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Praise for internationally bestselling author Sherry Jones

FOUR SISTERS, ALL QUEENS

“A well-written novel set during fascinating times. The relationship among the sisters is believable and often heartbreaking.”

—Library Journal

“A colorful portrait . . . and an insight into history.”

—RT Book Reviews

“Jones captures the feel of the tension-filled thirteenth century. . . . Though you may already know the ending, Jones makes it feel like something you haven’t heard of before. . . . Four Sisters, All Queens is not to be missed.”

—Fresh Fiction

“Engrossing and vividly rendered. . . . A mesmerizing tableau of what it meant to be a queen.”

—C. W. Gortner, author of The Confessions of Catherine de Medici

“Delightfully evokes the rich details and vivid personalities of a fascinating era. A feast for fans of historical fiction!”

—Gillian Bagwell, author of Venus in Winter

“Sherry Jones brings medieval Europe to life. . . . What a tale!”

—Catherine Delors, author of For the King

THE SWORD OF MEDINA

“Jones’s fictionalized history comes alive with delicate, determined prose.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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For Bobby:

amor, amicitia, dilectio, caritas.


For nothing is under less control than the heart—having no power to command it, we are forced to obey.

—HELOISE TO ABELARD
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THE ROYAL ABBEY AT ARGENTEUIL

NORTH OF PARIS, FRANCE, DECEMBER 1114

I was born in silence, my wails quieted by the hand of the only friend my mother could trust. In silence I spent most of my youth, amid the nuns of Argenteuil floating through the dark abbey without sound, as though we lived under the sea. Only in my dreams did I dance, laughing with my mother in the sun, her voice like water, her kisses like dew falling on my cheek. I would awaken with tears instead, and an ache like hunger that never subsided.

Mother. Why did she leave me? Where had she gone? I begged God to return her to me. He answered me with a letter from her on my twelfth birthday, sent with a volume of Seneca’s philosophy that I would cherish all my days.

I love you and long for you daily. Your uncle writes that you are an exceptional scholar, which brings me joy, for I, too, love to read the poets and philosophers as well as the Scriptures. I had planned to teach them all to you, but it was not to be, not in this life.

I shall never forget your tears on the day we parted; anguish fills my breast even now at the memory. I pray that you can forgive me, my beloved daughter. Forced to choose between loyalty to your father and life with you, I sent you away. I pray that, someday, you will understand.

In bed that night, I cried as never before. A fatal illness had not stricken my mother as it had the maman of my friend Merle, one of the other oblates. Mine had not brought me here to fulfill a promise to God, as Adela’s mother had done. God had not called me to Argenteuil at all. My mother had abandoned me of her own free will: it was her choice. My soul’s anguish gushed from my eyes, filling my mouth until I thought I would choke, in torrents that I thought would never cease. When at last I had depleted my store, I fell into a deep, dark sleep. The dreams of my mother ceased after that night, as did my tears.

Ten years after my arrival at the Royal Abbey, the Reverend Mother Basilia marched into the classroom and interrupted the lesson I was teaching on Paul’s first letter to the Romans.

“Heloise, you have a visitor. Go and prepare yourself, then come to my office.”

A visitor! When had anyone called for me? The familiar pucker of the Reverend Mother’s mouth, as if she had eaten sour fruit, told me that I would be taken away. My mother had come at last! My feet seemed to sprout wings, and I flew out the door.

I would have run to the dormitory, shouting thanks to God, were such boisterous behavior permitted. Or perhaps I would not have done so, for in my fantasies I had always presented myself perfectly to Mother, poised and mature, a proper young lady on whom she would shine beams of pride and love. I washed my face, cleaned my teeth, and rebraided my hair, then dug into my trunk for the forbidden hand-mirror my friend Merle had given me. For the first time in my life—but not the last—I wished for beauty. My mother’s hair had shone like spun gold, while mine dropped in a heavy, dark wave with a streak of pure white over my left eye. The hateful Adela used to tease me about it. Is your father a badger? I never replied, not knowing the answer myself. But I knew my mother, and now she awaited while I preened in the mirror. Vanity of vanities; all is vanity. I threw the mirror into the chest and hurried outdoors.

Mother had come! My pulse pounded all the way across the dry grass of the courtyard and on the stones paving the dank halls of the abbey. I must have passed—but do not remember doing so, in my excitement—the newly built refectory with its engraved face of the Virgin Mother looking placidly over the doorway. I did not even stop to cross myself before her, or to greet her with a whispered Hail Mary, Mother of God. Why should I, when my own mother waited for me in the flesh only a few steps away?

At the abbess’s door I took a deep breath. Mothers love their children. Mine would love me no matter whether I was pretty or not, smart or not, poised or not. And I would love her, too, even if she had become as ugly and unpleasant as the Reverend Mother Basilia.

Yet my hand trembled so that I could hardly seize the latch and open the door.

The abbess stood before me, looking as if she might hit someone. Then, a rustle behind her; a movement. I prepared to greet my mother, my throat choked with unshed tears—but beheld, instead, a heavyset man with a ruddy complexion and thick, red lips.

“Your uncle, the canon Fulbert,” the Reverend Mother said. Her voice sounded tired—she hated to lose her daughters—but not as tired as my uncle appeared to be.

His eyes reddened at the sight of me. “Dear God, how you resemble your mother,” he breathed. “It is as if she had come to life again.”

I cried out before he had even finished the sentence, knowing at once why he had come. A hole seemed to open inside me, filled only with darkness.

“Quiet yourself, Heloise,” the abbess snapped. “You know that we do not allow such outbursts.”

“I should think an exception might be made in this instance,” my uncle said, knitting his thick eyebrows (and showing me whence I had inherited mine). “Her mother has died, after all.”

His words in their awful finality hit me like a great stone thrown against my chest. I clutched a chair, dizzy and sick. Mother. I looked to my uncle for comfort and found it in the tears spilling down his face.

“I have come, Heloise, to take you home with me. It was your mother’s final wish.”
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PART ONE

Amor
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In you, I readily admit, there were two things especially with which you could immediately win the heart of any woman—the gift of composing, and the gift of singing.

—HELOISE TO ABELARD

THE NÔTRE-DAME CLOISTER

PARIS, MARCH 1115

He sang to me of love from under curling eyelashes. In the center of the market, amid the squawking hens, the squealing children and the barking dogs, and the wine sellers beating sticks against their bowls of vin á broche, he performed a song of incomparable beauty without minstrel or lute, drawing every eye—but singing only to me. His voice brought a warm summer rain to mind. I felt a soaring within my breast, as if a door had flung itself wide and my heart had flown through it.

