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Introduction

So, here I am, in Golden Lane at Prague Castle—the fifteenth-century street of the alchemists. This is one of my favorite photographs, and it’s a moment I remember so well. Why? Because deep in winter, I was consciously, supremely happy just to be there. I was in love with that place.

You may wonder what this has to do with the Anne books, my trilogy of novels set in England during the Wars of the Roses. The answer is easy. I wanted to think myself back to that time, five hundred years ago, when life was so different. I needed to stand there and feel the cold. You may say that’s because I live in Australia—not much snow where I live (even though we’re way down in the south of the world on a little island called Tasmania)—but it’s more than that. I wanted to listen for echoes of that other time I was so longing to write about. And I didn’t know what I was going to find, or how I was going to feel when I got to stand among the snow in a medieval castle, but I knew I had to do it. That’s another thing I love—being somewhere, even if I’m not sure why, as a story begins to form in my head. It’s the most adventurous part of the process for me, and it’s always about the unexpected, about surprise. The childlike part of me, that bit in my soul that’s hooked on wonder and mystery even now, is always the story generator—I’m convinced of that. The voice that still asks “Why?” and “Why not?” and revels in astonished delight when I turn a corner to see something I’ve never seen before.

You see, writing for me is not about plotting, though I know it is for some people. After years and years and years of working in television drama in Australia—where script writing is all about process and story control, creating screenplays on time and on budget that are actually shootable—my novels have come to represent freedom. I let the story arrive when it wants to. It chooses me, if you like, rather than the other way around. 

Writing this way can be a wasteful way to work, with many, many dead ends, not to mention despair when the characters won’t do as you ask them to, but out of the confusion of the process, the slow unfolding, come the  “aha!” moments. And that’s why I do what I do, and what I live for as a novelist, as draft by draft the characters become more and more solid; the wraiths in the mist at the back of my mind take on substance and form and almost begin to walk beside me in my waking life!

So, now it’s just me and the page and the feedback from my treasured editors as, fast as I can, I scribble down what my characters are doing. (It’s like taking notes as a movie runs and sometimes I don’t keep up.) Not at all like my other life as a television producer where, in production, there’s a whole actual, physical cast of hundreds of people—crew, actors, network people—waiting outside my door and wanting answers here and now, and preferably yesterday, on how to solve the latest production dramas.

Besides, as a novelist, if I want a battle where hundreds or thousands die, I can do that. If I want to burn down a castle, I just put the words on the page. If I want to show you what London looked like during the plague, that’s no problem either. And I never have production managers hanging over my shoulder as I write, laying down the law about the impossibility of putting such action on the screen.

Oddly, though, it was a production impasse that gave me the beginning of the Anne books.

The summer of 1996 was very hot in Adelaide, the state capital of South Australia, and one Sunday I was alone in my production office and sweating, but it wasn’t the weather. We were halfway through shooting the TV pilot telefilm of what, eventually, would become the long-running TV series McLeod’s Daughters, and I had arrived at that classic moment—the nameless day of terror. It happens during every shoot. That day when you must face the fact you just don’t have enough money to do what the script asks. And, what’s more, you can’t see how to fix the problem without destroying the spirit, the quality of the piece you’ve mortgaged heart and soul for. Ah, the life of an independent producer. Dread and elation in equal parts.

And so, on that Sunday afternoon, I did what every good producer does. I avoided the situation. It’s what writers do too, so I was familiar with the tactic. You hope that, somehow, by not thinking about it, a solution will arrive—and sometimes it does. On this day, though, a really odd diversion turned up. A sentence appeared in my head, almost as if I could see the words floating by: That winter had bitten down hard and early, the ground almost ringing as the horses stumbled against frozen clods on the track leading to the forest.

I wrote it down. I didn’t know who was riding those horses—though I could see men on their backs, and not from this time—and I didn’t know where they were going, but I was hooked. And—this is a true story—about three hours later I came to, sitting at my desk with the prelude to The Innocent up on the computer screen. I’d been somewhere else, another place and time, and I’d watched the drama unfold as people, strangers to me, fought for their lives while, deep in that green forest, a child was born and her young mother died.

Now I’ve always written, it’s been at the heart of my working life in television (and the rest of my life too, since I was a child), but I can genuinely say those eight pages felt different. They felt like the beginning of something, they really did. And through the long process which brought that first book, The Innocent, into being, word for word they did not change.

So, why set a trilogy among the events of the disastrous fifteenth century in England—a time of war, famine, and lawless brutality when the lives of ordinary people were harsh indeed and the social divide between rich and poor had never been greater? I can only say it felt right, as the story began to unfold and I found out—truly—who it was I was writing about.

The history from that time is rich indeed and the personalities of the chief players at the royal court leap off the page of contemporary sources. And, I wanted to give life to the remarkable people—especially the women—who lived then and were tested, again and again, by the politics of the era. It’s an act of faith for me to believe that extraordinary times call out extraordinary qualities in the people who survive them, and some who do not. What a canvas the late fifteenth century was! The politics were intense and ever changing as two aristocratic factions battled, literally, to control England because the king was weak and six. During the battle of Towton, for instance, the young king-to-be, the boy who became Edward IV, won that brutal contest from the front in a blinding snowstorm with an ax in his hand on a day when twenty-eight thousand men died. Twenty-eight thousand! Each one of them was someone’s son, someone’s brother, someone’s father. So many lives, each with a story that was lost as the snow turned scarlet. And Edward was only nineteen.

He would have stood out, Edward of York, on that day. When his tomb in Westminster Abbey was opened during the nineteenth century and his skeleton was measured, he was found to be around six feet, three inches in height. A giant at a time when other men were most commonly under five and a half feet tall. But aristocrats, of course, had much better diets growing up than commoners—more protein, more muscle-building exercise as they learned, from the age of seven or eight, how to become knights.

But Edward was in the future as I began to write that first novel, for it was only slowly that I realized who I was writing about; I’d known nothing about Edward IV apart from his name and some vague feeling that he’d died young. Then I started to research—and one day found myself in Prague. Castles and medieval towns all over the world followed, so many I lost count, but all just to provide the flavor of those times and the people who lived in those buildings.
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The more I traveled, the more I read, and I began to realize I’d struck gold with this particular king and his particular time in history. Edward of York (I went to York, too, and to Yorkshire, the family stronghold) was Henry VIII’s grandfather and, like Henry, “glorious to look upon” in his youth. He was also a serious athlete, as his grandson would be too, and one of the most famous jousting champions in Europe; a sport not commonly practiced by cowards. He was also a man whose time had come. In the years before Edward came to the throne in 1461 after Towton, the Yorks (his family) and the Lancastrians, their cousins, had been jockeying for power. Who would take the throne of England, in the end, from Henry VI, the witless son of that great Lancastrian king Henry V? It turned out to be Edward, with the help of his mentor, the scheming Earl of Warwick—another gift of a character.

But what would you do if you come to power at nineteen and all the world worships you for your face and your prowess and you have the revenues of a whole country to play with, coupled to a healthy sex drive? You have a great deal of fun, that’s what. And that’s what Edward did. He was promiscuous in the extreme but then, foolishly, some said, married a beautiful commoner for love, a woman who might have been a witch. But in time, the young king had his eye off the ball as he and his friends danced and sang and jousted and flirted the days away. And he ignored the warning signs of impending trouble. Warwick was, of course, angry that Edward had defied him in marrying Elizabeth Wydeville. He had wanted his protégé to marry one of the many European princesses for England’s strategic advantage. Fatally, too, the earl was jealous of his protégé and feeling slighted that the king had other advisors now. In time, siding with erstwhile enemies—the queen of the deposed Edward VI—he schemed to maneuver Edward off the throne and force him into exile. The deposed king was lucky to survive with his life. Those years without power when he was an unwilling guest of the duke of Burgundy (Edward’s sister was his duchess) made Edward grow up. Soon he came back from the Continent, a borrowed army at his back, and in battle once more took back what had been so brutally taken. And this time, Warwick was slain in the process.

These are all true events. And what a canvas to play with! So, gradually, I saw that I was telling the story of this time, as I saw it, but through the life of one fictional woman, Anne de Bohun. Self-made women such as Anne were rare in those times, but they did exist, and when they did they were always remarkable. The three books about Anne, The Innocent, The Exiled, and The Uncrowned Queen (published as The Beloved outside the United States), have allowed me to draw a picture of a girl as she gradually becomes a formidable woman. And in my stories, Anne becomes the great love of Edward’s life because she is a woman of rare courage and grace.

I’m very fond of Anne de Bohun, as I am of that bad-boy king Edward IV, and through what happens between them on my pages I hope I’ve been able to provide an insight into the age in which they lived as Anne is, eventually, forced to make a choice between the well-being of her son and her own happiness. A potent theme—a universal one I think—for women today still, who so often embody unselfishness in their lives. And thank God they do—someone has to!

It’s a theme that continues in my most recent novel, The Dressmaker. Ellen Gowan, the girl in Victorian England who is at the center of this story, also goes on a long journey toward personal happiness and fulfillment after sadness and betrayal. Ellen has one outstanding talent, the ability to sew, and it is this that saves her in a world where it was not expected that women would be able to support themselves. She’s a survivor, Ellen Gowan, a resilient, witty woman who, though deeply wounded by life (and for a time, unable to trust anyone as a result) has the courage to fight on. And win. And I was cheering, believe me, as I wrote the ending with tears in my eyes.

So yes, in my TV work, as in my books, I seem to be drawn to the stories of women who pass through the fires of life and who, though they may be flawed, and young, and sometimes foolish (as we all are and have been) find that extra something in themselves that brings them safely home at last. And gives them the strength to make the right, and not the easiest choice. I’m an optimist, by the way. I still think life rewards generous people who live with an open heart as both Anne de Bohun and Ellen Gowan do.

And now, this year The Island House will be published. Perhaps on the surface it seems a very different story, and yet, and yet . . .

This novel is set on a small island in Scotland, Findnar. It’s about the discovery of a Viking longship grave by Freya Dane, the girl who inherits the island from her estranged father, the archaeologist Michael Dane. It’s a story that takes place in two times, that of the Viking raids in the far North of Scotland (around AD 850 or so) and the present. Then, in the deep past, Findnar becomes a battleground as the Norse raiders destroy the Christian abbey there and then turn on the local peoples. In the present, Freya will eventually find the bones of two Vikings, brothers, lying among a treasure hoard in that longship, left behind a thousand years ago. But before then, Freya will be drawn inexorably into the story of the brothers and that of the local girl, Signy. Signy, the pagan who almost became a nun to expiate the sin of falling in love with a raider from the sea. Signy, who learned to read and write when all women were illiterate (as were most men) and kept a diary. A diary that Freya reads and hears, for the first time, a living voice from centuries and centuries ago. Signy’s life and the life of Freya Dane become ever more deeply entangled as past and present blur and bleed into one another. And it is Signy who shows Freya that love transcends time.

I’m often asked why I like to write historical novels. The answer is, I don’t quite know. I think it may have something to do with being able to look back over the past as if from a helicopter. The higher you go into the sky, the more you can see—the shape of things, the outlines of the hills and valleys and rivers, and the roads that will take you to unfamiliar places. However, you can also hover right down low and get some sense of individual people’s lives from watching what they do. That’s what I like most of all.

The people I write about may have worn different things—and the fifteenth century was a time of truly sumptuous clothing, as was Victorian England—eaten different foods and believed things we cannot understand, but underneath all the dressing up, all the unfamiliar structures that held those far-distant societies together, they are us and we are them.

I believe that what drove them then, drives us still today and that many parallels exist between the events of any time in the past and the present. Those people needed to know who they were and where they belonged just as we do now. The records they left tell us they too yearned for the freedom to pursue an individual destiny, and to be able to give and receive love unafraid, in all its forms. Tragically, then as now, not everyone recognized these deep truths and blinded or confused by transient pleasures, greed or fear, so many people blighted or even destroyed their lives just as we manage to do today. And then, there are the eternal misunderstandings between men and women, parents and children, friends and strangers, in peace and in war. In that territory, past or present, lie the stories I want to tell.

The past does not die. It waits for us.
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“As vibrant and exciting as a novel by Sharon Kay Penman or Roberta Gellis.… Readers will be eagerly awaiting the sequel.”

—Romantic Times

The year is 1450, a dangerous time in medieval Britain. Civil unrest is at its peak and the legitimacy of the royal family is suspect. Meanwhile, deep in the forests of western England, a baby is born. Powerful forces plot to kill both mother and child, but somehow the newborn girl survives. Her name is Anne.

Fifteen years later, England emerges into a fragile but hopeful new age, with the charismatic young King Edward IV on the throne. Anne, now a young peasant girl, joins the household of a wealthy London merchant. Her unusual beauty provokes jealousy, lust, and intrigue, but Anne has a special quality that saves her: a vast knowledge of healing herbs. News of her extraordinary gift spreads, and she is called upon to save the ailing queen. Soon after, Anne is moved into the palace, where she finds her destiny with the man who will become the greatest love of her life—the king himself.
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Prelude


[image: Images] That winter had bitten down hard and early, the ground almost ringing as the horses stumbled against frozen clods on the track leading to the forest.

It was late afternoon and great clouds, bellies heavy with snow, were building into the west, crowding out the last light of the day. The wind was rising, too, and the man on the big roan horse was anxious. His exhausted animal stumbled again, and as he jerked its head up with a curse his eyes scanned the face of the darkening forest. This was not a good place to stop, too exposed, but he had no choice; he would have to wait for the messenger.

Behind him the small party of mounted men came to a ragged halt around the curtained wagon; military discipline still held them, but each face, and the state of their animals, told the same story. This had been a long, cold journey.

As the wagon lurched to a stop, a woman’s white face appeared cautiously between the worn leather curtains: a strongly defined nose, prominent cheekbones, not beautiful but handsome, somewhere in her thirties. Clambering down onto the frozen ground, she quickly covered nose and mouth with a red gauze veil—one note of color in a white and black world. Dark was falling fast and the wind had turned to the east. Trying not to run, she hurried toward the man scanning the forest in front of them, shivering convulsively as the cold cut to her skin even through her fur-lined cloak.

The horse and rider loomed above but the captain ignored her. “Sir!” She spoke sharply, half panting from… what was it? Fear. Wearily the man looked down and the woman’s words dried in her mouth as the hard eyes stared into hers. His insolence gave her courage. “Sir… the baby. My mistress needs a proper bed to give the child—”

“What, madam? Give it life? Better it dies now—her too.”

As he spoke there was a shout from the soldiers around the wagon, and they both heard, rather than saw, the horse and rider coming at a gallop out of the forest. The captain called strongly, “Here, Peter, to me! Here! What did they say to you?”

Even angry as she was, Jehanne muttered, “Thanks be, Our Lady,” as she hurried back through the gloom to the wagon. Now perhaps they might move on and make the hunting lodge while there was still time.

Her lips thinned as she clambered back into the wagon. That great oaf needn’t think she was going to forget any of this. No, indeed—she was going to remember everything, from the cushions that had long since lost their stuffing, to the bearskin rugs that were old, foul with dust, and nearly hairless. And not even a proper escort! Just let them get this child safely born and then she would see that look wiped off his sneering face!

“Where are you, sweeting? We’ll be on our way again soon… don’t you fear.” Jehanne reached out in the darkness for her mistress, keeping up a steady stream of bright chatter as the heavy vehicle lurched on again. “There now, where’s that head of yours, just let me feel it. Has the headache left you?”

Poor child. All her adult life Jehanne had helped birth babies, but this one had felt wrong from the first pains brought on by the dreadful journey. Of course, she knew that very young first-time mothers often suffered greatly, but given the circumstances, and the danger, panic began to clamp her throat. The girl’s flesh felt cold but her pulse had a fluttering speed that scared Jehanne profoundly. Suddenly the swollen shape in the dark, Alyce’s body, convulsed and she screamed sharply.

“Ah come, mistress, lean on me,” Jehanne soothed. If only they would give her a lantern, if only the journey would end, but the wagon swayed and bucked on down the forest road, behind its four stoic bullocks.

The captain heard the girl scream again as he led his party deeper and deeper into the forest on their thankless errand. He hardened his heart. His business and that of his men was to bring the girl and her woman to their destination safely—and to do that he had to find speed or they would all be caught in the forest this night; fine work for a man of his background and experience.

And that was his last thought as the arrow cut through his chest and into his heart, which exploded. Carried by the force, his body dropped off the stallion and the horse, spooked by the sudden smell of blood, plunged riderless into the darkness between the trees. The five soldiers in the party scattered, trying to find shelter from the arrows raining down from the men in the branches above.

There was no time for thought. Jehanne heard the screams of men and horses, felt the wagon pitch to a stop. Acting by instinct, she bundled the large fur rug around her barely conscious mistress and found the strength to pull Alyce out of the back of the wagon and push them both at a stumbling run into the forest.

Behind her, the soldiers had rallied, giving Jehanne precious seconds to drag the semidelirious girl away from the carnage and into the cold dark between the trees.

As she half carried Alyce deeper and deeper into the forest, away from the noise and terror, Jehanne forced herself to think, think hard. If they were to survive, never mind the child, they had to hide, very fast. The soldiers might be able to hold off the attackers for a while, and in the confusion, maybe they had made their escape undetected, but at the back of her mind Jehanne heard a voice saying, very clearly: It’s the baby they want. They’ll not care who dies.

Sudden shouting began again: the attackers had discovered the wagon was empty. She’d have to make Alyce run now, really run, and Lady Mary help them.

It was then she felt the hand of God, for at the moment she uttered her prayer, Jehanne heard the jingle of a bit, and turned to see the captain’s horse nervously cropping forage two paces away. Sobbing with relief, she eased Alyce to the ground as gently as she could and, heart in throat, stretched her hand to the dangling reins of the destrier. The horse balked and threw his head up, but Jehanne had found the leather and hung on desperately, whispering all the while, “Gentle, gentle.”

Frantic with terror, she heard men blundering closer through the trees, calling out to each other, as she dragged the horse to the girl and forced Alyce up into the saddle. She scrambled up behind and, with one foot in a stirrup and her kirtle up around her thighs, kicked the stallion on with a great jolting thump in the ribs. Startled, the horse leaped forward, nearly unseating them both as it ran blindly into the trees.

It was a wild ride—branches ripped past their faces, nearly sweeping both women off the animal’s back—but somehow Jehanne held on to the horse and the girl as she tried to guide the animal. The stallion plunged on and then, under the animal’s labored breathing, the thudding hooves, the men’s voices disappeared. They were alone, careering through the darkness of the wild wood.

Jehanne let the horse run for a time to be sure they’d lost their pursuers, and then with all her strength, she hauled on the stallion’s mouth to slow him. This was a destrier, however, a knight’s horse, seventeen hands high with great solid legs, hooves like buckets, and a back built for carrying an armored man. He hardly felt the hands tugging so desperately at the bit as he settled into a lumbering gallop on an overgrown trail through the trees.

In front of Jehanne, Alyce groaned deeply as she felt the gush and splash of liquid flood out of her body—her waters had broken. The horse smelled the blood and panicked: putting his head down, he flew faster and faster over the broken ground. Jehanne knew the only way she could stop the horse was to turn him in a tight circle—a mad thing to try, racing between such massive trunks. With no time for conscious thought, she yanked down hard on the left rein with all her strength as the girl screamed and screamed again.

Unnerved by the noise, the horse broke his stride and stumbled. It was enough. Once more Jehanne wrenched the rein, savagely cutting the horse’s mouth with the bit, and the stallion faltered around to the left, just missing a huge down-hanging branch. Now Jehanne dragged at both reins together and, arms screaming with the effort, forced the frightened animal to halt.

Before Jehanne could prevent it, Alyce slid to the ground and lay groaning, too close to the horse’s dancing hooves. Jehanne forced the animal back and away by main force and, leaping down, quickly wound the reins around a branch and ran to the girl.

Alyce keened like a snared animal as every second breath became a scream. “I’m here, my precious, shush now, shush now, little Alyce,” Jehanne murmured. But the birth was not going well. Strain as she might, the girl’s frail body, caught up in the bloodied folds of her velvet kirtle, could not expel the child from her belly.

What light there was showed the staring, white face contorted in an agonized rictus, and Jehanne knew that if either mother or child were to be saved, she would have to help the baby out. Praying fervently to Saint Anne, the mother of the Virgin and patron saint of women in labor, Jehanne wiped her hands on her surcoat and then, as gently as she could, slid her fingers into the girl, trying to feel for the head of the child, just as she had seen her father’s chief shepherd do on cold nights when the ewes would not bear.

Alyce was fading further into delirium but Jehanne persisted, trying to will life into the girl: “Push now for me, Alyce. Come, one more hearty push—help me, child.” But Alyce did not respond. Fiercely wiping tears away, Jehanne slapped the girl, hard, her hand leaving a red mark on the white skin. “Alyce! Push for me, for your baby. Push!” And as the poor girl’s body made a convulsive response, Jehanne felt the crown of the baby’s head nudge her hands. “The babe’s here—push, push down now. God’s blood—push!”

With a wrenching wail, the girl half sat up and pushed the child into Jehanne’s hands—white and covered in wax, mucus, and blood, but alive, crying loudly. It was a girl of good size and weight, the principal reason for her mother’s long labor. Pulling her surcoat over her head, oblivious to the cold, Jehanne wrapped the baby in the sleeveless fur-lined garment and placed her on Alyce’s belly. The cord was still pulsing and the afterbirth had not yet come away: time enough later to sever the baby’s last physical link to her mother. Jehanne turned her attention back to Alyce. In despair, she saw there was nothing to be done. The girl was hemorrhaging into the earth—and the flood would only increase when the afterbirth came down. She would die.

The baby whimpered, and with great sadness, Jehanne unlaced the top of her mistress’s dress, propped the girl against her in a sitting position, and placed the infant to Alyce’s breast, smiling slightly as she saw the snuffling urgency with which the baby sucked.

Slowly, Alyce opened her eyes and Jehanne’s heart turned over as she saw the girl fasten her gaze on the baby’s nestled head: the look of passionate love transformed her face with a glimmer of some inner light. With infinite gentleness, Alyce arranged the folds of the surcoat around the child so that she was better covered, and tried to speak: “Jehanne, in my pocket… scissors…” It was barely a whisper.

Jehanne fumbled in the little drawstring bag that was slung from Alyce’s slender, plaited belt and found a tiny pair of scissors, gold handled with chased silver blades designed for fine needlework, and very rare and valuable. Quickly undoing the belt, Jehanne used it to tie off the baby’s cord, which in the uncertain light seemed to have stopped pulsing, and taking a deep breath, she snipped it through.

At that moment the girl gave a gentle sigh, and as if something had broken inside her, the afterbirth slid out in a great rush of blood. Jehanne knew then, even as she called out her name, that Alyce had died, the baby still tugging at her breast.

Sitting there in a daze of tears with the dead girl propped in her arms, Jehanne felt rather than saw someone standing in front of her; she flinched as the figure held up a lantern and flicked the horn light shield aside so that light poured onto her face.

“My name is Deborah; I am here to help. Do not be afraid.”

Perhaps it was the unexpected light, perhaps the kidness in the stranger’s eyes, but Jehanne did not hesitate. Gently she detached the baby from her mother’s breast, closed Alyce’s eyes and kissed her still-warm brow.

“Bless you and keep you,” she whispered. “I’ll pray for you, Alyce.”

There was nothing else to be done. The cries of the child grew fainter and fainter as the two women stole away in the dark, night-hung forest, leaving the dead girl behind, alone among the trees.


