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One

The convent of the Paraclete, Feast of Saint Benedict,
 Thursday, March 21, 1140

 


Haec quippe prima sapientiae clavis definitur, assidua scilicet seu
 frequens interrogatio; … Dubitando enim ad inquisitionem
 venimus; inquirendo veritatem percipimus … .

 


Assiduous and frequent questioning is indeed the first key to
 wisdom … for by doubting we come to inquiry; through
 inquiring we perceive the truth … .

—Peter Abelard,
 Introduction to Sic et Non

 


 





Sister Bertrada was snoring like a woman possessed. The snorts, trills, gasps and sudden silences, each followed by a piercing screech, bespoke a hideous battle with the forces of evil. To Catherine, wide awake in the next bed of the dormitory, it appeared that evil was winning. She tried covering her ears with her pillow but it was far too thin. How could the others stand it? Catherine peered down the row of narrow cots but could see no signs of wakefulness from the rest of the women.

Beside her, there was a minor explosion as when wine ferments too long in the cask and suddenly erupts from the bung hole. Sister Bertrada should be grateful the pillows were so flimsy for Catherine was sorely tempted to smother her with one.

Outside the rain dripped gently from the roof. It was the deepest part of night, Compline long past and Vigils nowhere near. All the women slept. Catherine lay awake and wondered why she had come back to the convent from Paris.

She had not wanted to venture out of the cloister in the first place, but had gone at the request of the abbess, Héloïse. However, in following that request Catherine had found that the world was something she could not hide from, however inexplicable or frightening it might be. And it had been both. In the three months she had been away, her world had been turned inside out. Her family, whom she thought she knew as well as the lines of her own hand, had proved to be strangers. People she loved and trusted had dark, unsettling secrets. Even, no, especially, her own parents.

My mother has gone insane and believes me risen to heaven and worthy of her prayers and my father is a Jewish apostate. She tried thinking it calmly, but she couldn’t yet. How could anyone? It was too absurd to even say aloud. Oh, why had she ever left the cloister? Outside the walls of the Paraclete, life had so many complications.

Of course, one of the complications she had found had been Edgar. And that was not something she wished to avoid.

She smiled in the darkness, remembering the reaction of the
convent to her announcement of her intention to marry Edgar. Mother Héloïse had been warned in advance in a letter from Master Abelard. She was doubtful, but sympathetic. But others were not so kind.

“You think because you’ve gone and become betrothed that I will give up trying to save your soul,” Sister Bertrada had told her the day she returned. “You are mistaken again, Catherine. Until you are wrapped tight in the marriage bed, I will keep up the struggle.”

Sister Bertrada had kept her word, watching Catherine every moment, catching every fault; catching faults that didn’t exist; berating her for folding her hands incorrectly at prayer, for appearing at None in a torn robe. To remind her that there was no place for frivolity in a discussion of Saint Veronica, Catherine spent a day away from her books, embroidering the white crosses on the veils of the consecrated virgins instead.

“You see what you’ll lose by this willful act?” the novice mistress asked, holding up the veil Catherine had just completed. “Marry now, and even if you crawl back to us, as I believe you will, you will never be able to consecrate your virginity to God. You’ll always be less than perfect in his eyes.”

Catherine forbore reminding her that their own Abbess Héloïse had been married and borne a son before she became a nun. Did God love her less for that?

Perhaps, a voice in her mind had whispered. How do you know who God loves?

Catherine had admitted to herself that the affections of the Almighty were not known to her and held her tongue.

Every day had been a new diatribe, every night a cacophonous concert. Sister Bertrada was a foretaste of purgatorial torment. And yet, Catherine was happy she had returned to the Paraclete before her marriage. She needed the wisdom of Mother Héloïse and her sisters in Christ to help her come to terms with all she had learned. The revelations about her father’s ancestry, the pathetic madness of her mother, what would they mean to her life? And Roger, the uncle she had loved and who had shown himself possessed by an insanity even worse than her mother’s, what if it should touch her, too? Would Edgar still want to marry her?

No sane man would, her voices said. So it’s likely he’s possessed by his own
kind of lunacy. “Have you told him yet that your own mind argues with you?

Catherine desperately tried to squelch such traitorous thoughts. One of her greatest desires was to control the doubts that tormented her as greatly as Sister Bertrada’s snoring.

The sounds from the next bed began to take on the fury of a tempest, one that might toss a ship like a toy upon the waves. Even now, Edgar might be somewhere on that dark water, making his way back to her from his family in Scotland, tossed and spun at the whim of Nature.

Catherine sat up. This would not do. Another hour between Sister Bertrada and her own unruly mind would certainly cause the dementia she feared. Better to make her body work, instead. She stuck a stockinged toe out from under the cover. The cold sent a shock through her and she drew her foot back under the blanket and felt around with her hands for her slippers. Quietly she put them on and eased from the cot, keeping the blanket wrapped about her, her unbelted skirts trailing the wooden planks of the flaor.

The darkness was almost complete but Catherine knew the way. At the end of the dormitory was a narrow staircase down to the cloister, only a step from the oratory where the sisters prayed and recited the office. She would go down now. In the silence and the darkness, she would pray for the serenity and forbearance she so lacked. If the bell rang for Vigils while she was still there, perhaps her nocturnal devotion would impress Sister Bertrada.

Not likely, her voices reminded her. She’ll be more inclined to say you need extra prayers more than the others and make you do this every night.

Catherine sighed as she came to the top of the steps to the cloister. It didn’t seem fair that her own thoughts, trained to question, should spend all their time questioning the ideas that would give her the most peace. It was even worse in that they were often right.

Reaching the bottom of the staircase, she froze as a sudden light flashed across her eyes. Someone was coming across the cloister in a great hurry, the lantern she carried swinging dangerously as she ran.

Knowing that wandering about alone at night was unsuitable behavior, Catherine stepped back into the shadows as Sister Thecla, the portress, rushed by on her way to the cell of Abbess Héloïse.

Forgetting rules in her intense curiosity, Catherine followed the
portress out into the rain, stopping only to stick her feet into a pair of wooden sabots from the row kept by the door. She must find out what was going on. What sort of visitor would arrive in the middle of the night? It could only be something serious, a missive of terrible urgency. Irrationally, she thought of Edgar. His ship had been lost; brigands had cut his throat. Worry for him was so much on her mind that she didn’t stop to think that she was not important enough for someone to come racing through the night to relay such a thing to her.

The abbess appeared only a moment after Sister Thecla had entered. She wrapped her scarf around her head as she followed the portress through the cloister, out into the yard and into the portress’s lodge by the gate.

Catherine knew the trouble she would be in if she were discovered, but she followed them all the same. She covered her head with the blanket, slinking after them like a misplaced shadow, trying to keep her feet from squelching in the mud.

The two women entered the gatehouse. Catherine crept up to the door to hear what was going on.

“She must have someone with her constantly,” a man’s voice commanded. “Have the priest within call for last rites. I don’t know how she survived this long with what those bastards did to her.”

“She will not be left alone for a moment, my lord,” Héloïse said softly. “We will see that she is well taken care of.”

“Good,” the voice answered, as if dismissing her. “And I will do the same for Walter of Grancy.”

“Are you quite sure it was Walter?” she heard Héloïse ask.

“He was seen escaping. We found her soon afterwards, in the woods just outside the castle. Not,” he added, “that it is any concern of yours.”