When he had finished, he removed his hat with its peacock’s feather and bowed only to me in spite of the shouts of Très beau! Je t’adore! from the women who had clustered around him, pretending to understand his Latin verse. As he bent over, dark curls fell across his tonsure, which was no larger than a thumbprint on his crown—the minimum required for a canon—a mark of the irreverence that had, it was said, gained him not a few enemies. He wore purple, a brocade of silk ribbon and gold thread, and heavy boots. His lips pursed as he rose, as though he might burst into laughter or another song. His eyes gleamed triumph, as though he had won a contest with me as the prize.

My heart’s beat faltered. His broad smile beckoned; his bold gaze dared me to refuse. Something shifted inside me, like the turning of a key in a lock. For a moment, I forgot everything I had ever known: the books I had read, the secrets I kept, my destiny that no one could alter. I would be no one’s prize. Yet his smile shone like light across my face, pulling up the corners of my mouth, softening my eyes.

The cathedral bell tolled vespers. I started; his song had made me late. Uncle would want his flagon; Pauline, her capon. I bent to gather the sacks I had dropped at my feet.

A hand touched mine. I looked up and nearly fell into eyes of impossible blue. The sky at twilight could not compare. My breath caught in my throat.

“Heloise.” His lips formed a kiss when he spoke my name. Pierre Abelard, the most famous—and infamous—scholar in Paris, offered my name to me like a gift. A sweet ache spread through my chest. “Allow me.”

He took the packages from my arms: the capon in its flax-cloth sack, the flagon, and the second sack with the bread, vegetables, and strawberries, leaving me to carry the book of Ovid’s writings I had borrowed that day, my sheepskin pouch with its wax tablet and stylus, and my wonderment.

The renowned teacher and poet now hastened to keep stride with me; he carried my packages, whistling a tune and beaming with pride as if I, not he, were the world’s greatest philosopher. Envy slanted the eyes of the women we passed. They murmured his name—Monsieur Abelard, darling Pierre, so handsome—but he seemed not to notice.

As we walked, I slid glances at him. Slight of form as he was—not much taller than I, and compactly built—he yet moved through the world as though he owned everything in it. His trampling steps left his mark in the damp-soft street, while I hopped from stone to stone to avoid the mud. At one point, lightning streaked the waxen clouds. The clap of thunder that followed nearly toppled me into a large puddle, but he stretched out a hand to steady me. His eyes’ kindness made me want to lean into his arms. But why would a man of his status deign to help me, who had not even a father to give her a name?

“Take care, Heloise,” he said. “Why don’t you ride a horse? Surely your uncle would provide one for you.”

“Master Petrus. How do you know me?”

A pair of canons lifted their brows at the sight of us together. We began to walk again. “Who,” he said, “has not heard of the female scholar? A gift for letters is rare in a girl.”

“Only because girls have no schools.”

“You understood every word of my song.” He studied me as if I had two heads.

In fact, I had mastered not only Latin but also Greek and now studied Hebrew with a rabbi on the rue des Juiveries. But how dare I boast to the master? I might speak every tongue in Babel, yet my accomplishments would pale in comparison to his.

“Do you truly think schools would make a difference? It is said that the female mind cannot comprehend complex ideas,” he said.

“Complex ideas such as those in your song?” He failed to notice my wry tone. The song, so beautiful in its melody, had lacked complexity in its verse. I might have expected much more from the new headmaster of the Nôtre-Dame Cloister School.

“Ah, my poetry! What do you think of it? Women swoon over my songs. Baudri of Bourgueil, on the other hand, condemned them as too worldly.” Abelard showed his teeth, looking every bit the hungry wolf. His eyes twinkled. “He says I ought to sing of heavenly angels, but I prefer the earthly ones.”

I averted my gaze and widened the distance between us. A tonsured head, a vow of celibacy—these guaranteed nothing. To forbid the fruit only sweetens its flavor. Yet, he could not have achieved greatness at his age—not a strand of silver yet in his hair—had he whiled his hours with women. Time is the one loan that even a grateful recipient cannot repay.

Taught to respect my elders, I said nothing. The magister’s verses reminded me of a roasted peacock presented at the table with its brilliant feathers reattached: glorious to behold, but lacking in nourishment. He had sung of love as a flutter in the heart, as a burning in the loins, as a watering of the mouth. What could anyone learn from such nonsense? But I would not criticize the song he had sung especially for me.

“Everyone said, ‘You must meet Heloise,’ ” he went on. “ ‘She is a master of letters, and a trove of literary knowledge.’ You are accused of inventing new words, and of writing poetry that rivals Ovid’s.” He glanced at the book in my hands. “Could such subtlety of thought truly belong to a woman?”

“I am fluent in Greek as well. And I am learning Hebrew.” To prove myself, I quoted passages in both tongues, relishing the drop of his jaw.

“By God, how long have I waited to encounter a woman such as you? Indeed, I never imagined such a creature existed. Where have you hidden yourself all this time?”

“Not hiding from you, Master Petrus. I spend most hours at my books.” I lowered my head to hide my pleasure. “One does not simply absorb knowledge, which Aristotle said is necessary to wisdom; nor is wisdom gained except by questioning.”

Abelard stared at me. Cringing to hear myself crowing like a cock, I closed my mouth.

“She speaks in Greek and quotes from Aristotle!” We resumed our walk. “And I have lost my wager with Roger in the scriptorium. He told me about you, but I did not believe him.”

I had to smile, thinking of men betting money on my knowledge. “I hope you will not forfeit a large sum.”

“My purse may be empty, but my life is enriched, now that I have met you at last.”

He tramped through a puddle, heedless of the mud splashing his hem, as he told of the effort he had expended to speak with me. “I stood for an hour in the place today, singing like the king’s bouffe, waiting for you to appear.”

“You waited for me?” Who had ever taken such measures for my sake? Not my mother, who had abandoned me; not my uncle, who would return me to cloistered life as soon as he pleased.

“I sang for you, yes. Or—no. I did it for myself, to alleviate the agony of watching you from afar.”

He had admired me, he said, for several weeks, as I’d walked past his classroom on my daily errand to the place de Grève market. On the first warm day of spring, he moved his scholars onto the cathedral lawn, hoping to attract my attention. I had noticed him, his ringing voice, his waving arms, his excited laughter as he debated his students and always won. Feeling the eyes of his scholars upon me, I lowered my gaze as I hurried past, day upon day, increasing his frustration until, today, he ended the class and hurried after me. But I had disappeared into the scriptorium.

