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Praise for The Damask Rose


‘Completely engrossed me from the start. I loved Olwen’s story as well as Eleanor’s, and the glorious descriptions of the herbs and flowers as a contrast to the high politics of the era. It felt incredibly rich and vividly told’


Nicola Cornick


‘A fascinating historical figure vividly captured in a beautifully narrated novel. Carol McGrath expertly brings to life one of the most determined and remarkable queens of the medieval world, a woman who finds herself at the heart of a deadly power game for the throne. The intriguing character of Eleanor of Castile is so skilfully drawn that the reader can easily understand how this enchanting rose was adored by some and regarded as a vicious thorn by her enemies. The gentle herbalist, Olwen, is the perfect foil for the fiercely loyal and determined queen’


KJ Maitland


‘Shines a true light on the gripping tale of the life of Eleanor of Castile, the love of Edward I’s life and the inspiration for the Eleanor Crosses. Bringing Eleanor to vibrant life and staying true to what we know about her life and interests, this novel is an important step in redressing the balance in contemporary understanding of a much neglected but hugely significant medieval Queen’


Sara Cockerill


‘Carol McGrath excels at sweeping the reader away on an engrossing journey through history. Her books hit the perfect balance between great storytelling and superb research, and she brings her characters vividly to life. I thoroughly enjoyed this follow-up to The Silken Rose’


Jane Johnson


‘Carol McGrath pulls from the pages of history Eleanor of Castile: queen, business woman and true partner to one of England’s most forceful kings. Exquisitely researched, The Damask Rose breathes life into a complex, dynamic woman’


Cryssa Bazos
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1266. Eleanor of Castile, adored wife of the Crown Prince of England, is still only a princess when she is held hostage in the brutal Baron’s Rebellion, and her baby daughter dies. Scarred by privation, a bitter Eleanor swears revenge on those who would harm her family - and vows never to let herself be vulnerable again.


As she rises to become Queen, Eleanor keeps Olwen - a trusted herbalist, who tried to save her daughter - by her side. But it is dangerous to be friendless in a royal household, and as the court sets out on crusade, Olwen and Eleanor discover that the true battle for Europe may not be a matter of swords and lances, but one fanned by whispers and spies . . .









For all those who work with medicine today


and with a thought for those like the fictional


Guillaume who were doctors long ago.


Dedicated to the memory of those


who have died from COVID-19.
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The Benedictine Hours








	Matins


	Between 2.30 and 3.00 in the morning







	Lauds


	Between 5.00 and 6.00 in the morning







	Prime


	Around 7.30 or shortly before daybreak







	Terce


	9.00 in the morning







	Sext


	Noon







	Nones


	Between 2.00 and 3.00 in the afternoon







	Vespers


	Late afternoon







	Compline


	Before 7.00, as soon after that the monks retire

















Part One


England


So it fell upon a time when King Arthur said unto Merlin,
‘My barons will let me have no rest, but needs I must take a wife . . . I love Guinevere the King’s daughter, Leodegrance of the land of Cameliard, the which hidden in his house the table round that ye told he had of my father Uther. And this damsel is the most valiant and fairest lady I know living or yet I could ever find.’


Chapter I, Book III, Morte D’Arthur by Sir Thomas Malory, published by William Caxton









Prologue


Lewes


1264


The rebel army assembled mid-afternoon on a meadow in front of Lewes Castle. Troops had streamed in from adjacent fields where they had flattened crops, created a bivouac camp, buried their dead before carrion crows ripped flesh from bones, and overnight had suffered their wounds to be tended, as well as legs and arms amputated. A gentle sun belied the horror of the previous day’s battle but it could not conceal the stench of stale bodies and the metallic scent of drying blood hovering in the air.


Gilbert de Clare, only twenty-one years old and already a ruthless warlord, watched from the sidelines as his companion and leader Earl Simon de Montfort took up a position on the raised mound before the castle moat. Gilbert noted how light gleamed off the mail and scale of Earl Simon’s hauberk and slanted onto his face, causing his leader to squint. They had gathered to hear Earl Simon speak of their victory over the King, now a prisoner along with his son Lord Edward and his brother the Duke of Cornwall, secured in the castle keep behind, and of the loyalist nobles whom Gilbert hoped would be exiled.


As a cloud passed over the sun Simon moved slightly into the shade of a tall sycamore tree and lifted high a tattered scroll which he waved at his troops. The excited men cheered. Three strong blasts of a trumpet followed. The crowd hushed and waited.


What, wondered Gilbert, his mouth sliding into a cynical smile, would his leader say now they had the King in their power and mastery of the land. Gilbert drew a deep breath and considered the territorial gains he might add to his vast territories on the Welsh Marches, especially those belonging to William of Pembroke, the King’s half-brother - lands many of which were conveniently situated in Pembrokeshire - and he would at last recover his own castles of Kingston and Tonbridge, taken by King Henry five years ago when war between the King and the rebel barons had first broken out. They would rid the land of Jews too, a race that had long supported the King with money intended to bolster up his foolish reign. Gilbert smirked. He was proud that he had led the massacre of that unchristian race in Canterbury last month. Today he was even prouder, since he had commanded the centre of their army on the downs west of Lewes and led them to victory when Lord Edward had pursued their own vulnerable left wing for miles back towards London, leaving the King and Richard of Cornwall exposed and galloping towards the City. He, Gilbert de Clare, had personally accepted the surrender of Earl Richard, having trapped him in a windmill close to where they were now gathered. Yes, those who supported change in government deserved great rewards, and none more than himself.


Gilbert was a tall man and powerful physically, all muscle. As he watched Earl Simon, he drew himself up even taller as the last seven years fleeted through his vision. He thought of the realignment of loyalties, including his own, because King Henry had broken promise after promise. The barons and clergy had demanded simple changes in government. Henry had accepted the barons’ council of fifteen, after years of negotiations, to help the king rule fairly the shires that made up England. A privy council was designed to advise Henry, curb his building and pageantry extravagances, his outrageous expenditure on feuding in Gascony, England’s remaining territory across the Narrow Sea, and to put right his appallingly poor administration. They would advise the King on the custody of royal castles and oversee ministerial appointments.


After promising to accept these provisions, Henry had reneged, seeking the Pope’s approval for his actions. He broke the agreement, claiming his hand had been forced. That had been the final straw for Gilbert, who had recently come into his earldom on his father’s death. Gilbert’s brow darkened as he felt a frown grow across his forehead and he considered how Henry’s Lusignan stepbrothers as well as the Queen’s Savoyard relatives between them had controlled England and the King. These foreigners were England’s greatest archbishops, bishops, and even earls through marriages forged with their land’s greatest heiresses and heirs. In fact, Gilbert mused with his lips curling with distaste, at only ten years of age he had been pushed into marriage with one of them eight years his senior. He grimaced as a picture of cold, unpleasant, proudly beautiful Alix, his wife, clouded his vision. He had heard rumours of her behaviour with Lord Edward when the King had taken his half-niece prisoner along with the garrison of Tonbridge Castle.


There had been hope of change when Earl Simon returned to England from exile in France two years previously and consolidated opposition to the King. After routs throughout the south, Simon had even attempted to settle the differences between king and barons in a fair manner, or so he had thought. When Simon asked the King of France to arbitrate and persuade Henry to accept the statutes proposed by his barons, pious Louis, like the Pope before him, sided with Henry. After all, the French king was autocratic and he was married to that proud Provençal woman, Queen Ailenor’s sister Marguerite. King Louis would never gainsay his own brother-in-law.


How could they accept such a judgement? The war had begun in earnest after that.