Catherine’s mouth dropped open. How dare this man speak to the abbess so rudely! She thought she recognized the man’s voice and half expected the roof to open and a well-aimed divine curse to fall upon Raynald of Tonnerre.

She was so outraged that she didn’t hear the next words and wasn’t prepared for the door to be suddenly thrown open. Catherine found herself face to face with the man who had spoken. Startled, she tried to step back, but the sabot was stuck where she had been standing and she fell backwards into the mud.


Raynald, Count of Tonnerre, stepped over her with complete indifference. He pulled on his gloves, fastened his cloak and went down the path to the stables by the guesthouse.

As Catherine struggled to get up, another figure appeared in the doorway. The lamp illumined the face of Mother Héloïse. Normally its expression was gentle, if a bit sad. But Catherine took one look at her now and knew to the depths of her soul what it must be like to face the wrath of God.

The abbess stood over her. With some difficulty Catherine released herself from the grip of the earth and got up. She was hampered by her efforts to get her foot back into the still-stuck sabot and, at the same time, cover her head with her blanket. She opened her mouth to explain. Héloïse cut her off with a gesture.

“There is nothing you can say to excuse your being here, at this hour, and in such a state, so don’t waste my time trying,” she said.

“No, Mother; yes, Mother. I’m sorry, Mother,” Catherine stuttered.

One corner of Héloïse’s mouth twitched. Catherine exhaled in relief. No punishment was worse than Mother Héloïse being angry with her.

“I know very well that you are sorry only at being found in such a state, not for the curiosity that brought you to it,” Héloïse continued. “We will discuss your correction tomorrow.

“For now,” she added as Catherine turned to go back to the dormitory, “you can utilize your wakefulness in being of service. Go wash as much of yourself as you can and change into clean robes. Come to the infirmary when you are fit for Christian eyes.”

“Yes, Mother,” Catherine gulped. The water would be as cold as Lucifer’s heart but worth enduring to find out what all this was about. In the brief glimpse, she had confirmed her guess that the man was Raynald. And, she was also certain that under his cloak had been the gleam of chain mail. But who had he brought for the nuns to take care of and why at such an hour?

Several icy minutes later she presented herself, shivering and damp, but clean, at the door of the infirmary.

Sister Thecla admitted her and then went out, back to her station. Catherine took a step into the room and stopped in astonishment.

Abbess Héloïse was sitting at the side of a bed on which lay a woman. Her head was swathed in bandages, her face swollen and
dark with bruises. The arm that lay across the coverlet was also wrapped tightly, her fingers white and still. The two lay sisters who had carried her to the infirmary were just leaving with the litter.

“Come over here and sit down,” Héloïse told her. “Sister Melisande is upstairs preparing the medicine she will need. It will take her a few more minutes. As long as you are awake, Catherine, I want you to remain here and give any help that is needed. I will send one of the other lay sisters also. Can you remain alert until Matins?”

“Yes, Mother.” Suddenly Catherine felt the urge to yawn. She suppressed it as she brought her stool to the side of the bed. Hesitantly, she reached toward the injured woman’s hand.

“It’s the Countess Alys, isn’t it?” she asked.

Héloïse nodded. “She was brutally attacked, as you can see, a few days ago as she was returning from a visit to her mother in Quincy. The count thought she could be better cared for here. He has the right. When she gave us lands five years ago, the countess specifically requested that she be allowed to retire to our convent someday or at least, if that were not possible, to be buried with us.”

“You don’t think she’ll live?”

“It doesn’t seem very likely,” Héloïse answered. “She hasn’t woken since she was found. Her arm was broken, the bones are splinters in her flesh. You can see how her face was battered. I understand that the rest of her body is also badly bruised.”

The abbess bent over to tuck in the coverlet more securely. In the lamplight, Catherine saw the tears glitter.

“You should use the time to prepare rags to replace the bandages,” Héloïse said steadily. “You may have to use them before anyone comes. The countess also miscarried as a result of this attack. The women at the castle haven’t been able to stop the bleeding. Call Sister Melisande if you feel unequal to the task.”

“I know what to do,” Catherine assured her.

After Héloïse had left, Catherine sat staring at the unconscious woman. The little oil lamp cast shadows across the bed, making the bandages seem grotesque. Only the rasp of her breath showed that the Countess Alys still lived. Catherine took a cloth and dipped it in a cup of water mixed with vinegar. She pressed it against the woman’s dry lips and dampened as much of her face as was visible. She felt so useless. There was nothing more she could do.


“Sanctissime confessor Domini,” she asked Saint Benedict. “Monachorum pater et dux, Benedicce, intercede pro sua salute.”

She started to stroke the uninjured hand, but at the first touch, Alys jerked away with a cry.

“Allder!” Her scream was harsh but weak, the words garbled through her battered face, a string of syllables Catherine couldn’t understand, then, “Harou! No! Lord, lord! No!”

Nervously, Catherine tried to calm her. Alys would injure herself more if she didn’t stop moving about. Catherine lifted the coverlet to smooth it. A red stain had blossomed like a rose onto the sheet. Catherine swallowed. She wasn’t upset by the mess but she was terrified that she would jolt the countess while cleaning her and cause her to become worse.

As she stood staring down at the sheet and wondering if she should interrupt the infirmarian to ask for help, Catherine suddenly felt a tap on her shoulder.

“Arrp!” She inhaled a shriek and turned.

The woman standing behind her signed an apology, but she was clearly amused at Catherine’s reaction.

“Paciana!” Catherine whispered. “I didn’t hear you come in. I’m glad you’re here; I need help changing her bedding.”

The laughter in the lay sister’s face vanished as she looked beyond Catherine to the woman on the bed. She closed her eyes a moment, blessed herself and then rolled up her sleeves and went to work.

Paciana’s touch produced a much more soothing effect than Catherine’s. The countess Alys lay still and limp while they moved her as gently as possible and peeled off the blood-soaked rags. The lay sister signed to Catherine when she needed help, and Catherine, for once, was quiet too, although her most frequent infraction was breaking the rule of silence. While Paciana lifted Alys, Catherine washed her and applied clean rags. No wonder the poor woman had miscarried, the bruises on her stomach were worse than those on her face. There were cuts, too, which ought to be cleansed.

“That’s odd,” Catherine said, forgetting silence again. “Look at this, Paciana. Do you see?”

The lay sister leaned over to look. A spasm of anger flashed across her face, then she took a deep breath and regained her
customary calm. The body of the countess was ribboned with thin white lines of scars, along with raised welts of mishealed flesh.

“These wounds weren’t made at the same time,” Catherine continued. “There are bruises here that have almost healed and these marks on her legs and buttocks must be from something long ago. It looks as though she’s been whipped, over and over. See how they overlap?”

Catherine felt a spasm of anger, too. But she didn’t try to control it. Swiftly, she finished her job. The two women wrapped and settled the countess, Catherine’s jaw set in fury. Who could have treated the poor woman so? She turned to the lay sister.

“Have you ever met the count of Tonnerre?” she asked.

Paciana shook her head.

Across the cloister the bell was ringing for Matins. Catherine washed her hands.

“You’ll stay with her?” she asked.

Paciana nodded, then her fingers made the sign for the number seven and seven again. Catherine sighed.

“I know that one should forgive seventy times seven, but only those who sin against us. And the sinner should first repent, I think. Mine is a righteous anger, Paciana. The proud and haughty need to be brought low, especially the haughty count Raynald.”