“I sang to lure you,” he said. “I saw you stop yesterday to hear a minstrel perform a chanson de geste of inferior quality. I hoped my song might please you more.” He winked. “Now I think it was my own pleasure that I desired to increase.”

If so, he would be disappointed. If he sought pleasure from a woman, the sort that elicited winks, then he had already wasted his time with me. I would have told him so, but here came my uncle lumbering toward us, his great belly leading him like a horse pulling a cart, his face scowling at the sight of the victuals, still in sacks, that ought to be ready for his table by now. Noting my alarmed expression, Abelard turned, and Uncle’s ill temper gave way to delight.

“Petrus Abaelardus!” He clapped the teacher on one shoulder as though they were old friends. “What a pleasant surprise—most pleasant! I hope my niece is not dulling your mind with frivolous woman’s talk. By God, does she have you carrying her packages?” He took the sacks and the flagon from Abelard and thrust them at me with an admonishing frown.

Mirth leapt in Abelard’s eyes, but seeing my brightening cheeks and hearing the murmur of my apology, he stepped forth and stretched out his hands. His fingers brushed mine. I nearly dropped everything into the mud.

“It is my honor to assist our cloister’s esteemed subdeacon, Canon Fulbert,” Abelard said. “Please allow me.” And he gently took the packages from me again.

I assisted Pauline in the kitchen, simmering the fish she had pulled from the tank and gutted, preparing a salad of greens with strawberries, and ladling her capon brewet into a bowl. She worked as if the end of the world were near, slamming pots and pans on the countertops and stirring the sauce for the fish with one hand and the brewet with the other, sloshing both onto the coals. She’d pressed her mouth together in a grim line when I explained my delay: I had tarried in the scriptorium, undecided which book to borrow, I’d lied, blushing with guilt. Were I to mention Abelard’s song, the smile budding on my lips would burst fully into bloom. One whiff of its fragrance, and everyone would know.

I had carried secrets all my life, each one as a great stone about my neck. This one, however, perched upon my shoulders, as light as a bird that seemed about, at any moment, to lift off and carry me away. When I carried the brewet into the great room, I beheld the slow unfolding of its wings in Abelard’s eyes.

I set the bowl on the table and removed the lid. Steam rose, and aromas of thyme and rosemary from the savory broth Pauline had simmered. My mouth watered, anticipating the flavors as rich as liquid gold. I glanced at Abelard, proud to present Pauline’s fare, which was, I knew, incomparable—but he was not looking at the brewet.

“Will you join us?” he said to me. The fingers of his left hand caressed the tablecloth.

I looked to my uncle, who sipped from the bowl with eyes closed in bliss—eyes that snapped open at Abelard’s suggestion.

“We would only bore her with our talk, Petrus.” Uncle’s nostrils pinched themselves together.

“Then we must move to a new topic. Why speculate on who might become the next bishop of Amiens when neither king nor pope asks for our opinion? We might as well predict the weather. Sit, Heloise, I pray.” My heart increased its beating at the sound of my name on Abelard’s lips. He patted a spot on the bench beside him. “Come and tell me which writers you prefer. I noticed the Ovid you brought home.”

I glanced at my uncle: Had he heard? He had forbidden me the Ars amatoria, calling it “lewd” and “inappropriate for a girl,” and, in doing so, had made it irresistible. If he knew I had coaxed his assistant, Roger, into lending it to me, he would take it away. To my relief, he exhibited no interest in our discussion, but appeared lost in his unhappy thoughts, his lips moving in a silent curse. I knew why he fumed: One week ago, I had offended the bishop of Paris at this very table with my assertion that Eve ought not to be blamed for Adam’s error. The bishop had colored several shades of red before abruptly taking his leave. Uncle feared I would embarrass him tonight, as well, no doubt.

“I enjoy Ovid’s poetry, in particular his Heroides,” Abelard said, oblivious of my uncle’s scowl. “I used to prefer Boethius, but lately find his assertions flawed.”

“Do you?” I ventured a step toward him, my appetite whetted no longer for food, but for discourse. “Which of Boethius’s writings do you dispute?”

Uncle leapt to his feet in such haste that he nearly caused his precious wine to tip. “Niece, I beg for a word with you.” He seized my arm and all but dragged me to the stairway. “Do you desire this man as your teacher? Then leave us,” he muttered. The bird flapped its wings. My feet might have left the floor but for my uncle’s grip. To study philosophy with Pierre Abelard would crown my achievements. I would be the most learned woman in the world, and ready to complete the task my mother had bequeathed to me.

I returned to the kitchen, but my thoughts remained upstairs with the men. Outdoors at the cook fire, my face glowed with heat. Would the great master assent and become my teacher? I pulled the pan of simmering fish from the coals and carried it inside. I handed it to Jean, Pauline’s husband, for the table along with a green savory of parsley, thyme, dittany, sage, costus, and garlic, then assembled on a platter the carrots, onions, and garden greens Pauline had prepared. This I carried to the table myself with trembling hands, eager to gain the master’s esteem, yes, but also curious to learn: With which of Boethius’s precepts did he disagree? That ill fortune is of more use to men than good fortune? In my mind, I formed arguments in Boethius’s defense. Good fortune requires nothing more from us than enjoyment. When ill fortune strikes, however, we learn to endure, to accept, even to prevail. Clearly, we benefit more from our trials. Why, then, do we curse Fortune when she sends them, instead of thanking her?

But when I returned to the great room, the talk had moved beyond philosophy. Jean, attending the sideboard and the cup, refilled the henap with wine while my uncle pressed Abelard into service as my teacher.

“The idea intrigues me,” the magister said, lifting his hand to refuse the drink Uncle offered. “To teach a girl! And yet, work already fills my days and nights.”

“No girl surpasses my niece—non, and few men, either,” Uncle said.

“She would need to possess an astonishing mind. Otherwise, why should I waste my time? I might as well teach a dog to talk as train a female in philosophy.”

“You err, Petrus. My niece will become a great abbess—it is her destiny. At Fontevraud, no less—Fontevraud, heh-heh! Her mother was its prioress and would have become the abbess had she lived long enough. She wanted Heloise to follow in her path and finish the work she began. When Robert of Arbrissel meets my niece, he will beg her to join him there. Teach her the art of dialectic, and you will benefit the world—the world! Think of the letters she may write. Think of the arguments she may make, and the funds she may procure for the abbey, all for the glory of God!”

