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Chapter One


The Queen of Four Kingdoms is dead. A weak sun shines through the windows on to the face of Yolande d’Aragon, Duchess of Anjou, Queen of Sicily, etc., as she lies in state. In the chapel of the massive medieval Château of Angers, capital of her sovereign territory of Anjou, her catafalque stands open to receive the homage due to her. Outside, snow is falling, gently, steadily. Until today, 24 November in the Year of Our Lord 1442, winter has been slow in coming to this part of north-western France.


Too late to see his mother before she died, René, her second son and heir, kneels alone by her coffin, its stand draped in black velvet to the floor, a banner bearing the royal arms of Anjou hanging across it and down either side. Finally, the son she adored can confess his sorrow for the pain he caused her. ‘Do not let me die without seeing your dear face again,’ she asked when they last embraced; it was all she wanted, just one more sight of him. With a grieving heart he remembers the plea in those deep-blue eyes, now closed for ever.


Agnès Sorel, beautiful, twenty years old and modest, a demoiselle in attendance on Isabelle of Lorraine, René’s wife, stands in a corner of the chapel, her allure hidden by its shadow, watching as her kneeling lord weeps. His mother lies serenely on her bier as if asleep, swathed in white satin, hands folded – clasping a rosary.


She appears as perfect as her son remembered, a glorious, firm spirit, omnipresent throughout his childhood; wise, warm, ethereal and forever reliable.


Rising, René catches sight of Agnès. Wiping his eyes, he beckons for her to follow him out of the chapel.


‘Welcome back, Sire,’ she murmurs, eyes cast down as she curtseys.


‘Come, child,’ he sighs, ‘sit with me awhile. Tell me about my mother’s last year, while I was fighting in Naples – you stayed with her, I know.’


The girl moves quietly a little behind him, and at his bidding perches reluctantly on a window seat, unaccustomed to sitting in his presence.


‘Well, what did she say about me when she heard I had reached Marseilles?’ he asks almost brusquely, made impatient by guilt. René always considered Agnès Sorel to be the prettiest and most honest of his wife’s demoiselles, and now he can see that she has grown into a striking beauty.


Naturally reticent in the presence of her sovereign duke, Agnès holds back the truth. ‘Sire, she was most relieved to hear of your safe arrival in Marseilles,’ she says softly, eyes fixed on her hands in her lap.


‘Come now, Agnès, I have known you most of your young life. That’s not what I expect to hear from you of all people. How disappointed was she that I didn’t come straight to her after landing? What did she say on hearing I had lost my throne – after all the sacrifices she made for me? Did she protest when I did not come to her sooner? That I stopped at Pisa to see Florence? Was she upset, angry that I put my love of art before her? Oh, I should have come at once, I know I should.’


With that heartfelt lament, René d’Anjou gets up and paces back and forth before the girl. In Naples he was acknowledged by both the court and the people of his kingdom as the best of sovereigns: kind, sensitive to their needs, a truly heroic figure, and notably just. Now those same loyal people face the terrible wrath of their conqueror, Alfonso d’Aragon, the man they had spurned in favour of his cousin from Anjou. But René’s thoughts are solely with his mother at this time, and Agnès hastens to reassure him.


‘Sire, believe me, you have no need for such anxiety. Your lady mother was both relieved and content once she heard you had reached your port of Marseilles. She told me: “Thank God, he is safe – now you can return to Lorraine,” and sent me back to Nancy to help with the preparations for your arrival there. Sire, I promise that is all.’


‘Because she believed I would come north to Anjou at once,’ and René wrings his hands, his face etched with sorrow, his voluminous black robe swirling about him.


Isabelle of Lorraine, crowned Queen of Sicily, had gathered her children, the ladies of her court and her many pets and, at René’s insistence, sailed from their doomed Naples to Marseilles. No sooner had she docked than her party headed north to Anjou, to Queen Yolande’s Château of Saumur and the two children Isabelle had left in France – teenaged Jean, her eldest, ruling Lorraine for his parents, and Marguerite, her youngest, brought up by her grandmother. Yolande welcomed her daughter-in-law, her other grandchildren and the court with open arms. She tried not to show that it was her son she yearned to see again before she died, a day she felt edging nearer.


Now at last he is here – and she has gone. Agnès suffers for him, the agony of his guilt plain in his red-rimmed eyes. She sees to the new arrivals almost absent-mindedly, absorbed in her reminiscences. She is moving among the guests when she notices Queen Isabelle beckoning.


‘Have you seen him?’ her mistress asks anxiously.


Agnès knows the queen means her husband. Curtseying low, she nods.


