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Praise for

Four Sisters, All Queens

“In Four Sisters, All Queens, Sherry Jones tells an extraordinary story of four extraordinary women, all with royal destinies. In elegant but lively prose, she brings their triumphs and struggles to life.”

—Susan Higginbotham, author of Her Highness, the Traitor

“The power of these four sisters, these intriguing women, commands every page as does Sherry Jones’s exquisite and well-crafted narrative. Their particular experiences, so finely conveyed, offers a distinct glimpse into the full landscape of thirteenth-century Europe and the influence of its women.”

—Donna Russo Morin, author of The King’s Agent

“Sherry Jones brings medieval Europe to life through the extraordinary destinies of the ‘ladies of Provence.’ Queens, sisters, rivals . . . What a tale!”

—Catherine Delors, author of Mistress of the Revolution and For the King

“Sherry Jones bursts onto the medieval scene with this enthralling tale of four royal sisters vying for power. Engrossing and vividly rendered, the intrigue and splendor of thirteenth-century Europe are brought to life through the voices of these disparate women, each destined to take the throne and find herself in a dangerous struggle for dominance against her own kin. Family politics, forbidden passion, and heartbreaking sacrifice create a mesmerizing tableau of what it meant to be a queen.”

—C. W. Gortner, author of The Confessions of Catherine de Medici, The Tudor Secret, and The Last Queen

“Four Sisters, All Queens draws the reader into the intrigue and drama of the courts of thirteenth-century Europe, delightfully evoking the rich details and vivid personalities of a fascinating era. A feast for fans of historical fiction!”

—Gillian Bagwell, author of The Darling Strumpet and The September Queen

“A lively, entertaining tableau that evokes the complexities of court life in thirteenth-century Provence, France, and England as seen through the eyes of four remarkable women.”

—Mitchell Kaplan, author of By Fire, By Water
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“Many say that Richard of Cornwall, and not Henry, is best suited to rule England,” Uncle says. “From what I have heard, Richard agrees.”

“That is treason! I would be more inclined to behead him than to befriend him.”

“He could make life difficult for the king.”

“Siblings fight.” Eléonore shrugs. “What can one do about that?”

“You used to quarrel a bit with your sisters, as I recall. Especially Margi. You, of all people, ought to know how to smooth the ruffled feathers of rivalry.”

Across the room, Richard has seen her looking at him. Holding his gaze, she gestures for her handmaid and gives her instructions. Then, with a lift of her skirts, she turns to leave the great hall.

“Where are you going, child?”

“To my chambers. I have summoned Richard of Cornwall, and now he must come to me. Such is the power of a queen.”
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Breathing do I draw that air to me

Which I feel coming from Provença

All that is thence so pleasureth me

That whenever I hear good speech of it

I listen a-laughing and straightaway

Demand for each word an hundred more,

So fair to me is the hearing.

 

—Peire Vidal, 1175–1205 from “The Song of Breath” (as translated by Ezra Pound)
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THE COURT IN FRANCE

Marguerite de Provence, Queen Consort of France

Louis IX, King of France

Blanche, Isabelle, Louis, Philip, Jean Tristan, Peter, Blanche, Marguerite, Robert, Agnes, their children

Blanche de Castille, Queen Dowager of France

Isambour of Denmark, (formerly Ingeborg) Queen Dowager of France, widow of King Philip Augustus

Robert, Louis’s brother

Matilda, Robert’s wife

Alphonse, Louis’s brother

Jeanne de Toulouse, Alphonse’s wife

Isabelle, Louis’s sister

Charles, Louis’s brother

Gisele, Marguerite’s handmaid

Thibaut, Count of Champagne and King of Navarre, Blanche’s cousin

Jean de Joinville, Thibaut’s seneschal, Louis’s favorite, and Marguerite’s closest friend

Geoffrey of Beaulieu, Louis’s confessor

Bartolomeu le Roie, Louis’s chamberlain

Raimond of Toulouse, Count of Toulouse and Blanche’s cousin

Pierre Mauclerc, Count of Brittany, a leader of a thwarted rebellion against Louis

Hugh of Lusignan, Count of La Marche and Angoulême, husband of Queen Isabella of Angoulême, mother of King Henry III and leader, with Pierre of Brittany, of an attempt to overthrow King Louis

Isabella of Angoulême, King Henry III’s mother, former Queen of England, now Countess of La Marche and Angoulême

St. Pol, Guy II of Châtillon, the Count of St. Pol and a fearsome knight

 

THE COURT IN ENGLAND

Eléonore of Provence, Queen Consort of England

Henry III, King of England

Edward, Margaret, Beatrice, Edmund, Katharine, their children

Guillaume of Savoy, Eléonore’s uncle, bishop of Valence, prince-bishop of Liège

Thomas of Savoy, Eléonore’s uncle, Count of Flanders

Peter of Savoy, Eléonore’s uncle, Earl of Richmond, later Count of Savoy

Boniface of Savoy, archbishop of Canterbury

Eleanor Marshal, Henry’s sister, Countess of Leicester

Simon de Montfort, Count of Leicester, Henry’s seneschal, Eleanor Marshal’s husband

Richard of Cornwall, Henry’s brother, Earl of Cornwall

Margaret Biset, Eléonore’s handmaid

Gilbert Marshal, Earl of Pembroke

Hubert de Burgh, Earl of Kent, justiciar of England and Ireland

Roger de Quincy, Earl of Winchester

Roger Mortimer, baron and ally to King Henry III

Dame Maud of Mortimer

Gilbert de Clare, Earl of Gloucester

John Maunsell, chancellor

Robert Walerand, chancellor

Hamo Lestrange, Roger Mortimer, Roger Leybourne, Henry of Almain, Edward’s companions

Ebulo Montibus, protégé of Peter of Savoy, Eléonore’s uncle, and companion to Edward

 

THE COURT IN PROVENCE

Beatrice of Savoy, Countess of Provence

Ramon Berenger, Count of Provence

Marguerite, Eléonore, Sanchia, Beatrice, their daughters

Romeo de Villeneuve, the count’s seneschal (steward)

Madeleine, the girls’ nursemaid

Gaston, the falconer

Sordel, a troubadour

Beatrice of Provence, Countess of Provence

Charles d’Anjou, Count of Provence

 

THE COURT IN CORNWALL

Sanchia of Provence, Queen of Germany, Countess of Cornwall

Richard of Cornwall, King of Germany, Count of Cornwall

Henry of Almain, Richard’s son and heir

Edmund, Richard, Sanchia and Richard’s children

Justine, Sanchia’s handmaid

Mr. Arnold, Richard’s seneschal

Abraham of Berkhamsted, collector of the Jewish tax

Floria, Abraham’s wife

Joan de Valletort, Baroness of Tremberton, Richard’s mistress
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I, BEATRICE OF SAVOY, am mother to four queens. What other woman in the history of the world could make this claim? None, I warrant, and none ever will.

Yes, I am boasting. Why shouldn’t I? Do you think my daughters rose to such heights by happenstance? A woman achieves nothing in this man’s world without careful plotting. I began scheming for my girls before I even held my eldest, Marguerite, in my arms.

Margi was no ordinary child. She spoke in sentences before her first birthday. But then, she is a Savoy, and we are no ordinary family. If we were, we would not have become guardians of the Alpine passes and rulers of an expanding domain, as well as friends of kings, emperors, and popes. How did we achieve such feats? Not by brutish battles and conquests, but with shrewd alliances and strategic marriages. My children, too, would marry well, I determined, and increase our family’s influence as never before.

Here is how I fulfilled this vow: I raised my daughters as if they were sons.

Oh ho! I see shock on your face. Are you surprised also, then, to learn that I called them “boys”? Having taken my schooling alongside five of my eight brothers—in philosophy, Latin, astronomy, mathematics, logic, diplomacy, debate, hunting, archery, even swordplay—I recognized this: knowledge is the key to power. Why do you think men reserve it for themselves, leaving only fluff and nonsense for girls? What good to a girl are needlework, curtseying, drawing pictures, and feigning interest while a man prattles on and on about himself? These endeavors—the essence of feminine schooling—serve only to enhance men, and to diminish women. Wanting success for my girls, I taught them as though they were boys, endowing them with true power—the kind that comes from within.

When Margi was nearly of age, I enlisted my brothers to find a king for her to marry. Being Savoyards, we plotted. Amadeus, Guillaume, and Thomas praised her beauty, intelligence, and piety in courts near and far, and before every guest they entertained. Meanwhile, I charmed Sordel, the troubadour, to write a song in her honor, then paid him handsomely—with gold and, yes, kisses, but not the prize he preferred—to perform it before the French King Louis IX. Thusly captivated, the king sought Margi’s hand—and before long, my four daughters were queens of the world.

I would have made them kings, if I could. Instead, I made them mothers of kings. It was the best I could do for them, and for the House of Savoy—for my family—now and in the future.

