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Introduction


This novel is set in 1297 when the widowed Edward I, King of England, was trying to establish his rule over Wales and Scotland. Edward used his children as pawns on the diplomatic marriage chessboard; he expected duty rather than love to be the first consideration of his offspring. In 1297 the King faced a fierce conflict of wills with his impetuous daughter Joanna, the widowed Countess of Gloucester, who fell deeply in love with a humble knight, Sir Ralph Monthermer.




Letter 1


To Ralph Monthermer, prisoner, but captor of my heart, Joanna of England sends her deepest love.


I have written my first line yet now I want to stop. I will surely die if I do not see your face again. I did not know my eyes could cry so many tears or my heart feel so cold without you. I think only of you, I dream only of you, I desire only you. I gave my life to you as soon as I saw you. I was born to be yours. I have spoken my passion to you. My eyes are witness to it. My heart sings of it. My soul treasures it. Now my hand writes it, yet poorly so, for true love and deep passion have no words. I am lost in the valley of the restless mind. My life is clouded by your absence. Oh, I miss you! Only the fierceness of your passion, the sweet kiss of your lips can release me. I would give up everything I am, everything I was, everything I shall be, for just one more day with you.


I am Joanna, Princess of England, daughter of the great Edward, Countess of Gloucester, a seigneur in my own right, but I would surrender it all to be with you. I have taken your love. I have it within me. Your life is now mine. My soul follows yours. Our lives are entangled, never to be separated. Your very shadow is more pleasing to me than the fullness of the air. I wake with you. I live with you. I dream with you. I am no longer myself but a new creation. I am not what I was but what you have made me. To be parted from you, to be kept prisoner from your presence, dulls the most fiery preacher’s description of Hell.


Yesterday, just before midnight, I woke from a sweat-soaked sleep. My heart knew new terrors. Were you alive? Were you suffering? Were you thinking of me or lost in your own dreams? I floundered upon my bed, casting about for you, but there was nothing, only the creak of ancient wood, the distant sounds of the convent, the scurry of mice and the faint call of some night bird echoing from the great oaks which ring the convent. I never dreamt this silent, hallowed place could hold such terror. To be alone is to be dead! To be separated from my beloved is to be in Hell. I could not sleep. I opened the shutters and looked out on the same sky you must stare up at. The moon was full. Below me lay the cloister garth, its grass drenched in a silver light.


I pretended you were there, waiting for me as you have often waited for me. I could bear it no longer. I left my chamber and slipped down the stairs. Old Mother Beatrice, the porter, snored in her wine-sodden sleep. The door to the gardens was unlocked. The air was cold but I was warm, pretending you were with me. I walked across the grass. All around me danced the shadows of the cloisters. I ignored them. In the centre of the garth grows a rose bush, its tangled greenness protected by spikes. At the top bloomed one red rose, its petals open to the full moon. I touched it gently and remembered the rose you dropped in my lap in the love-knot garden at Westminster. One simple touch and I was back there. My mind was filled with colour. The sun’s warmth thawed the chill in my heart and I was looking up into your smiling eyes. Around us the court swirled like a coloured river. On that day I felt a ripple of flame course through my soul, which rages more fiercely every day.


I sat by my rose and cried again. I clawed at the earth for what I once had and what I now miss. I prayed, then I laughed because, from the convent stables, a horse whinnied – an eerie sound on the cold night air. I opened my eyes and, believe me, all had changed. Before me stretched the tournament ground at Wallingford with its coloured barrier of taffeta and gorgeous cloths and the silken pavilions of my father and his barons. Pennants and banners, scarlet and gold, kissed the breeze and fluttered bravely. The final joust was about to begin. Father held my hand. I dared not look at you lest my eyes played the Judas to my heart. Oh, I felt your eyes on me. Even from where I sat I could sense you and touch, yet again, the token of love I had secretly given you.


On that day of all days, I kept my eyes down, my lips closed. The trumpets sounded, the heralds shouted and threw their staffs into the air.


‘Joanna!’ my father exclaimed. ‘Look now, Monthermer is ready!’


I glanced the other way, at your opponent Humphrey de Bohun, waiting at the far end of the lists, gorgeous in his armour and brilliant display of banners. A squire was offering him his tilting helm, on its top the carving of a boar’s head. Its tusks gleamed cruelly in the sunlight and I became afraid. You were waiting at the other end, the champion of my heart, preparing for the final run. A trumpet brayed, or was it more? I cannot remember. I closed my eyes. I could hear the drumming hooves as you and de Bohun closed. The beat of hooves grew so loud I wondered if it was my heart. My father exclaimed and shook my hand. I still held his and my nails were digging deep into his calloused skin.