‘Well, how is he? Is he distressed? Does he blame himself?’ and Isabelle answers her own questions, muttering softly, ‘Yes, of course he does,’ as she fiddles with her cloak’s fastening.


‘Agnès dear, hold the cloak for me – it’s warm with all these people and the fires – but be sure to dress me again before we enter the chapel. I must wear black and it will be cold in there. Is my hair in order?’ she asks nervously, pinching her cheeks to add colour. How she loves him . . .


‘You will see to the guests, won’t you, and order mulled wine for them all – they will be frozen, the new arrivals especially. And don’t stray far from me, please!’ So tense, poor lady, but excited to be seeing her husband again, despite the shame of his defeat.


René stops talking the moment he catches sight of Isabelle entering the Great Hall. Its walls are covered with the castle’s famous tapestries, their glorious reds and blues the perfect backdrop for the tall, slender young Queen of Sicily. Like her hair, Isabelle’s fine wool dress is the colour of ripe wheat. It hugs her body and reaches to the floor; several rows of Yolande’s pearls surround her throat, and a loose shawl of gossamer-thin burgundy wool hangs casually over one shoulder. René moves towards her with quick, light steps for such a large man, his face a mixture of joy, pain and relief, and his arms open wide as a bear’s to envelop his beloved wife. It has been only a few months since they last saw one another, on the dock in Marseilles when he arrived from Naples, but she was obliged to leave after a few days and return to Lorraine. As he embraces Isabelle, René’s heavy heart lifts, and he holds her in his arms for what seems an eternity. His return confirms what they both feared when she left Naples: the dream they once shared of ruling their Italian paradise is over. Their coffers are empty; they can never afford another attempt to oust Alfonso. Now they must face the challenge of building a new future at home in France.


Agnès, never far from her mistress, or her confidences, understands her joy – and her sorrow. It has been a long and painful journey for everyone who left Naples, but most of all for Isabelle, for she knows how much her mother-in-law sacrificed for her son, bankrupting herself and her family for a cause in which she never believed. So many memories have been left behind; of Isabelle’s ten children, six of them buried in Naples, another source of her sadness.


As his family gathers to pay their final respects to his revered mother, René, Duke of Anjou, sovereign Count of Provence, former King of Sicily, Naples and Jerusalem, embraces each and every one with a sad smile and a few quiet words. While he and Isabelle stand side by side in the Great Hall of Angers, the colourful tapestries a dramatic background for the black robes worn by most of the mourners, Agnès discreetly keeps her place behind her mistress, watchful, absorbing everything, memorizing faces, helping with the guests. She whispers instructions to the staff and exchanges quiet greetings with those visitors and their servants who come from Saumur. Others she recognizes from earlier days spent with the Old Queen at Angers and the various estates of the Anjou family.


‘Oh, my Lady Agnès, you cannot know how much Queen Yolande missed you when you returned to Lorraine,’ several tell her. ‘It’s a pity she sent you back – you should have remained with her until our duke arrived,’ says another. ‘She mightn’t have died if you’d stayed longer.’ What nonsense – how superstitious they are, but Agnès smiles politely while she busies herself with the mourners, discreetly calling on servants to satisfy every request but never losing sight of her mistress.


She arrived with Isabelle the day before, riding hard from Nancy with her escort and a number of her personal staff. Since none of the Anjou family had been in residence at Angers for some time, there was much to do inside the château to prepare for the guests who would assemble in the days to come. As the capital of Anjou, the great fortress of Angers was kept fully staffed and ready to receive visitors at all times, but without its mistress in residence, the many rooms needed dusting, fires lit, flowers added – at this time of year, autumn branches with gilded leaves. Plates of sweetmeats and dried fruits were laid out on counters, goblets lined up, and gallons of mulled wine heated in the kitchens to warm the travellers arriving after long, cold journeys.


‘Agnès, my dear, please see to everything, and make sure that guests are shown to the right rooms – you know what I mean,’ Isabelle told her, looking at her meaningfully.


The girl busies herself unobtrusively doing her mistress’s bidding to make the visitors comfortable. Wet clothes are removed to be dried, shoes changed, and guests taken to their rooms on Agnès’s direction before they descend again to the great reception rooms. There, fires burn high in the large chimney pieces, one in the middle of each wall, themselves covered with the famous tapestries. How well Agnès remembers her first visit to Angers, when Queen Yolande explained how the hangings had been commissioned by the late King Charles V, father of her beloved husband Duke Louis II of Anjou; how they were the largest series of tapestries ever made in France, their toiles painted by a master from Bruges to represent the Apocalypse. On this sad day, their glowing reds, ochres and cobalt blues transcend the greyness of the skies and of the occasion.