I closed my eyes and willed my uncle to rein in his tongue lest he make fools of us both. Of course Abelard would not desire to “waste time” with a girl. Teaching me would do nothing to enhance his reputation; my writings would never be published, and his detractors—who were many, I had heard—might scorn him for accepting a female student. As if to confirm my fears, he explained the demands on him. Since coming to the Nôtre-Dame Cloister a few months ago, he had expended much effort correcting the inferior teaching of the previous headmaster, William of Champeaux.

“You gasp, Canon Fulbert, but I do not lie,” Abelard said, touching my uncle’s arm as intimately as if the two were old friends. Watching them, I wanted, now, to take Uncle Fulbert aside for a warning. Had this man of intellect truly formed a bond so quickly with my slow-witted uncle?

“William taught my scholars that, in an argument, probable consequences are as true as necessary ones,” Abelard said. Noting my uncle’s bewildered frown, he added, “In other words, he taught that opinion is the same as fact. Let me illustrate. Provide me with an analogy.”

Uncle merely blinked, as if the light of the other man’s brilliance had blinded him.

“ ‘If Socrates is a man, then Socrates is an animal,’ ” I said. Uncle’s frown told me to depart, but, for once, I defied him.

“That statement is a fact,” my uncle said at last. “A man is, indeed, an animal.”

“Only if Socrates is, indeed, a man,” Abelard said. “But the analogy begins with a possible antecedent—if—which can only result in a probable consequence, not a necessary one.”

“But one must infer that Socrates is an animal from the suggestion that he is a man.” My uncle folded his arms across his chest as if he had just checkmated his opponent in a game of chess.

“Truth is based on necessity, not inference,” Abelard said. “The consequence must be necessary to the antecedent.”

My uncle appeared as a man wandering in the dark without a lantern, so I added, “Master Petrus means to say that the antecedent of a true statement could not exist without the consequence.”

“Voilà,” Abelard said, turning toward me now.

“I thought you were helping Pauline in the kitchen,” Uncle Fulbert growled.

“So if we say, ‘Socrates is a man, therefore he is an animal,’ does the statement then become true?” I persisted.

“An astute question, Heloise.” The beam of Abelard’s approval filled me with warmth. “The argument is necessary, and so would appear to be true, but you have stated an incomplete argument.”

“Incomplete because—” I struggled to discern what I had omitted.

“Because it leaves open the possibility that Socrates does not exist.”

“But he did exist, by God,” my uncle said.

“He did exist, yes. But, being dead, he exists no more,” I said.

“Exactly!” Abelard leapt to his feet and grasped my hands. His eyes shone.

“He exists either in heaven or hell,” Uncle grumbled, but neither of us took notice. At the touch of Abelard’s fingers, my pulse had begun to thrum in my ears. I heard only my inner voices, one praising God for sending this man as my teacher and one urging me to run away, as far from him as I could go.

My uncle interrupted our moment. “She forgets she’s a girl, forgets her place—her place! She is her mother’s daughter, impertinent and proud. But I always say women are why God gave men fists, heh-heh!”

I withdrew my hands to myself and closed my eyes, avoiding my uncle’s drunken sneer and, worse, the teacher’s expression of pity. I had hoped to elicit his admiration, but instead I felt like a dog that had just been kicked.

“Heloise,” Abelard said, but I could not meet his gaze now. Heat flooded my skin. For the first time, I thanked God that I was unable to cry.

“Do you wish to study with me?”

The spoon in my hand clattered to the floor. “Why do you ask me—a mere girl?” I could not resist answering. “One might as well ask a hound whether it wishes to hunt, or a horse for its opinion regarding the bit in its mouth.”

My uncle’s gasp should have warned me, but Abelard’s laughter drew my eyes to him until Uncle leapt up and struck me in the face.

“Impudent girl! Another remark such as that one, and you’ll feel my riding crop on your asne.” My cheek burned. My hands gripped the edge of the tabletop. “Pardon my niece’s manners—very bad! All her years at Argenteuil—and at no small price—failed to teach her respect for her elders.”

I reserve my respect for those who deserve it, I wanted to say—but my years at Argenteuil had taught me the futility of arguing with a tyrant.

“You will need to discipline her, Petrus,” my uncle said. “I grant you full permission to do so.”

But, Abelard pointed out, he had not agreed to teach me. First, he must have my consent. “An unwilling pupil learns nothing except how to vex his teacher.”

A lump formed in my throat. No one had ever asked for my consent regarding anything.

“Sit with us, Heloise, I pray. Then we may become better acquainted and determine if we might work well together.”

“I thank you, but I cannot do so this evening.” My uncle’s slap still burned on my cheek, as though he had struck me with a hot iron. I turned toward the stairs, my shoulders hunched, my arms folded across my chest.

“Niece! I command you to return—return! The master requires your presence,” Uncle said, his speech slurring.

“Some other time, please, magister. My head aches, and I have lost my appetite for food.” How could I sit at table with him now, reduced as I was even in my own eyes? I hastened to my room, a pulsing in my ears like laughter, away from the sound of my uncle’s fist pounding the table and his voice shouting my name.
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What king or philosopher could match your fame? When you appeared in public, who—I ask—did not hurry to catch a glimpse of you, or crane her neck and strain her eyes to follow your departure? Every wife, every young girl, desired you in your absence and was on fire in your presence.

—HELOISE TO ABELARD

My uncle’s insulting words, his heavy hand—the memories clung to me like a bad smell. I placed a bowl of herbs and ointments in the window of my bedroom and let the scented breeze carry him away, then remembered the volume of Ovid that I had brought home. I might have been the only scholar in the world who had not read his Ars amatoria. The prioress had not taught it at Argenteuil, although we had studied the Heroides and his Metamorphoses. Roger, my uncle’s assistant in the scriptorium, had praised the Ars amatoria as one of the great works of literature.

Now the first task for you who come as a raw recruit

Is to find out whom you might wish to love.

The next task is to make sure that she likes you:

The third, to see to it that the love will last.

What would Ovid recommend—that the man sing to his beloved as she walked by?

I dismissed the thought. Curiosity, not any hope of love, had sent the teacher to me: the novelty of a lettered female. Yet, if a man wished to attract a woman, what better way to draw her eye as well as her heart? Every woman in that crowd had envied me. My shame melted away at the memory, and a smile touched my lips.