Family is everything. Nothing else matters. All other bonds may be broken—friendship, marriage, even queenship—except the ties that bind us to our relations. This is the second lesson I taught to my daughters: Family comes first. To my great sorrow, however, my words fell against their ears and bounced away, like seeds on a bed of stones.

If only they would heed my admonishments now, and help one another. Instead, they seem intent on tearing one another, and our family, apart. And I? I cajole, and advise, and lecture—and avert my gaze from them lest I cry a weak woman’s tears. O, how it breaks my heart to see my girls suffer.
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Four Sisters, All Queens

Aix-en-Provence, 1233

Twelve years old

 

 

SHE TURNS SLOWLY around.

The great hall smolders, dimly aflame and smeared in an acrid haze. M. de Flagy holds a piece of white silk to his long nose and notes the cheap tallow candles, the stains on the tablecloth, the frayed cuffs of the countess’s gloves. Before him, Marguerite turns slowly, stifling a yawn. She has taken the monsieur hawking and horseback riding, has performed a country dance on her vielle, sung three chansons by Bernard de Ventadour, defeated monsieur at chess, recited from Aristotle’s new logic in the original Greek, and debated, in Latin, whether time has a beginning, she agreeing with The Philosopher that it does not, because God, the source of time, is eternal. M. de Flagy, seized by a fit of coughing, hurried from the hall and missed her father’s challenge: Does time, then, have no ending? Does it exist in the realm of the eternal, or is time an earthly function? If earthly, then how could it be without beginning, God having created the Earth?

Now, for her final performance, Marguerite endures the stranger’s gaze on her face, her hips, her bosom straining indecently against the too-small gown. As Queen of France, her maire has said, she would never wear ill-fitting clothes again.

His hand snakes out. “She appears to be perfect, but I have not inspected her teeth.”

She steps back, out of his reach. “My teeth are strong, monsieur. And their bite is sharp.”

Papa grins, but Mama is not laughing. Her eyes snap: All I have taught you, for naught! Marguerite’s skin dampens; the room is suddenly too warm.

“She is but twelve years old,” Mama says. “Her tongue is not yet tamed.” The countess places a gloved hand on M. de Flagy’s arm, dazzles him with her practiced smile. Monsieur bares his own stained and crooked teeth.

“Your daughter has spirit, non? Très formidable. If she marries King Louis, she will need it to contend with his mother.” He winks at Marguerite. “Ma belle, you may need those sharp teeth, as well.”

Music rises from the floor: rebec, guitarra morisca, pipes, small drums. A minstrel in bright clothing and a red beard sings the Kalenda Maya, meant to please the countess with its words of love for a different Beatrice—but, as she whispers to the visitor now, his grating voice only reminds her of another, more memorable, performance, when the composer Raimbaut de Vaqueiras sang it in this very hall. That was years ago, she does not add, before attacks and sieges depleted the treasury, when troubadours and trobairitz flocked to Provence for endless merrymaking, the wine flowed too abundantly to need mixing with water, and the hall glowed with the light of the finest beeswax candles.

When the song has screeched to its end, Mama hastens her to the nursery, giving her arm excited squeezes. “You have charmed him! Well done, Margi. As queen, you can save Provence.”

The nurse, Madeleine, tuts over the hole in Marguerite’s gown as she undresses her. Mama shrugs: Surely M. de Flagy did not notice such a tiny flaw. Yet her forehead wrinkles as her other daughters pile into a chair with her. She wants queenship for her daughter more than Marguerite wants it for herself.

“Was he looking at Margi’s gown, or what was inside it?” Eléonore says. Too big for Mama’s lap, she sprawls there, anyway, forcing Sanchia to the floor, at their mother’s feet. Little Beatrice careens about on plump legs, snatching rushes from the floor and throwing them down, laughing each time as if she had done something clever.

Madeleine plaits Marguerite’s hair while the countess tells her tales. “Your sister was as calm as the spring mist and as bold as Lancelot.” Absently she caresses Sanchia’s golden hair. “King Louis and his mother will hear only praise for Marguerite of Provence.” Why, oh why didn’t Marguerite bite the monsieur?

“I would make a better queen,” Eléonore says. “I am stronger than Margi, and a faster runner. And I am a better huntsman.”

And Eléonore wants to leave Provence. And she doesn’t despise the French, as Marguerite does.

“Be patient, Elli!” Mama says. “You are only ten years old—too young for marriage.”

Marguerite laughs. “Telling Elli to be patient is like commanding an ass to gallop.”

“Mama! Did you hear her call me an ass?”

“You’re as stubborn as one,” Marguerite says.

“Why wouldn’t I be stubborn, when I know I am right?”

“If you want to be a queen, Elli, you must learn to control yourself,” Mama says. “In that regard, your sister is far ahead of you.” She does not mention Marguerite’s rude remark to M. de Flagy.

“Mama,” Sanchia says, turning on the floor to tug at their mother’s gown.

“Except when a tart riposte lands on her tongue. Then she cannot wait to spit it out,” Eléonore says.

“How would you know the flavor of riposte?” Marguerite says. “Nothing but boasts ever land on your tongue. Apparently, you find them every bit as difficult to swallow.”

“Mama.” Sanchia tugs at the countess’s gown again. “Is Elli going to be a queen, too?”

“Boys!” Mama’s admonishment rankles Marguerite. Why must she refer to them as boys? Does she wish they were sons instead of daughters? “The time for arguing—and for competing, Elli—has come to an end. Margi is poised to become a queen. And not just any queen, but Queen of France, the richest and most powerful of kingdoms. We must help her, not fight with her.” The smile she sends to Marguerite is like a sunbeam. “And she will help us, in turn.”

“But I like to fight with Margi,” Eléonore says. “I always win.”

“You wish that were so,” Marguerite says.

“Your uncles and I used to fight, too,” Mama says. “Since I married your paire and became Countess of Provence, we have worked together. That is the Savoy way. Now, with Margi’s marriage to King Louis, the house of Savoy will rise like a shining star to the highest spot in the heavens. We shall rise with it, and all our family, and your children and grandchildren, if God is willing. If we help one another.”

“Is Elli going to be a queen, too?” Sanchia says again.

“I shall be queen of the world!” Eléonore wriggles out of Mama’s lap and lands on her feet. “I won’t be content with a kingdom as small as France. I’ll have an empire.” She folds her arms across her chest. “And, don’t worry, Mama, I’ll give castles and lordships to all my family.”

Marguerite laughs. “And who will be your emperor? Will you join the harem of Stupor Mundi?” Astonishment of the World: It is a fitting title for Frederick II, whose blasphemous remarks—calling Christ a deceiver!—and worldly lifestyle have made the pope of Rome’s jaw drop in not only astonishment, but outrage.

“Whichever king I marry will become great. I will make sure of it.”

“Are you going to make Elli a queen, too, Mama?” Sanchia says.

“Not I, but your uncle Guillaume,” Mama says. Eléonore gasps. Mama smiles. “He and Romeo foresee crowns on all your heads. They have sworn to make it so.”

“Four sisters, all queens!” Eléonore dances about. “Who has ever heard of such a thing?”

“Three sisters,” says Sanchia. Worry wizens her eight-year-old face. “I’m going to take my vows at Ganagobie.” Eléonore rolls her eyes: Sanchia has talked of nothing else since last month, when Mama’s cousin Garsende joined the Ganagobie cloister in a ceremony so moving, it made even Mama cry.

“My pious little peapod, as gentle as a newborn lamb,” Mama says to Sanchia. “You would make a splendid nun, were you plain or deformed.” Sanchia has hair the color of spun starlight, eyes as black as the night sky, a dimple in her chin, and a mouth like ripe cherries. To hide such beauty would be a shame, Mama says, for it would certainly attract a fortuitous marriage.

“Erase all selfish thoughts from your heads,” Mama says now. “Family comes first. As women—and as queens—your loyalties must lie with your sisters, your uncles, and your parents. We are your foundation. We are your strength.”

She is speaking to Marguerite, who looks down at her hands. Does Mama know of the pain that stabs Marguerite’s chest when she thinks of leaving Provence? Most likely, she does not care. The Count of Toulouse lurks ever like a shadow over their door, ready to strike. He would take for himself the flowering fields, the shining mountains, the glittering shores of Provence—and the star of Savoy would drop lower in the sky than ever before.

“In our world, fortunes are gained and lost in the blink of an eye.” Mama snaps her fingers. “As you’ve seen, to rule even a small county such as Provence brings peril. Think of the difficulties when you are a queen, and far from home! Danger lurks not only outside your domain, but also within, even in your own court. Women envy you, especially if you are beautiful. Men resent your power over them, especially if you come from a foreign land. This is why you need your family’s help.”

“When I am queen, I won’t need anyone’s help,” Eléonore says.

“Have you forgotten your lessons?” Lately, Mama has been teaching Marguerite and Eléonore about ancient queens. “Even Cleopatra needed help. Without Caesar, she would have lost the throne.”