He thought of how Queen Ailenor was in France raising troops to support the royalist cause. It was as well they had victory at Lewes. The victory was a stroke of good fortune after loyalist successes. Gilbert did not believe in God’s will particularly, favouring instead Lady Fortune. At first it seemed as if Lord Edward and King Henry would trounce them since Edward had made such a brilliant cavalry charge, but he later destroyed his luck by chasing his quarry from the field, meaning Henry was left to launch an infantry attack up Offham Hill. Now Henry was their prisoner and must negotiate. And the Queen would shudder with fear when the news reached her Gascon stronghold.


Gilbert whispered his thanks to Lady Luck and shook his mane of startling red hair. What next? He would help Montfort rule, Lord Simon’s right-hand man. His eyes widened at the thought of power, gold in his coffers and new castles, not that he did not have plenty already. After all, his sire had been England’s wealthiest baron. Still, you could never have too much.


Simon was beginning to speak and another fleeting thought flew into his mind. What if he and Alix separated, now the Lusignan fortunes were on the wane? He must look into it, a legal separation; perhaps, one day, even a divorce if he could find proof of consanguinity.


Earl Simon began to speak in English. Gilbert noted that although Simon had never lost his French accent, that bothered none of the men. They, he and Simon, had led them to victory after all, victory over a foolish king and his she-wolf wife.


‘Yesterday our army was victorious. When we marched from London to treat with Henry Plantagenet, he promised peace if we presented ourselves with halters around our necks, ready for hanging.’ He shook the tattered scroll he was holding. ‘That’s what it says here.’ Earl Simon’s face looked as red as Gilbert’s own shock of red hair. ‘Now, the third Henry is our prisoner and must agree to our terms.’


Seizing a brand from a brazier, Simon set the King’s letter alight. The parchment was slow to take flame at first but he kept torching it until it flared up. Cinders fluttered into the breeze like tattered black rags. Wax dripped from the burning words to hiss on the fire. He yelled as if he was God’s own herald sounding out anger at His anointed King, ‘From this day forth, a new council will rule for the King. Its members will be Englishmen. We’ll take back our castles stolen as gifts for foreigners. The King’s nepotism stops here, today. His Lusignan half-brothers will be exiled forthwith.


‘Every shire in the realm will send knights. Every town will send two of their own townsmen to Parliament. Englishmen will seek justice for grievances through laws decided by Parliament.’ He drew a long breath and, even louder, he decreed, ‘Prisoners held at Windsor Castle will be returned to us. And my own dear son.’ Tears swam in his eyes as he spoke of his boy.


‘I would feel the same,’ Gilbert muttered to himself. Bells for Vespers rang out from the abbey. Earl Simon paused until they stopped before continuing.


‘Families who have lost husbands and sons in the Battle of Lewes will receive fair and just comfort this coming winter. You have my word. Go in peace. Return to your homes knowing you fought for justice.’


Gilbert joined in the resounding cheer that arose amongst their troops. Bagpipes played. Priests offering pardons for crimes of war wandered through the crowds. Slowly, Earl Simon’s army dispersed. Gilbert could smell the cooking fires’ smoke mingling with the welcome aroma of roasting meat rise from the fields. The men were hungry. Tomorrow, some would return to their homes but Gilbert’s own men, as Simon had requested that morning, would march north to capture Windsor Castle.


The Lady Eleanor, Lord Edward’s wife, another young she-wolf, was its keeper. She would not be Windsor’s custodian for much longer. He would take the castle from that haughty Spanish princess. Gilbert followed Simon back over the glassy moat trailed by his own squire. Of a sudden, Simon stopped, turned to him and said in a low voice, ‘I’ll travel with Henry to Canterbury and keep him there but I’m sending Edward and Richard to Wallingford under close guard. Separate them, divide and rule, is my tactic for now.’


‘The other prisoners, my Lord?’


‘Oh, you mean Pembroke and the others.’


Gilbert nodded. He had those Welsh lands in his sights but he would wait until Pembroke was out of the way before staking his own claims. Perhaps he would ask initially for Pembroke’s Kent properties and his London houses.


Simon grinned. ‘Exile.’ He laughed. ‘Well, frankly, I can hardly execute them. I’ll strip them of their possessions and hope they go off on Crusade and stay away or die in Outremer, the pack of them.’ Gilbert thought to himself but did not say, it was more likely they would connive at a return. He felt Simon take his arm.


‘Best, Gilbert, that we attend Vespers and give thanks. We may have won the war but we still have to win the peace. Pray for success. Windsor is your first call. We’ll persuade Henry to ask his daughter-in-law to keep him company in Canterbury, nay, command her. I’ll get him to sign a summons after he has eaten a good supper. He will comply once his ear is bent and he sees he has no option but to comply and, tomorrow, you will be on your way to Windsor with that royal summons.’


Supper was what Gilbert wanted more than prayer. The smell of cooking wafted from the kitchen building, assaulting his nostrils as he followed Simon towards the castle’s chapel.









Chapter One


Windsor Castle


21 June 1264


On the feast of St John, Lady Eleanor watched the forest from the castle’s lower battlements. Smoke from rebel campfires twisted above the treeline. The rebels had plundered her park, hunted stags in her forest, and cooked her venison. Occasionally a whiff drifted her way, reminding her that soon the castle would run out of food. She sighed, knowing she would have to consult with Master Thomas, her steward, as to how long they could survive without surrender, before they starved. Earl Simon’s deputy, Hugh Bigod of Norfolk, had positioned his troops everywhere. They were hidden by willows hanging over the riverbanks; they were concealed in meadows and hiding within the barley growing in nearby fields; they camped even closer, amongst the beech trees in the King’s deer park.


Movement on the edge of the forest! A moment later a rider emerged, galloping along the track towards the castle moat. Eleanor shaded her brow. There had been many messengers demanding she gave up the castle and she had sent them away. She edged along the battlements, peering over the parapets until she reached a point directly above the gatehouse. Something appeared very familiar about this particular horseman. A second rider, a squire perhaps, broke from the trees holding aloft a fluttering pennant. She drew breath sharply because rather than showing as usual Montfort’s forktailed lion, this long curling flag displayed the King’s leopards, gold and silver embroidery glinting in the sun. Her heart began to beat faster, pumping hard at her chest. Could he be a messenger from her husband at last?


Time stilled as if the scene below was painted inside a psalter. Eleanor’s mantle billowed out and her short veil was nearly blown from her head by a sudden breeze. The castle rooks, roosting in trees, made loud mewing sounds like babies crying. Bells rang for Vespers. She peered directly below at her ladies trailing into the chapel, miniature figures with bowed heads and clasped hands. She should attend Vespers since it was the feast of St John today, but she remained where she was, as if mesmerised, watching the two riders clip-clopping along the path, their horses’ snorts competing with the rooks’ unsettling caws.


The knight slowed as he approached the moat. He halted, dismounted, and removed his helmet. Her eyes fixed upon his shock of red hair. Gilbert de Clare, the Earl of Gloucester! No other. She knew him well from the days before the barons’ rebellion. And if Earl Simon was the devil, Gilbert of Gloucester, once her husband’s friend, had turned his mantle and was Satan’s helper. Tears of disappointment welled up behind her eyes.


Earl Gilbert tugged a scroll from his mantle and with one hand still holding his reins he held it up to the gatehouse guards. Ribbons dangled from a seal. Anger replaced disappointment. If this was a trick, she would have Simon de Montfort’s son, her prisoner, hanged from a parapet.


She twisted her head to stare up at the range of battlements just above her head. ‘Raise your bows,’ she ordered the waiting archers, her Spanish accent breaking through her English speech. ‘Bring Earl Simon’s son out.’ She pointed to the knight below. ‘Gloucester is not to be trusted. Others may be hidden amongst the trees ready to attack.’ A sergeant gave a sharp order and several guards raced off to fetch the prisoner, a young lad not yet twenty, also called Simon de Montfort.