‘Joanna,’ he whispered. ‘What is the matter?’


I opened my eyes and held his gaze even at the clash of arms and the shrill neigh of the horses. My eyes betrayed me. My father knew. Yet at the time he did not look angry but sad; his light-blue eyes filled with tears. Gently he freed my hand.


‘He has won,’ he said. ‘Your Ralph has won.’


I looked up. You were before me, seated on your horse. Your battered shield hung from the saddle horn, the visor of your helmet was up. The victor, the King’s own champion! I knew what was coming. My eyes begged you to be careful but how could you know? The victor’s crown, the laurel wreath, was on the tip of your lance. I prayed to all the saints I knew and even those I did not. But what can stop love except love itself? The lance came down towards me, the chaplet of flowers on its tip. You wished to crown me queen of the tournament.


I could not move. It is not that I lack courage or the passion to love. I just found myself trapped, my arms turned to stone, my fingers heavy as lead. Father moved. He plucked the chaplet from your lance and placed it on my head. Oh, everyone cheered but I saw Father’s eyes and I blushed. I, Joanna, Princess of England, Countess of Gloucester, blushed like a novice nun. My cheeks burned. My heart throbbed.


God knows, that day you captured it completely. I have never told you this before because you may have mistaken me. It was not fear of the King or what he might do. No, from that moment I knew that my love was the only thing that mattered. And so the die was cast.


Last night the cold breeze eventually dispelled my vision. All that was left was a lonely moon-washed cloister and a red rose stretching up to the sky, like I reach out to you. I moved closer to my rose. I ignored the thorns and kissed its soft, sweet petals. I whispered to it, as I would whisper into the ear of your heart, how much I loved you. I kissed that rose and prayed the breeze would carry my message to you.


I have not been able to write before. Let me tell you about my prison. The convent of St Mary at Malmesbury rests among quiet woods and serene fields. It is not really a prison, more a place of refuge; the real pain is being separated from you and deep fears for the future. The convent’s Abbess, the Lady Emma, has eyes of ice and is as formidable as any bishop. She treats me with cold courtesy. She grudgingly acknowledges my status but leaves me in no doubt of my present position. I am in her charge, subject to her rules and discipline. She smiles with her lips but her eyes remain constant in their frostiness. We share wine, nibble on marchpane, discuss the doings of the convent or the gossip from the court, little else. I do not blame her. She is under strict orders from the King. I have decided to play the part and hide my passion. I give her no cause for concern. She does not hear the terrible roaring in my heart. She knows nothing of those dark days after I was plucked from your life by soldiers in armour: the rasp of steel; the glowing pitch torches in shadowy stairwells; the whispered commands and the harsh orders. The chill night air froze my skin as I was bundled onto a horse and hurried along midnight roads. So, I am modest and moderate here. A woman coming to her senses, rather than one who has lost all reason and finds life robbed of meaning. The Lady Abbess patronises me and doles out news like she would bread to the poor. I have learnt how you, too, were taken and brought to Bristol Castle. I pray God my father treats you gently.


I am sorry if you think I betrayed you. I did not. I write to tell you of my love but also to confirm that our great secret is safe. It is locked fast in my heart. No lawyer, clerk, priest or knight will ever prise it loose. So, I beg you, whatever happens, sharpen your wits. Do not tell anyone what we both treasure. Do not betray me or my father’s rage will know no bounds. It will mean exile, even death for you, and if you die, I will live no longer. I write now urgently, my quill skims across the parchment. I use the cipher known only to us, the secret way I taught you, not only to send my love but to warn and advise you what has happened.


Since my arrival at Malmesbury I have reflected on how it all began. Spring is now well gone but it was winter, the snow was falling, when my father, the King, arrived at Tonbridge. He arrived unexpectedly, the way he always does, banners flying, horsemen around him. The great Edward of England sitting high in the saddle, staring down at me as he used to when I was a child and Mother told me to offer him the posset cup before a day’s hunting. His murrey tunic was coated with mud and the trackway dirt caked his boots and clogged his spurs. I met him in the castle bailey. Oh, thanks be to God, you were not there! Father came just before dawn, his heralds thundering across the drawbridge, shouting, ‘The King, make way for the King!’ I was in my chamber, Alicia behind me dressing my hair. I grabbed a fur and wrapped it about my shoulders. Alicia looked terrified, face pale, eyes dark and round. I pressed my finger against her lips.