“Cleopatra.” Eléonore snorts. “She used her woman’s charms to get what she wanted. We wouldn’t need to do that. We have the ‘minds of men.’” It’s the phrase that Mama uses to brag about their rigorous schooling. Marguerite thinks of M. de Flagy staring with hungry eyes at her bosom, then disappearing as she discussed Aristotle.

“You’re no Cleopatra, not with that flat chest,” she says to Eléonore. “But you could be Artemisia. The warrior queen, remember? She had a ‘brave spirit and manly daring.’”

“That is our Eléonore, full of manly daring,” Mama says.

Eléonore struts about like a proud knight, wielding an imaginary sword.

“Which queen would I be?” Sanchia says, caught up in the game.

“That’s easy: Helena of Constantinople,” Eléonore says. “She became a saint.”

“I say Elen Luyddog,” Marguerite says. “A Welsh princess who became Empress of Rome. She went home after her husband died and converted everyone to the Christian faith.”

“I would not mind being a queen if I could use my powers for the Lord,” Sanchia says in her soft voice.

“I’d use my powers to help my family.” Eléonore looks at Mama with shining eyes, having caught the beam of her approval for a moment, at least.

“I would hope to rule wisely,” Marguerite says. “That is all that one can ask, I think.”

“You are like the Queen of Sheba, then,” Mama says. “She told her people, ‘I am smitten with the love of wisdom . . . for wisdom is far better than treasure of gold and silver.’”

Marguerite feels herself blush. If Mama knew her true feelings, would she still consider her wise?

“‘I am only wise insofar as what I don’t know, I don’t think I know,’” she says, quoting Socrates.

“Wisdom is a noble goal,” Mama says. “The pursuit of a lifetime.”

“Margi will need a lifetime to attain it,” Eléonore teases.

“What about Beatrice, Mama?” Sanchia says. “What queen is she most like?”

“A queen bee, always buzzing about,” Mama says. Beatrice careens toward the doorway, as she does every night. Madeleine snatches her up, exclaiming—as she does every night—and Beatrice begins, predictably, to whine for Papa.

“Bedtime must be at hand.” Papa walks in; Beatrice wriggles free from the nurse’s grip and runs to him. He scoops her up and kisses her cheeks as she protests. She does not want to go to bed. She wants, she says, to stay up with Papa.

“I am going to play chess with Sordel. He likes to cheat, and I like to win. That is too much excitement for a little girl.”

“I don’t care. I want to come.” She nestles her curly head against his shoulder.

“Do you promise to be good, and sit in my lap and not move?” She nods. “Then you may come with me.” Madeleine plants her hands on her hips as he walks out with her; she has told her lord—how many times?—that baby Beatrice needs her sleep, that she will be tired tomorrow, and ornery. But there is no telling him anything when it comes to Beatrice.

“Beatrice uses her charms to get what she wants,” Eléonore whispers later, as she and Marguerite lie in bed with the sleeping Sanchia. “She is like Cleopatra.”

“I hope you are wrong,” Marguerite says. “Remember what happened to Cleopatra’s sisters.”

Eléonore bares her teeth. Looking like a gargoyle in the moonlight, she lifts her index finger and draws it slowly across her throat.


[image: images]


[image: icon] Marguerite [image: icon]


The Light of Destiny

Brignoles, 1234

Thirteen years old

 

 

THE FALCON HOVERS, its eye piercing through the trees and the long grass, abiding on invisible currents, waiting. Then: the sudden stoop, the scurry on the ground, the swoop and upward soar, talons clutching a fat hare. “I won!” Marguerite shouts.

“You did not.” Eléonore turns to the falconer. “Gaston. Tell her! My hawk had already exhausted that hare.”

From the château they hear their names. They race down the hill, mouths watering. Yesterday’s dinner consisted of brown bread, cheese, and a few leaves of the spring’s first lettuces; for today, they have been promised raspberries and a fish from the pond. Eléonore reaches the château first, as always. In the glow of victory she doesn’t notice Mama’s glare at her tunic, torn and dirtied in her rolling down the hill this morning. Or, more likely, she pretends not to notice.

The girls sit at the raised table at the front of the great hall, on their mother’s side. Beside her, Papa talks intently with Uncle Guillaume and Romeo, arrived today after a visit to the French court. Marguerite catches her uncle’s eye, but his wink doesn’t tell her whether he has brought a marriage proposal. On the floor, minstrels play pipes and drums while jongleurs stand on their heads and turn cartwheels in bright short tunics and hose. At the tables behind them, knights jostle for seats closest to the front, while troubadours elbow one another and make sport of them. Papa’s favorite, the red-haired troublemaker Bertran d’Alamanon, scribbles a verse on his hand and shows it to the fat Sordel, who holds his belly as if bracing for the shock of a full meal.

“The King of France wants Margi,” Uncle Guillaume is saying to Papa, holding up a hand to stop the servant’s watering his wine. “The man they sent here last winter took back a glowing report.”

“‘A girl of pretty face but prettier faith,’” Romeo quotes, then beams as proudly as if he had invented the phrase.

Pretty faith? Her religious landscape is strewn with the burned and decapitated bodies of the Cathars, some of them poets. Labeled heretics for criticizing the pope of Rome. Slaughtered by the French. Her faith is a drop of blood on the tip of a sword, unglimpsed by M. de Flagy’s eyes as they admired her chest.

“But you said his report was glowing,” Papa says. “That tribute sounds lukewarm, no? As if our beautiful Margi were a plain-face destined for the convent.”

“That is exactly what we want the White Queen to think.” Uncle Guillaume quaffs his wine and gestures for more. “Blanche de Castille does not allow beautiful women in her court.”

A shout rises from the floor. The servants in their unbleached tunics and linen caps have entered the great hall bearing covered trays, which they place first on the count and countess’s table. Anticipating raspberries, Eléonore reaches for the plate before the cover is lifted. Marguerite kicks her. “Uncle is here! Remember your manners,” she whispers.

Eléonore’s hand falls away as Mama lifts the lid. Each round plate holds a dollop of cheese, a loaf of brown bread, scraggly bits of greens. Mama clenches her teeth so tightly, the slightest jostle might snap off her head.

“What is this?”

The servant clears his throat. Cheese, he says, and bread. And some early lettuce from the garden.

“We were promised raspberries,” Eleanor says. “And fish.”

The countess shushes her, but the servant responds: No rain has fallen in weeks. The trout pond is drying up; the fish have died. The garden is wilting for want of moisture, in spite of daily waterings. As for the raspberries, the birds have attacked the canes and eaten all the fruit. Except for milk and wheat, the pantry is bare—and there is no money with which to replenish it.

The countess stands. “This will not do. Girls, go and tell your maids to pack your belongings. We shall dine this evening in Brignoles.”
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THE VERY THOUGHT of peaches makes Marguerite’s mouth feel ripe and lush—and Brignoles makes her think of peaches, which drip sweetly from the trees there. The season is too young for them now, but other deliciousness awaits, for the rain and sun fall in perfect balance in Brignoles, bringing a bounty of vegetables and fruits all around the year. Beside her in the carriage, Eléonore tosses small stones onto the seat, playing at dice. Opposite them, Sanchia presses her cheek against Mama’s arm, unheeded as Mama sings to the baby:

 

When fresh breezes gather,

That from your country rise,

I seem to feel no other

Air but that of Paradise.

 

Brignoles belongs to Mama, its town, its orchards, its square, its white palace all given by Papa as a wedding gift. Marguerite hums Bernard de Ventadour’s chanson and closes her eyes, feeling the fresh breeze on her face. Which of Provence’s treasures does she love most? Moustiers, with its rugged cliffs of rock, so thrilling to climb? She thinks of the lavender-scrubbed hills in Aix, where she and her sister have raced on horseback many times, kicking up fragrance; the fruit trees in Brignoles, not only peach but plum, from which she has gorged, and sickened herself; the blue-lapped Marseille shores, where Papa would bury his girls in sand from the neck down, then fashion for them mermaid’s tails; the Alps ringing the Provençal border like a strand of diamonds, in whose foothills she and Eléonore discovered a secret cave, filled with wondrous formations, where they pretended to be fairies. But no—her favorite has to be Tarascon, on the broad plain of the ribboning Rhône, the mighty fortress whose carved statues and gargoyles seem to spring to life in the moonlight (the fanciful Eléonore swears that they do), and where the troubadours and trobairitz fill the gardens with song. At Tarascon, they know, they are safe from harm, for no siege by mortals—by Toulouse—could penetrate its fortified walls.

He wants her. Soon King Louis of France will send a marriage proposal, and her life in Provence will end—for now. When Papa dies (in many years, please God), she will become Countess of Provence, and she can move between her county and her kingdom, caring for one, enduring the other. Until then, France will seem a purgatory and her life a dreary waiting. Provence is the realm of all her happinesses.

“Mama,” Sanchia says, “Margi is crying.”

Mama stops bouncing the baby.

“I love Provence,” Marguerite says.

The countess sighs, and gives Marguerite what she and Eléonore call her Smile of Infinite Patience. “Of course you love Provence. We are the envy of the world. But your family needs you in France.”

