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‘As two women’s lives entwine, the daughter of the King and the illegitimate daughter of a baron, they both battle for their place in the world, one as queen and one as mistress of her own fate. Carol McGrath weaves a tale of two unlikely friends, taking you deep into their worlds as they strive to protect each other and those they love’


Alexandra Walsh


‘A triumph. A superb use of authentic historical detail lifts the life of Matilda off the page and involves the reader in a struggle for power that is both engrossing and exciting’


Liz Harris


‘The Stolen Crown features Carol McGrath’s best heroine yet. Anyone who loves accurate portrayals of medieval life will delight in this skilful re-telling of history’
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‘A superb book, illuminating a fascinating and turbulent era. It is the figure of Matilda who rightly commanded the stage in all her power and complexity’


Nicola Cornick









By Carol McGrath


The Stolen Crown


The Rose Trilogy


The Silken Rose


The Damask Rose


The Stone Rose


Mistress Cromwell


Daughters of Hastings Trilogy


The Betrothed Sister


The Swan-Daughter


The Handfasted Wife









About the Book


Her crown awaits but the battle to claim it is just beginning . . .


When Princess Matilda is eighteen years old, tragedy strikes the royal family, and she becomes the only child of the king of England – the de facto heir to the throne. As her dying father persuades the barons to pledge allegiance to her, Matilda returns to England – but the lords and clergy do not like an independent woman. And Matilda is nothing if not headstrong.


When the old king dies, the country is plunged into instant chaos. So begins a fierce battle between cousins that will go down in history as a time called ‘The Anarchy’. And Matilda must race across England, evading capture until she can demand the crown . . .









For Patrick, my greatest knight
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Map 1 England in the twelfth century
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Map 2 Principal castles held for Empress Matilda









[image: image]


Map 3 Normandy in the twelfth century









‘Glistering’, by Edwin Stockdale


Oxford Castle, December 1142


Ice and snow have caught the castle millstream.


Maude is ready, pulls on her ermine cloak,


slips from Saint George’s Tower, lets herself out


of the postern gate. Against the hollows of drifting snow


she is invisible, an artic fox.


Looking back, she can’t see the coral rag stone


concealed in frost. The water’s voice is deadened


with ice. Maude picks her way down the frozen tributary


to the Thames. Her feet are frigid: she no longer knows


if she is creeping past Stephen’s lines.


The watch’s shouts echo in the blizzard.


Maude trudges on unseen.


My thanks to Edwin for this lovely poem.









Part One









Chapter One


Windsor Castle


January 1127


Windsor Castle’s great hall doors flew open to admit the Archbishops of Canterbury and York. The neatly tonsured pair swept in from the snow, followed by a retinue of abbots and bishops. Ordered to attend King Henry’s Christmas court, they crowded into the tall, hammer-beamed hall. A blaze in the central hearth briefly flared up from the draught, before crackling and dying down as the doors closed behind the last abbot, aging William Godemon of Gloucester Abbey, who tapped his way forward, leaning heavily on a stick. The nobles – fashionably clad in the finest of woollen gowns, embroidered long-toed shoes and fur-lined mantles pinned with ostentatious jewels – moved aside to allow the clergy to gather closer to the fire.


Maud sat proudly by her father on the dais, her face immobile and chin held high. She rarely smiled in public. She had, after all, been Empress of Germany and Queen of the Romans until her much-loved husband’s death a few years earlier, when her papa, the first King Henry had recalled her to England. She had willingly agreed to a return, knowing that he hoped to declare her as his heir. An empress ranked more highly than a queen, naturally, but Maud and Emperor Heinrich V had been childless. Now that there was a new emperor in Germany, she could not pass up the opportunity to rule England and Normandy as a queen in her own right. It was far preferable to settling for a lesser role in the German court or, worse, a new marriage in that land where she had lived from the age of eight.


Maud knew that England’s clergy and barons had been summoned to Windsor over Christmas to recognise her as her father’s heir, because the widowed young Empress was her father’s only living legitimate child. It was not, of course, that King Henry did not have other children. He had sired nineteen in all, born to his many mistresses, most of them raised together as faithful subjects and half-siblings at his court. Maud’s mother, the Princess Edith of Scotland, known as Queen Matilda of England, had accepted them all, considering her marital duty done once she had provided Henry with a son and a daughter. But, seventeen years ago, William, Maud’s brother, had drowned on a vessel called the White Ship, whilst departing Boulogne. His death had broken her father’s heart. And, although King Henry had remarried following his first wife’s death, this union had not produced children in five years of marriage. Surprising, Maud mused, as he had many children with his mistresses.


Queen Adeliza, Empress Maud’s golden-headed young stepmother, smiled serenely upon the enormous crowd as Maud idly watched her. It was an unusual gathering of both priests and nobles, Maud concluded, her blue eyes moving past Adeliza to take in the crammed hall. She hoped she looked as regal, to them, as the jewelled gold band on her head. Her glossy black plait, adorned with golden bindings, lay over her right breast, reaching down to her magnificent belt studded with sapphires and pearls. A delicate cream silk veil framed her handsome face.


The faces at the back of the crowd blurred into a sea of pale ovals, too far away for Maud’s short-sighted eyes to reach. She blinked, focused hard and studied the countenances of the bishops who knelt before her instead, ready to take the succession oath demanded by her father. On bended knee, they would recognise her, a woman, as King Henry’s heir and as their liege lady, after his death. Yet, even raised above the peerage and the bishops as she was today, she was not precisely sure whether this meant she was to be a queen in her own right, a queen consort or a queen mother. Her father had been deliberately vague on this point. Ideally, she suspected, he would like her to provide him with a grandson before his death. But, to her mind, the oath’s wording lacked a certain clarity. After all, she had experience ruling alongside Heinrich, Emperor of the Germans and the Holy Roman Empire. She knew she could command a populace as well as any prince. Maud wriggled slightly and scratched her wrist in impatience. She wondered, as the interminable oath-taking slowly began, how many of these nobles and bishops truly meant their oath and how many did not.


The order of oath-taking was masterfully directed by Roger of Salisbury, an efficient and popular bishop with sharp eyes, tall and thin as a willow reed. First of all, the archbishops swore allegiance to her, followed by the bishops, who also proceeded without complaint. Only Salisbury himself dared to express a caveat, declaring that, if the lady – meaning Maud herself, she realised with a shock – was to remarry abroad, then they, the clergy, must be consulted. King Henry looked at the Bishop with thunderous eyes under his grey, bushy brows. With an impatient flick of his hand, he summoned him to come closer.


When Bishop Roger had slowly mounted the dais and bent his head close to the King’s ear to hear better, Henry muttered something incomprehensible to them all. Maud strained hard to hear his words – but then, with a nod, the elegant Bishop Roger was turning and floating down the dais steps as if he walked on air. He returned to his place at the front of the queue of bishops. In a clear voice, he took the oath.


Maud swallowed and swore under her breath. She would not share her throne or her bed with any man unless he was one of her own choosing. The remaining bishops successively took the oath, and then her uncle, King David of Scotland, who took precedence over the English nobles, swore next. He was followed by her cousin, flaxen-haired, pleasant-mannered Stephen of Blois, who swore in a reedy yet confident voice, his pale head dipped so that she could not see his face. There was something hooded about Stephen’s usually open demeanour today. Did she sense reluctance about that stocky young man who had grown up in her father’s court and was married to the icy heiress, Matilda of Boulogne? He was a grandchild of William, the Norman Conqueror, just like Maud herself. And yet she, Maud reassured herself, a ghost of a frown darkening her brow, was daughter of the King, whilst Stephen was only the son of Adela, William’s daughter. He was the heir to Blois, a wealthy land across the Narrow Sea. Wealthy, but paltry in comparison to a throne.