Isabelle has placed Agnès at the entrance to the Great Hall to receive the guests on her behalf while she mingles with those already there. Among the first to arrive is Charles, Count of Maine, the youngest of Yolande’s children, a handsome twenty-eight-year-old. He knows his mother’s demoiselle and greets her warmly.


‘My dear Agnès, more beautiful than ever, and such cheerful company for my mother during her last year – for which you have the gratitude of the Anjou family for ever.’ With those elegant words he kisses her hand – a most unexpected honour from a Prince of the Blood – which makes Agnès blush.


Like René, Charles is wearing the formal black robes of royal mourning, protocol allowing only the addition of a pearl or diamond pin. The brothers embrace, tears in their eyes. As they study one another, René sees how much his young brother has changed in their four years apart.


‘Why did I not come north to her the moment I landed in Marseilles? Why did I imagine she would live for ever?’ he pleads. Charles merely shakes his head while René continues: ‘My heart was so heavy; the shame of my defeat kept me in Provence – kept me from facing her. Can you understand, dear brother?’ And they embrace again, sobbing.


‘For years she gave me all she had, depriving you and our sister in order to sustain my army against our cousin, that usurper Alfonso d’Aragon – how I hate him! But even her colossal efforts were not enough.’ Charles remains silent, allowing René to expel his pent-up remorse. ‘You and I know she never believed in what she called this chimera of the kingdom of Sicily, a fantasy craved by our father and our brother Louis – and which killed them both. And yet she not only let me go, she financed my quest as well. She knew that she could never stop me wanting to rule our rightful kingdom. Tell me you understand,’ he beseeches.


Agnès sees Charles gently shake his head once more. What can he say, after all? He does his best to console René.


‘Calm yourself, dear brother. She heard you were safely home. It was enough. She wrote to me – and to our sister Marie – the moment she had word you had landed at Marseilles. Her joy and relief at your safe arrival was overwhelming, and indeed, she expected you to stay a while in the south. Yes, it is true. Be calm now, I beseech you. None of us was with her at the end. We were each in touch with her, sending letters by courier almost daily, and we believed she was well. You must console yourself that she was content to join Papa in Heaven.’


There are no more tears; both men know that Charles’s words were spoken to ease their joint sorrow. In Naples, Agnès often heard King René announce, with a combination of love and pride: ‘My younger brother Charles has always been cleverer than me – his will be a great career at the royal court of France.’ Looking at him now, this handsome, upright young courtier with his mother’s beautiful eyes, she thinks her lord may well be right.





Chapter Two


There is no time for sentiment about Naples and the way of life they left behind. Those who sailed back to France with the young Queen of Sicily know that, just as do the remainder who arrived a year later with King René. This is their new reality, and here at Angers, René and Isabelle must take their places as the sovereign Duke and Duchess of Anjou and care for the many guests come to honour his mother.


When they hear their father has arrived, René and Isabelle’s two middle children, Louis and young Yolande, neither of whom René has seen for a year, rush into the Great Hall, tears of relief and happiness flowing freely at his safe return. Politely they greet their many relatives and family friends, speaking in low voices out of respect for their dead grandmother lying in the chapel next door. To think it was little more than a year ago that they arrived in Anjou and were merry with her at Saumur, chattering and playing with her many dogs. Then, to her parents’ delight, Marguerite, the five-year-old they left behind with Yolande when they sailed for Naples, enters the Great Hall. A tall and pretty twelve-year-old, she arrived from Nancy a day after her mother. Since Agnès’s is the face she knows best among the company, she rushes to the demoiselle.


‘It’s all right, dearest,’ whispers Agnès soothingly. ‘Go and greet your father, and don’t upset him by crying.’


Marguerite hugs Agnès before moving towards the father she has not seen for more than four years. Instantly he folds his youngest, darling daughter in his arms, choking with emotion. Words will have to wait.


What a strange way to meet again, thinks Agnès, through the death of one so loved by them both.


King René’s first born, his son and heir, Jean of Calabria, also barely knows his father. As he enters the Great Hall, he too immediately greets his mother’s demoiselle.


‘What a pleasure to see you here, beautiful Agnès, you who brought my grandmother such joy with your company. Every time I came to visit her during the last year, she told me so.’ And he embraces Agnès. How these children have grown and changed in such a short time.