“Mama,” Marguerite says, “I have been thinking. In Paris, I would be far away. Couldn’t I help Provence more as its countess than as queen of another country?”

Her maire’s laugh is mirthless, as if Marguerite were a jongleur who kept dropping the balls.

“Do you think you could bring peace to Provence, and accomplish what your parents have not? Would you be like Cleopatra and charm the emperor into sending help? Perhaps he will invite you into his harem. Frederick loves pretty faces.” Marguerite’s cheeks burn.

“Or maybe you could impress the pope with your pretty faith, and convince him to crush the heretic Raimond of Toulouse like an ant.” Having chastised her, Mama has stopped laughing. “Would you be willing to pay the price that Rome demands—fees; knights and foot-soldiers for the pope’s battles; the loss of our independence?”

Eléonore’s cry pulls Marguerite’s attention to the sere fields outside. A peacock faces the carriage with its tail spread, looking as proud as if it had won it in a contest. Her hand closes around one of Elli’s pebbles; she hurls it at the bird.

“You missed, as usual,” Eléonore says. “Don’t be shy: Throw harder. Like this.” She leans over her sister to take aim with the second stone—and sends the bird off, squawking, in a flurry of blue.
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THE PALACE STAFF greets them at the door, then resumes setting up tables and benches in the great hall and setting down tableclothes, knives, spoons, and goblets. Shouts rise to the ceiling, and laughter. The aroma of roasted meat rumbles Marguerite’s stomach. Papa accompanies his knights and their horses to the livery stables. Mama, in the nursery, oversees the unpacking of the girls’ bedding and clothes. While the nurse consoles the crying Beatrice (awakened from a too-short nap), and Sanchia holds onto Mama’s skirts, Marguerite and Eléonore slip into the great hall.

“Let’s go to the kitchen,” Marguerite says. “Someone is sure to give us a bite of something.”

“If not, we’ll steal it.” Eléonore’s voice trills low with the excitement of thievery.

A man runs in, seeking Papa. The Count of Toulouse approaches with fifty men, on horses and in full armor. They have been spied in the forest, building a siege engine.

“A siege now, when supplies are so short? We will starve,” Mama says. She sends Madeleine, with Marguerite’s sisters, to the tower. Marguerite remains, Mama’s shadow since her twelfth birthday, when she began preparing to rule Provence—and, these last months, France.

“Fetch the count’s armor,” Mama orders Papa’s chamberlain. “Fetch the count,” she tells Romeo, before rushing off to the kitchen with Marguerite.

“Our men will need nourishment to fight,” she says. She steps into the kitchen, claps her hands, cries, “Hurry! Hurry! Or we will be lost.” Marguerite stares at the mutton and trout, olives, cheese, lettuces, baby artichokes, warm breads, and—yes—raspberries. She swallows the water pooling in her mouth, dances one way, then the next to avoid being overrun by servants snatching up the dishes of meats, fish, fowl, and vegetables, baskets of fruit, and flagons of wine. Her mother’s voice blares like a trumpet over the cacophony of running feet, clattering dishes and silverware, knife blades scraping against whetstones. Mama thrusts a platter of roast mutton into Marguerite’s hands. She blinks: is she a servant?

“Take it,” her mother says. Marguerite scurries out into the hall and places the platter before a group of knights who are already stuffing themselves, then hastens to join her paire at the head table. No sooner does she pick up a leg of guinea hen, though, than do trumpets announce the sighting of Toulouse and his army.

Papa leaps up and, donning his helmet, races out the door, shouting, followed by shouting men. While the hall empties, Marguerite follows her mother up the winding stone stairs. In the dim tower Madeleine holds Beatrice on her lap and feeds her bits of bread and meat while Sanchia sits on a stool and whimpers, her food untouched.

“You must eat,” Marguerite tells her. “What if the baby needs you? What if Mama does? How will you be useful if you have no strength?”

Mama stands at the tower wall, peering through a notch. Marguerite, too, watches as Papa and his men thunder across the drawbridge and pour onto the field. Toulouse’s knights scatter, except for those pulling a trebuchet and others dragging a felled tree to use as a battering ram. All wear battle gear, some in mail and others in the new plate armor that the Count of Provence cannot afford.

“Look at the puny size of Toulouse’s force,” Eléonore scoffs.

“They did not expect to find us here,” Marguerite says. “They had thought to conquer an empty castle.”

“Very astute, Margi,” Mama says.

“Anyone could have guessed that,” Eléonore says.

Up goes the red flag of Toulouse with its distinctive, twelve-pointed cross. Up goes the gold-and-red striped Provençal standard. As the horses make their initial charge, Marguerite grips the window ledge, bracing for the crash. Her father rides before his men, his lance lifted high. But the clash is not to come. Already Toulouse’s men are turning away, abandoning the trebuchet on its cart, dropping the battering ram.

“Hit him, Papa! Knock him down!” Eléonore shouts. Marguerite holds her breath. Riding straight for the Count of Toulouse, their paire smacks his lance at his opponent’s chest—a solid blow, but Toulouse is ready. He deflects the blow with his shield and smashes his lance into Papa’s stomach, knocking him to the ground. Eléonore’s shriek echoes off the walls. Marguerite’s heart clatters, a stone in a rolling drum, as Papa staggers to his feet. Toulouse hurls himself down and a hand-to-hand fight begins, both men thrusting and slicing and clashing their heavy swords.

Even a renowned swordsman such as Papa cannot defeat plate armor, which resists his every blow. After a time, his movements grow sluggish, his swordplay clumsy. His chest rises and falls, and he stumbles. Toulouse lifts his sword; her father’s cut follows a moment too late, and the blade falls across his shoulders, knocking him to the dust.

“Papa!” Tears fill Marguerite’s eyes. Elli screams. Sanchia buries her face in Mama’s skirt. Mama’s pale lips move in silent prayer. Then comes God’s answer: a foot soldier rushes to Papa’s aid—but Toulouse strikes him down with a blow to the neck. Next comes Romeo on his horse, a red feather in his helmet and a lance under his arm—but Toulouse leaps onto a horse and rides away, followed by his knights. The battle is finished.

Marguerite hurries downstairs with her mother and Eléonore, gripping her sister’s hand as if to hold herself upright. Papa may be dead. Please God, no. Her chest tightens, crimping her breath. His kind face, his laughter-crinkled eyes, the large nose she loved to tweak (making him sound like a honking goose as he talked), swim now before her tearing eyes. What did he say to her last night? You will always be a queen in my eyes, no matter what King Louis decides.

How great is the space between one heartbeat and the next? For Marguerite, time stretches into infinity as she stands at the door with her Mama and Eléonore, waiting for Papa. Unwanted thoughts intrude. If Papa dies, what will happen to her? Would she yet go to France, or would she remain in Provence to take his place? As if anyone could take her Papa’s place.

At last two men bear Papa through the château door, into the great hall, and up the stairs to his chamber. Marguerite stretches her neck, looking for signs of life. His grunts of pain reassure her as she slips into his chambers where he lies on his bed, soaking his bedclothes in blood, his blanched face gaping and popeyed. His arm hangs next to his body like a door that has fallen off its hinge. Mama goes to his side.

“I will be fine,” Papa rasps. His skin is as pale as a bleached skull, as if all his blood had drained through his wound. Mama grips his good hand as the healer eases his shoulder back into its socket.

“This is why you must go to France,” Mama says to Marguerite. “These attacks against Provence must end.”

Romeo strides in. What are the losses? Papa wants to know.

Five men wounded, he says. One killed.

“It could have been you!” Mama’s sob twists like a shriek in the wind. Marguerite turns away, unable to bear her mother’s tears.

“I will not die at Toulouse’s hand. God loves me too much for that,” the count says.

“God loves the heretic Toulouse more, it seems,” Mama says. “Perhaps our Lord does not realize that he is excommunicated. Or maybe he does not care.”

“Hush! The priest might hear you.” Papa closes his eyes. “Father Austerc is on his way to administer the final unction.”

“No! Papa!” Eléonore flings herself over him, protecting him from unction—or death. The count laughs, but Mama’s glare is a knife cutting short Marguerite’s giggles.

“Ramon, these attacks must stop. If you are killed, we lose Provence. And Toulouse is draining our treasury with these constant battles. We have only a few days’ worth of food here. Our children are as thin as twigs, Elli has to wear Margi’s used clothing, and the servants are grumbling because they have not been paid.”

“The knights complain, as well, but what are we to do? We cannot surrender Provence, so we must fight.”

Mama lifts her eyebrows at Marguerite, as if she had just won a bet or a dinnertime debate. “Now do you see? Like it or not, you must go to Paris,” she says. “Until you take the crown from Blanche de Castille, Provence will remain in danger. Your family will be in danger. The White Queen waits like a hawk to swoop down and snatch us away. Only you can save us from her clutches.”