Gathering her mantle close, Eleanor hurried down the stairway that spiralled through the castle and ran into the hall. She pulled a short sword from a wall bracket as she passed. After all, she had taken lessons in fighting from her brother Enrique in Castile, practising swordplay with him on sun-baked courtyards when she was growing up. Pages stared at her as she sped past them, their mouths wide open. Shocked guards by the great door fell back out of her way as they dragged it open. Not pausing for breath, she raced down the steps brandishing the sword and ran across the courtyard,


‘Lower the bridge. If Gilbert de Clare carries a message from King Henry, fetch it.’


The drawbridge clanked as it was slowly lowered over the moat. A guard raced across it with her demand. Moments later he returned saying breathlessly, ‘The Earl says he must deliver it himself into your own hands. He says go across yourself for it, my lady, else he will bring it over to you.’


Her captain of the guard shook his head at her. Eleanor hesitated for just a heartbeat. ‘Tell Earl Gilbert he may cross but his squire remains beyond the drawbridge with their horses and weapons.’


Her guards fell back, hands on the hilts of their swords. She waited impatiently in the courtyard, trying hard to remain calm, as Red Gilbert casually walked onto the drawbridge and swaggered under the raised portcullis. After what felt long enough to say a dozen Paternosters he reached her. She did not waver but stood with Edward’s short sword raised and pointing towards Gilbert’s breast. The rebel looked her up and down from under fox-like eyebrows. He shook his russet hair and grinned but she kept her sword-arm steady and glared at him.


‘Lady Eleanor,’ he said smoothly, making a low bow. ‘It is good to see you so well. Do put down that weapon.’ He slowly held the scroll out in his open hands as if it were a precious glass ornament and added, ‘I carry an order from King Henry. You are to relinquish his castle to us.’


Her response like his own speech was spoken in the Norman French of court. ‘His castle!’ She felt her face grow hot. ‘My castle. This is a royal castle and I have sworn to my Lord Edward, the King’s son, to protect it.’


‘And he is a prisoner in Kenilworth Castle.’


It was true and Henry was their king, if, she knew well since Edward had complained often enough about his father, a weak one. Since Lewes a month before, Simon de Montfort had had Henry and Edward both in his power. There really was no alternative. She slowly lowered her sword and snatched the scroll from Gilbert. She unrolled the letter and read its brief message, the short sword’s hilt loosening in her hand as she studied the words. It indeed bore Henry’s signature. She grunted her disbelief. Henry ordered her to free young Simon de Montfort, to accompany the Earl of Gloucester, and join the King’s household in Canterbury. There was no mention of her husband.


She crumpled the scroll, crumbs of sealing wax flaking onto her gown. Looking up she said, her anger seeping into her voice, ‘Was King Henry forced to sign this order?’


‘He signed it freely,’ Gloucester said, his tone light, almost amused. How dare he sound amused.


‘Give you Windsor and free my prisoner? I swore to my lord husband I would not and I shall not. Return to the King and tell your master I do not treat with traitors.’ She felt herself glaring. ‘Montfort must bring my husband to me before I return his son to him.’ She waved the scroll in his face and pointed it up to the ramparts, where young Simon de Montfort now stood perilously positioned on the wall, a sword at his back. ‘I give my order and he’ll plummet down like a bird falling from a tree.’


‘She-wolf,’ hissed Gilbert, all amusement now wiped from his face. ‘Call your men off. Release Earl Simon’s son as your King commands.’


‘Bring me my husband first. Bring Lord Edward here.’ She crushed the letter in her left hand, its crimson ribbons fluttering in blood-like streamers. The sword dangled loosely by its hilt from her right hand.


That moment of angry pause was her undoing. With one agile movement, Earl Gilbert grabbed the sword from her and pulled her to him.


She hissed, ‘You lay hands on a princess of the realm, Gilbert de Clare? It is treason.’


‘But this princess disobeys her King. Treason indeed.’


In one smooth movement, gatehouse guards moved forward with outstretched swords. Gloucester spun her around as quickly as if he was turning a child’s spinning top. A moment later, he was holding the short sword across her throat. Her guards drew back. He yelled upwards, ‘Free Earl Simon’s son or the lady’s life is forfeit.’ Holding her tighter, he said into her ear, ‘If you want to see Lord Edward alive, call those dogs off.’ She winced as he shouted, ‘The lady accompanies me. It’s the King’s orders.’


‘I have a daughter,’ Eleanor cried out so all could hear. ‘Where I go, so does my child.’


‘Call your guards off,’ he spat into her ear as he held her tighter against his chest. ‘You’ll have your daughter soon enough.’


She cursed Gilbert, ‘Bastard son of a bastard mother. As God is my witness, I shall have revenge on you and your master.’ She shouted up, ‘Set him free,’


‘I am simply obeying my king. You must do likewise. Have your prisoner brought down here. He leaves with us.’ As if to emphasise his determination he knocked Eleanor’s veil and circlet off her head with the sword, pricking her ear. She could feel blood slowly trickling down her neck. Her chestnut hair tumbled out of its crispinette and rippled down to her waist.


‘If you won’t obey King Henry, you’ll heed me, Lady Eleanor,’ Gilbert’s voice had grown harsh. She knew he meant it.


Eleanor shouted, ‘Bring Simon down.’ She tried hard to wriggle from Gilbert’s grasp, dropping the King’s letter as she attempted to free her arm.


‘Worse for you, my lady, if you struggle.’ He pulled her back. When the shaking youth descended to the courtyard, Gilbert turned her roughly around towards the drawbridge and whistled to the young man holding his mount. A moment later his squire was riding over the moat, leading his master’s stallion. ‘Simon will ride with you, Pipkin,’ Gilbert addressed the squire. ‘Lady Eleanor rides with me.’


‘What do you mean, I ride with you!’ Eleanor felt fear tighten her chest. Keeping her voice steady she said evenly, ‘My daughter is the King’s grandchild. What about my ladies?’ Somehow she was facing her people again and she saw fear on their countenances.


‘Arrangements have been made. They will follow and the child too.’ His tone softened. ‘I am not a monster. Neither is Earl Simon. We seek justice and fair rule.’ Justice and fair rule? Unlikely. They were an evil pair. They were devils and both capable of great savagery. She had heard about the massacre in Canterbury that April.


Eleanor scanned the courtyard where her frightened people had begun to gather in family groups. A priest hurried through them clutching a large cross, his habit flapping in a sudden breeze. He crossed himself and shouted in a voice as clear as reliquary crystal, ‘You, Gilbert of Gloucester, mark this, you are excommunicate by order of our Father, the Pope. You’ll burn in Hell’s fire and you’ll deserve your fate.’


Earl Gilbert turned his head away from him. Pushing Eleanor forward again, he said, ‘Up you go, my lady.’ In a heartbeat, he had hoisted her onto his horse as if she were light as a feather, and jumped up behind her. He said into her pained ear, ‘Tell them they are to obey Hugh Bigod when he enters the castle this evening. He’ll arrange an escort for your ladies and household.’


‘We have no choice,’ she called down as she managed to wriggle an arm free from Gilbert’s grip. She pointed at the crumpled scroll still lying on the earth, and shouted to her shocked steward, ‘Take it. Read it to my people. Tell them the King has been forced to sign it.’


Master Thomas ran forward and scooped up the King’s letter. He picked her veil up from the ground and handed it up to her.


‘See the King’s order is obeyed,’ she said in a grudging tone as she took possession of her veil. Gilbert thrust her sword into an empty scabbard hanging from his saddle, and slowly walked his horse forward onto the drawbridge.