 

 


Chapter One


[image: Images] The gluttony of Shrovetide was forgotten in the privations of Lent as the ice on the river broke up. The Thames swelled with meltwater from the deep west as London stretched awake from the long cold sleep of winter; snowdrops were budding in the fields outside the walls and the people of the city were impatient for spring and Holy Week, for after that came May Day—and warmth!

Anne was too cold and too excited to be tired from her long journey. It was hard to remember the silent winter forest she had left—was it only six nights ago?—among the clamor and press of people contained within this gigantic mess of buildings.

At dawn on the seventh day she and Deborah walked over London Bridge, part of a noisy crowd eager to enter the city and transact their business. It was slow going as the two women tried to hold a place for themselves on the broken stone pavement of the bridge, hugging the walls beneath the overhanging houses and shops that jetted out above them; it was the only way to avoid being splashed by riders and carts from the roadway’s sloppy combination of mud, animal urine, and dung.

Anne’s senses were assaulted by the smell and the noise. She had never seen so many beggars before, with their pathetic ragbound feet, their open sores and mutilated bodies—or been close enough to a strange man’s mouth to smell rotting teeth as he called out to friends among the crowd. Anne was not frightened by disability for very few people escaped childhood without scars and injuries of some sort, but here every third person seemed malformed in some way. Deborah told her that many were veterans from the late wars at home and in France.

That puzzled Anne. “Does no one look after them? What about the king?” she asked.

Deborah’s reply was swept away as yet another party of armed and mounted men cursed their way through the crush, forcing the people in the roadway to jump from the hooves or be trampled. Anne was astonished by their rudeness, the callous way the riders laid about the people with whips to clear space for their horses. Were ordinary people to be treated like animals, just because they looked poor?

Before today she never thought of herself as poor, yet when she looked at the Londoners, she saw that their own clothes, the city clothes that Deborah had made with so much careful love, were simple and drab compared to the rich jeweled velvets, the sumptuous furs and silks on the backs of so many men and women riding proudly into the city.

Where they lived in the forest coin money was rare. That didn’t much matter because there was little to buy. You grew your own food, made your own cloth, sewed your own clothes, so there was nothing to be envious about in other people’s lives. All had much the same. But London was a new world and Anne found herself covetous, for the first time in her life, of the pretty things others had.

Even worse than the way people behaved toward one another, however, was the reek of this place; the city smelled like a dung heap. The stench of animal excreta was compounded by the unseen fog of acrid human sweat trapped in winter’s unwashed wool on the bodies all around them.

She, who was used to the clean smell of the forest, and the purity of untrampled snow, had to force herself to breathe—there was no escape. Breathe in and get used to it. And try not to notice that men she did not know looked at her boldly, their eyes roaming her body to see its shape under her mantle. One man even snatched back her hood to see her face. He laughed at her confusion—and her spirit—when she slapped his hand away.

After that Anne became terrified she would lose sight of Deborah, so like a child she held fast to a piece of her foster mother’s cloak as the older woman patiently led her toward the farther end of the bridge up ahead.

On the bridge itself, the buildings were huddled so close together that the girl could not see the river below, but she heard it roaring around the great piers beneath her feet; heard the groaning of the ice as it was broken by the raging water. In that moment she was overwhelmed with fear.

What if the bridge, mighty as it was, should break under the weight of all the people and all the buildings and they were cast down into the roiling water below? As if in answer to her unspoken question, Deborah turned and looked at her, smiling confidently.

“It will take more than melt water to tear this old bridge down. Don’t fear, small one. Another hour will see us there. Just walk as close to me as you can.”

But the noise of the city was overwhelming too. It flowed around Anne with such intensity, she could feel it on her body like a physical buffet. She’d first heard it on the previous day, even before they’d reached the walls of the city and the Convent of the Poor Clares where they had spent the night in the strangers’ dorter. Then it was something muttering on the wind that came and went as they’d walked the muddy roads toward the city—a resonant buzzing hum unlike any sound the girl had heard before. Fancifully, as she had lain awake on the scratchy straw palliasse among the other women in the strangers’ dorter, she’d thought it was the voice of some great beast that was never quite stilled, even in the darkest hours of the night. Then she had felt happy and excited to be going to the city.

Now as she followed Deborah across the bridge, and looked up to check the clouds to see what the day would bring, she saw only a small patch of sky above her head between the buildings, and was engulfed by a choking sadness.

For all of her nearly fifteen years Anne had lived among the trees of their forest, hers and Deborah’s, but there’d always been the sky and the clouds above their little mud-and-wattle house.

In the warm weather when she sat on the thatch of the highest part of the roof, Anne could see the weather coming and she could see where the forest ended and the straggling village at the edge of their domain began. It had always been quiet in their clearing except for the wind and the calls of birds, or the cough of deer in the depths of the trees. But now the enormous voice of this foreign place was all around, in her head, hardly allowing her to think.

Now, very soon, she and Deborah would part, and she would be left alone here in this buzzing, booming, reeking people-hive.

And all because of last Samhain, the feast to celebrate the time when the gates between the worlds were open and winter began. As usual they had joined the villagers on the common land outside their little cluster of wattle-and-clay houses, and contributed to the feast with good black puddings from the pig they had raised through the last year and just slaughtered. It was blood month, the time when animals that would not be fed through the winter were killed, like their pig. And as the last of the summer beer had flowed, Deborah had pleased the villagers, though not their priest, by future-telling for all those who’d wanted her to. He was a good man, their priest, and tried hard to win his people from their dark, old ways, but he’d given up with Samhain. It had an ancient force, this long day of gluttony and drunkenness, a force stronger than any sermon he could preach to them. So, like a sensible pastor who had the long-term good of his people at heart, he joined them at the feast hoping, by his presence, to curb the wildest excesses.

It was common at Samhain, however, for prophecy to be given and heard with respect, and this time Anne had asked Deborah for a future-telling as well.

“You’re too young. This is not a game, Anne. The priest will not like it, you know that.” Deborah had taken the girl to one side, away from the long trestle board crowded with shouting, well-fed, happy people. The older woman’s expression was severe, and that puzzled the girl.

“Why do you want the scrying?”

“Only to see if I may have a husband too. You seemed happy to tell the others…”

Deborah had turned away when she caught the priest’s eye, his shake of the head. Now she looked back toward their home in the forest. It was as if she were listening for something, searching for something among the silent trees, something that was far, far away. Then she sighed deeply and nodded, being careful the priest did not see. “That is fair. Sit here.”

Anne settled herself against the trunk of an oak, burrowing into the dry brown leaves of last autumn, while Deborah went to fetch her scrying bowl from the trestle board. There was a little warmth left in the fast-westering sun, and filled with good meat and good beer, the girl had begun to doze.

Deborah’s voice had brought her back. “Here, child. Look into the water, tell me what you see…”

That startled the girl awake. “Me? Will you not do the scrying, Deborah?”

Her foster mother’s voice was pitched low now, soothing, almost humming. “Look into the bowl, Anne.… Concentrate. Just look into the water.… What do you see? What is there for you…”

Perhaps it was the last of a dream still clogging her mind, perhaps it was the tone of Deborah’s voice, but the girl felt warm and secure—a child about to drift away to dreams in a warm bed as storms raged outside on a winter’s night…

“There is a face…”

“Describe what you see.” Again Deborah’s voice had that strange humming tone.

Anne hesitated then her face cleared in relief. “Look. There he is. I see him. I can’t see his eyes, though… that’s because of the battle helm. Oh!” The girl then sat up so quickly she knocked the salt-glazed pottery bowl out of her own hands and the water spilled all over her dress. “Blood! Blood everywhere!”

Her scream had cut through the buzz of the feast; the villagers fell silent, staring at the two women under the great oak. Deborah waved cheerfully. “Too much good ale! And a young head!” she had called, and laughter washed away the moment—uneasy though it was. Everyone knew Samhain was an uncanny time.

Defiantly Deborah had locked glances with the priest as she’d helped Anne to her feet.

“Do not worry, Father, she’s only tired. It’s been a long feast.”

From that moment things had changed.

Later, Deborah told the girl that with the spring it would be time for her to go to London and into service with a pious household. There she could complete the education that had been begun in the forest, for Deborah had no more to teach Anne in their small, safe world. The girl had cried herself to sleep for many nights, but Deborah was implacable, though it broke both their hearts. And so now, miserably, weighted with a sense of the abandonment to come, the girl followed her foster mother deeper and deeper into the city until they stood before the closed door of a great, dark house.


 

 


Chapter Two


[image: Images] “You say you can both read and write Latin?”

The man in the thronelike chair looked suspiciously at Anne as he smoothed the surface of the fine silk carpet covering his worktable with a capable, broad hand.

“Yes, master, I can—and a little French and some English—and calculate also. And besides this, I have a knowledge of simples and dying, I have been taught to dress and tan leather, to cook, and embroider, to make tapestry, to prepare and weave flax and—

“Enough.” A wave from the large hand and a hard look silenced the girl. Her throat tight with nerves, she dropped her eyes from his to disguise the fear.

Mathew Cuttifer frowned at her. These were remarkable claims for any woman, and this girl was a peasant. He turned to the girl’s foster mother, a handsome woman with the permanently suntanned skin of the poor, who was also respectfully looking down at the floor.

“Mistress… Deborah, is it?”

Without raising her eyes, the woman nodded.

“Are these claims true?”

“They are, sir.”

“And who has taught her?”

“I have, sir—the domestic skills she speaks of. And the good priest of our nearby village. He believed my foster daughter warranted teaching. He gave her letters, and the numbers. And the Latin. He also spoke French and she picked it up. She learns quickly and he is an educated man.”

Mathew raised his eyebrows at that. An educated man giving his time to teach a peasant girl? He looked the girl up and down. Plain, neat dress of homespun cloth—finely woven though it was—and abundant dark, tawny hair pulled back tightly from a high forehead.

The girl’s eyes were unusual too; they had the surprising jeweled flash of kingfisher feathers, or topaz, the whites so clear they shone. True, she did not have the smooth egg-shaped face considered beautiful, for hers had well-defined features and a mouth too wide for current taste, but it was pleasing, the skin burnished like ivory, and when she smiled, striking. But there was something else. Something disturbing. Did she look too… refined, or clever, perhaps to make a servant?

“How did you know of the place I have in my household?” Again, Mathew addressed the woman, Deborah.

“Sir, I am acquainted with Helvega, the sister of your priest, Father Bartolph. She’s married to our squire’s reeve and lives close by in the village next to our home. She visited her brother in your house, I believe, and when she returned she told me of the need. A hardworking and trustworthy girl to be a body servant for your wife?”

Mathew was puzzled. “But that was some time ago. You have come a long way on a chance, it seems to me…”

Deborah smiled calmly. “I trusted to Our Lord for guidance on the matter. He told me that all would be well if I brought my foster daughter to your house.”

Again Mathew frowned. The woman sounded very sure, dangerously presumptuous. How could she know what the Lord’s will in this matter might be?

A gentle cough shifted his glance to another woman standing in the shadows of his dark, richly appointed room.

“Speak.”

Phillipa Jassy, Mathew’s housekeeper, had also been looking at the girl. She too was uncertain about the gentility, even delicacy, of her appearance. Generally, Jassy looked for solid girls, girls with strong arms and broad backs who were capable of hard physical work. But she was also a shrewd judge of character—you had to be if you ran a large household for such an exacting master. A plain beast of burden would not suffice for her mistress, Lady Margaret Cuttifer, that she knew.

“Have you ever been part of a large household before, girl?”

Anne was nervous since Mathew had rebuked her, so she shook her head. That met with Jassy’s approval. She had no liking for pert, bold girls with opinions freely offered.

Unaccountably, though, Mathew was faintly displeased. He had liked the sound of her voice, he realized; it was low and pleasing.

“Have you ever served a lady before?”

Again the girl shook her head, saying nothing.

The girl’s response was to be expected, but the housekeeper was disappointed. In their current sad situation, it seemed unlikely that Mathew would want a girl waiting on his wife who had no real training.

“Master Mathew, in the circumstances, perhaps it would be good if we could speak together for a moment…” Jassy was already holding the door of Mathew Cuttifer’s workroom open, as if to usher Deborah and her foster daughter out of Blessing House, out of their lives…

Then something strange happened. Something uncanny. The girl smiled, a radiant smile, and it so transformed her face that the man and his housekeeper were astonished—for a moment it seemed as if she were bathed in light from another source. Mathew even looked around to see where that light might be coming from.

Then the girl said simply, “Sir, my name is Anne and I am here to work. I will serve your wife well, you will see, and with all my heart.” Her voice had a quality, a certain bell-like clarity, that sang through the air between them like music, and the sincerity in her eyes was guileless.

Deborah looked at Anne quickly. Was she surprised by the confident little speech? It was hard to tell.

Mathew was—but he didn’t find himself offended. There had been no presumption from the girl: she’d spoken truthfully. Rocking for a moment on his heels, Mathew threw a look at the housekeeper. She shrugged slightly before dropping her eyes respectfully—Anne did not see the gesture, having fixed her gaze on Mathew Cuttifer’s face—but it was enough. He grunted and found himself saying, “Very well. You may stay under this roof for a period to be agreed between your foster mother and myself. Should you prove a useful addition to this house, your position with us will be confirmed by next quarter day.”

Formal, dry words, but they were rewarded with a look of such passionate gratitude from Anne that Mathew felt a wave of heat in his head and neck. Of course, well versed by his religion against the snares of the flesh, he should have been proof against the gratitude of women and girls these twenty years, but life was sometimes surprising, even at his age. Hastily, he recalled the need for pious instruction if this girl was to be useful. There was much she needed to learn, and quickly. “Jassy will instruct you in all that is necessary. You are to obey her and Aveline, my wife’s maid, as if they were me. This is a godly house; see you keep the Lord in your heart and not Satan.” Then he waved toward the door of his workroom. The interview was ended.

Thus began Anne’s time in Blessing House, and when Deborah kissed her one last time before she walked away into the London streets, the two clung to each other.

“Pray for me, as I shall for you, child. I shall miss you.”

That was all there was time for; Jassy did not believe in sentiment: “Make your farewells, girl. There is much to acquaint you with if you are to be useful to your mistress.”

Anne’s last sight of Deborah was the swirl of her dull red cloak as she strode away down the dark London streets. Then she was alone with strangers.

Blessing House, Mathew Cuttifer’s city base and place of business, was a very ancient structure, as Anne now saw, running to keep up with the housekeeper as she led the girl to her private room. Massive stone walls and dark passages with many turns spoke of the fort or small castle this great house had engulfed as it grew.

Indeed, many of the public spaces in Blessing House were gloomy because the high, narrow windows were barely enlarged arrow slits. Mathew Cuttifer saw no need to adopt the expensive new fashion for large, leaded, many-paned glass lights in the business parts of his house—he confined them to his private quarters. And there was a coldness breathing out of the massive walls that all the fires and braziers they passed did little to lift. Perhaps the built-over stream that wound past and under the footings on one side of the building was the source of the dank cold. The house must once have stood by itself with its back to the river in a good defensive position. Now a warren of narrow streets had locked themselves around the walls with buildings great and small lapping right to the very gate.

As Anne hurried after the housekeeper, she tried to fix as much as she could in her mind, observing first that her new home was a very busy place. Deborah had told her that Mathew Cuttifer was a self-made man and an increasingly important mercer; now she saw that for herself as tides of humanity flowed through Blessing House on numberless errands for the master himself, or for members of the nearby Court of Westminster with whom she knew he had close commercial links.

“Girl!” Jassy briskly cut into Anne’s thoughts, no longer the meek and deferential servant of a few minutes past. “Through here. Lively now!”

Anne found herself in a low, small room at the back of the building that looked down on the river, the room from where Phillipa Jassy ran the household. Another girl of about her own age was spreading new rushes onto the floor as the housekeeper entered.

“Melly, fetch Aveline here to me now.” The girl dropped her bundle of rushes as if they were burning, and scuttled from the room. Then the housekeeper began to describe what was expected of Anne. “You will find that much personal service needs to be done for Lady Margaret, Master Cuttifer’s wife: everything from washing to dressing and even feeding her. Sadly for us all, her illness means your work here may not last long. Pray God spares her to us.”

There was a knock at the door and as the housekeeper called out, “Yes!” a pretty young woman slipped into the room. She was dressed modestly in a plain, dark blue housedress with a sideless surcoat of dark red, but her elegance confused Anne. Was she Master Cuttifer’s daughter?

“Aveline, this is Anne. The master has hired her to assist you with Lady Margaret. She will answer through you to me. She has skills you will find useful.”

The girl who turned and looked at Anne with cool detachment was Lady Margaret’s personal maid—that explained the fineness of her clothing and the smooth whiteness of her hands. After a moment’s inspection, Aveline turned back to the housekeeper and said, “My mistress has no need of another attendant.”

Jassy frowned. She was a very busy woman and this was just one of many problems to deal with this morning. “It is the master’s wish and there’s an end. Now take Anne and make her familiar with what must be done. I shall speak to you about this after prayers this evening.”

Aveline curtsied rigidly and beckoned Anne to follow her out of the room, a set expression on her face.

The pair set off down another dark passage and Anne’s heart sank as she followed the stiff back ahead of her. This was not a good beginning and she felt alone and afraid. Aveline moved on in the gloom as the corridor turned this way and that past closed doors and flights of stairs that disappeared to the upper parts of the building. Her felt house slippers were soundless on the flags and she did not acknowledge Anne’s presence in any way.

Several minutes’ brisk walking brought them to an iron-bound door, big enough for giants, which stood between two mighty pillars carved in the shape of naked men, each supporting the heavy burden of the lintel above. The lintel stone was shaped like a reclining woman, abundant breasts spilling out of her dress as she suckled a large boy child, an expression of pleasure on her broad face.

Aveline saw Anne’s startled look and laughed briefly, a surprising, harsh sound, as she pushed the door open. “This, girl, is the most ancient part of the house. A lewd way to go into a kitchen. Lower your eyes when you pass this way or you will be misjudged by the men.”

As the door opened, the stone silence of the passage outside the kitchen was swamped by a resonant booming babble, and Aveline chivvied the girl ahead of her into a great space.

At first, Anne thought she had entered a vision of Hell, but after a moment she saw she was in a vast kitchen. It was vaulted like a church, with light pouring down from a central stone lantern set high above their heads in the apex of the groined roof.

Serving three gaping fire-filled caves—the cooking fires ranged around the walls—was a mass of hardly human beings, sweating and cursing as they rushed to and fro in apparent chaos.

In days to come Anne would understand she had arrived just before the morning dinner; and Blessing House had many souls to be fed—members of the family and their personal attendants, Mathew’s clerks, his apprentices, the upper servants, including Jassy, and her underlings, the general servants, the men in the stables, the girls in the cow byre, the gardeners—but for now Anne had the urge to cross herself and whisper a prayer to Saint Christopher, patron saint of the beleaguered traveler, as she felt herself to be. The noise and the heat were terrifying to someone unused to the ways of a large house.

Aveline ignored the din and waved testily for the girl to follow as she plunged into the surging mass of men and women. Anne was so intent on not losing her guide, she barely sidestepped a wizened child, staggering under the weight of a huge pot brimming with fish heads and slopping guts. A high piping voice screamed out, “Way, way there, lumphead!”

Close up, Anne saw that the child was in fact a very old man the size of a boy, and the malice in the rheumy eyes was ancient and very real. Anne jumped aside, unreasonably frightened, and nearly caused another accident by backing into someone else. “I am so sorry… I’m new and—”

“I know that. Just get out of the road, can’t you!” Melly, the thin girl she’d seen earlier in Jassy’s room, rushed past her carrying a bright metal cleaver toward a man dismembering a side of beef and bellowing for assistance.

“Anne!” Aveline’s high, clear voice cut through the racket and Anne hurried over to where the maid had beckoned her. “This is Maître Gilles. He cooks for this house.” Anne, her wits regained, dropped a slight curtsy, taking care that her one respectable dress was lifted clear of the slick of fat on the flags near the cooking fire. “Maître, this girl will assist me as Lady Margaret’s body servant and as such she may relay requests from the mistress direct to you.”

Surprised, Anne found her hand being lifted and kissed by the chef. “Mademoiselle Aveline, this young person may be assured that my kitchen exists to serve Lady Margaret and her so charming new young companion.”

“Body servant, Maître Gilles, that is all,” said Aveline frigidly. “Come, Anne.”

But, distracted by the courtly gesture of the cook, Anne had not heard Aveline, and when she looked back to find her, the girl had vanished.

Maître Gilles laughed out loud at her astonishment, blackened teeth a shock in that unremarkable but pleasant face. “Here—look! Sorcery!” With a flourish he pressed his hand hard against a particular stone near the fireplace and a stone door swung open into the thickness of the wall. “You’ll have to hurry to catch her. This stair leads directly to Lady Margaret’s solar. Up you go.”

And go Anne did, fairly running because she could only just hear the sussuruss of Aveline’s skirts on the stairs ahead of her. Narrow and almost completely without light except for guttering pitch-dipped torches in iron sconces, they wound upward toward the top of the house. And it was so cold that although Anne climbed as quickly as her long skirts would allow, she found herself shivering in the close darkness. It was a relief to round the last curve, panting, and find Aveline framed in a square of light that dazzled her eyes after the darkness.

The room that Anne entered was a world away from the sweating chaos of the kitchen below. The solar was high up in the tower at the center of Blessing House; here the stone walls had been softened by bright tapestries and there was a ceiling of blue-painted wood powdered with silver-gilt stars like the night sky. There were proper windows too, not just wooden-shuttered arrow slits in the wall. The casements were made with small-paned, thick leaded glass through which spring light shone, and the bright fire burning in a chimney breast was of applewood that filled the room with a fragrant smell. It was the loveliest room that Anne had ever seen. And there was her mistress, the woman she had come to serve.

Lady Margaret Cuttifer was pale and still in the vast carved bed that lay in the center of the solar; her body was so wasted with illness that the shape of collarbone and ribs could be clearly seen beneath her sleeping shift. Her face was pale as the fine sheets she lay between, but as the girl entered with Aveline, she turned her head and smiled slightly, beckoning with one long-fingered hand for Anne to approach, though this tiny movement plainly cost much effort.

The woman coughed and her hand dropped onto the bed as the cough became a spasm. Aveline hurried over, snatching up a small horn beaker filled with a thick fluid that she held to Lady Margaret’s lips. Her mistress sipped at the liquid, grimacing at the taste. Lying back she waved Aveline away, closing her eyes. As Aveline smoothed the bedding, Margaret raised her hand again. Aveline beckoned Anne closer and both girls leaned down to hear Lady Margaret speak. “Who is this?” she asked softly.

“Anne, Lady Margaret. It has pleased Master Mathew to give her a place for the moment. She is to assist me with your care, as body servant.”

Lady Margaret nodded slightly and spoke again in a reedy whisper. “My husband has too much care of me. Aveline, go down and walk in the pleasaunce; the air will be good. Leave this child with me.”

Aveline was not pleased, though she nodded dutifully. She curtsied to the woman in the bed and issued her instructions quietly to Anne as she crossed to the main door of the solar. “See that Lady Margaret has everything she needs. She has eaten nothing today. It is your first duty to give her food even though she will not want it. You will see a posset of curds and honey on the small coffer. Keep the fire bright, and if she sleeps, use the time. The cypresswood chest contains her most-used things—and the oak press by the window has personal linen. There is always mending: you will find needles and thread there also.”

Anne held the door open to a gallery high above the receiving hall below and curtsied as Aveline glided through, closing it behind her quietly. There was silence in the bright room now except for the cheerful crackle of the applewood in the fireplace and the gentle nudging of a spring breeze around the casements. It was a day for life, not death.

