a lot more. De Montfort is in debt up to his ears. He had to give a huge amount to the Pope to have the marriage recognised – he even had to borrow money from the Queen’s uncle.’


‘How do you know all this?’ Joanna demanded.


He looked nonchalant. ‘I pour wine, I run errands. I hear things.’ He eyed her sidelong. ‘I bet you do too, sitting at the Queen’s feet.’


Joanna said nothing and continued to study the Wheel of Fortune – the king and the fallen king.


‘Well, don’t you?’ Iohan prodded. ‘What does the Queen tell you?’


‘Cecily says that things overheard are like gold coins cast into a well,’ Joanna replied primly, ‘and that the person hearing them should make sure they stay at the bottom of the well for ever and not dredge them up for gain.’ She gave him a hard stare. ‘I would not repeat what the Queen says to anyone. It would be wrong. How would anyone trust me if I did?’


Iohan reddened and clenched his fists. ‘Well, I trust you, and what I tell you is for the good of our family, but I shan’t tell you anything ever again.’ He stalked off.


Joanna sighed; she did not want to lose his support, but she could not let him undermine her integrity.


Returning to the women, she picked up her sewing and sat quietly out of the way in the corner where she was less likely to hear things that she had to drop in the well and keep secret. Cecily joined her and gave her a discerning look. ‘What is the matter, child?’


Joanna executed several small, neat stitches. Cecily’s bond with Countess Eleanor made her hesitate, as did her knowledge of Eleanor’s high connections and friendships. On the other hand, she trusted Cecily who had her own wells of knowing and silence. ‘My brother asked me about things I heard in the Queen’s chamber,’ she said at last. ‘I refused to tell him because it was breaking a trust.’


Cecily’s expression softened. ‘You have a wise head on very young shoulders. Often people will ask you to break faith, and you must always resist them – doing so will only add to your lustre. Never be ashamed.’


Joanna smoothed her sewing. ‘He told me things too – things he had overheard.’


‘Then I hope your refusal to join in will make him think twice next time. I am glad you had the strength and maturity to withstand him. There are too many wagging tongues at court.’


Joanna’s voice sank to a whisper. ‘He said the reason Countess Eleanor does not like me is because I am part of the Marshal family.’


‘Tush, child!’ Cecily said sharply. ‘The Countess of Leicester does not dislike you. Indeed, she does not know you. Pay no heed to what others say – always trust your own judgement.’


Joanna swallowed. The trouble was that her judgement told her that Eleanor de Montfort disliked her, and Iohan had given her a reason for it.


Cecily said briskly, ‘Returning to court is an adjustment for the Countess of Leicester. She will settle with you – you will see. She may be in dispute with your uncle Gilbert, but these are legal matters far removed from your sphere and have nothing to do with you – I hope you understand.’


‘Yes, madam,’ Joanna said dutifully, although for the first time she was not sure if she believed Cecily.


‘I am always watching out for you, remember that,’ Cecily said firmly. ‘Now, go and take your sewing to the window seat. You cannot see to stitch in this dark little corner, nor should you dwell there from choice. Always seek the light.’


Over the next few days, Iohan got over his sulk and the air of constraint between brother and sister gradually thawed, although Iohan made a pointed show of not talking about court business at all. In the Queen’s chambers, the Countess of Leicester often summoned Joanna to perform tasks and dance attendance on her. Eleanor was autocratic and abrupt, firmly putting Joanna in her place as a subordinate. Cecily observed and said nothing, but quietly gave Joanna tasks that kept her out of Eleanor’s way whenever possible. Sausagez enjoyed twice as many walks as usual.


If Joanna had to be in the Countess’s vicinity, she was unobtrusive and obedient, which seemed to calm Eleanor’s critical regard. When the Countess departed home to her baby son at Kenilworth three weeks later, riding a black Spanish palfrey and laden with gifts from the King and Queen, Joanna breathed a sigh of relief. Simon de Montfort, however, remained at the King’s side and dominated the court with his ebullience and charisma. He was easier to avoid than his wife, and Joanna made sure that she did, and although she was wary, life returned to a more comfortable routine.


One of her regular tasks was to rub the Queen’s feet. ‘You have the tenderest touch of all my ladies,’ Alienor said, leaning back against her pillows. ‘You remind me of my little sister Sancha – I miss her so much. Your hair is like hers with those chestnut lights in the sun, and so thick and smooth too.’