As Stephen straightened up from taking his oath, his clear blue eyes met Maud’s at last, for a second, and she caught his bland smile; but then he was stepping back and her favourite half-brother, dark-eyed, bear-like Robert of Gloucester, was stepping forward and swearing in his gruff voice, his face open, whereas Stephen’s had been closed. Maud began to relax again, but momentarily. Gazing down the hall at the gathered assembly, she heard a snatch of some complaining voice.


‘It is a disgrace,’ Abbot Anselm of Bury St Edmunds was saying. ‘The nobility should never be given precedence over the abbots.’


Could a cleric put a stop to the oath-taking?


‘Father!’ she hissed, again leaning towards her father. ‘Do you hear Abbot Anselm?’


He had, because Henry lifted his hand and roared at the abbots who were shoving past the peers of the land. ‘What is done cannot be undone. Cease complaining about who takes precedence and get in line. The other earls first and then you abbots!’


Maud breathed more easily after that, though her father’s stern words taught her a valuable lesson. The silly fracas indicated that keeping order amongst upstart abbots and vain, competing nobles might require firmness – even ruthlessness – once she was their queen.


It was Brien Fitz Count’s turn. Her heart fluttered as he bowed his dark tousled curls and, rising, smiled at her, his black eyes dancing, giving her renewed courage. Brien had been her dearest friend at court since she was a child, and, since she had returned to England, she had found herself looking for him more and more often. She knew that Brien would be as fiercely loyal to her as he was to her father. If she was indeed crowned England’s Queen and Duchess of Normandy following her father’s death, Count Brien and her half-brother, Robert, were more than equal to the task of supporting her rule. Papa, she noted, looked in superb health today, his grey hair neatly curled, his short beard trimmed and his eyesight as keen as ever, missing nothing, even though he was into his fifth decade. This first Henry had reigned for a quarter century and more. There would be plenty of time for him to instruct her about the particular ways of ruling his kingdom.


As the afternoon light faded and sconces were lit, the oath-taking drew to a close. Tonight, they would dine with the great men of England, on the understanding that, for now, the succession was settled.


‘You are every inch a future queen and my daughter,’ her father said, with warmth in his voice. ‘I’m proud of you.’ He thought for a moment, glanced sideways at Adeliza. ‘And now, my beautiful Queen, we must turn our attention to finding her a husband, so that she may give me a grandson.’


Adeliza inclined her head in agreement, but Maud’s heartbeat quickened. Clasping her hands in her lap, her whole body was rigid with indignation. For she had been married to the great Emperor of Germany and Rome for thirteen years, and had learned much about leadership. She simply did not need a husband chosen for her, from within this kingdom or from any kingdom beyond the Narrow Sea. In fact, she had already rejected many suitors since her return to England and she would continue to do so.


And yet . . . glancing along the supper table to where Brien Fitz Count was seated beside her brother Robert, she reflected that someone similar might persuade her otherwise, but she knew of no one similar. Count Brien himself was taken to husband already by the heiress Tilda of Wallingford. That lady, mused Maud, was a woman as wealthy as the richest bishop or noble in the land, but she was far too old to give her handsome husband children, and much too interested in managing her own vast land holdings to accompany Brien to court. Tilda was, Maud thought, a somewhat dour if self-possessed woman, as pleased with herself as a cat that had just snatched a fish from an abbey pond. Roger of Salisbury had warned against a foreign marriage, and who was more English than Brien? Maud flexed her fingers beneath her long sleeves. Marriages – particularly if there was no issue – could be annulled.


Supper dishes were pushed aside and tankards were refilled. Count Brien stood, stretched and approached Henry’s chair. Maud felt a ghost of a smile tugging at the corners of her otherwise purposefully serious mouth. Brien loved fashionable garments for his court appearances and today he was dressed in crimson damask with scalloped gold borders, his long tunic narrow to show off his fine figure, split at each side, revealing hose of deep blue. She noted on his feet a pair of beautiful embroidered shoes that slightly curled up above his toes, like little gold and red snakes.


When the King gave him a nod, Brien clapped his hands, and, at this signal, a group of minstrels tripped into the centre of the hall from behind an arras. They played carols on various instruments and a young girl with flowing fair hair began to sing in a pure and clear voice, the notes dropping like pearls from her mouth. The ballad told of the adventures of a pair of swans that magically changed into a prince and princess who long, long ago ruled over a very ancient kingdom of the Celts. The guests were hypnotised by the beauty of her voice and the exquisite accompaniment of harp, triangle and a citole, played by two equally fair-haired young boys.


Maud slipped her hand to her belt and loosened her coin purse. Gesturing to a page, she instructed him to take it to Count Brien, that he might, on her behalf, reward the girl with the sweet voice and her family of musicians. Count Brien grinned and nodded to Maud on receipt of the gift. She felt colour rise up her throat at his smile.


‘I am tired tonight and I think we can respectably leave the company now,’ Adeliza said a little later, with a delicate yawn, quickly masking it with her ringed fingers. There would be other entertainments that night. A juggler was already tossing coloured balls into the air. Cups were being refilled. But Maud was content to leave too.


Outside, snow appeared to hover in the air. Maud and Adeliza drew their mantles closer against the shock of the cold night after the heat in the hall. With a rustle of silks, they entered into a chilly outer passage, which led to the royal bower hall and, beyond that, into the peace and quiet of Queen Adeliza’s apartments.


‘They’ll drink and toast far into the morning,’ Adeliza remarked as they hurried along the stone passageway. ‘Tomorrow, there’ll be an afternoon’s entertainment with carolling for Epiphany. We’ll need our rest.’


Maud was not listening because her attention had wandered. ‘Look!’ She stopped and peered through an open archway into a garden. ‘Snow. It makes this palace look so peaceful.’


Adeliza crossed herself. ‘By Saint Romanus, it is beautiful.’ She stood so close that Maud could feel her stepmother’s warm breath on her cheek. ‘And let us pray this land remains so,’ Adeliza whispered into the night.


Maud knew why Adeliza spoke as she did, because everything could change in a moment. The barons would attack each other’s castles in a trice if there was not a firm hand at the helm. What will I inherit if they start fighting with each other over lands and castles? she wondered, with a shudder, as she followed Adeliza into the bower.


Before Maud drifted into sleep that night, she uneasily recalled her father’s words: We must find her a husband.


‘Papa, try as you may, you’ll find me unwilling.’ Maud thumped her pillow mutinously, causing a rip and scattering a snowstorm of duck feathers. She brushed them away. ‘You cannot force me.’









Chapter Two


The New Forest


June 1128


Maud seethed at her father’s insistence that Geoffrey of Anjou would make her a suitable husband.


‘Geoffrey of Anjou cannot have seen more than fifteen summers,’ she argued. Why would she wed a fifteen-year-old boy when she had been previously married to one of the greatest men in Christendom? She had travelled to Italy – to Rome itself – with Heinrich, and had ruled for him in his absence. Known as ‘the good Matilda’ throughout the Holy Roman Empire, she had earned great respect. And, one day, she would rule over England and Normandy. That mere boy, Geoffrey of Anjou, was not her equal in any way. She had been offered better matches in Germany after Heinrich’s untimely death and had declined all suitors. Besides . . . A dark-haired, wickedly smiling face swam into her mind. She comforted herself by thinking the bishops would not like the match any more than she did. But, for all her fiery determination not to be forced into a marriage not of her choosing, her father, she knew, would not be gainsaid.