 


Catherine followed the sound of the bells to the chapel, but she stumbled often in her recitation of the office. The only thing she wanted to pray for was the swift smiting of the count of Tonnerre. What sort of man would beat his wife and then try to pass it off as the work of someone else! They found her outside the castle! Who would believe that? Why would she have been travelling alone? Where were her guards? Did Raynald think the nuns were incapable of noticing the difference in the scars? Well, he wouldn’t be allowed to continue in his wicked schemes. Mother Héloïse would learn of this.

The office of Matins flowed into Lauds, and from Lauds until the office of Prime, at dawn, the sisters worked quietly by candlelight on sewing or study. Catherine usually read for these hours, the most pleasant of the day for her. But this morning she went over to the abbess’s chair and, kneeling next to it, whispered that she must
speak with her about the countess. At first Héloïse frowned, then she whispered back.

“You may come to my room, after Prime. We can discuss it then fully.”

When they had finished singing the office, Catherine followed Héloïse to her room. The abbess sat down at a table covered with papers, which she regarded wearily. Catherine could tell they were not devotional reading without looking at them. Only the convent accounts caused the abbess to look so tired. Héloïse picked one up and began to read through it.

“Catherine,” she said without looking up. “If we are given the rights to berries and apples in the wood between the convent and the monastery of Vauluisant, and fallen trees for fire, but may not cut any standing trees and must maintain the road through as well as leave all acorns for the pigs belonging to the monks, do we have a profit or a liability?”

She handed the paper to Catherine.

Catherine studied for a moment. “There isn’t enough information here,” she said at last. “How do we feed the men who clear the road? What is the fruit harvest and who gathers it? And how much damage do the pigs do?”

She gave the paper back.

“The pigs!” Héloïse exclaimed. “I knew I was forgetting something. They can turn a road into a morass in no time at all. It would be our responsibility if a cart lost a wheel or a horse stepped in a hole and broke its leg. And we haven’t even been given the tolls to that road. Prioress Astane felt there was something suspicious about this offer. Wait until we meet again with the prior of Vauluisant!”

She stopped. “But that’s not why you’ve come. What is troubling you so that you felt the need to speak to me during the Great Silence?”

“Mother, I’ve found out something dreadful.” Catherine told her what she had discovered.

Héloïse listened gravely.

“You are making a very serious accusation,” she told Catherine. “What proof do you have that any of the wounds suffered by that poor woman were caused by the count?”


“Who else had the power to use her so severely for so long? Many of those scars were long ago healed over.”

Héloïse began to gather up the accounts.

“I can think of many others, her parents or guardians. I don’t remember all of her early history. I believe she has a mother and a stepfather. She may have been a recalcitrant child.”

“Mother! No child is wicked enough to deserve such treatment!”

Catherine thought of her parents and how recalcitrant a child she had often been. She had endured her share of punishments, but no one had ever hurt her like that.

Héloïse nodded. “I agree. I am only pointing out that there may be other explanations for the scars. Some may even have been self-inflicted. She may have felt the need to subdue the flesh. I do not approve of that practice, either.” She forestalled Catherine’s objection. “I am simply putting forth another possibility.”

Catherine was outargued, but not convinced. She shook her head.

“I understand what you are saying, Mother. I formed a conclusion without studying all possible rational hypotheses. But I feel I am right.”

“Ah, my dearest Catherine,” Héloïse smiled. “That is the worst fault of the human philosopher. When logic fails, we feel. Or we twist the logic to fit our emotions.”

“Then I should ignore my feelings?” Catherine asked.

“Not at all.” Héloïse turned back to her desk as she replied. “Often our feelings are sound. But you must analyze them fully and find a rational basis for them. If you can find none, then you must learn to put them aside. The dialectic I have taught you is not for use in the classroom alone. Just because you dislike Count Raynald is not good enough reason to assume he is a monster. You may go.”

“Yes, Mother.” Catherine waited. “Would you like me to come back before Compline and help with the accounts?”

“No, they can wait.”

Héloïse piled up the stacks of papers with little interest. Under the accounts were a few pages of a letter. Catherine only glimpsed the salutation. “Heloisae ancillarum dei, ducttici ac magistrae … frater Petrus humilis Cluniacensium abbas, salutem a deo …” Peter, abbot of Cluny! Why would he be writing Héloïse?


No doubt you feel you should be informed of all business between the abbey of Cluny and the Paraclete? Catherine’s voices said scornfully.

Feeling well-chastised and completely frustrated, Catherine turned to go.

“Catherine.”

She stopped. “Yes, Mother?”

“Whatever horrible things have happened to Countess Alys, you have my word that, as long as she is under my care, I will see to it that no one ever hurts her again.”

Catherine closed her eyes and swallowed hard.

“Thank you, Mother Héloïse.”

But her heart still cried for the countess and her mind still insisted that whoever had hurt her should not be left to God alone.





Two

The coast of France, Feast of the Annunciation to the Blessed Virgin,
 Monday, March 25, 1140

 


Forthon nu min hyge hweorfeth ofer hretherlocan
 min madsefa mid mereflode
 ofer hwœles ethel hweorfeth wide,
 eorthan sceatas, cymeth eft to me
 gifre ond grœdig gielleth anfloga
 hweteth on hwœweg hrether unwearnum
 ofer holma gelagu.

 


And still my mind wanders within me my spirit with the tide across the whale road, wanders far upon the earth’s surface, and comes back to me eager and greedy, the lone flier calls, inciting the unwary heart on to the whale road and across the wide sea.

—The Seafarer 11.58—64

 


 





As the boat jolted against the sand, people began spilling out, wading or flopping to shore. Some fell to their knees as soon as they reached the waterline; others lay face down, kissing the salty earth. A tall, gaunt knight wobbled on sea legs as far as the rocks and gave one last retch before collapsing. Only one man stayed with the oarsmen and helped them drag the boat and its cargo onto the beach. He lifted out his precious oilskin satchel of books, gave each man an English farthing, and walked steadily across the sand.

The sailor bit his quartered coin, dropped it in his purse and grinned at his companion.

“Clerk he may be now,” he said, “but that one’s forefathers knew the whale road, I’ll swear to it.”

“More Norse than Norman, for all his fine Latin and French,” the other agreed. “If I hadn’t known it by his hair, I’d have been sure the moment I saw him downing ale and salt herring below deck in a full gale.”

They laughed and belched at the memory, then tossed out the belongings of the other passengers and then, shuddering from the cold, swam the boat out past the breakers. They hoisted themselves aboard and rowed back to the ship, ready to sail on for Boulogne when the tide turned.

Edgar didn’t look back as he left the channel behind him and strode inland to the village. He paid no attention to his fellow passengers, either. They had spent most of the trip moaning and praying. His excellent health and obvious enjoyment of the rolling of the ship had not endeared himself to them. He shifted the books to his other shoulder and felt once again for the roll of cloth tied about his waist. Sewn in it were thirty bezants, pure gold. Apart from the books, they were his entire fortune. He wondered how his brother, Egbert, had come by them. Like many things concerning his brother’s activities, it was better not to know. They were his now, honestly acquired, a bride-price to prove his worth to Catherine’s father, a merchant more impressed by ability and moveable
wealth than lineage, especially when the lineage consisted of land in a country at the northern end of the world and a claim to a title usurped by the Norman invaders three generations ago.

