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The Witch of Eye

Mari Griffith

A love that leads to treason ...

1435, England. Eleanor Cobham has married into the highest ranks of the aristocracy – she is now the Duchess of Gloucester. She and her husband, the Duke Humphrey, set up a court of their own to rival the royal court in London, surrounding themselves with fascinating and influential people.

But Eleanor craves the one thing she lacks: a son and heir, and with him a possible route to the throne of England. Desperate, Eleanor turns to the one person she believes can help her: Margery Jourdemayne, the infamous Witch of Eye. Such help comes at a high price ...

For Megan, Manon and Jessica,

the next generation of young women

who will have to make their way in the world.
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WHO’S WHO AMONG THE RESIDENTS OF WESTMINSTER VILLAGE

––––––––

At the Palace

Henry VI, King of England and France

Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester (the King’s uncle)

Eleanor, Duchess of Gloucester (Duke Humphrey’s second wife)

Cardinal Henry Beaufort (the King’s great-uncle)

William de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk (adviser to the King)

Alice de la Pole (his wife)

Canon John Hume (secretary to the Duke)

Magister Roger Bolingbroke (secretary to the Duchess)

William Woodham (a member of the Duke’s administrative staff)

Members of the Royal Council

––––––––

At the Abbey and the Monastery

Abbot Richard Harweden 

Thomas Southwell (Canon of Westminster and Rector of St Stephen’s Royal Chapel)

John Virley (supplier of inks and vellum to the monastery scriptorium)

––––––––

Workers on the Eye Estate

William Jourdemayne (the tenant farmer)

Margery Jourdemayne (his wife)

Dairymaids and other farm workers


PROLOGUE

Early summer 1435

––––––––

‘It’s going to be beautiful!’

As her husband helped her to alight from the royal barge onto the landing stage, Her Grace the Duchess of Gloucester paused for a moment, shielding her eyes against the sun and looking around her. A short distance away from the riverbank she could see workmen clambering about on the wooden scaffolding that clad the front of a charming manor house. A broad, winding path led up to the entrance.

‘Such a heavenly spot,’ she murmured, ‘here at the water’s edge. When the building work is finished, it will be the most beautiful house on the Thames.’

‘It will be the most beautiful house in the whole of England!’ said Duke Humphrey. ‘At least, that’s my intention, though I dread to think how much money I have already spent on it.’

‘It will be worth every groat,’ his wife assured him. 

They had journeyed downriver from the Palace of Westminster to inspect the improvements being made to Bella Court, the manor house at Greenwich that the Duke had acquired on the death of his older brother, King Henry V. At present, the building was modest enough, though it benefitted greatly from its picturesque setting on a gentle curve of the river. Weeping willows dipped their long tresses into the water while graceful swans, with downy little cygnets perched snug and safe on their backs, glided serenely on its sunlight-dappled surface. Eleanor smiled as she watched: there was beauty in motherhood throughout the natural world.

Stepping on to dry land, she tucked her hand possessively under her husband’s elbow and they began strolling towards the house, their attendants following in their wake.

‘Poor Henry,’ said the Duke. ‘He was really looking forward to taking his ease here, resting and celebrating his victories. He saw Bella Court as a place where he could relax completely.’

‘He didn’t have much opportunity to do that,’ said Eleanor.

‘No, sadly, he didn’t,’ Humphrey agreed. ‘The price of his success was that he was forced to spend most of his time in France.’

‘With you to help him in subduing the French,’ she was quick to point out. 

‘I could hardly do otherwise. After all, he did save my life at Agincourt. I’ll never forget that.’

‘Of course. But, d’you know, Humphrey,’ said Eleanor as they walked, ‘I think it’s a pity that Bella Court is such a dull name, because it certainly won’t be a dull house, not after we’ve moved into it. Could we change it, do you think? Perhaps we should give it a French name to honour your brother’s memory.’

‘That would certainly be appropriate,’ he agreed. 

‘Maison Agincourt, perhaps?’

‘Oh, no! Agincourt was the bloodiest of battles, despite Henry’s great victory. Our house won’t be a place of confrontation, it will be a house where everything is agreeable, enjoyable ... pleasing.’

‘Pleasing to all the senses?’

‘Mmmm,’ said Humphrey. ‘La Pleasaunce would be better.’

‘Oh, that’s a delightful name!’ Eleanor exclaimed, stopping briefly to hug his arm. ‘It’s perfect.’ 

‘Yes, isn’t it?’ Humphrey said, pleased with himself. ‘So come, my sweet, let us explore the many delights of our new pleasure palace and see how everything is coming along.’ 

‘I’m so excited about this, Humphrey. When does the architect expect it will be finished?’

‘We’ve made ambitious plans,’ Humphrey said, ‘so, of course, the building work will take time, probably several months. Then the house must be furnished exactly to our liking. But we will certainly have taken full possession of it come springtime and we should be feeling thoroughly at home here by next summer.’

‘In time for my birthday in August?’

‘In plenty of time for your birthday. By August, I’m sure we’ll feel as though we’ve lived here all our lives.’

‘Then I shall insist upon holding a celebration second to none, a party everyone will remember as the best they ever attended. We will invite your nephew, the King, and everyone who is anyone at court. We’ll show them how to have a wonderful day, far away from dreary old Westminster or dull old Windsor. And all in celebration of my birthday!’ 

Eleanor skipped a step or two in delight, thrilled at the thought of a glittering royal event in the presence of the King, where she was the centre of attention. Walking beside her, Humphrey regarded her rapture with a smile. He knew the work would take time, though teams of builders were already hard at work, extending the existing house and creating a bigger and better structure, as befitted the nobility of its inhabitants. The detailed plans that he had discussed with his architects included tranquil gardens on all sides, as far as the eye could see. These had already been planted so as to be fully mature by the following year and shady river walks were dotted with sweetly scented, rose-covered arbours.

Behind the main building was a spacious tiltyard where an audience of a hundred or more could be seated to watch a joust and, beyond that, two hundred acres of parkland offered the opportunity for sports, hawking and hunting of all kinds. With its soothing architecture, the house would welcome all who visited and the high wall which surrounded the whole estate would ensure complete privacy and safety for the guests. Though it was less than an hour’s journey downriver from Westminster, it could have been a hundred miles away. 

‘This will be an enchanting place,’ Humphrey enthused as he and Eleanor neared the imposing main entrance with their guards and attendants following at a respectful distance. ‘We’ll fill it with good fellowship and with poetry, we’ll dance to the finest music. Our discourse will be with astronomers, astrologers, philosophers, writers...’ 

‘And what of entertainments, Humphrey? Will we have masques and dancing?’ Eleanor asked, seeing it all in her mind’s eye.

‘We’ll have all manner of entertainments, feasting, singing, jousting. And we shall take pleasure in the talents of the most skilled entertainers, the best poets and musicians.’ 

‘And will you read to me, Humphrey?’

‘Of course. What would you like to hear? Floris and Blancheflour? King Horn? Havelok the Dane?’

‘Yes, maybe. Or perhaps some of John Gower’s work? I’m very fond of the Confessio Amantis. And you must read me Chaucer’s Parliament of Fowls on St Valentine’s Day. But it doesn’t matter which. I love them all!’

‘And I love you,’ Humphrey said, bending his head to whisper in her ear, ‘especially when the happy ending to a romantic story puts you in the mood for a little romance of your own.’ 

‘Humphrey,’ she said, stopping for a moment and standing quite still. ‘How long do you think it will be before we can use our bedchamber here for its proper purpose?’

‘Sleeping, you mean?’ he teased her.

‘Oh, Humphrey! You know exactly what I mean!’

‘Alas, my Lady,’ said Humphrey with mock regret, ‘but until our love nest is prepared and ready for us, there is little we can do about what we both desire. We will have to wait until tonight, when we have returned to Westminster.’