And she was proved right. She had voiced her objections, but her father tried over and over throughout March, April and May to persuade her there was an unprecedented threat to their territory of Normandy. It came from William Clito, who was closely allied to Louis, the King of France.


‘Only marriage to the youth can avert this danger,’ Henry had told Maud during Pentecost at Winchester. They sat at the high table, presiding over the Pentecost feast, enjoying the late spring sunlight reflecting off their golden dishes as they feasted on roasted swan; all were perfectly content until King Henry raised the difficult subject of marriage.


Winchester was one of Maud’s favourite castles, one which held the royal treasury. It boasted a gleaming stone keep, a clean and spacious courtyard, a sweet-smelling pleasant garden she could access through a side door from the great hall, and stout, crenellated high walls. Some of the newly added chamber windows were glazed with pale green glass and the hall itself contained two rows of pillars painted with acanthus tendrils and flowers. There was a great central fireplace, and tapestries depicting hunts hung from the walls. Maud enjoyed this castle’s convenience to both town and markets, as it was situated close to Winchester’s West Gate, through which she could ride with her ladies, dogs and falcons out into the woods beyond the bustling town. Winchester was as ancient as the royal bones held in caskets within its cathedral. Today was spoiled. A shadow was cast over her happiness.


‘His lands of Anjou can protect Normandy’s southern border,’ her father was saying as he lifted a morsel of swan flesh with his stubby fingers.


‘I see,’ she said, but she didn’t.


Later, sitting before the flickering light of the fire in King Henry’s private rooms, Maud searched for excuses not to agree. ‘Geoffrey is too young,’ she said. ‘His rank is too inferior to my own. I still mourn Heinrich.’


But Henry countered her arguments at every turn. In March, King Louis had created William Clito the Count of Flanders, and the latter was now married into the Capet royal family, having been given the Queen of France’s kinswoman to wife. With the only sure, safe, loyal region on Normandy’s borders being the county of Blois, held by her cousin Stephen and his wife Matilda of Boulogne, her father argued endlessly that it was her duty to ensure Normandy’s protection by agreeing to this awful marriage.


‘A pawn in the game of kings. Such is a princess’s fate,’ Maud muttered angrily to herself later, in bed, spilling more feathers from her pillow every time she thumped it.


Adeliza was, of course, tasked with persuading Maud that it was the right thing to do and that it was her duty to agree to this marriage. ‘The right thing to do?’ she stormed at her stepmother, despite her affection for her. ‘It is not the right thing for me.’


After Pentecost, the royal family spent June at Henry’s favourite hunting lodge near Broceste, in the depths of the king’s New Forest. On the morning following their arrival, Henry, Adeliza and Maud privately broke their fast in the great chamber above the hall. Outside, the stamping and snorting of horses reached up through the opened shutters. Maud planned to ride that morning, hunting small birds with her own personal guard protecting her. She hoped the subject of her marriage would – if not forgotten – be set aside for the moment.


But Geoffrey of Anjou was not forgotten – far from it. As soon as she sat down to break her fast, her mind set upon hunting in the forest that day, her father set a soft roll spread with honey onto his plate, puffed his scarlet wool-covered chest out and pounced, repeating his arguments yet again. ‘This union will secure Normandy from France and Clito. We lost Anjou’s support when your brother drowned, and his widow, young Geoffrey’s sister, passed from my control. Your marriage—’


‘Papa, I pray you, I do not wish to discuss this today. I have other plans this morning.’


Henry pushed his tankard of watered ale aside and brushed crumbs from his tunic. ‘Enough. I require you to be ready to travel to Rouen within a week’s space, Maud. You will be betrothed to Geoffrey as soon as he travels with his father, Count Baldwin, into Normandy. Let this be an end to your objections.’


Turning to her father, she lifted a hand to cup her ear and said angrily, ‘Don’t you hear them, Papa? My knights have saddled up and are waiting for me out there.’ She waved her hand impatiently towards the sounds filtering through the window. ‘It’s a glorious morning, the sky so blue. Not a cloud to disturb it. I promised them we would fly our falcons.’


Henry rose and thrust his bare head out of the opened window. He grunted and, after drawing his neck inside again, turned to her. ‘If you have promised to go on a hunt, Maud, ride out into the woods today, but take care. My dear brother, Rufus, was killed in that forest.’


Maud suppressed a shiver; heirs to the throne were never safe.


‘Make sure Drogo guards you with diligence,’ Henry added.


‘Indeed, Papa, he will.’


Tall, powerful and quick-thinking, hawk-eyed Drogo had been in command of her personal guard since she was twelve years old. He was devoted to her and had accompanied her when she returned to her father’s court. She determined that, if there was no alternative and she had to travel to meet Geoffrey of Anjou in Rouen, Drogo would command her household knights.


‘We won’t stray from the bridleways, Papa. The mounts sorely need exercise.’ It was a lame excuse, because her knights were perfectly capable of exercising their horses without her, but Maud loved to ride and was an accomplished horsewoman. She even wore a divided bliaut, a variation on that full-skirted gown, created especially for her comfort whilst hunting. Otherwise, she rode side-saddle.


‘And your women?’ Henry said, frowning. ‘I trust they will be in attendance?’


She knew there was no chance of slipping away without a few of her ladies keeping her company. ‘Of course, Papa. Those who ride well are accompanying us today.’


Henry growled, ‘Return prepared to understand that our crossing to Normandy is an urgent matter.’ He knit his brows and his irritation with her showed in his steely gaze. ‘We leave within the month. Your brother, Robert of Gloucester, is strengthening our castle walls in the south, but it is not enough.’


Maud remained unimpressed by her father’s harsh tones. ‘Well, a curse on Clito,’ she said forcefully.


Adeliza, ever gracious, tried to diffuse the uncomfortable atmosphere with a smile and a dulcet tone as sweet as the honey dripping from her dainty spoon. ‘Enjoy your ride, Maud, but please return to the bower before Vespers. Bishop Roger has come over from Salisbury and he is officiating this afternoon. We want him on our side.’


‘Of course,’ Maud said, slightly inclining her head. She knew full well that the elegant Bishop Roger was unlikely to agree to an objectionable foreign marriage, and that, if Lady Fortune smiled on her, the Bishop could delay the sea journey to Normandy. He might even ferment a rejection of this whole marriage plan amongst the nobility and clergy.


‘On the contrary, he does not need to know,’ Henry said quickly, firmly putting an end to her hopes of help from that quarter. He glared at his wife. ‘Do not mention the betrothal plan to the Bishop, Adeliza. This is best kept within the family.’ He looked sharply from wife to daughter. ‘See it remains so, both of you.’


Maud bowed her head low and made her escape, her thoughts in turmoil. If her father found her disobeying this command of silence on the matter, he might send her to a convent. He alone could disinherit her, and make someone else his heir, like her strong brother, Robert, or the bland Stephen of Blois.