He fixed his thoughts inland, down through Flanders and Picardy to the edge of Champagne, to the Paraclete, where, he prayed, Catherine still waited for him. He had been gone less than four months, from Paris to Scotland and back again, resenting every moment wasted in waiting for tides or safe passage through the war in England. There had been no time to send or receive word, but he refused even to consider that she had changed her decision. His step quickened. His father had raged at his plans and his stepmother had warned him against competing with God for a woman’s affections. But he had placed his faith in Catherine, in the promise she had given him, and, yes, in the certainty that the intense need he felt to be with her was returned.

Thinking of Catherine made him feel more wobbly than any ship could and he had an intense need for a long gulp of beer or even the sharp pear cider they fermented in Picardy. Edgar was glad to see the roofs of the town of Saint-Valéry and to remember that hard by the church was a fine inn which specialized in slaking the thirst of wandering scholars and pilgrims.

The inn was ancient, the dirt floor swept down well below the level of the street. Edgar could imagine Roman soldiers sitting at these same plank tables and speculating on the chances of invading Britain. He knew that soldiers of William of Normandy had drunk there seventy-five years ago, waiting for the order for their own invasion of England. But the soup was hot and the cider cheap and none of the innkeepers of the last thousand years had allowed politics to interrupt business.

Edgar sniffed his way through the windowless room to the hearth, handed over his money, filled his bowl and mug and trusted that his shins would find an empty stool where he could sit until his eyes adjusted to the gloom.

“Here, man. You can sit next to me.” A hand guided him to a resting place. “You just off the boat from England?”

Edgar downed the cider. “This is the first drink I’ve had in two days that didn’t taste of bilge and tar.”

He pulled out his spoon and started on the soup. His companion went back to his meal. Edgard relaxed. Only thieves and trigoleres . made idle conversation with strangers.


“Salve, amice! Going to Paris with those books?” another voice startled him.

Edgar amended his thought; thieves, degenerates and vagabond students. He turned to the group at the end of the table.

“Going back to Paris,” he told them, to forestall any of the wild tales gullible new students were treated to.

“Anything good in your book pack?” the boy nearest him asked. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen. Edgar, at twenty-five, felt quite paternal toward him.

“Not really,” Edgar said. “The Letters of Hildebert, a Macrobius, Seneca’s Naturales Quaestiones and a Life of Saint Cuthbert.”

The boy groaned, “Just the sort of plodding stuff my master wants me to study. I’d have carried it to the bottom of the sea.”

Edgar laughed and got up for another draught of cider. When he returned to the table, the two young students had gone outside to relieve themselves and then to try to follow the innkeeper’s directions to the nearest brothel. One man was left. He looked up briefly as Edgar sat. Something about his face in the flicker of the lamplight was familiar.

“Don’t I know you?” Edgar asked. “Did we meet in Paris?”

The man looked up again, startled. “Shouldn’t you have tried that speech with the boys?” he replied.

Edgar cringed. Every father in Christendom warned his sons about the prostitutes and their procurers who pretended to be from one’s home town and then fleeced the poor homesick students of all they had.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “For a moment you looked like someone else. I meant no offense.”

“None taken,” the man answered. “What’s the news from England?”

“The truce with King David still holds,” Edgar answered, “or I wouldn’t have been able to cross from the north. But King Stephen has a talent for creating enemies. He made Philippe d’Harcourt bishop of Salisbury for about a week before Bishop Henry of Winchester stopped him and appointed his own man. I don’t see how the king hopes to maintain his authority. After all, if Stephen’s own brother, Henry, is against him, who will be next? I forget who’s
bishop now. It’s nothing to me, in any case. No one has suggested putting a Saxon in the see again, just another bloody Norman.”

“Don’t glare at me!” the man laughed. “I’m Breton. It was your people who drove mine out of Britain five hundred years ago. No one’s suggested giving anything back to us, either.”

Edgar looked at him more closely.

“I had a friend from Britanny once,” he said. “A stone carver named Garnulf. He came from Le Pallet.”

“You knew Garnulf?” The man stared at him doubtfully. “What are you called?”

“Edgar, of Wedderlie, in Scotland,” Edgar answered. “And you?”

The man hesitated, then spoke. “I am also of Le Pallet. Garnulf did the altar carvings for my uncle, Dagobert, when he had the chapel rebuilt about ten years ago. He went on to work on Abbot Suger’s church, I heard, and died in a fall from one of the towers.”

Edgar nodded. “I was there.”

The man studied his face carefully. Then, to Edgar’s relief, he changed the subject.

“I’m on my way to Paris with those two nurslings. You may join us, if you like,” he said. “I have a mule that can bear the weight of a few more books.”

“I had hoped to travel with a better-armed party,” Edgar began.

“It’s almost Holy Week,” the man reminded him. “The roads will be full of pilgrims and merchants going to the shrines and faires. I’ve arranged to join a group of Flemish cloth sellers.”

Edgar felt the weight of the gold against his skin and thought of cut throats. But then he thought of Catherine. He wondered if he could have one coin made into gold bells for her ears. How they would shine against her dark hair!

Suddenly he felt hotter than Saint Lawrence on the gridiron. “If you’re leaving at once,” he said, “I’ll come with you. I need to be in Paris as soon as possible.”

“Neither of my charges have enough coin for more than a small taste of the delights of the flesh. They should be back shortly. If we leave before noon, we should be able to take advantage of the hospitality of the monks of Saint-Riquier tonight. With luck and good weather, we can celebrate Palm Sunday at Saint-Germain-des-Prés.”


Edgar agreed. The man returned to his own dish and Edgar concentrated on finishing his soup. Damn. He hated making a fool of himself, but the man had seemed familiar. Even his tricks of speech and his cool disdain had reminded Edgar of someone. Not Garnulf, though. The poor old stone carver had been a model of gentleness and his tongue full of the rough gallic speech of the Bretons.

His thoughts were interrupted by the return of the two young students. They tumbled into the inn like half-grown puppies, bumping against the tables and benches.

“They wouldn’t take our money,” one whined. “Said the jaels were all busy with the knights from that ship. We have to wait until they’re finished.”

“Then you’ll have to wait a few more days,” their keeper told them. “We’re leaving at once for Saint-Riquier. But no doubt the monks will provide more edifying entertainment.”

“But As—tro—labe!” The boy’s whine rose as his voice squeaked in frustration.

Astrolabe gave a quick glance toward Edgar, saw the gleam of recognition at his name, and sighed.

“Get your things and meet me at the stables,” he ordered. “Are you coming with us?” he asked Edgar.

Edgar nodded, his face expressionless. Inside he was grinning, though. Now he knew where he’d seen that face. Edgar had spent the past few years attending the lectures of Master Abelard. He should have seen it at once. Astrolabe’s face was a younger version, not worn by adversity, sorrow and illness, but with the same high cheekbones and long nose, the same air of assuredness. No wonder he didn’t want to give his name. Only one couple in France had been so uncaring of convention as to name their son after a navigational device, Héloïse and Abelard. Edgar wondered how he’d have felt if his father had named him Protractor or Anvil.

He got up, wiped out his bowl and spoon and put them back in his pack. He filled his cup once more, for the journey. Although intensely curious about his new travelling companion, he vowed to wait for the man to talk about himself. Astrolabe must have passed his life answering the same questions that had leaped to Edgar’s mind. What was it like for all the world to know that your father had seduced your mother and been castrated for it by her furious
family? Since Abelard and Héloïse had married after his birth, Edgar supposed that also made Astrolabe a bastard. Well, he’d known plenty of those, many of whom had legitimate bloodlines longer than his arm.