Embarrassed, Joanna concentrated on her task. She had sometimes peeked into the Queen’s ivory mirror, but pretty women were golden-haired and blue-eyed like her aunt Isabelle or the Countess of Leicester. Her own eyes, like her hair, were brown, and she had freckles.


The Queen smiled. ‘When you are grown up and married, you will still be my favourite and I shall keep you at court with me. I shall have the King find you a fine and worthy husband. Won’t that be wonderful?’


The Queen’s words were like an extension of one of the stories read aloud in the bower during leisure time, but Joanna was already sceptical. Choices concerning her life were always made by others, no matter what Cecily said. What if the ‘worthy husband’ was like Simon de Montfort or one of the other forceful barons at court, striding about in their assured arrogance. She would be eaten alive. If he was like the King, it might not be so awful, for she had observed that Henry was generous, kind and thoughtful, but such traits were rare and never considerations when it came to arranging a marriage.


‘Yes, madam,’ she said meekly. ‘Thank you.’ She made the correct reply, but without enthusiasm.


‘You are still very young,’ Alienor murmured, opening one eye. ‘Do not worry. When the time comes you will be ready, I promise.’
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Palace of Westminster, London, June 1239
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In the anteroom to the birthing chamber Joanna was folding the linen napkins and swaddling clothes ready for the new baby’s arrival. Lady Sybil Giffard had given her the task to keep her busy while they waited. The Queen had been labouring since dawn, and now the western sky was deep teal with new stars pricking through like silver pins. Joanna had lit the candles as dusk encroached and they blazed in every sconce and holder.


Joanna prayed as she folded. Her mother had died giving birth to a stillborn son, and she was worried for the Queen’s safety even while knowing that Lady Sybil was a highly respected and experienced midwife. The King was holding a prayer vigil in his private chapel and kept sending servants to ask how matters were progressing and they received the same patient answer despite Lady Sybil’s exasperation at the constant enquiries. All was well; the birth would happen in due course; just let the women do their sacred work.


Joanna stopped folding and her heart began to race as she heard a long, agonised groan from the inner chamber. Then another, and the voice of Lady Sybil, calm, encouraging and urgent all at the same time. And suddenly, another sound – a baby’s wail, heralding the arrival of a new soul into the world. The other ladies waiting in the antechamber with Joanna exchanged glances, crossing themselves, casting looks at the door.


The wails grew stronger. Willelma opened the door, her creased face bright with joy and relief. ‘The Queen is safely delivered of a fine son!’ Her smile was wide and beautiful despite several missing teeth. ‘Send the news to the King and let him rejoice. Praise God, a healthy prince is born!’


Within moments of receiving the tidings, Henry rushed into the chamber, his face flushed with emotion. The ladies curtseyed at his arrival but were disconcerted at the irregular etiquette for a man had no place in the confinement chamber, even if he was the King and this his firstborn son. ‘Ladies.’ He swept them with a single bright look before entering the inner sanctum and closing the door.


Everyone started talking at once, filled with excitement, and a little shock at the King’s defiance of propriety. Roberga poured wine, and they toasted the new prince and his parents. Joanna wanted to jig and twirl, and it was an effort to maintain her decorum and keep her feet still. Sipping wine from one of the cups being passed around, she wondered eagerly when she would be able to see this new little person.


The bells began tolling from the abbey, ringing out the birth of the royal heir in exultant peals that spread across the night sky and resonated through Joanna’s body, touching her soul.


Eventually, the bedchamber door opened and the King emerged, tear tracks shining on his cheeks. ‘I have a son! Praise God, I have a son! Ladies, thank you all for your care and devotion to the Queen. I shall not forget. You shall all have gifts!’ He gazed towards the open shutters. ‘Do you hear the bells?’ He paused to listen, his expression beatific, and then he smiled at all of them. ‘I shall remember this moment for ever,’ he said, and left the room, wiping his eyes.


Joanna went to the window and leaned into the open air. The sound of shouting filled the warm June evening and torches were being waved about in wild sweeps of flame as the inhabitants of the Westminster complex celebrated the birth of a future king born on the cusp of midsummer. He was to be named Edward after a long-ago King of England who had been a godly man and a saint. A pious, peacemaker king. Henry wanted to renew that bond like a golden chain, connecting the past to the present via a son bearing an English royal name of ancient descent.


Listening to the revellers, to the bells, and to the cries of the new-born child, Joanna’s eyes filled with tears of joy.