‘Hush!’ I said. ‘The only traitor here is fear.’


Poor Alicia! God knows what has happened to her. When they took me I screamed her name. I have written to my father to punish me, if he thinks fit, but not my servants. On that mist-filled morning Alicia thought the same as I, that the King had come to trap me, but Father is not like that. He would not tiptoe up the stairs and stand like a pimp outside my chamber door. By the time I reached the bailey I felt guilty at such a thought. Edward of England stared down at me, and my guilt only deepened. He looked older, his face more lined and marked. The golden moustache and beard which, when I was a child, he used to brush against my face to make me squeal, were faded and streaked with silver. His great hand came down and cupped my chin.


‘Joanna,’ he smiled. ‘I am here and I am freezing in the saddle.’


I remembered myself. I knelt and kissed his hand. He urged me up and then dismounted, quick and agile as any young squire.


Does he know? I wondered. Had his spies been busy? Since Wallingford he had never looked askance at me but, at that moment, my heart skipped a beat, my belly quivered. I froze from a frost which came from within rather than the cutting dawn breeze. Does he suspect? His eyes held mine then drifted away. I glanced around. My dead husband’s two black crows, Tibault the seneschal and Ricaud the priest, were standing like harbingers of doom on the steps of the keep.


‘Father, you are most welcome,’ I said and kissed him on the cheek.


The King changed in the twinkling of an eye. He gathered me up in a gust of sweat, perfume and leather.


‘In widow’s weeds,’ he whispered. ‘The Lord be my witness, Joanna, you remind me of Eleanor.’


‘You still grieve, Father?’


‘Not a second passes,’ he murmured before releasing me, ‘not a beat of the heart but I remember her.’ He stood back and looked at me from head to toe. Then he clapped his hands. ‘But we are here among the living,’ he roared, grinning at his retinue. ‘I have come to enjoy myself with my daughter.’


And so he did, as of old – except these days he cares little about his appearance. He rarely changed his clothes and never washed but rose before dawn in whatever he was dressed in, and went down to the castle chapel where Ricaud said the Mass as usual. Father would click his tongue if the priest preached too long, or even dictated letters and memoranda for the Chancery in London in a loud whisper to the clerk sitting next to him. He would take Christ’s body and drink his blood, then clap his hands and hasten down the courtyard to where the hunt was waiting. Dogs yapped, horses neighed, their breath rising like clouds of incense to the sky. Falconers talked softly to their hooded birds. Scullions from the kitchen served slabs of roasted meat from a platter and cups of claret heated with a red-hot poker. Father would eat as if he’d fasted for days and then he’d saddle up. Even then he would be doing three things at once, checking the falcons were fine and the huntsmen had their instructions, while hurriedly dictating some letter to a red-nosed clerk. One morning he caught my eye.


‘The Scots are in rebellion!’ he roared. ‘Wallace is burning my towns! I need good men on the northern march, like young Ralph, eh?’


I stared coolly back. Father turned away and, with the hunt galloping behind him, charged across the drawbridge, down to the mist-shrouded marshes to fly his falcons against the heron and stork. Late in the afternoon he would return: another Mass, more business then boisterous feasting and drinking. I watched him, all bluster and false gaiety.


The royal baggage train arrived three days after him; with it came a gaggle of young choristers whom he was training to sing the divine chant and the psalter. Earls and barons also came to discuss the war in Scotland. They spent noisy, raucous afternoons in the solar poring over maps, drinking wine, shouting and roaring at each other. The clerks set up a chancery office high in the keep and the castle reeked with the smell of incense, burning wax, ink and the dust from scrubbed parchments.


I am so glad you were not there. Oh, I missed you! Every soul has its hymn and you are mine but I sensed danger. Edward my father may be King but he is also an actor without equal. He wandered the castle like a child at Yuletide looking for presents hidden away. He talked to this person and that, especially to those two sharp-eyed crows Tibault and Ricaud, but never to Alicia. I was fooled, like I always am. I love my father and the longer he stayed, the more his charm lulled me. We feasted and made merry every evening. My father himself went down to the kitchens, lecturing the cooks on damson quinces and almond omelettes, how to roll meat and berries in pastries, the best way to prepare fruit fritters or lace pears with carob cream. One night he pushed the cooks aside and cooked salmon in white wine sauce and poached calves with mustard slices for me and his guests. His jesters and tumblers entertained us. Tom the fool and Mathilda Make-Merry cavorted and danced for us in the great hall. The wine flowed and Father would grow nostalgic. At the end of the meal he would sit back in his chair and take my hand, like he did at the tournament at Wallingford. ‘Joanna of Acre,’ he declared one evening. ‘That’s what we called you. Look at you with your brown eyes and your blonde hair. Who’d think you were born Outre-Mer?’ He slurped his wine. I knew what was coming.