She could not let this seizure of her royal person go without another protest. ‘Gilbert of Gloucester, I shall have my revenge on you,’ she barked. ‘No one treats a future queen in such a manner.’ She knew she was making a formidable enemy but she didn’t care. Her temper could be foul but she did not care about this either.


‘Lady Eleanor, when you behave as a queen should, with suitable decorum, I shall treat you as a queen,’ he quipped. ‘Until then you are no better than a harridan.’


‘Arrogant bastard,’ she said under her breath as they rode into the trees, followed by the trotting horse ridden by the squire with the ridiculous name and carrying young Simon, the Devil’s son.


That evening, she peered from her heavily guarded tent, incandescent, watching as Hugh Bigod, Earl of Norfolk, rode to take possession of Windsor Castle. Her child and ladies would be loaded like cattle into wagons the next day to begin the journey to Canterbury. Her close friend and lady-in-waiting, Joanna de Valance, married to King Henry’s own half-brother William of Pembroke, was pregnant and she, herself, had missed her courses twice.









Chapter Two


On the fourth morning after the Feast of St John, wagons and pack horses rattled into the palace yard in Canterbury.


Helped by a groom, Eleanor slid off her white palfrey.


Robert Burnell, a tall man with a thin face and dark hair, and a close friend to her and Edward, hurried from the palace doors to greet her. ‘Archbishop Boniface is still abroad. He dare not return,’ he reminded her. ‘I am here in his stead.’


Eleanor glared at Red Gilbert who took one look at Master Burnell, grunted a greeting, left his horse to his squire’s care, and swept past her into the palace. She had made a point of complaining constantly on their journey and, thankfully, he clearly had had enough of her company. He would be off to seek out Simon de Montfort. Young Simon handed his mount to a stable hand and without a glance in her direction followed Gloucester inside. She looked down her pert nose at him as he rushed past.


‘All’s well here,’ Burnell was saying in his gentle voice. His eyes followed Gilbert and young Simon. ‘The King is in conference with Earl Simon. I expect those two intend intruding on them.’ He took her hands and kissed her on both cheeks. Holding her at arms’ length, he smiled at her. They were old friends. It was reassuring and the burden of strain lifted from her as if she were shedding a shroud that had tightened about her these past days. She felt herself unknotting as he said, ‘Lady Eleanor, you are to have the Queen’s apartment and your ladies are to be accommodated with you. It overlooks the garden and that’s filled with the perfume of roses at the moment. Remember how you ordered them brought to us from Spain?’


‘I do indeed, Robert. My damask roses will thrive and so shall we.’


‘With God’s grace. Come now, and get settled. You’ll be tired after such a long journey.’


She straightened her back. ‘I am never tired, as you well know. If I am, it is that despicable Gloucester who has made my life miserable since he came to Windsor and kept me as a prisoner in their camp. I had to beg for my maid and fresh linens. I missed the Feast of St John and had no option but to eat my own slaughtered deer in their vagabond camp . . . or starve.’ Robert made the sign of the cross. ‘I may have survived that ordeal.’ She watched her ladies descend from wagons. ‘But my ladies not so well. As you can see for yourself, my lady Joanna of Pembroke is about to give birth, and I believe I may be with child myself.’


‘May God bless you and the child, my dear lady,’ he said, laying a hand on her arm.


They watched Countess Joanna awkwardly climb down from a wagon clutching her huge belly. Coming forward, Joanna said, ‘Master Burnell, is my husband with the King? Do you know? Have you seen him? Is he here?’


‘Alas no, Countess. I heard the loyalist earls were facing exile and the loss of all their lands. Earl William has escaped to France.’ He paused and Eleanor saw deep concern in her friend’s eyes. ‘For now, you will be made comfortable in St Mary’s Abbey. This is no suitable place for you to have your lying-in. It is full of Montfort’s supporters and if the King is to remain our third Henry we must do as they wish. We are prisoners.’


‘My ladies must be accommodated with me,’ Joanna said, her eyes brimming with tears.


Eleanor placed an arm about the older woman’s shoulders. ‘I will insist on it.’


Burnell nodded, ‘Of course.’


‘What do you know about Edward?’ Eleanor asked as they began to walk towards the palace door, a little troop of ladies gathering behind her.


‘I believe the King has a letter from him, and a gift of Edward’s own psalter to comfort your prayers.’


Eleanor pondered this whilst her ladies unpacked the travelling coffers. Why would Edward give her his psalter? The thought made her sad. Throughout their ten years of marriage, they had been rarely apart as they were now. She wiped her tears away with her sleeve. They were all suffering at the hands of Earl Simon, all his prisoners. She thought of Joanna and how her husband William had fled to France along with other royalists. Montfort would take their lands, all those in Pembrokeshire as well as the castle which the rebels had in their possession already. Lord only knew what else. She’d warrant Gilbert was after Joanna’s border territories - and Edward’s too, and whatever he could lay his thieving hands upon. Eleanor’s own hand went instinctively to her own belly. Joanna was about to give birth, alone, and without her other children, who had been living on her Oxfordshire manor ever since Pembroke Castle had been confiscated by the rebels.


The hour of Nones passed. Eleanor, preceding her troop of ladies, descended to the hall. Her nose tickled by the scent of roast beef wafting out from the kitchens, she realised she was extremely hungry. Food on the journey to Canterbury had been scant: endless sour wine, apples, cheese, and tough venison. She had been constantly nauseous on the journey but refused to complain. Her women had wrinkled their noses as they drank the unpalatable wine, nibbled stale bread, and tried to swallow rancid cheese. She could not stand its smell.


When she entered the hall, King Henry had already settled into his chair at the centre of the top table. She winced to note Earl Simon with his son, and Gilbert de Clare placed to the King’s left. Looking at Gloucester so close to King Henry, she narrowed her eyes. No one should lay a hand on a princess of the realm, one who would become God’s appointed queen. No one should kill, maim, throw families out of their homes, rape women - Eleanor shuddered - as she had heard Gloucester’s men were capable of.


An array of knights and ladies, supporters of both the King and rebel barons, jostled for positions along the lower trestles. A group of minstrels were tuning their instruments. On seeing Eleanor approach, the King rose and indicated one of two empty seats to his right. ‘Countess Joanna has asked permission to dine in her chamber,’ he said in his gentle voice. ‘She is enceinte, I believe, and will remove to St Mary’s Abbey tomorrow. Master Robert can sit by you instead.’ Robert naturally slipped willingly into his place.


Eleanor noted how her enemies, Gilbert of Gloucester and the two Simons, politely stood until she was seated. She stared hard at them until they looked away. Thanking the servant who stood behind her seat for placing a napkin over her left shoulder, she accepted a cup of Gascon wine from another servitor appointed as the king’s vintner. A beaky-nosed taster stopped her lifting her glass, sipped the wine first, and nodded to the King. Only then did Eleanor take a sip of her own wine. She needed to clear her throat.


Henry placed a long, ringed finger on her hand. ‘Dear Eleanor,’ he began, ‘I am pleased to have your company. Intelligent talk has been lacking of late; my son is no better than a prisoner. Queen Ailenor remains in France.’ He glanced sideways at Montfort and Gloucester and lowered his voice, ‘I miss her. My brother has been sent under guard to his castle of Wallingford, and Lord Edward has joined him there after a spell at Kenilworth. Pembroke has been exiled - William of Pembroke, my own half-brother! Poor Countess Joanna.’ He lifted his hands up, palms opened, and shrugged.


How tired he looked. His beard and hair were as snowy white as the image of Winter painted on the walls of the queen’s bedroom at Westminster. The conflict with the barons had exhausted him. She felt sorry for him, noting the courageous face he wore to conceal his knowledge that he was not the real authority in the land. Earl Simon was that now. Eleanor shook her head. It was wrong such a gentle man, and he a king, should be treated like a prisoner.