René is startled to see that young Jean has grown into the image of Louis, his beloved older brother. Tall, blond, blue-eyed and strikingly handsome, Louis III, another victim of the Anjou family’s ‘chimera kingdom’. How often did Queen Yolande lament to Agnès of its magnetic grip on her husband and two sons?


Jean, a bright lad of seventeen, has made his parents proud by the way he governed Lorraine in their absence. ‘Ah, my son!’ booms René, cocooning him in his robes just as he did his wife and younger children. ‘I have heard nothing but good of your work for us. Do not think your labours are over with my return – I will still need you!’ He smiles proudly. ‘With Anjou, Lorraine and Provence to administer, I will require you to continue to play your part for me!’ And as they embrace, his eyes fill once again with tears of happiness.


‘Papa, dear Papa, it’s been such a long time without you,’ Jean says softly on his father’s shoulder. How tall he is – though not yet as tall as his father, nor has he his girth! ‘Papa, you do know, don’t you, that I visited Grandmère quite often – whenever I came to Anjou on your business. You know, even when we discussed the most serious problems or difficulties, she would insert a light word or anecdote to lift the gloom of our proceedings.’ He pauses in reflection, and then looks at his father. ‘How I admired her.’


‘I know, my boy, I know,’ says René, stroking his son’s head.


‘Then I am sure you know that all she ever wanted was for you to defeat our cousin of Aragon. Our focus was solely on finding ways to send you more men, money and supplies.’ Again they embrace. ‘I loved her, Papa, and in your and Maman’s absence, I relied on her wisdom.’


‘Yes, yes, I know, my boy, I know,’ René repeats almost absent-mindedly, ‘and yet despite her many sacrifices, I did not – could not – succeed in my quest.’ He turns away from his son’s all-knowing gaze, so like his grandmother’s. As an intimate of this family, Agnès has no sense of intruding on their personal grief. On the contrary, she shares it.


Once again the demoiselle has been alerted to stand by the entrance to the Great Hall, and on seeing the depth of her révérence, those nearby realize that the Queen of France has arrived with her son, the dauphin Louis. Queen Marie is René’s cherished older sister, and they too embrace, another warm meeting between loving siblings after many years apart, although they have remained close and in regular correspondence. Marie is not beautiful, but she has a smile and a pervasive charm that supplants beauty and her wisdom and goodness are universally admired. She will understand René’s misery better than anyone.


Discreetly, gently, Agnès takes Queen Marie’s black cloak from her shoulders and is pleasantly surprised by her grateful smile and greeting.


‘Are you not Agnès Sorel?’ she asks sweetly.


Agnès bobs and inclines her head.


‘Yes, my mother wrote to me often of you and the pleasure you brought her during her last year. I thank you for this with all my heart – and I know we shall see more of you when our court joins with that of Lorraine.’


It is their first meeting. Throughout the year Agnès spent at Saumur, Queen Marie never left Bourges, remaining near the king, who needed her, but Queen Yolande spoke so often of her daughter that Agnès feels she almost knows her. True, her face is long and narrow, her eyes small, and her nose too long, but the sweetness of her expression and the charm of her genuine smile attract her mother’s demoiselle.


‘Marie, dearest sister,’ René says softly after embracing her, ‘only you can have some idea how deeply her death affects me.’


‘Dear, dear René, not only do you and I and our brother Charles suffer her loss, but so does Louis my husband. As you well know, hers was the only voice he hearkened to, hers the only order he obeyed, throughout our shared childhood and after. Hers was the only wisdom he acknowledged. Whose wisdom can he count on now?’ she asks plaintively. ‘None of us have our king’s love or trust, certainly not I, his wife and queen, not in the way he gave it to her. None of us can replace her guidance of him – nor stem his follies and excesses, as she did.’ Then, to her surprise, Agnès hears Marie tell René quietly, sadly, ‘And somehow he still attracts the worst kind of people to his inner circle, as you well know.’


‘I expect my own position with the king will also suffer now that Maman is no longer here,’ René tells his sister pensively, ‘because you and I both saw how devotedly he loved our mother – far more than his own. Without her, he has less cause to care for us in spite of our shared childhood and relationship.’


‘How I wish Louis and I had been able to visit her at Saumur during the last year,’ sighs Marie. ‘Although Maman was not at court in recent times, you know that she never lost her influence over him, and he would often consult her by sending a courier with letters to seek her advice by return.’ René looks a little surprised, but she continues: ‘Dearest brother, you had your own battles to concern you, and I did not want to trouble you,’ adds this gentle Queen of France, his dearest sister, with resigned, downcast eyes.