Pierre Abelard had sung only for me. Who in the world had not heard of him, the poet whose verses rang out in every place, the philosopher whose brilliance blinded all who dared to peer into his light? As headmaster of the Nôtre-Dame School, he had reached the pinnacle of success. I had known him the moment I first saw him, months ago, surrounded by scholars shouting questions, challenging him, scowling as he drove home the final riposte, sharper than any sword. They always returned for more. Having spent only a few moments in his presence, I could easily discern why.

The memory of his eyes returned to me now, not only their dark blue beauty, like sapphires, but also the intensity of his gaze, as though he beheld my naked soul. When he took the parcels my uncle had so rudely thrust into my arms, his eyes had danced with amusement. For the first time, I’d seen Uncle not as a brute to be feared but as a sort of bouffe, graceless and awkward and as full of wind as a storm—and, as storms always pass, so did his temper. Why hadn’t I thought to laugh at his clumsy antics, his fumbling words? Entering the cheerless convent at such a young age had stifled my joy—until today, when Abelard’s eyes had prompted its return, and I had felt merriment bubbling in my mouth.

But why would a man of his eminence sing in the place for me? My star might rise, but would never shine as brightly as his. A woman, I was only a pale moon in a world of suns, reflecting the light of men but emitting none of my own. What use had the sun for the moon? What use had Pierre Abelard for me?

An answer whispered itself, and heat flooded my skin. Non. If he wished for that, he had only to snap his fingers. Girls and women far more beautiful than I filled the city, any of whom would open her arms—and legs—to the handsome poet willingly, even eagerly. Not I. Scandal would not an abbess make. I would teach girls in my own school—at the Fontevraud Abbey, if Uncle had his way.

A knocking at the door interrupted my thoughts. For a moment, I considered feigning sleep, fearing my uncle had come. Renouncing Gisele, his henna-haired mistress with a laugh like a raven’s cry, had altered Uncle Fulbert in disturbing ways. At first a jolly and loving man who had earned my trust with his kindness, he now drank copiously every night until he either flew into a rage or fell into a stupor, or both. The hours between the commencement of drinking and the loss of consciousness had felt increasingly perilous for me since Gisele’s abrupt departure the previous month.

He had not wanted to send her away. Like so many other men of the Church, Uncle had surrendered to the reformists’ demands for the sake of his career. The bishop had tolerated my uncle’s affair, for he indulged weaknesses of his own, as everyone knew. But the reformists had gained in strength. Thirty years had passed since Pope Gregory VII had revoked the authority of bishops who allowed priests to marry. My uncle, being not a priest but a canon, and not married but keeping a mistress, had enjoyed Gisele’s companionship without penalty—until the fiery young monk Bernard of Clairvaux announced that he would come to Paris to speak. For him to point his finger at Bishop Galon would cause the old man’s ruin. In his frenzy to rid himself of any taint, the bishop had commanded all his clergy, even canons, to practice not only celibacy—remaining unmarried—but strict continence, as well, abstaining from all sexual pleasure.

My uncle had to say good-bye to the woman he had loved since his youth. I shall never forget her tearstained face when she departed our home, all her possessions loaded on a cart and her eyes as empty as if she had run out of dreams. Uncle watched her go without a word, then rebuffed my sympathetic embrace. It had to be done, he growled. I shall never advance to deacon by flouting the Church’s rules. Now the flagon was his mistress, and more dangerous to his advancement than any woman—and hazardous to me, as well.

The knock sounded again, hesitant, not at all like my uncle’s fist, so I arose to open the door. Abelard stood on the other side, his hat in his hands, his eyes searching mine. I touched my fingers to my unbraided hair. Why had he come, alone, to my room?

“You did not say whether you want me for your teacher.” His gaze brushed my cheek where my uncle had struck me, and it burned again. “Please let me in so we may discuss the matter.”

“Does my uncle know that you are here?” I peered beyond him to the stairway. Uncle would punish me for any improprieties, no matter who was at fault.

“Your uncle sleeps.”

“Did he fall asleep with his head on the table?” I closed my eyes against the image.

“He staggered into his room and did not return.”

My eyes flew open. “ ‘Your uncle sleeps’ is not a statement of truth, then, since sleeping is only a possible consequence of his entering his room.” I took pleasure in Abelard’s frown. “Although you stated it as a fact, ‘he sleeps’ is your opinion.”

“I asked his servant to look in on him, and he reported that Fulbert was sleeping.”

“Had my uncle instructed him to do so, Jean would have said, ‘He sleeps.’ Or he might have been dead, and Jean mistaken.”

Abelard combed the fingers of one hand through his curls. “My God, how your mind leaps.” His nostrils flared. “Like a caged animal.”

I retreated into my room, and Abelard followed. “Caged? How so? I move about at will.”

“But not for long, non? What else is an abbey if not a cage?”

“In the abbey, my mind will be free.”

“Perhaps, then, you should liberate your body.” He stepped toward me. “While yet you can.”

“Is this why you have come, then? To discuss my body?” I crossed my arms over my chest and gave him a defiant look.

“I came for your answer. Do you desire me for your teacher, or not?”

“I do.” I dropped my gaze to his feet, but resisted the urge to prostrate myself and beg him to accept me. He had already borne witness to my humiliation. “But why would you accept me, after seeing my uncle’s ugly temper?”

“Forgive me, Heloise.” I lifted my eyes in surprise; now, his was the head that hung in shame. “I should have defended you from Fulbert.”

I shook my head. “Had you done so, he would have abused me more harshly once you had gone.”

“But now? Do you fare well?”

“Of course. I have my book.” I gestured toward the Ovid, which lay on my bed.

He stepped over to my bed and lifted the volume. “Ah, the Ars amatoria. ‘The Art of Love.’ Is love an art, or artifice?”

“I have only begun to read it.”

“Would you learn about love from a book, Heloise?” His tone, gentle but chiding, made me want to seize the volume from his hands.

He lowered his eyelids as if sheltering a secret. Warmth flooded my skin. I should order him out of my room. But why should he respect me? My mother dead, my father unknown, I was as worthless as a foundling in Uncle’s eyes—and now, perhaps, in the eyes of the magister, as well. I struggled to find the words to restore his high opinion. Otherwise, he would never deign to teach me anything.

“The Scriptures teach us all we need to know of love.” I tossed my head, hoping I appeared more confident than I felt, and would have looked him directly in the eyes had they not followed the fall of my hair across my arms.