‘You are easily dissuaded, Sir!’ Eleanor rebuked him, pretending annoyance by gently smacking his hand. Then, turning her face up to his, she gave him the look he knew so well. Her eyes, a deep shade of grey which darkened towards the outer rim of the iris, took on a sultry quality and the corners of her generous mouth began to twitch in a smile. Then the pink tip of her tongue appeared and traced the arc of her upper lip. He knew the signal. 

‘There are plenty of secret places in the garden,’ she said. ‘Surely it is not always necessary to be a-bed!’

‘Indeed not,’ Humphrey agreed, ‘and if you were to dismiss your ladies ... and I my gentlemen ... we could make the excuse of inspecting the rose arbours!’ He freed her hand from where it had been tucked under his elbow and bent to kiss it. Looking at her from under his eyebrows, he slipped his tongue between her fingers and Eleanor gave a throaty chuckle, knowing exactly what he had in mind. 

They turned then and, to all outward appearances the epitome of decorum, continued their walk towards the house. 

‘We can at least inspect the rooms which are to be ours,’ Eleanor said. ‘I’m very keen to see exactly where they will be. I have plans for them and I don’t simply mean choosing furnishings and tapestries.’ 

What she was really wondering was whether adequate provision had been made for a nursery. She had waited long enough, now she must redouble her efforts to conceive a child, so she would send for Margery Jourdemayne as soon as they returned to Westminster. Surely, Margery would know of some medicine or decoction to do the trick. Perhaps she had a charm or a talisman which would help. Eleanor didn’t have any qualms about the dubious nature of such things. 

She was becoming desperate. 


Part One

The Journey

––––––––

Love will not be constrained by mastery;

When mastery comes, the god of love anon

Beats his fair wings, and farewell! He is gone!

Geoffrey Chaucer

The Franklin’s Tale


CHAPTER ONE

Summer 1435

––––––––

In the parish of Kingskerswell, Devon

‘Try to keep still, my dove.’ 

Betsy wrung out a cloth in warm water and applied it gently to her daughter’s ear. Jenna’s gasping sobs drowned out the sound of the kettle simmering on the fire. 

‘Truth is, I don’t know if this is the best thing for a fat ear like this, but perhaps ’twill bring the swelling down.’ Betsy’s soothing voice belied her fury, her rage at the cruelty of the man. ‘What did you do to offend him this time?’ 

Jenna squirmed in the chair, biting her lip so as not to squeal in pain under the pressure of the warm compress. 

‘I don’t know,’ she whispered. ‘Really, Mam, I don’t know. I’d been talking to Parson Middleton, that’s all. Just being polite ... but Jake said...’

‘Aye, let me guess. He accused you of wanting to warm Parson’s bed, I’ll wager.’

‘Yes,’ said Jenna in a small voice. ‘Yes, he did. He says I didn’t ought to be talking to men like that.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well, you know, he says I always talk to men like I wanted to lie with them.’

‘Take no heed of him. You’re just a young woman with a pretty smile and Jake’s jealous, that’s all, eaten up with it. Some men are like that. They hate seeing other men looking at their wives, but then they beat the wife, as if it was all her fault. Mind you, your Jake’s worse than most. It doesn’t take great heavy punches like he gives you to keep a wife in her place. He’d been bibblin’ again, had he?’ 

‘Of course. It’s always when he’s drunk too much that he hits me.’

‘And I suppose that stupid Adam Luxton he works for had been paying him in cider.’ 

Jenna nodded, carefully. ‘He often does. Jake says he works better for it. But then he went to the tavern.’

‘Before going home? Why?’

‘Because Walter the miller’s wife has a new babe, a boy, and Walter was in the tavern buying ale and cider for everyone, Jake said.’

‘Makes you laugh, don’t it?’ said Betsy, with a grunt. ‘Strutting around the tavern like cocks, as though the hens had nothing to do with it. You’d think they were the ones who went through all the pain. Still,’ she sighed, ‘it’s a woman’s duty to bear children and a man needs a few youngsters around the place if he’s a farm to run. My Gilbert is very pleased that you’re helping with the milking. Saves him having to bend.’

Despite her painful ear, Jenna wasn’t going to let her mother get away with that one. ‘It’s not just helping with the milking, Mam, you know that.’ Since Jenna had learned to do the reckoning, she had taken on more and more responsibility for the day-to-day running of the dairy. ‘If your Gilbert had to keep account and do the milk tallies himself, he wouldn’t like it one bit, would he? It’d keep him away from...’

‘You mind your tongue, my girl. It’s none of your business what your stepfather does in his own time.’ Betsy spoke sharply. The girl should be grateful that Gilbert had taken them in, a young widow and her child. At least they’d had decent food in their bellies and a roof over their heads these last twenty years and never had to beg for scraps from richer folk. 

She concealed her irritation by inspecting the swollen ear again. Jenna would have to hide it under a coif or comb her hair over it. No use provoking Jake any further, he wouldn’t want a wife with a puffball ear to remind him of his own violence. 

The moment of tension had passed. ‘Never you mind the old milk tallies,’ said Betsy, giving Jenna’s shoulders a small hug. ‘There are more important things. At least you’ve got a husband, and your place is to give him a child as soon as you can, before he gets one on another woman. It won’t take him long, he’s handsome enough.’ She began to busy herself, smoothing out the damp cloth she had been using, hanging it to dry near the fire, nodding, smiling, pleased at having suggested a solution to the problem. ‘A baby,’ she said, ‘that’s what you need. And pray it will be a boy.’ 

‘It’s not for want of trying.’ A lopsided smile tweaked the corners of Jenna’s bruised mouth and her mother smiled back at her, tender again. Things couldn’t be too bad between the pair of them then, she thought. And at least Jake’s great ham fist hadn’t broken any of her daughter’s teeth.

‘Aye, the sooner you get yourself with child the better,’ she said. ‘Perhaps Old Mother Morwenna will know of something to help you. Give Jake a babe or two and maybe he won’t beat you so often. Come, my dove, let me help you up. It’s best you be getting back to your husband. You don’t want to go upsetting him no more.’ 

***

At sunset, Jenna crossed the bridge over the village stream with reluctant steps and was back at the small, low-roofed cottage she shared with Jake rather sooner than she really wanted to be. She found her husband slumped on the bench near the fire pit, seemingly sober. He sat motionless in the firelight, watching her take off her shawl and hang it behind the door. She had no inkling of his mood: perhaps he was feeling genuine remorse, but he might equally well be seething with temper, struggling to remain calm. Eventually he spoke, his voice low and regretful. 

‘Sweet Christ, Jenna, I’m sorry. I don’t know what comes over me.’

Not trusting herself to speak, she watched him rise and come towards her, flinching as he took hold of her arms and bent to kiss her, recoiling from the stink of stale alcohol on his breath. He stared intently at her then, as though trying to penetrate her mind, his eyes bloodshot in his handsome face. 

How she had once loved that face, adored it and lavished exuberant, extravagant kisses upon it, smiling with the pleasure of touching it. Now she felt nothing but an icy calm as she waited for what she knew would come next.

Tears welled in his eyes. ‘I didn’t mean it, Jenna. You know that, don’t you? You know I didn’t mean it. I’ll never do it again. Never. You do still love me, don’t you, Jen? I didn’t mean to hurt you. You know that. You know that, don’t you, Jen?’ He was snivelling now, butting his head against Jenna’s neck like a small child begging her forgiveness, making her swollen ear throb painfully. She struggled in an attempt to hold her head away from him and he suddenly tried to take her in a clumsy embrace. Knocked off balance, she stumbled, almost lost her footing and would have fallen had he not tightened his arms around her. Pushing against him with both hands, she tried to break away.

‘Stop it, Jake! Stop it! Get away from me. You’re not sorry! You weren’t sorry the last time it happened and you’re not sorry now! Get away from me, Jake!’ Jenna was screaming now, pushing him, pummelling his chest. ‘Get away from me!’ 