Anne looked around her with real interest: she’d never seen so many fine and beautiful things in one room before. There was even a brass washing bowl on an iron stand placed ready beside the bed—and a ewer before the fire with a blackened firepot for the water, standing next to it. Anne smiled: she’d had an idea!

“Lady Margaret, may I speak?” The woman nodded faintly. “I have the makings of a soothing wash here, in my pocket.” The girl brought out three little packages from the small bag dangling from her girdle. “Just a few simple herbs that are sweet to smell. I could make it for you very quickly.”

The woman in the bed said nothing. Taking silence for assent, Anne moved to the chimney breast—a modern innovation, she’d never seen one before—and half filling the firepot with water from the ewer, she hooked it on to the chain that dangled over the fire itself. Then she carefully measured small quantities of the dried herbs and flowers from her pocket into the brass bowl while waiting for the water to boil.

Anne moved as quietly as she could. She needed to establish a harmonious relationship with Lady Margaret very quickly to secure her place in this house, but her mistress had the look of death and plainly no one, including her husband and Aveline, expected she would live much longer. Perhaps the knowledge that Deborah had given Anne could prove them wrong.

The water boiled and the girl poured it on to the leaves and petals in the bottom of the bowl. Then taking a small stick of alderwood from her pocket, she carefully stirred the gently steaming liquid seven times sunwise and seven times countersunwise. The lady in the bed watched with a little curiosity—and a faint smile at the earnest expression on Anne’s face. As the wash infused, the girl searched for something she could use to apply it to Lady Margaret’s face. Not wishing to disturb her mistress with questions, she lifted the heavy lid of one of the coffers and was pleased to find a square piece of linen inside, perhaps a small drying towel, lying neatly folded on the piles of shifts and petticoats beneath.

Anne dipped one edge of the linen into the now warm water and squeezed most of the liquid from it—the cloth was so fine that she was able to fold it into as small a pad as she wished. Gently she applied the cloth to her lady’s face, pressing it to her forehead and over each closed eye, then to each cheek and finally to her chin and neck. Lady Margaret did not resist the gentle pressure of the pad against her face. The astringent scent of the herbs added to the fragrance of the applewood from the fire, and as Anne worked on, the silence between the woman on the bed and the girl became dreamlike and profoundly peaceful.

A slow tentative smile formed around Lady Margaret’s tired mouth, and after a time the girl heard her mistress say quite clearly, “Thank you, Anne. I shall sleep now.” Soon, deepened breathing told the girl that her mistress was indeed asleep, and she could see that some of the pain had gone from her face. Anne smiled delightedly. Now, if she could just persuade Aveline that she posed no threat for Lady Margaret’s favor all might yet be well.


 

 


Chapter Three


[image: Images] It was Sunday, the Feast of the Birth of the Blessed Virgin, in the fourth regnal year of Edward IV, fourteen hundred and sixty-five years since the Virgin’s son had himself been born, and church bells were ringing over the city in the still cold air of winter.

Blessing House had been in an uproar since before dawn as the household readied for today’s double celebration—the Feast of the Virgin’s Birth was also the name day of Mathew Cuttifer. This year there was an extra reason for joy. Mathew Cuttifer wished to give thanks for his wife’s recovery from the wasting disease that had so lately threatened her life. The entire household would be present at a High Mass of thanksgiving in Westminster Abbey, paid for by Master Cuttifer, in which Abbot Anselm himself would lead the congregation. And then there was to be an almsgiving in the outer sanctuary, followed by a feast for specially invited guests at Blessing House in the presence of the king.

Anne had found it hard to sleep and had risen in the dark from her truckle bed in the solar. By the luxurious light of a wax taper—her mistress could not bear the smell of tallow candles—she was sewing a few last pearls to the gown that Lady Margaret would wear in the abbey today. Aveline was still asleep on her own bed, so Anne shielded her light and made no sound as she treasured these few moments to herself.

The dress was made from ink-blue Flanders velvet, the color of the night sky; the sleeves were lined in lustrous white figured damask folded back over the outside, and were tipped with rare white fox fur traded from Russia by Mathew Cuttifer’s factor in Brugge. The low neck was filled with the finest sheer cambric—also snowy white—sewn with pearls the size of hawthorn berries. It was the most beautiful thing that Anne had ever made, but she’d had to argue hard to convince Phillipa Jassy to let her cut and sew the precious material all by herself. Normally seamstresses came to the house to sew for all the household, but Anne had been determined. This dress was the culmination of all the work she’d done for Lady Margaret over these last eight months. It was a tribute to her mistress’s returned beauty, which Anne felt she knew best how to glorify. On this quiet morning she worked on, conscious of the gentle breathing of the woman in the bed, and smiled happily. She thanked God, and Deborah, for having been able to help restore her mistress’s health.

Very soon after joining the Cuttifers’ household, Anne had come to believe that Margaret’s very expensive doctors were bleeding their patient to the point of exhaustion; collectively, they’d told the terrified Mathew that it was the only way the evil humors causing the wasting sickness could be extracted from his wife’s body. They’d also instructed that spirits of mercury were to be taken in old wine boiled with rue as frequently as possible, since quicksilver was thought to replace lost vitality. But Anne had clearly seen Margaret sink deeper and deeper into the strange world between life and death each time she drank the dark, sticky liquid.

Somehow Anne had found the courage to speak to Jassy. In her opinion, the opinion of a humble peasant serving girl, the doctors were killing her mistress with their treatment. All life and death was in God’s hands, but her mistress needed more blood, not less, if she was to fight the illness in her body. And would it not be better to remove all the “medicines” while trying to get Margaret to absorb some nourishment? Anne knew what starvation looked like, and her mistress resembled nothing so much as the emaciated villagers she’d seen in the one famine year of her childhood.

Mathew had grown increasingly desperate, even though the whole household prayed day and night for Margaret’s recovery, and he’d had his chaplain Father Bartolph say countless Masses of intercession for his wife. When Jassy had dared to raise Anne’s thoughts with him, it was as if a veil had lifted. Almost too late he had seen that he’d let excessive faith in modern medicine eclipse his native common sense.

He had sent for Anne and Aveline and questioned them closely. Because she was jealous of Anne, Aveline had been reluctant at first to agree that her mistress was worse each time she took the foul medicine prescribed by the physicians, but in the end, self-interest, and the possible preservation of her place in this household, had made her tell the truth. The question then became, how to proceed if Margaret’s life was to be saved?

As a child, Deborah had fed Anne a tonic made from dried marigold petals, the juice of crushed parsley and rosehips, garlic, sage, honey, and fennel seeds. It worked to stimulate the appetite and strengthen the body during the time of winter ills. Cautiously, Anne had suggested she could make some of the strengthening tonic for her mistress—it could do no harm and might help. She also asked to make puddings from the yolks of new eggs and fresh bull’s blood taken from a living animal, and thrice-boiled broth made from the flesh and bones of chickens.

Whether it was the removal of the “medicine,” the suspension of the bleedings, or the tonics and puddings she’d been permitted to make, Anne had found, with great joy, that her mistress slowly, very slowly, regained her strength over these last months. And now, this day had finally dawned.

With the last pearl in place, Anne bit off the thread and carefully rubbed the precious needle in white chalk, to ward off the rust, before she put it away in a little oiled-skin bag in the linen coffer. Soon, it would be time to wake Aveline and her mistress, but first she should bring water up from the kitchen for bathing. She sighed. All the kitchen staff would be busy preparing for this great day, so Corpus would have to help her whether he wanted to or not. She shook Aveline to wake her, and before the sleepy maid could question her, she slipped out of the solar.

Anne felt her way down the stairwell, hurrying as fast as she could from step to step; she’d tried to convince Jassy that lanterns should be hung on these stairs at intervals—lanterns that would keep burning, rather than the unreliable pitch-dipped bundles of firwood that were jammed into the sconces—but the housekeeper had said it was needless expense, and Aveline had mocked her fears of the dark.

The housekeeper, of course, had more pressing concerns than the night terrors of a fifteen-year-old body servant, but Aveline took pleasure in Anne’s fear, as usual. Now, in her haste to get down to the kitchen as quickly as possible, Anne stubbed her toes against the stone door as she wrenched it open, allowing blessed light and warmth and noise to flow into the darkness around her. There was the smell of food as well, great gusts of roasting meat and fat and butter and new bread. Anne felt the fear ebb as hunger lunged through her gut. Too bad she would have to wait until after the Mass.

“Anne!” Looming over her was Piers Cuttifer, Mathew’s only son, a tall, thick-muscled man of about twenty-five with hard, gray eyes whom some of the women in the household considered good-looking. From the foxlike smell of him, and the sour wine on his breath, she could tell he’d been out carousing all night. He stood there swaying slightly, grinning at her.

Melly had long ago warned Anne about Piers. He liked to play “games” with the girls in the servants’ hall; moving silently about the dark house in his felt slippers, he was often able to creep up behind the maids as they did their work, and slip his greedy fingers down their bodices or even up their skirts. Anne had very quickly learned to stay out of his way as much as she could. Now, gathering herself with dignity, she sketched a small frigid curtsy to the reeking, unshaven man in front of her. “Master Piers. Good morning, sir, on your father’s name day.”

“So formal, Anne. Come now, let us be friends. Kiss me or I swear I shall die from longing.”

Anne saw that the kitchen staff were watching with interest, particularly Corpus who was skulking near the cooking fires, trying to avoid work while warming his backside. From under decently lowered lids, Anne darted a sharp glance around the kitchen; she needed Maître Gilles’s help for more reasons than one now if she was to get back to the solar before her mistress woke, and avoid another excuse for Aveline to torment her.

“Sir, I have work to do for your mother—”

“My stepmother, Anne. She was eight when I was born to my mother, so an odd parent she would have made then—not so?” He smiled at her winningly, taking a step closer so that she found herself backing up against the wall. Her eyes flicked around the kitchen again—where was Maître Gilles!

“Here I am, little Anne. May I serve you?”

Anne jumped with shock as Maître Gilles touched her on the shoulder. Had he read her mind? Gratitude made her gabble her request: “Oh, sir, I would be so grateful if you could spare someone to help me bring water for my lady. She’s still asleep but Aveline must wake her soon if she is to be ready for the service.”

“Why did you not say you required assistance, sweet Anne? Here now I stand ready to help my dearest belle-mère. It shall be a small act of penance for me on this holy day.” Piers swept her a deep but somehow mocking bow as if to say, avoid this if you can!

Anne shivered at the image of Piers following her up the dark stair. Without thought she responded, “No, sir, for then I should keep you from your bath.” There was a real lash in the last words, for his smell truly did offend her.

He smiled at her then like a dog or a wolf, lifting his lips over his canine teeth. Then he moved closer, almost pressing her up against the wall, one thick arm blocking her exit. Fearlessly, she looked straight into his eyes, until he dropped his own. She’d been brought up with animals in the forest, and she knew she could show no fear with Piers.

Maître Gilles broke the moment: “Corpus! Shift yourself here and bring hot water!” The wizened little man grimaced as he moved away from the fire, and the cook turned smoothly to Piers. “Ah, sir, how kind you are to consider the welfare of even the lesser servants in this house: truly God is good. There is no need, however. It is the job of this worthless wreckage”—he waved a hand in the direction of the old man who stood mumbling beside him—“to haul water up to your lady mother’s solar. Do not prevent him, sir, I beg, from performing one of the last services he is still able to render to this house.”

Without waiting to hear Piers’s reply Anne escaped back into the darkness of the stairwell, snatching a torch from a sconce to light the way up to the solar—feeling, with a shiver, Piers’s hot glance as she went. She heard the old man follow her, spitting venom as he hauled up a heavy can.

“Spawn of the Devil you are, bitch. To wash the stinking body invites lewd and impure thoughts—which you know, slut that you are. I saw you, I saw you—out to get Mathew Cuttifer’s son, don’t think I don’t watch you, pit of iniquity. Fiends from Hell, you and that Aveline; hot and shameless, the pair of you. You’ll both get what you deserve…”

Anne hardly heard the insults the old man mumbled at her; ever since that first day in the kitchen she’d seen he treated all women in just this way. He hated women—especially girls—and, it was whispered, loved boys. It was best to let him talk, because he ran out of breath eventually, especially climbing the stairs. Not for the first time Anne wondered why he hadn’t been turned out onto the street years ago.

The first faint light of dawn was filtering through the solar casements as Anne moved across the room and quietly pulled the heavily woven French bed curtains back. The old man, silent for once, poured the water into the washing bowl, while Aveline gently roused their mistress. As Corpus withdrew into the darkness of the stairwell, the woman in the bed stirred, waking with a light heart as she saw the girl standing by the fire warming a dressing robe. “So, Anne, here is another dawn.”

Anne smiled happily and walked toward the bed, holding the dressing robe, while Aveline assisted her mistress out of the sheets, automatically chiding Anne as she did so: “Hurry, girl—your mistress will take cold!”

But Anne was determined nothing would upset her today, not even Aveline. The contrast between the healthy woman standing smiling beside the bed and the near-corpse of that spring morning nearly eight months ago was its own reward and no one could take that from her.

“Are you strong enough to walk to the fire, mistress?” asked Aveline.

“Strong enough, and determined to, Aveline—delighted to!” The happiness in Lady Margaret’s voice made Anne smile again as she helped her mistress to the chair waiting by the fireside.

“Anne, I shall brush Lady Margaret’s hair. You may begin washing. None of your clumsiness, now.”

Anne suppressed a sigh. Young as she was, the girl understood that Aveline belittled her from fear of being supplanted, so with a determined effort she remained impassive. Aveline would only taunt her more if she thought the barb had hit home. Margaret was smiling sympathetically at her youngest maid, and heartened by the sweet expression on her lady’s face, Anne patted the warm damp cloth over her delicate skin until her mistress laughed. “I’ll not break, girl—use some vigor!” Anne rubbed the fine white flesh harder as Margaret talked on to Aveline.

“The robe is completed?”

“I believe it is, mistress,” said Aveline, trying to sound as neutral as possible. “Anne, display the dress for Lady Margaret.”

“Not yet, not yet. Dry me first and then I shall be ready for my surprise. We must hurry if we are to be down to the hall before my husband: he deserves a surprise, too!”

Aveline was warm for once. “Ah, yes, lady, he truly does after all the anxiety of this last time; you are sure that…?”

“I am strong enough? Yes, with God’s will and your help I shall be.”

After personally applying scented cream—gillyflower essence in precious almond oil unguent—to preserve the whiteness of Lady Margaret’s skin, Aveline allowed Anne to fetch the dress from where it had been hanging on a wall peg in the garderobe.

When she had first come to Blessing House, Anne had balked at hanging her mistress’s most beautiful clothes in the cloaca as Aveline had told her to do, but then she had found that moths and fleas were much less likely to attach to the figured velvets and damasks because of the smell. And now, as she fetched her work from the anteroom to the latrine, it was a reward to hear Margaret’s sigh of pleasure as she held out her creation for inspection.

“Oh, Anne, it really is very lovely. Come here quickly, I must have it on!”

For a moment, Aveline turned away, blinking tears from her eyes, a complex wave of emotions threatening her usual iron control. Margaret’s joy and Anne’s shining serenity at this moment of accomplishment made her feel unwanted. How had she let this girl wheedle herself so close to their mistress? Something else disturbed her too—an unwilling acknowledgment, deep in her soul, that Anne meant her no harm and, indeed, tried often to offer friendship. Why could she just not accept what was offered, open her heart and trust? Shaking her head to banish these unwelcome thoughts, Aveline deliberately raised her voice.

“First, we must have the underdress, madam. Anne! Hold the gown up off the floor properly! Really, where are your wits today?” Aveline was sharp as she slipped the fine silk underdress over her mistress’s head. “Please, Lady Margaret, do stand still,” she said in exasperation as her mistress jigged up and down, eyeing the lustrous velvet of the gown, impatient to get it over her head.

Margaret laughed. “Aren’t you done yet, Aveline? I swear you’re all thumbs.” Finally, Anne was allowed to drop the deep blue dress over the delicate underdress and help lace the back as tightly as she and Aveline could.

“There, mistress—let me show you.” Aveline brought Lady Margaret the convex mirror that hung on the wall beside the largest window. Though it distorted the reflection it still showed a beautiful picture—a tall woman with a white throat and an oval face that glimmered like a pearl above the night-colored velvet.

Margaret stood silent before the mirror. This was a precious moment. She turned away from her reflection and looked out of the window toward the rising sun. “I thank God that I have been given back life and health, and that I have seen this day dawn. All flesh is grass, I know, but for this day I am deeply grateful.”

Then her mood changed again and she clapped her hands. “And now, I want to thank you for all that you both have done for me over these last months; for your devoted care and the healing power in your tisanes, Anne…” Aveline turned away scowling; the subject of the tisanes was a sore point between the girls. “I have presents for you both!”

The wooden coffer beneath the casement windows contained many of Lady Margaret’s clothes and she quickly rummaged through it, unconsciously inhaling the smell from the little bags of last summer’s lavender strewn among the garments to discourage insects. She lifted out a carefully folded gown of deep blue-green damask and another of fine copper-colored wool with a rich band of marten fur around the neck. “Please me by wearing these!”

After looking at each of the dresses for a moment, Lady Margaret handed the woolen gown to Aveline—a good choice, as the warm ocher would flatter her white skin and thick, almost black hair—and then she gave the green dress to Anne. Lovingly, the girl took the beautiful thing from her mistress’s hand and with Aveline’s willing help, for once, was dressed in less than a minute. The high bodice was loose in places, especially under her breasts, but a broad sash of red ribbon tied tight around the raised waist solved that problem.

“There, that looks fine.” Margaret smiled. “Aveline, this veil and circlet are for you. Anne, you may wear your hair loose. Becoming—and appropriate.”

“Anne, stop dreaming, girl! Fetch Lady Margaret’s best cloak.” Anne hurried to do Aveline’s bidding, while the older girl quickly bound up her mistress’s hair with a great skein of pearls and secured an airy veil of finest silk tissue to the crown of her head with a silver comb. It floated down like smoke around her shoulders.

Anne admired Aveline’s handiwork; she was an artist and understood instinctively just how to enhance her mistress’s beauty by this careful attention to detail. The younger girl sighed; maybe later today she would have the opportunity to talk properly to Aveline. It would be so much simpler if they could be friends and allies. Somehow she would find a way to make Aveline understand.

Lady Margaret was now finally dressed to Aveline’s satisfaction and she stepped quietly toward the door, taking a deep breath as she passed under the lintel. This was the first time she had been out of the solar in many, many months.

 

Margaret’s husband was on his knees at his prie-dieu in his workroom. Today he had great cause to pray, for he wished to give thanks for the recovery of his wife. She was twenty years younger than he but in the seven years she’d been in his house, he’d come to love her more and with a greater depth and meaning than he had loved either of his previous wives—God rest their souls.

Unusually, the hubbub in the hall found its way into his prayers and for once he abandoned the task he had set himself. The Lord would understand this was a great day: an important one for his household and its standing. After all, how often could a subject entertain his king on his own name day, and in his own house—and on the Virgin’s day too, of course—and with God’s good grace that is what he would do. He took a deep breath to steady himself and stood, almost unconscious of the pain in his knees. Now was the time for action.

As he strode into the receiving hall, it seemed that his entire household was one heaving mèlée of bodies and hysterical dogs; but no one saw him enter because at that moment Margaret walked down the broad stone stairs supported by her maids, and a ragged cheer started up as, one by one, the people of Blessing House saw her there.

Phillipa Jassy hurried toward her mistress, beaming. “We thank the Blessed Virgin to see you here, my lady.”

“Amen to that. And I shall thank God and His Mother on my knees in their house for all their help and blessings; but now I should like to see my husband. Is your master in the workroom…?”

“No, wife, I am here beside you.”

At the sound of his voice, Margaret, Aveline, and Anne turned and dropped silent curtsies. The household grew quiet. It was as if three angels had flown down from the walls of the Abbey, such was the grace of the tableau in front of them. With tears in his eyes, Mathew raised the three women, first his wife and then the girls, and delighted the household by pulling Margaret to him in a hearty embrace before kissing her gently on the brow.

A loud voice cut through the rising hubbub of the happy crowd: “I say, let us cheer my father and the Lady Margaret!” On occasion Piers found grace and this was one of them.

The hall shook with cheering as Master Mathew draped the fur-lined cloak around his dignified wife and escorted her with ceremony across the hall and out to the portico to await their town litter. Unnoticed by the crowd, however, he was holding her tightly under the forearm to give as much support as he could.

But as Anne bent down to gather Lady Margaret’s train she was suddenly conscious that Piers was beside her and, under the pretense of helping her up, had slipped a hand around her waist and quickly cupped one of her breasts, fumbling to find the nipple.

In her shock, Anne stood so abruptly that she knocked into Aveline before Piers could snatch his hand away—and then everything became very confusing. For a moment Aveline stood there, looking from one to the other, and suddenly her face was very pale. Then a wave of warm blood flowed up from Aveline’s breasts into her cheeks as she turned away, snatching the train from Anne’s hands, and mouthing “slut” at the discomforted girl.

Piers laughed and smilingly bowed low to them both. “Mistress Aveline, you look most charming in that pretty dress. And the high color you have, how brilliantly it makes your eyes shine. I salute you! And Mistress Anne. You should always wear green—it reflects in your eyes.”

Unhurriedly, Piers sauntered away to stand beside his father as Anne tried to make sense of what had just happened. Why was Aveline so upset? Surely she didn’t truly believe she’d encouraged Piers?

“Aveline… I’m sorry, but please believe me, I didn’t—”

“Enough! Setting out to trap your master’s son is the oldest game there is. I can see what you’re doing!”

Aveline stalked away behind their mistress, loftily ignoring the impertinent, laughing looks Piers tossed in her direction. Then Anne’s confusion cleared a little. Aveline and Piers? Was there something between them—something Aveline took seriously, seriously enough to defend? Anne felt submerged in a cold, miserable fog of sadness as she was swept forward by the crowd from Blessing House. Never had she felt more alone and friendless—trapped into playing this game with such truly unfathomable rules.


 

 


Chapter Four


[image: Images] The Abbey was barely four hundred yards from Mathew Cuttifer’s front door but this was an occasion for maximum state and in any case he would not have his wife strained by unnecessary walking until he was sure she was entirely recovered. Impatiently he waited for the litter to arrive; it was a cold day and though Margaret was well swaddled up he was desperate that she should not catch cold from the treacherous winter air.

In the crowd of household people behind Mathew and his wife, Piers watched Anne as she waited beside Lady Margaret, her long hair fluttering in the cold wind. He smiled to himself but then realized Aveline had seen him ogle the younger girl. With a gallant gesture he swept off his velvet cap with its brave feather, but Aveline turned her head away disdainfully. Piers snorted—no more games from Aveline, she had seen he had new interests now, so let her take care not to offend him!

Mathew Cuttifer’s great town litter finally made its appearance at the portico of Blessing House. The groomsman leading the horses had found it nearly impossible to bring the vehicle to the door from the courtyard behind the house because of the great press of people jamming the roadway, and he apologized profusely for the delay until a sharp look from his master made him shut his mouth with a snap. The master never liked excuses.

The few hundred yards to the abbey took nearly an hour to accomplish through throngs of people filling the narrow road that led toward King Street and the abbey buildings beyond. Aveline and Anne were some way back now behind the litter, surrounded by most of the kitchen staff and other household maids, all in their very best holiday clothes—many with sprigs of holly pinned to their breasts in honor of the Virgin.