In high dudgeon, she flew down the narrow outer staircase and swept through the side entrance into the manor’s hall, where she summoned her three patiently waiting ladies to accompany her on her ride. Waving her hand at a band of servitors, she told them to hurry up, carry out refreshments and load these onto a wagon. There would be no return until Maud heard the Vespers bells ring out. Straight-backed and head held high, she marched from the busy hall into the courtyard, where her guards waited with their commander, a giant of a man, his long white hair tied with a cord behind his neck. This was Drogo. On seeing him, Maud smiled at last. Argos, her small black stallion, was already saddled up. She reached into a secret purse inside her woollen mantle and withdrew an apple. The horse nuzzled her hand and began to munch. Assisted by Drogo – she did not consider she needed his help, but occasionally liked him to think she did – she mounted the horse, taking her small peregrine falcon, Lady Blisset, onto her leather glove. Jangling her reins, impatient to escape the tensions within the manor over the brat from Anjou, she gave her mount’s flanks a nudge with her boots. Moments later, they were out of the gateway, cantering along a wide, leafy trackway deep into the sunlit forest.


After a pleasant morning watching Lady Blisset taking down thrushes or rooting around verges for rabbits, Maud called a halt. They had reached a leafy glade off the main track, where the June sunshine filtered through the tree canopy. In the distance, a church bell from a woodland hamlet rang out the hour of Sext. Now was a sensible time to rest and this glade would be perfect for their outdoor picnic. After the ladies dismounted and the knights set up a camp, her falconer tempted Lady Blisset into a large, strongly woven cage of willow struts by dangling a dead mouse. There, together with the other fowling birds, she was fed treats of chicken livers and more dead mice.


‘Lady Blisset is so graceful,’ Maud remarked to Drogo whilst they drank watered ale and munched cold pies. ‘Did you see her dive that last time?’


Drogo replied in his throaty Alsace accent, ‘She is the swiftest falcon of the whole cast of them.’


‘Papa knows a good peregrine. Pity all his gifts to me are not as welcome.’


But Drogo was not listening. His head jerked around on his thick neck and she realised her quip had passed him by.


‘My lady, I hear horses.’ Drogo had turned his watchful eyes toward the pathway. He jumped to his feet and scrambled up the high bank to see who was approaching. A heartbeat later, he called down, ‘There is company coming towards us.’ His knights were alert, positioning themselves protectively in a circle around the ladies, bows raised and arrows set. Then Drogo shouted, ‘By the saints, I believe it is Count Brien.’ He signalled to his men to lower their bows. Moments later, a laughing Brien Fitz Count, wearing a jaunty green cap with a pheasant’s feather, rode into their camp, followed by a rattling open-topped wagon on which were riding three fair-haired children and an assortment of oddly-shaped instruments, a hobby horse and what looked like puppetry.


Astonished, Maud rose to her feet and dusted herself down, heart still thudding. She raised a quizzical eyebrow as he approached. Why was Brien pursuing her into the woods? After the Easter court at Winchester, he had returned to the dowdy Countess Tilda.


Brien dismounted and bowed to her, and, as she rose from a curtsey, she noted his soft red leather riding boots with slightly pointed toes. She smiled to herself. Brien was nothing if not vain, even in the woods.


He bowed to her ladies – one by one, clearly ready to charm by referring to each by her name – Dame Margarete, Ladies Lenora, Anna and Mary. ‘I see I surprise you.’ Her women were fluttering their eyelashes at Brien’s boldness and seemed even more delighted when the handsome count indicated the rickety wagon, which was rolling dangerously close to their lady.


‘Halt!’ he raised a gloved hand and called to the lad holding a horse’s reins. Turning back, he said, ‘I arrived at the castle earlier and heard you were hunting. I thought you might enjoy an afternoon’s entertainment.’ He laughed, tossed back his shoulder-length dark curls, whistled and indicated that the cart should position itself in the centre of the open grassy circle. It disgorged the little group of musicians Maud had watched at Christmastide. To her delight, she recognised the young girl who sang like an angel. Seeing her in daylight, Maud thought her to be around fourteen or fifteen summers old, with her two brothers perhaps a few years younger. But were they siblings? Looking at them now, Maud saw that the girl was fairer than both boys.


‘May they play for you, my lady?’ Count Brien said to Maud.


‘It would be a waste of your effort in bringing them here if they did not,’ she said with a smile. After the arguments with her papa, Count Brien was just the light-hearted tonic she needed.


He stood back proudly, his legs akimbo and his arms folded under his light woollen and – she observed – silk-bordered mantle. The little troupe gathered before a stand of beech trees and lifted their various instruments. They began to play a number of country tunes. The girl, strands of golden hair escaping below a simple linen coif, sang a duet with one of the boys, a simple song about summer, love, flowers, birds and creatures of the wood. Maud listened intently. Her ladies and knights sat or leaned against trees, clearly enjoying Count Brien’s mischievous surprise. The canopy of trees allowed shafts of soft sunshine to percolate through their leaves, dappling the forest floor, and the sky peeped through, as blue as the bluebells that carpeted the woodland. It was a scene from a romance, Maud mused.


‘Come,’ Brien said, reaching out his hand to her. ‘Maud, I must speak with you privately.’


So that was it. Maud rose unwillingly, wondering what he had been charged to say, because now she began to suspect there was more to his appearance in the woods today than a sudden desire to entertain her. She could see through this ploy. Her wily, determined father must have sent for him – no wonder he had so easily agreed to her hunt that morning. This conversation would be about Geoffrey of Anjou and her imminent voyage over the Narrow Sea to Normandy.


When Drogo rose to follow her onto a woodland track, she signalled to him to stay at a distance. ‘Drogo, we will not move out of your sight,’ she called back over her shoulder as she strode off towards a distant beech tree to listen to what Brien had to say. The three mummers were setting up a play involving the hobby horse, an angel and a devil. ‘Well?’ she said. ‘Have you come because my father sends you?’


‘Drogo is watchful,’ Brien remarked, not responding to her question. She would warrant her father had sent him to waylay her and encourage his ridiculous marriage plan.


‘As he should be,’ she said tartly.


Brien spread his cloak over a log and bade her sit, which she did, becoming disturbingly aware of his warmth and the almond scent of the oil he used to tame his curls. But she pushed away these thoughts; he was here to speak to her of Geoffrey of Anjou. ‘Do these entertainers accompany you everywhere? You didn’t bring them to court at Easter.’


‘Countess Tilda had company,’ Brien said, and Maud’s heart gave a small pang at Tilda’s name. ‘They entertained her guests. The girl’s name is Alice; she occasionally comes to the castle and helps in the still room, though she lives with the parents of these boys on a farm upriver from us. She can juggle, manipulate puppets and she sings with their troupe. The whole family are entertainers and, at my request a half dozen years ago, they took Alice in, nurtured and adopted her.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Alice, you see, is a by-blow of some cousin of Tilda’s. She was brought to the castle by a priest as a tiny child. Tilda refused to raise her in the castle –’


Dour Tilda, thought Maud, immediately feeling a rush of warmth towards the fair-haired child.


‘– so I found the child a home. These players are useful to me, Maud. Since they travel about the countryside from castle to castle, they can gather news.’


‘Useful indeed, I imagine, picking up news. What a peculiar arrangement. So why have you brought them here today? Did my father send you after me?’


‘Indeed, but I thought to bring you the musicians as a surprise.’ He drew a long intake of breath. His dark eyes became as serious as deep woodland pools. ‘I have not come to speak of mumming today, my lady. I come to speak of the Anjou marriage proposal.’


Maud froze, and in that moment she hated him. He was her father’s weapon, because Henry had guessed she would listen to Brien Fitz Count.


‘Maud, you need to listen to reason. It is important for the safety of the realms you will one day inherit that you agree to this marriage. England and Normandy must be protected and, with France looking for the best opportunity to isolate Normandy, a renewed alliance with Anjou is as important as it was when your brother married Geoffrey’s sister all those years ago, before they all drowned. We need Anjou as a buffer kingdom between Normandy and France. You need Anjou. Clito is angling to attack Normandy, now he has Flanders through marriage and France is his ally.’ He folded his arms over his chest. ‘Your brother, Robert of Gloucester, waits to greet you in Rouen.’