She was no match for his strength. He overpowered her easily, his arms tightening like iron bands around her, pinning her own arms uselessly against her sides, her hands bunched into limp fists. His eyes narrowed as he realised she was not going to be won over this time. He began to mock her then, as he shoved her roughly towards the straw pallet where they slept on the floor in the far corner, an ugly sardonic smile twisting his face.

‘So,’ he said, his voice low and threatening, ‘you think you can get away from me, do you, you teasing little whore? Well, you can’t. You’re my wife and there’s no bastard on earth can change that. But they can’t wait to get their stinking little hands on you. I’ve watched them going out of their minds wanting to grab your tits, pull up your skirts. It’s your fault, you’re like a bitch on heat. You set a man’s prick alight. But I’m going to have you now, bitch, I’m going to show you ... show you how it feels to have a real man screwing you ... not a sickly whelp of a man like the Parson ... you want it, don’t you? You want it, don’t you, bitch!’

Jenna whimpered hopelessly as he pushed her down onto their mattress then dropped to his knees, roughly shoving her skirt up over her thighs, forcing her legs apart. He was inches taller than she was and as strong as an ox, his powerful body honed by years of labour in the fields. She could only pray that this time he wouldn’t leave her skin raw and bleeding, her mind blank with shame and horror.

***

Jenna lay on her back for a long time after Jake had violated her, praying for merciful sleep. His arm lay heavy across her body, pinning her down, and she dared not move for fear of disturbing him. Over the sound of his snoring, she heard a tomcat yowling in the darkness outside the cottage and she pitied the poor queen that would soon have to endure the pain of his selfish penetration. Managing to turn onto her right side so that the weight of her own head on the pillow wouldn’t put unbearable pressure on her swollen left ear, she slowly became aware that, with her damaged ear uppermost, she could hear neither the tomcat’s yowling nor Jake’s snoring with any clarity. It was as though she had pulled the pillow over her head – but she hadn’t. 

Dear God, if Jake had damaged her hearing, what would he do next? Would it always be like this for her, treading on eggshells for fear of annoying him, never knowing when his mercurial temper would flare up? Would she live in terror of her own husband for the rest of her life? And would she have to work her fingers to the bone on her stepfather’s farm each day? She always avoided being alone in the dairy with the dirty old bastard her mother had been so grateful to marry and when there was no alternative but to work alongside him, she tried hard not to mind his drooling leer and his groping hands, if only for her mother’s sake. 

Why did men behave so oddly towards her? In all honesty, she reflected, if her stepfather hadn’t made her so nervous, perhaps she wouldn’t have been so keen to marry Jake, though she had to admit she had thought herself madly in love with him. She should have given herself time to get to know him better, time to discover the jealous temper simmering perilously close to the surface, ready to explode into violence as soon as it was fuelled with drink. How stupid she had been to fall so unquestioningly in love with a beautiful face. 

Nothing was likely to change. If God spared her and she was still alive twenty years hence she would be just like her mother, her back bent with hard work, her face lined with worry. She could see no choice but to go on living with Jake, lying passively under the bulk of him at night, waiting until he grunted his satisfaction then heaved himself off her and began snoring like a bull. Did she really want a child as a result of these bestial couplings? Her mother’s assertion that a baby would be the answer to her problems was of no comfort to her and in any case, although she didn’t want to admit it to Betsy, she had already been to see Old Mother Morwenna to ask her advice. And to pay for it. 

The wise woman of the village had been unexpectedly sympathetic. They talked companionably over a glass of small beer, sitting at the table where the toothless old crone concocted her herbal remedies for everyday ailments, coughs and colds, aches and pains, making medicines to cure constipation or aid conception. Amid much sighing and tut-tutting, Old Mother Morwenna pointed out that failure to conceive did not always mean the woman was barren. 

‘Look at the Dynhams, up at the Manor,’ she said in her cracked, high-pitched voice. ‘Those men couldn’t beget a son to save their lives, not for all their money and their fancy ways. That’s why the house and the land kept reverting to the King. Yes, for want of an heir. I’m old enough to remember it. Can you believe that? Eh? Can you? Do you know how old I am? Eh? Well, in truth, I’m not sure myself. But I do remember my own mother saying that one or two of the Dynhams’ widows went on to have fine broods after their husbands died.’ 

She patted Jenna’s arm with her bony hand. ‘So it could easily be your man’s fault that you have no little ones, my dove. Mind you,’ she added with a cackle, ‘you’d be a fool to tell him so!’

Before she left Morwenna’s cottage, Jenna had parted with half a groat in payment for a phial of something viscous and brown which the old wise woman assured her would resolve the situation if she drank a third of it exactly mid-way between her menses on three consecutive months. But the phial had remained hidden under the eaves, unopened, while Jenna looked for some sign that things were going to change between her and Jake before she swallowed its vile-looking contents. 

Nothing did change and she was forced to the conclusion that nothing ever would. Sooner or later, she would have to overcome her squeamishness and drink the thick, sticky brown liquid in the hope of conceiving a child. Yet in her heart she knew a child wasn’t the answer: she couldn’t bring a little one into the world to have its bones broken by a drunken father. 

Besides, she had no absolute guarantee that Old Mother Morwenna’s brown liquid would have any effect because, wise woman or not, her potions were not infallible. She had not been able to cure whatever had ailed Alice, Jenna’s best friend since childhood. Jenna and Alice. They had been a pair of mischievous little rascals with a deep affection for each other, as close as sisters. Jenna and Alice did everything together, playing games, laughing, singing or running errands for their mothers. They loved nothing better than their weekly visit to the parsonage where Parson Middleton, then an enthusiastic, forward-thinking young clergyman, did his best to teach a group of the village children the rudiments of reading and reckoning.

But tonight, as Jenna lay sleepless beside her snoring lout of a husband, Alice lay silent in six feet of cold earth from whence, a year ago, a stony-faced Parson Middleton had committed her immortal soul to God’s keeping. Gripped by an agony of belly cramps and vomiting, Alice had derived no benefit from Old Mother Morwenna’s decoction of seeds of quince. Undeterred, the old wise woman had intoned some incantations above the bed where Alice writhed in agony, but to no avail. In desperation, her anxious parents had summoned the leech doctor from Newton Abbot, scraping together enough money to pay his extortionate fee. He took the money willingly enough before shaking his head and muttering that ‘right side sickness’ was beyond his help because it was the will of God. 

In unendurable pain, poor Alice died, leaving her mother, her father and her dearest friend to mourn her and wonder what sin they had committed that was sufficiently grave to cause such a loss. How had they offended God so much that He took Alice away from them?

Jenna passed a restless night. The sensation of falling from a great height would convulse her from the brink of slumber until, finally, she abandoned all thought of sleep and slid carefully from under Jake’s arm. In the last glow of the dying embers, she lowered herself gingerly down onto the bench by the fire pit, muscle by aching muscle, until she found a moderately comfortable position. 

As she sat, she took stock of her situation. In time, she realised, she could become a vexed and resentful old woman, cowed by her husband’s callousness, the teeth knocked from her head and deaf as a post from his blows. While she was still comparatively young, her most precious possession was a lively mind in a God-given healthy body, something Alice would never have again. 

By the first light of dawn, Jenna had made her decision. She would get as far away as she possibly could from Kingskerswell and all it stood for. No matter what it took, she would get away from Jake.

And there would be no going back. 


CHAPTER TWO

Midsummer 1435

––––––––

William Jourdemayne, dependable and honest, excelled in his work as the tenant farmer on the manorial estate of Eye-next-Westminster but, in his wife’s opinion, that was not enough. It infuriated her that he seemed perfectly content with things as they were. 

It had taken some persuasion on Margery’s part to get her husband to do what she wanted of him. Though impatient to put her plans in motion, she had realised the value of investing her time and energy over several weeks in pleasing him in every way she could, being warmly receptive towards him in their bed and readily agreeing to help him with the quarterly accounts for Abbot Harweden. She was eventually rewarded with the key to a small room just off the manor farmhouse kitchen for her own exclusive use. 