‘I nearly died there, little one. If I have told you the story before, I apologise. Your mother and I were on crusade. Eleanor was the fairest woman the Holy Land had seen, apart from God’s own Mother, and I was her warrior prince. The Old Man of the Mountains sent an assassin after me; he got through my guards and stabbed me deep with a poisoned knife. You were a child wrapped in swaddling. Your mother, Joanna, picked up a dagger, cut the wound and sucked the poison from me.’ He would drum his fingers on the table. ‘And look at you now, Joanna. The widow of a great earl.’ He squeezed my hand. ‘You had a happy life, did you not, with Gilbert the Red Earl? A good man, a stern warrior.’


Father had never loved my former husband in life so why in death? I wondered. Down memory lane he led me, and round and round like a dancer in the garden he spun me, sometimes mourning the death of young Alfonso his eldest son, sometimes reliving joyful moments with his Queen, my mother.


One night we left the hall and went up to the Chamber of Shadows in the east tower. I had never been there since that freezing December night when my late husband’s corpse was found, blue-faced and staring-eyed, at the bottom of the steps. Father talked about his death. What was Earl Gilbert doing? How was his mood? Did he slip? Who found the body? That was the only time I mentioned your name and, when I did, my father turned away, his right eyelid drooping. I should have heeded the signs but a daughter’s love for her father is apt to blind her. He was Edward of England, tall and muscular, jouster extraordinaire, horseman without rival, warrior and crusader. The premier knight who used to gather me up in his arms when I was a child and dance with me before all his court.


He’d often walk with me, late in the evening, along the castle walls. We’d stand and watch the mist creep in. All the time he talked like a priest at confession. In reality he was what he is, a warrior laying siege, taking a castle by stealth rather than by storm. He discussed my life as the Red Earl’s wife. Sometimes my tongue itched to tell him all. Then he’d sense my melancholy and grasp my hand.


‘Let me tell you about Tom the Fool,’ he smiled. ‘Do you remember when Cardinal Peter the Spaniard came to court? I wined and dined him. I talked and cooed to sweeten both him and his master in Rome. Anyway,’ my father turned, elbow resting against the wall, ‘I sent the good cardinal back to Dover with the Earl of Lincoln and told Tom to accompany them. A day later a messenger, one of Tom’s friends, arrived. He announced that Tom had died.’


‘Died?’ I queried. ‘He’s alive and well!’


‘No, no, listen!’ My father held back his laughter. ‘The messenger brought strict instructions for Tom’s mistress. It was Tom’s final wish that she should immediately move in with the messenger who brought the news of his death. And so she did. Three weeks later Tom returned, alive and well, to find his friend had taken full joy of his mistress.’ My father clapped his hands. ‘Tom had his revenge. He discovered that the source of the joke was the Earl of Lincoln. As you know, Tom is skilled in languages. Anyway, a Spanish abbess visited the court, a kinswoman of your mother’s. The Earl of Lincoln didn’t know Spanish so Tom wrote him a speech.’ My father laughed. ‘The abbess fainted when she heard it. Tom’s speech for the Earl was one of the filthiest stories anyone had ever heard.’


He laughed again and kissed me on the cheek. This was the father I loved, amusing and charming. In reality the net was closing, the trap was being prepared. On the eve of Candlemas he sprung the trap.


The day’s feasting was over; we were playing chess when he plucked at my sleeve.


‘Come.’ He smiled, took me by the hand and led me up to the castle chapel. ‘I want to pray for Eleanor,’ he said, ‘and tell you news.’


He lit the candles and sat on the altar steps, saying that Jesus wouldn’t mind if kings treated each other with mutual courtesy. I sat on a stool. My father glanced up . . .


I’ll tell you no more, not for the moment.


Night is falling. Darkness laps like water across the grass, stretching out to blind my windows. My love, we must be prudent, coupling the cunning of the serpent with the innocence of the dove.


This letter will be given to Rosstal, a merchant who supplies the convent with certain provisions. The Lady Abbess agreed that I may send it with him and he will bring the letter to you. I do not know why such permission has been given. Is it to trap us? But, if this is the only way to touch your life, how can I refuse? They will undoubtedly break the seal but can they break the cipher? Read it well and, if you can reply, be most prudent. Grieve with me but not for me. If God is love, and love cannot be checked, then all will be well. Like water, love will find its own path or, like sunlight, pierce the smallest crack or crevice.