The Abbey Church of Saint Peter had been much decorated and rebuilt over the last one hundred years because the tomb of Saint Edward the Confessor King that lay therein was still, after Canterbury, the most important shrine for pilgrims in the kingdom of England, and successive Abbots had made sure that each king in nearby Westminster Palace was aware of his obligations to extend, beautify, and restore the work of previous devout generations. But while work was always going on, some said that to enter this holy building was to experience a foretaste of paradise. The great colored windows, the painted statues, the gold and silver altar plate, the jeweled vestments—these alone were enough to overwhelm the senses. But when this glittering surface was touched by the voices of the brothers singing praise to God in his house, the soul might sense the very stone walls of the building breathing grace to the air like perfume.

Or so it seemed to Anne as she tried to track her mistress and master through the crowd moving up the great nave toward the high altar. Candles bloomed in the darkness and everything she saw that had been made by man to praise God was so beautiful, wreathed in the aromatic smoke from the candles, that her head swam.

In a half-dream, she allowed herself to be carried forward by the mass of people all around her as if she were swimming in a friendly sea. She felt protected even as she was shoved and elbowed about by those looking for the best vantage point to view the Mass, and the king when he arrived.

Then voices began calling, louder and louder, “The king, the king…” Straining to see, Anne was climbing almost before she realized what she was doing. Like a child in an orchard, hand over hand she hoisted herself up a stone structure covered in small statues that made convenient handholds, and found herself a precarious roost. Only when she looked down from the top did she realize she had scaled the elaborate monument of some noble with more money than taste; below her, a number of women shook their heads in scandalized disapproval, though men who’d seen her climb were smiling.

For once, Anne was too excited to feel abashed. From high above the congregation she had a clear view back toward the north door from where the king was expected to enter. Ever since she had come to the city she’d heard about him, though never seen him, but now, below her, the nave was crammed with a slow-moving procession of people heralding his arrival.

The first company to enter the Abbey was comprised of young men, all dressed alike in the royal livery, with the leopards of Anjou and the lilies of France embroidered in gold upon their blue jackets. Their hose had one leg of blue, and one of white, and Anne giggled as she wondered if they were not cold, their jackets were so short. These were men of the royal household, though they did not bear arms since this was a church.

Next came as many officials of the court, at least two hundred of them, chains of office around their necks and long gowns of sober color sweeping the stone floor of the Abbey. Then came the magnates, in town for the coming Christmas Court; grim, weathered-looking men mostly, richly dressed; they were fighters, very few soft bodies among them. And then, finally, the king and his party.

King Edward IV was easy to see because he was so tall—he topped the nearest man to him by half a head at least—and because of the magnificence of his clothing. He wore a black velvet cotehardie embroidered with silver leopards under a flowing black cloak lined with cloth of silver; his long, muscular legs, too, were clothed in black velvet hose, the ribbon of the Knights of the Garter clearly visible below his left knee; but there was only a plain gold circlet around that red-gold head.

He was a young man too, this king, just over twenty-three, and with an open, charming face and sharp white teeth. Candlelight glittered and winked on the jewels he wore as he made his slow progress up the aisle. Clearly he was delighted to be among his people—they pressed so close their breath was his breath. And they loved having him so near; they cheered and stamped and clapped again and again, to the scandal of the court and the priests.

Anne was awed by the wave upon wave of sound that came from the throats of the people; it pierced her body as the stone building rang like an old bell and she found herself calling out the king’s name just as he passed below.

Her voice cut through the all-encompassing deep, male bass of the sound and the king looked up seeking the source and saw an angel above him, an angel dressed in shimmering green, the color of new love. The procession stopped for a moment as their eyes locked. The impact of that glance was palpable and Anne became completely still, her eyes fastened on his as all sound receded… then the moment broke as the king smiled, waved, and walked on among his people toward the high altar.

“Anne. Anne!” The girl was pulled from the dream of the king’s face abruptly. “Look down—here!”

“Deborah!” Her foster mother was right beneath her, wearing her old red cloak and holding up her arms, laughing.

“No, stay there, sweeting. I shall climb up to you.” And she did, the nimble grace of her movements and the strength in her arms belying her age, which could be seen plainly as she slipped back her hood.

“Deborah! I’ve been longing to see you but it’s been hard for me to send messages to you—Aveline watches me all the time and we’ve been so busy.”

“I know that, sweet love—and so here I am! And after the Mass you shall tell me all.”

Below them a collective settling passed through the crowd like wind in a standing field of corn. Deborah and Anne were too far away from the high altar to hear much, but both women could see that the Abbot of Westminster was surrounded by his monks and acolytes ready to begin the Mass. He turned toward King Edward and held up his hand in blessing before looking back to the altar and the great rood that hung above it. The familiar words began: “In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti…”

Anne could see her master, and Lady Margaret, kneeling just behind the courtiers who surrounded the king and she was awed by the transfigured expression on her mistress’s face; she looked like a newly born child.

Deborah touched the girl’s hand and smiled as Anne turned back to her. “God be thanked for the help you have been able to give to this woman.”

“Amen to that,” whispered the girl, but then she shivered. Which God did Deborah mean—the Christ on the rood before them, or the older ones from their other life in the forest?


 

 


Chapter Five


[image: Images] The frenzy in the kitchen at Blessing House had reached storm proportions. Maître Gilles was red in the face and hoarse from shouting at the staff. Even Corpus had not escaped duty; he was chopping the heads off live squirming lampreys with vicious determination and at great speed. He’d already experienced a kick in the behind and did not wish for another one.

The great receiving hall was not much better than the kitchen—men and maidservants collided with one another as Jassy did her best to be heard through the din of people desperate to finish preparations for the king’s visit. So many fresh rushes had been spread that the level of the floor had risen by a full foot, and still Melly worked like one possessed to spread more.

The housekeeper had a sinking feeling that she had forgotten something vital and bitterly regretted that she hadn’t managed to tear her staff away from the Abbey as soon as the Mass had ended. Really! The way some of those kitchen girls had gawped at the court suite, one would have thought they’d never seen men’s codpieces before. Still, the master and the king would shortly be upon them—and heaven help her staff if they had not finished what she’d set them to do: there would be a reckoning later!

Outside the Abbey, the day had turned bitterly cold as a good part of the crowd emerged, breath smoking in the freezing air, all bent on the same thing: the alms giving that would shortly take place outside the sanctuary.

Twelve shivering old men, beggars clad in rags, were lined up in the charge of a red-nosed monk, waiting for their benefactor, Master Mathew Cuttifer. They had been swept up off the streets at random the previous evening by some of the burlier lay brothers of the Abbey, given a meal and a bed for the night, and dragged out here this morning to receive this unexpected blessing. They were all quite prepared to be grateful, but to a man they wished someone would get on with it, for they’d been waiting this last hour in a rising wind from the river that cut to the bone.

A ragged cheer made its way around the throng and all heads turned to look back toward the doors of the Abbey. The king was on his way, and craning to see, the old men were gratified by the sight of their sovereign walking slowly toward them surrounded by members of his suite. Accompanying him was a man in the place of honor on his right hand: their benefactor, Mathew Cuttifer, mercer and an increasingly important unofficial banker at court.

Mathew’s throat was painfully swollen with pride and his breath was short with nerves. If only his mother and father—God rest them—could have been here to see him on this day. How far he had brought them all from his grandparents’ tannery, now to be walking on the right-hand side of his king, about to conduct that same sovereign to his own house!

Six paces behind him, Margaret walked beside Lady Daphne Rivers—a pretty, finely dressed woman, a distant cousin of the new queen. They had been acquaintances for years but until this day Margaret had always been snubbed by Lady Rivers in company, perhaps as punishment for marrying beneath her family’s status. How things changed when the winds of fortune set fair in one’s direction! Now Daphne walked too close beside her and addressed little whispered asides as if they had always been the closest of friends, pressing her to come to court during the coming Christ-Mass wassail and bring the members of her family with her…

Margaret said as little as possible but her heart was hammering. Privately, she was delighted by the dignified but transparent happiness of her husband and this very public change in his status. He deserved this favor and she blessed Edward for offering it to him, though a corner of her heart was troubled; this king was said to be crafty for all his golden splendor. It was rumored that he never did anything but for advantage, and that thought made her worry even while she, too, was swept up by the glory of this day.

This new king was so different from the last, the luckless Henry VI, whom he had usurped. Edward seemed so open, so pleased to be part of the lives of his people, so happy to be accessible, whereas Henry, by the end of his rule, was so dominated by his hated French wife that he was a virtual recluse, isolated from the people of his country.

Eventually, the frustrations many of the old noble families felt over the actions of their French queen, who had controlled access to her husband, and plundered the country to her advantage and that of her lover, Somerset, had boiled over into an alliance with the alternative royal house, headed by the Duke of York, Edward’s father.

The Yorkists had prevailed—Somerset was dead, Henry VI in hiding, Margaret of Anjou fled—yet parts of England were still ravaged as if wolves had been unleashed onto the people. Now it was the nobles themselves who plundered the suffering poor and the minor gentry, while fighting among themselves for advantage, and it was too early to see how this young king, rumored to be addicted to pleasure rather than government, could or would set matters in his kingdom to right.

Margaret shivered—not from the cold. It had all been going on for such a long time. More than ten years ago, her family had been forced to choose which party they would align with in the coming political storm, and with great good fortune, her father had recommitted himself to the Yorkists. He’d even fought for them at Wake-field, where Edward’s father and younger brother had been killed, and all had seemed lost in the bitter cold of the turning year.

Yet now it seemed this new king valued the loyalty that Margaret’s family had given his in difficult times, and in courting Mathew today with such a public show of respect—dining at his house, allowing him to distribute the Virgin’s pence to the poor—he also showed he needed the support of his wealthier subjects if he was to rule this nearly bankrupt kingdom. And that in itself was cause for concern: Margaret feared the favors of today would bring trouble in their train from the court party.

That Mathew Cuttifer was to be permitted to transform the lives of twelve poor men—twelve being the number of Our Lord’s Apostles—with his sovereign’s blessing on the birthday of the Lady Mary, Mother of all, was a worrying sign of what might come, in the eyes of the court; a king who favored merchants over his traditional allies, the landed nobles, was to be watched—for who knew who might be elevated next? Or who might be displaced?

Today, the representatives of Christ’s apostles looked a truly louse-ridden bunch. Huddled together to avoid the freezing wind, rheumy eyes watering and toothless mouths clamped shut, they watched the court approach and, having all survived long lives through sheer rat cunning, sank to their knees as one, calling out blessings on the heads of the king and their benefactor, Mathew Cuttifer.

Master Mathew looked at them with distaste but then hastily crossed himself. He had nearly blasphemed, if only in thought. These pathetic remnants of men were in place of his Savior to whom he owed such great thanks. He would treat them like brothers in Christ and count that an honor and a privilege. He walked forward and gave a hearty kiss of peace to the first reeking old man, manfully suppressing the revulsion he felt for the smelly old flesh and ragged clothes because he felt the glance of God, and his king, directly on his back.

Anne stood with Deborah near the back of the throng on the steps of the cathedral as her master performed the blessing and almsgiving to the twelve old men.

“He’s a fine man,” Deborah said.

“Yes, he is,” replied the girl dreamily.

“I meant your master, Anne.”

The young woman started and said hastily, “So did I.”

Deborah frowned. “You were looking at the king.”

And Anne blushed. “They’re both fine-looking men.” She managed to say it dismissively but the truth of Deborah’s words startled her—she had been watching Edward, letting her eyes roam over his face and body, and all the time she’d been thinking of the moment in the abbey when he’d looked up at her. Foolish thoughts. Impatiently, she shook her head to clear it and tried to concentrate on what Mathew was saying to each of the old men. That was hard, for the gusting wind from the river kept snatching the words away.

The older woman said nothing more. Anne was still very young, even though she’d handled the responsibility of the last few months well. There was a real difficulty to be overcome here, though; one that filled Deborah with anxiety. It was easy to forget, at nearly fifty, that young girls fell in and out of love so easily, but the king was a dangerous object for any girl’s affections. His eye for female flesh was notorious, even though he was recently married; it would be a tragedy if Anne were to become just one more expendable leman; a fearful fate without a powerful family to protect her.

Consciously, Deborah closed her eyes for a moment and asked for guidance for the girl—perhaps she would be given a sign that all would be well; but today the cold made the bones of her hands ache and, unusually, she could not banish the distraction of the crowd around her. With a sigh she opened her eyes as Anne, getting restless, tugged at her sleeve.

“I must go to Lady Margaret—she’ll be wondering where I am. Can you come to Blessing House tonight? There is so much to tell you—you were right about so many things! Mistress Jassy doesn’t like us to have visitors at night, so perhaps it would be best to use the kitchen door from the stableyard—Maître Gilles won’t mind so long as I let him know you’re coming. He’ll leave it unbolted.”

Deborah nodded as the girl kissed her cheek, and Anne would have gone immediately except that the older woman held her arm for a moment and looked into her eyes before kissing her gently on the brow. “There. Away.” Impulsively, Anne hugged Deborah again, then slipped into the crowd.

 

    “Remember me?” A small, well cared for hand touched Piers on the shoulder and he whirled around to find Aveline smiling up at him. He laughed easily and his eyes flicked over her body out of habit. She preened, but her face tightened when she saw his attention slide away toward the knot of courtiers who surrounded the king, among whom were his father and stepmother and… there was Anne, who had managed to work her way back to Lady Margaret through the crowd. She was standing behind her mistress now, holding the train of that lovely dress up out of the mud. Aveline went white with rage and the fury in her eyes shocked Piers when he casually glanced back at her again. She dropped her eyes from his and in a colorless voice said, “I shall not detain you further, master,” before she hurried away.

Piers laughed to himself. Well, suppose she had worked out which way the wind was setting—jealousy in a woman often had such stimulating results. She might try even harder to please him. Aveline was distressingly strong-minded at times, and even though he would like to go on enjoying her, if she became troublesome about Anne he could always speak to Jassy and have her dismissed. Their affair was becoming common knowledge belowstairs and Aveline was trying to lord it over the other servants as a result—or so his own body servant had told him—and she was not greatly liked. Anne, however, had any number of champions, including Jassy, especially since his stepmother’s remarkable recovery, which was generally attributed to the herb teas and the blood puddings the girl had made for Lady Margaret. He’d have to watch that too—didn’t want others getting there before him, especially not some randy stable lad or kitchen hand.

“Way there, way. Dolt! I said way!” Piers pushed toward the court party. Rejoining them, he watched with amusement as Aveline snatched her mistress’s train away from Anne, before the party set off to walk the little distance to Blessing House.

Master Mathew was in a daze of anxious joy. He walked beside his king, Margaret’s hand folded through his arm, as he pointed out to Edward the fact that he had had this section of the road, leading from his house to the Abbey, paved with river cobbles for the convenience of the general public.

The king laughed genially. “What, Master Cuttifer, just for the general public? Not at all for your convenience? Come now.” The laughter of the court sycophants actually made Mathew blush, something he had not experienced since he’d been a stripling.

Margaret dared to speak up and turn the joke in defense of her husband. “Ah, sire, it was for the blessing of Blessing House, to be sure—but yet also for the blessed general!”

Edward looked down at her and smiled. “Well, Mathew, you are a lucky man to have such grace and wit about you. And such beauty.” Then his glance slid away from Lady Margaret’s face, just for a moment, and allowed itself to linger on the two girls following obediently behind.

Aveline blushed and curtsied, as did Anne, but as Anne raised her head she found that the king was again looking directly into her eyes. She felt that same still, electrified connection before his attention was distracted, this time by a pack of mummers spilling out of the stable courtyard behind Blessing House.

The gaudy, crudely painted band of men and boys was dragging a large flat wagon on which was mounted a small castlelike building made of plaster, very realistically painted to look like stone, complete with turrets and a fantastical dragon curled up before the wooden portcullis. The crowd cheered and clapped as the wagon halted at the front of Blessing house, blocking its entrance. One of the mummers, a big fellow dressed all in green and twined around with ivy and holly, leaped up onto the wagon and called loudly for quiet while banging on a great brass gong. The king turned toward his host with a charming smile, clearly determined to be pleased with all he saw. “What now, Master Mathew?”

“Sire, this knave asks leave to display a wonder to you,” answered Mathew Cuttifer in a strong, clear voice. Excitedly, the crowd hushed, those at the back calling for the mummer to speak up.

The green man banged his gong vigorously again till their heads rang and then began: “Great King, you stand by the Keep of Despair, built by this beast, for this is his lair!” The architectural beast—a mummer dressed in a canvas suit with ingenious scales made of small gilded wooden plates—opened a cavernous redpainted mouth and put out a lolling great tongue that it shook at the courtiers accompanied by lusty roaring, to the huge delight of the crowd and the happy squeals of small children.

“We plead you bring your martial hand so you may save this maiden dear!” Then a remarkable and scandalous thing happened. A rather fat young woman, with breasts bulging out of the bodice of her gown, appeared on the battlements of the plaster castle. The fragile canvas walls shivered as she waved her arms with lavish abandon, wailing loudly and beating her nearly exposed bosom with enthusiasm. That brought a fascinated “Ooooh” from the crowd, delighted with this disgraceful show of flesh. Normally, boys played the parts of women; this break from tradition would no doubt inform sermons all around the city next Sunday!

Just then, the green man snapped his fingers. There was a loud bang and a cloud of green smoke enveloped the wagon. The crowd yelled with delight as the smoke cleared to display a flight of red-covered stairs up which the king was being beckoned by the green man.

Edward turned to his host. “So, shall I venture here, Master Cuttifer?”

“Sire, your people long to see you slay the Dragon of Despair and rescue this fair maid.” Mathew made the deepest bow he could muster.

The king looked up at the rocking plaster construction before him—the “maid” was outdoing herself and the whole thing was in real danger of crashing off the wagon—and he smiled. Airily waving at the delighted crowd, he entered into the spirit of the play, ceremoniously accepting a blunted stage sword from the green man and running lightly up the steps to confront the fearsome dragon.

Once on the wagon, the king made a speedy and professional job of dispatching the repellent beast with three pantomime thrusts to its throat, belly, and back, earning wild cheers and screams from the crowd, whereupon the dragon made a great business of rolling over and dying with the maximum noise and effect, fake blood spouting out of its mouth. The green man banged his gong with sweaty verve as the king, waving his sword in victory, heaved up the wooden portcullis and entered the plaster castle, emerging a moment later manfully carrying the “swooning” heroine, to the huge and vociferous delight of the crowd.

“So perish all who fight our king and Blessing’s reign has now its spring!” yelled the green man as Edward restored the fainting maiden to her feet, whereupon she sank into the deepest curtsy she could manage in the limited space available, the tableau somewhat spoiled by the dragon also leaping to his feet to take a bow. The king acknowledged the roars and cheers of the crowd before sauntering down the steps to the slightly more restrained applause of his court.

“Ah, sire, that was Towton all over again!”

“So, Warwick, is that what you think?” The king’s tone was cool as he turned toward the speaker, a tough dark man in his thirties who was standing beside the beaming Mathew and his delighted wife.

“Swords and er… hearts were ever Your Majesty’s strong suits,” Warwick replied, sardonic though oily smooth.

It was as if clouds had covered the sun. One moment Edward had been delighted with all he saw and heard and now his face was closed tight with anger. He said nothing for a moment and then very deliberately turned his back on the other man. “It seems, Master Mathew, that some members of my court do not understand when the entertainment has ended. For that lack of… understanding, I must ask your forgiveness.”

Mathew Cuttifer swallowed hard as he heard the King’s frigid tone. His heart sank; perhaps this day of triumph would end in disaster, after all. Plainly the king and the Earl of Warwick were at each other’s throats again and his little tableau was today’s cause.

Lady Margaret stepped into the breach once more. “Sire, you must be sharp-set—as I declare I am. Would it please you to enter this poor house and break your fast with us?”

Edward registered the dignified calm with which he was addressed—and being aware of the courage the remark would have taken at this moment, swept off his flat velvet cap to the lady and smiled at her most charmingly. “Lady, it would please me greatly, but first…” He turned toward the group of grinning, shuffling play actors who were waiting to be dismissed. “My thanks to you—and here… Almoner!”

A little man dressed in a rich old-fashioned brocaded houppelande hurried forward, offering the king a fine leather pouch into which Edward dipped one long-fingered hand. A shower of small coins arced through the air and hit the cobbles with a satisfying ring. The mummers scrambled for their reward, led by the “maid,” who determinedly elbowed the green man and the dragon out of the way as she scrabbled in the dirt for the coins, blond wig askew. The courtiers and the crowd laughed at this display of greed as the wagon with its castle was pushed away from the front of Blessing House by Watt and some of Master Mathew’s bigger menservants.

Miraculously, inside Blessing House everything was ready for the great company that thronged around the king. Outwardly Mathew was impassive but he was delighted to find the entire inside staff of his house kneeling, heads bowed, as he entered with his exalted guests. It made a pretty and well-ordered sight in his spacious hall. In a clear voice he gave the welcome: “My poor house is graced by your presence, Lord King, and in token we greet you thus.” Then he and Margaret, and the girls behind her, sank to their knees in front of the household, and humbly bowed their heads. It was an inspired gesture.

The simplicity of the owner of this great house warmed the heart of the king and charmed him out of the black mood that had threatened a moment or so ago. Smiling, he went to his hosts and gracefully raised Lady Margaret, giving her the kiss of peace, and then her husband, saluting his cheek also. Next, to the delight of the assembled servants and the scandal of the court, he handed Aveline and then Anne to their feet as well.

Was it Anne’s imagination, or did the king’s fingers linger in her palm, lightly stroking the hollow for a moment? And when he raised her, and she stood close beside him for the space of three heartbeats, she felt such a fizzy breathlessness in her chest that her legs nearly buckled and a slow tingling warmth spread from the palm he had touched all through her body until it lodged deep in her belly—a sensation at once confusing and delicious. Fighting to control her breathing, she fixed her eyes on the rushes as the king bowed to Mathew with a graceful flourish.

“Enough of this formality, Master Mathew. I salute you on your name day. Come! Let us eat!” And the king swept into the banqueting hall with Lady Margaret on his arm, servants scrambling to their feet and scattering out of the way of the advancing courtiers.

Piers found himself so caught in the rush of eager guests as they surged toward the long boards set up in the banqueting hall, already weighed down with platters of steaming meats and great bowls of sauces, that he nearly fell headlong into the rushes when he snagged his foot on one of the long tippets trailing from the sleeves of his cotehardie. Corpus saved him by grabbing a handful of the elaborate fabric at the back of the jerkin, though with disastrous results, for in his haste he slopped some gravy onto the precious brocade from the dish he was carrying.

“Oaf! This garment is worth more than your hide!”

“Ah, master, sorry, sorry! Here, shall I…?”

“No! take your greasy hand away!”

Piers was burning with embarrassment. Not only had he nearly fallen headlong in the presence of his king, but now his new particolored cotehardie was ruined. Worse, he could hear the ladies who had seen the exchange laughing at him. He turned on the hapless Corpus and kicked him, sending him sprawling into the rushes. There was much laughter at seeing the old man covered in scalding gravy—and even more to see him leap to his feet and run, shrieking, out of the hall.

Mathew frowned as he looked down the hall from the high table to which he had ushered the king and the greatest of the magnates, including Warwick. His son looked back defiantly and backed out of the king’s presence to change his coat.

The king had seen the byplay also and was laughing heartily at the little drama; Anne, standing behind Lady Margaret’s chair, was perplexed that the king would laugh at someone’s pain, but then she shook her head, impatient with her own squeamishness. Edward was the king, and kings were beings appointed by God to rule and look after all their people in body and soul, therefore he must know very much more than she ever would, or could. He was also a man and much of what men did made no sense to her at all—perhaps Corpus had deserved that kick planted square in his twisted back and would be more civil in future.