Once Margery took possession of the room, she had cupboards moved into position against three of the walls and filled them with pots and pans, jugs and funnels, bottles and ewers, pestles and mortars. There were small bowls for mixing her ingredients and bigger bowls for washing her utensils; she was scrupulously clean in her work. Above the cupboards were several high shelves where, in a series of small locked coffers, she kept the secret ingredients she used in her recipes. Bunches of summer herbs for winter use were strung up to dry above the hearth while their seeds were stored in meticulously labelled boxes. Beneath the window, a sturdy table was positioned where the light was good and next to that, fixed with great care to the wall, was a large mirror. The mirror had been an indulgence on Margery’s part; William would have been appalled if she’d been entirely truthful about the cost of it, but she had paid for it herself out of money she’d saved from selling her wares so she didn’t think it any of her husband’s business to question her purchase. Next to the mirror was a hook for her apron, but that apron was now tied around her slim waist as she worked at the table. 

Raising a phial to her lips, Margery tasted a drop of liquid which was sharp and bitter on her tongue. Good, that was about the right consistency, and the correct balance of myrrh resin to strong, sweet white wine. She couldn’t afford to make mistakes with anything as expensive as myrrh. Reaching for a small flask containing an infusion of mint leaves in boiled water, she tested the temperature of the liquid by letting a little of it drip onto the inside of her wrist. Judging it to have cooled to blood heat, she then held the flask up to the light and measured into it precisely ten drops of the tincture of myrrh, shaking the two gently together, watching the mint infusion become opaque and milky as the two liquids blended.

‘Mmm,’ she murmured, satisfied, setting the flask down on the table. ‘Good. That should do the trick.’ 

Had Margery been a man, she would certainly have been a noted apothecary, but she had to be satisfied with her reputation as a wise woman, secure in the knowledge that the skills that her mother had handed down to her had commercial potential. As word of those skills spread, it pleased her to realise that people were prepared to pay considerable sums of money for what she sold them. There was profit in presenting these old remedies and decoctions in such a way that they appeared to be something entirely new, something different and exciting to help a woman realise her dreams of beauty and desirability and thus her chances of marriage. Margery possessed a shrewd intellect. She recognised vulnerability in other women. And she took advantage of it. 

Fitting a pewter funnel into the neck of a small bottle, Margery carefully poured into it some of the tincture of myrrh she had just made, it was her favourite remedy for easing the pain of toothache. If she was careful, there would be enough to fill six of these bottles and each one would sell for a penny. Sixpence in all and it had cost her one penny to purchase the myrrh from her spice merchant. That meant a good profit for her, since white wine was easy enough to come by and spearmint grew in profusion alongside all the other herbs in her little physic garden between the farmhouse and the nearby brook. Spearmint was such a rewarding herb: Margery loved it for its usefulness in doing everything from treating a lady’s greasy hair to keeping moths and mice at bay. 

Methodically, she washed and dried the utensils she had been using and replaced them in a cupboard before setting out for the Palace at Westminster for another appointment with Lady Northumberland. At least she had found time today to stock up on the tooth tincture for the Duchess of Gloucester who was almost certain to need some very soon. She was becoming more and more demanding these days. Margery was very pleased about that.

***

A young man sat at the head of the long table in the library at the Palace of Westminster, flanked by two very much older men.

‘The problem, Sire,’ said the Earl of Suffolk, ‘is that the French are as wily and dangerous as snakes. The Dauphin will do anything to challenge the English right to the French throne and establish himself as King of France.’

The man sitting opposite the Earl was wearing the deep scarlet cassock of a cardinal and exuded an air of authority when he spoke. 

‘In confidence,’ he said, ‘and within these four walls of course, I’m beginning to think we would be better off without them. I must confess to feeling heartily sick of the whole burden of France around English necks. The conflict has gone on for far too long and it’s costing us dear. Too many fine young Englishmen dead, too many children orphaned. There’s little to be gained from holding on to France just to avoid losing face. We’d be well rid of it.’

‘Not everyone agrees with you,’ the Earl pointed out. ‘You’d be hard-pressed to get the Duke of Gloucester to share your opinion.’

‘I’m afraid my nephew and I agree about very little these days,’ said Cardinal Beaufort. ‘Though I would feel more kindly disposed towards him if he would only be prepared to see sense about France.’

‘But, to be fair,’ protested the young man who was sitting between the two, ‘perhaps he is merely concerned about me and my duties towards France. After all, I am the sovereign king of both countries. And I take my responsibilities very seriously.’

‘And as members of the Council, Your Highness,’ the Earl of Suffolk assured him, ‘we take our responsibilities towards you very seriously and we would –’

‘I’m sure the King does not need to be reminded of our loyalty,’ interrupted Cardinal Beaufort. ‘He knows we have always had his best interests at heart. But for the sake of both king and country, we must decide carefully what to do for the best. And this is now an urgent matter.’

Though sumptuously dressed, Henry appeared an unlikely king. He was quite a pleasant-looking boy, with plentiful brown hair, but his eyes held a peculiarly dull expression and his pallid skin often erupted into small, yellow pustules. 

Henry VI, King of England and France, was thirteen years old and young for his age.

The Earl of Suffolk, as Steward of the Royal Household, was an adviser to the adolescent monarch. ‘I understand, Your Highness, that His Holiness the Pope has requested this conference,’ he said. 

‘Congress,’ corrected Beaufort, ‘an altogether bigger gathering, to be held at Arras, in Burgundy, and I have committed myself to attending. Philip of Burgundy will be there, of course, with a large French delegation, no doubt.’

‘And will Pope Eugene attend?’ asked the King. 

‘No, he won’t. His Holiness has informed us that the interests of the Vatican will be represented by two cardinal mediators. They will both be senior men, you can depend upon it.’

Suffolk looked up from the papers on the table in front of him. ‘And is the Dauphin himself to be present?’

‘Very probably,’ said Beaufort. ‘As we know, he will do anything or go anywhere to press his claim to the throne. He seems to have gained a great deal more confidence since the so-called Maid of Orléans went into battle on his behalf and succeeded in getting him crowned.’

‘Not that we acknowledge a coronation brokered by a witch,’ said Suffolk.

Cardinal Beaufort nodded without comment. He himself had interrogated Joan of Arc in France four years ago and had witnessed her death, tied to a stake above a huge fire in the marketplace at Rouen, burning in agony. The sight still invaded his dreams. Joan had died for her religious conviction that the Dauphin Charles was the rightful heir to the French throne. 

Looking suddenly startled, the King swung round in his chair to face the Cardinal. ‘But if the Dauphin will be there, then shouldn’t I, too, attend this Congress at Arras?’ 

‘I would advise against it,’ said Beaufort, aware that Henry, still scarcely more than a child, would be unlikely to contribute anything of any significance to such an important gathering.

‘Good,’ said the King, clearly relieved, ‘because I really cannot understand why we must have all this squabbling. The French throne is mine! I have been crowned in Paris. I am God’s anointed King of France. Why is there all this bad feeling? I don’t understand why we cannot all live together in peace.’ 

‘I’m afraid, Your Highness,’ said the Earl of Suffolk, ‘that your mother’s French relatives are a good deal less peaceable than you are, and there are several French nobles who have cast doubt on the English claim to the throne of France ever since the Treaty of Troyes, when your parents were married. I really can’t imagine why it pleases them to acknowledge the Dauphin Charles their king: he’s such a dreadful little man.’ Suffolk looked suddenly embarrassed, aware that in speaking his mind, he had possibly overstepped the mark. ‘Forgive me, Your Highness,’ he said with remorse, ‘I know the Dauphin is your mother’s brother, but he is entirely devoid of her charm.’ 