In the morning, Joanna attended mass with the other ladies before breaking her fast on bread and cheese. The church bells were still ringing, and the palace flurried with activity as messengers were sent out far and wide bearing the news of Prince Edward’s birth. In the ladies’ chamber there was talk of nothing else.


Joanna took her sewing to the bright window embrasure, now and then pausing her work to watch the river sparkle under a cloudless sky. Trading vessels plied their way under oar and sail between the various wharves, and red cattle were drinking at the waterside across the river.


The door to the Queen’s chamber opened and Lady Sybil emerged, cradling a swaddled bundle. Immediate warmth flooded Joanna’s heart. She had never connected with her baby stepbrother at Swanscombe, for, in her eyes, his mother was a usurper, but this infant she could love with pure, unalloyed joy.


Sybil sat down in the sunlit embrasure and the ladies gathered to take their first look at him, cooing and exclaiming. Joanna tip-toed forward. He was bound from head to toe in swaddling and snuggled in a soft, creamy blanket. She could see a little face, the closed eyelids, delicate as tellin shells lined with fair lashes of coppery gold. Yesterday he had been hidden inside the Queen’s womb but now he was here, whole and himself. The face and the little body all wrapped up. ‘It is a miracle from God!’ she whispered.


‘Indeed.’ Sybil smiled at her. ‘You may touch his head for luck and remember this day all your life.’


Hardly daring, Joanna set a light fingertip on the baby’s forehead where his soft skin met the band of his cap. He screwed up his face and opened his mouth in a gummy yawn. ‘He’s beautiful,’ she whispered. A fierce, protective yearning filled her heart, and in that instant, she fell overwhelmingly, irrevocably in love.


Over the next several weeks the Queen recovered from the birth and settled into her role as a new mother. Baby Edward grew plump and thrived. Joanna was given permanent charge of folding the napkins to line his swaddling and was very proud of the task. She observed closely as Sybil or the wet nurse, Alice, changed him and wiped his bottom with rose water, and she loved to watch him suckle at Alice’s breast. The entire process of Edward’s nurturing and tending made her feel whole and nourished too.


Gifts for little Edward poured into Westminster – cloth and gemstones, silver cups and plate, jewelled reliquaries, ivory rattles, boxes of spice, goblets and drinking horns. Henry presided over the gift-giving, weighing the prestige of each one with a judgemental eye. His heir was the most precious thing on earth and deserved presents to reflect that preciousness. If an offering fell short of his exacting standards, Henry returned it as being unworthy and demanded better. After he sent back a cloak to a furrier because the ermines were of inferior quality, Joanna overheard a court clerk remark to his companion that Richard the Lionheart had once said he would sell London if he could find a buyer, but Henry, it appeared, was selling his son for as much as he could obtain. Joanna quashed the thought that the King was being ungracious and even foolish; he had been carried away by his pride in his son and his desire to surround him with the best of everything, that was all. He was the King; she owed him her loyal gratitude, and surely it was wrong to criticise him.


The Queen remained in her chambers recovering as high summer closed over the city. The river glistened in the sun and the air ripened with the stink from the privies and wharves lining the bankside. But at Westminster there were gardens and closes too, perfumed with flowers and graced by the shade of trees. Taking Sausagez for his daily walk around the complex, Joanna soon came to know all its corners and enclaves.


A constant stream of visitors flowed into and out of the Queen’s apartments, especially haberdashers and seamstresses as they prepared the Queen’s wardrobe for her churching ceremony where she would give thanks for the safe delivery of a healthy infant and celebrate her return to court. She would also welcome the King back to her bed.


The court tailors fashioned Alienor a magnificent gown of patterned gold silk with a matching ermine-lined cloak. The King had presented her with a delicate jewelled crown, twinkling with sapphires. All the ladies had new robes for the occasion too. Joanna’s was of blue silk embellished with a hem-strip of gold left over from the cutting of the Queen’s robes, and she loved it; never had she owned such a gown before and it made her feel important and valued.


On the eve of the churching ceremony, Henry held a social gathering in his beloved great painted chamber. The Queen was still in confinement but Henry had little Edward brought to him in his cradle to show him off to his courtiers, with Alice his wet nurse and Lady Sybil’s husband Hugh Giffard keeping watch over the baby.


Growing increasingly anxious about Edward’s exposure to so many people, Alienor eventually told Sybil to go and bring him back. Sybil curtseyed and summoned Joanna to accompany her.


‘One day you will be training and leading young ladies of your own on such errands,’ she said as they walked, and gave Joanna a shrewd look. ‘Dame Cecily thinks highly of you and I am inclined to agree with her.’