Agnès knows much of Marie’s troubles, pieced together from little comments and confidences made to her by Queen Yolande. At the age of ten, Charles, then third in line to the French throne, came to live with the family of Anjou at Angers betrothed to the eight-year-old Marie. They have been friends throughout their lives, but Agnès knows they have never shared the passionate love of Marie’s parents, or that of René with Isabelle.


René shakes his head. ‘Yes, it’s true, our mother’s death marks the end of an era for us her children; although adult, somehow we were still hers to command, were we not? Where can we – and even more importantly, our king – find such guidance now?’ Although Agnès keeps her place behind her principals, she can hear every word, and since their mother trusted her completely, they have no need to be careful in their speech.


‘René, you are my dear brother,’ says Marie firmly, taking his hands in hers, ‘and you must heed my advice – which, sadly, my husband never does: he declares that my role is to breed, not to advise! To date, I have borne him eleven children, and buried most of them. Now I insist, listen to me! You must look to Isabelle your wife, for she has our mother’s strength, and the wisdom I saw in her before she sailed for Naples has grown with time and experience. I have come to know her through her many letters, and I am confident she will guide you well.’


Their embrace is warm and touching. How sad Queen Marie looks. Since the beginning, René has been aware that his sister’s marriage to their enigmatic cousin King Charles VII has not been easy – nor her relationship with their son, the dauphin Louis. This Queen Yolande had confided to Agnès, telling her how troublesome and spoilt she found her grandson, often lamenting that he had no brothers to knock some sense into him as a child.


During these intimate family conversations, Agnès has been actively in attendance on Isabelle and her family, never far should they need her: passing with a jug of mulled wine and plates of fresh home-made biscuits; helping with the younger ones when asked, as well as seeing to the needs of the other guests, while candles are lit throughout the great rooms.


Slowly she has become aware of being observed herself – no, more than that: actually of being stared at, and unashamedly. When finally she looks up, to her surprise it is the dauphin whose eyes are appraising her, half mockingly, dark and expressionless as a snake’s. She is not sure if he knows who she is – then sees him whispering to one of his uncle’s courtiers, nodding in her direction. Ah, so now he knows her status, and then his sneer makes that clear: she is but a lowly demoiselle, an innocent maid – perhaps even a potential victim. She can read it in his eyes. But Agnès knows more about him than he can ever guess. She sees him approaching as she stands discreetly behind her mistress.


With a slightly insolent bow, he addresses her. ‘The demoiselle Agnès Sorel, if I am not mistaken?’ he says with raised eyebrows.


She curtseys with her own eyes lowered. ‘Yes, my lord, and what is your pleasure?’ she replies, as befits her position at court. At this he laughs in a way she has heard the fisher boys laugh at the street girls in Naples.


‘My pleasure? My pleasure, you ask? Well, we shall see, won’t we, my pretty lady come from Lorraine? I have marked you well and you will hear from me.’ With that, he turns, still chuckling to himself.


Isabelle sees her shudder and comes to her rescue, taking her hand. ‘Agnès, my dear, come and greet a great favourite of Queen Yolande’s, one of the children who grew with hers, and my husband’s dearest friend. He is Count Jean de Dunois – surely she spoke of him to you?’


Jean Dunois, Lord René’s slightly older childhood friend, the cousin he told them much about in Naples, the friend whom René so greatly admires he named his first born son for him, has arrived in the Great Hall. The illegitimate son of Prince Louis d’Orléans, beloved younger brother of the late, mad king Charles VI, Jean was taken in by Queen Yolande to join her children in the nursery at Angers following his royal father’s assassination. Prince Louis and his wife Valentina were close family members and dear friends, and Yolande often told Agnès how much she loved Jean as a boy, and valued his outstanding character. He quickly became the best friend of her eldest son Louis, and then of René too, and he influenced and guided all her children in the most remarkable yet understated way. She marvelled that he never showed resentment or a hint of dejection on account of his birth, simply carrying on with his studies, undertaking the tasks he was given with diligence and good humour. He was a natural leader, yet careful and prudent, and Yolande felt comfortable whenever her sons were with him, whether on their mad childhood gallops through the countryside or out hunting in the forests.


‘My dear cousin.’ René’s face shows his pleasure as Jean approaches, and they embrace like the old friends they are. ‘I knew you would come, and I am truly glad. From amongst us all in the nursery, you always gave Maman the most reason to be proud. You know, her letters to me in Naples were filled with your military successes and your efforts for the king. She knew she could trust you as much as either Louis or me. And I know how often you represented her in carrying out many services, both public and private’ – at which point they exchange knowing glances.