The King looked wistful for a brief moment then hardened his expression. ‘I understand that my French uncle granted a charter to the University of Poitiers not long ago. So, surely, he must be a decent man at heart, a man who encourages learning.’ He paused, looking wistful. ‘And I would like to follow the Dauphin’s example when I’m older. I, too, will endow a school or a college one day.’ 

‘Very laudable, Your Highness,’ said the Earl of Suffolk. The two adults exchanged surreptitious glances. Though inclined to be pompous beyond his years, there were times when the King appeared even more of a child than he really was. The finest tutors had done their best in the schoolroom to acquaint the boy with all that had gone before. They taught him the history of conflict between France and England and the way in which his father, King Henry V, had brought the enemy to heel with a string of successes in battle and sealed the agreement by marrying the daughter of the old French king. Yet his son showed no interest at all in anything save the study of theology and the celebration of religious ritual. King Henry VI seemed unlikely to follow in the footsteps of his illustrious father on the battlefield or anywhere else. But these were early days and he was still very immature. Things could change.

‘Of course,’ the Earl of Suffolk went on, ‘the other thing we must consider is Your Highness’s own betrothal to a French princess as a way of consolidating our position.’

‘My ... betrothal?’ The young King’s expression was suddenly mutinous. ‘Surely that will not be a subject for discussion at the Congress of Arras?’

‘Possibly,’ said Suffolk, ‘though the English delegation may not choose to introduce it. It could, however, prove a strong weapon in their armoury and they should be absolutely certain of our English policy on that or on any other subject that crops up.’

‘Then,’ said Cardinal Beaufort, ‘since I shall be leading the delegation, we need to discuss our English tactics in great depth before I leave for France in a few weeks. I must be well briefed. We live in troubling times.’

***

Cows were such gentle creatures, with their friendly faces and their big eyes, long-lashed and inquisitive. But their backsides were something very different, scrawny and dung-encrusted with thin tails swishing in an endless, fruitless attempt to keep the flies off the rumps that swayed from side to side as they walked. Jenna walked behind them, pleased that the drove would soon arrive at its overnight pasture. 

Following six dairy cows and three hundred and ninety-five bullocks in procession for three weeks was an experience she would never be likely to recall with pleasure, though she revelled in her intense feeling of flight towards freedom. Droving was properly a masculine profession and women were not normally permitted to accompany a drove. Perhaps that was why she had become fond of those six other females walking just ahead of her, Daisy, Bluebell, Poppy, Matty, Molly and Meggy, the cows whose milk was sold along the way to defray the drovers’ expenses. We girls should stick together, Jenna thought with a wry smile.

There had been four hundred bullocks originally, the drovers told her, before the wolves came in the night. Three animals had been killed outright, despite the best efforts of the drove dogs to keep the wolves at bay, and the drovers had to finish off the two poor mauled creatures that had been left for dead. The edible remains of the carcasses were sold off as stewing bones for the poor of the parish and they buried the loyal dog that had given its life for the herd under a hedge by the roadside. 

It was a month since Jenna had walked out of her stepfather’s dairy quite early one morning, casually, as though simply on an errand. Knowing Jake was cutting hay for Adam Luxton, she didn’t expect him home until his day’s work was done, so she would not be missed for several hours. She walked on calmly until she had reached the outskirts of the village, trying not to attract anyone’s attention, willing herself not to run. After half a mile she retrieved a small canvas sack containing a few of her belongings, carefully hidden in the hollow trunk of an old oak. Then she quickened her pace until she had put a good eight miles between herself and her old life. 

Never once did she look back.

In the following weeks, while doing her best to appear casually inconspicuous, Jenna moved from farm to farm in search of work. She had left home with no particular plan in mind beyond simply getting as far away from Kingskerswell and from Jake as she possibly could, terrified that he might try to pursue her, scared of meeting anyone she knew. 

She was lucky. At the height of summer, with the haymaking season in full swing, farmers were desperate to take on extra hands to work in the fields. Jenna found she could earn as much as two or three pence a day as long as she was prepared to put in long, back-breaking hours, raking and baling, winnowing, helping to build ricks and load hay wains. More often than not, she had enough pennies in her pocket to buy herself the share of a straw mattress in a hay loft. She didn’t often have to sleep under a hedge.

In her desperation to get away, Jenna had made no real plan for her journey, nor had she thought about a destination until she found herself three days’ work on a farm in Honiton. On the third day, she and the other casual workers crowded round the farmer’s two daughters who had brought the usual plain fare of bread, cheese and small beer out to the hayfield for the workers’ midday dinner. They also brought news of an approaching cattle drove which would be stopping overnight and, said the two girls, mischievous eyes shining in anticipation, the drovers would be sure to liven things up in the barn that evening. 

Well before nightfall, a dozen drovers on horseback, together with their dogs, had herded four hundred head of cattle into their overnight pasture. At sunset, with work finished for the day, food and small beer were laid out on a long trestle table in the big barn. The drovers mingled with the farm hands and casual labourers, their shouts and laughter loud on the evening air. Someone produced a tabor and began beating out an accompaniment for a piper and a fiddler who were playing a popular dance tune, while one of the stable lads shook a handful of gravel in a wooden box to the rhythm. Bets were being laid on whether a drover or a farm hand would win the wrestling contest which would take place later in the roped-off area in the corner.

Sitting on a hay bale, munching bread and cheese, was a tall man sporting a jaunty sprig of rowan in the hat which he had pushed to the back of his head, revealing a face sunburned to the colour of autumn beech leaves. His dark eyes lit up when he caught sight of Jenna and he jumped down off the bale of hay to introduce himself to her. Doffing his hat with exaggerated politeness, he told her his name was Robin Fairweather and he was the Head Drover. For all the world as though they were both at a very noble gathering, he begged for the pleasure of having her join him in the dance. Jenna was already smiling as she placed her hand in his. 

They danced easily together and talked companionably throughout the evening though Jenna, painfully conscious of the need to be careful, was wary of telling Robin anything much about herself. Nevertheless he gathered, little by little, that she had been unhappy in her last employment and wanted to try her luck somewhere other than in Devon. Jenna thought London might suit her purpose: she knew little about it but she’d heard it was a very big town. It was, he agreed, nodding. Oh yes, London was very big, and full of opportunities for a bright girl like her, and he should know: this drove was heading for a village just outside London and he often took cattle there. But, he pointed out, there was one drawback: it was nearly three weeks’ walk away from Devon. 

A sudden idea hit Jenna like a kick from a mule. ‘Could I ... would you ... permit me to travel with you?’ 

‘No,’ said Robin, curtly, turning aside. ‘Under no circumstances. Droving is men’s work. Women get in the way. They distract the men. Besides, it isn’t seemly.’

‘I won’t get in the way, I promise. And I give you my solemn word that I will behave in a proper manner.’ 

‘No. I said no. If you once stepped out of line you could ruin my reputation. I could lose my job.’

Jenna sat quietly. She was well aware that only men of the greatest integrity and honesty would be put in charge of a big cattle drove like this one. Robin Fairweather was certain to be well-respected in his home village, probably from a good family. Just the kind of man, in fact, to whom she could entrust her safe conduct. She couldn’t let this opportunity pass. Just as she was about to speak again, to beg him to take her on, he cut across her. 

‘If ... and I mean if ... I were to allow you to travel with us there’d be no flighty, fancy nonsense with the men. You would have to promise me. Is that clear?’ His face was stern but there was still that twinkle in his eye.

‘I promise,’ said Jenna with great solemnity. ‘I shall behave like a nun.’

‘Huh! That guarantees nothing. Nuns are often no better than they should be!’

‘Very well, then – I shall behave like a decent, respectable Devonshire woman.’

‘In that case,’ said Robin, ‘you may travel with us. If you’re quite sure you want to.’

‘Clear and sheer,’ Jenna said. ‘I was never so sure of anything in my life.’ 