Henry added, ‘It is no small pleasure to be reunited with you and my granddaughter,’ he was saying. He drew a deep breath. ‘I shall see Katherine tomorrow. Tell me, how was your journey, my dear?’


This was her opportunity to disgrace the fox-like Gilbert of Gloucester in front of King Henry’s court. Seizing it by the balls, she pointed at Gloucester. ‘Your Grace,’ she made her voice loud enough for all present to hear, ‘what is the penalty for abducting a princess of the realm?’ She deliberately paused to allow her words to take effect. ‘I, you see, am a princess of the realm, wife of your heir. I was placed roughly upon a horse and taken to that man’s evil camp.’ She jabbed her finger in the direction of Montfort this time.


Eleanor had made her point. There was a gasp from the trestles placed below the dais, followed by silence. Servants bearing baskets of small loaves stood still. Musicians looked up from their instruments. She could feel the air about the dais grow icy cold.


‘Is this true?’ Henry, growing paler, turned to Gloucester who nodded, managing a look of feigned innocence and fake contrition.


Henry leaned forward. Gloucester was the richest baron of them all and Eleanor had a nagging suspicion Henry would attempt to persuade him back into supporting the crown. The crafty Earl would happily sit on the fence and watch how the wind blew. Red Gilbert of Gloucester would switch alliances as quickly as the King changed his jewelled silken robes for differing ceremonies. Eleanor pursed her mouth. After all, her complaints were justifiable. What a pity Gloucester’s wife was not present to see this. It was common knowledge Alix de Lusignan disliked her husband. Alix was King Henry’s niece and her marriage to Gilbert de Clare had been arranged years before when the pair were children, organised to suit Henry. Everyone knew it was a marriage made in hell - the same hell that owned the bullying fox-like creature, Gilbert de Clare.


Gilbert spoke up in a voice that retained a slight West Country burr despite his noble upbringing and years at court. ‘I informed you this afternoon, my liege, how Lady Eleanor ignored your order.’ He shook his head as if genuinely sorrowful. ‘Lady Eleanor crumpled your letter, threw it down, and refused to release her prisoner or accompany me to Canterbury. She ordered Earl Simon’s son brought onto the battlements ready to die and, if I recollect correctly, she said something about him plummeting to the ground like a fallen bird.’ Gilbert dramatically opened his hands. ‘I had no option and, as you can see, Lady Eleanor is unhurt. We cared for her with delicacy’ - what an exaggeration, thought Eleanor, an outrage - ‘we sent for the child, Katherine, and we sent for her ladies and her baggage.’ Gloucester placed his hands together in a palmer’s gesture and fixed his pale blue eyes on Eleanor. ‘I humbly beg your pardon, Lady Eleanor, but I was ordered to fetch you. You did not make it easy. Canterbury is a place of peace. Let us make our peace today, dear lady.’


She shook her head.


Henry placed his hand over Eleanor’s and whispered in her ear. ‘Excuse him. We can talk later - over a game of chess.’ It was obvious he wanted her to forgive the baron.


Earl Simon had remained silent during the exchange. After she made the briefest of nods towards Gloucester to satisfy the King, Montfort spoke. His dark eyes were filled with emotion and his voice was quiet. The atmosphere in the hall grew so hushed, the air seemed to still. Earl Simon was much admired. Even she was almost seduced by his soft voice but then seduction was Satan’s way.


‘War is a terrible thing. Civil conflict is worse,’ the Earl began. ‘We won’t go into the cause and aftermath tonight but, perhaps, Lady Eleanor, that opportunity will occur soon. I thank you for your care of my son, but not that you may have had him flung from the battlements of Windsor Castle like a “plummeting bird”. No more of it.’ He waved his hand dismissively. Young Simon, seated by his father, closed his eyes obviously at the ghastly memory. Eleanor smiled. Earl Simon ignored her and looked at Henry. ‘We hope to work together for the future of the realm.’ He raised his goblet. The glass facets caught sunlight filtering through painted windows set along the hall. They seemed to cast a rainbow on his face. His eyes moved to meet her own. ‘Welcome back to court, Lady Eleanor.’


She said in a quiet voice, ‘When do you intend releasing my husband?’ How she wanted to throw curses at him! With a supreme effort she contained her temper.


Earl Simon lowered his glass. His brow wrinkled as if puzzled that she dared ask. ‘Lord Edward is at Wallingford. You may, of course, write to him.’


‘I expect to.’ Her letters must be secret. Doubtless they would be read first. Eleanor turned to Gloucester and snapped this time, ‘I want my husband’s short sword returned to me.’


‘It will be arranged.’


‘See it is.’


She had said enough. The King touched her hand again and turning to the server asked for more Gascon wine to be poured. Once again, the King insisted his taster tried it before he or Eleanor allowed it to touch their lips. Henry always guarded against poison and Eleanor hoped Edward would do likewise.


Her accusation of Gloucester had made a point, but it was not going to change anything one bit since Gloucester considered himself justified in his treatment of her. He had called her a she-wolf. He had referred to her as ‘the Spaniard’ when speaking to his captains within her earshot. He had refused to allow her hounds to travel with them from Windsor, remarking that he enjoyed possession of ‘an obedient bitch’ himself, grinning as he spoke the insult.


She had shouted at this, ‘I shall have my dogs, Gloucester, you bastard. The King will demand it.’


He had smirked and turned away. Tonight he was behaving in a well-mannered way but she would never forgive, nor would she forget.


For the rest of the meal she concentrated on the beef and the blackcurrant sauce that accompanied it, and the salmon fresh from the river with a dish of buttered peas. Dining on fine food banished her nausea for now. She would have to inform Henry of her pregnancy. At the knowledge she must, she looked down at her lap. Some pregnancies never came to full term. She had experienced loss when she and Edward had lived in Gascony after their marriage. She must not hope too much. As a low hum of conversation reverberated around the hall, she was relieved to have attention drawn away from her. It was not she who was the wolf. Rather, it was those who thought they could thwart a king’s rule.


Her anger softened as she accompanied the white-bearded King to Vespers in the Cathedral. As they bowed their heads to pray, Henry touched her arm and muttered in a hushed voice, ‘Do not react, Eleanor. There are eyes and ears everywhere. I have Edward’s letter and he has left you his psalter.’


Since she sensed something meaningful in the manner Henry whispered the word psalter, for the first time since Red Gilbert had ridden to Windsor, she felt hopeful that her dreadful misfortune could turn to good fortune. She nodded and when Henry passed the familiar book to her, she slipped the psalter below her mantle into a pocket hanging from her belt.


‘Thank you,’ she whispered and, withdrawing her hand and her ebony Spanish rosary, began to count the black beads, clicking them as she chanted a Pater Noster.









Chapter Three


Canterbury


July 1264


Eleanor unfolded the letter. They had played chess after supper even though she was exhausted. On this occasion she indulged Henry, allowing him the closing moves, simply to hurry the game along. Now, as she sat by her open casement with silvery moonlight streaming through the window, at last alone, she began to read. Her breath caught in her chest as she peered down at Edward’s words and re-read them, feeling closer to him than she had since March.


My heart’s companion,


It grieves me that we have lost to Montfort’s men. I shall be held prisoner in Wallingford Castle with my cousin Henry and Uncle Richard. I am not trusted to remain with my father. By the time you receive my words, I hope you are safely with the King. Understand, you cannot hold Windsor against our enemies - she swallowed as she read these words - Care for your safety and that of our daughter. I pray for you both daily. Read the psalter I leave in your keeping. God’s word carries messages of hope. Your husband, Lord Edward.