Joanna warily eyed the people spilling outside the buildings on to the gravel walkways. The air was convivial, a little raucous, the raised voices and exaggerated gestures revealing how freely the wine had been flowing. It was all part of her education in resilience, so she would know how to comport herself in every situation. She hoped she would not disappoint such expectations.


They entered the King’s painted chamber through the ornate doorway, over which strong black lettering proclaimed ke ne dune, ke ne tine, ne prent ke desire – ‘he who has and does not give, will not, when he wants, receive’. Walking beneath those words into the chamber always filled Joanna with a sense of destiny and awe. She loved it too and knew it was the King’s pride and joy.


The walls were painted to resemble green curtains secured with golden rings, and the work was so skilled it was difficult to tell that it was plaster not cloth. At the room’s far end, protected by depictions of King Solomon’s armed guards, the King’s bed had the same hangings but of actual green wool, heavy and thick, and the bed posts were gilded with stars. A quatrefoil window at the side of the bed gave a view into Henry’s private chapel.


Pages and squires moved among the gathering, serving wine and small dainties. An immense hubbub of voices talking all at once filled her ears. Men said that women were the greatest gossips, but this crowd of mostly males was making a fair effort to disprove it. One of the loudest voices belonged to Simon de Montfort, who was holding forth on the matter of the best way to wield a lance in combat. Men gravitated to de Montfort’s charisma like the moths that gathered to the candle flames in the hall. Joanna felt the draw of his powerful energy, but unlike the moths, she knew to keep her distance.


Henry’s gaze kept flicking with displeasure to the boisterous knot of men surrounding his brother-in-law. He turned a sharp look on Sybil and Joanna as they made their obeisance.


‘Sire, the Queen is asking for the lord Edward,’ Sybil said. ‘May I take him?’


‘I am not yet ready,’ Henry said petulantly. ‘I would have sent a summons if I was.’


Joanna had never seen Henry in such a mood before; to judge from his flushed complexion, he was not sober.


Sybil stood her ground with quiet dignity. ‘Sire, the Queen will not settle until the lord Edward is returned to her side, and I am only concerned for her wellbeing and that of your heir.’


Henry tightened his lips and continued to scowl, but her appeal had pierced the veil and he heaved a martyred sigh. ‘Very well.’ He cast his gaze around the room until it landed on his sister, and he called her to him, raising his voice. ‘Eleanor, your nephew is retiring to the nursery. Let his favourite aunt bid him farewell before he departs!’


The Countess, who had been standing beside her husband while he held court, left the group and came to Henry, her silk gown shimmering. ‘If I am his “favourite aunt”,’ she said, leaning over the crib, ‘then he is my most cherished nephew.’


‘I am pleased to hear it, sister,’ Henry said, and relaxed a little. ‘He shall be a great king one day.’


Edward crowed as if agreeing with his father. A group of courtiers followed the Countess’s lead and gathered around to admire the baby. Simon de Montfort wandered over, and Joanna saw his expression harden as he observed his wife cooing over the crib.


He cleared his throat. ‘Eleanor, we should be going too,’ he said.


She straightened and went to him as if tugged by a string, turning her back on Henry. Simon took her hand and kissed it, claiming his right. Joanna gasped, shocked that Eleanor would turn from Henry without a proper obeisance.


Henry’s expression darkened with growing anger. ‘You would whisk my sister away under my very nose yet again, my lord of Leicester, and without my leave?’


Little Edward sucked his fist and made small sounds of impending hunger. Sensing a storm, Sybil exchanged glances with Alice the wet nurse, who started to rise from her stool.


De Montfort raised his brows. ‘Then I beg your leave, sire,’ he said, with laboured courtesy, and continued to keep firm hold of his wife’s hand.


‘Either come or go hither as you choose, for it seems to me that is your custom,’ Henry said curtly.


De Montfort bowed. ‘Then with your given consent, we shall depart and not disturb you further.’ He left on the instant with Eleanor and his entourage.


Henry lifted his cup in a trembling hand and took several swallows. The baby, no longer content with his fist, commenced bawling into an uncomfortable silence.


‘If I may take your son to the Queen, sire,’ Sybil reiterated, deferential, but insistent.


‘Yes, go,’ Henry snapped. ‘Everyone else deserts me after all.’