“ ‘How beautiful you are, my darling! Oh, how beautiful! Your eyes are doves,’ ” he murmured. I knew well his allusion, having read the Song of Songs many times. What would it be like to have a man whisper such words to me? I used to wonder. Suddenly thirsty, I took from my windowsill the gourd I used to collect rainwater and drank deeply from it.

“ ‘Love is patient; love is kind,’ ” I said when I had finished—returning Scripture for Scripture. “ ‘It does not envy; it does not boast; it is not proud. It does not dishonor others. It is not self-seeking; it is not easily angered; it keeps no record of wrongs.’ ”

He lowered his eyelids as I spoke, hiding his reaction. When I had finished, he peered out at me from beneath curling lashes. I heard, again, the song he had sung to me—could it be that very day? So much had changed since then. I pressed my hand to the wall behind me, steadying myself.

“There are several different kinds of love, Heloise,” he said with a sly smile.

“Non, magister, you are wrong. There is only one.”
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May the bestower of every art and the most bountiful giver of human talent fill the depths of my breast with the skill of the art of philosophy, in order that I might greet you in writing, most beloved, in accord with my will.

—HELOISE TO ABELARD

My uncle’s horse nuzzled my shoulder and I clapped the tablet shut, as if the creature might read the words written upon it. As I stood on the mounting stone, Uncle’s shrewd stare made me want to hide the tablet behind my back, but I did not. I had nothing to hide, or so I told myself.

“Another letter from Petrus?” he said as I climbed onto the mare he had brought with him. “By God, I wonder if he gives so much attention to all his scholars? If I didn’t know the man to be continent, I might suspect him of seducing you, heh-heh.”

I felt glad that he could not see the flush of heat that spread across my face.

To one who is sweeter from day to day, is loved now as much as possible and is always to be loved more than anything, he had written.

“Except for love, why else would a man write so many letters to a woman—why?” Uncle said.

We joined the tide of horses with their riders swelling toward the Saint-Etienne Cathedral for the great event—the long-anticipated sermon by the renowned orator Bernard of Clairvaux. Even the misting rain that caused my teeth to chatter and stiffened my hands did nothing, it seemed, to deter the Parisians from going to hear the man who had denounced them, and their way of life, as degraded. Uncle and I moved so slowly that I wished I had walked—but I would not want to stain my tunic with mud, not when I had hopes of seeing Abelard.

“He writes to you daily, non? Yesterday, I saw his messenger thrice at our door. That sort of devotion usually means one thing.”

I forced a laugh. “Why, Master Petrus is devoted to philosophy, and the teaching of it. You ought to appreciate his efforts on my behalf.”

“Oui, I ought, given the fortune I pay him—a fortune!” A dog darted in front of us, startling our horse. Uncle’s arms, on either side of me, tightened. “Adelard of Bath commanded an equally high fee, but he didn’t show such a personal interest. It makes me wonder what sort of lessons our Petrus intends for you.”

“I do not know what you mean.”

“Has he spoken of love to you? Has he touched you?”

I laughed again. “Master Petrus, in love with me? What philosopher ever squandered his time on women?”

“I have seen the way the girls crowd around him, young beauties, and wealthy widows, too, straining to touch the hem of his garment as if he were the Christ—the Christ! No man could resist such temptation.”

“In his eyes, I am but a scholar, one of many under his care.”

“I hope so, for his sake—and for yours. Be vigilant, my girl! Guard your purity. Your future as an abbess depends upon it, as does my career.”

“I am well aware of that, dear uncle.” I kept my tone light, reminding myself that, when he was sober, I had nothing to fear from him.

“If he ever speaks of love or touches you in—in that way, I want to know. Do you understand?”

Before I could answer, my uncle’s assistant, Roger, called his name and came toward us, waving his arms. “One of the deacons has fallen ill and cannot walk in the procession,” he said, beaming. “The bishop of Paris wants you to take his place. Make haste, Canon Fulbert!”

As I followed my uncle into the Saint-Etienne Cathedral, I searched for Abelard in vain. Only by some miracle would I find him amid all these people. The entire city, it seemed, waited to hear the renowned monk, filling four of the great chapel’s five naves and pressing against the marble columns: monks, clergy, and canons on either side of the center aisle; nobles along the far right side, their brilliant yellows, greens, and peacock blues competing with the colorful mosaics adorning the walls; merchants and townspeople on the far left; villeins and servants in the back, stretching their necks for a view of the proceedings. My uncle secured a place for me at the foot of the altar, with the nobles, then hastened to don his ceremonial robes and join the processional. As soon as he left, I slipped the wax tablet from the pouch on my belt and resumed reading Abelard’s letter.

An unclouded night: would that it were with me!

The magister had suggested letter writing as our first exercise, to my surprise, for I had expected to learn the art of dialectic—of debate and discussion—for which he was famous.

“I have never lost a debate,” he had said in our first lesson, his voice swaggering. “I humiliated William of Champeaux. I ground Anselm of Laon into the dust with the heel of my logic. I made Roscelin weep. The greatest teachers in the realm could not compete with me.” He thumped his chest. “I may be the only true philosopher in the world.”

“You have not debated me.”

He laughed. “Debate a woman? That would be as unchivalrous as attacking you with my sword.”

“Not so, master. You would best me with a sword.” He laughed his lion’s roar, delighted with my riposte.

Yet, after several weeks of lessons, I had learned little of philosophy or dialectic. Instead, we wrote letters—an art at which I must excel, Abelard said, to succeed as an abbess.

“Let us write as though we were lovers,” he had said, slanting his eyes at me. “Then I shall discern how much you are learning from Ovid.”

But all the books in the world could not begin to teach what I was already learning from this man.

To her heart’s love, more sweetly scented than any spice, I wrote to him, from she who is his in heart and body: the freshness of eternal happiness as the flowers fade of your youth.

“Here,” he said, tapping with his stylus the tablet on which I had written my first letter, “you have wished me ‘the freshness of eternal happiness as the flowers fade of your youth.’ ” He smiled but his eyes held a dazed expression, as if staring into a too-bright sun.

“Do you approve of the greeting?” I thought it quite elegant and waited for his praise.

“As the flowers fade of my youth?” His smile slipped nearly off his face. “In your eyes, I am an old man.”

I blinked, uncomprehending. What philosopher had ever concerned himself with such things? Who had heeded the wisdom of Socrates before that great thinker grew his beard? Christ himself had not taught until he was nearly Abelard’s age.