Maud buried her head in her hands. ‘You are pushing me into this, Brien,’ she said accusingly. ‘Geoffrey of Anjou is an absolute nobody. His father is only a count . . .’


‘Ah, but so am I!’ A smile played upon Brien’s lips. ‘You can make him somebody.’


‘And I am an empress,’ she wailed. ‘One day, I shall be a queen. Why would I marry Geoffrey of Anjou? Besides, he is eleven years younger than me. His father won’t die for years.’


‘Why? Because Robert of Gloucester is struggling to hold the Norman border. With Anjou on side, the task will be easier. Besides, Geoffrey’s father, Faulk, plans to marry Melisande, Baldwin of Jerusalem’s heir . . . and one day they will rule over the Holy Land. You will be Countess of Anjou, because Faulk will hand over Anjou to Geoffrey.’


‘And that boy intends to acquire both England and Normandy – as my husband.’


‘No, Maud, you know that would be unacceptable to our barons. But, don’t you see, a son could rule England, with you as our queen regent.’


‘I do see, only too well. I see that I am my father’s pawn,’ she snapped.


He reached out and momentarily touched her cheek so lightly, it felt as if she were being caressed by passing dandelion fluff.


‘Believe me, Maud, the marriage will be advantageous to you. As for Geoffrey of Anjou, he will wed both wisdom and beauty. He will pursue you like a puppy, listen eagerly to your wise advice, and share your interest in both falconry and in the gathering up of libraries. Your father will never allow him to take advantage of your position. You will be queen. He would be only a consort.’


‘So, I am to be a queen mother until a possible heir comes of age?’ She thought aloud for a moment. Birds rustled above in the trees. She could hear the players begin their performance with the clashing of cymbals and a drum roll. Brien sat silently, waiting for her response.


Finally, she said, ‘I will marry Geoffrey of Anjou. I have no choice, since it appears an alternative could be the convent.’ She fixed him with a stern glance. ‘Apparently, it is all arranged, but, Brien, be aware I will not be manipulated further. I am an empress, not a countess. You all know this and you’ll all refer to me as such.’ She kept her voice cold.


‘So be it, Maud,’ he said with a grin and flash of his teeth. ‘You’re making the right decision. If Clito and France made a serious bid for Normandy, England would be next, and you might indeed find yourself seeking refuge within convent walls, regardless.’ He rose and helped her to her feet. ‘And so, the play is waiting. Alice has another song for you – one telling of knights and queens.’


‘Alice appears to have an endless repertoire concerning knightly courage and love.’


‘Only in song. Alice not only sings, but she has a clever way with herbs in the still room. She makes creams to ease aches and simples to ease the feeling of discontent.’


He was humouring her. ‘Does she, indeed? I would she made a potion to discourage manipulation.’ He had no response. She shook off his helping hand and walked gracefully before him, back to her ladies and the play.









Chapter Three


Normandy and Anjou


1128–9


Maud saw Geoffrey of Anjou for the first time at her betrothal ceremony, which was held in Rouen, one of the largest and richest cities in Normandy. The betrothal was kept secret, as King Henry had planned, from Roger of Salisbury and the other awkward clergy. Henry sent Count Brien ahead, with Maud, intending to travel to the city of Rouen later with Adeliza. Maud and her ladies crossed the Narrow Sea to Le Havre, at the mouth of the River Seine, in Normandy. From there, they rode along by the curving river, their sumpter horses and wagons laden with Maud’s new wardrobe of samite and damask gowns, her ladies’ travelling boxes, silver and gold plate and tapestries, her precious jewel caskets and her even more precious reliquary that contained a finger bone belonging to Saint James of Compostella. The sea had been calm, the crossing smooth and the sun shone every day, but nothing, not even Count Brien’s company, could make this journey to a marriage she did not desire in any way pleasurable.


Maud had fond memories of Normandy. Her grandfather, William I, had left the duchy to his eldest son, Duke Robert, father of the very fat, greedy William Clito. Her father, the first King Henry, had seized Normandy from his brother, as compensation for having paid off Duke Robert’s Crusade debts. For years now, King Henry had ruled Normandy and England both. Duke Robert had been kept captive for nearly twenty years, in honourable confinement in England, until his death.


As well as a stout stone castle, there was a ducal palace situated within Rouen’s city walls. This palace was built over three levels, with a cavernous undercroft, where, as a child, Maud had loved to play hide-and-seek games with her companions. The rambling timber palace had a busy courtyard, herb gardens, an orchard that ran down to the river wall, a chapel and a substantial wooden palisade. The bower hall and Maud’s own apartment always felt airy. She enjoyed listening to the blacksmiths’ hammers, the clucking of hens, a crowing rooster and the mingling townspeople, the sounds of which drifted daily over the palisade and up into her chambers. She settled into the palace, recollecting happier times, and tried not to agonise about her imminent betrothal.


Too soon, Geoffrey of Anjou arrived with his father and was lodged in the draughty castle, chill even in summer. As Maud prepared to meet them in the palace hall, Count Brien quietly said to her, ‘Maud, we cannot change now what is. It may not be the future you wanted, but it is necessary to protect your throne from the locusts, should your father die.’


She scowled at the Count and said, most ungraciously, with a grim countenance, ‘If I must. No, it is not the future I desired.’ She sought his dark eyes, but he looked away.


‘You must be kinder in your thoughts, Maud,’ he said, turning back to her.


She swallowed her bile and was polite to the ungainly, golden youth during their brief pre-betrothal encounter.


When, some weeks later, her father and stepmother arrived, just in time for the betrothal ceremony, Maud grudgingly admitted to Adeliza that Geoffrey of Anjou was a handsome youth – if colt-like, with narrow shoulders. His beautiful reddish-gold hair was artfully curled below his chin. An exceptionally pretty face was surprisingly unblemished, since many boys of his age were blighted with wens. A long noble nose and wide-set impish green eyes made up for his lack of inches. He was scarcely taller than she was, certainly not the height of Brien Fitz Count, and he was absolutely dwarfed by her brother Robert. Despite Geoffrey’s good looks, it was quickly obvious that his father, Faulk, doted on and spoilt the youth; there was an arrogance to the set of his shoulders.


Maud knew she was herself attractive. Her polished-metal mirror reflected a pair of deep blue eyes and silky black hair. Today, for the betrothal ceremony, her slim figure was gowned in burgundy sarsenet hemmed with cloth of gold, and she sensed from the eyes that followed her every gesture that many nobles admired her. Yet Geoffrey himself hardly glanced at her throughout the ritual and ignored her at the celebration feast held later that afternoon, mixing only with his company of lads, and flirting openly with their pretty sisters and cousins. She bristled at his rude behaviour.


After the feast, acrobats and Count Brien’s troupe of actors performed songs, feats and balancing acts. Maud glowered at Geoffrey’s party from her place beside Adeliza. Once Alice began to sing ballads, her temper was a little soothed, but she was aware, peeping across at Geoffrey, that his eyes followed the willowy girl’s every movement. Admittedly, Alice was more his age than Maud was.


It was a very hot, still July day and, after her performance, Alice departed the hall quickly, possibly in need of the privy or to take the air out in the garden. Geoffrey rose too and, leaving his companions, appeared to be treading in the girl’s footsteps. Maud, somewhat suspicious, signalled to Drogo. A heartbeat later, she stood and slipped away, with Drogo following her like one of her faithful greyhounds. Queen Adeliza, unaware of any emerging drama, continued to watch the juggler throw golden balls into the air.