Sybil curtseyed and stooped to pick up the swaddled baby, her expression neutral. Her husband lifted the cradle and Joanna and Alice followed the couple from the painted chamber, walking with heads down and hands clasped. Joanna had not understood all the nuances, but the friction between the King and de Montfort had been palpable and frightening.


In the Queen’s apartments, nothing was said. Alice settled Edward at her breast and Joanna fetched clean napkins and swaddling to change him. The Queen, wearing a loose robe, sat on a stool by the bed while Willelma combed her hair in long, smooth strokes, applying rose water to the tines. The churching gown lay across a long trestle, the rich silk gleaming in the candle light.


Joanna had just handed a towel to Alice because Edward had burped a milky trickle when Henry stormed into the chamber like an agitated whirlwind and everyone knelt in haste. The Queen stood up and faced him, her eyes wide with shocked surprise. ‘Sire, what is it?’ she asked.


‘My sister’s husband!’ Henry was almost choking on his words. He shook the piece of parchment clutched in his fist. ‘Never have I known such arrogance and ingratitude.’


‘Come, my lord, sit down.’ Alienor kissed his cheek and drew him to the bench. ‘You should not upset yourself. Willelma, fetch the King some wine.’


‘Should I not? Your uncle Thomas has written saying he needs funds for his pilgrimage to the Holy Land. De Montfort owes him five hundred marks and has had the gall to tell him I will honour the debt out of my own treasury, when he has neither told me of the arrangement nor sought my permission. Instead I learn about it now, in this letter!’ He waved the parchment under her nose. ‘After everything I have done for that man, he pushes his debts on to me behind my back while upstaging me in my own chamber on the eve of your churching! I will not stand for it!’


Willelma returned with the wine and Alienor presented it to him herself. ‘Calm yourself, sire, anger avails you nothing,’ she said gently.


‘I will not be made a fool of in this way!’ His eyes shone with angry tears. ‘Simon de Montfort will not take advantage of my goodwill and outdo me like this. When all is said and done, he seduced his way into my family. I have tried to embrace him as my sister’s husband. I have given him every privilege and benefit of the doubt and all he sees is an opportunity to take still more. If you had seen him tonight, posturing and swaggering, with never a word to me about this debt of his. He should read that motto above my chamber door and apply it to himself !’


Joanna shrank into the shadows, frightened by the King’s rage. She looked to Cecily for reassurance, but Cecily’s lips were tightly pursed.


‘You must not allow such things to upset you,’ Alienor soothed, kissing his cheek. ‘You should manage them with diplomacy. I hope you do not hold this against Uncle Thomas.’


Henry shook his head and cuffed his eyes. ‘No. He is bound on a holy cause and he is indeed owed the money. It is not he who has given offence.’ Abruptly he set his cup aside and stood up. ‘Simon de Montfort will learn that he cannot ride over me roughshod and escape the consequences.’ He raised Alienor’s hands to his lips. ‘I am the better for seeing you, but I should not be here.’


‘No, you should not,’ she replied, smiling. ‘You should go to bed, my lord – all will seem better on the morrow.’


‘I know where I wish I could sleep,’ Henry said, causing Alienor to blush. ‘I know where I want to lay my head.’


She gave him a coy look. ‘Well, that is for tomorrow too. You are truly not angry with my uncle?’


‘Truly not, my displeasure lies in other directions.’ He went to look at Edward, now replete and sleepy in his cradle. ‘Perfect little man. I will give you the world.’ He stooped to kiss the baby’s brow, and then left.


Alienor sighed. ‘I thought everything was settled between them, but it seems that the Earl of Leicester has overstepped the bounds again – likely they were both in their cups. I will try and find a way around, but they are men at different ends of a line. Keeping them apart is better than having them close.’


The household prepared for bed. Remembering what she had seen in the hall, Joanna shivered. The court was a place of beauty and grace, but it could be dark and dangerous too. Like a forest full of sunlit dells and deep undergrowth.


As she knelt at her bedside to say her prayers, Cecily touched her shoulder. ‘Put your faith in God, child,’ she murmured. ‘Whatever troubles you, He will always answer.’


‘But what if He does not?’


‘Then you have not been listening hard enough.’ Cecily tenderly smoothed Joanna’s hair. ‘God always answers. Sometimes He does not give you the answer you desire, and then you deny it, but He is always there.’


Comforted by Cecily’s voice as much as her words, Joanna finished her prayers, promising God she would listen harder from now on. Settling in bed beside Mabel, she watched as Roberga extinguished the candles one by one leaving a single lamp burning; a light in the darkness.