Perhaps it was only the striking resemblance to his father that made Edgar warm to him, but he felt that the time spent studying Astrolabe would be worthwhile. He began to look forward to the journey.

The conversation on the road dwelt on general topics; the unrest in England, in Toulouse, the Holy Land. The possibility of the battle for the English throne affecting business in France. One could count on feuds and minor wars for discussion with strangers. The boys, still sulking over their missed opportunity for debauchery, wanted to have a proper philosophical debate. Astrolabe gave them the old rhetorical question, “Is a pig led to market held by the man or the rope?” They dove into it as if the solution were of vital importance. Astrolabe fell back to walk with Edgar.

“I shouldn’t laugh,” Edgar admitted. “Ten years ago I was as green and as much a bricon as they.”

“And now that you are old and learned, you know that to the pig it doesn’t matter a fig what’s holding him,” Astrolabe said. “For no matter how he travels, the end of the journey is still the butcher’s knife.” He sighed. “You wouldn’t be one of those acolytes who buzz around my father like bluebottles, would you?”

“I’ve been known to,” Edgar admitted. “How is he? There were rumblings against his Theologia Christiana last autumn, but I’ve heard nothing more. Has something happened since I left in January?”

“Only the usual outcries about his writing, that his application of logic to the study of dogma is unsound, even heretical. He has made many enemies. The canons of Saint-Victor are not fond of him, as I’m sure you know, nor are the monks of Saint-Denis,” Astrolabe told him. “And some Cistercians find his theories bordering on blasphemy. I am more concerned about his health, though; that and his insistence on finding a place to publicly debate Bernard of Clairvaux on these recent charges.”

“The master would defeat Abbot Bernard easily,” Edgar said. “That’s nothing to concern yourself with. He’s bested every teacher in Paris.”


“Your words are confident, but not your tone.” Astrolabe glanced ahead at the boys, who were still wrangling over the pig. “You know what I fear, don’t you?”

Edgar dodged the pile the mule had just left in the road.

“Master Abelard and Abbot Bernard are like spring and autumn constellations,” he admitted. “They don’t belong in the same sky.”

“Yes, my father will argue brilliantly, using every rhetorical device, but only the most brilliant of his listeners will understand him,” Astrolabe said. “Bernard speaks with the mouth of a poet and the heart of a saint. He’d make the devil himself weep. Even my mother said that, on his visit to the Paraclete, he preached like an angel. How can one counter passion with logic? They have no meeting place.”

Edgar didn’t answer at first. If ever passion and logic met, it was in the person of Peter Abelard. But he was not the one to argue the point with Abelard’s son.

“So you’re going to Paris to convince him to abandon his challenge?” he said.

Astrolabe snorted. “Hardly. There’s only one person in the world who might do that. No, I’m going to ask him to accompany me to see Mother. I’ve written her about it and she agrees. She says it would be fitting for the three of us, just once, to be together at the celebration of the Resurrection.”

“Oddly enough,” Edgar said. “I was also planning on being at the Paraclete for Easter.”

Astrolabe showed no surprise.

“There are many who would come from farther than Scotland to hear my father preach an Easter sermon. And many,” he added, “who would travel even farther to silence him. I will be glad of your company.”

Edgar wrapped his cloak more tightly. Until today, all his thoughts had been for Catherine, of earning the right to marry her and then doing so with all due speed. He suddenly wondered if she had been so single-minded. This news would have been brought to the Paraclete long ago, and just as much as he, she was a disciple of Peter Abelard. Would she put aside her devotion to him and, even more, to Héloïse, just because he had finally come to claim her?

The road to Paris stretched on interminably.

 


 




Catherine had volunteered to sit by the Countess Alys for the length of the Great Silence, from Compline at sunset, to Prime. She felt that somehow the time of quiet and darkness was more dangerous than the bustle of the day. Perhaps that was why the blessed Saint Benedict had made the night office the longest. The sleeping world needed more protection from the servants of Evil, from the Angel of Death.

Despite all their efforts, a faint, nauseating scent was starting in the swollen broken arm. The bone had been snapped through the skin. There was no way to stop the infection once it had started. Catherine knew that Alys would lose the arm, if not her life. Her attacker was not a spirit sneaking through the night, though. It had been a human demon who walked proudly under the sun.

Her anger billowed inside her. On the other side of the cot, Paciana watched her. Catherine felt her gaze and looked up, blushing. Paciana raised her thumb to her lips and moved her fingers slightly, then signed three and six.

“Oh, Paciana,” Catherine said, then looked about guiltily for Sister Bertrada. She smiled and kissed her fingertips then blew on her opened palm, thanking the lay sister.

Psalm Thirty-six: “Do not fret because of the wicked … spera in Domino et fac bonum.” That was easy for Paciana, her faith was firm and she never did anything but good. It wasn’t so easy for someone without a natural leaning toward docility. All the same, Catherine recited the words under her breath and tried to push her anger aside.

Count Raynald had neither returned since he had left his wife six days before nor sent to know if she still lived. Alys’s mother had not come from Quincy, only a short ride away. She lay here dying among strangers.

Why does this matter so to you? her voices asked. Christian pity is well and good, but making yourself her defender and chief mourner is arrogant.

Catherine shook her head. She didn’t know why the plight of the poor woman had affected her so strongly. Perhaps it was her own uncertainty. She was forsaking this place of order and peace for marriage, for the world. When Edgar had been beside her, it had seemed the only choice, but now … . She tried to sign her thoughts to Paciana, but it took so long and she was so clumsy at it, she finally gave up and whispered.


“It’s only that she’s here alone, no family, no one familiar.”

Paciana shook her head, her arm moved in a circle, encompassing them all.

“Yes, of course, we all love her as one who would be our sister in Christ, but still …”

Paciana sighed and gestured again, with some reluctance.

“Me … secular … blood … sister,” Catherine interpreted. “You’re her real sister?”

Her voice had gone up. Paciana leaned across the bed and put her fingers firmly over Catherine’s lips. She looked as stern as Wrath, itself.

Her hands shaking, Catherine signed, “Then how can you forgive what’s been done to her?”

The lay sister smiled sadly and bent to kiss the countess’s forehead.

“God forgives,” she signed. “I accept. Say nothing.”

“If you wish,” Catherine nodded reluctantly.

But why not? Mother Héloïse and Prioress Astane must know already. Paciana couldn’t have been admitted to the convent without the approval of her family. It struck Catherine that she knew the background of every one of the other sisters. Many came from local families; some were part of the original group that were driven with Héloïse from Argenteuil. Abelard’s own nieces, Agate and Agnes, were here, too. Only a few were like her, drawn from farther away by the Paraclete’s reputation for learning. Paciana had always seemed so much a part of the convent that Catherine had never thought of her anywhere else. But now she wondered. She had presumed Paciana was not of the nobility. But if she were Alys’s sister, she must be, unless she were illegitimate, and that alone wouldn’t be enough to keep her from a proper place in the convent. But, if Paciana were wellborn, then why hadn’t she become a choir nun, to copy books and sing the office? Lay sisters were the drudges of the convent. They did the laundry and carried the water buckets.

The only answer Catherine could think of was that Paciana had been ordered to perform some long, hard penance.

But what could she have done? And why was she so clearly terrified of anyone knowing that she was sister to Countess Alys?