Agnès is aware from Queen Yolande’s own stories that she undertook a number of strategies and subterfuges for the king’s benefit, generally honourable, though sometimes perhaps deemed by others to be less so. All, however, were for the good of the kingdom, as she repeatedly stressed to Agnès, and towards this worthy goal there were no limits to her intrigues. Dunois holds many of the late queen’s secrets, and Agnès knows that Lord René is justly confident they will always remain safe with him.


With a face full of compassion, Jean takes his cousin aside, and she hears him say: ‘My dearest and oldest friend, know how I feel for you, and accept, I ask you, my most sincere sympathy on the death of your extraordinary mother, who I admired intensely and loved as if she were my own.’


‘I know that, my dear Jean. Welcome, and thank you for supporting me here today. Now, go to her in the next room. See how peacefully she lies, and pray beside her for her soul.’ The unspoken harmony between them, no great need for words, touches Agnès, and their deep commitment and mutual trust impresses her.


When Jean Dunois returns from the chapel, he is wiping his eyes. Then he lifts his head and says to René, perhaps in an attempt to cheer them both: ‘Our shared childhood seems long ago, does it not? Daily lessons with your mother supervising; our jolly games at bedtime – especially when your father would dress as an ogre and chase us through the nursery; our fights with the village boys; riding and hunting in the forests. What an enchanted time we had. When you left for your uncle’s duchy of Bar, I will never forget my many visits to you there and later in Lorraine, before your marriage, the fun we had climbing in the mountains hunting chamois. What innocents we were!’


Jean puts his arm about René and the two men move to a corner.


‘René, my friend, I want you to know that everything I understand today about human nature, how to conduct myself in the world, I learned from your mother. It was she who gave me pride in being the last of the House of Orléans left in France – in spite of my illegitimate birth. When my father was murdered by our despicable cousin of Burgundy, she wrote to my half-brother, the new Duke d’Orléans, still held in London’s Tower since his capture at Agincourt, and requested that I be brought into the royal House of Anjou to learn how to live my life as the nobleman I was born. I owe her everything I am today, not least my cordial relations with our cousin the king – like me, another of her protégés.’ And he smiles, his eyes far away in memories, his arm still on René’s shoulder.


Count Arthur of Richemont is announced – another of the great queen’s acolytes. Charles VII has given the count leave from the fighting in Normandy to come to Angers and honour his patron, to whom he owes his august position. Agnès looks towards Isabelle, who signals her to remain where she is. Richemont, France’s outstanding Constable, chief of the armed forces, wears his mangled face almost defiantly, a relic of that dreadful Battle of Agincourt, twenty-seven years ago. Yolande told Agnès often how hard she had struggled to have the king disregard Richemont’s facial scars, to look beyond them into his heart and there to recognize his true worth. Another difficult task she achieved against the odds, particularly in view of Charles VII’s known revulsion for disfigurement and ugliness.


‘Arthur – welcome! How pleased we are to see you. Come, dear friend, come into the chapel, where your staunchest ally lies in state.’


Agnès watches as René leads the visibly moved Richemont to his mother’s catafalque. Yes, the Constable’s scars really are horrific, giving him an aspect so terrifying that another might have covered them with a mask. But Queen Yolande forced his acceptance at court, and rightly so in view of his remarkable military capabilities and loyal character. Had Agnès not been warned by the Old Queen, she too might have had difficulties meeting his gaze.


Guests are moving in and out of the darkened chapel. Four hooded knights, heads bent, stand at the corners of the open coffin. In front of each knight, a tall, thick candle burns in a heavy brass base, spreading a faint light. There is no other illumination, and the strewing herbs on the floor give the room a subtle, pleasant fragrance. Richemont goes down on one knee by the bier, his head bowed, clenched hand on heart, to pay his silent respects.


Many other mourners have come; somehow René exchanges a word with each of them, and Isabelle too, with Agnès standing alert behind her, observing, ready to do her bidding, fetching for this one, seating another. She recalls Queen Yolande telling her how she had devoted her life to her king and country, just as her beloved husband had taught her to understand was her duty. Only once had she dared mention to him how hard she found it to put the king before their children, and his glance had been enough to silence her and lower her eyes at once. Thereafter she had obeyed him in everything he requested, no matter what she felt or believed. Hers was a sobering lesson in duty.


Among the crowd of mourners and well-wishers, Agnès catches sight of a familiar face, this one from her time with the court in Naples, where he was a regular visitor. He is another of Queen Yolande’s protégés, Jacques Coeur, Isabelle and René’s friend and rescuer. ‘That great magnate of Bourges, a merchant prince if ever there was one,’ was how René described him to everyone in Naples, ‘and the more deserving of respect considering his humble birth.’ It was through Jacques Coeur’s recommendation that René stopped in Florence on his way back from Naples to meet Cosimo de’ Medici, who showed him the glories of his city. Through this introduction, René is now pleased to call that other great magnate his friend.