Together with the other girls from the Queen’s household, supervised by Cecily, Joanna stood near the altar in the abbey church, holding a tall candle, as yet unlit. Golden morning light streamed into the cathedral nave, illuminating the drapes and decorations the King had ordered for the Queen’s churching. Joanna felt very grown up. The trimming from her new gown sparkled in the sun’s rays and Mabel had woven her hair in an intricate plait with a light veil over it, secured with little golden pins.


Waiting at the altar for the Queen’s entry, King Henry looked tense and tired. Joanna thought he probably had a headache. His younger brother Richard, Earl of Cornwall, was at his side – tall, fair-haired and handsome, with a jutting jaw and harder features than Henry’s. His wife was Joanna’s maternal aunt, although Joanna barely knew her. Countess Isabelle was a beauty with lustrous flaxen hair coiled under her headdress. Her hand rested protectively on her belly, swollen with yet another pregnancy. Her brother, Joanna’s uncle Gilbert, stood beside her, the light glistening on his scalp under his thinning hair. Iohan, wearing a green and gold tunic, was in attendance as part of his entourage. So many of Joanna’s Marshal relatives were present, she could barely mark them all.


A sudden flurry at the back of the church heralded the late arrival of Simon and Eleanor de Montfort. Their matching robes of scarlet and gold and the manner of their entrance in all their tardiness and magnificence was like the appearance of the royal couple at the heart of the event.


Joanna glanced at Cecily for guidance, but her tutor gave a minute shake of her head, her lips tight.


Grooves of tension deepened in Henry’s cheeks and his expression was livid as the de Montforts pushed their way forward to the altar. ‘How dare you force yourselves to the forefront as if this is your occasion, when nothing could be further from the truth,’ he said, almost grinding his teeth. ‘Your ill manners and arrogance are not welcome at the Queen’s churching.’


De Montfort started to open his hands to explain, but Henry gave him no opportunity.


‘You,’ he said, stabbing an accusatory finger that stopped a fraction from de Montfort’s chest. ‘You! Let all hear the truth for what it is, since you so desire fame and notoriety! Let everyone witness that you took my sister away from me and from the heart of her family. You pursued her in shameful secrecy; you seduced her so that she broke her sacred vow of chastity. You dishonoured her for your vile ambition after others had refused your suit. You have changed my sister so that she no longer gives honour to her natural family – to her own brother! You have stolen away treasure from beneath my nose and sworn me to honour debts that are yours, not mine. You are the root cause of all this ill. Get out, for I do not want to see your face!’


A collective gasp shivered through the congregation and Joanna covered her mouth in shock. Richard of Cornwall reached out to Henry, who shrugged him off hard.


De Montfort said nothing, remaining still and upright. Then he bowed and swung round to leave.


Eleanor started to follow, but Henry seized her arm in a biting grip. ‘No, sister, you stay. He should never have had you. I was fool enough to turn a blind eye and even wish you well, but I was never more wrong.’


She wrenched free, a flush blooming under the powder whitening her cheeks. ‘You are beside yourself, brother, and do not know what you are saying. I am lawfully married, a mother like your own wife, and in the charge and good care of my husband.’ She turned and pressed into the shelter of Simon’s outspread arm. ‘Dear God, I pity you.’


‘We shall leave as you wish, sire,’ de Montfort said, his tone steely. ‘We are both aggrieved at your treatment, but we shall not stay to argue.’


‘Do so,’ Henry answered, his voice rising and growing shrill. ‘I will speak to neither of you again until you have mended your ways.’


Richard of Cornwall tried again to intervene but Henry rounded on him. ‘You complained of the marriage at the time and I pacified you, but you were right, brother, and nothing you say or do now will change my mind for he has sullied my wife’s churching.’ He closed his eyes and drew a shuddering breath. ‘The matter is closed. I will not have him further destroy the occasion.’


Joanna felt queasy both at the de Montforts’ brazen arrival and the King’s response; it was like watching a parent become the child. Where was the gentle, kindly man who patted her head, praised her learning and considered her welfare?


‘Be calm.’ Cecily touched Joanna’s shoulder. ‘We are in the sight of God for the Queen’s churching as the King says, and that is our concern now. Let this be a lesson in how to behave, and how not to.’


Joanna gathered herself and stood upright, strengthened by Cecily’s guidance. The Queen entered the church, bearing a lighted candle, her expression smooth and calm, her step measured. Joanna admired her, for she must know what had just happened, yet she was performing her role with focused dignity. Henry, pale and tense, played his part and gave his full attention to his wife and to the ceremony, like a man trying to banish a bad taste by rinsing his mouth with sweet wine.