As Maud walked into the arched corridor outside, she heard raised voices, followed by a cry. Quickening her pace, she hurried further along the passageway towards the sound’s source, and saw Geoffrey pushing the girl, at the point of his dagger, into one of the passageway arches that opened onto a garden courtyard.


Glancing back over her shoulder, she called out in a voice loud enough for Geoffrey as well as Drogo to hear: ‘I fear my betrothed is sorely in need of a lesson in manners.’ She kept her rising temper under control as she increased her step, drawing closer to Geoffrey, this time shouting, ‘Unhand the girl at once, or you will answer to Brien Fitz Count, her master!’


Geoffrey turned towards Maud with a face so shocked by her presence it could have preceded a paroxysm of his heart. Ignoring him, she reached out her hand to Alice. The girl’s blue eyes were frightened, like those of a startled woodland creature, and her mouth was opening into another scream. Geoffrey shoved his dagger into his belt and glared at Maud. He was clearly in his cups; his face was as red as a blood orange and his hands were shaking.


‘I meant no harm to the girl,’ he slurred. ‘But she is rather beautiful,’ he added.


Drogo stepped forward clutching the hilt of his sword. He glowered down at Geoffrey from his great height.


Maud ignored Geoffrey and turned to the girl, feeling something new – an uncharacteristic rush of protectiveness towards this young woman who was her dearest friend Count Brien’s charge. ‘Come, sit with me and Queen Adeliza. You will be safe with us,’ she said calmly. And, taking the girl’s hand, she led Alice – who was pale as a sheet of linen – back to the feast.


Heads turned when they entered the hall – among them, Brien Fitz Count’s – with raised brows and surprised eyes. As she ushered Alice to a place amongst her ladies, she also observed Geoffrey’s stumbling return to the hall. His companions glowered at her, as if reading her lips when she whispered to Queen Adeliza, ‘Count Geoffrey is not to be trusted.’


‘What?’ Adeliza gasped, shocked.


Brien glanced from Maud to Geoffrey, and then towards the still-silent Alice, who was evidently in some kind of shocked state. Maud shook her head, trying to warn him not to make a fuss.


Adeliza leaned across Alice towards Maud. ‘What has he done?’


‘Not now – later. But I wish to retire. I have been insulted by that boy.’ She looked over at her betrothed with distain and turned to Alice. ‘Before I depart, Alice, I shall ask Count Brien to see to your protection.’


‘Thank you, my lady,’ the girl said timidly.


‘Ah,’ said Adeliza, her forehead wrinkled into a frown. ‘Geoffrey has much to learn about chivalry before he is knighted. I can see now the kind of base creature that boy is. Maud, Alice is safe with me. Take your women and leave. I shall see that Count Faulk knows how his son has behaved, and I shall ensure that Count Brien protects her.’


‘Thank you, my lady.’ Alice’s eyes filled with tears of gratitude.


Brien was already approaching them. He bowed to Maud and Adeliza and held out his hand, clearly intending to escort Alice back to her brothers, and his knights.


‘She is untouched by that ignoramus, just a little shocked,’ Maud murmured, trying to swallow back her anger at her betrothed’s uncouth and insulting behaviour.


‘Thank you, my lady. It was Geoffrey, wasn’t it? I saw you return with Alice and Drogo. A moment passed and Geoffrey also reappeared.’


She nodded. Alice, who had recovered somewhat, spoke quietly: ‘Count Brien, my lady saved me.’


Brien said in a gentle voice, ‘Young Geoffrey will not dare accost you again. I shall ensure that Dame Margo watches over you, day and night.’


‘Dame Margo – who is she?’ asked Maud.


‘A trustworthy member of my household who travels with us and looks after my linen and such.’


Maud stood. She was no longer shaking with anger and humiliation, but inside she was still furious. As she signalled to her ladies, she could not help glancing over at Geoffrey, who was slumped drunkenly among a pile of half-empty goblets and chicken bones. He was like a spoilt child who considered it his right to take by force that not willingly given.


King Henry spent much time with Count Faulk in Angers Castle in Anjou whilst Maud remained in Rouen, a city with a castle dwelling which she very much liked because of its spacious chambers, internal staircases, the fireplace in its great hall, its pleasant gardens and the hunting opportunities in the woods close by. Their wedding took place thirteen months later, in Le Mans, not far to the south, after the unpleasant Geoffrey had been knighted by Henry and created Count of Anjou by his father. Faulk was anxious to depart for Jerusalem and marriage to Queen Melisande. Maud would now become the Countess of Anjou.


‘No, I shall remain Empress,’ she said with firmness to Adeliza in the marriage chamber, just as she had to Count Brien a year earlier.


‘Geoffrey seems subdued, older, and more sensible than at your betrothal. He has behaved charmingly today,’ Adeliza remarked, as she tidied Maud’s hair, which, for her wedding, she had worn loose (as demanded by tradition), with only a jewelled chaplet to hold it in place. Her cloth-of-gold wedding gown had been whisked away, and she was glad, for she never wished to see it again.


Maud snorted. ‘He was clearly intent on accosting Count Brien’s performer last July. That’s the kind of selfish, cruel creature my new husband is – a thick-skinned, obnoxious, preening youth. If he forces himself on me –’ she turned, paused and flashed her ocean-deep eyes up at Adeliza – ‘I’ll have a dagger waiting under my pillow.’


‘No, no, Maud, this is nonsense. Henry says he has behaved impeccably these last months and he will make you a handsome, devoted consort.’ Adeliza drew breath and added, more gently, ‘You do understand, Maud, you will have to give him the marriage debt. He is, after all, your husband.’ She resumed her brushing of Maud’s long silky hair in silence, as two attendant ladies turned the bed’s coverlet down and scattered rose petals onto the bed linen. One lady made sure there was food and drink in a cupboard and others set wine and goblets on a low table close to the bed. Moments later, Adeliza stood back and surveyed her stepdaughter as Maud rose from the stool, dressed in her delicately embroidered linen shift.


‘Maud, you look so beautiful. He will never be able to resist you. No daggers, because if your father were to hear of such a thing there would be the devil to pay. Geoffrey never so much as glanced at the girl when the mummers put on their play this afternoon.’


‘Without doubt, he was warned off. He might not dare to pursue Alice again, but there will be others, Adeliza. My father kept many beautiful mistresses.’


Adeliza set the hairbrush down, leaned close to Maud’s ear and said, in a voice so low that the women flitting around the chamber could not hear her, ‘Those times are over. My lord has had no mistresses of late. It is for you and Geoffrey to make an heir now. And I believe God will smile upon you both.’


So, that was the way of it. For some reason, her father could not have children with Adeliza – but why? Was it Adeliza who was barren, or was her father now incompetent?


Before she could ask, a great noise and clashing of cymbals drifted up from below, drawing closer and closer. The groom’s companions were coming to her chamber, and too soon for her comfort. She did not feel prepared for this. Though Heinrich had married her when she was twelve, he was considerate and had waited several more years for her to mature. They had been good friends first and she had respected and trusted him with all her heart. Their coupling had been gentle and loving. Now, Maud steeled herself to face the husband she still considered loathsome. The tinkling of bells, a slow light beat on drums and the strumming of stringed instruments sounded from the outer passageway. Adeliza and her women ushered Maud over to the bed, where she sat up against the pillows, her hands demurely folded, resigned and awaiting her fate. Steeling herself to do her duty, she prayed that Geoffrey would go away as soon as he spilled his seed into her. Could she dismiss him from her bed? The pleasing thought flitted across her mind.