Suddenly, she felt a viciously sharp pinch on her upper arm and turned to find herself almost nose to nose with Aveline who hissed at her, “Stay here, girl, and see you look attentive. If our mistress asks, I’ve gone to the garderobe.” Aveline slid away from behind the high table, weaving through the stream of servants bearing food into the hall from the kitchen, and being heartily cursed for getting in the way. She ducked into a wall embrasure, watching for a break in the flow so that she could slip away through the crowd of servitors unnoticed by her mistress.

“Lady Margaret, I salute you!” The king’s voice called Anne’s eyes back to the table. “Wassail!” With a long heroic swallow the king drained the wine from the silver drinking vessel after first offering it to his hostess to touch her lips against. Anne watched the movement of Edward’s throat as he drank, and as he slammed the delicately made cup down on to the board in front of him, belching robustly in appreciation, she shook herself alert, remembering that it was her awesome responsibility to offer the refill.

Hurriedly, she moved forward and, as carefully as she could, started to pour more of the rich, sweet hippocras out of the silver-gilt jug that had stood between the king and her mistress. The nearness of the king was intoxicating; her hand started to shake as she poured, unconsciously inhaling his smell. How she wanted to touch the long fingers that lay on the table so gracefully curled as he chatted easily to his hosts.

“Master Mathew, I seek your advice as a merchant of note in this city—Enough, girl!”

Anne blushed to see she had nearly let the beaker overflow.

The king laughed. “This fair child will have me under your festive board in a trice, Master Mathew, should she keep filling my cup like this!” But the warm look he cast up at her took any sting from the words, causing her more confusion still and a return of the breathlessness she had felt earlier. The king noticed her reaction with delight. “Come now, such a modest maid—and a true one, I’ll vow, unlike the fair ‘virgin’ outside with your dragon, I think.”

Amid the hearty laughter that followed—even Lady Margaret joined in—Anne managed to back away and return to her place behind her mistress’s chair, lowering her flaming face and doing all she could to still the hammering in her chest. She would have to find a way to compose herself, but after this embarrassment, why did she yearn for more such delightful torture at the hands of her king?

 

    Aveline was nearly out of the hall when she heard the king laugh at Anne. Turning, she saw the girl shrink back, head bowed, and she rejoiced at the silly fool’s embarrassment. Then she saw the warm and speculative glance the king threw toward the child. Anne did not see, eyes desperately fastened to the floor—but again Aveline felt a shiver of rage as hot black thoughts burned her mind. How was it that every man seemed drawn to this whey-faced little slut? Had she herself become suddenly invisible? Torn, she hurried on to find Piers. Usually, she was very sure of her physical power over men, but now, even in this new and beautiful dress, the uncertainty she was beginning to feel ate into her confidence. She shook her head to clear the fog. No, she had set herself a course today and would not back away from the task.

It was good, then, that Piers had worked out most of his bad temper by beating John, his body servant, so that when the last button was fastened on his second-best red velvet cotehardie and the knock came at the door of his room, he was calmer. But even so, he frowned on seeing Aveline and spoke more harshly than he intended: “Well, what do you want?”

The girl flushed and glanced at John.

“Well, idiot, don’t stand gawping. Go!” Piers yelled. John, a thin young man with a missing front tooth—courtesy of one of his master’s earlier rages—scuttled gratefully out of the room, closing the door behind him with exaggerated care.

Piers turned back to admire himself in the polished silver surface of his washing jug, savoring the moment, as Aveline stood uncertainly just inside his doorway. He enjoyed being in control and plainly there was more sport to be had from this game or she would not be here, looking at him so imploringly.

Taking his time, he turned and boldly ran his eyes over her body. “You look very nice in that gown, Aveline. Russet suits your coloring.”

Aveline looked puzzled and then hopeful.

“Close the door, girl.” His voice was silky now and Aveline smiled—this was much more what she had in mind. Slowly and sinuously she moved toward him, letting him see the full effect of the pretty dress she was wearing—particularly the bodice she’d pulled down as far as she’d dared. She knew she looked like a lady, though wanton enough to be provocative.

“I have something for you, Aveline. A surprise.” She’d reached him now and he slid an arm around her waist. “Come, I want to show it to you in the light.” He walked her over to the open casement window, one hand moving down her back to find her buttocks, and the other easing around the bodice of her dress to cup one breast. Suddenly he pinched her hard and saw the flicker of pain in her eyes: it hardened him. Aveline forced herself to look lovingly up into Piers’s face. She knew that a faint whiff of fear would excite him, and she felt him stiffen.

Now he forced his hand roughly down inside her bodice, while the other hitched up her voluminous skirts. She was wearing nothing but an underskirt.

At the window he pushed her in front of him, forcing her to bend forward over the sill as he thrust his fingers up between her naked thighs from behind. She was wet, slippery, and hot, and her breathing was coming as fast as his now.

Halfway out of the window, Aveline closed her eyes and allowed herself to become completely limp—she knew he liked that—as he nearly tore the material of her dress, so impatient was he to pull it up and away from her legs and belly, exposing as much of her smooth body to the pale winter light as he could. But she kept her thighs tightly closed around his questing, tearing fingers, whimpering slightly, because she knew he would want to force her legs apart. He held her down hard, as he made her lean ever farther out of the casement into the cold air, breasts completely exposed, and fumbled urgently with the lacing on his codpiece. Then, pulling her thighs savagely apart, he grunted as he rammed himself up into her body. She gasped and tried to brace herself as the cold stone sill ground into her belly.

“Spread your legs wider—wider. Do as I say! There! Right up to the roof—as you like it, don’t you, Aveline. There, and there, and there. Tell me, tell me what it feels like.” She knew his face would be brick-red by now and suddenly she wanted to laugh—what if they should be seen from below?

“Oh, master, be gentle. You are tearing me. Oh, so deep, so hard… oh… but if people hear me scream, they might come running. They would see us. I am nearly naked, Piers.” Aveline was calculating; she knew his lust would be inflamed by the risk.

“Scream, then girl. Let them come. I want them to see you.” He bit her neck so that Aveline cried out.

“Ah, not so hard—oh, oh, oh, you are so huge, master, you’ll break me. Have pity.”

He growled, bit her again, and this time the shriek was genuine, for the bite was hard; that true note of pain sent an exquisite ripple through him. He loved that feeling, utter domination—but then he couldn’t stop it, the explosive spasm and shiver. Always over too soon. He lay upon her panting, as she gently moved her hips back and forth, back and forth, against him as he gathered his breath.

“What did you want to show me, master?” the girl said demurely. He grunted and slipped out of her, wiping himself on the tail of her gown as he did so. That annoyed her and she turned around sharply, though hoping that the disarray of her clothing, her naked lower body and tumbled hair were still provocative to him.

“Cover yourself, girl.” The testiness in his voice alarmed her. She’d have to be extra clever now.

“Ah, come back to me, Master Piers—we have a little time now, the feast will go on for hours yet.” And she held out her arms to him winsomely, but noted with dismay that he had fully laced himself up and was smoothing his tight cotehardie down with an impatient look on his face.

“My father requires my presence—and yours, Aveline, as well you know. Come now, we will find time to speak later—tonight.” He smiled at her slightly as he emphasized the word “speak.”

“I am glad of that, Master Piers, because I have much to talk to you about also.”

She was relieved by his smile and bared her teeth alluringly, running her red tongue over her lips to make them glisten, but it was hard to make her words sound graceful and pleasant. She was angry that the byplay between them meant her news would have to wait, but she knew there was no point in pushing him.

Perhaps there would be more time later—and they could spend some part of the night together, in his bed, rather than another snatched moment such as this. She would have to be careful if she was to get what she wanted from him.

He strode to the door and turned to look back at her. She did make a winsome picture as she languorously laced her breasts back into her gown, a faint smile on her face. Yes, it would be entertaining to have them both for a time, Aveline and Anne. Anne, a virgin, would not know how to accommodate him initially—though it would please him to teach her—but meanwhile this one had real skill and could always provoke his lust, even if he forgot her almost completely between the times he had her. He could smell her on his fingers and that was exciting. Amazing—he could feel himself stir again.

He shook his head. “Mind you, look sharp now. Your mistress will wonder at your absence for so long.”

The slight smile he directed at her as he pulled the door open made her smile even more widely back at him. Then he was gone, and she stopped smiling. Yes, she needed some real time with him—just a few hours—and she would find a way to get him to give her pleasure, too, this next time. And after that, well, then she would tell him.

Even though he had been gone less than fifteen minutes, Piers returned to find the banqueting hall becoming rowdier by the moment. Perhaps it was his father’s excellent wine, but wherever he looked there were red faces around the hall, and even those sitting at the top table were joining in, taking their lead from Edward. His father frowned when he saw him and beckoned sharply. Piers put a suitably dutiful expression on his face and hurried up to the top table, gracefully sinking down on one knee before his father and Edward.

“Piers, my scapegrace son, Your Majesty.”

“New coat, I see, young man.”

Piers flushed but managed to hide his annoyance. “Sire, all is made new by the radiance of your presence in my father’s house.”

The king laughed warmly. “Well, Master Mathew, you are lucky in your household—and the grace of your son.” Waving a chicken bone with practiced aplomb, he signaled that Piers might retire.

Piers backed away while bowing deeply, careful not to trip on this new set of trailing sleeves, until he found his place at the trestle-board immediately under the dais upon which the high table stood.

A moment later, Aveline slipped back into her place beside Anne behind Lady Margaret’s chair. “You can go now,” she hissed. “I’ll attend Lady Margaret.” Anne was about to protest but another vicious pinch from Aveline made her yelp before she could stop herself, causing her mistress to turn and look at them both.

“Aveline, there you are. Run and fetch my pomander, this close atmosphere is making my head swim.”

“But, mistress, cannot Anne…?”

Lady Margaret frowned at the older girl. “No, Aveline, I particularly desire that you fetch it for me. Anne is busy here.”

Sitting below the high table, Piers watched the tension mount between the two girls; watched Aveline’s quick curtsy before she sullenly hurried away; watched Anne working her way from guest to guest, filling the cups on a look from her mistress.

The king, too, appreciated the girl, charmingly flushed now as she tried to concentrate on her task. He was watching Anne covertly, enjoying her graceful movements and enchanted by the beauty of her skin and hair, as he made small talk with his host.

“Master Mathew, I hear that you credit Lady Margaret’s late recovery, for which we all give thanks this day, to the taking of herbs. A mighty power they must have; perhaps you should be selling them to the doctors for the good of us all.”

“Ah, sire, it is truly a miracle, and no one, not even the learned physicians who attended my wife, have been able to explain her cure, except in the terms we scarcely dare credit.”

“And what does the Lady Margaret herself say?” Edward asked, still watching Anne. The girl had lovely hands, too, he noted, and she was very clean, unlike some of the ladies of his court.

“Sire, I believe it was the prayers of my husband and this household, and also the strength in the herb teas and the special foods I have been taking, that have brought me to this board today,” Lady Margaret explained. “Anne, tell the king how you prepared the tisanes for me—and the puddings.” Anne looked up from her work, startled as King Edward turned, surprised, to his hostess.

“This girl had a hand in your recovery?”

“Indeed, I believe she did, sire. Anne came to us not eight months ago when I was truly lying in the shadow of the dark angel, but within some days of her arrival here, and after drinking the teas she prepares from the herbs she gathers herself, I had enough strength to eat again. And she fed me special puddings made from fresh blood and eggs and then—well, as you see…”

“Come here, girl.” The king beckoned Anne to him as the entire table of dignitaries looked on with interest. “Do you truly believe that you aided your mistress with your medicines?”

At first, Anne opened her mouth to reply to the king and no sound emerged. Then, seeing her struck dumb with his attention, and those of the magnates around him, he reached over for her hand, patting it gently, and smiled at her encouragingly. The girl let out her breath in a deep sigh and, gathering courage, said simply, though her voice shook, “Sire, my foster mother has a physic garden and taught me the making of medicines and simples from the time I was a child. I believe that if Lady Margaret profited from the poor help I was able to give it was because our good Lord wished it so.” And she sank into a deep curtsy, dropping her eyes to the rushes.

This little speech was delivered with such modest and winning grace, and so clearly sincerely meant, that the king applauded, as did those around him. Then, reaching across to Anne, he tipped her face up with a finger under her chin, saying softly, “Bravo. An excellently fair and clever little doctor. We must see that your talents are properly used.”

Now, with the king’s dark blue eyes looking down into hers, the same delicious shivering rush Anne had felt earlier prickled its way up and down her spine and lodged in her nipples and groin with a buzzing warmth that made her squirm, though she tried to hide it. She smiled up at Edward tremulously, then once more dropped her glance as he handed her to her feet.

Lady Margaret, wishing to help the girl recover her composure, smiled warmly at her and issued a suitably diverting request: “Anne, would you find more lampreys in saffron for my Lord of Warwick, please—and then I should like you to ask Jassy to come to me for a moment.”

Below the dais, Piers found his attention caught by the charming Lady Rivers, kinswoman of the queen. She had a remarkably fine pair of breasts, so nearly exposed in the very low-cut, tightlaced bodice of her gown it was hard to look elsewhere, but he saw something of what was happening at the high table out of the corner of his eye.

Piers was enraged to see his stepmother’s younger maid having her head so comprehensively turned by the king’s attention. With Edward’s reputation, today’s small dalliance might not be the end of the matter. He might have to move fast. Perhaps very soon, indeed. And he smiled at that thought: the chase was sweet after all.

His smile delighted Lady Rivers. The new powdered carmine in her cleavage was clearly a success; this rather good-looking young man might also enjoy her newly gilded nipples a little later also!

A further hour passed and it became apparent that the king was restless to be gone. Margaret caught her husband’s eye and, using Anne as an intermediary, gave him a message that she felt the feast should end soon, and would arrange it if her husband was willing.

He looked back at her and nodded discreetly, proud of the good show she and his household were making. In truth, Master Mathew had had just about enough of this rowdy crowd from the court. For all his desire to advance, he was not a court sycophant, and even though he was sure that entertaining this motley crew of aristocrats and magnates would advantage his business, he was heartily sick of their patronizing ways—especially toward his beautiful and cultured wife who, he reminded himself with a snort, was better bred than most of them. He watched with admiration as she signalled, unobtrusively, for Anne to once more fill the king’s cup; clearly she felt this would give him the opportunity to gracefully take his leave.

“Your Majesty, would it please you to have more of these comfits—or a little of the sack?” Anne kept her eyes down and her head modestly lowered as she proffered the last of the sweetmeats to Edward.

“No, sweet child—I have eaten and drunk my fill at your master’s board,” Edward said, then raised his hand to the herald, who had stood behind him, unmoving, for the entire feast.

The herald, a good-looking boy with the first fluff of a beard on his bright pink cheeks, called out in a surprisingly deep and loud voice for one so young: “Pray silence. Silence there for His Majesty.”

“My friends, it is time for us to depart and leave Master Mathew and Lady Margaret Cuttifer to the enjoyment of their day without this swarm of locusts to further waste their substance!” The ladies laughed gently behind their hands at this sally from their king—clearly he wanted them to laugh because he was smiling easily. “Sir, and you, lady, I have something for your name day and in celebration of Lady Margaret’s miraculous restoration.”

And with that, William Hastings, the king’s Lord Chamberlain and greatest friend, moved forward and with the deepest of bows held out a blue velvet bag, embroidered with the leopards of Anjou, to the king. Edward rose from his chair and from the inside of this bag drew out a handsome heavy gold chain made of interlinked Ss studded with carnelians, crystals, and small, exquisite enamel medallions.

Carefully he dropped the chain over Master Mathew’s head. It was a particularly fine piece of work—altogether a princely gift—but the largesse was not yet done. Stepping gravely to where Lady Margaret had sunk onto her knees beside her husband, the king placed in her hands a small object, an exquisite little Book of Hours richly illustrated in glowing colors and gold leaf, with an embossed cover of worked gilded leather, again studded with gems, in this case garnets and topaz bound with gold wire.

Lady Rivers was not the only member of the court who was interested to see the extravagance of the king’s gesture to Master Mathew and his wife. Earl Warwick, too, was caught by surprise. This gift-giving was fascinating indeed and might signal a shift in the wind. Perhaps the king was about to have a need for money and plenty of it—else why so suddenly single out a jumped-up merchant—even if he did have a well-born and excellently connected third wife?

Master Mathew’s cup was full to overflowing. The clear evidence of favor the king had bestowed, and his princely generosity, made it hard for him to gather his wits as he slowly rose—the king holding out a hand to him, another honor—and assisted his kneeling wife to her feet. “Sire, never shall this day be forgotten by me and mine. And may you ever know that my house, and all that is mine, is at your disposal while I have breath in my body.”

The king laughed in warm amusement. “Now, Master Mathew, that is a remarkable and most generous offer, and before witnesses! But I shall not hold you to it, or not yet, at least. But I give you fair warning: should the queen present me with a babe each year, as she has loyally declared she will, and I am thus threatened with being eaten out of hearth and home, I may have need for you to remember your words to me today.”

It was a jolt, yet why did Anne feel such disappointment when His Majesty mentioned the new queen? Was it not natural in a married man to want a family and to enjoy the lawful pleasures of the marriage bed? But then how could he have looked at her with such interest? Did she just imagine the warmth in his eyes because she wished it were there? It was mortal sin to think carnal thoughts about a married man, she knew that. When she confessed, Father Bartolph would give her penance and she would deserve it.

Her contemplation was broken as the chattering company began streaming out of the hall behind the king and her master and mistress, as they walked together to the great front door of Blessing House.

Once again, she and Aveline bore up Lady Margaret’s train, though Anne saw with some anxiety that her mistress was exhausted now, standing stoically beside her husband to bid her goodbyes to each member of the court as they left her house.

Mathew, too, was worried—he could see how tired Margaret was—and some of his salutations became a little brusque as he tried to encourage late-stayers out of his door, while trying to preserve the mask of a good host.

With the last straggler gone and the front doors closed again, Mathew touched his wife’s hand and gently said, “Come, wife. This day has taken its toll. Aveline! See that the bed is warmed as I walk your mistress to the solar.”

Turning to Anne, Aveline snapped, “Fetch coals immediately and make sure you get enough for two pans. Hurry now, I want this done before Lady Margaret reaches her bed.” Then she turned away to pick up the train of the blue dress once more, as Anne, walking as quickly as she could, set out for the kitchens.

Of course Anne knew her way around Blessing House now as if it were Deborah’s garden in the forest, and once out of sight of the hall she hitched her skirts up and ran. But still it took her several minutes to reach the great doorway leading into Maître Gilles’s domain.

Before today, she had been careful to avoid looking at the lolling stone woman on the lintel, conscious of Aveline’s words about guarding her reputation with the menservants in the house, but now she paused a moment and looked up at the heroic face and body above her. The look on the woman’s face was arresting: eyes half open, mouth slightly parted and smiling, she was enjoying the tug of the baby at her nipple and one of her hands was opening the top of her robe as if to free the other breast for the baby’s, or the onlooker’s, further delight.

Perhaps it had been the heady events of this day, but the smile on the woman’s mouth and the clear pleasure she had in her own sensuality affected Anne in a way she’d not experienced before. It was clear that the sculptor had real skill, for the two very male bodies that supported the gigantic woman had also been lovingly shaped so that each knotted muscle appeared flexed. Tentatively, the girl reached out to touch the carving where there was a solid bulge under the loincloth of each giant.

“Well worked, is it not, Anne?”

Anne whipped around guiltily to find Piers just behind her, leaning on the passage wall with an amused look on his face. Her face glowing with embarrassment, Anne bobbed a panicked curtsy as she went to pull the door of the kitchen open, but she was not fast enough. Piers got there first and his fingers closed around her wrist, forcing her hand away from the iron latch as he made her turn and face him.

“Do you know that some of the men of the house touch this, here, just as you wanted to”—he pulled her over to the carving and forced her fingers to rub the straining loincloth of one of the giants—“before they bed their women?”

“Let me go, you’re hurting me and I have to—”

But now he had her other hand and was forcing her farther away from the kitchen door, pressing her up against the wall, pinning her shoulders against the stone. “I could show you why they do it, Anne—would you like me to? Do you feel that—hard is it not?”

Holding her wrists tightly pinioned with one hand, his mouth was at her throat now and then his tongue was sliding down toward her breasts while he fumbled up under her skirt.

“Piers, let me go—now!”

He was very strong and had her crushed against the wall, dress up around her waist, as he forced his body against hers, legs straddled around her, rubbing himself, panting against her belly.

Anne made a supreme effort and wrenched her knee into his unprotected groin with all the desperate force she could muster. He grunted in pain, dropped her wrists, and she escaped.

Sobbing with anger and fear, she heaved the door of the kitchen open and slammed it again as she stumbled through, her mind a jumble, but conscious that she must compose herself—and fast. The kitchen was a mess, the servants still cleaning up after the feast. Many of them were drunk from having sampled the leftover wine on empty stomachs when they’d cleared the hall, so while happy shouts from here and there greeted her, they were all busy enough not to notice that she looked distressed. Covertly, she pulled the bodice of her gown together as best she could and tried to tuck the torn cloth back into the neckline from where it had been ripped away.

Maître Gilles was counting the nutmegs and putting them away when Anne found him. He saw at once that something was very wrong but did not attempt to interrupt the girl as she stumbled over her request for coals for the solar.

“Certainly, dear one. Now sit here while I have them brought,” he said, pressing her gently down onto a settle beside his worktable. She flinched when he touched her. Then he called out, “Corpus, two buckets of coals for Lady Margaret. Yes, now!”

Gilles turned back to look pensively at the girl, she was visibly shivering though seated very close to the fire. He also noticed that she kept trying to rearrange the fichu of sheer material at the breast of her dress; it looked odd somehow, askew. Striding over to a black pot hanging over the flames, the chef ladled out a quantity of the hot liquid that was simmering there into a horn beaker. “Here—hot wine.”

She smiled gratefully at Maître Gilles as she pressed her hands around the warm cup, but as she quickly looked down again, the cook was alarmed to see her eyes had filled with tears.

“So, will you tell me what has happened?”

Anne swallowed some of the scalding wine and shook her head. “Perhaps God wishes to punish me for my sins.”

She looked so miserable that the chef was nonplussed for a moment. Putting two and two together, he worked out what must have happened—and who was likely to be responsible. “Would you like me to speak to Jassy for you?”

“No! Oh, no, please do not. I’m sure this was just some sort of… that he did not intend…” she stumbled on.

The cook was conscious of a flicker of prurient interest—quickly suppressed. He liked Anne but could not deny the lustful thoughts that her youth—and her body—brought into his head from time to time. Kindness fought with flesh and, sighing, he brought his mind back to the task at hand—to help, not make things worse for her.

“Corpus! Lazy dogsmeat! Take those coals up. Now,” he bellowed.

As the old man stumbled over to the concealed door, complaining under his breath, two heavy iron canisters of coals swinging from the wooden yoke across his shoulders, Maître Gilles held out a hand to Anne to help her from the settle. “Now listen to me. I’m here and I’m your friend. If you change your mind, I’ll speak for you to Mistress Jassy when you’re ready. But for now, I think it would be wise if you avoided going about by yourself.”

Holding her head high as she crossed the kitchen, Anne swallowed her tears as she followed Corpus up the stairs to the solar, hardly hearing the usual stream of invective. Everything had changed. How could men be so confusing? And so strange in their relations with women?

Piers and Aveline—and Piers and Anne: the initials were the same but the substance was so very different. She could not understand why Aveline would want anything to do with Mathew’s son. Anne felt physically sick as she thought of Piers running his hands over her body—and yet, unwillingly, when she thought of the king, the hot rushing warmth made her head spin…

How could she have woken so childlike this morning, and now, at the end of the day, feel as if she had been swept away on a sea of her own darkly turbulent blood? With Deborah’s help she would pray tonight—to the old gods of the forest and to the Mother of Christ. She would need all the help they could give her.