However, the moment they left the church, Henry ordered his knights to evict the de Montforts from the Bishop of Winchester’s palace, where they were lodging.


‘Is that wise, brother?’ asked Richard. ‘Some might accuse you of being vindictive.’


‘Let “some” say as they will,’ Henry retorted, still tight with anger. ‘The Earl of Leicester has gone too far, so let me send him a little further – and my sister shall learn her lesson too. I do not want them here. Let them consider their manners in exile for a while.’ He shook his head at his brother. ‘I am more than half minded to put Simon de Montfort in the Tower to show him exactly where he stands, but let exile suffice as lenience. They have insulted me and the Queen beyond forgiveness. Let them reap what they have sown.’


*


That night, the King slept in the Queen’s bed with the door firmly shut on the servants in the antechamber. The heavy summer air smelled of thunder and the atmosphere permeated the household. The ladies cast glances at each other, but no one broached the subject of what had happened at the churching ceremony because the magnitude of it was too enormous.


Joanna knelt with Cecily to pray. She could tell her tutor was upset from the way she pressed her rosary tightly between her clasped hands, leaving small round impressions in her skin. Joanna bowed her head and asked God for peace in the household – and if it pleased him, to keep the de Montforts in exile for ever.


Cecily sighed and raised her head. ‘Soon it will come time for you to marry,’ she said to Joanna. ‘You are nine now and many girls are brides at twelve and must wed to the dictates of their family and their overlords.’


‘Yes, Dame Cecily,’ Joanna said dutifully. Her father was paying to have her trained at court so she could make the best marriage possible with the resources at the family’s disposal.


‘Some may become brides of Christ if they have a vocation, and their families agree, and a few will continue in service, unwed, but for most, their future lies in matrimony.’ Cecily took Joanna’s hand. ‘I never had any girls, only sons, but I have raised many men’s daughters and I have taught them well. The Countess of Leicester was my pupil. I educated and protected her as best I could, but I was no match for the wolf when he came prowling around the fold in search of the most delectable of my lambs.’


Joanna eyed Cecily in surprise for usually she was more circumspect in her opinions.


‘What happened today was disrespectful to the King and a disgrace to all,’ Cecily said. ‘A wife should obey her husband, but it is also her duty to try and turn him from folly and dishonourable behaviour, for a husband dishonoured puts that reflection on his wife. Even if it is not her fault, it becomes her dishonour too.’


Joanna solemnly dipped her head, absorbing the lesson and feeling afraid. It must be terrible to be the wife of a husband who could not be turned towards sense.


‘I am sad for the Countess,’ Cecily continued. ‘Some men are hard of hearing and difficult to manage. It would not have happened had she heeded my advice and remained true to her vow of chastity, but she was rash, I am sorry to say, and gulled by blandishments and lust. I do understand her yearning for offspring and a family life and I shall always love her – she was my charge for too long that I could let go so lightly – but I worry for her wellbeing.’ Cecily patted Joanna’s arm. ‘You are a sensible girl. I want you to think on what has happened today, and try always to stay true to your path whatever temptations you face. Never listen to the blandishments of men, and trust your own heart. Promise me you will do that.’


‘Yes, I promise,’ Joanna replied fervently. She could not imagine being married to anyone. Whatever Cecily said, it was a distant land. She knew several girls of her age who were already betrothed, but it might not happen to her. Her dowry was modest and she was no great heiress to be married the moment she came of age. If her life continued at court in service to the King and Queen, it was enough for all her days.
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Palace of Westminster, January 1241


[image: image]


Snow had fallen earlier in the day, covering the ground in white smocking, and flakes still drifted through the early winter dark, softening edges, melting into the deep glitter of the Thames. The buildings blazed in the gloom, lit by lamps and candles and firelight.


Within Westminster’s great hall, seasoned logs burned in the hearths, dark-scaled on the surface, cracked and red-bellied beneath. Everyone wore their fur-lined cloaks against the cold, but under their winter weight, silk and cendal gleamed, embroidered with gold in honour of the Feast of St Edward the Confessor, beloved of King Henry’s heart.


Joanna wore her best blue gown and the silver brooch the King had given her two years ago. Earlier, the court had crowded into the abbey, braving the snow, first to worship the saint, and then to witness the King knighting several lords, barons and young men, among them the Queen’s uncle Peter of Savoy who had arrived to take his place at court and be granted a lifetime title of Earl of Richmond.