“I had thought that, for a philosopher, youth would be a burden,” I said.

“Not if youth is preferred by the woman he admires.”

A song began to play inside me. I closed my eyes, which always revealed too much. My uncle had flown into rages because of my eyes. “Chienne! I know what you are thinking,” he would snarl, lifting his hand against me. At Argenteuil, the abbess had read my sullen thoughts and wielded the cane herself, panting, her hand trembling as she’d lifted my skirt to deliver the blows.

“Heloise,” Abelard had said. “Look at me.”

When I lifted my gaze so shyly to his face, did he behold the girl dancing inside me? Could he hear the music playing so sweetly? At night, alone in the study of my uncle’s house, reading the Porphyry assigned to me and writing my arguments, I would hear that tune begin quietly, as if played by a distant piper, then increase until it had filled me to overflowing and drowned out all thoughts but those of Abelard. How intently he gazed into my eyes as I spoke, pouring out my very soul to him in our long talks. Who had ever listened to anything that I said? Who had ever responded with smiles and compliments? With him, I became utterly myself as never before—and, to my astonishment, when I looked into his eyes like mirrors reflecting myself back to me, I admired the person I beheld there. Thinking of him, bathed in that sweet music, I would take up a new tablet and write verses to accompany that tune—words not of feigned love, as in our letters, but of the elation that had seized me on the day we met, and which aroused my spirit more with every moment I spent in his presence.

For him, I’d told myself, our letters made up an elaborate game of elocution, and no more. Every teacher played similarly with his scholars, writing letters as an exercise, an amusement. Love? What had a philosopher to do with love?

To one who is sweeter from day to day, is loved now as much as possible and is always to be loved more than anything. Standing in the cathedral, reading these words, I felt a fullness in my chest, as though my heart expanded. Who had ever loved me?

In the next instant, I berated myself. Abelard had written as a master to his scholar, from the mind and not from the heart.

Now I feared I would miss my chance to speak with him today at Bernard’s sermon. Perhaps he stood in the processional outside the cathedral doors. I slipped the tablet into my pouch and turned my head to see—and heard his deep, rich laughter, already so dear. My pulse skipped a beat. There he stood, not far from me, also in the nobles’ section, with a woman whose braids, shining from under a cloth of shimmering gold, rivaled the red in Abelard’s tunic. Her slanting eyes gazed boldly into Abelard’s; her pretty mouth curved upward as she told a tale that he seemed to find exceedingly amusing. I turned my attention to the choir. He could laugh with whomever he wished.

The choir halted its chant and the procession entered the cathedral, stepping slowly down the center aisle: the master of the boys, followed by four boys singing a verse and response; the cloister subdeacons, including my uncle, and deacons in green chasubles carrying oil, balsam, and candles; a boy holding the ceremonial cross; and the bishops and abbots in their vestments of white and gold. Galon, the bishop of Paris, stepped weakly on his aged legs, squinting to see with his rheumy eyes. Etienne of Garlande, the archdeacon of Paris and the king’s chancellor, flashed his gold rings and looked over the crowd as though he were, as rumored, more powerful than the king. Then came Abelard’s nemesis William of Champeaux, now bishop of Châlons-sur-Marne, flaring the nostrils of his long, sharp nose, followed by Bernard, in a hooded tunic of undyed wool. His head, tonsured nearly to baldness with only a small fringe of hair, glistened with perspiration; his face held a glum expression, as though he marched at his own funeral.

When they had ascended the stair to the altar, Galon stepped up to the pulpit. A hush fell over the room. In the voice he used for services—high, almost singing, pretentious—he introduced Bernard. The young monk had come on an important mission, Galon said: to denounce the spread of decadence in the Church.

“I have come to talk about decadence, yes,” Bernard said when Galon had ceded the pulpit. In contrast to Galon’s whine, his voice resonated like a struck bell.

“In particular, I wish to discuss the degradation occurring in our most sacred places. A foul influence corrupts what should be pure, namely, the hearts and souls of those of us chosen to serve the Almighty God.” His stare fell upon Abelard’s red-haired companion like an accusing finger, then shifted to me.

“Brothers,” he said, “answer me this: If dogs defecated on the cathedral steps, would you not scrub them clean? Do you allow lepers to handle your saints’ relics, or to urinate in your baptismal fountain?”

Murmurs spread in a low rumble, then swelled to a clamor. Abelard’s friend waved an ivory fan before her face. Abelard wrapped a hand around her arm, as protective as a sibling—but his intimate glances were anything but brotherly.

“Then why,” Bernard said when the din had settled, “do I see women in this cloister?”

His eyes flew open to stare at me with such loathing that I dropped my gaze all the way to the floor, my face as hot as if I had been caught in some unspeakable, indecent act.

“Women—daughters of Eve!” he cried. “Nay, you are Eve, the gateway of the devil. The one who unsealed the curse of the forbidden tree. The first to turn her back on the divine law. You are the one who persuaded him whom the devil was not capable of corrupting; you easily destroyed the image of God, that is, Adam.”

I winced under the force of his words. For this occasion, why had Bernard resurrected a speech by Tertullian, the ancient Roman whose disgust for women permeated his writings? ‘Daughters of Eve’? Would the Church visit the iniquities of the mother upon the daughters? Didn’t the Scriptures say, Each one shall be put to death for his own sin?

Bernard had become a monk only after the death of his mother, to whom he was said to be deeply attached. Now he praised the Virgin Mary as the supreme example of womanhood, apparently forgetting that, had his mother remained chaste, he would not have been born. Did only virgins merit God’s love? Why, then, had the Lord given us wombs? And why did such men as Bernard blame women for the death of Man? Didn’t God banish the first couple from the garden out of fear that they might eat from the Tree of Life and live forever? Weren’t they, therefore, already destined to die?

As Bernard continued, his voice rising to a shout, his face reddening, a monk standing behind him—Suger, from the Saint-Denis monastery, I later discovered—narrowed his small, close-set eyes at me; his nostrils quivered as though I wafted a putrid odor. Flushing, I sought Abelard’s eyes and found him whispering into her ear, his lips twitching with suppressed laughter. She smiled, showing teeth like matched pearls.