Having relented, Robin assured her that though no one could offer her complete protection from the many dangers on the road, she would be safer with the drove than she would be on her own. The animals were being taken to a stock farm on the outskirts of London, he told her, in the village of Westminster where the bullocks would be grazed and fattened up for a few weeks before being sold in the livestock market at Smithfield. 

‘Sleep on it,’ advised Robin. ‘And if you still want to go through with it, be ready at cockcrow. I want to be on the road as soon after daybreak as we can. I haven’t got time to waste.’

Should she join them? Would she be putting herself at risk? It was difficult to think rationally in the festive atmosphere of the barn: by now, small beer had given way to stronger ale, and the wrestling match was well under way, the favourites being cheered to the rafters. 

Jenna spent the remainder of the evening veering between her conviction that the idea was a good one and nervous apprehension at venturing into the unknown – but she also realised that the last place Jake would think of looking for her was in the middle of a cattle drove. It was no use dithering, she  had to make a decision because this could be the best opportunity she would ever have. And she knew what Alice would have done. 

Jenna left with the drove when it moved out shortly after dawn the next morning.

***

The Duchess of Gloucester had a feeling of delighted anticipation on the one hand and disturbing anxiety on the other. These conflicting emotions had been brought about by an urgent request from the King for the Duke and Duchess to attend him at the palace at their earliest convenience and, while Eleanor was always eager to be in the presence of her husband’s royal nephew, something had set an alarm bell sounding in her head. She had no idea why they had been sent for. Neither, it seemed, had her husband.

Yet again, niggling disquiet had dragged Eleanor out of a shallow, fretful slumber, to the sound of her own aching teeth grinding against each other. She had been through a whole bottle of Margery Jourdemayne’s tincture of myrrh in a single week. It often amazed her that her restlessness didn’t wake Humphrey but there was nothing of the alert soldier about her husband when he was in his bed. He slept like a man with no conscience and now, lying on his back, he was snoring fit to wake the dead. There would be no more sleep for Eleanor that night.

Admittedly, Humphrey was not at his most attractive at moments like this: the passing years had not been kind to him, and the excesses of his table and his liking for Burgundy wine had thickened his waist. But his wife was able to look beyond the slackly open mouth, the stained teeth and the smell of stale drink and still be grateful that he was her husband because he was unquestionably a duke of royal blood. It was all Eleanor cared about. She smiled in the darkness, marvelling at the remarkable change in her circumstances since she had first come to court thirteen years ago, a confidently pretty twenty-one-year-old, eager to seize her opportunities.

Her father, Sir Reginald Cobham, a minor knight entirely without influence, owned only a very modest estate in Kent, so no daughter of his could have expected to marry well. Without the advantages of high birth, the young Eleanor had spent several vigilant weeks assessing potential husbands and planning her strategy with care. Hers was a two-pronged attack: she wanted to re-establish her family’s failing status and, more than anything, she wanted a titled husband for herself. Her dark hair, sinuous grace and startling grey eyes often turned heads, though the only heads that interested her were those that wore coronets. Aiming high, she had begun with the King’s uncle and set out to entrap John, Duke of Bedford, brother of the late King Henry V. 

John of Bedford was a tall man with a round face and a ready smile. In Eleanor’s critical analysis of what he had to offer, he seemed pleasant enough, but by no stretch of the imagination could he be called handsome: his hairline was receding and, in her opinion, his nose was rather too hooked. His major advantage was that he was next in line to the throne and unmarried. Though she tried to catch his eye at every opportunity, not even at her most coquettish could she manage to attract his attention, much less strike up any kind of conversation with him. He seemed entirely unmoved by her, even slightly irritated, but, as a knight of the realm, his innate chivalry would not permit him to be rude to a lady. Instead, he was icily polite.

His younger brother Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, was an entirely different kettle of fish. Tall, lithe and aware of his own smooth good looks, he flirted outrageously with Eleanor from the moment they met. He would look at her with his intense brown eyes before bending his head to kiss her hand, then he would press his lips to her fingers for a moment too long, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. On one occasion he slipped the tip of his tongue between her fingers, making his meaning perfectly plain.

Thrilled by his attentions, Eleanor would laugh her tinkling laugh, smiling and fluttering her long, dark eyelashes at him. She would have been ready to fall into Humphrey’s bed at the first suggestion, except that it was already occupied by his wife. 

But a woman of Eleanor Cobham’s calibre would not allow herself to be deflected from the chase by a small detail like that. She meant to have her Duke and would stop at nothing to achieve her ambition. As it happened, the Duchess Jacqueline was brought to bed of a stillborn child a few weeks later and was in no position to pleasure her husband. With his wife thus inconveniently indisposed, Humphrey, being the man he was, felt entitled to seek gratification elsewhere. He fell, like a ripe plum off a tree, into Eleanor’s inviting arms.

There were plenty of opportunities for the pair to be together since Eleanor had become one of the Duchess Jacqueline’s ladies, though she spent a great deal more time with her love  than she did with his wife. It wasn’t long before tongues began to wag. Unable to claim rights of ownership over his Dutch-born wife’s extensive lands in the Low Countries, the mercurial, selfish Humphrey quickly tired of the unfortunate Jacqueline and, within a few months, he had readily agreed to the annulment of their marriage on the grounds of its illegality.

No sooner was Duke Humphrey free than he married his Kentish concubine. The subject of bitter criticism and the victim of cruel jokes, she managed to survive the finger-pointing and malicious gossip, and her persistence brought her triumph in the end. On her marriage she became the wife of one of the most significant, powerful men in England, though she never took her position for granted and was at pains to please her husband at every opportunity. When she was with him, she hung on his every word and laughed appreciatively whenever he said something clever. Away from him, she spent hours with her seamstress, demanding the creation of ever-more-lavish gowns, or with her maid, patiently trying new and attractive ways of dressing her hair. 

Her meetings with Margery were more covert but no less regular. Mistress Jourdemayne was a constant source of face creams, soaps, powders and perfumes but, over the years, she had also provided Eleanor with potions and decoctions which she claimed would attract and keep a lover. Once Eleanor had trapped her man and married him, she began to demand medicines to help her conceive a child, preferably a son. Margery had promised to do all she could to help her.

The Duchess spent even longer than usual on her appearance during the morning that followed her sleepless night. Now, standing tall and elegant beside her husband, she smiled winningly at the young King as he received them both in the Throne Room of the Palace of Westminster. His Royal Highness bestowed a dazzling smile on them.

‘Come,’ he said, ‘let us find a private corner where I can tell you something in great confidence. No one else must know!’ He grinned at them conspiratorially as he led them towards the far corner of the big room. When they were safely out of earshot of the handful of courtiers who were in constant attendance on him, the King turned excitedly towards them.

‘I have made an important decision,’ he whispered, looking from side to side to ensure he wasn’t overheard, for all the world like a child sharing a secret in the nursery, ‘and I do hope it will please you both.’ The Duke and Duchess glanced uncertainly at each other as the King went on. ‘Now, if you, Uncle, were not already a member of the most chivalrous Order of the Garter, I would want to make you one as a token of my esteem. Of course, I shall be fourteen years old come December and expect to take more decisions myself after that, as is right and proper. But, my noble uncle, I do wish to mark your excellent service to the Crown.’

‘That is most kind of you, my Lord, but there is no need...’

‘Let me finish, Uncle,’ said the King. ‘Now, since you are already a Garter Knight, I cannot confer that honour upon you so I have decided instead to invite you, Aunt Eleanor, to become a Lady of the Garter. As your King, this honour is solely within my gift and I think it entirely appropriate.’

‘An admirable idea! Excellent!’ said Humphrey, clearly delighted.

It took all Eleanor’s self-control to remember where she was. Astounded, she wanted to shout out loud, to lift her skirts and cavort around the big room, singing at the top of her voice. The King appeared to notice nothing, pleased with himself for having made a decision independently of the Council.