Three

The Paraclete, 
Friday, March 29, 1140

 


Iusto enim vita ista carcer est: mors huius carceris solutio. Nemo enim his adeo iustus est: ut perfectam possit hic cansequi iusticiam.

 


For the just, life itself is a prison: death is the solution to this prison. Truly, no one on earth is so just that he is able to attain perfect justice.

—Serlo of Savigny,
 Sermons

 


 





Holy Week was fast approaching; the time of darkness and fasting would soon be over. Even the weather brightened. The constant drizzle gave way to sunshowers with dazzling rainbows or brief curtains of huge, lazy snowflakes that fell glistening onto the green shoots in the garden before melting into the soft earth.

Catherine hardly noticed the world waking up around her. She moved through the patterned days, drawing comfort from the familiar prayers and duties, but her mind was always in the infirmary. Even her fears for Edgar were pushed aside for this present pain.

Paciana must know who beat Alys before, she thought for the hundredth time. She ought to tell us. One can bring a criminal to justice and still forgive him. It would be for the good of his soul to have him face his wickedness now, while he can still repent.

But when Catherine tried to question her further, Paciana refused even to sign. Her eyes stayed focused on her work, her hands busy sweeping or scrubbing.

In desperation, Catherine went to her friend Emilie, whose family was connected in one way or another with most of the nobility of Champagne, Burgundy, Blois and Lorraine. She would know, if anyone did. The only difficulty was that, while Catherine had been gone the previous autumn, Emilie had taken her final vows. As someone who was no longer even a novice, but more of a special boarder, Catherine had little to do with the choir nuns. The only time she was with them was in groups, in the refectory or the oratory, and in neither place was there opportunity for private talk.

Except on Saturday. That was the day for hair washing. If she volunteered to help, pouring the warm water and towelling the short curls dry, she might have a few moments to arrange a longer meeting.

“Wash hair?” Sister Bertrada pursed her lips in annoyance. “Do you even know how? You’d probably rub soap in everyone’s eyes and leave tangles impossible to comb out. The younger girls get very upset at that.”


Catherine stifled a sigh. She had forgotten about the students like herself and the novices, whose hair had yet to be cut. “I would be very careful, Sister. I have not done my share of manual labor since I returned.”

“As if you ever did.” But Sister Bertrada gave grudging, suspicious permission.

So Catherine, dressed in a shift and apron, with her sleeves tied above the elbow, spent Saturday morning being splashed with suds by squealing fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds. Despite her initial reluctance, she found herself smiling and splashing back. She and her sister, Agnes, had once played so, bent over the sink at the house in Paris, their long hair dripping puddles on the rushes. Outside, they could hear cursing as the soapy water ran down the pipe onto the boots of some passerby. A long time ago, it seemed.

The choir nuns came last, quietly as befitted their rank. It only took a moment for each shorn head to be washed. Catherine rubbed the towel briskly over Emilie’s blonde cap.

“I must speak with you,” she whispered.

It was like Emilie that she wasted no time with inconsequentials.

“After None, I will be g … grinding herbs in the infirmary,” she answered, her voice shaking with the energy of Catherine’s drying. “I think I’m d … done now. Thank you.”

 


The apothecary room, where the infirmarian, Sister Melisande, slept, was upstairs from the infirmary proper. On one wall were the shelves of oils and powders from distant lands that were bought each year at the faire at Troyes. Hanging from the ceiling were herbs grown and dried at the convent. On a long table in the center of the room were clay bowls and wooden pestles, as well as vials for measuring. When Catherine entered, Emilie was bent over these, grinding at something which scraped against the bowl in a way that set Catherine’s teeth on edge.

“Will you do this a while?” Emilie asked. “I’m trying to make a powder of cinnamon and eggshells to mix with fennel and pomegranate juice for Alys.”

“What will that do?” Catherine asked as she took the pestle and went to work.

“Fennel may help bring the fever down and I hope the rest will
keep the bleeding from starting again,” Emilie answered. “Oh, that’s better. My arm was aching.”

“Emilie, do you know who attacked the countess?”

Emilie took down a bottle labeled πεπλισ. Catherine recognized it as one that her father had brought. She tried to remember enough of the Greek Mother Héloïse had taught her to sound out the word. Emilie opened it and sniffed before adding it to another bowl.

“Walter of Grancy, of course,” she finally answered. “Everyone knows that. He and Raynald have been feuding for years.”

“But this wasn’t the first time,” Catherine insisted. “She’s been beaten before.”

“Who hasn’t?” Emilie didn’t look up from her work.

“Not like this, Emilie.” The cinnamon shattered under Catherine’s anger. “Not over and over to leave scars, laced across each other. What do you know of her family?”

“Her father married twice,” Emilie said after a moment’s thought. “The first marriage lasted only a few years. His wife died quite suddenly. There was a child, I think, who also died. Alys is from the second marriage. After he died, Alys’s mother married again.”

Catherine sorted it out. Paciana must have been very young when her mother had died, but why would Emilie think she had died, too? She opened her mouth to ask, then held her tongue with difficulty, remembering her promise to Paciana.

“Mother Héloïse said that Alys’s property came from her father’s family,” Catherine told her. “What happened to the dower of his first wife?”

“I don’t know.” Emilie stopped stirring and closed her eyes, trying to trace out all the family connections. “Let me think. Alys’s father was a castellan of Count Thibault. He had control of several towns when he died and I’m sure much of the land was heritable. I don’t know much about the first wife. She died before I was born. I think she was some relation to Count Thibault, which was why they did so well. I remember my mother mentioning that the count gave her the tithes of five mills and a vineyard near Troyes as a wedding gift. Alys’s father may have kept them or they may have reverted to Thibault. Mother Héloïse. might know, or Sister Bietriz. She’s niece to Thibault’s former seneschal, André de Baudement, you know.”


“I had forgotten that,” Catherine said. “Perhaps I’ll ask her. It’s odd that a count like Raynald, with his connections, would marry the daughter of a castellan.”

“If enough land or money came with her, and if the connection with Count Thibault were strong enough, I don’t suppose Raynald would care.”

“No, I suppose not.” Catherine was doubtful. The count of Tonnerre struck her as a man proud of his lineage. And Tonnerre was not a poor area. Still … “I wonder what she did bring to the marriage and where it goes if she dies childless.”

Emilie shrugged. “I no longer have an interest in such things.”

Catherine bent over the mortar in embarrassment. “I’m sorry to ask you about them. It is not appropriate to your new status to be drawn into gossip.”

“Do you imagine yourself a tool of Satan?” Emilie laughed. “I will confess in chapter this week that I have been speaking idly and take my penance. But I don’t think you asked for idle reasons. And I am your true friend. I always will be. Do you think my taking the veil could change that?”

“I am leaving soon,” Catherine said. “We won’t be sisters after all. I thought it might make a difference.”

Emilie leaned across the table and gently pushed a loose curl back under Catherine’s scarf.

“We will always be sisters,” she said.

 


Edgar, Astrolabe and the two Norman students entered Paris on the morning of Palm Sunday and the streets were already crowded with people come to take part in the procession. All of them seemed to be heading toward the Île. The travellers pushed their way down the Rue Saint-Martin and across the Grand Pont, letting the crowd carry them along.

“Where is Master Abelard staying?” Edgar asked.

“With the monks at Sainte-Geneviève,” Astrolabe told him. “Aren’t you coming with us?”

“I have to see someone first,” Edgar said. “When do you think we’ll leave for the Paraclete?”