If only she could tell him she was nearly three months with child. She set the letter aside and opened the psalter. There must be some clue to Edward’s meaning within the psalter. She stared at the first page. It contained a calendar and a litany of the saints. Nothing was particularly marked. She looked for a day that might stand out. None did. For a moment her imagination was caught up by the elaborate illustrations - the decorated initials and peculiar creatures peeping through the letters; the two miracles of loaves and fishes; the visit of the three mysterious kings from the East to a humble stable at Bethlehem. Flicking through these, she shook her head. There was no clue within any of these images. Yet, as she held the velvet-covered book and turned it over twice, then three times in her hands, she wondered if the cover’s padding had shifted. She felt along the backbone of the little book. Carefully slipping a fingernail inside the top, she could feel a stiff spiral of linen no wider than a taper used for lighting candles, so cunning it seemed part of the spine itself.


Her heart began to race as carefully she teased the thin roll out and opened it. As she scanned the scrap of linen, she laughed out loud and covered her own mouth to mute the sound. She glanced across the room. Lady Margerie snored away on the truckle bed. She peered down again at the stiff rag. A list of four loyal earls was scribed on the linen and below the names was a list of locations that were scattered about the Welsh borders. It possibly could be where the four earls planned to take refuge and launch an attack. Finally, she read the words St Guthlac’s Priory. This, she remembered, was a sprawling Benedictine House outside Hereford’s city walls. But why there? She studied the list and memorised the locations. Was she meant to contact the earls, and direct them to St Guthlac’s? If so, that would be difficult since she herself was a prisoner.


Footsteps approached. They paused outside the chamber. Without hesitating she lit a taper from her candle and burned the little scroll. As she did she heard the footsteps move off. No matter. She had memorised Edward’s message. She was a daughter of Spain and had grown up with war. Her father, King Ferdinand, kept her and her mother in safe castles close to the battles as he reconquered Seville and other cities from the Moors. She had often listened to her father talk about strategy and courage and how a successful king should rule his people and administer his lands. Now her beloved brother Alfonso was King of Castile and showed every promise of being a wise king.


How she missed Spain, even after ten years of marriage. She longed for the great libraries in the palaces of her childhood. No library in England could compete with those of Seville and Cordova. She missed the scent of oranges, so many littering the streets of Seville, and the beautiful palace gardens with the soothing trickling of magnificent water fountains and the growth of lush plants. She missed the hot summertime sun of her childhood, and often, with heartfelt longing, she wished to see Jeanne, her mother, again.


Henry had welcomed her when she and Edward had returned to England after their first married year in Gascony; Henry even had carpets placed on the floors of her apartments at Westminster, in the Spanish tradition. He was kind, so much kinder than Queen Ailenor who was always absorbed with her children’s destinies and her own Savoyard relations. Eleanor felt her mother-in-law was dismissive of her, since her gaze was always for Edward on family occasions and at court.


In contrast to King Henry, Queen Ailenor’s welcome of Eleanor into their family was filled with the expectation that there would be many, many grandchildren, and she constantly sensed Ailenor’s unspoken criticism that there was only one living child after ten years of marriage. She felt her belly. ‘Not for long,’ she murmured into the night. ‘This baby must survive.’


Eleanor bit her lip and tasted blood. Yet, she was not so abandoned then as now or as lonely as she felt since Edward had gone off to war. Her father had kept his wife and family close and safe in fortresses nearby when he fought enemies in Spain, and he visited them often. She sighed. And without doubt Queen Ailenor was courageous, a true warrior queen who was even now recruiting mercenaries in Gascony to save them all from the rebel barons. She, too, must prove herself as a warrior, a warrior princess and support Edward in every way possible.


After Eleanor returned to her bed, she lay sleepless for hours, pondering how she could possibly contact each of the four names written in Edward’s letter. One of the names was William of Pembroke, Countess Joanna’s husband, whom she had thought was exiled in France.


Yet, according to the scroll, Earl William’s location was Aust-on-Severn. A manor house of that name belonged to Countess Joanna’s estate. Eleanor sat up in bed, feeling her eyes widen. So William might not be in France, not continually. If only she could get word to Roger Leyburn, he could contact the others - loyal names, Roger Mortimer, Clifford, Leyburn, and seventeen-year-old Thomas de Clare, a younger brother to her sworn enemy, Earl Gilbert. Thomas, unlike his turn-coat brother, had consistently supported Edward.


Beyond the garden the angelus bells chimed midnight. She lay down again and turned on her side, confused, but exhausted too. She needed to sleep. Her mind would be clearer in the morning.


Lady Margerie, Eleanor’s damsel, gently snored on.


The King met daily with Simon de Montfort. After each encounter, he reported to Eleanor how he was being forced to agree more and more conditions that were unfair.


‘They are calling their declaration The Mise of Lewes,’ he declared angrily one afternoon after a particularly heated meeting with the hated Earl Simon. He leaned on a stick with a lion’s head as he walked with Eleanor in the garden. The amber jewels winking from the lion’s enormous eyes seemed to glare at her.


Henry gave a wry smile. ‘More like The Misery of Lewes. Montfort’s calling a Parliament with two knights from every shire and two burghers from the towns, all of them helping to make laws in my name. They’ll make me poorer than I am already. They’ll control my treasury.’ He raised his voice angrily. ‘It’ll take time for him to organise that. By the time he does, my loyal earls in the West will retake our country from Montfort’s grasping hands.’ Henry spat out his next words. ‘He’s stealing their lands and castles and keeping most for himself as recompense.’


There was no one else in the garden but since the window shutters overlooking them were open, anyone could hear him. ‘Hush, Sire,’ Eleanor said in a quiet voice, as she glanced around. ‘Please calm yourself, Your Grace,’


Henry lowered his tone. ‘Montfort says it’s recompense for all I owe him. And, just to think, he accused me of nepotism. I don’t see the difference. I dislike signing his land ownership decrees. He is stealing from us.’ In a sudden fury, he lifted his stick up and shook it at the windows above. ‘Traitors, the pack of you all!’ There was, of course, no response. Thankfully no one had heard him and if they had they had clearly decided to let the King rant on.


Seemingly exhausted, Henry sank onto a stone bench and Eleanor gathered her skirts to sit beside him. He touched her arm. ‘My dear, I am feeling old these days.’ He sighed. ‘And how I miss Ailenor. There’s no way of getting news from France and no word of the army she is raising there.’


Eleanor, however, did not miss Queen Ailenor one bit. The one positive about being trapped here alone with Henry was she did not have to endure Ailenor’s critical looks every time her own beloved dogs raced about the hall. Nor did she have to observe Ailenor’s disapproving glances at her dress which, while she knew was never fashionable, was always comfortable. She was frequently irritated by Ailenor’s frowns when she insisted on pursuing debates with the clergy, especially the Dominicans who were growing popular in England at last and who sought simplicity.


She took a deep breath, lowered her voice, and confided in Henry about Edward’s secret communication. ‘I can’t think whom I can trust here,’ she said after she recounted what she discovered. ‘I’ve wondered if I could waylay a pilgrim at the shrine of St Thomas to carry a message to St Guthlac’s Priory. I am sure that’s what I have to do.’


‘You can’t,’ Henry said quietly, his left eyelid drooping. ‘It’s the same trial for us both. We are separated from our loved ones and our supporters by that devil Montfort who wriggled his way into my family when he married my sister. We are watched all the time. Messages will be intercepted.’ Henry leaned his chin on hands folded over his stick. He thought for a moment and said, ‘Montfort plans to move us to London soon, for his sham Parliament. Once we are in the City there are other ways to reach to our friends, loyal traders amongst the City rabble.’ He laid his hand on hers. ‘Though, Eleanor, you mentioned pilgrims a moment ago.’ He lowered his voice further. ‘It may be difficult, but if we could disguise one of our own supporters as a pilgrim returning home to the borderlands, we might get a message to Hereford after all.’