In a way I am glad I am here; better the chatter of the sisters than the jibes and sneers of court. Each day here has its own measure, a slow rhythm but a rhythm nonetheless. I have had to assume the dress, but not the vows, of the good sisters. On that first dreadful night my father’s men cut my hair. ‘It is the custom of this convent,’ the Lady Abbess declared primly, ‘that the hair of those who enter our community is cut by whoever brings them to this house. You are no different.’ I wear a wimple white as snow and the blue veil and gown of a nun but, God knows, I am yours. My vows are to you. The Abbess has given me a book of hours. The prayers are dead words, except for one phrase from the Psalms. I murmur it as I fall asleep: ‘I desire thee like a deer seeks water in a parched land.’


The Lady Abbess has also sent me a book, The Four Seasons of Man, in which a preacher claims that women should not learn to write! A woman should, he claims, be schooled to be as dull as mud and bereft of all learning so that she is unable to write love letters. When I read it I laughed for the first time since I was taken. I wished I could share it with you, as we did all our secrets, in my chamber, when the fire burnt merrily, the logs cracked and the spiced posset cup warmed our hearts. Oh, such times! I thought my heart would shatter at the happiness which ravished it. Such thoughts comfort me now.


I join the sisters in their devotions: matins, lauds and prime. In my arrogance I dismissed them as gutted candles with shrivelled breasts and dry, cracked wombs but, as I shall tell you, they are kind and merry. Old women in the main, their husbands long dead, they now spend their widowhood with each other and God, though fashion dies hard. They wear coral brooches and silver clasps and nurse their lap dogs which they feed with manchet bread soaked in milk and honey. Few visit them, their families put them here then forget them. They are too proud to show their pain and conceal their loneliness in endless chatter. They look for humour in all things. They know about me but keep their peace, though they pluck at my sleeve and smile sadly. Like them, I seek to be merry, to be a true soldier and hide my pain. The Lady Abbess makes us eat in silence while one of the good sisters reads from the lectern. Two nights ago a story was recited, a pious warning to widows about the wiles of men. Afterwards, at recreation, the old sisters clustered about me, fearful that the reading was directed at me.


‘Do not worry,’ clucked Sister Agnes. Her vein-streaked hand stroked my cheek. ‘What does the Lady Abbess really know about the wiles of men?’


‘And what do you?’ broke in Sister Veronica, an old, wizened crone who loudly proclaims she has had six husbands and keeps their embalmed, shrivelled hearts in caskets in her room.


‘I know enough,’ Sister Agnes replied. ‘I have been married four times. My second husband was a physician.’


‘And?’ the good sisters chorused, sensing a story.


Sister Agnes’s head came forward like a little sparrow’s. ‘He couldn’t make love,’ she whispered, ‘unless it was raining outside.’


‘What did you do?’ the chorus asked.


‘I asked a friend to climb on the roof every night and pour water down the window.’


‘And?’ Sister Veronica demanded.


‘The poor man died of exhaustion.’


The good sisters shrieked with laughter. Their humour is powerful medicine.


Oh, heart of my heart, I miss you. Sometimes I look up, out of my window, and see you, the hawk of my heart swooping towards me. You have grasped my soul and hold my life in your tender grip. I will go wherever you take me. I will not write any more, not for a while, not till I know that this letter has reached you. Keep our secret, be brave and resolute! Remember this: three things are constant – the greenness of the earth, the rising of the sun and my love for you.


Written at Malmesbury, the feast of St Catherine, April 1297.




Letter 2


Henry Trokelowe, senior clerk in the Royal Chapel, sends his Grace, Edward the King, health and blessings.


Your Grace, I am flattered you have entrusted this delicate task to me. I am, as Your Grace knows, your most faithful servant. At our meeting in the Chamber of the Green Cloth, Westminster, you praised the commentary I had written on Constantine the African’s treatise on lovesickness from his great work The Viaticum. This was, I confess, no more than a folly of my more callow days in the Halls of Oxford. In truth, I am untutored in matters of love. At thirty-seven years of age I am still a bachelor. I have not loved and lost a woman’s heart so I cannot truly understand the pain, or the joy, of the troubadours’ songs. Some would say I am as cold as a cod in ice. My skill, such as it is, lies in logic, and logic and love are incompatible. Love knows no reason, cannot be measured, weighed or analysed. Love causes chaos. Logic, however, imposes order, and in this present business logic will root out the facts, proclaim the truth, and see justice done.