 

 


Chapter Six


[image: Images] Anne hurried into the solar behind Corpus, and found her mistress sitting, eyes closed, in her dressing chair by the fire. Aveline turned as Anne entered the room and the younger girl’s heart sank at the look of venomous triumph that Aveline shot at her.

“See, mistress, here she is at last! So, girl, you thought you would take your own time with the men in the kitchen while Lady Margaret waited on your good pleasure!”

Saying anything was futile. Anne clenched her teeth and silently directed Corpus to fill the warming pans as she turned down the sheets on the bed.

But Aveline seized the chance she’d been waiting for. “Madam, it’s not as if I haven’t told her often enough to concentrate on her work and speak only as necessary to the men. But light girls like her never listen. There, you see—she has spoiled the fine gown you gave her. Ripped at the bodice no doubt while sporting with one of the pantrymen or maybe even the pig man.”

Corpus, tipping the coals into the pans with his back to Lady Margaret and Aveline, leered at Anne and lewdly jigged one forefinger in and out of a circle he made with his other hand, while licking his toothless gums lustfully.

Anne stayed silent though she flushed bright red, a fact not missed by Aveline. “There, mistress, see—her face condemns her!”

Lady Margaret decided to put a stop to the persecution of her younger maid. “Enough, Aveline, quite enough. Bring me the dressing robe. And Corpus, that will do. You may go back to the kitchen.”

As the old man scuttled out with a final flicker of his startlingly red tongue at Anne, Lady Margaret beckoned the younger girl over to her side, while Aveline flounced over to the garderobe.

The older woman could see that Anne was very unhappy about something and also that the girl had tried in vain to disguise the rip in the bodice of her gown. She tried to draw the child out. “Tell me what is wrong, Anne. I can see something is troubling you very much.”

Anne shook her head, steadfastly looking down at the floor, hands locked together.

“Come now. This is not like you. If you do not tell me, it will be hard for me to protect you. Whatever has happened, well, I do not think it can be your fault. Being pretty can be a curse sometimes, you know, until you are a little older and understand how to deal with the face and body the good Lord has seen fit to give you.”

The gentle tone in Margaret’s voice found its way into the girl’s heart and her eyes filled with tears that slid down her cheeks before she could stop them. “Madam, it is nothing. Just a foolish incident.”

Aveline snorted bitterly as she returned.

“Aveline! You forget that Anne is young. Something has upset her very much,” Margaret protested.

“With respect, madam, if something has caused her pain there is nothing more certain but that she has brought it on herself. As I said, she’s a wanton.”

Anne burst out: “I am not! Oh, madam, I am not and you must believe me. This was not of my seeking!”

“There now, child, there now. I believe you. Calm yourself. We shall deal with this sensibly, you and I, but first you must tell me what happened.”

But Anne shook her head again, and Margaret, looking narrowly at the girl, came to a decision. There seemed to be no great harm done, apart from shock. Perhaps sleeping on the matter would give the girl courage to say more tomorrow. She would deal with it then. For now she was bone weary and desperate for sleep herself.

As the two girls undressed their mistress and put her into the warmed bed, some instinct warned Aveline, too late, that she had overstepped the mark in persecuting the girl. Anne was telling the truth and their mistress believed her. Sudden cold certainty came unbidden: Piers. The thought made her head spin with fear and anger. She’d seen him sniffing after the girl, even today. Desperate to know what had happened, she tried to get Anne to tell her without Margaret hearing their conversation. But as they carefully packed Margaret’s beautiful velvet dress away together, cleaned the solar and rebanked the fire, Anne refused to be drawn out. The short winter day was darkening when Aveline released the girl in frustration, telling her to get some food and warning her to return as soon as she had eaten.

Wearily, Anne walked down to the receiving hall as trestle-boards were being set out for the evening meal. She knew that there would be plenty of food if she went directly to the kitchen, but she balked at the thought of going there. She touched the bodice of her gown where she’d managed to repair the rip during the afternoon—remembering Piers tearing the smooth material set her teeth on edge.

As she looked at the cheerful bustle around her, she smiled at one or two of the other servant girls she particularly liked. Melly, who was banking up the ashes in the great fireplace before the men brought in more wood, waved to Anne happily, for once. Melly had really enjoyed today’s excitement and was looking forward to eating some of the tasty leftovers from the feast.

Anne was so tired that she slumped down on a settle near the fire and closed her eyes. The events of this day played through her mind like an entertainment from the mummers and she wondered if it had all been some sort of dream. Had the king really looked at her so warmly or was that a delusion? And was Piers really involved with Aveline? She’d become used to dodging him as he pursued her half-jokingly from time to time, but never before had he tried to seriously molest her. She longed for tonight when she would see Deborah and could ask her advice.

Slowly, the sounds of the receiving hall slipped farther and farther away and she drifted toward sleep, until a hand shook her by the shoulder. It was John, Piers’s body servant. “My master needs you. Now.”

Anne looked at the boy in horror. “But John, I cannot. It would cause terrible trouble for me.” She could not keep the fear out of her voice and the boy shifted uneasily from one foot to another, eyes on the floor.

“He said if you would not come I was to tell you he would be speaking to his father tonight about your unsatisfactory work in this house.” The poor boy hated his message but his tone was clear.

Anne stumbled to her feet, forcing strength into her muscles, but her gut churned with terror. The stone staircase leading from the hall to the upper galleries stretched away into darkness. As slowly as she dared, she followed John as he hurried on, the skirts of her pretty green gown trailing over the rushes. Too few minutes later, John raised his hand to knock at Piers’s door.

She grabbed his fist and whispered urgently, “John, after you have let me in here, go as fast as you can to Lady Margaret’s solar and tell her… tell her that Master Piers has asked me to speak to him. And please say that it is not of my making and I would be grateful if Aveline could come to fetch me—immediately.”

Nervously, the boy shook his head. “I cannot do that, Mistress Anne. He would beat me and turn me out into the street.”

The girl looked at him in utter despair. He was right—she could not ask for his help because Piers would indeed turn him out of the house for disloyalty. She dropped her hand from John’s arm as he looked at her, guilt and shame in his eyes, before his knuckles beat upon the door.

“Enter.”

John pushed open the door, ushered her through with a hurried bow, and then backed out, closing it again.

Anne was alone in the room with Piers Cuttifer. Deep night had fallen outside. The room was warm and cheerful in the light from the fire and several expensive, fat wax candles. Piers sat beside his hearth in a thronelike chair, watching her silently. She stood just inside the door clenching her teeth against her shivering. “Come here.”

She did not move.

“I said come here, Anne.” Quiet menace this time.

Again she said nothing, but forced herself to walk toward him, stumbling slightly against a rich rug that lay in her path.

“There now, come and stand here: let me look at you properly.”

She was standing about an arm’s length from him now, the glow from the fire picking out the contours of her face and body.

“Do you know that I am disappointed in you?”

“And I you, sir,” she said sharply.

“Oh, ho, this little thing has a tongue like a needle. Spirit is good, but too much spirit must learn obedience. Kneel. Now!” The silky voice became a bark as he fingered the stock of a whip lying across his knees.

The hammering in Anne’s chest was so loud she thought he must hear it but she said nothing as she knelt. She knew he wanted her to plead with him and this she would not do—if she could stop herself.

Silence as he looked at her. He was waiting for her to speak and when she did not, he smiled slightly. Then, almost conversationally, he said, “Anne, you belong to this house, yes?”

She looked up at him, keeping her voice calm. “I am freeborn, Master Piers. Not a serf.”

He laughed pleasantly. “You are a chattel. We give you meat and drink and a roof over your head. We expect loyalty in return.” He was on his feet and walking around her now, round and around, his fingers playing with the shaft of the whip. “Is this how you repay kindness from this house, Anne? You offered me violence today.”

Now Anne was on her feet. “Piers, that is a lie—you know it.” Then she felt the short lash of the whip through the cloth of her dress as it fell across her back. She choked down a scream as he circled her again.

“Servants in this house do as they are told. If they do not, I must inform my father. Especially when that disobedient servant is guilty of lewd conduct. You have tried to entrap me and that is wicked… Unlace the bodice of your gown!” The whip cracked thunderously beside her ear.

Mutely, she looked up at him and could not stop the appeal in her eyes. He saw it and smiled down at her. “Do as I say, Anne.” He said it softly, almost whispered it, but the threat was clear and she began to unlace with shaking fingers, working as slowly as she could and bending her head to keep her breasts in shadow.

He walked around her again, closer now. She felt the handle of the whip under her chin as he raised her head. “Open the bodice, Anne,” he said almost patiently, as she stared at him, nearly mesmerized by fear. Slowly, she did as she was told, then, delicately, he eased the top of her gown off her shoulders so that her breasts were exposed in the light of the fire.

“Better.” Now he trailed the whip over and around each of her breasts and then down toward her belly as she stood there almost naked to the waist, trying to prevent the gown from dropping farther toward the floor.

“What was I saying before you distracted me?” This time he trailed the thong of the whip around her bare shoulders and then down her spine. “You can imagine, can’t you, Anne, what my father would do if a servant tried to corrupt his son? Such a girl would be thrown out of this house and whipped naked, at the tail of a cart, chased from this town as a slut and whore.”

Anne gasped. The handle of his whip had plunged down inside her dress. She grabbed the whip to stop him, saying as strongly as she could, “Your father would not believe you.”

Abruptly, Piers sat on his chair again, eyes bright with excitement, and laughed. “My father is much more likely to accept what I say than listen to a—What are you? Fifteen-year-old slut of a servant girl.”

Anne straightened her back and looked him full in the eye. “Sir, I ask you, in the name of Our Lord, to be generous and compassionate. I am a virgin.” She had said the wrong thing, she saw that immediately; he was enjoying forcing her to submit. Asking for mercy told him she was weakening.

“On your belly.” The tone of his voice was thick as he flicked the whip back and forth, back and forth. Swallowing the acid in her throat, she stretched herself on the flags, shivering again as she felt the cold stone press against her breasts. “Crawl to me, Anne.” She lay there feeling the tears start. “Crawl!” A deep breath gave her the strength to slither toward him, trying all the while to retain some modesty as the long skirts entangled themselves between her legs.

The man in the chair looked down at the girl now huddled at his feet. He allowed the handle of the whip to meander down her spine—he enjoyed seeing the little convulsion it caused.

“How can you treat me like this when Aveline loves you?” The words were muffled because she would not look at him, but there was defiance in them.

“Aveline? I doubt love is a part of it—Aveline, too, is a slut, just as you are.”

Anne scrambled to her feet, burning with rage and misery. “You are a vile man. And I will not be called a slut—neither is Aveline one. I do not understand how she can love you, but she does.”

“If you dare to couple her name with mine again, she will leave this house as well as you. Think carefully, for it will be your responsibility when your friend is cast out into the street. Perhaps silence is preferable; scandal must not touch the Cuttifers—that would be bad for business, would it not? You must think on what I have said, Anne, but it is now time for you to be in your bed.” He smiled wolfishly.

She looked at him warily, and when he made no move toward her, she pulled the bodice of her dress up over her breasts. But before she could make a dart for the door, he grabbed both her wrists, forcing them behind her back, his mouth covering hers. She tore her head away to scream, but he brutally clamped his hand over her lips.

“Now that’s a silly thing to do. Just let me tell you what I intend. Ah! Now listen, listen…” She was struggling with him but he held her clamped against the length of his body, his hard groin pressing into the base of her belly. “I will let you go for now, but be aware that you will come back to me, willingly, when I tell you to. If you do not, I will speak to my father and you will be disgraced—and thrown out of this house. As will Aveline. Virtue is not its own reward. Ever.”

Anne looked at him with despair, though she tried to hide it. Clearly he enjoyed spinning out the moment when she would be forced to acquiesce on his terms.

“Next time, little Anne, next time I will teach you to enjoy this game.” He took his hand away from her mouth, and rested a finger on her lips, pantomiming silence, whispering, “This game is delicious, I promise you. And soon, ah soon, you will beg me, yes, on your knees and on your belly, crawling as you did just now, beg me to play it with you.” He forced a knee between her thighs and was rubbing against her as he bent her farther and farther back over the arm of his chair, pressing his mouth to hers, biting her lips, the weight of his body so great, she could not breathe.

“Go.” He released her so suddenly that she almost fell as she fled, his amused laughter following her out of the room. He stretched lazily—very soon now, it would be Aveline’s turn to please him. He’d never had two women under the same roof before—it was vastly stimulating and enjoyable, even in thought. Perhaps, in time, he could have both of them pleasure him at once? Yes, that was an aspiration, indeed…

Anne hauled up her gown as she ran, along the dark passages of Blessing House, ran and ran, and up the stairs to the solar, the gorge rising in her throat as she tried to wipe the remembrance of his hands on her body from her mind. She would never permit him to humble her like that ever again! Never!

At the door of the solar she halted and, taking a deep breath, tried in vain for calm as, with shaking hands, she relaced her dress as tightly as she could and raked her fingers through her hair. She entered very quietly to find Aveline stoking the fire.

“Where have you been?” Aveline’s tone was neutral, but she was gimlet-eyed.

Bobbing a curtsy to her mistress drowsing against the bolster, Anne hurried to the big coffer and scooped up the pile of Lady Margaret’s garments to be washed. “I’m sorry, Aveline. Shall I take these to the laundress?”

“No. Read to Lady Margaret while I see about something from the kitchen for her and the master. He will dine here tonight.” She took the pile of laundry back, and for a moment the girls locked eyes; it seemed as if Aveline wanted to speak, but then, shaking her head, she went to the little door that led down to the kitchen, closing it quietly behind her.

Anne breathed a deep, shaking sigh as she hurried over to her mistress in the great bed. Lady Margaret smiled drowsily at her, but seeing the girl’s stressed expression she tried a little ironic lightness. “Well, Anne, it’s not often you’re this quiet. The service this morning must have done you good.”

“Oh, madam, I pray you are right. And that Lady Mary and all the saints guard and defend me, sinner that I am!”

Lady Margaret was surprised by the intensity, but thought Anne must still be dwelling on whatever had happened after the king’s feast. “Come, child, make me one of your tisanes and then you can read to me from the prayers in the king’s Book of Hours.”

Master Mathew entered the solar a little time later, unobserved by his wife and her youngest maid. It was a charming picture he saw: his wife was in her bed, hair brushed and spread out over her shoulders like a child, and Anne was reading to her from the king’s gift as the firelight winked in the precious stones on its cover.

Mathew felt the prick of tears behind his eyes. For a long time now he had suppressed the anguish Margaret’s illness had brought him, striving hard to see it as God’s will, but now, here, she was restored to him. He was a man of moderate appetites but he felt he had managed his restraint for long enough. He yearned for the closeness that flesh to flesh brought. He waited for Anne to finish reading her page and then applauded gently.

Margaret turned her head and saw him standing there. “Husband! Anne, pour your master some of the wine.”

When the girl had brought Mathew the beaker, he saluted first his wife, and then Anne courteously, before taking a hearty swallow and walking over to the bed to kiss Margaret on the cheek.

Lady Margaret looked up into her husband’s eyes and, seeing something of his intention, gently took his hand. Never taking her glance away from his, she said, “Anne, you may go down to the kitchen for a little time. I wish to speak with my husband alone. Please tell Aveline that the master and I will eat later.”

Anne curtsied to her mistress and then her master, and backed away to the door. As she entered the stairwell she saw her master gently place his hand on Lady Margaret’s breast, while she looked up at him, her face transformed with love and longing. The girl pulled the door closed, feeling desolate and alone. To see such tenderness, such trust, was to know what should be between a man and a woman. All she understood was fear and pain. And guilt. Quickly she fled down the stairs seeking a dark, warm corner of the kitchen to hide in until Deborah came.


 

 


Chapter Seven


[image: Images] It was late, for Deborah and Anne could hear the midnight bell being rung from the Abbey.

True to her word, Deborah had come to the kitchen door after the household had bedded down for the night, and had found Anne waiting on a warm bench near the banked cooking fires. After her encounter with Piers, Anne was almost feverishly exhausted—his attacks on her seemed like a waking nightmare as they played and replayed in her mind. Earlier, she’d helped her mistress prepare for the night, after Mathew had left the solar. Changing from the damaged green dress—a dress she’d try never to wear again—into her house kirtle, she’d escaped to the kitchen to eat a very late supper and wait for her foster mother.

Anne wanted no prying eyes when Deborah at last arrived, even those of her friends, so she’d hurried her foster mother across the mud of the inner ward in biting sullen rain and together they’d disappeared down a flight of steps beside the washing house that led into the winter root cellar; it was one of the few private places in Blessing House where they could talk undisturbed. Once inside the door, Anne groped for the lantern she knew was stored on a stone shelf. She’d brought flint and, even though her fingers were stiff with cold, managed to strike a spark and then another that finally caught the flax wick of the tallow candle inside. That small wavering puddle of light pushed the darkness back from the barrels and racks of stored summer vegetables.

Deborah held out her arms, and Anne ran to her with a sob. Gently rocking, the older woman let the child cry as she murmured soothing words. After a time, the sobs subsided and she wiped Anne’s hot cheeks with the hem of her own linen underkirtle. “I should like to help. Tell me.”

Taking a deep, shuddering breath, the girl began her story, stumbling and tongue-tied as she searched for words to make sense of the conflicting emotions she’d felt—and was feeling still. Deborah’s face became more and more severe, though she didn’t interrupt Anne as she listened to the pain, the confusion, and the fear.

Finally, the girl was quiet and almost warm as the two of them cuddled together. Anne had trusted this woman all her life: and now there was the comfortable, familiar feeling that she was safe once more and close to sleep just like a comforted child.

The older woman looked down at the exhausted girl in her arms and sighed. “Come. It’s late. We must be careful you are not missed.”

Deborah helped the girl get to her feet. “Time for you to sleep—tomorrow is another day.”

“But what can I do, Deborah?”

The older woman looked at Anne and smiled slightly. “Do? Many things. Pray to Christ’s Mother, whose day this is. Avoid the king, should you meet him again.” There was a momentary flash of resistance from Anne but Deborah held up one hand. “Girl, he is too powerful for you. As he is, and as you are. If you do not believe me, look into the flame with me… Perhaps Aine can help us—ask her to give you sight.”

Anne shivered. She’d seen Deborah use candles often enough to concentrate her thoughts when she wanted to “see,” or to seek guidance, but tonight, by invoking the name of Aine, the old goddess from over the sea in the west, whom the common people prayed to in matters of love and fertility, she was acknowledging that Anne’s concerns were serious and needed more help than she herself could give.

As Deborah carefully slid back the horn shield to reveal the tallow candle inside the lantern, Anne took a deep shuddering breath. The goddess was not to be called on lightly, and Anne had never prayed to her before. “Look deep into the light, child. Give breath to the wavering flame… ask that Aine show you what you need to know.” Her foster mother’s voice was warm and low and comforting; since childhood, Anne had heard Deborah chanting to her plants under the waxing moon each night to make them grow in strength, and now the familiarity of the tone took her back to the security of the past, and she relaxed.

“Aine, Aine, Aine… come to me. Help me… help me see… help me know.” It was an ancient, simple prayer and as Anne whispered the words three times, and then seven times more gazing deep into the candle flame, she began to float down deeper and deeper into shining darkness. And images formed—perfect small pictures as if from a Book of Hours—and she heard sounds…

First, there were the king’s hands, holding hers, and she could see his face smiling down—but then he turned away and kissed the hand of a richly dressed blond woman, whose face she could not see, and slowly they both walked away from her. And then there was Piers, too, and Aveline, and the sound of a woman weeping. Heartbroken sobs, so deep and wrenching that they were wounds given sound…

Sadness and terror washed over her in a cold, lonely wave, so intense she found herself wailing with fear, and Deborah’s arms were around her in the cold cellar again. She choked on the words as she tried to explain what she’d seen—her sense of loss and anguish so great it hurt her throat to speak of them.

Deborah held her and stroked her hair gently and rhythmically, and after a time, Anne relaxed and the fear and pain receded as Deborah spoke quietly about what should be done.

“Think carefully about what you saw. There is sadness and trouble here and Aine has given you a warning. The king has turned away from you and that may be a blessing. Do not try to see again until we are together once more, but you can ask help from the goddess when you need strength, and you can pray to the Lady Mary as well. The two of them will give wisdom when you need it. But Anne, always make sure you have someone with you as you work around the house…” She saw the look of panic on Anne’s face, and said soothingly, “Sleep tonight. That is your greatest need. In the morning, if you need me, I am at the Green Tabor, down in the East Chepe, and I shall stay there for two more nights. Perhaps I can speak to your mistress for you about Mathew Cuttifer’s son, if you feel you cannot tell her about Piers—she is a good woman and clear-sighted.”

Anne nodded gratefully, suddenly tired beyond speech.

Yet now, something had changed—she felt strengthened. The power of Aine, Mary’s compassion, they would be both sword and breastplate in what was to come…

The rain had stopped when the pair doused the light of the lantern and pulled the door of the cellar closed behind them. After hugging Anne, Deborah hurried away into the darkness and Anne ran quickly back to the kitchen, knocking quietly to be let in. A very sleepy Melly pulled the door open just enough to let her friend slip through.

 

    Aveline pretended to be asleep when she heard Anne burrow down under the coverings on her small pallet bed. She had been awake for the last two hours, waiting patiently for the dead heart of the night and the tolling of the midnight bell from the Abbey, when she would visit Piers as she had promised. But the bell had long since tolled, and it was her presumption that Anne had been with Mathew’s son all this time—where else would she have been? And she’d lain there in the darkness becoming more and more furious.

Angry bile clogged her throat as she carefully rehearsed the speech she wanted to make to Piers, but she waited until Anne’s breathing was even, before sliding from her bed. Quickly stepping into her linen underskirt and chemise, and draping a fur coverlet around her shoulders, she slipped out of the solar and down the quiet, dark passage that led to Piers’s room. Surefooted and silent, she made her way to his quarters and saw a thread of light still slanting out from the gap under the door. Heart hammering with rage and anxiety, she paused for a moment as she forced herself to think. She must not alienate him now. If what she suspected was true—that he now preferred Anne—she would have to be very careful.

On the other side of the door, the fire in the room was burning low as Piers, on his father’s orders, sat calculating the costs of the king’s feast as penance for his clumsy behavior before the court. He was resentful, bored, and very tired. To his mind, he was treated worse than any of Mathew’s clerks, for they, at least, were permitted to sleep! The door to his room squeaked—it was opening! The feathery hairs on the back of his neck rose when he saw a small white hand slide down the edge of the door as it was pushed inward.

“Who’s there?” He was on his feet and in three long strides had flung the door open to reveal a kneeling woman, head bowed, hands clasped chastely in prayer before her chest. For a moment in the semidarkness, his eyes played tricks and he felt a flicker of disappointment: if Anne had come to him without compulsion, it took away some of the gloss. Then the woman raised her head. “Aveline!”

“Ah, my lord, do not be angry with me.” The girl stretched out full length upon the flags, abasing herself like a penitent, modestly hiding her face with her hands.

“Well, girl, get up, get up.” He pretended to be impatient, but then that was part of the game—a game they’d played many times before.

“Alas, lord, I fear that I cannot, for I am not decently dressed and merely wish to humbly confess my sins and beg for penance. Mortify my wicked sinful flesh, oh, my lord.”

Piers looked down at her body stretched out under the fur covering and his groin stirred. The house was quiet and there were at least six hours of the night left; he’d forgotten that Aveline had said, earlier in the day, that she’d visit him after the feast.