Her eyes widened. It was a feasible idea, one she could help them realise. She suspected Earl Simon did not actually know how many served them. Excited, she said, ‘A female might be better than a male . . .’


‘Maybe so.’ Henry shook his head. ‘We could watch for a pilgrim group hailing from Chester, Hereford, or Gloucester.’


Eleanor looked into Henry’s blue eyes. ‘Your Grace, I do know one who might carry messages, a herbalist. In fact, she’s more than just that. She understands medicines. I sent into the town for an apothecary for Katherine the other day. Her father sent her to me with a tincture for Katherine’s cough.’


‘I hope my granddaughter is not ailing.’ Henry’s eyes had narrowed with concern.


‘Just a summer cold, a chill.’ Eleanor could not help the worry that crept into her voice. She loved her daughter dearly. Now eighteen months old, Katherine was walking and chattering to whoever would listen to her babbling, totally unconcerned about her change in circumstances. Should she tell Henry she was pregnant? Best not. It might be too soon, and, after all, she might be packed off to St Mary’s with Joanna. Worse, she could lose yet another pregnancy before the child was full-term. She had miscarried three babies already, one when she was only thirteen in Gascony.


‘We could pay this girl,’ Henry was saying. He pondered for a moment, his brow frowning. ‘What is she called?’ He lifted up a long hand and drew his mantle closer though the day was warm.


‘Olwen. Her name is Olwen. You might pay her, your Grace, but my own purse is empty. I cannot even pay for a doctor.’


‘We could send his daughter to bring plants from St Guthlac’s Priory for the herb garden at Canterbury. I know that priory has rue, rare enough in England. Yes, yes, all are aware of my love for gardens.’ He was nodding his excitement. ‘We must do it immediately. No time to waste. The girl will deliver your message to the Prior. He will see it gets to Mortimer wherever he’s hiding out and, of course, to William. There, it is settled. I shall insist. And I shall insist on a proper doctor for Katherine too. Now, tell me, my dear, how is Countess Joanna? Has she settled into St Mary’s?’


‘She has withdrawn from company. Her chamber is darkened.’


‘God willing she has a healthy child.’ He patted her hand. ‘We’ll set Edward free yet and you’ll soon be enceinte again too, my dear.’


Eleanor crossed herself and whispered a prayer. ‘God willing,’ she said aloud and crossed herself, again keeping quiet on the subject of babies. ‘I’ll see if the herbalist will travel to Hereford.’


Eleanor sent for Olwen and asked the girl to accompany her into the garden. She was a sensible young woman of around sixteen years old. What Eleanor could see of her hair under her neat linen cap was mousy brown. She was neat and slim with hazel eyes and a pleasant smile. The girl seemed a little sorrowful and Eleanor wondered the reason.


‘Are you married, Olwen?’ she asked.


‘No, my lady.’ There was a moment’s hesitation before Olwen said, ‘My betrothed, Dicken, died after falling from a roof and breaking his neck. I knew him since childhood. He was to inherit a glove-maker’s business. That and a fine house go to his brother. Now I help my father. My lady, I may never find another such as my betrothed. I am content to make simples and medicines for my father and to grow plants for medicines in our garden. We have extensive gardens and an orchard too.’ She hesitated again, as if she was frightened of Eleanor, or perhaps holding something back.


‘Go on,’ Eleanor said.


‘Although I may not practise as an apothecary, my father is teaching me much of his knowledge so that I am useful.’ She shook her head. ‘My stepmother resents me and I suspect my betrothed was pushed off the roof by Earl Simon’s supporters. One of them my stepmother’s own brother, another glove-man. I wish I lived elsewhere.’


They walked through the roses into the herbal beds beyond.


‘I see. Perhaps I can help you. I have not summoned you to bring me medicine this time. The King has sent his doctor to attend Katherine. I want you to know how grateful I am that you gave me the tincture of hyssop. It has eased her cough.’ She paused. ‘I know of another way you can be useful in serving your future queen.’


‘How?’ Olwen’s eyes had widened. The young woman’s mouth opened and closed again, as if she would ask more but had decided to hear Eleanor out.


Eleanor glanced around the garden. A monk tidying a distant herbal bed was too absorbed in his weeding to pay her attention. She led Olwen towards beans that climbed tall trellises and drew the girl behind their densely packed growth. ‘I would like you to make a journey to a priory in Hereford. You will bring herbs back to Canterbury from there for this garden. Rue is grown there and it’s not common. Do you know the herb?’


‘Valuable as an infusion. It’s used in nosegays and good for cleansing the stomach if used in pottage. My father makes eyebaths with rue and water of roses. They add rue seeds to wine, so I’ve heard.’


‘All that? I never knew,’ Eleanor was impressed at the girl’s expertise. She took Olwen’s hand in her own and said, ‘That is the perceived purpose for your journey. We certainly want rue seeds and other herbs also. However, you will also carry important messages from myself to the Prior. The mission will take you several weeks. Can you ride?’


Olwen smiled and said, ‘I love animals and I am a good horsewoman. My cousin owns horses. He breeds them. Papa would never permit me to ride to Hereford though, not even for a future queen.’


This time Eleanor smiled widely. ‘I also love God’s creatures, especially horses and dogs. My husband, Lord Edward, loves the creatures of the air and horses too.’ She pondered this a moment and said, ‘After what happened to your betrothed, Olwen, you have good reason to help us. The King and I would not send you alone. We shall send a nun from St Mary’s to help you procure seeds - there is one such who knows Hereford well - and you will have a squire to protect you. Neither of them will know what you bring to the Prior. You will seek out the Prior yourself and pass my secret messages to him. You will carry an open letter to him, a request for you to bring a collection of herbs and seeds from Hereford to Canterbury. It is July now. You will surely return by the week following Lamas. Master Robert, our clerk, shall request permission from your father to release you. You’ll travel in company with pilgrims returning from Canterbury to Herefordshire. Master Robert tells me there’s a pilgrim group in the town as we speak.’ Eleanor paused to take a breath. ‘I promise to reward you well. You will be helping your King, your future King, and me. King Henry will see you are well provided for in inns along the route. You will not go hungry.’


She reached out and touched the young woman’s arm. Olwen never spoke. Eleanor held her breath. At last Olwen nodded.


‘If Master Robert Burnell can speak with my father, I am willing to carry them messages. My father is acquainted with Master Robert and speaks well of him.’ She earnestly clasped her hands. ‘Papa truly loves the King, Madam.’


‘So be it. I promise, only King Henry, Master Robert, and I will know of your true mission.’ She drew breath. ‘And it’s those messages.’


Countess Joanna’s baby was born some days later. She named her Elizabeth. The birth reminded Eleanor of just how Katherine could not shake off her chest ailment. It steadily worsened. Henry had said, ‘My dear, Edward suffered likewise but grew out of it. Katherine will improve with all the medicines my doctor is providing.’


Eleanor was not so sure. This illness was Montfort’s fault. Katherine should be in her nursery at Windsor, cared for by nurses and devoted servants, not taken to wherever pleased Montfort.


When news of Elizabeth’s birth arrived in the Bishop’s Palace, Eleanor had an excuse to visit Joanna. She urgently needed to let her friend know that her husband was in hiding on an estate near Hereford. She would take this opportunity to speak with the Abbess of St Mary’s about the nun who was to accompany Olwen to the west.


After Prime, Eleanor summoned Lady Margerie to accompany her to the Abbey. She demanded an escort from Montfort. As guards waited outside the Abbey walls under the canopy of several oak trees, Eleanor and Margerie entered the Abbess’s house. A servant escorted them into Abbess Beatrice’s pleasant chambers.