A great crowd entered her chamber and pushed Geoffrey forwards. He climbed onto the bed beside her without looking at her. Tears pricked the back of her eyes. Her father wished her well. The officiating Bishop of Le Mans blessed the bed and, before she could cry out Don’t leave me! the company, including Adeliza and their women, slipped from the chamber. Though she could hear Geoffrey’s breathing, she had never felt so alone.


Good manners seemed to desert the young imp once the company had departed. He wouldn’t even meet her eyes, which hurt her pride, nor did he speak, except to say, ‘Lady, neither you nor I want this marriage, but they want it.’ He glanced towards the door and added, in a contemptuous tone, ‘I am going to lift your night rail, wife, and we shall see.’


Though humiliated, she dutifully lay back against the pillows, feeling like a corpse. His breath smelled of too much wine. And he was awkward. For a few moments, he felt her body, then grunted that she was much too old for him. She lay back unresisting as the ignorant fifteen-year-old mounted her, fumbled about and speedily pumped on top of her. Something was not right. His member had briefly hardened, but she realised that, after panting for a few moments, he had lost his seed, though not inside her. Disgusted, she felt his sticky stream pour down her thighs. She gasped and momentarily felt sorry for him, but remained silent.


‘As you can see, we are not well matched,’ he grunted – again, his tone sarcastic.


‘Apparently not,’ she said, with equal sarcasm.


Abruptly, he turned onto his right side, his back to her, and immediately fell into a deep, drunken sleep. She rearranged her night rail and turned onto her left side, equally pointedly. She felt puzzled. If this was always to be the way of it, and he could not make her pregnant, the marriage would have no point other than to prevent incursion into Normandy. Perhaps she could seek an annulment.


Days after their wedding, Maud, Geoffrey and Adeliza rode south to Angers whilst Henry was overseeing business in his Norman demesne. The great Angers castle was of a wooden construction, freshly whitewashed, and it gleamed in the sunlight as their party approached. The town nestled around its castle, a collection of two-storey houses clearly belonging to affluent merchants and minor nobles. Adeliza, Maud and their women settled into an apartment with small chambers and a narrow bower hall that smelled stale, felt gloomy and was dimly lit by oil-filled terracotta lamps and a few sconces on the walls, and heated with charcoal braziers – altogether less pleasant than her chambers in Rouen. Maud walked the length of the bower hall, touching a large harp, trailing her fingers along a tapestry depicting the Wedding at Cana, lifting baskets filled with embroidery threads and peering into them. She stopped to glare at a loom set in a window recess. I will not pass my days here weaving, stitching and sewing garments for the poor, she thought rebelliously. Rouen is by far the pleasanter city with a palace and a castle. Aloud, she said, ‘There will be improvements made here. I am used to better.’


‘I am sure Geoffrey will not object,’ was Adeliza’s diplomatic response.


Weeks passed. Geoffrey occasionally visited her chamber, where the awkward fumbling, followed by embarrassment continued. She confided in no one at first, except once to Adeliza as they played a game of merills in the bower hall.


Adeliza was sympathetic, but said, ‘He is simply overwhelmed by your beauty. All will come right in time. He is young, and young men have little self-control.’


‘He does not attract me and I do not attract him.’


‘Marriages are not made for love, though you may come to like Geoffrey, trust him and develop mutual respect for each other. This way lies a sound marriage. Love can be fleeting. Give him time, Maud. You will get with child and then all will change.’


Maud twisted her face into an expression of what she hoped was scorn rather than fear. ‘I am not hopeful of that outcome. And he is a vain youth, far below my rank,’ she said – and moved her merills counter into a position that outmanoeuvred Adeliza.


Only too soon, Adeliza returned to Rouen. Geoffrey’s father set off for Jerusalem and his wedding to Melisande. They never expected to see him again and the leave-taking between Geoffrey and Faulk was filled with sorrow. Geoffrey sulked for weeks and never came near her, not even to visit. She suspected he had a woman somewhere, perhaps in a hunting lodge, since he often rode out with his own companions. She tried not to care, but her pride was further wounded. They had only been married three months and soon it would be Christmas.


That autumn, to her relief, William Clito died on campaign after being wounded in battle. A serious threat to her succession rights and to Normandy’s safety had been removed by that quick sword strike. The marriage that had appeared so essential seemed far less important with Clito’s demise. She and Geoffrey rarely conversed other than to wish each other good morrow or good afternoon. They sat together in chapel and at communal dinners in the hall; otherwise, by day, Geoffrey was ever seeking escape from her, hurrying out to the stables or to play dice with his vile teenaged companions, to practise sword fighting or to hunt in the woods surrounding the castle, without ever asking her if she wished to accompany him.


He still occasionally visited her chamber, but when they attempted to sleep together it was always a disaster. Maud’s fury with him grew and grew. She did not want to keep calm with him. Why should she? She was an empress.


‘My father expects us to give him grandchildren, Geoffrey,’ she said one night, lying flat on her back, bolstered by pillows. ‘Do I need to ask a wise woman for a potion to slip into your wine?’


‘What a suggestion! I am beginning to think you must be barren, Maud,’ he replied nastily. ‘You never had a child with the Emperor.’


‘You will never find out, if you are not able to penetrate me.’


His voice was peevish. ‘You don’t inspire me. You are far too old. Any child from your womb will be unwholesome and doomed.’


‘How dare you! I am only twenty-seven summers old. Clearly, you do not want children.’


Geoffrey’s face was purple with rage.


‘No, do not argue,’ she continued. ‘You want my titles. You want my castles – and, if my father dies, you want my throne.’ She paused, then accused, ‘A throne for you and not for a boy child.’


He spat out his next words. ‘Actually, I want none of you, Maud. I have two pretty children already. Ask anyone in the castle.’ He gave a hysterical laugh. ‘You are a shrew. The fault is clearly none of mine.’


Maud reared up indignantly. Geoffrey seemed to vault from the bed in his eagerness to get away from her.


‘What?’ she said, her voice rising as her own temper took her over. ‘You tell me you are raising illegitimate brats? Not inside this castle, surely? If so, I order you to remove them. Who is the mother?’ Her resolve to remain superior and calm was quickly dissolving on hearing this information. Even if it were untrue, he had grievously insulted her.


‘It’s no more than your own father has done,’ he reminded her, pushing one foot into his expensive reindeer-leather slipper. ‘Their mother is none of your affair. She is safe from you, for I warrant you are a witch. You glower all the time. You cause your servants to quake if they make mistakes. You . . . would cast a spell against her if I told you – and you might, anyway.’


‘Get out of my chamber, you pup!’ Maud could hear herself shouting. ‘Never address me in such a tone again. I am an empress and far, far above you. My father was a fool to wed me to an imp from Anjou. You . . . you are nothing.’


Geoffrey began to head for the door, tugging a robe over his nightgown. Maud reached for the cup of wine placed on a table close to her bed, lifted it and hurled it as hard as she could. The cup’s rim caught his ear, dropping to the floor with a crash, spilling red wine over his costly slippers and into the floor straw. Her hands flew to her mouth; his flew to the wound on his ear. A drop of blood dripped from the small cut and she laughed hysterically.


Grabbing a towel from the top of a nearby chest, he held it to his ear, turned and groaned as the red splash of blood widened into a deep crimson bruise spreading through the pale linen. ‘You will pay for this, you shrew!’ he shouted back at her, his face almost as red as the blood. He flung open the door and rushed out.