Very well. Brutally, he grasped her wrists and pulled her into the room, kicking the door closed. She whimpered but said nothing as he dragged her over to his hearth, and then she lay still, on her belly, as he let her hands go. With the toe of one boot he flicked the fur bedcovering aside, revealing the girl in her bodice and undershift.

“Is this how you would confess? Half-naked? Speak!”

“Alas, lord, what would you have me do? I am a terrible sinner and deserve no pity. Do with me as you would, for admonition of my sins is yours to give.”

How easily she twisted the words she’d learned in the confessional for his pleasure now. And how hard it had been to make her say them at first—he remembered that with a flicker of dark pleasure. How he’d enjoyed her fear of the Devil as he’d forced her to blaspheme while he raped her.

“Stand up!” His voice was harsh and thick with the memory of that first delicious time with Aveline. Quickly, she stood with hands crossed over her breasts and downcast eyes, the picture of the distressed innocent she’d once been.

For a moment all she could hear was his breathing, then he tore her chemise so violently the linen fell in two pieces to the floor. She was wearing nothing now but an underskirt, made transparent by the fire behind it. Roughly, he ran both hands over her breasts and torso, excited by her sharp intake of breath. Slipping one hand down her belly, his fingers slid between the fabric of the underskirt and her skin. She moaned slightly. “Silence! Penitents speak only when addressed.”

He yanked hard and the waistband tore—the girl was naked, a pool of fabric around her feet on the floor.

He pulled her over to his great chair. “Kneel.” His voice was hoarse. Obediently she sank to her knees as he tied her hands to the back of the chair with a strip of fabric he ripped from her skirt. “I am the Lord’s instrument. Confess!”

“Oh, my lord, I confess to the mortal sin of lust.” She whispered the words, so low he could hardly hear her.

He was standing behind her now, legs straddled, whip in hand. “Louder. Describe this sin to me.” He swung the whip above his head and brought it down across her naked back.

She gasped. “Ah, lord, you hurt me, but no less than I deserve.”

“Speak on for the good of your soul.” His voice was a thick whisper now.

She swung her head forward modestly, using her hair as a cloak for her breasts. She was panting slightly and her words were sighs: “Lord, in my mind I have seen you enter me as beasts do in the field.” Since she knew him so well, she lingered slightly on the word “enter,” letting her little red tongue slip out between her lips to lick them. These were the times when she had power over Piers, no matter what he did to her, and she’d been able to use that power to advantage—a purse of money from time to time, even two pretty dresses that she took care to hide from Lady Margaret. Of course, she’d hated what he’d done to her at first, but had very quickly understood that, since there was no escape from him in this house, she could make him do what she wanted when she allowed him to degrade her. It was only her body he used—that was how she comforted herself—only her body, never her soul…

Now, saying nothing, he walked around her as she knelt naked on the floor. The thin stripes from the whip were deepening in color—she would be bruised tomorrow. He’d never gone so far as to mark her skin before; that thought was exciting for he’d tied her hands very securely and the chair was heavy; she’d not escape easily if he wished to experiment further. He smoothed out the tangled thongs of the whip as he paced.

“Woman, you know that you must mortify this corrupt and stinking flesh so that you sin no more. You will say the Paternoster on my command.” He was standing behind her again now and could see the dark opening between her slightly parted thighs as she hung her head in apparent distress. Slowly and pleasurably he unlaced his codpiece. “Say the words.”

“Our Father, which art in Heaven—Ah! Ah, sir, no!” He had allowed the thongs of the whip to flash up between her legs, finding her cleft.

“This is for your salvation. Now. Say it again.” For a moment she could not speak because she was on fire with the intense pain, but then she stumbled on. “Our Father, which art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name…”

As she repeated the words he forced her to stand, pushed her thighs apart, and rammed himself into her from behind, pulling her hips back and back until he ground her arse into his belly. The tearing pain of the cuts from the whip intensified her agony but he knew her well, for now she gasped with involuntary pleasure. Then both hands were on her breasts, massaging, tweaking her nipples, as he breathed hot into her ear: “You must be cleansed. Speak the words.”

“Thy Kingdom come… Thy will be done…”

He was thrusting and grunting. “Yes, indeed, my will be done.”

“In Heaven as it is on Earth.”

Now he ripped her hands free and turned her around, pushing her backward into the huge chair. For a moment he looked at her naked body before he thrust back between her thighs with a groan. “Describe the pain of your penance.”

“Ah, sir, you are tearing me apart in just retribution for my sinful thoughts.” Against her will, she really was enjoying what he was doing now, and as he pushed her back and back with each thrust, she allowed herself to become limp, jerking back and forth as if he had speared her.

He growled with pleasure as he bucked and thrust into her unresisting body. “You are in need of more chastisement than I thought. I believe you are so far gone in sin that penance has become a pleasure to you.” Again he pulled himself away; this time, grasping her by the hair, he wrenched her out of the chair and, forcing her back on her knees, picked up the whip. “Open your mouth. I must punish that which says such things.”

Obediently, she knelt before him and opened her mouth, into which he plunged himself. “Unless you earn remission right well, I shall cut you harder. Suck!” He felt enormous, spearing down her throat, and even though she did what he demanded she felt the whip on her back again, and then again. Desperately, she slid her tongue and lips along the length of him, tasting herself, sliding back and forth and bobbing faster and faster as she felt the whip flick up and down her spine and buttocks.

The girl had a magnificent body, and the sight of her so busy with her lips and tongue as he lashed her was exquisite, but Piers could feel how close he was. “Enough. On your back.”

Whimpering, she fell backward and obediently parted her thighs a little so that he could just see the dark pink opening between them. To make the moment last, he breathed deeply and took his time as she waited for him. “Wider so that I may view the entrance to the Devil’s pit.”

She did what he asked and as she saw him looking at her, fully exposed now to his gaze, an involuntary rippling shiver of deep pleasure ran through her.

“What are you here for, slut?”

“I am here for my penance, lord.”

“And for my pleasure; is that not so?”

“Yes, lord,” she whispered. She closed her eyes, moving her hips involuntarily

“Say it louder.” He was stroking himself too as he looked down at her, writhing beneath him.

“I am here for your pleasure, lord.” She began to whimper, as, with a roar he plunged into her with such force that she screamed and they both came; she helplessly clenching and unclenching around him and he shouting with a pleasure so intense it was close to pain.

After a time, Aveline became conscious that she was cold, or rather, the part of her facing the fire was hot but the rest of her felt the chill stone where she lay on the floor. Piers was sitting back at his worktable watching her—she could see his eyes glitter in the light of the flames. He got up and dropped the fur-lined coverlet over her body. She chanced a smile, which he did not answer as he walked over to the hearth; she sat up, aware the dice were in her hand and ready to be thrown.

“Piers?”

He was looking into the flames, not concentrating on what she was saying.

“We sort well together, you and I,” she ventured.

“Well enough.”

His tone was so cool it made her swallow the words she so wanted to say to him. Despairing, she forced herself to face the truth—pragmatism and survival had made her mold herself into what he’d wanted, but now there was Anne, and it was clear Piers was pursuing her in exactly the same way he had herself. They were both just bed sport and so he would never willingly couple his life with hers just because she carried his child—for that was the news she had for him.

With bitterness she understood, at last, that in failing to resist the corruption between them, it had tainted her soul. Her growing enjoyment of what he did to her told her that she’d made a bargain with the Devil, and now he wanted payment for the innocent life that was growing like a rose in the darkness between them. But the life of this child was also her one hope of salvation. Was she strong enough to protect it and, thus, herself?

“I will say good night, sir.” It was an effort to keep her tone neutral. He remembered sufficient grace to brush her cheek with his lips as she slipped out of the door. Yawning mightily, he turned back to his fire and stretched with delicious exhaustion. Time to sleep. Damn the accounts; he would do them tomorrow, whatever his father said. And he would sleep well now. He laughed as he pulled off his clothes. Yes, he would sleep well this night.


 

 


Chapter Eight


[image: Images] Mathew Cuttifer was restless and worried. Cold gray sleet on the window underscored the loss of yesterday’s pride in the king’s favor, which had evaporated with the contents of the parchment just delivered to Blessing House and now lying unrolled and weighted down on his worktable.

Mathew was a prudent man and his prosperity owed much to his sources of information. He tried not to spend much time at court—unless it was to petition the king personally, or some of the greater magnates about the trading interests of his house—but he had taken care to plant one or two trusted men in the Palace of Westminster. And today Thomas Howe, a man he retained, attached to the Earl of Warwick as one of the earl’s almoners, had written to him with tidings that made him nervous.

It seemed that Elizabeth Wydeville, Edward’s queen, was making her move toward power by bringing members of her enormous family to court to build a political base, but she had grim opponents. Warwick would not forgive her for marrying the king in secret. As the king’s most powerful vassal, the man who had put Edward on the throne, Warwick had negotiated a French marriage for Edward. In stealing the king from under his nose, Elizabeth had made Warwick the butt of jokes all over Europe. She, on the other hand, would not forgive Warwick for making his displeasure in her marriage so widely known at court. Mathew had important matters of trade patronage in play with both factions and the more he brooded on his situation the clearer it became. His burgeoning prosperity stood between two mighty and gathering forces and he would have to be very clever to steer a clear path for his household—and to see a return on the hefty parcel of money he’d outlaid in bribes to both sides to secure his trade interests. Perhaps the king himself would be his bulwark?

In times of real difficulty Mathew found comfort in prayer, even though the pain in his knees was close to unbearable if he knelt for any length of time. Gout, said the doctor, stop drinking. But Mathew had lived too long to give up wine. Pain or no pain, he would petition his God, and through long experience, he knew there would be an answer if he stilled himself to hear it.

The brazier in his chamber barely warmed the chill air and he was grateful for the marmot skins lining his good woolen robe as he carefully wrapped the skirts around his shanks and lowered himself onto the hard wood of the kneeling rail. A great concentrator, that piece of good oak—his confessor said lack of padding would help him to meditate on the sufferings of the Lord.

As he began to make his prayers to Mary the Mother of God, to whom he was especially devoted—and to whom his chapel was dedicated—another level of his mind considered the great cost of this prie-dieu. Made from oak cut on his own northern lands and fashioned and decorated by Maître Flamand, the Flemish master woodcarver, it had been inlaid with ivory and lignum vitae from Africa and had cost much more than he’d been quoted. But the piece itself was an investment; he could see that in the eyes of those who came to do business with him. His prie-dieu advertised his piety—and his substance as a man of business. Perhaps it lulled the unwary into thinking that he might be unworldly about money too. And that was a mistake.

He smiled faintly. Being thought unworldly gave him pleasure. Abruptly, he was aware that his thoughts had drifted. He composed himself with another Ave Maria and then one more. And then a fourth; but even with those ancient words he could not rid his teeming mind of the fear that lurked there. What he needed now was a sign of some sort, a sign that She was listening to him and would be prepared to intercede with her Son and bring him guidance.

There was a knock at his door. Straining to direct his prayers, to sink down into the familiar reverie, he ignored it. The knock was repeated and Mathew had become conscious of the hot pain in his knees; he allowed the agony to propel him to his feet—too fast, more pain. “Well!” he snapped, unreasonably angry.

Very cautiously the door opened and the housekeeper’s anxious face could be seen. She was white and Mathew cooled a little. It must be important for Jassy to have knocked twice.

“Well, woman? What is so important that I must be driven from my prayers?”

Nervously, the housekeeper bobbed a curtsy. “Sir, Lady Margaret has asked if you may wait on her. There is a matter… that is, your wife, sir, feels that…” And here the poor woman stumbled to a halt.

Against his will Mathew was intrigued. Jassy was his most trusted servant. She had been brought up in his parents’ household and had been his housekeeper through his entire adult life—and his three marriages. Some days, when there was no one to hear, she would call him Mathew and he would call her Phillipa or even Pip in memory of their shared childhood. It amused him sometimes that his household thought her so formidable, because he remembered the stick-thin little girl who used to steal apples with him and who as a young maiden so plainly loved him; sometimes he suspected she still did. But he’d never taken advantage of his position as son of the house where she was concerned, to his credit he believed. His tone softened.

“Now, Pip, what’s this?”

“Sir, I feel that Lady Margaret really does need to speak to you.” She refused to say more, folding her lips quite firmly, and would not look him in the eye.

Mathew grunted, waving her on as he followed her out of his study. He was not ungrateful for the interruption; perhaps his mind would clear for thinking of something else, some trivial household matter. And as he followed Jassy through the house, approving of the industry he saw all around him and the quiet order of the place, it gave him great pleasure to think of entering his wife’s solar, especially since she no longer kept to her bed. Shortly, she would resume full control of his household and he would once more enjoy her company and astute advice—for which he did not cease to thank his special patron, the Holy Lady Mary.

But the atmosphere in his wife’s room was very far from the peace he had been expecting. He found Margaret seated in her chair in front of the fire, dressed in a somber velvet gown with a plain but good linen coif on her head. Beside her was another chair, which was empty. His wife looked so severe that she might have been a statue of some saint, or an angel of God, sitting in judgment—he had rarely seen her look like this and was surprised to find himself intimidated for a moment. It did not do to forget her breeding; she was the lady of his house in more than one sense, and whatever her expression, it gave him great joy to see her so blooming again.

Rather to his own surprise, he found himself bowing to his wife and kissing her hand formally as if he were still a suitor in her father’s house. That little gesture brought a slight smile from her as she stood to receive him.

“Jassy, you may go, but please be aware that I may require you shortly,” Margaret said, and the housekeeper scuttled out of the room, a remarkable sight in one so dignified and stately.

“Husband, I have asked to speak to you because I am perplexed and concerned.”

“Speak on, wife,” Mathew replied as he seated himself beside his wife. Carefully, Margaret arranged the folds of her gown, composing her words. Mathew waited patiently.

“Mathew, I must speak to you about your son. I believe he has debauched Aveline and, if this proves true, we have the future of this unfortunate girl and her baby to consider. As well as the state of his immortal soul.”

Mathew was not a man to allow his feelings to control him, but this was too much. All his unacknowledged envy of his son’s youth, inflamed by corrosive disapproval of Piers’s constant gambling and drinking, coupled with the nagging fear he still felt from this morning’s message out of the palace, now had a focus and he allowed himself to become very angry indeed: “Where is Piers? What does he say?”

Soothingly, Margaret touched his arm, surprised by his ferocity. “I have only yet spoken to the girl. We do not have any but her word for it and I thought it best you should speak to Piers after you have heard her story.”

Mathew searched for composure as Margaret walked over to the garderobe and opened the door. She beckoned and Aveline entered the solar, eyes downcast, hands clenched together. Margaret resumed her seat beside Mathew and left the girl standing in front of them.

“Now, Aveline, tell your master what you told me this morning.”

Aveline cleared her throat and opened her mouth to speak. Twice she tried to force sound out of her throat but nothing would come. She burst into tears and slid down onto the floor at their feet—a pathetic sight if one were prepared to be moved.

Margaret let the girl cry herself out, conscious that Mathew was barely restraining his impatience. The sobs diminished, and Margaret said, “We are both quite ready to listen, Aveline.”

“Oh, sir, madam, I hardly know how to begin.”

“I suggest you find a way, girl.” The dangerous edge to Mathew’s voice worked wonders.

“He raped me, sir; and I was frightened. He made me do such things… and swore that if I told anyone, anyone at all, I should be whipped out of town, but now…”

Fresh tears slid down the pretty face. Mathew saw she was one of those lucky women who could cry without disfiguring herself—a useful asset.

“And now, Aveline?” Margaret’s tone was gentle but firm.

“Madam, I am more than four months gone.” It was said in an appalled whisper and the girl tried to make herself an even smaller bundle at their feet, desperate to swallow her sobs.

Mathew felt a stirring of pity. He’d never greatly liked this girl but she’d come into the household with his wife when she’d been eleven or twelve and Margaret had always valued her. He’d never had cause to chastise Aveline, but this was a different matter.

“Where is my son?”

Aveline looked up terrified and Margaret calmed her as if she were a frightened animal. “Hush, girl. He will not hurt you. Mathew, you must speak to him.”

“Sir, and madam, I have not told him. He may refuse to own my child.” It was said forlornly and for a moment Mathew felt relief. That was it, this girl was trying to trap his son—perhaps, indeed fairly likely, the child was not Piers’s get.

Piers was in the stable yard of Blessing House having a long, boring, and frustrating conversation on his father’s instructions, trying to extract information as to why the feed bills for their London operation were currently so enormous; Mathew suspected his London servants were skimming profits, hence Piers’s attempts to interrogate Perkin Wye, the longtime stablemaster.

The stablehands were watching the conversation in the yard with covert interest. Not many of them liked Piers, but Perkin had a heavy hand and they’d be pleased to see him done down for once.

“Master Piers, your father has often and often said that I have the best-kept tally of all in this house. Plain as day, clear as water, set out for all the world to see!”

“Perkin, my father still has concerns and so do I. The price of the barley you bought this last week for instance.”

“Ah, sir, this last wet summer rotted most of the standing grain. What’s left to buy is poor quality and more expensive than it’s ever been.”

It was at this point that Anne hurried into the yard looking for Piers. She’d been sent by Jassy to find him and given no time to protest as she and several of the household staff were sent off in all directions over the house. He saw her and smiled charmingly, though his eyes were hard and bold. She looked at him straight back and, taking a deep breath to control the quiver in her voice, told him his mother and father wanted to speak to him in the solar.

“And will you light the way, sweet Anne?”

“No, sir, I am needed elsewhere; but Mistress Jassy did stress that your parents are waiting.”

He frowned slightly, then gave an exaggerated bow to her—as if she were some great lady paying him the courtesy of a visit—and sauntered out of the yard, saying as he went, “Don’t think I’ve forgotten we need to finish our conversation, Perkin. I shall return directly.”

However, Piers wasn’t thinking of barley or Anne as he pushed the solar door open. It was rare to receive a summons to see both his father and Margaret together in the middle of a working day, so that made him cautious. As well it might, for, entering the room, he saw a tableau that could well have come straight off the walls of the Abbey Church. His father, seated in a thronelike chair; his stepmother, composed, regal, the folds of her gown so carefully arranged they might have been carved out of Purbeck marble; and Aveline—standing beside his mother, eyes modestly downcast, but… what? What did she look like? Walking closer, he saw the tracks that tears had made down the pretty face, and the white clenched knuckles of the tightly clasped hands. And then it came to him: the penitent Magdalene.

His father spoke. “Aveline. Repeat what you have told me and your mistress.” The girl did not look up and, in a voice that was so low Piers had to strain to hear, said, “I am with child. Your son is the father.”

The silence in the room grew as they all waited for him to say something. He wanted to—glib words formed on his tongue, nearly got out of his mouth, but he stopped them. Time stretched as he tried to muster his wits. He shivered involuntarily. “Father… I—”

“Piers, I am ready to hear what you say, but consider very carefully. Your mother and I want only the truth.” His father’s voice was surprisingly restrained. The two women remained utterly silent.

“Father—and you, Mother—I cannot be the father of this girl’s child for I have never slept with her.”

“Liar.” The word was quietly spoken but said with complete certainty and Aveline was no longer looking at the floor. She was staring directly into his face and daring him to meet her eyes.

Mathew Cuttifer made up his mind—there was a way to settle this. He turned to Margaret. “Please take Aveline and Piers to the chapel. I will join you shortly. And you, sir—and you, girl”—he looked directly at them both—“spend the time on your knees before your God.” He rose grimacing at the pain from his knees—seized up by sitting so long—and left the solar.

Aveline looked unwaveringly across at Piers, her expression composed and distant. Now she’d said what she had to say, she felt detached, though there was a soft fluttering in her belly, a poignant reminder that her body, and its occupant, felt fear even if she refused to acknowledge it.

Piers ignored her. “Mother, whatever Aveline has said to you, I ask you to believe that I am not, cannot be, the father of her child.”

“I am not your mother, Piers.” Margaret’s tone was neutral but the severity in her eyes warned him to be silent. “Come, Aveline, wipe your face before we go.”

There was a hasty knock at the little door that led on to the stairs to the kitchen and as Anne hurried through she saw something she had never seen before: Aveline, vulnerable. The older girl cast one quick glance at Anne and ran toward the garderobe. A moment later they all heard the unmistakable sounds of vomiting.

“Piers,” Margaret said, “you will accompany me to the chapel. Anne, please bring Aveline to me there when she has composed herself.” Piers did not acknowledge Anne as he stalked past her, furious, followed by Margaret, the new Book of Hours held gracefully between her hands.

In the silence of the empty room Anne heard Aveline vomit again. Collecting her wits, she dipped a cloth in water from the brass washing bowl and silently joined the older girl as she knelt over the stinking hole in the garderobe.

Aveline raised her pale face and smiled bitterly at Anne. “Well, Anne, you’ll know soon enough. I am quick with Piers’s child.” Her stomach heaved again and she threw up thin green mucus—there was nothing left in her belly. Anne hurried forward and, before Aveline could protest, wiped her forehead with the cool, damp cloth.

Anne shuddered. This could have been her—how close both of them stood to the edge of ruin, all because of Piers. Truly this city was a savage place, much more frightening than the untracked forest and wild beasts who dwelt among the trees. They killed because they were hungry—they did not destroy for sport, as Piers did. Aveline was in a desperate state and the future for her and her child was frightening. Perhaps she would be cast out, as Piers had said, and then who would help her?

Heart clenched with pity, Anne gently kissed Aveline on the brow. “I shall pray for you and the baby, Aveline. There is always help, if you know where to look for it.”

Poor Aveline. It was such a long time since anyone had been truly kind to her. The fierce pride that had always been her guardian and friend began to crack, so that Anne saw, for the first time, that Aveline was not much older than she was and a lot less sure—of anything.


 

 


Chapter Nine


[image: Images] Even midsummer did not take the cold edge out of the air in the chapel of Blessing House and now, deep into winter, the place felt like a cave. The space for the chapel had been made by removing the floor between a disused storage loft, partly built into the thickness of the walls that faced the river, and a large belowground undercroft. It was opulent but dark though there was a fine, small choir gallery above the expensively tiled floor and, in the main body of the chapel, a number of carved oak stalls for Mathew and his family placed as near to the altar table as was decent. Rows of plain wooden benches stood behind for his household: men on one side, women on the other.

Mathew had taken great pleasure in having this family chapel dedicated to Our Lady and he’d spared no expense creating a space filled with beauty and richly glowing color in her honor. He was particularly proud of the fashionable, very costly Flemish-style frescoes he’d had painted at the altar end of the chapel. His favorite was Adam’s expulsion from the garden with the penitent Eve pursued by Satan in the form of a wily snake. The other fresco he’d always been less certain about—it was so lifelike it made him uncomfortable when he looked at it. Its theme was the separation of the Saved from the Damned at the Last Judgment, and the expression on the Lord’s face was utterly pitiless as he thrust the screaming, naked men, women, and children down into the arms of waiting black devils, while His Holy Mother, painted to look a little like Margaret, tried to intercede with her Son out of pity.

Since it was the current custom in both Flanders and Italy, Mathew had also included himself and his family in the judgment painting. It always gave him a guilty frisson of pleasure to see his painted likeness, and that of all three of his wives plus Piers and Alicia his daughter—now married and living in the north—kneeling below Our Lady, eyes fixed on Christ Pantocrator in all his fearful glory. He’d wondered whether it was blasphemy to place himself and his family so close to Christ, but Father Bartolph, his confessor and private family chaplain, reassured him.

The subject matter of the paintings was surely designed to bring the penitent to God through the intercession of his Holy Mother. She would understand that his humble desire to be painted kneeling close to her son was the expression of a grateful heart dedicated to her service. And besides, it set a good example to the household to see their master and his family so close to members of the Holy Family: it gave them something to aspire to. Father Bartolph also said that the colors on the frescoes remaining so bright, among the smoke from the candles, the oil lamps, and the incense, was a clear indication of her favor toward this place and its owner.