Between the evergreen swathes decking the great hall, the shields of the attendant barons proclaimed their owner’s lineage. The lions of Marshal and Bigod, the blue and gold chequers of de Warenne, the horseshoes of Ferrers, the bold red chevrons of de Clare. Many of her mother’s relations were here, the majority of whom she did not know, even if she recognised their powerful, firelit blazons.


Her father was here from Swanscombe and stood talking to Iohan and her uncle Gilbert. Joanna had barely spoken to him because he had been busy with ‘important’ matters. He had provided a purse of money for her upkeep and enquired after her welfare, but with the air of a stranger undertaking a duty.


‘You look so like your mother when she was a girl.’


Joanna turned and curtseyed to the woman who had spoken. Her aunt Mahelt was a handsome woman with high cheekbones, a firm jaw, and watchful dark eyes. Her mouth had a bitter curl directed at life in general. She was the widow of the Earl of Surrey and Warenne and Dowager Countess of Norfolk. Joanna’s mother had been her youngest sister. Her second husband, thirty years her senior, had recently died and she had come to court to settle the matter of her dowry and her children’s future.


‘I am often told that, madam,’ Joanna replied. She was unsure what to make of her aunt Mahelt and her razor-sharp gaze that pared everything and everyone to the bone.


‘But you are yourself too, remember that, child. You are privileged to be raised at court, although I have never cared for its madness and falsehood myself.’ Her aunt gave a mordant smile. ‘You have your mother’s eyes, for she would look at me as you do – dutifully, but guarding her thoughts. Your mind is alive, child, and it needs to be.’


‘Did you know my mother well?’ Joanna ventured, hoping for crumbs.


Her aunt held out her empty cup to a passing servant to be refilled. ‘I was married with a child before she was born, but I saw her sometimes and I grew to know her better when our father was dying. We sang to him, your mother and me. She was young and shy, but he took great delight in it and it was a moment of light and blessing amid his pain.’ A shadow crossed her face. ‘Our mother died less than a year later and I cared for your mother until she came to be wed. That is why I say you are like her for I knew her well when she was your age. I miss her. I miss all of my sisters. I am the last one. None have made old bones.’


‘I am sorry, madam,’ Joanna said. Her aunt Isabelle, Mahelt’s sister, had died bearing the child she had been carrying at the Queen’s churching – a stillborn son. Her husband, the King’s brother, Richard, had since departed on crusade with Simon de Montfort who was making good use of his exile. ‘I am sorry for the loss of your husband too.’


‘Him I do not miss,’ her aunt said brusquely. ‘Marriage is a bargain, and you make the best of your circumstances. If you are fortunate you will bear sons and daughters to nurture and shape, who will be your consolation and make you proud.’


She beckoned to a junior squire who had been attending on the newly knighted Peter of Savoy.


The boy joined them, and bowed. Joanna eyed him curiously. He had glossy crow’s-wing hair and dark-brown eyes set under slanted brows. He was of about her own age and she recognised his guarded expression from her own repertoire. Her aunt introduced him as her son, John de Warenne, who was entering the household of the newly knighted Peter of Savoy as his squire and ward, where he would be trained to knighthood.


The boy bowed again and gave Joanna an evaluating, slightly wary look. She could almost see prickles bristling on him like a defensive hedgehog. She understood his tension for she had reacted in the same way when she first arrived at court.


‘I will be glad to have another cousin to talk to,’ she said.


He inclined his head and was obviously relieved when Cecily summoned Joanna to help prepare the Queen’s chamber for her retiring.


Her aunt Mahelt gave her a cool, dry kiss on the cheek. ‘You do your mother proud and I am glad to be reminded of her,’ she said, her expression almost wistful.


Joanna curtseyed dutifully. Her cousin John bowed and darted her another look from under his fringe.


Joanna perched little Edward on her knee and fed him small squares of rose-water sweetmeats from a silver dish. The young heir to the throne was thoroughly enjoying himself, lunging forward to catch each cube in his mouth and grabbing her hand to pull it towards him. ‘More,’ he cried, ‘more!’ and kicked his chubby legs. She gave him another and ate one too. The sweetness burst on her tongue, tasting of roses. Edward flung his arms around her neck and branded her cheek with a big sticky kiss. Joanna wrestled him round to wipe his mouth with a moist cloth. ‘You little tyrant!’ Laughing, she hugged him.
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