Maud found herself still giddy with laughter. Perhaps I am going mad, she thought. I have to get away before he destroys me, or I him. He will be unforgiving, so I must be too.


Geoffrey galloped away the very next day and stayed beyond Angers’s walls for several weeks. Since it was a husband’s right to claim his wife’s property, Maud brooded about what Geoffrey’s rights would be if her father died. Her lowly and inadequate husband had wed into the purple, but she, in turn, had grown even more determined to guard what was hers. If Geoffrey was unable to have a child with her, she would insist that the marriage be annulled. Biting her lip, she brooded over the difficult problem when in chapel or whilst perusing a favourite book of legends. She suspected this would be no simple task. The nobility of Anjou would say it was her fault.


She tried to enjoy embroidery, which was not, in truth, a favourite pastime, though she was as good at it as she was everything she put her mind to – except getting with child. Much as she loathed him, she felt Geoffrey’s rejection of her was a slur on her femininity and she grew increasingly unhappy. To distract herself from her misery, she worked on the large frame set up in the bower, where her ladies were stitching an altar cloth depicting Noah’s Ark. She felt marooned herself, caught in the midst of a flood much deeper than any deluge Noah had experienced. She was, quite simply, trapped. Angrily, she tugged her needle through a woodland creature, imagining it was Geoffrey every time she stabbed the fabric. She had selected black silk to create its bulging eyes. The effect on the white stoat was grotesque and it pleased her to think Geoffrey was too.


By Advent, Geoffrey had returned, but, detesting the very sight of him, she bolted her door every evening. When Geoffrey demanded to enter, she reminded him that the Church forbade carnal relations during the season. They stopped speaking to each other entirely. She made fun of Geoffrey to her own women, referring to him as the imp, not bothering to conceal her dislike for her husband. She was too proud to ask sexual advice – even discreetly – from her older women, though she did wonder if she should seek out a love potion for Geoffrey – and, perhaps, one for herself. When Adeliza wrote to her of everyday life at the English court, she wept into her pillow at night; she missed the warmth of her father’s household. But she replied to her stepmother without confiding her problems, preferring instead to speak of books she had collected and the tapestry she was stitching. She was an empress and a queen in waiting. It was hard not to sound resentful.


After a bleak, not very festive Christmas, Geoffrey disappeared again, this time to Le Mans. Perhaps that was where his mistress was dwelling, because, although Geoffrey flirted openly and even charmingly with the wives and sisters of his friends, there was no evidence of his lover living in the castle at Angers.


In June, Maud received a curt message from Geoffrey demanding that the castle be made ready for his return. She sighed, but ordered a welcome feast to be prepared for him. It was a pleasing event, held on midsummer’s night, outside on the swathe within the castle walls. Musicians played, and tables groaned with food and endless flasks of wine. That night, Geoffrey thumped on her bolted door until she opened it. After sending her attendants away, he demanded, as she’d feared, his conjugal rights. Again, it was a disaster, and he spilled his seed on the linen sheets. Tossing aside the coverlet, she slid down from the bed. She poured herself a cup of wine without offering him any.


Glancing back up at the high bed, observing that he lay drunkenly against the pillows, she said quietly, ‘Marrying you was a huge mistake, Geoffrey. Marriage may not be for love, but it is for the begetting of heirs, and –’ she paused – ‘you are a waste of my time.’


He looked at her from under darkened brows. ‘And you mine, particularly since your father has not even released the major part of your dowry, including the castle of Argentan, and those other fortresses on the borders with Normandy that he promised me.’


‘Why should he give you anything more, when you cannot observe the bond of marriage, and when you treat me, an empress –’ she emphasised the word – ‘as you do, with such contempt?’


‘Empress – that is nonsense. You are a countess, though you persist in alienating my barons with your rejection of my title. They feel they owe you no loyalty.’ He snorted. ‘You never had a child with your Emperor either.’ This often-repeated accusation infuriated her. It was not her fault. Heinrich had never been able to father a child.


‘Return to your father,’ Geoffrey was saying. ‘I hear he is in Rouen again. I do not desire you to wife, you . . . you scold.’ He swung his legs over the other side of the great bed and, gathering up his scattered clothing, he made to leave the chamber, all the time letting her hear his muttering – ‘Witch, harpy, drab.’


She drew herself up to her full height and stiffened her spine. Raising her cup, she said, ‘It will be a pleasure for me to leave Anjou, a true pleasure. I loathe it here. Even the air reeks.’


He had reached the arched doorway, but turned, shouting furiously, ‘Begone, then, harridan! Get out of my lands by the week’s end! Go back to your father, and do not return without my castles.’


‘I won’t return at all,’ she said contemptuously, and drank back her wine. ‘Never.’ She threw the emptied cup across the wide bed at the dreadful youth’s retreating back. It missed him this time.


He laughed drunkenly and left, clutching most of his clothing childishly in his arms. As his parting shot, he shouted over his shoulder, ‘The marriage can be annulled.’


He would not get the better of her. Her resolve not to let him hardened. She herself would seek an annulment.


On the calends of July, a few days later, Maud ordered her baggage to be loaded onto sumpter horses and into carts. Every hanging she had brought to her wedding, every linen sheet and embroidered coverlet was laid with lavender into her coffers. Every silver plate and every favourite reliquary from her private chapel was packed up and sent ahead to the castle in Rouen. Even the Noah’s Ark embroidery would leave Angers, although not only her English and German ladies had worked on it. She bade the castle cooks and servitors farewell. During Geoffrey’s absences she had, to her credit, won their hearts with her ability to organise the castle’s domestic staff efficiently. She had made sure her steward saw that all floor straw was regularly changed and the hall smelled sweet. She had ordered the walls of her own chambers and others to be freshly whitewashed and painted with hunting scenes. Domesticity did not come naturally to Maud. She resented it, but considered that she had succeeded in managing everyone who served her according to her high standards, and she always refused to be gainsaid. Those who had directly attended her stood weeping in the courtyard as she departed. They had come to admire and respect her, even if Geoffrey did not.


As Maud proudly rode side-saddle out of the castle yards, dressed in beautiful silk robes for all to note and appreciate, she sat erect on her mare, Juno, hoping never to see Angers or Geoffrey again. And, to her relief, he was nowhere visible as she departed. When she reached Rouen a week later, she discovered that her father, Adeliza and their court had only a week before sailed for England. There was no further decision to make. The city of Rouen was her home and she would stay there as long as she pleased. When she recovered her temper, which could still boil over like a cauldron of unattended pottage, she would write to her father explaining her actions. Geoffrey, after all, had sent her away, and, though she was glad of it, no blame lay with her.









Chapter Four


Shillingford


September 1131


Alice longed to work on the new costumes whilst there was still strong morning light pouring in through un-shuttered windows. Her working day began with stitching their few precious seed pearls onto the lady puppet’s gown. Someone was going to interrupt. She sighed. The gown would get finished eventually. Glancing up, she heard the door latch lifting, and Dame Margo, to whom Alice had become close since Empress Maud’s betrothal, rustled into the farm dwelling’s hall, setting down her basket and sweeping off bits of straw from her gown and cloak with an impatient hand. Alice greeted the older woman warmly, bidding her sit by the window and rising to offer her some buttermilk. As Alice poured the milk from the jug into her cup, Dame Margo explained that she had taken a castle boat upriver from Wallingford – the fastness where Count Brien and Countess Tilda lived – to Shillingford.
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