‘Of course,’ he went on, as confidingly as before, ‘the Garter ceremony will not be held until next May, and the announcement of the names of the new recipients of the honour will not be made public until St George’s Day in April. That is more than six months hence, so I must ask you both to keep the secret until then. I do hope you won’t find that too arduous. Of course, some administrators will need to know, including my esteemed great-uncle, Cardinal Beaufort, since he is Prelate of the Order.’ He paused. ‘Are you pleased?’ he asked.

Beaming, Humphrey turned to his wife. ‘Are you pleased, my dear?’

Eleanor had recovered her composure. ‘More pleased than I would ever have thought possible,’ she said slowly.

She was to become a Lady of the Garter. This was the ultimate accolade.

‘Come,’ the King was saying from somewhere in the distance. In her imagination, Eleanor was already wearing a white silk gown under the dark blue velvet mantle of the Order, its badge pinned prominently to the wide sash draped over her shoulder, people smiling, women curtseying to her, men congratulating her and saying how lovely she looked. She had to concentrate hard to bring herself back to the present and listen to what the King was saying.

‘...let us call for some wine to celebrate my decision. I know, my Lord Uncle, that you are partial to a glass of Burgundy wine from time to time.’ 

The next few minutes passed in a daze for Eleanor. She would have liked to sit for a moment while she came to terms with what she had just been told, but the King and the Duke remained standing, so she contented herself with another winning smile. King Henry’s announcement today was the absolute endorsement of her position as Humphrey’s wife and, until the King himself was married, she was indisputably the first lady in the land. If only she could give her husband a child, she would be unassailable.

***

The decision to join the cattle drove had been made instinctively, but the nearer they drew to London, the more pleased Jenna felt that she had obeyed that instinct. It felt right and she seemed to have found a genuine, dependable friend in Robin Fairweather. 

Conversation between them was sporadic as they walked side by side behind the herd with Mallow, Robin’s dog, at their heels. Leading his horse by the bridle, Robin was keeping an eye open for any bullock that might decide to loiter and graze the grass verge. If he spotted one, he would thrust the horse’s bridle into Jenna’s hand while he and Mallow went after the miscreant to round it up, Robin smacking its rump with his withy stick to persuade it to change its mind. 

The air was filled with the barking of dogs, the shouts of the men, the lowing and blowing of animals disinclined to move any faster and the clopping of their metal-shod hooves on the dry, stony clay of the drove road. Flanking the long line of cattle, keeping them on track, a dozen men on horseback rode back and forth, calling to each other and whistling commands to their dogs. They needed to get the bullocks safely to their destination: they were valuable animals. 

‘Westminster isn’t far from here,’ Robin said, as they trudged past yet another village green. ‘It won’t be long before we get there.’

‘How far is Westminster from London?’

‘Just outside. Near enough for the King to be in the city when he has to and still be in his own bed come nightfall.’

‘The King!’ Jenna was wide-eyed.

‘Yes, the King. His Royal Highness King Henry VI,’ Robin was smiling at Jenna’s innocence. ‘He lives in Westminster, too.’

‘But not on the farm!’

He roared with laughter. ‘No! No, of course not. Not on the farm, though there is a fine manor house on the estate where I’m sure he would be very comfortable. No, the King has a grand palace all of his own with servants and great lords and ladies to look after him.’

Jenna was quiet for a long time, taking in this unexpected information. 

‘Will I see him?’

‘Who, the King?’ Robin laughed again. ‘Unlikely. He doesn’t go walking around the village streets in Westminster. He lives in the palace. But it’s quite close. We’re making for the Manor of Eye-next-Westminster, the demesne which belongs to the monastery.’

‘The what?’

‘The demesne. We’d call it a barton back in Devon. It’s a big estate.’

‘That’s a strange name.’

‘What is? Demesne?’

‘No, not that. The other one. The Manor of whatever you said.’

‘The Manor of Eye? Yes, Eye is the old name, apparently. Eybury is the name of the home farm, though the estate is still known as Eye. It’s a huge place, must run to a thousand acres, perhaps more. And there are always droves of cattle coming and going. Sheep, too, but mainly cattle. I bring bullocks up from Devon four times a year.’

Jenna watched the swaying bovine backsides for a moment. ‘They’re all looking very thin,’ she said.

‘Not surprising,’ said Robin, ‘think how far they’ve walked. It’s nigh on two hundred miles.’ He grinned at her. ‘You’re not so fat yourself after walking all that way! How are you feeling?’

‘Oh, a bit leary.’

‘Weary?’

‘No, leary. I could do justice to some bread and cheese. What are you laughing at?’

Robin was chuckling. ‘You’re going to have to lose your Devon accent if you want to make yourself understood,’ he said. ‘They don’t use words like “leary” round these parts. They’d say “hungry”. You’ll have to start using the right words, or you’ll never find work. You might not even get anything to eat!’

Jenna laughed, too. She and Robin had become good companions during the course of the journey, easy with each other, and she was pleased by that and very grateful. As he pointed out to her several times, the only reason he’d allowed her to travel with them was that she was a good Devon girl and she should not be traipsing around the countryside on her own, looking for casual work on farms. The other men had been quite respectful towards her too, once Robin had lain down the ground rules on that first morning back in Honiton. Their business was to get the animals to Westminster without mishap. 

‘Not far now,’ Robin said. ‘Journey’s end is in sight.’

‘The girls will be glad of the rest.’

‘Aye, they will, and so will the bullocks. They’ll get a couple of weeks’ rest on Eybury Farm, on rich pasture down by the river Thames. It’s good and green at this time of year and not too wet, even though it’s clay soil. They’ll fatten up nicely.’ 

‘And then they’ll be killed.’ 

Robin shrugged. ‘That’s what happens.’

It was pointless getting fond of animals, Jenna thought, they were only there for the convenience of people. So she had been surprised the first time she’d heard Robin calling the six dairy cows his ‘girls’. But Robin was a surprising man, a no-nonsense, responsible head drover with a concern for the herd in his charge and a great affection for his dog, Mallow. Mallow? That seemed strange to Jenna, too: dogs were usually given names like Trojan or Holdfast.

‘Why Mallow?’ she had asked him a few days ago.

‘Why not? It’s a pretty plant, she’s a pretty bitch.’ 

The black and white cattle dog was no prettier than any other bitch, Jenna thought, but her devotion to Robin was obvious and she had an endearing habit of nuzzling her long nose under his hand until it moved to stroke her head or tickle her ears.

So there was a soft side to his nature, but cattle were cattle, the commodity he traded in. The bullocks would bring a good profit when they were slaughtered, enough to make it worthwhile for men like Robin Fairweather to spend their lives on the drove roads, satisfying the needs of city folk who had no room to keep animals or grow crops of their own but still needed food in their bellies. Droving was hard, dangerous work: Mallow wasn’t just there to herd the animals, she had to protect her master, too. 

***

The sun, low in the sky, was to their backs when the drove arrived at Eybury farm. Robin had sent one of the men on ahead to warn the tenant-farmer to expect them and now the animals had come to a halt, some cropping the grassy bank, the drovers waiting to be told which field they were to use as pasture.

‘I told you we’d get here by dimmet-time,’ Robin said with a smile in his eyes.

‘And we did,’ said Jenna, wondering why he was so amused.

‘This time of day is called “evening” in these parts, or sometimes “dusk”.’

‘Not dimmet?’

‘No. They’d probably think you meant dinner-time,’ he said, ‘so you’d get nothing to eat. Well, I did warn you!’ Jenna groaned at him but took the advice to heart.

‘Hey, Robin!’

He turned at the shout and waved. Two young cowherds were running up the lane towards them, withy sticks in hand, ready to help round up the animals and head them off into the field. 

‘Seth, you young dog! How are you? Piers, I’ll swear you’ve grown since I last saw you!’

‘Good to see you, Robin,’ panted Seth. ‘The neats are to go here in the upper meadow, Master Jourdemayne says. We’ll drive ’em down to the lower meadow tomorrow, when he’s had a chance to move the sheep. They’ve not been moved since they were sheared three weeks ago.’