Marguerite meets her maire’s gaze, but cannot hold it for long. The light of destiny being too bright for her to bear, she closes her eyes.
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“TEN THOUSAND MARKS!” The count slumps in his throne when the French emissaries have gone to bathe and prepare for the meal that Romeo has promised, somehow, to provide to them. “The White Queen cannot be serious.”

“Of course she is serious,” Mama says. “She knows how much we have spent fighting her cousin Toulouse. The more she weakens Provence, the more easily France can swallow us up.”

“It is no use.” Marguerite’s hopes soar: The white sands of Marseille, she thinks. The fragrance of rosemary. The summer sun. “We cannot afford this dowry.”

“We must afford it,” Mama says.

Papa rakes his fingers through his hair. He gives his eldest daughter a wan smile. “Margi, we should have sent you to Paris with Romeo. If King Louis had even one glimpse of you, he would be paying us for your hand. As it is, I do not see how . . . I am sorry, child. You will not be a queen, after all.”

Marguerite, sitting on a divan by the window, rises to move to his side. She slides her arms around his neck, kisses his cheek. “I am not disappointed, Papa. Didn’t you know? I would rather remain here with you.”

“And your father would rather keep you nearby.” Romeo struts in, tossing his curls. “But you must think of the future, my lord, not only for Margi’s sake. Make a queen of her, and I can make queens of them all.”

“You, Romeo? Or my brother Guillaume?” Mama purses her lips, not liking to see her family’s contributions ignored.

“Think of the glory that would follow, like ripples in a pond, to all your generations,” he says. “Your daughters and granddaughters, queens! Your grandsons, princes and kings! You must not let a temporary shortage of coins stand in your way.”

“True, but—”

“I knew you would agree!” He rubs his hands together. “I have just told the French that you agree to the dowry. They have already left for Paris.” The mystery of how to feed them thusly solved, he bows, his lips twitching in self-congratulation.

“By God’s head, Romeo, you will ruin me.” Papa leaps up. “You have given Queen Blanche the perfect excuse to invade—to collect the debt we will not be able to pay.”

“My lord, you are a noble warrior and a prince of poets, but you lack imagination in matters of money. You must leave the financing to me.”

The marriage price came as no surprise to Romeo. He had expected it to be even higher. After taking Normandy, Anjou, and Aquitaine away from England, France has risen in wealth and power to become one of the greatest kingdoms in the world. When Queen Blanche named her terms, he never hesitated, but rode straight to Savoy to ask for money from Mama’s brothers Guillaume and Thomas. In exchange, he promised them bright futures in the French court. He also solicited two thousand marks from the archbishop of Aix. “He does not want to lose his independence any more than you want to lose yours.”

“You are still a long way from ten thousand,” Marguerite points out.

Romeo shrugs. “The count may lack cash, but he does have land. We need only to pledge it, and castles, for the dowry. Tarascon is desirable, being so recently fortified. Since Margi will inherit Provence, you lose nothing—but you gain the allegiance of France.”

Mama rises and, her eyes soft with pride, enfolds Marguerite in her arms.

“Queen of France,” she says. “My little girl.”

She inhales Mama’s perfume and presses her face against her breast, hoping tears won’t stain her mother’s silk tunic.
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Country Bumpkin

Sens, 1234

 

 

THE FANFARE OF trumpets startles her awake—that, and her carriage’s sudden stop. She lifts her head from Aimée’s lap. Outside the window: Uncle Guillaume’s thickly bearded face.

“Are we in Sens?” Has she slept for so long?

“Not yet. But your husband cannot wait for us to arrive, it seems.” He beams. “King Louis approaches, my dear.”

Aimée snaps the curtain shut. Her fingers fly about her mistress’s head, tucking her loose hair into a crespine (for she is married now, already given by proxy to King Louis by Papa), tying a yellow barbette under her chin, topping her with a scalloped fillet. “You’ll not be caught by surprise as long as I serve you,” she says, dabbing red ochre onto Marguerite’s lips. From outside, fanfare. Marguerite lifts the curtain, sees Provençal horses bearing red-and-gold-striped banners and, in the distance, cathedral spires. Her time is nearly at hand. She takes a deep breath.

Guillaume raps again. “Will you keep His Grace waiting?”

“Go. Hurry!” Aimée pushes her out the door. “Go and charm your king, and save us all.”

She takes her uncle’s proffered hand and steps down to the ground. “I don’t know who is more excited about this meeting, you or Aimée.”

“I think the king outshines us both.”

Marguerite sees him—and gasps.

“I agree, ma chère, but of course you will not laugh,” Uncle Guillaume murmurs.

She is permitted to smile, however, and she does so, as broadly as her mouth will stretch as she glances into his eyes and then away, not letting her gaze linger on his mail suit of dazzling, eye-popping gold.

“My lord.” She curtseys deeply.

“Please do not be intimidated. I have dressed to impress you, but I am only a humble man under this armor.”

“A most dazzling man, my lord.” His eyes are a shade of blue she has not seen in eyes. They ask questions to which Marguerite has no answers. She has questions of her own, but now is not the time—not until she has won his affection.

Light bounces off his suit and across her eyes. She averts her gaze. He moves toward her.

“You are far more beautiful than anyone has said.” He stands so close that Marguerite can feel the sun’s reflection off his suit. Her breath catches in her throat. “M. de Flagy did not describe you fully.”

“‘Singing proves merely valueless/ If the song moves not from the heart,’” she sings softly.

The king blinks in confusion. “Pardon?”

“By Bernard de Ventadour, my lord.” He knits his brow. “Do not mind me. I have recently awakened from dreams peopled by troubadours, and filled with song.”

“Troubadours?” His face smoothes out, relieved. “Ask Mama. She knows all about them.” Does the White Queen share Marguerite’s love for song, then? If so, befriending her may not be so difficult.

A young man and a boy approach. As they bow, the king introduces them: his brothers—Robert, tall and broad-shouldered, the quintessential courtly knight except for his smirk; and Alphonse, small and dark-haired, blinking with purpose.

“Welcome to France, my lady.” Robert bows. “We hope you will enjoy our brother’s company more than we do.”

Alphonse sniggers. “Yes, please keep him amused. We are tired of hiding and running away from him.”

The king creases his forehead. She turns to present her uncles. “I believe you are acquainted with Guillaume, the archbishop-elect of Valence, and Thomas, the Count of Piedmont.”

“Who does not know the men of Savoy?” The king smiles as her uncles kneel before him. “The Holy Roman Emperor is said to keep your counsel these days,” he says to Guillaume.

“I dined with him a fortnight ago, my lord,” Guillaume says, standing. “And the pope of Rome the week before that. It would please me greatly to share my insights with you—”

“Yes, of course, you must speak to my mother.” Louis turns to Marguerite. “Shall we proceed to Sens, my lady? Mama waits to receive you there.”

He takes her hand and, bowing, kisses the air above it. Marguerite’s skin tingles as if he had touched her with his lips. He turns and strides to his horse, his brothers behind him. Beside her, Uncle Thomas arches an eyebrow and Guillaume shrugs.

“The king has no interest in policy making,” Guillaume says as the men escort her back to her carriage. “Can we blame him? Tomorrow is his wedding day.”

“He is enchanted by his new bride.” Thomas winks. “As is every man in his entourage. Did you note how they stared at you, Margi?”

“And you are not even wearing a gold suit,” Guillaume says.

Marguerite’s legs ache from the long hours of sitting. She longs to walk, but of course she cannot, for the crowd that has gathered along the roadside would suck her into itself, consuming her. Outstretched hands make her want to shrink back, but smiles and shouts hold her in the window of her carriage. “Vive la reine!” Goosebumps tickle her arms. “Vive la reine Marguerite!”

She ventures a wave, uncertain how to respond to these Franks and poor villeins, barefoot and dirty in their coarse clothing, fresh from work in the fields. A girl hands her a bundle of wildflowers; she crushes them against her nose as though they were fragrant roses. She blows a kiss to the girl; the people cheer. Standing so close, can they hear her thoughts? Pollen itches her nose, but she suppresses a sneeze for fear of spitting on them.

The path to Sens grows more clotted as the procession nears the city. People swarm the bridge, leaving little room for the carriage. At times it stops altogether, allowing hands to reach her window. “They will tear you apart with their love,” Aimée says. Marguerite lifts her hands, touches fingers and palms in passing, accepts the prayers and good wishes of her people.

“How pretty she is! She and the king will make handsome heirs.”

“Shh! Do not talk so about our queen.”

“And see? You are making her blush.”

In the crush, the spires of the Sens cathedral disappear from view, but a blast of trumpets announces its imminence. Her pulse flutters in time to the rat-a-tat of drums. So much depends on her success here. If she fails to stop Toulouse, her family may be lost—and so may be Provence, lost to that greedy tyrant, her people and her lands torn apart like a hind overcome by hounds.