“Tomorrow, Tuesday at the latest. It depends on the weather and my father’s health.”

“I’ll find you this evening,” Edgar promised.


“Very well,” Astrolabe agreed. “Come along, children,” he added to his charges. “I’m going to deliver you to your new keeper.”

He did look as though he were leading a pair of tame bears. The boys, fresh from the country outside London, stumbled through the crush of people, gawking at the pilgrims, tumblers and hawkers of trinkets and not noticing where they stepped. Astrolabe drew them along behind him. In a moment, they were lost among the crowd.

The procession moved on across the Île, turning left to the churches of Saint-Christophe, then Saint-Etienne, to conclude at Sainte-Marie-Nôtre-Dame. Before the crowd turned, Edgar slipped away and went into the Juiverie. Unlike the other streets, the area around the synagogue was quiet. A few men, loaded with parcels, walked purposefully, glancing about with every step. When they saw Edgar, each faltered a second, taking his measure and judging the likelihood of his using a concealed knife. Satisfying themselves that he was harmless, they continued on their way.

It took Edgar a while to find the right door. He realized with some embarrassment that he had never entered through the front of the house, at least not while conscious. He hoped they would receive him. He hoped they were there. The whole street had the look of a place shut down for the winter, or until some great storm passed.

At first there was no response to his knock. Then he heard a swish of skirts upon the rushes and a narrow slot was pushed back. A brown eye focused on him then looked beyond, as if checking for companions.

“What do you want?” It was a woman’s voice, young but trying to sound old and brusk.

“My name is Edgar,” he said gently. “I’m a friend of Solomon, of this house, and of Hubert LeVendeur. I’ve just returned to Paris and wished for word of them.”

His stomach tightened as he spoke. He didn’t give a rat’s ass about Solomon and Hubert. Catherine! He wanted to shout it. Tell me if Catherine is safe. Tell me that everything is as it was, that we are still betrothed, and I’ll leave you in peace!

But he only stood quietly at the door as the eye examined him once again. The slot closed.

It seemed he stood there for days as other eyes watched him from
slots up and down the narrow street. Finally, the door opened a few inches and a hand pulled him in.

He was suddenly smothered in a soft, maternal bosom then pushed to arm’s length. Catherine’s aunt Johannah greeted him.

“You look better than the last time you were here,” she laughed. “How’s the arm?”

“Fine,” he gasped. He had not expected to be welcomed. He straightened and bowed properly.

“May the Lord bless all who dwell here,” he said, remembering at the last minute not to go on to the Virgin and the saints.

“And you,” Johannah smiled again. “Come in, wash the road from your hands and face. I will have Dulce bring you some wine and cheese. Eliazar is out, but I expect him soon.”

It was hard to endure the customs of civilization when operating on basic feelings, but Edgar managed to survive until Catherine’s uncle Eliazar returned.

“Yes,” Edgar answered him. “It is good to see you again, also. I am fully recovered, thanks to your kind attentions. My family is well. My trip was uneventful, except … I was able to sell my land to provide a bridal gift. Please tell me, do I still have a bride?”

Eliazar leaned back in his chair and laughed, his stomach shaking. He ran a hand through his beard and his expression softened to sympathy.

“As far as I know,” he said, “my brother has not changed his mind about allowing you to marry his daughter. Of course, those nuns may give you a fight for her soul. But why don’t you simply go ask Hubert? Why come here and now, of all times?”

Then Edgar realized why the houses were all locked and barred. He had been so caught up in his own life that he had missed the obvious. This was Holy Week. Every day from now until Easter, good Christians were reminded in sermon, play and procession of Christ’s passion and death. More than any other time of the year, the ancient guilt and continued intransigence of the Jews in their midst was made apparent to them.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t think …”

Eliazar shrugged. “Why should you? You are not the one they throw stones and fishheads at. Still, you could have gone to my brother’s. He has made a reputation as a good Christian. No one in Paris knows he was born a Jew.”


Edgar hung his head. He felt like a just-thrashed schoolboy. In his part of the world, Jews were mythical beings inhabiting only the Old Testament or Easter sermons. He still found it difficult to associate them with the people of Paris who looked and acted just like everyone else. He had forgotten the shame of Hubert Le Vendeur’s family connections and remembered only the kindness they had shown him when his life was in danger.

Why had he come to Eliazar first? The reasons that came into his mind could not be spoken. Because I felt more likely to be taken in here. Because I wanted someone to be on my side when I see Catherine’s family. Because your wife reminds me of my stepmother and it comforts me to see her. He felt like an idiot and knew that whatever he said would cause laughter or offense. He took a deep breath and decided to tell the truth.

“I didn’t want to appear at Catherine’s door like a beggar or an abductor,” he explained. “Also, I wasn’t sure how I would be received there. Perhaps Hubert has decided that Catherine should remain in the convent, if only for her mother’s sake. You know her mother believes that Catherine has risen bodily into heaven and is now a saint?”

Eliazar nodded. “His wife’s condition is one of Hubert’s greatest sorrows. Yes, it would be difficult if you appeared at family dinner. Madeleine would not take kindly to your intentions.”

“Exactly,” Edgar said. “If Hubert were not there, I didn’t know how I would explain myself, or to whom. But you know me.”

“Yes,” Eliazar smiled. “We have had a short but illuminating acquaintance. For most of it, you were unconscious, as I recall.”

Edgar grimaced. “Yes, that’s true. I suppose I came here because I know you. You were kind to me. I would have gone directly to the Paraclete and met Catherine there, avoiding the whole problem,” he added, “but I don’t want to be accused of abduction.”

“Very commendable.” Eliazar smiled. “Especially since they would not be likely to let you anywhere near my niece without her father’s permission. Well then, as far as I know, my brother is in Paris. Madeleine is at Vielleteneuse with Catherine’s brother and his family and so safely out of the way. If you want word of Catherine, or a formal contract made up, I think you should go see Hubert. I would send a messenger to him, but I won’t risk anyone this week.”


“I understand,” Edgar got up. “Thank you.”

Johannah came in just as he was leaving. “Are you going without eating? We do allow Christians at our table.”

“You have given me something better than food,” Edgar said. “I will not intrude upon you further.”

When he had gone, Johannah turned to her husband.

“That boy is still in love with Catherine,” she said.

“And what’s wrong with that?” Eliazar asked.

“Love should come after marriage, not before,” she answered firmly. “It’s something that happens in spite of knowing a person’s worst habits. Putting it first will only cause trouble.”

“If you feel that way, I’m very glad you didn’t love me when we got married.”

Johannah patted Eliazar’s stomach. “You foolish man, I’ve loved you since I was six years old.”

Eliazar shook his head. “Then I hope you will forgive me, I’ve only loved you since you were ten.”

Johannah sighed. “Those poor children, from opposite ends of the world. It’s a miracle they even met. I hope nothing prevents their happiness.”

“My dearest, that’s what life does,” he answered sadly. “I only hope they taste a little joy before things go wrong.”

 


Despite Eliazar’s advice, Edgar went in the opposite direction from Hubert LeVendeur’s house at the Grève on the northern bank of the river. Instead he crossed the Petit Pont and headed west, to Sainte-Geneviève. On the other side of the Seine the crowds were rowdier, younger, much more drunk. He pulled his hood far down over his face and elbowed his way through. He could feel hands groping him, hunting for a purse, he hoped. He had none. He had sent the books and his pack on with Astrolabe. He felt a sudden thud against his side, as if someone had thrown a rock, but in this crush it was impossible. A voice muttered, “Aversier ou serjens? Par le cors Saint Omer! Fils a batart avoutre!”