They sat in a parlour with a plate of saffron cakes and cups of fresh cool buttermilk. At first they exchanged news then, as the atmosphere relaxed, Eleanor announced her desire to procure rare plants and seeds from St Guthlac’s Priory at Hereford.


‘I may not have estates of my own these days,’ Eleanor said, unable to prevent bitterness creeping into her voice, ‘but I shall retrieve my dower lands one day.’ She shrugged. ‘I am interested in gardens.’


‘Hereford, you say.’ Abbess Beatrice smiled, though her dark eyes looked puzzled.


‘Yes, Hereford. This is delicious buttermilk, a drink I have discovered here in England and very much enjoy, and the cakes possess a hint of mint. I detect marjoram too,’ Eleanor said, determined to sound knowledgeable about herbs. She sat her cup down on the side table provided and added, ‘I imagine, Abbess Beatrice, the herbal garden here at St Mary’s is well stocked. I am sending west for unusual seeds such as rue and rosemary.’ She leaned forward. ‘Sister Agnes is from Hereford. I wonder can you spare her to accompany my herbalist.’


‘I see.’ Abbess Beatrice wore a serene countenance. ‘Hereford is a dangerous place. Has there not been recent fighting there between Montfort and the Marcher barons?’


Eleanor shook her head. She assumed the west was peaceful while the harvests were gathered in. ‘Not at the moment. We have spoken with pilgrims from Hereford. A party travels back in a week’s space. My herbalist will travel with them. There is safety in numbers.’


‘Well if this is so, and if they are escorted safely home—’


‘The girl’s father is particular as to who travels with her so she will travel in a company. The King is sending a squire, Eugene, as her protector.’


The Abbess folded her hands. A smile played about her lips and her dark eyes twinkled. ‘I think Sister Agnes will be pleased to see her old convent of Leominster again and, yes indeed, she is good with plants. I do believe we can spare her.’ She stood and swept crumbs from her habit. ‘Would you like to see Countess Joanna now? Her child is beautiful. If she thrives, she may be dedicated to our Abbey one day as a novice nun. Come, follow me.’


Eleanor and Margerie followed the Abbess along a passage. They reached the entrance to a spacious, pleasant chamber where the Abbess left them saying, ‘I’ll speak with Sister Agnes. She is busy in the still room.’


‘On the appointed day we shall send for her.’ Eleanor took two steps down and swept into Joanna’s chamber.


Joanna sat up in bed propped by cushions and tiny Elizabeth lay in swaddling in a cradle by the Countess’s side.


Joanna patted the bed, inviting Eleanor to sit with her, and said, ‘She has my father’s look about her, I think. I never knew my own mother and nor did I know my grandfather, William Marshal, for he died before I was born.’


‘Perhaps.’ Eleanor never knew Joanna’s father and she did not feel maternal towards babies at all, they had a nasty habit of dying. Nor would she confide her own pregnancy yet. She could not bear the fuss. She turned away from the cradle and drew out a small package from her cloak bag. She presented Joanna with a copy of Tristan, bound with red and green leather.


The Countess opened it and peered at the colourful illustrations. She thanked Eleanor. ‘It will bring me great enjoyment.’


‘I wish to speak with you alone, Joanna,’ Eleanor said. ‘Perhaps your ladies could show Margerie the garden.’


Countess Joanna said, ‘Go,’ to her ladies and waved her hands at them in a shooing gesture. ‘Leave us. Return when the bells chime for Nones.’


A nurse swept up Elizabeth and took her into an adjoining chamber whilst the ladies filed out to the abbey garden. They had a precious quarter hour to talk privately.


‘Joanna, I shall be brief.’ She took the Countess’s hand. ‘Listen well. I have had a communication from Edward.’


‘Is Lord Edward well?’


‘I think so. He left a message for me before Montfort took him away. Apparently Earl William may be in hiding at your mother’s old manor near Hereford. I suspect he never reached France or if he did, he intended to return in secret. There are four of them about the borders. All are determined to overthrow Montfort’s rule. William and Roger Mortimer are their leaders. They seem to have made a pact.’ She paused. ‘I am sending what news and encouragement I have to give west to Hereford. They must raise armies and rescue Edward, who will lead them to victory without doubt.’ She wished she felt as positive as her words. Joanna needed hope.


Joanna’s lovely face filled with surprise; her eyes grew as round as halos. ‘But why has William not sent me word?’


‘How could he send anything here? Listen, Joanna, I have found a way to reach him.’ Eleanor’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘You must not speak of this to anyone, the nurse, your ladies, not even the Abbess. I shall let William know you have a beautiful baby girl. Go to your children. Go to Oxfordshire. You will be quiet there and safe from harm.’


Joanna sighed. ‘How I miss the children. God bless you, Eleanor, and may his angels be with you always.’ Her eyes welled with tears. She smiled through them. ‘Come again.’


Eleanor nodded. The bells for Nones were ringing already. Joanna’s ladies were tripping in from the garden carrying posies of herbs.









Chapter Four


Hereford


August 1264


Olwen had been a guest at the priory for five days. She had delivered the letters from Lady Eleanor and Prior Adam of St Guthlac’s had promised they would reach Earl William. She suspected he knew where the lords were located, or would be once they returned from France. Olwen wondered if they were already raising armies and hoped there would be no danger as they journeyed back to Canterbury.


The Prior seemed kindly. He was tall, and looked like a magus with piercing blue eyes the colour of periwinkles. Holding a basket and trowel, Olwen and the Prior walked through the Priory’s herbal beds as she selected herbs to bring back to Canterbury. Rue was first on her list.


He led her straight to the plant. ‘We have other herbs you might need besides rue. Rosemary, for instance, is not widely grown. Let me show you.’ He pointed towards a wall.


‘I’ve heard mention of rosemary but never seen it grown. It’s so rare. I have heard say it has many qualities.’ Olwen turned to him with a worried look on her face as she looked into her filling basket. ‘Is it delicate? I hope it will survive the journey back.’


He glanced down at her. ‘The plants will survive. We can lend you a small cart and a pony. The King has sent us a generous purse.’


When they stopped walking, she found herself staring at the bush with what looked like green needles on its thin woody branches. It possessed little blue flowers. She reached out and touched a flower.


Prior Adam smiled, displaying a full set of teeth even though he was not young. ‘It’s unusual to find this one growing so far away from southern countries where it grows in profusion.’


She plucked a sprig, crushed the thin leaves between her fingers, and held it to her nose. ‘I like it well,’ she said, surprised at enjoying the sharp aroma that assaulted her nostrils. She plucked another sprig, squeezed it again, and tasted it. ‘It has oil.’


‘Take cuttings,’ he said. ‘Rosemary has not been easy to grow from seed. It dislikes unkind, wet weather, but our bush thrives and hopefully your cuttings will too. Do not water the plant much, especially in the first year. Set it without dung.’ He smiled and his eyes twinkled. ‘Treat it kindly, for like rue it is a holy herb.’


She asked as she carefully snipped as he bent over the bush and showed her where was best to snip, ‘How can we use it?’


He stretched his back as he stood up. ‘Oh, it’s beneficial. A tisane of rosemary will calm and cleanse the body from within. It’s a powder to cleanse the teeth when ground. I use it to good avail.’ He smiled again, showing off his fine set of white teeth.


She determined to keep a cutting for herself which she’d grow in a pot. Bees were hovering over the flowers. For a heartbeat she watched them busily glide about the flowers. ‘Bees like it?’ she remarked.


‘It’s a delightful herb.’


‘Lady Eleanor will enjoy it.’
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