‘Jacques, how good of you to come to us at Angers today, and from Marseilles. I will be forever in your debt for enabling us all to escape from Naples on your ships!’ René says loudly for the room to hear and applaud the good merchant. ‘Since my childhood days I know how highly my mother regarded you, and always put forward your name to the king.’


Jacques Coeur bows low, and when he raises his head, René honours him with an embrace – a rare sight from a king to a commoner, but to this man he owes a very great deal. Then more quietly he says:


‘One day I will find a way of thanking you, dear Jacques, for sending your ships for us, and twice – for Isabelle and her court, and then again for me. When finally I embarked, your captain told me that those fully armed fast galleons had been anchored for weeks in the bay of Naples, disguised as harmless merchant craft, sails and rowers at the ready. I had no idea. But in your wisdom, you knew that we would be obliged to leave and that I would finally have to flee.’


Agnès watches Jacques Coeur nod slightly but sagely, holding René’s eyes. The merchant is at least ten or twelve years older than her master, who is thirty-six, but to judge from their demeanour, their age difference seems more like that of a father and son. Is there nothing this wise man does not know? Together with the other demoiselles at the court in Naples, Agnès would often sit spellbound, listening to the thrilling tales he told them of his adventures sailing to the Levant and the Near East, forever in search of precious merchandise for the pleasure of connoisseurs and the delectation of the court of France.


‘Since I owe much of my successful career to your royal mother,’ he says, looking deep into René’s eyes, ‘I would like you to know that there is nothing I would not do or risk for her or her family. You, Sire, were her greatest concern during your time on the Italian peninsula,’ and he says this last with sincere compassion.


‘As you may be aware, I visited Queen Yolande at Saumur two years before her death. I came at her request to bring a selection of splendid outfits for your daughter, the Lady Marguerite.’ René looks baffled. ‘Of course, how could you know? You were engaged in your battles against Alfonso d’Aragon. I was summoned by your esteemed royal mother because the ambassadors of the young Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick, wished to meet with her to discuss a possible union with the Lady Marguerite.’


‘I had no idea!’ booms René in astonishment.


‘Oh yes, Queen Yolande asked me to make her appear a fitting bride for an emperor! You can imagine with what joy and enthusiasm your gracious mother and I arranged robes for her of cloth of gold, and a flowing cape lined with ermine. She looked every inch an empress-to-be! Later, your royal mother wrote to tell me how impressed the ambassadors had been. However, our King Charles felt his own daughter would make a more advantageous match for France.’


René looks blankly at the merchant, then realizes that his mother had no reason to trouble him with such a vague possibility at the time. She knew him too well.


‘When the Lady Marguerite returned with Queen Isabelle and her court to Lorraine, your royal mother wrote asking me to send a wardrobe for the demoiselle Agnès Sorel, who was to remain with her, her own wardrobe being more suited to the warm climate of Naples. Believe me, mon seigneur, it was an honour to return a year ago to Saumur and visit Queen Yolande again. She often invited me to recount details of my visits to you in Naples – how she loved to hear of your life there. And it was a pleasure to provide clothing for such a charming, beautiful demoiselle as the Lady Agnès, whom I had the honour to meet and know a little in Naples. It was she whom Queen Isabelle put in charge of the tame cheetah I gave her!’


‘My dear Jacques, you were always a favourite of the ladies at our court on the peninsula, that I heard often’ – and as René says this, Agnès sees him give the merchant a wry smile, his first since his arrival home. Yes, Jacques Coeur was indeed a great favourite at their court, with his stories and his beautiful merchandise, which Queen Isabelle could not resist.


‘If I may be so bold, Sire, I have observed the Lady Agnès for several years on my many visits to Naples; moreover, I witnessed the contentment of your esteemed mother in her company . . .’


Jacques is unaware that she can hear him, and Agnès feels her colour rising. He pauses, and René takes his arm to walk with him a few paces away from the gathering, leaving Agnès blushing from his compliments. But René’s voice carries and she hears him ask the merchant wistfully: ‘Jacques, dear friend, tell me true, was there ever a chance that I might have held on to my wondrous Italian kingdom, my Garden of Eden?’


In a way Agnès came to recognize during his frequent visits to Naples, Jacques Coeur pauses, taking a little time to reflect before answering.