Your Grace’s daughter is infatuated with a commoner, Ralph Monthermer. You likened her infatuation to a Gordian knot which should be cut out with the slash of a sword. I advised against this. The Lady Joanna is your daughter and, may I say, Your Grace, a reflection of your own temperament and humour. She is self-willed, strong-headed and resolute; once her mind is fixed on a matter, her will cannot be brooked. She is twenty-five years of age, no milksop maid mewling under the moon but the widow of Sir Gilbert de Clare, well described as the Red Earl, a man of steel and fiery temperament.


Undoubtedly she loves Ralph Monthermer, three years her junior, a commoner but, according to report, a keen swordsman and a brave warrior. Love is a paradox, or so I am led to believe; it often hurts and the more it does, the greater love grows until one cannot distinguish what is more important, the love or the hurt it causes. I mention this, Your Grace, not to preach but to urge caution in this matter, to unpick this love knot carefully.


Lord Gilbert died on the 7th of December 1295 some sixteen months ago. Common gossip has it that your daughter and her squire, whom you knighted at her request, were chamber friends before Earl Gilbert died. Of course, as Your Grace knows, friendship does not mean adultery nor does it prove murder. Earl Gilbert allegedly died from a fall down the stairs outside the ‘Chamber of Shadows’ at Tonbridge Castle. Was he pushed? Did our two lovers conspire secretly to bring about his death and hasten his journey into eternity? This is the question you wish answered. I shall interrogate, both the Lady Joanna and Sir Ralph, but in a subtle way. I would strongly advise against rough handling; the grip of the pincers, the heat of the branding iron, the pain of the pulley and the rack might break their bodies but it will not touch their souls, and it is from their souls that the truth will come.


We must watch and wait. I am, as Your Grace knows, a keen fisherman. I have no greater joy in life than to take my small boat from King’s Steps at Westminster and go downriver with rod and line to sit and fish near a reedy bank, where the fish are plentiful and fat. All clerks should do some fishing. To wait and watch, to exercise great patience, sharpens the wit. In this matter we must, as the Latin puts it, festina lente – hasten slowly. Let the gossips wag their tongues. Let the world think what it wishes. In trying to control slander we might as well strive to catch moonbeams in a jar.


Yesterday morning, after I attended Mass in the church of St Maryle-Bow, I finished my prayers, lit a candle before the Virgin and left. I knew a group of powerful aldermen had espied me there. They were clustered further down Cheapside but their leader, Sir Peter Philpott, came scurrying up the steps.


‘Good morrow, Sir Peter,’ I said. ‘I trust you are well?’


‘And you, Master Henry,’ he replied. ‘You are fresh from Westminster?’


‘I am from Westminster,’ I responded, ‘but whether I am fresh or not is a matter for my barber.’


He laughed, hiding yellow teeth behind dirty fingers. ‘We have heard rumours, Master Henry, about the Lady Joanna, the King’s daughter.’ He drew closer, his face all concern. ‘She is taken, and so is her lover, Sir Ralph Monthermer. They say the King’s anger knows no bounds.’


‘Why, Sir Peter,’ I replied, ‘if I knew the King’s mind, then I would be King. That would be treason and you would be a party to it!’


He scurried away.


So, Your Grace, the news is out but let it run its course. I’ll hook the truth and bring it to you fresh.


After meeting Sir Peter I broke my fast in a cookshop and, within the hour, I joined my escort and took the Pilgrim’s Way into Kent. I thought it best to visit Tonbridge, to cast about and stir the dirty pool to see what manner of things came floating to the top. The castle itself was quiet. Its Constable, Matthew Hinkley, met me, hands all aflutter, like a chicken visited by the fox. Our horses were stabled and he gave me a chamber in the gatehouse.


‘Leave me be,’ I told him when we dined in the great hall that evening. ‘Let me move quietly around and capture the substance.’


He didn’t understand. ‘What do you mean, sir?’ he murmured. ‘Capture the substance?’


‘Why, Master Matthew,’ I replied, ‘the business of Lady Joanna and Sir Ralph.’


Immediately I knew which side of the line he would stand.


‘The Lady Joanna is a gracious lady.’ He drew himself up, fingering the buttons on his jerkin.


Aye, I thought, you would think that. You are a simple soul. A lady’s smile and a silver coin would make you look the other way.
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