‘Three weeks ago! A bit late in the year for shearing, wasn’t it?’ 

‘Aye, it’s all been a bit late this year, what with the weather and everything, and then the shearers said the stars were all wrong for shearing so they wouldn’t do it. Said it would bring bad luck. The Master could do with a bit more help, truth to tell. We’re on the go from dawn ’til dusk.’

‘No peace for the wicked,’ Piers grinned, pushing open a wide gate just as an errant bullock made a break for freedom.

‘Whoa!’ Seth shouted. ‘You pesty bastard of a bullock! Hoop ha!’ He sprinted nimbly up the bank to head off the animal, smacking his withy stick on its rump. ‘Hoop ha!’ he whooped again. ‘You ain’t goin’ nowhere but in that field, my old mate. Hoop ha!’ Mallow, knowing what was expected of her, circled behind the bullock, barking and snapping at its heels to drive it back in the right direction. Once it was safely through the gate, the others, nose to tail, began to trot obediently behind it into the meadow, tempted by the prospect of sweet pasture and even sweeter rest. The drovers and their dogs stood by to deter any other wanderers. 

Jenna had been watching this activity from a distance, not wanting to get in the way. It was only after he had looped the gate back on to the gatepost that Seth spotted her and gave a low whistle.

‘A woman!’ he said, surprised.

‘Yes, a woman,’ agreed Robin, smiling. ‘Haven’t you seen one before?’

‘Aye,’ Seth laughed, ‘I’ve seen a few in my time. But not many as pretty as this one. Not drovin’ no neats, anyhow.’

‘I broke the drovers’ code for once and let her travel with us because she needed looking after. This here’s Jenna,’ Robin introduced them then gave Jenna a broad grin. ‘Neats is the name for cattle hereabouts,’ he explained, his eyes sparkling with amusement. ‘I told you you’d have to learn a lot of new words if you want to find work in Westminster. They don’t speak proper English, like what we do in Devon!’

Piers laughed at that, but Seth looked hard at Jenna, sizing her up. ‘‘Lookin’ for work, are you?’ he asked. ‘What sort of work? Most girls seem to want to work up at the palace for the gentry. Is that what you want?’

‘The palace!’ Jenna was astounded. ‘What would I do in the palace?’

‘Well, there’s kitchen jobs, for scullions and so on. You don’t need fancy ways for those.’

‘Jenna’s a dairymaid,’ said Robin firmly. ‘That’s what she’s told me.’

‘Yes,’ Jenna agreed. ‘I’d like some dairy work if I can find it. Is there any going round here?’

Seth whistled through his teeth. ‘Aye, there might be. We’ve got our own dairy herd to milk twice a day. Then, if the drovers bring any cows along with the fatstock herds, we’ve got to look after them, too. And that’s without all the other work we’ve got on the farm. So when we’re busy, Master needs extra people who know what they’re doing. You should go and ask him. He’s in there,’ he said, jerking his head towards a wooden building a little further along the lane. ‘He’s just finishin’ off milkin’ the last of our own neats.’

Jenna looked at Robin for approval. ‘What do you think?’

He shrugged. ‘You’re the one who needs the work,’ he said. ‘And William Jourdemayne is the Master hereabouts, the man you need to see. You might as well go and ask. You’re none the worse.’

‘I will,’ said Jenna, ‘thank you. And Robin, thank you for all your kindness. I won’t forget you.’ 

‘You won’t have a chance to forget me,’ Robin smiled. ‘Even if I don’t see you again before we start for home, I’ll be back with another herd in nine or ten weeks, an even bigger one, with animals to fatten up for the Christmas market. So I’ll see you around Martinmas, if you’re still here.’

‘If I am, I’ll look out for you, for old time’s sake. Look after the girls for me!’

‘Oh, Jenna,’ he called after her, ‘the girls will need milking later. Will you tell Master Jourdemayne? And tell him I’ll be expecting the usual tankard of ale later on.’ He paused. ‘Good luck to you!’ he added, watching as she set off down the lane. ‘And God’s blessings.’ 


CHAPTER THREE

––––––––

Jenna hesitated at the open door of the byre until her eyes became accustomed to the gloom and she could make out the shapes of empty cattle stalls. She could still hear the muted shouts of the drovers and the barking of dogs in the distance but it was very quiet in here, and very big. 

‘And what can I do for you?’ 

The questioner’s low voice was muffled against the flank of a dun cow as his fingers pulled rhythmically at her teats. After a moment, the cow turned her head and regarded Jenna with an inquiring expression in her dark eyes as though she, too, expected a reply. Milk, squirting into the wooden pail beneath her udder, made the only sound in the warm byre. 

‘Well? What can I do for you?’ 

‘Beg pardon, sir?’

The man’s voice came again, louder this time and with a note of tetchiness. ‘I said, what can I do for you?’ 

All Jenna could see of the big man who was crouching awkwardly on a three-legged milking stool was the back of his head. She had an impression of strands of grey in dark hair, powerful shoulders. She swallowed, suppressing a sudden wave of anxiety, but she really needed this job. If she said nothing she would likely gain nothing and that was not the way to start the rest of her life. She cleared her throat. 

‘If it please you, Master Jourdemayne,’ she said. ‘I heard from Robin the Drover that you might be looking for someone to help with the milking and the running of the dairy.’

William Jourdemayne eased himself up from the low stool, stretching his cramped back as he stood. ‘Off with you, then, my beauty,’ he said, giving the cow’s rump a gentle slap to move her on, deftly removing the pail before she kicked it. 

‘So,’ he turned towards Jenna, wiping his hands on a clean rag, ‘you’re looking for work, are you? And Robin’s told you I might be wanting some help around here. True enough. I wouldn’t be doing the milking if we weren’t short of cowmen. I’ve got better things to do. What’s your name?’ 

‘Jenna, sir. Jenna Harding.’

‘Hmm. And can you milk a cow, Jenna Harding?

‘Oh, yes, master. I have done it a thousand times.’

‘Good. And what about dairy work? Have you any experience of that?’ He raised his dark eyebrows as he looked down at her. 

‘Yes, sir, in my stepfather’s dairy, ever since I started to work as a child. And I am now four-and-twenty years old.’

‘Four-and-twenty, eh! Is that so? Well, an older woman could be an advantage, I suppose, someone experienced who knows what she’s doing. Have you anyone to recommend you? Someone in Chelsea, perhaps? Knightsbridge?’

‘No. No one in any village hereabouts, sir,’ she replied, ‘though you could ask several people in Kingskerswell and I’m sure they would vouch for my honesty.’ 

‘Kingskerswell? And where might that be?’

‘Down Devon way, sir. Not far from Exeter.’

‘Ah, so that’s your accent; you’re a Devonshire lass. Well, that’s clever of you, Mistress Harding,’ William laughed, showing teeth which were still white and even, though Jenna judged him to be above thirty years old. ‘Do you think I’m going to go all the way to Devon to find someone to recommend you? Eh? Or could Robin recommend you?’

‘No, sir. I have only recently met Robin. So you must take my word for it,’ she said quietly. ‘And I’m jonnack.’

‘I thought you said your name was Jenna?’

‘It is, sir. I’m sorry. I meant I’m jonnack, I speak the truth.’

He looked down at her again from under his eyebrows, his dark hair falling forward, blue eyes sizing her up. He was amused, but he had no wish to embarrass her.

‘No,’ he said, ‘you don’t look like a liar. But I have only your word about your experience. What do you know of milk tallies? Could you keep account?’

‘Oh, yes, sir. I was nearly always the one who did that. And I was responsible for the cheese and butter, depending on the tally of milk.’

‘Didn’t your stepfather keep account?’

‘Yes, sir, to start with. But not after the parson in our village had taught some of us to reckon up numbers and to read a few words.’
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