The carriage passes under the jutting upper stories of tall houses which block the last light of the now-waning day, but no matter: Lighted candles ensconced on the outside walls illuminate the way and highlight the red, green, and blue banners and fragrant garlands of flowers draped over windows and doorways. “Vive la reine!” people continue to cry, but the shouts subside as the ragged and frayed tunics of the peasantry and the pale linens of the townspeople give way to colorful silks, velvet and fur, gold buttons, glittering jewels. These are the barons of France and their families, too refined to shout, too elegant to do more than smile and wave—if that. For at least one in their midst does neither, but watches her with contempt on his soft, almost womanly, face.

Toulouse.

She ducks behind the curtain. Why has he come to Paris? Not to congratulate her on her marriage, surely; not to bow before her tomorrow, when she takes the crown. Whatever his mission, it cannot bode well for Provence.

The carriage halts at the cathedral grounds. Myriad candles and torches illuminate the festive scene: horses munching from oats poured onto the grass; silk-clad men and women drinking from under shelters of branches and leaves; the cathedral, its spires piercing the night sky, its enormous rose window overlooking the sculptured saints lining the path to its door. Perfumes scent the air, and horse dung and burning tallow. Laughter and music weave an intricate dance under the peeping stars; a baby cries; horses whinny and nicker. Uncle Guillaume opens the carriage door and beckons her forth. Aimée hands her a mantle; she pulls it close. The air is cool for May—but this is not Provence.

The king’s smile makes her forget the chill. Her hand in the crook of his arm, they pass a mélange of faces—friendly, curious, bland, sullen—before stepping into a white palace beside the cathedral. These, the king tells her, are the archbishop’s apartments, given up for their use.

Up a set of stairs, then into a lamplit room. On the walls: a tapestry of gold, red, and saffron hexagons from Outremer; another depicting the crucified Christ, tears like diamonds on his cheeks. Carpets pad the floor in red and blue. Green velvet curtains hang at the windows. Gold and sandalwood perfume the air. She detects a faint fragrance of rose as well. Sumptuousness stretches like a cat in her lap. Her father’s household was never so luxuriant.

“Behold my mother.” Louis murmurs as if this were the cathedral. Marguerite blinks, adjusting her senses: the flickering light, the music of the vielle—and the woman with the snow-white face on the red velvet throne. When her sight returns, she moves across the room to kneel at the feet of Blanche de Castille, the legendary White Queen.

She extends her hand, allowing Marguerite to kiss her heavy gold ring. “I am deeply honored, my lady.” Marguerite’s hand trembles as she touches the cool fingers. “You are much acclaimed in my home of Provence.”

Blanche de Castille gives an indelicate snort and looks away, as if bored. Louis helps Marguerite to stand.

“Your home is in France now.” The queen mother’s voice holds a chill, like the night air. “The people of France are your people.”

Marguerite tries not to stare. This is the woman of whose beauty the troubadours sing? Her shaved hairline makes her forehead seem to bulge, ledge-like, over her eyes. The paste covering her face and throat renders her a White Queen, indeed.

She clears her throat. “And as queen, I only hope I can serve the French people as well as you have done.”

“M. de Flagy told me that you are a good girl.” The White Queen’s voice has softened. “I can see that he was correct. We are going to get along very well.”

“It is my fervent wish.”

Her blue-gray eyes, the “eyes of vair” praised in many a song, peruse Marguerite from head to feet and back up again, as did M. de Flagy’s, but without the leer.

“The problem is, ma chère, you do not look French. Your skin is as brown as a peasant’s, exposed to the sun during your rambles in the southern fields, I presume. Your hairline encroaches most unattractively onto your forehead, and your gown looks thin and garishly dyed. You remind me of one of those vulgar flowers that grow in the South, or of a common servant prancing about in her mistress’s clothes.”

“Yes, my lady.” Heat rises in her face.

“But these superficial flaws are easily remedied. I will send someone over in the morning, before the wedding ceremony, to pluck your forehead and to help you with your makeup. I will also provide you with a wedding gown, for I am sure the one you have brought is inadequate.”

From outside, shouts: Where is our new queen? We want the queen! The queen mother’s smile disappears.

“That is all for now. Louis, my love”—her voice becomes a caress—“you are in demand. Go and present your little wife to the people, then send her to her room to rest. I will wait for you here, darling. We have matters of the kingdom to discuss.”

“Yes, Mama.” The king kisses her hand, then offers Marguerite his arm. When they turn to leave, she remembers her uncles, standing in the doorway and waiting for their introductions.

She turns back to the White Queen. “My lady, may I present my guardians, my uncles Guillaume and Thomas of Savoy? They have come to pay their respects.”

The White Queen heaves a sigh, as if exhausted by the short meeting with Marguerite. “Not tonight. Tomorrow. I have had my fill of country bumpkins for one day.”

Tears spring to her eyes. “Yes, my lady.” As they start to walk away, the queen speaks her name.

“You may call me ‘Mama.’ I have only one daughter, and she is a silly child. It may please me to have a girl in the household with some sense in her head. As long as it has not gone to your head.”

“Yes, Mama,” Marguerite says. And walks out of the room with her husband, the king, her emotions whirling like bees around a vulgar flower.
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OUTSIDE, WHEN THEY emerge: Cheers and a burst of music. Jongleurs hurl sticks of fire; a golden goblet, filled to the brim with wine, finds its way into her hand. The king leads her beneath a spreading oak, up onto a platform ringed with candles; their light, reflected in his gold mail, makes him look aflame. “Vive la nouvelle reine!” people shout. “Vive Marguerite!”

The king gestures toward the goblet. She drinks the sour stuff—not Languedoc wine, to be certain. But she squelches her distaste and lifts her cup to toast her new countrymen and women, soon to be her subjects.

“Vive la France!” she cries. The crowd’s response rolls like thunder over the lawn. The king’s eyes shine as he accepts the goblet from her.

Two men ascend the steps, carrying a large trunk. From it they pull gifts, which the king presents to her: two new leather saddles; a golden bridle; a necklace dripping with diamonds and rubies; a bejeweled tiara, and, the pièce de résistance, a cloak of rich sable with fifteen gold buttons, each inscribed with the fleur-de-lis, the symbol of France, and sparkling with sapphires. Gasps and murmurs swirl as he drapes the soft fur over her shoulders, then fastens the buttons one by one.

“How beautiful she is!”

“See the roses in her cheeks—so delicate and feminine.”

“Only the best for our King Louis, non?”

The king hands the goblet to her; she drinks again, more deeply now, her blood warmed by the adoration, the cloak, or the wine—or all three. Then music begins anew, and the crowd begins to dance.

Her husband leaps to the grass, then turns toward her with arms outstretched. Marguerite leans in; he grasps her at the waist and twirls her down, sets her before him, she laughing, knowing the stars do not twinkle more brightly in the sky than do her eyes, and he gazing at her as though she were a gift he cannot wait to unwrap.

The music and the crowd sweep them along as if they were petals on a summer breeze, whirling them in a circle of dancers, his hand squeezing hers as they step and turn, his eyes never leaving her face even when his arm surrounds her waist and he swings her around. They laugh as the dance grows more frenzied, dizzy with the joy of being alive and young and together, until a small man with a balding head and shifting eyes taps on the king’s shoulder.

“Pardon, my lady,” he says, bowing before turning to Louis. “Your Grace, the queen reminds you that she is waiting.” Marguerite’s gaze follows the king’s to see the queen mother silhouetted in an upstairs window, looking over the festivities. Beside her, a familiar paunch-bellied figure with overlong hair: Raimond of Toulouse. Louis drops her hand as though caught in an indecent act.

“It is late.” He averts his eyes. His shoulders sag. “Let me show you to your room.”

He strides away so briskly that she must trot to keep pace, back into the palace, up the stairs, past the royal quarters to another set of rooms. He leads her through the door where her uncles sit at a table by a fireplace and sup on fish and vegetables. They leap to their feet, Guillaume nearly knocking over his goblet of wine.

“I have kept your niece too long. She must be tired and hungry.” Louis’s words tumble out. His hands clench and unclench at his sides. “Is everything to your liking? Are your rooms comfortable? Then I must leave you and attend to business. Good night, gentlemen.” He lifts her hand to his lips but he barely glances at her; his thoughts have already gone elsewhere, and then, just as abruptly, so has he.

Aimée brings over a chair and sets it at the table, facing the fire. Marguerite plops down, feeling like a sail that has lost its wind. This apartment is smaller than the royal quarters, and filled with wall sconces of shimmering gold and statues: grotesque heads of saints lining the ceiling, and, in the corner, a statue of a nude man with private parts so lifelike she blushes and tries not to look. Uncle Guillaume offers her wine, but she declines. “Dreadful stuff, anyway,” Thomas mutters.

“The king left hastily.” Guillaume peers at her from under his thick brows.

“His mother called,” she says. She does not mention Toulouse, dreading their response. They might want to know why she did not join the meeting—why she did not at least try. How could she tell them of the White Queen’s cold demeanor, of her condescending remarks? Country bumpkin.

“Have you heard the tales about the White Queen and her son?” Uncle Guillaume dips his bread in his wine. “I never believed them, but now I wonder . . .”