‘Sire, as you know, your enemy and cousin Alfonso d’Aragon has the support of the Pope in Rome, whose coffers are bottomless. Unfortunately, not so those of your mother, nor those of the Pope in Avignon, who depends on the King of France for sustenance. Over the years, at her request, I have sold everything I could for your lady mother. Of your father’s great fortune there is nothing disposable left, excepting your depleted castles and your sovereign lands of Provence and Anjou. Your territories of Maine and Guyenne are within the enemy’s boundaries. The great gold bequest has been used, as have the wonderful treasures inherited and collected by your father and ancestors.’


Seeing on René’s face a mixture of misery and guilt, Jacques Coeur, his voice strong with optimism, adds: ‘And yet, Sire, do not forget that your salt mines in Provence still yield a worthy export from Marseilles, and the trading ships, including mine, pay well to use your port there. Then there is the income from your rich soil both in Provence and in Anjou. Believe me, all is not lost by any means.’


‘Dear Jacques, forever positive, but that perfect dream I lived in Naples with my admirable wife has evaporated. We will never return,’ and René breathes a pitiful sigh. ‘We no longer have access to the huge sums needed to unseat Alfonso, and I know the king will not help, even if he could; he still has to contend with the English on his doorstep.


‘The marriage of my mother, the only living child of the King of Aragon, to my father, Louis II d’Anjou, was arranged by their parents to bring about one great goal – an end to the fighting between our two royal houses. Yet in the end it achieved nothing; precious lives, our paradise and fortune – all lost.’


As René looks about him at his mighty seat of Angers, grown shabby with disuse and time, only now does Agnès notice how much this last year spent fighting in Naples, and his shame at defeat, has aged him.


Out of the corner of her eye she sees Jacques Coeur looking in her direction, and then he is standing beside her.


‘My Lady Agnès,’ he greets her with a slight bow, ‘what a rare pleasure to see your delicate features again.’


Agnès smiles. She is used to flattery and generally ignores it, but his compliments are always sincere.


‘I want you to know that it gave me much satisfaction to provide a wardrobe for you on the queen’s behalf. I do hope our paths will cross again; perhaps in Lorraine,’ he adds with a polite smile. Another little bow, and he is gone, before she has an opportunity to say a word.


Neither the king nor René’s friend Pierre de Brézé, another of Queen Yolande’s trusted protégés, is able to leave the fighting at this time to attend the funeral. ‘But,’ Isabelle tells Agnès, ‘both have sent me messages and heart-warming letters – and the king insisted he fill the church with flowers.’


Agnès reads the note attached: ‘To my beloved bonne mère, with respectful devotion, admiration and gratitude – your son-in-law, Charles.’ She knows the story of how the ten-year-old Charles de Ponthieu, as the king was then called, came to live with the Old Queen’s family; and how the shy, awkward boy learned to put his trust in his bonne mère. And she was a good mother to him. It shocked Agnès to hear that his own mother, Queen Isabeau of France, had denounced her youngest son as illegitimate, solely to cement the Treaty of Troyes in 1420, which effectively gave France to the English in recompense for the French defeat at Agincourt! But Queen Yolande had spies everywhere, and she told Agnès: ‘She lied, you know, about his birth. I knew in my heart he was the late king’s son, and that truth was confirmed by my agents. Queen Isabeau made her false claim solely to further the aims of the despicable Duke of Burgundy in exchange for his protection. Hers was a sorry life.’


Agnès often reflects on her interesting conversations with the Old Queen and remembers in particular Yolande’s advice about how useful and important a clever, honest young woman could be to someone in a high position. ‘Knowledge is power, my dear, never forget that, and even the strongest, most powerful of men can themselves be ruled by an astute woman.’


Following the formal and moving burial service in the cathedral of Saint-Meurice in Angers, truly a celebration of Queen Yolande’s life, she is interred next to her husband, her beloved Louis II d’Anjou, as she stipulated in her testament. Her place within the imposing tomb she had erected for him in the choir has been waiting for her these past twenty-five years.


Together again at last, wrote René on the card he placed with a single autumn lily on her sepulchre. A year of conversation with Queen Yolande has left Agnès in no doubt how much this royal couple loved one another. It was their example – René tells everyone – that made him determined, even as a young boy, to share one day such a deep, enduring, passionate love in his own married life; and it was his mother who chose for him his ‘peerless Isabelle’ of Lorraine.





Chapter Three


Following Queen Yolande’s funeral service, family and friends return to the castle to reminisce and spend more precious time together. War with the English is escalating, and far-flung family members cannot expect to meet again until there is peace.
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