 

    Now Piers and Aveline knelt before the altar on each side of Lady Margaret, who occupied the time waiting for her husband by counting off prayers on her fine onyx rosary.

Aveline shivered with cold and tension, but silently continued to implore the Mother of God to hear her prayers. She would understand what it was like to be alone and fighting for yourself in a heartless world. Life was so unfair. Why could she not have been a lady with fine clothes and a complacent husband, rather than the illegitimate daughter of a minor squire in the West Country? Her father, trying to do what he could for her, had placed her as a child in Lady Margaret’s family home where she’d done well—and she’d been overjoyed to go with Margaret to London when her mistress married Master Mathew. As she grew into late girlhood she’d taken care to learn the ways of the polite world so as to please her mistress, and she’d realized early that men wanted her, not for her manners but for her body. Using her wits and sometimes her strength, she’d fought them off—not always easily—until Piers had forced her into his bed. Those first few desperate contests had left her with bite marks on her breasts and torn thighs, but then the fight she put up became something else, and in submitting to him, she’d begun to feel physical pleasure among the pain and fear. Yet, in her heart there was dark confusion and shame—but shame, even now, she had to suppress, both for survival and because she could not bear to leave London; she would not be sent back to the country to bear this child in disgrace, branded a slut, with no future but to prostitute herself in some stew in a provincial town.

Her resolve strengthened. Yes, with Our Lady’s help she would find a way to have Piers as her husband, dowerless and pregnant as she was, for she had nothing to lose. She would become a lady and she would protect this child and, with the help of Christ’s Mother, eventually atone for all the mortal sin Piers had forced on her, and that she had learned to enjoy, to the peril of her soul.

She squeezed her eyes shut and repeated the Ave Maria faster, doing all that she could to push away the certainty that she’d embarked on a terrifying course. Today Piers truly hated her—could that be turned? Could hate be turned, if not to love, then tolerance? Would she have the strength? Unconsciously her hands strayed to her belly and stayed there. Mary would understand.

Silently, Father Bartolph arrived and lit the two tall candles on either side of the altar table. As the priest opened the ornate little casket in which dwelt the body of the Lord, Mathew arrived in the chapel and knelt before his own stall, crossing himself with an unconscious sigh.

Piers noticed with a start that the priest was dressed in his full regalia as if about to say Mass, and he felt Father Bartolph’s eyes bent severely upon him as he turned to face the little congregation of four people kneeling before the altar.

“In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. Amen.”

Automatically, Piers muttered “Amen” as his stomach clenched with confusion and fear. His initial response in Margaret’s solar had been to deny what Aveline had said, but now he was feeling uncertain. He knew that his father, above all things, despised him when he lied and was caught out in it; perhaps he should have confessed to the sexual relationship—got it over—but there was no way he was going to own to a child in Aveline’s belly. The girl was a slut, her behavior with him proved that; she loved what he did to her. No doubt there were others in the house who had also enjoyed what she had to offer.

The priest spoke, interrupting Piers’s uneasy thoughts. “Aveline, and Piers, would you come here to the altar, please.”

The girl got to her feet gracefully and with modestly downcast eyes stepped daintily up the three shallow steps to where Father Bartolph stood holding the Host.

Piers had no choice, and he felt his father’s eyes bore into his back as he went to the altar to stand beside the girl. Even then in the midst of his rage he found himself noticing the smooth white swell of her breasts at the top of her gown, and a brief image of her naked, lying with legs splayed wide at their last encounter, distracted him momentarily from what the priest was saying.

“I am going to ask you both to swear an oath before God and on the body of His most precious Son. If you lie you will imperil your immortal soul and when Christ comes in his judgment you will surely join the host of the damned who writhe eternally in hellfire.”

Involuntarily, both Aveline and Piers looked up to the fresco above them and just as quickly dropped their eyes—the images were too graphic.

“Aveline, you stand before your God and His Mother, just as you, Piers, stand here before your earthly parents who are God’s own deputies on earth.”

The girl shivered, and though she had had nothing to eat since breaking her fast after Mass at dawn, another wave of nausea spread throughout her body, making its way inexorably toward her throat. She could almost smell the roasting flesh and hear the screams of the sinners cast into the fiery pit. Sheer will alone kept her on her feet, mouth clenched shut, when she felt like howling with despair; she knew that she had to win this contest with Piers or she was doomed here on this earth too.

Father Bartolph held out the box containing the Host to Aveline and signaled that she should place her right hand upon it. “Aveline, you have accused your master’s son of rape and now say that you are carrying his child. In the name of God and the Holy Virgin, and in fear for your immortal soul, do you still say that this accusation is true?”

Sweat ran down her sides, but Aveline looked directly into the severe brown eyes of the priest and spoke without hesitation. “I swear by Our Lady, her precious Son, and by God himself that Piers is the father of my child and that he forced me against my will.”

Now the priest held out the box to Piers. Reluctantly, he placed his right hand on the cold metal. “Piers, you have heard Aveline swear before God. Do you still say now, before your father on earth and your Father in Heaven, that she is lying?”

Piers was not religious but he was superstitious, and now, standing before the altar beneath the images of naked men and women tumbling down into Hell and the waiting pitchforks of demons, he was stunned to find that he could not say the words of denial.

“Piers, I ask you once more. In the name of the Father of us all, and his Son, and his Holy Mother, are you the father of Aveline’s child?”

In agony, Piers burst out, “If she is with child, perhaps it could be mine since I have known her; but she is a slut who came willingly to me after many other poor fools had been there before. She begged me on her knees to—”

“Enough! This is God’s house.” Mathew’s disgusted roar cut across his son’s words as he strode forward. Before the priest could stop him, Mathew hit Piers around the head with his clenched fists. And with that, Aveline fainted, striking her forehead hard on one of the stone steps as she fell, leaving blood on the pale marble.

The priest was paralyzed by the drama being played out in front of him, but not Lady Margaret. “Husband!” The word was said quite sharply and it was enough to turn all three men’s faces toward her. Lady Margaret knelt down beside the unconscious girl on the floor and then spoke quietly once she had their attention.

“Piers, please go to Anne in the solar; ask her to come to me here. She must bring linen and water.” As the young man started on his way, almost flinching as he went past his father, she added “And then stay in your room until you are called. Father Bartolph, I ask you now to pray for us all.”

Silently, the priest nodded and then saw with relief that the girl was stirring.

“Husband, we have much to discuss. May I come to you a little later in your workroom?” Margaret asked.

Not for the first time Mathew was filled with admiration for his wife’s breeding. Her training as a child had taught her the art of managing difficult situations with restraint and tact. She gave him the confidence to act correctly, and with dignity, when he needed it most. “Wife, I shall expect you there,” he replied as he straightened his gown and stalked out of the chapel without so much as a glance back at the green-faced girl, now being held up by his wife.

Some moments later, Anne, hurrying down the passage, curtsied and pressed herself back against the stone wall outside the chapel to let Mathew pass, trying not to spill the water in her basin. Mathew did not even see her as he strode away to his workroom, deep in thought.

Balancing the brass basin in the crook of an arm, Anne knocked at the chapel door. It opened silently and Father Bartolph pointed toward the two women on the steps of the altar. Anne was truly shocked to see Aveline, lying like a corpse with blood covering half of her face. She hurried to her mistress as the priest retreated in silence to his robing room.

Anne knelt down beside Lady Margaret on the cold stone floor and, without waiting to be told, dampened the cloth she had brought, gently starting to sponge away the blood on Aveline’s face. For Lady Margaret it was a profound relief not to have to talk, or answer questions, and she was grateful for Anne’s silent competence.

Aveline was beyond tears as well as speech now. She half lay across Lady Margaret’s lap and her still, pallid face did not change as Anne wiped the blood away and then held the linen firmly against the gash on her forehead.

“Lady Margaret, shall I take Aveline back to the solar? I can change this linen and bind a pad of it to her head. The bleeding will stop very soon.”

Wearily, the older woman nodded assent, and between them, Anne and Margaret lifted Aveline to her feet where she stood swaying slightly, as if her legs were no real support. Anne put an arm around her waist to brace her and Aveline leaned gratefully into her shoulder as the two walked slowly out of the chapel.

In the solar, Aveline lay on her pallet, eyes open but saying nothing. She’d managed to make it back with Anne’s support, but once there she’d collapsed. She was not a stupid girl, but after this morning she realized she had been very naïve. While she knew that Mathew Cuttifer was a just man, he would be most unlikely to accept her as a daughter-in-law: she’d seen that in his face. She and this child were a problem to solve, to square with his conscience and honor, but there’d been no pity for her, only anger at the action of his son. Her best hope for marriage, and a name for this baby, lay with Lady Margaret. She closed her eyes and felt lonelier than at any other time in her life. Determined not to let Anne see her weakness, she turned her face toward the wall and tried to stifle her sobs. Soon exhaustion overcame her and she slept.

Gently, so as not to wake Aveline, Anne spread an extra coverlet over the sleeping girl. In the clear light of late morning she looked very young and vulnerable, the usual guardedness gone, and it was possible to see the little girl she had once been. And Anne was touched when Aveline turned her face and, for a moment, smiled in her sleep, the tension melting away as her brow smoothed out.

 

    For Piers, there was no such blessed relief. Up and down he paced, crossing and recrossing his room, trying to think his way through the situation. What would his father do? Mathew Cuttifer, above all else, feared offending his God, and his father’s morbidly active sense of sin had been a powerful presence as Piers grew up; illicit carnality—possibly because Mathew denied it to himself—filled his father with special horror.

For many years now Piers had managed to avoid marriage and find sexual pleasure secretly on his own terms. It was the only rebellion he had managed against the path his father had so rigidly allotted him as eldest, and only, son of his house.

There’d been two other girls before Aveline, both of them former maids in the household, and he’d congratulated himself on how neatly he’d been able to remove them from his life when the inevitable happened. It was one of the reasons he liked very young virgins: they’d never been a match for him in will or cunning and they always fell in love with him—something he’d encouraged, as it lessened the chances of their sleeping with other men and thereby helped ensure they caught no diseases that could be passed on to him.

Aveline was something else. If he wasn’t so angry and frightened now, he could almost admire the cool way she’d played the only hand she had. He was almost certain that she hadn’t been with anyone else from the time he’d first raped her.

A tentative knock brought him back to the reality of the present. “What?” he spat. After a moment’s hesitation the door eased open and John, his gap-toothed servant, scuttled into the room.

“Sir, your father asks that you join him in his closet.”

A pewter mug, accurately thrown, caught John on the side of the head and the young man gasped and fell to his knees, one hand cupping his ear. He could feel the blood welling up but he said nothing: these moods brought out the worst in his master.

“Oaf! Get out of my sight and tell my father… tell him…”

Perversely, the kneeling boy enraged Piers further. Changing his mind, he strode out of the room, aiming a solid kick at the boy as he passed. “I want this place spotless on my return. Spotless! Hear me, or it will be worse for you.” And then he was gone, the door slamming after him.

John breathed deeply and got up rubbing his back, looking for a rag to stanch the blood from his ear. He’d clean the chamber—scour it—but not for one moment would he stop thinking of ways to leave the cursed employment of the son of Blessing House.

 

    In his closet, Mathew Cuttifer had been pacing, too, as he listened to what his wife had to say. Lady Margaret sat on a prettily carved backless chair, Roman style, shaped in the form of a graceful X, as she calmly dissected the situation between Piers and Aveline.

“We have looked for a bride for Piers these eight years or more, Mathew, and yet none of the contracts has come to completion. I know that the first girl died and the second took the veil in the end, yet it seems to me a number of quite respectable families have been unwilling to commit their daughters to your son. In another man’s case I would call this bad luck or ill fame—but I wonder now if it is not God’s will?”

Mathew frowned. He could hear the way his wife’s thoughts were trending and he was reluctant to face the implications of what she was saying. Marriage contracts, marriage contracts. They always caused so much grief but, of course, in uncertain times, family alliances were vital weapons in the battle to survive. He’d always planned for his son making a grand match: one that would bring honor and increased substance to his house. But now…

“Mathew?”

He turned to look at Margaret and for a moment was distracted by her beauty, forgetting to answer.

She smiled faintly. “Ah, my dear. I am a lucky woman.”

He sighed deeply. “You believe the child is his?”

“I do, husband. And now you must decide what God would wish us to do.”

Mathew sighed again. Margaret was right, he would have to ask his God. Unwillingly, he knelt at the prie-dieu—could he face what God might have to say to him?

Piers arrived at the door of his father’s closet and stood for a moment before knocking, composing what he wanted to say. He knew his father needed him to help run the business of Blessing House but he was under no illusion that he would not be punished if Mathew decided to accept Aveline’s story. The question was, what kind of punishment would he have to bear?

The door stood before him, blank, black with age. How many times had he waited, a knot in his stomach, for his father to summon him to the other side? Fear, with an undertone of anger, this was what the door called out of him. He hesitated another moment and struck the door sharply. He was a man, not a child.

Margaret opened the door to her stepson and signaled that he should enter quietly, making him aware that his father was praying. Sullenly, Piers walked over to the brazier and held up his hands to the meager heat, while he waited for his father to finish his prayers.

Spine held straight, Margaret sat and took out the little Book of Hours the king had given her, leafing through carefully to find the prayers suitable for times of trouble. This was most unpleasant for them all and she needed to settle her mind before dealing with what must surely come.

The silence deepened. There was nowhere for Piers to sit and he became increasingly impatient and agitated—how long would his father’s prayers last?

Mathew’s impassive profile was outlined against the winter light of the small-paned window. It had been fully fifteen minutes since his son arrived and, though he was still deep in meditation, the bells from the Abbey were calling him, making him aware that the dialogue with his Savior had ended and he was back in the closet after being… where? Somewhere else, somewhere infused with the Presence… And now, he knew what had to be done. As briskly as he could, allowing for the burning ache in his knees, he got up, nodded to his son in an almost friendly fashion, and walked to his worktable, aware he was feeling strangely calm.

“Piers, I have prayed for guidance in the matter of… Aveline”—strange how she had changed from a servant to a girl worthy of consideration—“and the baby; and I feel that God has guided me toward what must be done.”

Piers felt the sweat gather and slide down his sides, for all that the room was cold.

“It is God’s will that you and this girl should be married. No—” He held up his hand as Piers tried to speak. “I do not pretend that this girl is the bride I would have chosen for you, portionless and a serving maid, but did not Ruth—and Hagar even—prove their worth in the eyes of God, humble women though they were? Our Lord has told me that this child is yours. It is time you faced your responsibilities as its father, and my son.”

Margaret looked from her implacable husband to Piers, his face a fierce red, and even though she approved of the outcome, she felt fearful. Piers was not a boy—even if Mathew treated him like one. It was the fury of a man she saw; a vengeful man.

But Mathew did not see the expression on his son’s face, so intent was he on conveying God’s will. “This… Aveline and you will sort well together. God has told me that. You are of a kind; she is clever, I believe.” He looked at his wife for affirmation. Margaret nodded. “And she will be a good helpmeet to you; better able to tolerate the hard work of a merchant’s house and its interests than some of the fine young ladies of the court we have dangled for. And besides, I will not have bastards of my house thrown out into the streets as a reproach to me and mine.” Again Piers attempted to speak. “No! You will hear me out!” Mathew continued.

“This is your sin and you must work your penance through. I shall ask your stepmother to convey my wishes to Aveline: you must prepare for your wedding. Tonight, before the household, I shall announce it and we will seek leave to have the mass performed under special license by Father Bartolph.”

Now at last Piers managed to break in, the words forced out through clenched teeth. “Father, I will not wed this slut. How can I be sure the child is mine?”

“Silence! You sacrifice your immortal soul in opposing God’s will! This is my house, I am your earthly father but your greater lies in Heaven. If you attempt to defy me in this, it will be to your eternal shame and damnation. I shall cast you out and raise this child in your place.”

The two men stared at each other and, as usual, Piers was the first to look down. But Margaret was unsettled to see that the expression on the young man’s face was hate, not fear. And suddenly, her vigorous husband looked old—and helpless. Quickly, she stepped into the breach.

“Piers, I suggest that you go about the affairs of this house in your normal manner. After all, there is much to do. We shall speak of this again later, after evening prayers when we are all a little cooler.”

Without a further word, Piers left the room, banging the closet door behind him with a mighty clap, as Mathew slumped into his work chair, exhausted and distressed. Margaret went to him and touched him gently on the arm.

“Now, husband, the worst is over. There will be malicious tongues, but they will soon find something else to rattle over. We must be proud and silent. No explanations.”

Speechless, he nodded without opening his eyes until he felt her soft kiss on his mouth. And then he wrapped his arms around her and was not ashamed to let her see the dismay and uncertainty on his face.

 

    News travels very fast around a great house. Perhaps it was what the priest had hinted at when he had his small beer after Mass in the kitchen; or maybe it was the look on Piers’s face, and the viciousness he visited on the youngest stable boy, that told its own story, but by the time the household was assembled for evening prayers in the chapel at the end of a tumultuous day, each one of them was avid for confirmation of the rumors.

It had been a difficult day for Anne as her friends in the household pleaded for information—even Jassy had unbent sufficiently to question her about what had happened in the chapel. But pity for Aveline and fear of Piers had kept her silent.

For Aveline, the afternoon had been a light-headed blur. And now, when she heard her name called out by Mathew after the evening blessing delivered by Father Bartolph, she rose unsteadily from her seat beside Anne and had trouble putting each foot in front of the other as she walked toward Piers, aware of the greedy glances of the household all around her.

Piers, too, had risen, and was standing beside his father, next to Lady Margaret in front of the altar, his back to the congregation, face remote as stone. As the girl took her place beside Piers and his family, Father Bartolph cleared his throat nervously and would have begun his prayers to mark the betrothal, except that Mathew held up his hand for silence.

“My people, this is a night of celebration in Blessing House. Tonight you see before you my son Piers, and Aveline, chief servitor of your mistress, my wife Lady Margaret. We have decided that this pair shall marry and shortly Father Bartolph will pronounce the necessary prayers to mark this time, and read the banns. And indeed, very soon there will be a marriage here when these two will be joined, man and wife. We ask God’s blessing on their union.”

A buzz ran around the people gathered in the chapel but the stern expression on Mathew’s face quelled it quickly. He looked around for a moment, seeking out evidence of unseemly emotions among his household, then nodded to the priest. Father Bartolph hastily signaled that Aveline and Piers should kneel, and gabbled out a stream of Latin, finding it hard to control his shaking voice.

At the back of the chapel Anne breathed deeply and clenched her hands tightly together in prayer so that the knuckles showed under the skin. This was the moment that should have released her from fear of Piers, so why did she feel such terror, so many dark thoughts? She ducked her head, afraid that those next to her would sense her agitation, and tried to concentrate on what the priest was saying.

The prayers were quickly over and the congregation rose as the newly betrothed couple linked hands and followed Mathew and his wife out of the chapel. Then came the household, which left in order of precedence, none daring to say a word until they had hurried safely away from the family part of the house.

Aveline’s hand was cold, Piers’s was warm, but he dropped hers as soon as they walked out of the chapel, and the look he gave her made Aveline’s stomach lurch. He stalked off to his room, leaving her standing alone in the great receiving hall, the household streaming past casting sly looks in her direction.

Coming out of the chapel at the tail of the crowd, Anne saw the distress beneath the pride. The frozen look on Aveline’s face spoke clearly of the humiliation she felt, and yet there was a certain forlorn magnificence in her refusal to turn and walk away from all the mocking glances. She held her head up and returned each glance, her face flushed, back rigid with defiance.

Anne hurried over and, sketching a slight but definite curtsy, carefully picked up part of the skirt at the back of Aveline’s dress, managing to hold it out in such a way as to suggest a train. Lady Margaret observed Anne’s kindness and approved it.

“Aveline, Master Mathew and I would like you to join us in the solar. There is much to discuss. Anne will attend you.” Margaret’s voice was a rope thrown to the drowning. But Aveline had enough instinctive dignity to bow gracefully to her future mother-in-law, before her erstwhile employers led her toward the stairs to the solar, Anne holding out the “train” of her dress as if it were a coronation gown. Distant thunder rumbled as they walked. It would be a cold, wild night.


 

 


Chapter Ten


[image: Images] A month had passed and Blessing House was again in an early stir. Aveline and Piers’s marriage would take place this morning, and after the ceremony, held by custom at the door of the chapel, Father Bartolph would sing a Mass, then there would be feasting for the household and guests.

After the betrothal, Anne and Aveline had been given a tiny chamber all to themselves in the thickness of the tower wall—Anne now slept on a palliasse at the foot of Aveline’s new wooden bedstead—and each night for twenty-nine nights, Aveline had lain, half waking, half sleeping, on the first feather mattress of her life under a fine woolen rug lined with catskins. The unaccustomed luxury had made little difference to Aveline’s dreams, though. Often Anne was woken by Aveline crying in her sleep, the older girl always refusing to talk about her fears in the morning.

In the last few days, Aveline’s retching had finally stopped but she’d lost so much weight her hipbones stood out painfully and her knees and elbows were sharp though, as yet, only the slightest roundness to her belly hinted at the pregnancy. Anne had, unbidden, prepared against the inevitable by letting out the seams of Aveline’s few house dresses, and the one good dress of copper-colored wool that Aveline now wore every day to the chapel services.

Anne knew, too, of the humiliations the last few weeks had brought to Aveline—the source of the many bitter tears shed by the older girl in the privacy of their tiny room, though she did her best to hide them from Anne.

Mathew Cuttifer had sought out Aveline’s father to speak about a marriage settlement; he’d been willing to attend the wedding but, being a poor man, knight or not, he was truly unable to do anything financially for his illegitimate daughter. After only token negotiations between the men, a settlement of sorts, which Mathew largely financed, had been drawn up. In real terms, Aveline brought nothing to this marriage, not even an honorable name, and so it was a poor, one-sided agreement. However, in the event of Piers’s death she would be given a modest living, just as if she had brought a dowry to the family table. Lady Margaret had even provided the gown in which Aveline would be married today—heavy, scarlet velvet trimmed with miniver around the neck—and with Anne’s capable help, it had been cleverly altered to fit her now spare body; another humiliation.

It was time to face this day.

Anne set the brass ewer full of hot water down on Aveline’s small wooden coffer—another donation from the Cuttifers—as she gently woke the bride-to-be.

Aveline saw that she was hiding something nervously behind her back. “What is it, girl? What do you conceal?” Aveline could hear the false note in her voice. It would take some practice to sound as if she were truly the mistress.

“Mistress… Aveline—I’ve brought you these. For joy today.” Tentatively, Anne held out a bunch of snowdrops, their fresh green smell spreading through the small space around them.

Aveline sighed, and closed her eyes, tears burning behind the lids; it was time for peace between them—soon she would need friends. “I thank you. A kindly thought.”

It sounded gruff but she was sincere and that was enough for Anne.

Shyly, they smiled at each other, almost for the first time, and Anne dropped a brief, graceful curtsy as she held out the red dress that had been hanging all night on the peg beside the door. The dress that meant that as of today, everything would change.

Anne watched the girl who was about to become Piers’s wife get out of the bed. Though stick-thin, she was still beautiful, and there was something else: a proud grace that was touching. Her arms were frail enough for a strong man to snap but her head sat high and strong on a long neck, and the blood-colored velvet flattered the white skin and the brilliant dark eyes. She looked magnificent and as finely aristocratic as any court lady.
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“A sumptuous banquet fit for a king.” —Romantic Times
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