When the sermon had ended, my uncle joined me on the floor. I begged him to take me home. Never had I felt more unwelcome, and in the cathedral where I had so often prayed. He bade me to wait, however. We ought, at least, to speak with the magister, he said—but I knew he wanted to ingratiate himself with Bernard and also with Etienne of Garlande, who had descended to the floor and now talked with Abelard and his companion. Curious about the girl, I followed Uncle through the crowd of clerics and monks who now shrank back to avoid touching me.

“Remarkable,” the girl was saying to Abelard and Etienne, the king’s chief adviser. But my gaze did not remain on them for long: I could not help staring at the girl, whose bliaut fit her so tightly that I wondered how she could breathe, and whose neckline plunged to expose the curve and swell of her breasts—revealing attire, indeed, for the mass.

“What did you think of Bernard’s sermon?” Abelard said to me.

My uncle, fearing I would embarrass him in front of the king’s chancellor, squeezed my hand so hard I flinched from his grasp. But all waited for my reply. Pulling away from my uncle, I said, “Like your friend, I found it remarkable—for its irrelevance.”

“Voilà! Your opinion is also mine,” Abelard said. “I wonder if our reasoning is the same?”

“This is not the classroom, magister,” the girl said, prodding him with an elbow. But he kept his eyes on me.

“The speech was written nine hundred years ago,” I said.

“By Tertullianus!” Abelard cried in delight. “You have read him, also? Etienne. Agnes. Did I speak the truth about her, or not?”

“I knew the phrase ‘daughters of Eve’ sounded familiar,” Etienne said.

“Blaming Eve for Adam’s weakness is certainly convenient, isn’t it?” Agnes said.

“Adam himself did so,” I said.

“Now we know how far backward the reformists would take us all—to the days of Tertullianus, the second century. Soon they will call for the veiling of virgins,” my uncle said, beaming at his own cleverness.

“Bernard has already done worse, in demanding that women be expelled from the cloister,” Agnes said. “I wonder that you did not challenge him, Pierre.”

Pierre? I lifted my eyebrows at him, but he was looking at her, not me.

“Challenge him? Why? I see no error in his remarks. We men are weak, and women are to blame for all our sins—especially lust.” The grin Abelard exchanged with her sent a pang through my breast.

“Wickedness resides not in the bodies of women, but in the hearts of men,” I said, more sharply than I had intended.

“Non—not in their hearts, but elsewhere,” Agnes said, making Abelard laugh.

Etienne turned to me. “You bore Bernard’s insults most gracefully.”

“I did not consider them insults, since they did not pertain to me.”

“Do you mean to say that you are neither a harlot nor a whore?” Agnes said. “How disappointing.”

Abelard’s gaze held mine—for only an instant, before returning to the red-haired girl. “Heloise is no harlot, but the most learned woman in Paris,” he said.

“Of course.” Etienne bowed. “Who has not heard of Heloise, our fair-sex scholar?” He introduced Agnes as his niece, who embraced me and declared me “the Minerva of Paris.” The reference was flawed, for that goddess represents wisdom rather than knowledge—but I was wise enough, at least, not to contradict her.

“Now that we have all done our duty and gone to Sunday services, you must come to our house for dinner,” she said, tucking her arm into mine. “Pierre will bring you—but only if you will divulge your secrets.”

“Secrets?” I glanced at my uncle, whose fierce stare warned me to divulge nothing. Your mother hid you away with good reason, he had said this morning. Her sins would have brought ruin and shame to our family. A single hint of scandal and I will never be promoted—never!

“Your secrets—yes! I especially want to know how you provoked that sour-faced Bernard to glare only at you, when I stood at his feet.” Agnes laughed, a sound as rich as butter. “I felt more than a pang of jealousy, I admit. I had anticipated the roll of his eye over me, daughter of Eve that I am. I even dressed for the occasion.”
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Love does not so easily forsake those whom it has once stung.

—HELOISE TO ABELARD

In the hours between Bernard’s sermon and Agnes’s supper, she had transformed herself. Abelard and I entered Etienne’s spacious house overlooking the Saint-Etienne Cathedral to find her even more breathtaking than before. She exuded the fragrance of roses. Her copper hair curled in ringlets against her flawless skin. Abelard stood more closely to her than necessary and breathed her in as though the roses embroidered on her gown were real. I looked on with a smile so broad it pained my face.

“You should have come sooner! You have missed the excitement,” Agnes said as Abelard pretended to shield his eyes, dazzled, he said, by the sun. She had adorned herself in saffron from the boots whose toes curled up and around like ram’s horns to the turban perched like a sunlit cloud atop her curls. Saffron! I caught my breath at the sheer extravagance. In my linen tunic of pale green—my favorite, until that moment—I felt like a common weed. As she lifted one perfumed cheek, then the other, to Abelard’s smiling lips, I vowed to ask my uncle for new clothes.

“Which sultan did you charm into giving you his cap?” he teased as she led us across a Persian carpet of red and gold into the great room. There, Etienne stood with another man before large windows overlooking the city. Below, I saw the pale, bald Bishop Galon; Bernard, in his coarse, hooded tunic; and an elderly bishop with a stooped back all trotting away on horseback, talking and gesturing, oblivious of the crowds milling to and from the banks of the Seine.

“Do not tease! You know the count brought this turban from the Holy Land,” Agnes said to Abelard.

“The count?” I asked.

“My grandfather Guy, the Count of Rochefort.” She shrugged, as if everyone’s grandfather were a count. “You should have come sooner, Pierre. The bishop of Paris has just departed in a rage with Yves, the bishop of Chartres. He and Bernard screamed at my uncle.” Her voice rippled with pleasure.

“Did they come to discuss the bishopric in Amiens?” Godfrey, the current bishop, was said to be near death, Abelard told me, and Pope Paschal II wanted to name his successor—a privilege the king of France had always enjoyed. Bernard, Suger, and Yves, prominent reformists all, had come today on the pope’s behalf, hoping Etienne might influence the king for Paschal.

“It was hardly a discussion,” Agnes said. “Bernard foamed at the mouth, or nearly so. He spat every time he spoke the word investiture.”

Seeing my frown, Abelard explained the situation further: The reformists, determined to enforce the former pope’s decrees, insisted that the Church, not the king, must appoint bishops. King Louis did not agree. Bishops controlled vast domains, collected large sums in taxes, and commanded many foot soldiers and knights. The king would not relinquish his power to appoint bishops loyal to him.

“The pope cannot win this battle. He might as well try to move a mountain as to change King Louis’s mind,” Abelard said.

“So said Uncle Etienne. I thought Galon would excommunicate him and my father both.”

“Galon did not expect an argument?”
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