Edgar looked down in time to see a knife flash away from him, the tip bent. He rubbed his side. There was a tear in his chainse that had slit the cloth underneath. He could feel the smooth gold revealed. He covered it with his hand and wrapped his cloak more tightly. With renewed energy, he shoved himself away from his
assailant and hurried on, repeating under his breath, “Deo gratias, Mariae gratias!” over and over.

“And thank you, too, Egbert,” he added. “For paying me in good thick bezants.”

By the time he reached Sainte-Geneviève, his side was aching fiercely. He would have one beautiful bruise from this, but it made him shaky to think how close he had come to having his stomach gutted. He had passed twice through an England in the middle of civil war and had not come so close to death.

As he climbed the steps to the abbey, he began to wonder about it. The man had not tried to cut a purse. He had thrust at his left side, under the rib cage. He had wanted to murder him in the crowd and be gone. Why? Edgar felt a cold hand on his neck and shuddered violently, turning. There was no one there.

This was insane, Edgar told himself. There was no reason for someone to single him out for murder. He had no importance. His family’s feuds were confined to the area between Northumbria and Edinburgh. It was unlikely anyone would follow him here for revenge. Apart from a difference of opinion with Catherine’s uncle Roger, now mercifully dead, he had made no enemies that he knew of. His attacker was most likely mad, someone with a grudge against all clerics. Perhaps a student had seduced his wife or cheated him at dice. It was unnerving and painful, but nothing to become morbid about. Cities bred madness; it was a well-known fact.

Astrolabe was sitting by the fire in the monastery hostel. The bag of books and a smaller sack of clothes and writing tools were beside him. Edgar shook himself, forcing the fear from his limbs. There was no point in recounting the tale. Certainly not here, at least, where his explanation of being saved by his belt of gold coins might be overheard.

“What are your plans? Are we leaving soon?” Edgar asked Astrolabe, as he went through the sack for his drinking cup. “Is there any ale?”

“The barrel is in the corner. There’s a monk guarding it,” Astrolabe answered. “My father wants to leave at first light tomorrow.”

Edgar stopped in his quest for a drink. Astrolabe seemed as upset as he was himself. “That worries you?”

Astrolabe rubbed his forehead. “He is much worse. He’s gaunt
as if on a perpetual fast. His skin is some part red, some part pale as your own. He barely has the strength to stand.”

“Is he well enough to ride the mule?”

Astrolabe frowned. “I have no idea. It certainly is the proper mount for an abbot and he clings to the perquisites of his office. He has little more.” He covered his face with both hands. “I just don’t know if he could even stand that much jolting. Which would anger my mother more, if I let him use the last of his strength to reach her or if I risked his dying where she could not reach him?”

“I haven’t met your mother,” Edgar said. “But I do know Master Abelard. The decision will be his.”

“Exactly.” A hand descended heavily onto Edgar’s shoulder. At first he thought it was a blow of reprimand, then he realized that, if he moved, Abelard would fall. Edgar looked around slowly. His eyes widened in shock.

In the four months he had been gone, Abelard had aged ten years, it seemed. His hair was nearly white and the skin was stretched over the bones of his face like leather on a new drum. The hand gripping Edgar’s shoulder, however, was iron strong.

“I will spend Easter at the Paraclete,” he announced. “It is my duty to see to the welfare of my daughters in Christ. Then, I must see the archbishop of Sens.”

“Father … !” Astrolabe began. Then he stopped and shook his head in resignation. “Then I’m going to see about getting you a horse. The mule has too uneven a gait. And don’t make any objection,” he added as he got up and put on his cloak. “I may not have your gift for argument, but I’m as stubborn as you and Mother put together.”

Abelard eased himself onto the stool Astrolabe had vacated. He smiled at him fondly.

“I think a horse would be an excellent idea,” he said. “Thank you, son.”

His agreement seemed to alarm Astrolabe even more. Muttering that the Day of Judgement must surely be at hand, he went out.

Edgar finally went for his drink, getting another for Master Abelard. When he returned, he found the master staring blankly into the fire. He roused himself to take the offered cup.

“Do you ever see images in flames?” he asked Edgar.

Startled, Edgar answered, “No, never.”


Abelard sighed. “Neither do I. God grants me no such visions. I see only what logic and common sense tell me is there. It might be better if I saw dragons or visions of damned souls. Instead, I see only something burning to create warmth. One would think a heretic would feel some premonition upon regarding fire.”

Edgar looked at the glowing coals and tried to decide if he was supposed to see something or not. After a few minutes, Abelard spoke again, in a different tone.

“So, are you still determined to steal away one of Héloïse’s charges for the trials of married life?”

Edgar grinned. “Yes, Master, if she’ll still have me.”

“I will not lecture you on the subject again,” Abelard assured him. “Although the ability to enjoy carnal union has been taken from me, I remember it well enough and know the force with which it can overcome us.”

“Neither of us has taken any other vows,” Edgar reminded him. “It isn’t the easiest road to salvation, I know, but …”

“You intend to marry this woman, don’t you?” Abelard asked sharply. “You intend to live with her and honor her and engender children upon her who will be raised in the faith. Is that correct?”

“Yes, of course,” Edgar answered, though he hadn’t actually thought too far beyond the initial consummation as yet.

“Then I see no reason for you to alter your plans. The apostle would not have told couples to pay each other the marriage debt if it were a sin. I believe that no such natural pleasure of the flesh, such as that which is necessary to continue the human race, should be called a sin. Nor should it be considered a fault if we take pleasure from the act in marriage when the pleasure is unavoidable.”

“I remember your lecture on that, Master,” Edgar said. “So you feel that I should not consider it a sin if I prefer marriage to burning.”

“Precisely,” Abelard replied. He set down his cup, serious again. “I wonder if that is among the list of heresies the former abbot of Saint-Thierry is making from my writings.”

“I don’t understand this new controversy.” Edgar said fiercely. “Haven’t they persecuted you enough? After Soissons, didn’t they realize how ridiculous these charges of heresy were?”

“That was many years ago,” Abelard answered. “Since then, I have achieved even more respect and renown for my theological
studies. Little minds fear me. They are in terror of the influence I might have. My books are read even in Rome. William of Saint-Thierry was once my friend. He must know my faith is as strong and orthodox as his own. But I intend to settle this matter once and for all.”

“How?” Edgar wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer.

“Henry Sanglier, archbishop of Sens, is holding a display of relics on the octave of Pentecost. He has invited the king, the count of Champagne and a number of bishops and nobles. The following day I propose to debate William’s champion, the abbot of Clairvaux, on these matters that he considers counter to dogma. I will prove my case before everyone.”

Abelard sank back on the stool, exhausted. Edgar didn’t know what to say. He believed completely that his teacher was no heretic, that he was the most brilliant scholar in France, or anywhere else. But he did not believe that Abelard, in his present state of health, was strong enough to debate anyone, especially someone with the passion and certainty of Bernard of Clairvaux. But, as Astrolabe had said, there was only one person who could outargue Peter Abelard.

“You say we’ll leave for the Paraclete at first light?” he asked. “I must go now to make arrangements with Catherine’s father. Where shall I meet you?”

“At the Devil’s Fart,” Abelard answered. “Be there before the sun strikes the spire of Saint-Jean, or we’ll leave without you.”
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