“She said she needs to talk with him about matters concerning the kingdom.” Marguerite closes her eyes.

“On the eve of his wedding? They must be urgent matters, indeed.”

“Or maybe she is a mother who clings to her son. King Louis is the very image of his father,” Thomas says. “Blanche’s passion for her husband was widely known.”

“Uncle!” She opens her eyes.

Guillaume grins. “Perhaps the son fills certain . . . needs that the husband once did. He adores her, for one thing.”

“And yet she would have sold him to gain a kingdom.” Thomas tells the tale: Blanche’s husband, Louis VIII—heir to the French throne—answered the English barons’ call to revolt against the English King John. They promised to award the crown to Prince Louis. Blanche urged him to go, although his father, King Philip Augustus, argued against it. The parochial English would never allow a Frenchman to rule, he insisted. Their tyrant vanquished, they will remember their hatred against France—and turn against you next. Prince Louis went anyway, but King John proved a cunning and brutal opponent. When Louis sent home for more funds, King Philip refused to pay. But Blanche, ambitious from the start, was determined to become England’s queen. If he would not send Louis the money he needed, she threatened, she would sell her children—his grandchildren—to raise the sum.

“She would have done it,” Thomas said. “The White Queen will stop at nothing to obtain what she wants.”

“She is passionate,” Marguerite says. “What is wrong with that?”

Her uncles grin. “We shall ask you that question in a few weeks,” Guillaume says.

After supper, the queen mother’s tailor, a fussy man whose wrists stick out from his too-short sleeves, measures her for her wedding gown. As Aimée prepares her later for bed, unlacing her tunic, helping her into her robe, and combing and plaiting her hair, she spills over with questions. Did the king please her? Does Marguerite like his mother? Which of her gifts did she treasure most? Is she excited about tomorrow’s wedding? Marguerite says nothing and, always sensitive to her moods, the handmaid grows quiet.

Yet she ponders the questions, and her answers. What does she think of her husband? He seems kind, he appears handsome, and he dances well. He knows nothing of poetry, and his riposte is not as clever as she has hoped, but perhaps he was nervous today. His mother made a stronger impression—a number of them, in fact, and all contradictory.

Every woman hopes to win her husband’s love, but you have an added task: charming his mother. Although King Louis is now nineteen years of age, Blanche still rules France—and, from what Marguerite has seen, she rules her son, as well. She, not Louis, gives money and men to Toulouse for the raids on her father’s castles. She is the reason why Provence suffers—why Papa suffers. To help her family—and to save Provence—Marguerite must befriend the White Queen.

Laughter floats upward from the lawn, and more music. Marguerite moves to the window for one last look at the festivities: the jongleurs doing handsprings and flips, rehearsing for tomorrow’s celebration; children chasing one another, darting in and out of the makeshift shelters; servants rushing about with filled goblets for their masters and mistresses; dancers whirling and spinning.

Below her window, onlookers clap in time to the music as a couple turns before them, fleet-footed and lithe, gazing into each other’s faces with delight. She watches for a while, wishing she had a rose or a token to toss down to the dancing couple. After a while, the song ends and they fall apart, panting and laughing, the woman’s hand on the man’s arm in an intimate caress. How lovely to be in love! Marguerite smiles—but her smile freezes when she recognizes the pair. Louis, dressed now in a red tunic and mantle, and his mother exchange a kiss, then join hands for another dance.
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WHITE-FACED WOMEN DISTURB her sleep, clamping fingers of bone around her throat, pressing her into her pillow—Hold still, you stupid bumpkin—flashing long, curved knives, scraping their blades across her eyebrows, her forehead, her scalp. She awakens with a start, her pulse thumping like the foot of a hare. She snatches her hand mirror from the table, sees herself looking back, unmolested. It was only a dream. Then she sees the statue in the corner and remembers why she is here, and her heart begins to race again.

The lamps are already lit. Aimée, dressed in a tunic of pale rose, bustles about, bringing Marguerite’s gown in from the garderobe (“Today is your wedding day,” she purrs, as if Marguerite needed reminding), setting out a sop for her breakfast, pulling back the bedcovers and bidding her to rise for the prayer service, although the sun has not even begun to think about doing so.

“Is God awake at this ungodly hour?” she wonders as her handmaid combs her hair.

“I don’t know, my lady, but the French certainly are.” Outside, the chapel bells ring. A moment later, Uncle Guillaume is at the door, eyes puffy. It is time, he says, for prayer.

“At this hour, one wonders what there is to say to God,” he grumbles.

“Who ever did penance employ before he sinned?” Marguerite sings. Fully awake now, she feels filled-with-air light, as if she might float like a bubble to the ceiling.

“Your King Louis, that is who,” Uncle Thomas says as he joins them for the walk across the dew-damp grass. “Our friend Bertran d’Alamanon must have seen into the future when he wrote those lines.”

“Or he knew the king’s mother,” Marguerite says.

“Perhaps. But Blanche was not always such a model of piety,” Guillaume says.

How the rumors flew after Louis’s father died! The most popular—and tenacious—tale involved Blanche and the handsome papal legate, and an illegitimate pregnancy. Blanche finally stilled the wagging tongues by stripping off her clothes before the barons’ council to show her flat stomach.

“No one would start such a rumor today,” Thomas says. “Blanche de Castille has transformed herself into a veritable Virgin Mother.” By donning the mantle of a stern prioress, she avoided both scandal and marriage—and saved the throne for herself. Prising it away from her will be Marguerite’s task.

The chapel is surprisingly full when they enter, of bleary-eyed barons and their rumpled wives, servants asleep on their feet, prelates fairly bouncing with zeal for God and their king—and, standing in the front, her husband and mother-in-law to be. Louis gives her a shy smile while his mother presses her lips together, disapproving of her late entrance. Marguerite smiles in reply, still thinking of Blanche in her underwear before the barons’ council. Who else on earth would dare? Tomorrow, Marguerite will arrive on time.

After the service, she at last introduces the uncles to Blanche, who bats her lashes as though she had not recently snubbed them. “I did not see either of you at our festivities last night,” she simpers. “But you must have been resting after your long journey. A dance today? But of course, monsieurs. I have had so many requests already, but I will certainly fit you in. You men of Savoy are renowned for grace and charm.”

“Blanche is beautiful, but brittle about the edges,” Thomas remarks later, as he and Guillaume lounge in their apartment. “One can see why she never remarried.”

“Do not underestimate the White Queen, my brother: She has never lacked suitors. She simply loves power too much to share it with a husband. Or with her son, I hear.”

Aimée, styling Marguerite’s hair for the wedding, works silently so that they can listen.

“Let us hope that she can relinquish her power when the time comes,” Thomas says.

“She will have no choice. Margi’s coronation is tomorrow. The entire kingdom will know our niece as the new queen.”

“And if she does not? Will Margi be able to stop Toulouse? Ramon’s health cannot withstand these attacks for much longer. Our sister says he collapsed on the journey home after signing the verba de praesenti for Margi’s marriage.”

Marguerite gasps. “Papa! Is it serious?”

“According to your mother, no. She blames fatigue, and your father’s sorrow over losing you to France. But as you know, his heart’s beat has become uncertain and erratic of late. He will not withstand many more weeks of battle. You must stanch the flow of French livres into Toulouse’s coffers, my dear.”

“Stopping Toulouse will be my first priority.” Along with producing heirs: a queen consort’s primary role is that of mother, not ruler, her mama has taught. “But I would appreciate any help you might provide.”

“Perhaps your handsome uncle Guillaume will revive his once-formidable seduction skills in order to win her favor.”

Guillaume laughs. “Charming the ladies is your specialty, Thomas, not mine.”

“I saw how the king looks at you, lady,” Aimée murmurs to Marguerite. “You will soon win his heart and then he will listen only to you, no matter what his mother desires.”

That time cannot come soon enough. After this morning’s prayer service she spied Toulouse lurking about the cathedral door—waiting for Blanche, no doubt. What did they discuss last night? Did he request more money, or troops, or weapons with which to attack Provence? When she is queen, will he dare to approach her for help? Let him try! She’ll send him home with a drooping scabbard and an empty purse.

Aimée laces up the gown that Blanche has sent—lovelier, indeed, than the one she has brought from home—a confection of saffron silk with a cream surcoat embroidered in gold thread, and a green-and-gold mantle trimmed with ermine. Over her dark hair, worn loose for the ceremony, she lays a fine net woven with diamonds, rubies, and emeralds. Before her uncles, she turns slowly around. “Trop belle!” they exclaim from their cushioned chairs, over their brandies. “Madame, nous sommes enchantés.”

Is she going to faint? She takes long, deep breaths, calming herself as she walks arm in arm with the uncles, across the lawn and through the gathered crowd of nobles. “What an elegant young lady the countryside has produced!” she hears someone murmur. “She looks as lovely as her namesake, the daisy.”

“Lift your head,” Uncle Guillaume urges. “Walk like a queen.”

Her step falters nonetheless as she forces herself to meet the curious stares, noting the nobles’ shimmering silks and swirling taffetas, their glittering jewelry—and their narrowed, scrutinizing eyes.

“See how happy she is to marry our king.”

“Who wouldn’t smile to trade Provence for Paris?”

True to the queen mother’s word, the women wear ghostly white faces and rouged lips under cleanly plucked, prominent foreheads. How rustic she must appear with her golden complexion, inherited from her Aragonian father, and her simple necklace of pearls. She turned away the queen mother’s man today with his pot of pale paste and his curved blade. And yet: La reine belle jeune, they call her, the beautiful young queen.

Queen Blanche, standing near the gate where the ceremony will begin, watches her approach with glinting eyes. Marguerite kneels before her to kiss her ring. “Mama,” she murmurs, but the word weights her tongue like a stone.

“I hope you will consider me a daughter from this day forward, and your humble servant,” she says. Blanche’s stern gaze softens—until the murmurs begin again.

“How gracious! The ‘daughter’ outshines the ‘mother’ in disposition as well as beauty.”

“Blanche was never so sweet, not even as a child, I’ll wager.”

“Was the White Queen ever a child?”

The queen mother’s hand stiffens. She withdraws it from Marguerite’s grasp.

But King Louis takes both her hands in his own as he kisses her. In his many, colorful robes, he reminds Marguerite of a peacock in full display. Today, though, he wears no gold except his crown and his fair hair curling softly about his chin.

“I hope the festivities did not keep you awake,” he says.

“No, my lord, I slept deeply.”

He grimaces. “I, too, wished to retire early, but my barons insisted that I rejoin them in the merrymaking.”

“I saw you dancing with the queen mother.”

“Thanks be to God for sending her out with me. It was Mama who prised me from the nobles’ grip. Otherwise, they might have danced me through today’s morning prayers.”

The archbishop emerges, clad in cloth as fine as the king’s and of the richest red, his chubby face shining under his broad-brimmed cap, his hands cradling an open book. He bows to them, then begins the ceremony atop the cathedral steps: the confirmation that they are both of age and not too closely related; and that they and their parents consent to the marriage. The wedding vows. The incensing and blessing of the bridal ring. Louis’s voice coarsens as he slips the ring over each of her fingers—“In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost”—before landing on the fourth. The archbishop intones a prayer, then leads them into the cathedral. She walks without feeling the ground, as if her feet were too light to touch the earth, catching her breath at the grandeur of God’s house: the high, narrow arches overhead, the statues of saints lining the walls, the light flooding the altar from the high windows, the splendid rose-shaped window over the entry whose stained glass sends colors floating down like petals.

Once everyone has wedged into the cathedral and quieted at last, the archbishop celebrates the mass, offering communion to the wedding couple, lighting candles, and saying prayers.

“Wife, be good to your husband,” he says. “Submit to him in all things, for that is the will of God.” What of submission to one’s mother-in-law? Is that God’s will, as well?

The archbishop kisses Louis on the mouth: the kiss of peace. Louis gives it, in turn, to Marguerite. His lips feel strange, but not unpleasant. When it ends, she wants another, as if his kisses were sweets; she imagines sliding her arms around his neck and pulling him closer. But of course she does not. Now is not the time for more kissing, but it will come soon enough.

The archbishop pronounces them husband and wife. Louis grasps her hand, his expression eager, and the room fills with shouts and cheers—but before they step down from the altar, the queen mother steps forward and whispers to the archbishop. He nods and lifts his hands, silencing the crowd.

“I had almost forgotten an important addition to this ceremony,” he says. The White Queen beams at Louis as if she has just given him a golden horse to match his shiny mail suit. “For a perfect and holy union, the Church exhorts the newly wedded couple to delay the consummation.”

Exclamations and chatter arise, prompting the archbishop to call for silence. Then he turns to Louis and Marguerite.

“Cleanse your souls with prayer for three nights before uniting your bodies,” he says. “When you join together in holy matrimony, you also join with God. Your purified state may please our Lord, the better for you to produce an heir to the throne.”

Louis’s expression darkens—but then the queen mother cries out, “Praise be to the Lord,” and soon everyone is praising God, and Louis’s frown turns, again, to a shy grin. Marguerite’s smile feels like a fragile ribbon that has been pasted to her face. After all the blessings, anointings, and prayers, aren’t she and the king pure enough? How much sin can one soul hold? How much scrubbing does it need to be considered clean?

“Vive le roi!” the crowd cries. “Vive la reine!” Louis bows to her, and she to him, and he squeezes her hands affectionately, the way he did last night as they danced. They turn to face their cheering, adoring audience.

“Vive la reine!” Marguerite’s heart seems to leap about. She came to win the love of her husband and his mother, but behold the people—her people—embracing her so ardently. Perhaps she will enjoy being Queen of France, after all.
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AFTER THE DAY’S excitement, she feels content to rest on her knees in the chapel, by her husband’s side, and thank the Lord for his blessings. Then the archbishop gives his instructions: They are to begin with the Pater Noster, followed by the Ave Maria. Next come the Credo and the seven Penitential Psalms, then silent prayer and contemplation. The cycle begins anew every hour.

“And are we to sleep between the Pater Noster and the Ave Maria, or during the silent prayer?” she asks.

The archbishop regards her for a long moment—unused to questions from women, apparently, since he doesn’t answer hers. “Isn’t that what you wished, Your Grace?” he says to Louis. “A ritual of prayer to last until the morning?”

“Do not fret, my bride.” Louis’s voice sounds far away, as if he had already crossed into the shadowy world of credos and penances. “The Lord will sustain us through the night.”

Marguerite closes her eyes, imagines a bed, imagines herself lying down in it, sinking in softness, burrowing in quilts. Today she became the bride of the King of France. She had a royal wedding and a magnificent feast with course upon course heralded by trumpets: a pie from which songbirds flew; a gold-beaked swan roasted and refitted in its feathered coat; a pudding of cherries sprinkled with rose petals, and an endless stream of sycophants filling her time with gratuities and expecting inanities in return. Afterward, minstrels and jongleurs performed under the arbor. And, through it all, the appraising eye of Blanche, whose frown deepened with every compliment paid to Marguerite. When troubadours from her father’s court performed a sequence of songs in her honor, Blanche’s face turned bright red under her white makeup.

“The White Queen covets all the praise in her court,” Uncle Guillaume said. “Have you noted the paucity of women? She employs only a few female servants, and all are either old or plain.”

Thomas laughed. “I do not envy Margi.”

At this moment, she does not envy herself. If the queen mother resents compliments given on her wedding day, how will she react when Marguerite dons the crown of France? All of France will honor her then. Without adequate sleep, how will she forbear her mother-in-law’s acerbic comments, her droll sarcasms? How will she make a good impression, and gain her respect? Yet she must do as Louis wishes. He is her husband, after all—and he is the king.

Yet not even the king can stop her thoughts from roaming as she prays.

Was that a smirk on Blanche’s mouth today when her young son Charles snatched a piece of meat from Marguerite’s fingers? And then the little beast stuck out his tongue and declared that she was too petite to be a queen. “You look like my sister’s queen-doll, only not as pretty,” he said for all to hear. Blanche never uttered a word of reprimand, but hid a smile behind her hand.

Marguerite would have used her hand for a different purpose—but instead she ignored him. Reacting would only increase his enjoyment, as she knows from experience with Beatrice. Of course, no child of the Count and Countess of Provence, even one as spoiled as Beatrice, would behave so rudely.

The manners are despicable here. During silent contemplation, she composes a letter to Eléonore. I saw a nobleman blow his nose in the tablecloth. I heard the queen mother’s ladies-in-waiting tell bawdy jokes about my husband and the washerwoman. Their own king! Even the troubadours lack refinement. While ours in Provence sing the chansons de gestes of knights and chivalric deeds, these poets fawn over the queen mother—while she dimples like a girl and pretends to blush.

A slow ache spreads through her knees, then a tingling, then numbness. Her head slumps forward; she jerks awake and resumes her prayers. Pater noster, qui es in caelis, sanctificetur Nomen tuum. Blanche indulged the impudent Charles, yet snapped irritably at the nine-year-old Isabelle. “I am going to marry Jesus,” the child said to Marguerite, her face as earnest as a martyr’s.

“The nunneries are filled with wives for our savior,” Blanche said. “You are my only daughter, and you will marry to benefit France.”

Isabelle’s smile held the secret of a child determined to have her way. “I have heard that you love the poets,” she said to Marguerite. “Do you know this song? ‘Amongst others I feign the status quo, while the day seems tedium congealed.’”

Quoting Arnaut! Were Isabelle older, this alone would bind them in friendship. And yet—who else in this court would suffice? For all the love poured upon her during her wedding ceremony, the nobles’ wives held themselves aloof during the feast. Is it because she hails from the south—a country bumpkin—or because she is going to be queen? Perhaps, after all these years of Blanche’s rule, the French are unaccustomed to friendly queens.
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